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PREFACE

The Ottoman Empire: A Historical Encyclopedia is focused primarily on the major events and personages who played an important role in the political, social, cultural, and intellectual history of the Ottoman state from its establishment in the last decade of the 13th century to its fall after the end of World War I. The Ottoman Empire contained a mosaic of diverse ethnic, linguistic, and religious groups. Each group possessed its own history, culture, language, customs, and traditions. The population of the empire included Albanians, Arabs, Armenians, Bosnians, Bulgarians, Croatians, Greeks, Hungarians, Jews, Kurds, Romanians, Turks, Serbs, and many others. No account of the Ottoman Empire can therefore claim to be comprehensive unless it covers the history and cultures of all the peoples and communities who contributed to the diversity, growth, and prosperity of this vast and complex empire. The present volumes make no pretense of providing an all-inclusive synopsis of the Ottoman Empire’s history and culture. This encyclopedia is designed as an introductory outline, providing readers who might not have prior knowledge of or expertise on the subject with a broad overview and a general understanding of some of the main personages, events, and institutions in the rich history of the Ottoman Empire.

The Ottoman Empire is designed as a research tool dedicated to the study of Ottoman history, culture, and civilization. Because no other encyclopedia of the Ottoman Empire has been written for the use of high school and university students, this two-volume reference resource will fill a significant gap presently encountered by those who plan to study or research the history of the Middle East, North Africa, and southeast Europe from the second half of the 13th century to the first half of the 20th century. The Ottoman Empire will benefit not only high school and university students, but the general reader interested in Ottoman life, history, culture, and traditions. Because the present-day countries of southeast Europe, the Arab Middle East and North Africa, as well as Turkey were all parts of the Ottoman Empire for centuries, and they all emerged from its disintegration, it is critical for us to understand the history of this rich civilization and teach our students its important place and role in world history.

The geographical focus of this encyclopedia is limited to regions, territories, and countries ruled by the Ottoman state. The time span covered extends from the establishment of the Ottoman state in the last decade of the 13th century to the collapse of the Ottoman Empire after World War I. The more than 160 entries are divided into the following eight topical categories:

Battles and Treaties

Beys and Pashas

Empire and Administration

Historians, Writers, Poets, and Scholars

Peoples and Cultures

Popular Culture

Rebels, Reformers, and Revolutionaries

Sultans of the Ottoman Empire

Each entry contains cross-references broken down by topical category and a bibliography of relevant information resources. Also provided are 22 primary document selections illustrating Ottoman history. The text has also been supplemented with sidebars, illustrations, a chronology of major events, a glossary of important terms, a bibliography of print resources suitable for both university undergraduate and high school student research, an appendix listing the sultans of the Ottoman Empire and the rulers of the Safavid dynasty, and a detailed subject index, making this encyclopedia a valuable addition to existing reference collections.


NOTE ON PRONUNCIATION, 
TRANSLITERATION, AND 
SPELLING

The multiplicity of languages used in the Ottoman Empire and the varieties of spelling that were adopted over centuries present a number of problems, making complete consistency impossible. With a few exceptions, I have used the modern Turkish spelling system. I have not, however, applied Turkish spellings and pronunciations to non-Turkish words. Thus, sharif (Arabic) has not been spelled as şerif (Turkish) or shah (Persian) as şah (Turkish).








	c (Turkish)

	j (English)




	ç (Turkish)

	ch (English)




	ö (Turkish)

	ö (German)




	ş (Turkish)

	sh (English)




	ü (Turkish)

	ü (German)







INTRODUCTION

The emergence of the Ottoman state as an empire with territory on three continents is one of the most important events in the history of the world. For nearly six centuries the Ottomans ruled a powerful state that held territory in the Balkans, the Middle East, and North Africa. The Ottoman state expanded from a small principality in western Anatolia in the last decade of the 13th century to one of the most powerful empires the world had ever seen. The Ottoman Empire was not only vast, but it also contained a mosaic of religious, ethnic, and linguistic communities, including Greeks, Serbs, Croatians, Bosnians, Hungarians, Albanians, Bulgarians, Romanians, Arabs, Turks, Armenians, Kurds, Jews, and many others. Each group possessed its own unique identity, history, culture, language, and traditions. The heterogeneity of the empire’s population required governmental institutions that would preserve the unity and territorial integrity of the state.

The Ottoman state divided its subjects according to their relationship with the government. Those who worked for the government were called askeri (the military or the ruling class), and those who did not were the reāyā or the members of the subject class (Sugar: 33; Aksan: x–xi). The askeri comprised several strata. The first stratum was made up of the families who had fought alongside the first Ottoman sultans and had played an important role in transforming the state from a principality into a full-fledged empire. The second included the dynasties and ruling elites who had been conquered and then incorporated into the Ottoman system. The third encompassed those Christian subjects of the sultan who were recruited through devșirme (devshirme), the system by which young Christian boys were educated and trained to assume positions of power in the imperial palace, the army, and the administration. The fourth stratum was the ulema or the learned men of religion, a body of Muslim scholars who were recognized as the experts in Islamic law (Arabic: sharia; Turkish: şeriat). The ulema were responsible for administering the Islamic legal and educational institutions of the empire (Aksan: x–xi). Regardless of ethnic and religious origins, each member of the Ottoman ruling class had to demonstrate his loyalty to the sultan and his familiarity with the customs, mannerisms, and language that distinguished a member of the Ottoman ruling class from the members of the subject class. The reāyā also consisted of several strata, including peasant farmers, manufacturers, and merchants. The members of the subject class produced the goods and paid the taxes that sustained the state and the ruling dynasty (Aksan: x–xi).

The Ottomans also divided the population of their empire into distinct religious communities or millets. Each religious community was granted the right to practice its traditional rites and ceremonies under the supervision of its own ecclesiastical hierarchy. Jews, Christians, and Muslims lived side by side under the authority of the Ottoman sultan, a Sunni Muslim Turk, who acted as the protector of all religious communities of the empire. Each community enjoyed religious, cultural, and legal autonomy and managed its own internal affairs under its own religious leadership (Aksan: x–xi). The head of each religious community was appointed by the sultan (Imber: 216–217). This system allowed the religious communities of the empire to coexist in relative peace and harmony. It also enabled the Ottoman sultan to claim that he treated all his subjects with justice and benevolence. The tolerance displayed by the Ottoman sultans did not mean that the Jews and Christians of the empire were treated as equal to Muslims, however. In accordance with Islamic law, Jews and Christians were people of the book (Arabic: ahl al-kitab) and considered protected religious communities (Arabic: dhimmi; Turkish: zimmi), which lived under the authority of a Muslim sovereign. The sultan was required to protect the lives and property of his Jewish and Christian subjects. In return, his Jewish and Christian subjects were obligated to remain loyal to him and pay the Ottoman state a poll tax (Arabic: jizye; Turkish: cizye) in return for not serving in the military. In all legal matters, Islamic law held precedence, and Islamic courts were open to all subjects of the sultan (Imber: 217).

The Christian population of the Ottoman Empire was heterogeneous. The Ottoman government recognized two principal Christian millets, namely, the Greek Orthodox and the Armenian Gregorian. Other Christian communities, such as the Maronites, Nestorians, and Syrian Orthodox, were not recognized as full-fledged millets, although for all practical purposes they functioned as autonomous religious communities under their own leaders. The Muslim population of the empire was equally heterogeneous, but since Islam was the official religion of the Ottoman Empire, the Muslims were not considered a separate millet. However, the Muslim community was organized in the same manner as the Christian communities (McCarthy: 128). The sultan appointed the şeyhulislam (Arabic: sheikh al-Islam) as the head of the ulema, the experts and interpreters of Islamic law. The muftis, who were the official interpreters of Islamic law and issued legal opinions (fatwas), also came from the ranks of the ulema. They were assigned by the şeyhulislam to the provinces of the empire. The kādis or judges, who enforced the Islamic law and the kānun (the laws issued by the sultan) and administered the courts throughout the empire, were also appointed by the şeyhulislam (McCarthy: 121–122).

As the Ottoman state transformed from a small principality in western Anatolia into a full-fledged imperial power, the institutions that had given rise to the early Ottoman fiefdom similarly underwent a profound transformation. The early Ottoman principality was based on the active participation of charismatic Ottoman rulers, who carried the title of hān or khān and acted as a gāzi, or a person who carried out military raids in the name of Islam. Ottoman power and authority derived from military units organized and led by the gāzis who fought with the Ottoman ruler. The Ottoman army was not only the backbone of the state, but was the state itself. The seat of power was literally the saddle of the Ottoman ruler, who organized and led the raids during time of war. His leadership required him to inspect the territory under his rule. As for the religious orientation of the early Ottoman state, the Islam of the gāzis lacked the theological sophistication of the ulema, who dominated the mosques and seminaries of Anatolia’s urban centers such as Konya. The Islam of the early Ottoman rulers was unorthodox, eclectic, and mystical (Inalcik: 17). Not surprisingly, the tekkes (lodges) of Sufi orders dominated the religious and spiritual life of the frontier gāzis who were fighting with Osman I (r. 1290–1326), the founder of the Ottoman dynasty, and his son, Orhan (r. 1326–1362). One of the earliest accounts of Osman’s rise to power describes how he received a blessing from a prominent mystical leader, Şeyh Edebali (Sheikh Edebali), who handed him the sword of a gāzi and prophesized that his descendants would rule the world (Inalcik: 55). When Osman died in 1326, the ceremony that decided the succession of his son to the throne took place at a zāviye, a hospice run and managed by dervishes for travelers (Inalcik: 55). Orhan was the first Ottoman ruler to assume the title of sultan, and his son Murad (r. 1362–1389) was the first to use the title of Hüdavendigār (lord or emperor) (Inalcik: 56). In 1395 Sultan Bayezid I (r. 1389–1402) added the title of Sultan al-Rum or Sultan of Byzantine lands. As the power and the territorial possessions of the empire expanded, the Ottoman sultans added new titles, such as pādișāh (pādishāh), a Persian word meaning “sovereign,” but never abandoned the title of gāzi. With the creation of the empire and the establishment of Ottoman power in the urban centers where Sunni Islam dominated the Muslim community, the state became increasingly identified with the official Islam of the ulema, although the mystical traditions and practices were never abandoned.

The succession to the Ottoman throne did not follow an established procedure (Inalcik: 59). In theory the rise of a prince to the throne could only be determined by the will of God (Inalcik: 59). When a prince managed to defeat the other contenders for the throne and gained the support of the ulema, the army, and palace officials, he could ascend the throne and seize the central treasury (Inalcik: 59). The result of this power struggle was justified as a manifestation of divine support. The reigning sultan appointed his sons to the governorships of provinces. Each son was accompanied by a tutor, who advised him on the art of statecraft (Inalcik: 59). As provincial governors, the sons established their own courts, replicating the imperial court in the capital. The tutors and administrators who joined each prince were carefully selected from among the loyal servants of the sultan and were expected to provide their royal master with information on the development and activities of the princes to whom they were assigned (Inalcik: 60). After a new sultan ascended the throne (Alderson: 5), he was expected to execute his brothers and other male contenders to the throne. It was believed that when there was only one member of the royal family alive, the members of the government and commanders of the army would remain loyal to him.

As the early Ottoman state expanded, acquired towns and cities, and established a court, Turkish nomadic practices were modified by incorporating long-established traditions borrowed from pre-Islamic Iran, the Islamic caliphates of the Umayyads and the Abbasids, as well as the Greek Byzantine empire. This did not mean that the Ottomans abandoned their nomadic origins and practices. The sultans continued to carry the title of khān, which they had brought with them from their original home in Central Asia (Inalcik: 56). As the state expanded its territory, the Ottomans recognized the need to establish an administration that could collect taxes and send them to the central treasury, which used the revenue generated from agricultural production and trade to pay the expenditures of the sultan and the central government.

Under the Ottoman governmental system, the sultan stood at the top of the power pyramid. He was both the temporal and spiritual leader, who drew his authority from the șeriat (Islamic law) and kānun (the imperial law), and was obligated to rule with justice, to defend his domains against external enemies and internal rebellions, to protect the life and security of his subjects, and to preserve the peace and stability of the kingdom he ruled (Aksan: xi). The government itself was an extension of the sultan’s private household; government officials were the personal servants of their royal master and were appointed and dismissed at the sultan’s pleasure. The ancient Iranian theory of statehood provided the theoretical and political foundations of the empire. According to this theory, to rule his kingdom and to protect his subjects from foreign enemies and internal chaos and lawlessness, a monarch needed an army and a strong government. The maintenance of a strong army and administration demanded the creation of wealth and collection of taxes generated by the members of the laboring classes. For laboring classes to produce wealth there had to be peace, stability, and security. Peace and security required the presence of a ruler with a strong army and a stable government. This circular theory had been elaborated during the reign of the Persian Sasanian dynasty (r. 224–651 CE) and later modified to Islamic traditions by the Abbasid caliphs of Baghdad. It was further modified after the arrival of Turkic nomadic groups from Central Asia in the 11th century and the establishment of Mongol rule in the 13th century (Inalcik: 65).

The administration of justice constituted the most important duty of an Ottoman sultan. Failure to protect his subjects from injustice could justify the overthrow of a ruler. The palace was the center of power and served as the residence of the sultan and his family. The Ottoman palace comprised two principal sections, the enderun, or the inner section, and the birun, or the outer section. The two sections encircled two large courtyards, which were joined by the Gate of Felicity, where the sultan sat on his throne, received his guests, and attended ceremonies. The sultan lived in the inner section of the palace, which was attached to the royal harem. The harem comprised women’s apartments and was reserved for the female members of the royal family, including the mother of the sultan (vālide sultan) and the sultan’s wives. Since proximity to the sultan determined the power and status of an individual, the sultan’s attendants and servants, particularly the eunuchs, who were responsible for the protection of the royal harem, exercised enormous influence in the government. Until the 16th century the eunuchs were for the most part white males recruited from the Caucasus region. Sometime in the 17th century the white eunuchs were replaced by black eunuchs from the Sudan (Shaw: 1:115). The palace eunuchs were managed and supervised by the āğā (āghā) or the chief of “the Abode of Felicity” (Shaw: 1:115). Aside from the eunuchs, women of the royal harem also played a prominent role in the political life of the palace. In the second half of the 16th century, as the sultans began to rule from the harem, the power of those who surrounded them, particularly their mothers and wives, increased. They enjoyed direct access to the sultan and were in daily contact with him. With the sultan spending less time on the battlefield and delegating his responsibilities to the grand vizier, the mothers and wives began to emerge as the principal source of information and communication between the harem and the outside world. They often interfered in factional fighting and rivalries within the ruling elite.

The palace constituted the brain center of the empire. The divān-i hümāyun, or the imperial council, which constituted the highest deliberative organ of the Ottoman government, met at the palace at fixed times to listen to complaints from the subjects of the sultan. The council comprised the grand vizier and his cabinet, which included the chief of chancellery, called the nişānci (nishānji), who controlled the tuğrā (the official seal of the Ottoman state) and drew up and certified all official letters and decrees; the chief of the Islamic judicial system (kādiasker); and the treasurers (defterdārs) of Anatolia and Rumeli (Ottoman provinces in the Balkans) (Lot: 344; Somel: 72–73). Until the reign of Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481), the conqueror of Constantinople, the sultan participated in the deliberations of the imperial council. As his empire and authority expanded, the sultan became increasingly detached and stopped participating in the meetings of the divān. Instead, a square window “overlooking the council chamber” was added so that the sultan could listen to the deliberations of his ministers (Inalcik, Ottoman Empire: 90).

Many who managed the empire as governors, provincial administrators, and army commanders received their education and training in the palace. They had been recruited as young slaves and brought to the palace, where they were trained as the obedient servants of the sultan. The sultan did not recruit his officials, army commanders, and soldiers from the native Muslim population. Rather, young Christian boys from the sultan’s European provinces formed a vast pool from which new slaves could be recruited, converted to Islam, and trained to assume the highest posts in the empire. Known as the devșirme (devshirme), this recruitment system also resulted in the creation of the yeni çeri (yeni cheri) or the janissary corps, who constituted the sultan’s elite infantry and were paid directly from the central government’s treasury.

Even when the territorial expansion of the empire slowed down, the practice of recruiting young Christian boys as soldiers and administrators did not stop. As late as the 16th century the sultan issued a royal decree (fermān) ordering his local officials to summon all Christian boys between the ages of eight and twenty in their rural districts (Inalcik: 78). The government officials selected and registered the best qualified boys and sent them in groups of 100–150 to Istanbul, where they were received by the āğā (commander) of the janissary corps (Inalcik: 78). The number of boys recruited through this system in the 16th century has been estimated as being from 1,000 to 3,000 a year (Inalcik: 78). As the future members of the ruling elite, they had to learn Turkish and acquire the customs and etiquette of an Ottoman official. The best and most talented were retained as palace pages or iç oğlāns (ich oghlāns) and received further education and training in various palaces in Istanbul and Edirne under the strict supervision of eunuchs and tutors (Inalcik: 78–79). Once they had completed their education, the pages were either appointed to positions within the palace or served as the kāpi kullāri (the slaves of the sultan) military units. Those who served as pages in the palace were trained by the eunuchs, who organized their daily activities and responsibilities. The young boys grew up with little contact with the outside world. As young men who owed their life, status, and special privileges to the sultan, they remained single until they had reached the age of 30 (Inalcik: 79).

Four principal chambers within the palace served the sultan and his needs. The privy chamber served the sultan’s most basic needs such as cleaning, dressing, and personal security (Inalcik: 80). The sultan’s sword keeper, silahdār ağa; the royal valet, çohādār ağa (chohādār āghā); and his personal secretary, sir kātibi, were the principal officials in charge of the privy chamber (Shaw: 1:115). The treasury chamber was responsible for the sultan’s personal jewelry and other valuable items. The third chamber, or the larder, was responsible for the preparation of the sultan’s meals, and the fourth or the campaign chamber comprised bath house attendants, barbers, drum beaters, and entertainers (Shaw: 1:117; Inalcik: 80). Pages with exceptional ability and talent would join the privy chamber after they had served in one of the other three chambers (Inalcik: 80; Shaw: 1: 117). From the time the sultan woke up to the time he went to bed, the pages of the privy chamber accompanied him and organized the many services that their royal master required.

Until the reign of Mehmed II in the middle of the 15th century, the Ottomans, like many previous Muslim dynasties, recruited and trained slaves as soldiers. The majority of nonmilitary functions were reserved for government officials who were recruited from the Muslim Turkish elite. The members of this elite class were for the most part educated in traditional bureaucratic and religious institutions, where knowledge of Islamic sciences as well as Arabic grammar and Persian literature and poetry was mandatory. Many who served as the civil administrators within the Ottoman government were recruited from the ranks of the ulema, or the learned men of religion and doctors of Islamic law. With the reign of Mehmed II, however, the sultan began to appoint slaves to the top administrative positions of the empire (McCarthy: 55). The policy of replacing the traditional Muslim educated elite with slaves ignited a conflict between the old Turkish elite and the newly converted slaves, forcing the sultan to perform a balancing act to avoid an all-out war among his officials.

Like the central government, the provincial administration also played an important role in preserving the unity and territorial integrity of the empire. To maintain an efficient provincial administration and a strong army, the Ottomans created a financial organization that collected taxes. Under Ottoman rule, land constituted the most important source of wealth and government revenue. There were several distinct categories of land ownership in the Ottoman Empire. By far the largest category was miri (crown land), or land owned and controlled by the state (Inalcik: 109). Theoretically, all lands used for agricultural production in the empire belonged to the sultan. The central government also recognized vakif (Arabic: vaqf), or land controlled and supervised as a religious endowment, with its revenue providing support for charitable objectives (McCarthy: 116–118). The state also recognized mülk (Arabic: mulk), or privately owned land (McCarthy: 118–119). The vakif and mülk could be converted to crown lands by order of the sultan. Ottoman sultans always tried to increase their revenue base by confiscating vakif and mülk lands, converting them to miri so that the revenue they earned would finance their military campaigns. An increase in crown lands allowed the sultan to raise the number of cavalrymen recruited for the army.

Under the Ottoman land tenure system, peasants enjoyed the hereditary right to cultivate the land but could not sell it or transfer the title without permission from the central government (Inalcik: 109). The hereditary right to cultivate the land passed from father to son (Inalcik: 109). The Ottoman Empire frequently suffered from a scarcity of silver coinage, which posed a fundamental challenge to the central government (Inalcik: 107). How could the government collect taxes from peasant farmers who could not pay their taxes in cash? And how could the sultan pay his officials and troops their salaries? In response to these challenges, the empire was divided into numerous timārs (literally meaning care, sorrow, and attendance in Persian). Timārs were grants of lands and revenues by the sultan to officials as compensation for their services. To each timār the sultan assigned a sipāhi or a cavalryman. The sipāhi did not own the timār he held. He was responsible for collecting taxes and maintaining security in the area under his control, making sure that the cultivation of land would not be disrupted (Shaw: 1:26). He provided troops to the army during campaigns, thereby contributing to the central government’s cavalry force. Unlike the janissary, who used firearms, the sipāhi and the men he recruited and organized were armed with medieval weaponry (Inalcik: 108). Thus, the cavalryman was simultaneously the tax collector, the local policeman, and the army recruiter. The revenue generated by his timār paid for the sipāhi’s military services.

At the time of the conquest of each new territory, the Ottoman government sent agents to the newly acquired districts to identify and quantify taxable sources, such as crops, and to assess the amount of tax that particular community was to pay. These calculations were then entered into government registries. Every 20 to 30 years these tax assessments were revisited and, if necessary, revised. Instead of paying the salaries of military personnel from the sultan’s treasury, the troops were thus allowed to directly collect the revenue from agricultural production in lieu of their salary. The sipāhi, who lived in a village among peasant farmers, collected the taxes in kind, and it was his duty to convert this to cash. Through the sipāhis the central government established direct control over the process of agricultural production and collection of taxes from the peasantry.

The timār holders were grouped together under sancāks (sanjāks) or military-administrative units, which were run by a military governor or a sancāk bey (sanjāk bey) (Shaw: 1:26). The military governor was called sancāk bey because he had received a sancāk or a standard from the sultan as the sign and symbol of power and authority (Inalcik: 104). As the Ottoman state expanded and the number of sancāk beys increased, the central government created a new position, the beylerbey, or bey of the beys, responsible for the sancāk beys in his province (eyālet) (Inalcik: 104–106). Each beylerbey ruled from a provincial capital, which had its own janissary garrison, religious judge (kādi), and administrators in charge of assessing taxes (McCarthy: 121). This system did not prevail in all provinces and territories controlled by the sultan, however. In some Kurdish- and Arab-populated regions, tribal chiefs were appointed as hereditary sancāk beys. They were responsible for collecting taxes and sending troops to Istanbul at the time of war with foreign powers. There were also vassal Christian states such as Moldavia and Wallachia, which were ruled by their princes, and Muslim principalities such as Crimea that were administered by their khāns (hāns). Aside from the beylerbeys and the sancāk beys, who acted as the direct representatives of their royal master and were recruited from the military class, in all legal matters the sultan was represented by a kādi who hailed from the ranks of the ulema. The governors could not carry out justice without receiving a legal judgment from the kādi, but the kādi did not have the executive authority to carry out any of his religious rulings (Inalcik: 104). Until the second half of the 16th century kādis were appointed for life, but as the number of prospective judges increased, term limits were imposed by the central government.

HISTORICAL ORIGINS OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE

The Ottoman state was born as a small principality in western Anatolia during the last two decades of the 13th century. Like other Turkish chieftains who had settled in the region, the family of Osman (r. 1290–1326), the founder of the Ottoman Empire, arrived as nomadic tribesmen from Central Asia. Turkoman tribes had been settling in Anatolia since 1071, when the Seljuk Turks defeated the Greek Byzantine Empire at the battle of Manzikert (Malazgird). The victory at Manzikert destroyed Byzantine defenses and allowed Turkoman tribesmen from Central Asia and Iran to push westward and settle in Anatolia. In 1087 a branch of the Seljuk dynasty established itself in central Anatolia. The Turkoman chiefs, who settled in the region, swore their allegiance and paid annual tribute to the Anatolian (Rum) Seljuks, who ruled from their capital in Konya in present-day central Turkey. When the Mongols defeated the Seljuks at the battle of Köse Dagh in 1243, Turkoman principalities such as Menteşe (Menteshe), Aydin, Saruhan, and Ottoman emerged as autonomous fiefdoms that paid tribute to a new master, the Il Khanid dynasty of Iran. Toward the end of the 13th century, as Mongol power began to decline, the Turkoman chiefs assumed greater independence.

The early Ottoman state was founded on the concept of holy war (gazā), which viewed the world as divided between the domain of Islam (darülislam; Arabic: dar al-Islam) and the domain of war (darülharb; Arabic: dar al-harb). The principal responsibility of a Muslim ruler was to defend and expand the domain of Islam by waging war on the land and territories ruled by non-Muslims. He did not conquer to massacre and destroy towns and villages, but to increase the revenue of the state by encouraging peasants, artisans, and merchants to settle and work in his principality. If people submitted to invasion without any resistance, they were allowed to practice their religion and maintain their traditional system of self-rule. If a town or a city resisted, it could be subjected to massacre and enslavement. The Ottomans did not force the conquered population “to choose between conversion and death.” They “generally did not proselytize,” allowing “the conquered non-Muslim populations to continue practicing their religions and handling their own community affairs so long as they remained obedient to the Ottoman state and paid a poll tax” (Hathaway, Arab Lands: 46). Those who converted to Islam were treated as equals, but those who retained their religion were viewed as inferior to Muslims.

FOUNDERS OF THE OTTOMAN STATE

The founder of the Ottoman state, Osman, began his career as a gāzi, or a warrior for Islam, who waged holy war on the Byzantine state from his small principality in the district of Sögüt in western Anatolia. Osman’s son and successor, Orhan (r. 1326–1362), attacked and conquered the important urban center of Bursa in 1326, proclaiming it as the Ottoman capital. He used his newly acquired territory to capture the towns of Nicaea (Iznik) in 1331 and Nicomedia (Izmit) in 1337. In 1354 the Ottomans crossed into Europe and established a foothold on the Gallipoli Peninsula while at the same time pushing east and taking Ankara on the dry Anatolian plain.

Ottoman expansion was greatly assisted by the weakness of the Christian states of the Balkans and the rivalries among the Byzantine Empire, Bulgaria, Serbia, Venice, and Genoa. The conflict and war among these powers was exacerbated by the religious rivalry between the Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches. In 1355 Stefan Dušan (Dushan), the ruler of Serbia, died and his empire disintegrated, allowing the Ottomans to push farther into the Balkans and capture the important town of Adrianople (Edirne) in 1361. Shortly after ascending the throne, the third Ottoman sultan, Murad I (r. 1362–1389), moved against Thrace and southern Bulgaria. In response the pope declared a crusade. The Serbs also called for a united front of all Orthodox Christian rulers. Despite growing resistance against the Ottomans, Murad’s armies scored an impressive victory at Chernomen on the Maritsa River in 1371, seizing significant territory in Bulgaria, Macedonia, and southern Serbia. To neutralize the threat posed by rival Turkoman principalities in Anatolia, Murad also attacked and annexed Germiyan and Hamidili. The Ottomans pushed farther into Bulgaria and took Sofia in 1385. In the same year they captured Nish in modern-day southern Serbia, and in 1387 they seized Thessaloniki (Salonika) in present-day northern Greece.

The Christian powers of southeast Europe tried again to set aside their rivalries and organize an anti-Ottoman coalition. A joint force of Serbs, Bosnians, and Albanians defeated the Ottomans at Ploshnik in 1388 south of Nish, but the defeat did not slow down the pace of Ottoman expansion. After occupying northern Bulgaria, Murad moved against the Balkan states that had unified under the leadership of the Serbian prince Lazar (r. 1371–1389). On June 28, 1389, the Ottoman forces defeated the Christian coalition at Kosovo-Polje (Field of the Blackbirds). Both Murad and Lazar died on the battlefield.

The victory at Kosovo-Polje allowed the new Ottoman sultan, Bayezid I (r. 1389–1402), to continue with the conquest of the Balkans. Skopje, in Macedonia, was captured in 1391. In 1394 Ottoman forces seized Thessaly in northern Greece south of Macedonia, lying between upland Epirus and the Aegean Sea. With the conquest of northern Bulgaria, the ruler of the Romanian populated principality of Wallachia, Mircea the Old (r. 1386–1418), was forced to accept Ottoman sovereignty in 1395. Bayezid’s forces were now in a position to raid Hungary and Albania. In the east the sultan annexed Karaman in southwestern Anatolia in 1396–1397.

The emergence of an Ottoman-dominated Balkans posed a direct threat to the Kingdom of Hungary, which viewed Serbia as a buffer. Thus, when Pope Boniface IX (1389–1404) called for a Christian crusade against the Ottomans, the Hungarian monarch Sigismund (r. 1387–1437) assumed leadership of the Christian army. Bayezid rushed back from Anatolia to confront the large crusader force that was approaching the shores of the Danube. The two armies clashed at Nicopolis on September 25, 1396, where the Ottomans scored an impressive victory. Thousands of Christian knights died, either on the battlefield or as they tried to cross the Danube. Bayezid built on this victory by annexing Vidin on the southern bank of the Danube in northwestern Bulgaria in 1398. Confident of his power in the west, the sultan shifted his focus to Anatolia and the threat posed by the Mamluk state, which ruled Egypt and parts of the Arab Middle East from its capital in Cairo. In 1399 he captured the towns of Malatya and Elbistan in the Euphrates Valley.

Bayezid’s drive to expand Ottoman territories in the Arab world coincided with the rise of the world conqueror Timur, who had created a vast empire extending from Central Asia to India and Iran. In 1402 Timur and his armies entered Anatolia, sacking Sivas and challenging the Ottoman sultan to a confrontation. Enraged by Timur’s condescending attitude and insulting language, and confident of his ability to defeat the Central Asian khan, Bayezid moved his forces into central Anatolia. The decisive battle took place at Ankara on July 20, 1402, where Timur’s army routed the Ottoman forces and captured Bayezid and his sons. The defeat at Ankara brought the Ottoman state to the brink of extinction. Timur pushed his conquests to Smyrna (Izmir) on the eastern shores of the Aegean Sea and restored the independence of the Turkoman principalities conquered by the Ottomans. He also granted Bayezid’s sons small principalities in Anatolia and the Balkans so that they would fight among themselves for control of what was left of their father’s empire. Thus began the period known as Fetret, or Interregnum, which lasted from 1402 to 1413. After a series of campaigns against his brothers, Mehmed, who ruled Amasya in northern Anatolia, emerged as the new ruler of the Ottoman state.

Mehmed I (r. 1413–1421) and his successor, Murad II (r. 1421–1444, 1446–1451), spent much of their reigns suppressing internal revolts staged by members of the Ottoman dynasty and restoring the power of the central government by subduing the Turkoman principalities, which had regained their independence under Timur. The Ottoman rulers also resumed their westward march into the heartland of the Balkans. Once again a crusade was organized, this time under the leadership of Vladislav (r. 1434–1444), the ruler of Poland and Hungary. Serbia, led by George Branković, also joined, but the true leader of the anti-Ottoman coalition was the governor of Transylvania, John Hunyadi (János Hunyadi), who fought for the Hungarian king. Initially Hunyadi was successful in his campaigns against the Ottoman forces and pushed them out of Bulgaria. When the Ottomans struck back, however, the Christian forces suffered a devastating defeat at Varna on Bulgaria’s Black Sea coast in 1444. King Vladislav died on the battlefield, and the Christian effort to halt Ottoman conquest of the Balkans came to a sudden end.

ZENITH OF OTTOMAN POWER

Building on the victory at Varna in eastern Bulgaria, Murad’s son and successor, Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481), embarked on an ambitious campaign to complete the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans. The first target of the new sultan was, however, the city of Constantinople, which fell after a two-month siege on May 29, 1453. The fall of Constantinople was an event of great significance. The conquest of the capital of eastern Christianity allowed the Ottomans to establish their control over maritime trade routes that connected the Black Sea to the Mediterranean, one of the most important avenues of international commerce in the world.

Mehmed’s ambitious campaign to impose Ottoman rule over the entire territory of southeastern Europe began in 1458 with the capture of Morea (Peloponnese Peninsula) in southern Greece. In 1463 the Ottoman sultan conquered Bosnia. In sharp contrast to other Christian-populated regions of the Balkans, there was a large-scale conversion to Islam in Bosnia. As the local landowning nobility converted, many urban and rural communities followed suit. The conquest of Greece and Bosnia set the stage for an invasion of Albania. To the northeast the Tatars of Crimea accepted the suzerainty of the sultan in 1475, allowing the Ottomans to extend their authority to the northern shores of the Black Sea. In 1480 Herzegovina was conquered. Despite his best efforts, however, Mehmed could not capture the strategic fortress of Belgrade, which would have paved the path to the conquest of Hungary. He also faced fierce resistance in Albania, where a local hero, George Kastrioti (Gjergi Kastrioti), also known as Iskender Beg (Skanderbeg), fought heroically against Ottoman forces from 1443 until his death in 1468.

To the east the Ottomans scored a decisive victory over the Aq Qoyunlu (Ak Koyunlu) Turkomans and their chief, Uzun Hassan, who ruled Iran and southern Caucasus, at the battle of Başkent (Bashkent) in 1473. When the Venetian allies of Aq Qoyunlu attacked the Aegean coast and the island of Lesbos, the Ottomans struck back and laid siege to Venetian fortresses in northwestern Albania, including Shkodër (Scutari), which was captured in 1479. By 1481, when Mehmed died, the Ottoman forces had landed at Otranto in anticipation of a full-fledged invasion of Italy.

After defeating his brother Cem (Jem), who was the favorite of their father, Prince Bayezid ascended the Ottoman throne as Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512) and embarked on a campaign to extend Ottoman rule to the western and northern shores of the Black Sea by attacking Moldavia and conquering the fortresses of Kilia (Kiliya) in the Danube Delta and Akkerman on the right bank of the Dniester Liman in present-day Odessa Oblast of southwestern Ukraine in 1484. The invasion brought the Poles into confrontation with the Ottomans. The wars with Hungary and Venice also continued until the end of Bayezid’s reign. In the east the conflict between the Ottomans and the Mamluks, who ruled Egypt and Syria, was concluded in 1491 when the two powers agreed to sign a peace treaty.

A new and far more threatening menace was emerging in the east. The rise of the Shia Safavid dynasty in Iran forced the Ottomans to shift their focus to eastern Anatolia, where the power and popularity of the Iranian dynast, Shah Ismail (r. 1501–1524), posed a direct threat to the authority of the sultan. Under the charismatic leadership of their shah, who claimed to be a direct descendant of the prophet Muhammad and who dreamed of re-establishing the pre-Islamic Persian Empire, the Safavids occupied Baghdad in 1504 and pushed into southeastern Anatolia. The failure of the aging and ailing Bayezid to organize an effective response to the threat posed by the Safavids allowed one of his sons, Selim, to seize power in 1512.

It was during the reign of Selim I (r. 1512–1520) that the Ottoman Empire emerged as the most powerful state in the Middle East and North Africa. First, Selim defeated the Safavids at the battle of Chaldiran (Chalduran) near Khoi north of Lake Urumiyyeh, in present-day northwestern Iran, on August 22–23, 1514. The victory at Chaldiran allowed the Ottomans to occupy Tabriz, the capital of the strategically important province of Azerbaijan. Selim then attacked and defeated the Mamluk armies, first at Marj Dabiq (Mercidabik) in Syria on August 24, 1516, and then at the battle of Ridaniya in Egypt on January 22, 1517, thus bringing the Arab lands of the Middle East, including the holy cities of Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem, under Ottoman rule. It was the conquest of Islam’s holiest sites that allowed Ottoman sultans to claim the title of caliph, the religious and spiritual leader of all Sunni Muslims in the world.

Egypt emerged as one of the most lucrative provinces of the Ottoman Empire, sending large amounts of taxes to the central treasury in Istanbul. The conquest of Egypt allowed the Ottomans “to participate in the traffic in African gold, which passed through Ethiopia and the Sudan, and in the spice trade with Christian countries” (Braudel: 2:668). The Ottomans also used their military and naval presence in Egypt to impose their hegemony over the greater Red Sea region and annex Abyssinia, which “extended from the southern border of Egypt all the way to the Horn of Africa, encompassing most of present-day Sudan, Djibouti on the horn of Africa, and coastal Ethiopia” (Hathaway, Beshir Agha: 17).

When Selim’s son, Süleyman (r. 1520–1566), succeeded his father, the territorial expansion of the empire continued. Using the conflict between the Habsburg king Charles V and the French monarch Francis I to his advantage, the new sultan attacked and captured Belgrade in 1521. A year later the Ottomans occupied Rhodes despite fierce resistance from the Knights of St. John, who had ruled the island since the 13th century. Using Serbia as a territorial base, Süleyman invaded and occupied Hungary after defeating King Louis II at the battle of Mohács on August 29, 1526. With the collapse of the Hungarian state, the Habsburgs emerged as the northern neighbors of the Ottoman Empire and the power most threatened by Turkish expansionism. The expected attack on the Habsburg capital, Vienna, came in September 1529, but the arrival of the rainy season made the roads impassable for the Ottomans, forcing Süleyman to abandon the siege.

To the east the sultan pushed the frontiers of his empire by attacking Iran in 1533–1555. During this campaign Süleyman captured the cities of Tabriz and Hamadan. He then attacked Iraq and seized the city of Baghdad. After several successful campaigns against Iran, the Ottomans forced the Safavid dynasty to sign the treaty of Amasya on May 29, 1555, ceding parts of Iranian Azerbaijan and the southern Caucasus to the Ottoman Empire. Süleyman also ordered the construction of a naval force and appointed the legendary Barbaros Hayreddin Pasha as his chief admiral (kapudan-i derya). Hayreddin Pasha captured Tunis in 1533 and established Ottoman hegemony on the southern shores of the Mediterranean after defeating a Christian fleet under the overall command of Holy Roman Emperor Charles V (r. 1519–1556) at the battle of Preveza at the mouth of the Gulf of Arta, in present-day northwestern Greece, on September 28, 1538. Finally, to the south, the Ottomans extended their rule in the Arab world by occupying Sana’a, the capital of Yemen, in 1547.

DECLINE OF OTTOMAN POWER

The decline of the Ottoman Empire began in the last three decades of the 16th century, but it did not happen overnight. The process of decline was already under way during the reign of Süleyman I, but it did not manifest itself to outsiders, particularly to the Christian states of Europe, until a century later. Several factors contributed to the decline of the Ottoman state. The rise of Ottoman power to world prominence was linked directly to a number of wise, capable, and courageous sultans who were actively engaged in administering their vast empire. Characteristic of the long period of decline was the growing detachment of successive Ottoman sultans from active participation in decision making. As the role of the sultan in administering the empire diminished, the power of the grand vizier and his cabinet increased, and the influence of the “slaves” recruited through devșirme was enhanced. The early Ottoman sultans had been trained to rule by serving their fathers as governors and commanders. They had to serve as provincial governors and often fought on battlefields against foreign armies. During the long period of decline, the practice of training the princes was abandoned.

The death of Süleyman I in 1566 was followed by the reigns of a series of weak and incompetent sultans who were dominated by their mothers, wives, and chief eunuchs. They were born and raised in the seclusion of the royal harem, detached from the realities of ruling a vast and complex empire. Surrounded by slave girls, who were brought to the harem from various parts of the empire, the sultans were converted into sexual machines, sleeping with numerous women and producing a large number of children, who imposed a significant financial burden on the state treasury. With the increase in the number of wives and children, Istanbul’s Topkapi Palace was expanded to accommodate the new members of the royal family. For the next century, as Europe began the long process of modernization and industrialization, the Ottoman state, confident of its power and superiority, fell into a deep sleep from which it awakened only after it was defeated in battles against European armies in the last two decades of the 17th century.

Beginning with the reign of Selim II (r. 1566–1574), the Ottoman monarchs began to disengage from participating in daily affairs of the government, delegating much of their executive power to their grand viziers and the cabinet of ministers. By marrying a daughter or a sister of the reigning sultan, grand viziers often converted themselves into members of the royal family and increased their influence and power over their royal masters. Surrounded by slaves and servants, sex and pleasure, the Ottoman sultans became increasingly isolated, ignorant, ineffective, and dependent on their officials to rule the empire. Without direct contact with reality, the sultans received reports on the state of affairs through the mediation of the grand vizier and the slaves who surrounded them. Royal mothers and wives also began to assume a greater role and more power. Enjoying direct access to the sovereign, they could exercise enormous influence on appointments to the highest governmental posts. The growing power of the women and the competition among them for influence in the harem perpetuated a culture of conspiracy and intrigue.

The period of decline was also characterized by the Ottomans abandoning the practice of killing the brothers of a new sultan (fratricide) to avoid internal strife and dynastic warfare. As an increasing number of male offspring of the sultan survived, government expenditure increased. Each prince of the royal family required his own retinue of wives, eunuchs, servants, and teachers, who were supported by the central treasury. Aside from the financial burden on the state treasury, the presence of male members of the royal family generated harem intrigues and internal instability. Factions were created around each prince, with his mother often leading the effort to ensure the survival and ascendancy of her son to the Ottoman throne. Contacts were established, bribes were paid, and promises of power and promotion were made to key palace officials and army commanders to secure their support for a contender.

Aside from palace intrigue, the decline of the empire was caused by a financial crisis triggered from afar. The “age of discovery” in the 15th and 16th centuries provided European maritime powers such as Spain with access to enormous reserves of silver from South America, which flooded the European markets and gave rise to massive inflation. The introduction of silver coinage increased Europe’s purchasing power at a time when capitalism was replacing feudalism as the dominant mode of economic production. The rise of capitalism in Europe corresponded with massive migration of cheap labor from rural communities to the emerging urban centers. As European urban centers grew in size, the demand for raw materials and foodstuffs increased, forcing European merchants to tap into the Ottoman market. Raw materials and food stuffs from the Ottoman Empire fed Europe’s urban centers and the emerging industries on the continent. The introduction of considerable silver coinage into the Ottoman economy brought with it massive inflation, forcing the Ottoman government to debase the coinage, further draining basic agricultural goods that were exported to European markets in return for cash. The change, however, benefited the former timār holders turned landowners, who used their access to European markets as a means of building a strong economic base. The debasement of the Ottoman coinage, however, undermined the financial power and security of the ruling elite, who received a fixed salary from the state treasury. To compensate for their financial loss, government officials began to search for ways to turn their positions into a means of generating financial gain.

The economic and financial decline of the empire was exacerbated by the significant diversion of trade from traditional land routes to new sea routes. Historically, the vast region extending from Central Asia to the Middle East served as a land bridge between China and Europe. The taxes and the customs charges collected by the Ottoman government constituted an important part of the revenue generated by the state and contributed significantly to the financial power and economic prosperity of the empire. The Portuguese rounding of the Cape of Good Hope and subsequent establishment of a direct sea route to Iran, India, and East and Southeast Asia, however, allowed European states and merchants to bypass Ottoman-held territory. They could export European goods and import various products from Asia without paying taxes and customs dues to Ottoman authorities. The sea routes were faster and cheaper. They also undermined the Ottoman Empire’s central role in world commerce and trade. Taking its cue from Christian states of Europe, the Safavid dynasty in Iran did everything in its power to avoid exporting precious goods such as silk to Europe via Ottoman transit routes. By building a navy and removing the Portuguese from the Persian Gulf, the Safavid monarchs inaugurated a policy of exporting their silk through newly built seaports and refused to provide the Ottomans with any share from this lucrative trade.

Another important factor in the long period of decline was a demographic explosion in the Ottoman Empire. By all indications, between 1500 and 1700 the population of the empire grew at a rapid rate, which corresponded with the end of territorial expansion. After the death of Süleyman I, Ottoman conquests came to a gradual halt. Although Ottoman armies attacked and occupied the island of Cyprus during the reign of Selim II in 1570, the empire did not gain significant territory in eastern Europe. Historically, Ottoman territorial expansion had allowed a large number of Turkish tribesmen from Anatolia to cross the water and settle on the European continent, colonizing Christian European countries in the name of spreading the domain of Islam. This colonization provided Turkish nomads with access to pasture lands for their animals and Turkish peasants with arable land for agriculture. With the end of territorial expansion in Europe, however, access to new territory ceased, and with the rapid growth in population, the empire began to experience the new phenomenon of landlessness and unemployment. It is not surprising that the 16th and 17th centuries witnessed the spread of mass rebellions and uprisings against the central government that quickly attracted wide popular support.

While the Ottoman Empire declined from within, the European states that had been defeated by the Ottomans for several centuries began their rise to power and prosperity. The rise of absolutist states in Europe capable of maintaining well-trained and well-equipped professional armies on the battlefield was a major development. Europe now had the equivalent of what the Ottomans had enjoyed for centuries through the janissary corps, namely, a permanent killing machine that owed its existence and financial survival to the will of a monarch. Triumphant in most battles they had fought against Christian Europe, the Ottomans showed little interest in studying and observing the fundamental political, technological, social, and economic transformations that Europe was undergoing.

The first signs of Ottoman military weakness appeared at the beginning of the 17th century on the battlefields of eastern Anatolia as a rejuvenated Iranian state under the charismatic Shah Abbas I (r. 1587–1629) attacked and defeated Ottoman forces in Azerbaijan and the south Caucasus. The Iranians moved at blazing speed, catching Ottoman garrisons in Azerbaijan and the Caucasus by surprise and capturing the cities of Tabriz in 1603 and Nakhchivan in 1604 (Eskandar Beg Monshi: 2:830–833; Sykes: 2:178). Shortly thereafter Yerevan (Erivan) and Kars were sacked (Eskandar Beg Monshi: 833–836; Sykes: 2:178). Using Armenia as his base, Shah Abbas invaded and occupied the entire eastern Caucasus as far north as Shirvan (Sykes: 2:178; Naima: 264–265).

The crisis caused by the campaigns of Shah Abbas coincided with the death of Mehmed III (r. 1595–1603) and the accession of Ahmed I (r. 1603–1617), who mobilized a large force against Iran (Naima: 249–251). The Iranians, however, scored an impressive victory against the larger Ottoman force in September 1605 (Sykes: 2: 178). In addition to Azerbaijan and the Caucasus, the Safavids captured southeastern Anatolia and Iraq. The defeat undermined Ottoman rule in Anatolia and the Arab world. Kurdish and Turkoman tribal chiefs defected, and a series of revolts erupted, particularly in Syria, where the Kurds staged an uprising against the Ottoman state (Shaw: 1:188).

Despite their best efforts to counter the Iranian threat, the Ottomans could not dislodge the Safavid forces from eastern Anatolia and Azerbaijan. Military campaigns against Iran exhausted the Ottoman treasury and did not result in decisive victory. With no prospect of an enduring peace, the Safavids established closer diplomatic and military ties with the Christian powers of Europe. Shah Abbas began to coordinate his attacks against Ottoman borderlands in conjunction with campaigns waged against the Turks by the Habsburgs and Venice.

The Safavids were assisted in their campaigns by a series of internal revolts known as celāli (jelāli), which disrupted trade and commerce and ignited political chaos and social anarchy in Anatolia and parts of the Arab world. Iran’s successful military campaigns emboldened celāli rebels, as well as Kurdish and Arab tribal chiefs, who had never been fully incorporated into the Ottoman political system and acted as independent rulers in their respective districts. Chaos and anarchy forced the rural population to flee the land. As trade and agricultural production were disrupted, taxes collected by the central government declined significantly.

During the reign of Murad IV (r. 1623–1640) the Ottomans tried to restore peace and order in Anatolia and remove Iranian forces from Iraq. After several long campaigns against Iran, the Ottoman army captured the city of Baghdad and re-established Ottoman control over Iraq, which lasted until the end of World War I. On May 17, 1639, on the plain of Zohab (Zuhab) near the town of Qasr-i Shirin in present-day western Iran, the Ottoman Empire and Iran signed a peace treaty that ended nearly 140 years of hostility between the two Islamic states. The treaty established the Ottoman sultan as the master of Iraq, while the Safavids maintained their control over Azerbaijan and southern Caucasus (Hurewitz: 1:21–23).

KÖPRÜLÜ VIZIERS

When Murad IV died in February 1640, he was succeeded by his brother Ibrahim (r. 1640–1648), who had lived his entire life in the royal harem and had no training or experience in ruling an empire. While Ibrahim became increasingly infatuated with the pleasures of the inner palace, his mother, his tutor, the grand vizier, the chief eunuch, and janissary commanders vied for power and influence. When Ibrahim was murdered and his son, Mehmed IV (r. 1648–1687), ascended the Ottoman throne, the new ruler remained a pawn in the hands of his grandmother, his mother, the grand vizier, and the chief eunuch.

In 1656 the financial crisis, political chaos, and the failure of the Ottoman navy to lift the Venetian siege of the capital finally forced the sultan to appoint Mehmed Köprülü as grand vizier, thus inaugurating the rise to power of a family of Köprülü ministers who tried to restore the authority of the Ottoman state by imposing peace and order and introducing badly needed reforms. The son of an Albanian father, the first Köprülü grand vizier, Mehmed Köprülü, had served many masters and patrons both within the palace and in various provinces, acquiring a reputation for competence and honesty. He and his son, Köprülüzade Fazil Ahmed, who succeeded his father in 1661 and dominated Ottoman politics until 1676, crushed the celāli revolts in Anatolia and re-established the authority of the central government in the provinces. Both father and son pursued a foreign policy aimed at checking the Habsburg intervention in Transylvania and defeating the alliance of Catholic forces known as the Holy League, which had been organized under the leadership of the pope. When Christian and Ottoman forces clashed near the village of St. Gotthard in August 1664, the Ottomans were defeated and lost many more men and much more equipment than did the troops of the Holy League, which included Habsburg, Spanish, and French units. When the peace treaty was negotiated at Vasvár, however, the Habsburgs agreed to evacuate their troops, and Ottoman rule over Transylvania was once again secured.

When Köprülüzade Fazil Ahmed died in 1676, his brother-in-law, Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha, succeeded him. The new grand vizier pursued the policy of the two previous Köprülüs, focusing his energies on checking Russian advances on the northern shores of the Black Sea and crushing the Habsburg’s military machine. Convinced that the Habsburg military was on the verge of collapse and encouraged by the French, who viewed an Ottoman invasion as essential to their victory in the west, Kara Mustafa Pasha moved with a large army against Vienna in June 1683. By July the Habsburg capital was under Ottoman siege. The Habsburg emperor had, however, organized a coalition that included Jan Sobieski of Poland, the pope, the Spanish, and the Portuguese. In a fierce battle on September 12, the Ottoman forces were routed and 10,000 men were killed on the battlefield (Finkel: 286). The Ottoman army disintegrated and lost any semblance of discipline, leaving behind its heavy cannon and badly needed supplies (Shaw: 1:214–215). The shocked Kara Mustafa Pasha tried to rally his army in Belgrade, but it was already too late. His enemies in Istanbul had convinced the sultan that his chief minister was solely responsible for the humiliating debacle at the gates of Vienna. On December 25, 1683, the grand vizier was executed (Finkel: 287).

MILITARY DEFEATS IN EUROPE

The execution of Kara Mustafa Pasha only exacerbated the political and military crisis. Without a commander capable of rallying the troops, and facing a shortage of equipment and supplies, the Ottoman forces fell into disarray. Worse, a new Holy League was formed in 1684 that included the Habsburgs, Venice, Poland, the pope, Malta, Tuscany, and later Muscovy (Russia). After making repeated attempts to regain the territories they had lost, in November 1698 an Ottoman delegation began to negotiate a peace treaty with representatives of the Holy League powers (Abou-El-Haj: 89). According to the Treaty of Karlowitz, signed in January 1699, the Habsburgs remained in control of much of Hungary and Transylvania, while the Ottomans maintained their rule over the Banat of Temeşvár (Temeshvár), a region extending across present-day western Romania, northeastern Serbia, and southern Hungary. Poland received Podolia (Podole), a region in present-day western Ukraine south of Volhynia extending between the rivers Dniester and Southern Bug. Russia received the territory north of Dniester. It also established its rule over Azov a short distance from the Sea of Azov, an inland sea off the southern shores of present-day Russia and Ukraine. Venice emerged as the master of Dalmatia, a region in present-day Croatia along the eastern shore of the Adriatic Sea; the Morea (the Peloponnese) in present-day southern Greece; and several strategic islands in the Aegean (Sugar: 200). According to the terms of the treaty, the sultan was also forced to guarantee freedom of religion for his Catholic subjects.

With the signing of the Treaty of Karlowitz, the Ottoman Empire ceased to be the dominant power courted by all European powers. Along with the loss of territory came a significant reduction of revenue generated from tax collection, accompanied by unemployment for those who until recently had served the Ottoman government in areas now lost to European states. Thus the Ottoman Empire entered the 18th century in turmoil and decline. The past glory of its able and charismatic sultans had become, by 1700, an empty shell. Long wars against the Habsburgs, Venice, Poland, and Russia had drained the resources of the state, which could not even pay the salaries of its officials and troops. Consequently, corruption and nepotism became rampant. Against this disheartening and demoralizing background, the Ottoman elite once again appealed to a member of the Köprülü family to save the empire. Amcazade (Amjazade) Hüseyin Pasha became the grand vizier in September 1697 and embarked on another series of reforms aimed at reducing the financial burdens of the state without imposing heavier taxes on the peasantry. But as would happen again and again over the next 200 years, the new chief minister ran into formidable opposition from the traditional elite, who forced him to step down in September 1702 (Shaw: 1:226).

CONFRONTING THE HABSBURG MONARCHY AND RUSSIA

Once again the process of decline accelerated. Taxes remained uncollected, and government officials and troops were not paid their wages. The treasury was drained, and corruption spread to all levels of the civil administration. The reigning sultan, Mustafa II (r. 1695–1703), spent much of his time in Edirne and did not even realize the severity of the political and economic crisis in the capital, where the troops who were being sent on a military campaign to the southern Caucasus refused to obey orders unless they were paid. With the army taking the lead, artisans, shopkeepers, merchants, and students from various religious schools joined in a rebellion in July 1703. Mustafa II responded by dismissing his grand vizier, but the rebels, emboldened by the concessions from the sultan, began a march from Istanbul to Edirne. The sultan himself led his army against the rebels, but a fatal clash was avoided when the troops marching with the sultan defected and joined the rebels, forcing Mustafa to abdicate in favor of his brother, Ahmed III (r. 1703–1730).

The Ottomans tried to buy time and reorganize their army by keeping the empire out of war. Every effort was made to increase the revenue generated by the central government and reduce state expenditures. The memory of recent defeats and the humiliating Treaty of Karlowitz were still fresh in the minds of many Ottoman officials, who wished to avoid another military debacle. The Ottoman refusal to initiate a military campaign, however, emboldened the Russian czar, Peter I the Great (r. 1682–1725), who attacked and defeated a European ally of the sultan, Charles XII of Sweden, at Poltava in the summer of 1709. The Russians then moved their forces against the Ottoman Empire.

Fortunately for the Ottomans, the Habsburgs did not provide any support to Peter. When princes of the Romanian-populated principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia reneged on their promise to provide support for his troops, Peter, who had crossed the Pruth (Prut) into Moldavia in July 1711, was forced to retreat. As the Russian army was about to cross the Pruth on its return journey, however, the Ottoman forces struck and surrounded the czar and his troops. The founder of modern Russia and his army were at the mercy of the Ottoman grand vizier, who could have annihilated them in one blow. Recognizing the severity of his situation, Peter promised to surrender his cannons, return the Ottoman-held territories he had occupied, and remove the forts he had built along the frontier with the Ottoman Empire. In return the Ottomans allowed Russian merchants to trade freely in their territory and agreed to mediate a peace treaty between Russia and Sweden (Shaw: 1:231; Hurewitz: 1:39–40).

One of the most important implications of the Russo-Ottoman war was the change in the political structure of the two principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia. The secret negotiations between the princes of Wallachia and Moldavia and the Russian government convinced the sultan that he should remove the native princes and replace them with governors (hospodars) appointed directly by him (Jelavich: 101–102). New governors were selected from among the Greek Phanariote families of Istanbul, who played an important role within the Ottoman state as dragomans (interpreters and translators) because of their diplomatic and linguistic abilities, which included a knowledge of Turkish and several European languages (Jelavich: 102). As these new governors rose to power, the native populations in Wallachia and Moldavia began to develop a deep resentment toward the ascendancy of the Greek language and culture in their administrative system (Shaw: 1:231).

Despite the Ottoman peace with Russia, the internal court intrigues continued. The advocates of peace between Russia and the Ottoman Empire triumphed when a new treaty was signed between the two powers in June 1713. The czar promised to abandon the territories he had occupied on the northern shores of the Black Sea, withdraw his forces from Poland, and allow Charles XII of Sweden to return to his country (Shaw: 1:231). The Russian retreat only emboldened the anti-Venice war party, which began to advocate for fresh military campaigns to recapture the Morea in southern Greece. While the Ottoman forces attacked Venetian positions and regained control over the Morea in 1715, their advances against Croatia forced the Habsburgs to ally with the Venetians and declare war on the sultan. Once again, war with the Habsburgs proved to be disastrous for the Ottomans, whose forces were routed at Petrovaradin in August 1716. The Ottoman defenses collapsed, and they lost Temeşvár in September 1716, followed by Belgrade, which was taken by the Habsburgs in August 1717. These humiliating defeats undermined the position of the war party at the court and allowed the sultan to appoint his closest adviser, Nevşehirli (Nevshehirli) Damad Ibrahim Pasha, as his new grand vizier in May 1718.

Peace negotiations resulted in the signing of the Treaty of Passarowitz on July 21, 1718. The Habsburgs received the Banat of Temeşvár and northern Serbia, including Belgrade and Oltenia (Wallachia west of the river Olt) (Jelavich: 68). They also received assurances that their merchants could operate freely in the sultan’s domains. Moreover, Catholic priests regained old privileges that allowed the Habsburg emperor to interfere in the internal affairs of the Ottoman Empire by acting as the champion and protector of the Catholic community (Shaw: 1:232–233). The Treaty of Passarowitz dealt a deadly blow to the self-confidence of the Ottoman ruling elite. The Habsburg victory attested to the military, technological, and organizational supremacy of European armies. It was now essential for the Ottoman Empire to avoid continuous warfare, establish a peaceful relationship with European powers, and use this opportunity to rebuild its shattered economy and demoralized army.

THE TULIP PERIOD

The new grand vizier, Ibrahim Pasha, purged the sultan’s inner circle and installed his own men in key positions within the royal harem. To focus the sultan’s attention on sexual desires and personal fantasies, he ordered the construction of a palace named Saadabad (Place of Joy), which was to serve as the center for various royal entertainments. Designed after the Palace of Fontainebleau (Chateau de Fontainebleau) outside Paris, Saadabad emerged as the model for other palaces later built by the wealthy members of the ruling elite along the banks of the Bosphorus. Ibrahim Pasha himself built a palace on the Anatolian side of the Strait. It contained gardens and fountains in the French style. The tulip emerged as the popular flower of the time, which later came to be known as Lale Devri (the Tulip Period) (Quataert: 43–44). During late-night garden parties, turtles with candles on their backs moved through the tulip beds, while entertainers, including poets and musicians, performed their latest lyrics and songs for a bedazzled audience that included foreign dignitaries and diplomats (Shaw: 1:234). If the lower classes could not afford to build palaces with gardens and fountains, they could still enjoy the increasing number of coffeehouses that served as centers of public entertainment (Shaw: 1:234).

Ibrahim Pasha understood that the empire needed to use diplomacy as the principal means of resolving conflict, reserving warfare as the last resort. He also appreciated the need for collecting information on European political and military affairs. He dispatched Ottoman ambassadors to European capitals, where they served not only as diplomats, but also as informants, visiting factories and hospitals and reporting back to him on the latest European fort-building techniques and other innovations. Observing the latest developments and advances in Europe, these diplomats soon recognized the need to borrow selectively those innovations that could help the Ottoman state to catch up with its European rivals. One of these innovations was the first printing press, introduced in the Ottoman Empire in 1727 and immediately opposed by the religious establishment and the scribes, who feared that it would put an end to their relevance in society. The grand vizier silenced the opposition by promising that the printing press would only be used for nonreligious publications, particularly in the arts and sciences (Shaw: 1:236–237).

A crisis in Iran and Ottoman intervention in that country’s internal affairs brought the Tulip Period to a sudden end. Ottoman-Iranian relations had remained peaceful following the campaigns of Murad IV and the signing of the Treaty of Qasr-i Shirin (Kasr-i Şirin) in 1639. In October 1722, however, an Afghan army, which had rebelled against the Safavid monarchy in Iran, sacked the Iranian capital of Isfahan and deposed the reigning shah, Sultan Hossein (Roemer: 6:324). The sudden collapse of the Safavid state created opportunities as well as anxieties for the Ottomans. The sultan and his grand vizier could use the vacuum created by the disintegration of the Safavid state to occupy Iran’s western provinces and increase the revenue collected by the central government. But Ahmed III was not the only sovereign determined to conquer this valuable territory. Having triumphed over Sweden, the Czar Peter I was determined to profit from the sudden disappearance of the Safavid dynasty in Iran, a country that could serve Russia as a land bridge to the warm waters of the Persian Gulf and the riches of India.

In 1724 the Ottoman Empire signed a treaty with Russia in which the two powers agreed to partition the northern and western provinces of Iran. Despite early victories in Iran, however, the Ottomans soon ran into trouble after Iranian leader Nader Qoli (soon to become Nader Shah) struck back and pushed Ottoman forces out of western Iran in 1730. The decision to start a new campaign against Iran ignited an urban rebellion in Istanbul. The leader of the revolt was Patrona Halil, a member of the janissary corps, who denounced the sultan and his grand vizier as incompetent and corrupt. The rebels succeeded in forcing the sultan to dismiss his chief minister and eventually order his execution. The revolt, however, did not subside. Emboldened by their initial success, the rebels demanded the abdication of the sultan in favor of another member of the Ottoman ruling family. Without any power to resist the rebels, the palace deposed Ahmed III and replaced him with Mahmud I (r. 1730–1754). A few weeks later the new sultan invited Patrona Halil to the palace, where he was murdered by royal guards. His followers and supporters were also put to death. The war with Iran continued, with attacks and counterattacks from both sides until 1746, when the two Muslim empires agreed to sign a peace treaty that restored the borders stipulated by the treaty of Qasr-i Shirin in 1639.

THREAT FROM RUSSIA

For the next two decades the Ottomans refused to become engaged in another costly military campaign, either in Europe or in the east against Iran. With the end of the wars with Russia and the Habsburgs, the Ottoman Empire entered a long period of peace. During the last years of Mahmud’s reign, as well as the reigns of the next two sultans, Osman III (r. 1754–1757) and Mustafa III (r. 1757–1774), the Ottomans declined to play a role in the War of Austrian Succession (1740–1748) and the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763) (Jelavich: 68). Even the murder of the Iranian monarch, Nader Shah, in 1747 could not entice them to invade their old Shia nemesis to the east. Instead of using the long period of peace to reorganize the central administration and the army, however, the Ottomans fell into a deep sleep again. They were awakened from it in 1768, when Russia, under Catherine the Great (r. 1762–1796), embarked on an aggressive campaign to establish its rule on the northern shores of the Black Sea.

After several initial successes against the Russians, the Ottoman forces suffered a devastating defeat in summer 1769. The victory allowed the czarist forces to occupy Wallachia and Moldavia. A Russian naval force also attacked from the west and sank the Ottoman fleet, which had anchored at Çeșme (Cheshme), in 1770. After six years of war and intermittent negotiations, the Ottomans signed the peace treaty of Küçük Kaynarca (Kuchuk Kaynarja) with Russia on July 21, 1774. The treaty forced the new Ottoman sultan, Abdülhamid I (r. 1774–1789), who had come to the throne after the death of Mustafa III, to accept the independence of Crimea. In 1783 the Russians annexed Crimea and established themselves as the dominant naval force in the Black Sea.

The loss of Crimea did not end the conflict with Russia. War between the two powers erupted again in 1787. A year later the Habsburgs also declared war on the Ottoman Empire. Once again the war dragged on for several years, with the Ottomans receiving support from Sweden and Prussia. By 1791, when the sultan signed the Treaty of Sistova with the Habsburgs, the Ottoman forces were exhausted. The defeat at the hands of the Russians in 1792 forced the Ottoman government to sign the Treaty of Jassy (Iaşi), which allowed Russia to expand its territories along the northern shores of the Black Sea.

GOVERNMENTAL REFORMS

The new sultan, Selim III (r. 1789–1807), who had watched the abysmal performance of his armies against Russia and the Habsburgs, embarked on a new campaign to reform the Ottoman military organization. He introduced the Nizam-i Cedid (Nizam-i Jedid) (literally meaning New Order) army units, which were organized and trained in accordance with European military techniques. The first modern military hospital was also completed a year later, and in 1795 the first military engineering school was established. Events unfolding in Europe began to cause anxieties for the sultan. The French Revolution, which began in 1789, and the subsequent execution of Louis XVI in 1791 shocked the Ottomans, who viewed the French monarch as a friend and an ally. Even more worrisome was the occupation of Egypt by a French expeditionary force headed by Napoleon Bonaparte in the summer of 1798. The French invasion forced the sultan to seek the support of Russia and England. After defeating the French at Acre and suffering a defeat at the hands of the French at Abukir, the Ottoman-English alliance forced Bonaparte out of Egypt in 1799. Ottoman-French ties were restored in 1806, when Russia moved its forces against Wallachia and Moldavia.

In 1807 growing opposition to Selim’s reforms brought the religious establishment, the janissaries, and the antireform elements within the government together in a united front. When the revolt broke out, Selim hesitated and did not use his new army to crush the rebellion. Emboldened by their initial success, the rebels demanded the deposition of Selim and the accession of Mustafa IV (r. 1807–1808) as his successor. The pro-Selim provincial notables (āyāns), however, refused to accept defeat and mobilized their forces against the new sultan and his supporters in Istanbul. The powerful āyān, Alemdar Mustafa Pasha (also known as Bayrakdar Mustafa Pasha) of Rüsçuk (Ruschuk) (present-day Ruse in northeastern Bayraktar), who supported Selim, attacked Istanbul to remove Mustafa and reinstate the deposed sultan. Mustafa responded by ordering the execution of Selim and his cousin, Mahmud, the two male members of the Ottoman royal house who could replace him. The executioners succeeded in their mission to murder Selim, but Mahmud managed to escape and find refuge in Alemdar Mustafa Pasha’s camp, where he remained until Mustafa was deposed and he could assume the throne.

Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839) was a reform-minded sultan, who had supported the governmental reforms introduced by the ill-fated Selim III. In 1808, however, he was exceedingly weak and needed more time to consolidate his position vis-à-vis the conservative forces that had overthrown Selim. Once he had secured the throne, the sultan embarked on his own ambitious plan of governmental reforms. These reforms were introduced in the context of events that were transforming the fundamental nature of Ottoman society.

RISE OF NATIONALISM IN THE BALKANS

Starting with Serbia in 1804 and Greece in 1821, nationalist revolutions erupted among the Christian subjects of the sultan. In each case the nationalists were supported by one or more European powers, which intended to use antigovernment uprisings as a justification to intervene and undermine Ottoman power and authority in the Balkans. The Ottoman system was built on the principle of dividing the population of the empire into separate and distinct religious communities, or millets. The millet system had worked well in an era when religious identity reigned supreme. Ironically, the preservation of national cultures within the framework of religious communities allowed distinct ethnic and linguistic identities to survive. By the end of the 18th century, under the influence of the French Revolution, a modern intelligentsia imbued with nationalistic ideas began to challenge the ideological hegemony of the traditional religious hierarchies, which had historically collaborated with the Ottoman regime.

As a multiethnic, multilinguistic, and multireligious empire that recognized the supremacy of religious identity, the Ottoman state failed to develop an antibiotic for the bacteria called nationalism. Despite the Serbian revolt that forced the Ottomans to grant autonomy to a small Serbian principality in 1814–1815 and the Greek revolution, which succeeded in establishing an independent Greece in 1832, Mahmud was determined to reassert the authority of the central government by building a modern army. As long as the janissaries survived, however, the antireform forces could always rely on their support to challenge the authority of the central government. The sultan therefore abolished the janissary corps in June 1826, but he could not create a new and strong army overnight. The absence of a well-trained army undermined Ottoman attempts to maintain rule over Greece. But if the loss of Greece struck a devastating blow to Ottoman prestige and power, it was the revolt of Mehmed Ali (Muhammad Ali), the governor of Egypt, that brought the empire to the verge of extinction.

CHALLENGE FROM EGYPT

Mehmed Ali, most probably an Albanian from northern Greece, had emerged as the master of Egypt after building a modern army with direct assistance and support from France. Mahmud, who was fully aware of Mehmed Ali’s successes and his newly acquired military capability, asked for his support when the Greek revolution erupted. The defeat in Greece, however, forced the governor of Egypt to withdraw his troops. Moreover, he lost his fleet during the Greek campaign and could not obtain any satisfactory compensation from the sultan in Istanbul. The battles of the Greek revolution had demonstrated that the Ottoman army was in a sorry state. Initially Mehmed Ali had thought of building his own empire in North Africa by attacking Algeria and Tunisia, but the French had acted faster by attacking and occupying Algiers in July 1830.

With North Africa falling into the hands of the French, Mehmed Ali and his son, Ibrahim Pasha, who acted as his father’s army commander, turned their attention eastward and attacked Palestine and Syria in October 1831 (Zürcher: 36). In May 1832 the town of Acre fell, followed by Damascus in June. By July Ibrahim Pasha had routed Ottoman forces twice and established his rule over the entire territory of Syria (Zürcher: 36). As in the case of the Greek revolution, the sultan refused an offer for a negotiated settlement, which allowed the Egyptian army to push into Anatolia and defeat the Ottoman troops who had been sent from Istanbul. By February 1833 the Egyptian army had reached Kütahya in western Anatolia, a short march from Istanbul. Mahmud responded to the military reversals by opening negotiations with European powers, with the aim of securing their support against his rebellious subject. When the British and Austrians turned down the request, the sultan asked for military intervention from Russia, which agreed to provide it. Although the arrival of the Russian fleet in February 1833 prevented Mehmed Ali from marching his troops to Istanbul, it could not dislodge the Egyptian forces from their newly conquered territories in Anatolia. To end the crisis, the sultan agreed to sign the Treaty of Kütahya in April and appointed Mehmed Ali the governor of Syria. On July 8, 1833, Mahmud II also signed the Treaty of Hünkar Iskelesi with Russia, an eight-year defense pact that obligated the Ottoman government to close the Turkish straits to all ships at a time of war between Russia and a foreign power.

Despite the peace with Mehmed Ali, the sultan was anxious to strengthen his army and strike back at the disloyal governor of Egypt. The British, greatly alarmed by the growing power and influence of Russia, viewed Mehmed Ali as an ally of France, whose policies toward the Ottoman Empire had forced the sultan to depend on the Russians for his survival. The sultan hoped to exploit British anxiety over Mehmed Ali to gain Britain’s support for a campaign against him. In 1838 the tension between the sultan and Mehmed Ali erupted again when the latter stated his intention to declare his independence from the Ottoman Empire. When his closest ally, France, opposed this provocative move, Mehmed Ali backed down. The sultan was determined to secure the support of Great Britain in a campaign to destroy Mehmed Ali. Using this opportunity to expand its economic interests in the region, the British government signed a commercial treaty with the Ottoman state in August 1838 that confirmed British capitulatory privileges and opened the Ottoman markets to British investment and trade (Zürcher: 38). Despite warnings from the British, Mahmud II mobilized a force against Mehmed Ali’s army in Syria. Once again, however, Egyptian forces under the command of Ibrahim Pasha soundly defeated the Ottoman army, which had attacked Syria in June 1839. Less than a week later, Mahmud died in Istanbul after a long battle with tuberculosis.

TANZIMAT

To halt the decline and territorial disintegration of the Ottoman state, a small group of Ottoman officials used the death of Mahmud II to embark on a new program of governmental reforms, which came to be known as Tanzimāt (reorganization). On November 3, 1839, the new Ottoman sultan, Abdülmecid (Abdulmejid) (r. 1839–1861), ordered his ministers and dignitaries, as well as representatives of foreign powers, to gather in the rose garden of the Topkapi Palace, where his foreign minister, Mustafa Reşid Pasha (Mustafa Reshid Pasha), read a decree entitled Hatt-i Şerif-i Gülhane (Hatt-i Sherif-i Gülhane), the Noble Rescript of the Rose Garden (Davison: 36; Zürcher: 50–51). The document guaranteed the subjects of the sultan security of life, honor, and property (Davison: 36–38). It also promised a regular system for assessing and levying taxes, as well as a just system of conscription and military service (McCarthy: 297). The royal rescript also committed the central government to a number of essential reforms, such as establishing a new penal code, eradicating bribery, and creating a regular and just tax system that would eliminate inequities and special privileges, such as tax farming. Thus the imperial decree demonstrated a new commitment by the sultan and his advisers to the rule of law, the equality and fair treatment of all Ottoman subjects regardless of their religion and ethnicity, and the establishment of a new justice system that protected their lives and property against arbitrary attacks and confiscation (McCarthy: 296; Zürcher: 50–51).

The introduction of reforms that were to be implemented from above required the creation of a highly centralized bureaucracy. In emulating the European administrative system, the government was divided into several ministries with specific tasks and responsibilities. A council of ministers was created to act as the highest advisory body to the sultan as he attempted to save the empire from further disintegration by imposing the authority of the state over the remotest provinces. Building new roads and railways was viewed as one of the most important priorities of the central government. Armies sent to quell internal rebellions and confront foreign invaders could reach their destinations much faster using a modern road or riding on a train. Telegraph services were introduced as a means of communicating orders from Istanbul and receiving the latest news from the provinces. The improvement of the transportation and communication systems also stimulated the economy and intensified commercial ties among various regions of the empire.

In addition to the modernization of the empire’s infrastructure, the Tanzimat period also witnessed a significant transformation in the Ottoman educational system. Mahmud II had introduced the Ruşdiye (Rushdiye) (adolescent) schools, which provided a secular education for male students who had completed the mekteps, the traditional schools devoted to the study of the Quran (Zürcher: 62). The principal objective for the creation of modern schools was to train a new educated elite capable of administering an empire. The fear of opposition from conservatives, however, slowed down educational reform and forced the reformers to attach modern schools to various governmental ministries and bureaus. Thus, the first medical and engineering schools in the Ottoman Empire were introduced as academic units within a military school (McCarthy: 299). The introduction of modern educational institutions also suffered from a lack of adequate funding and the absence of well-trained teachers and instructors. Despite these difficulties, a new bureaucracy, which was four to five times larger than the imperial administration and relied heavily on graduates from the modern schools, was created.

Finally, the men of Tanzimat tried to create a modern financial structure and an efficient tax collection system that would provide the central treasury with sufficient funds to support governmental reforms. The “main thrust” of their financial reforms was “to simplify the collection of revenues” by delegating “the responsibility of tax collection to the salaried agents of the government, rather than governors, holders of prebendal grants, or other intermediaries of the classical system” (Kasaba: 50).

Despite their best efforts to focus on reform, the men of the Tanzimat faced serious challenges from both internal rebellions and foreign aggression that ultimately undermined their efforts and resulted in the disintegration of the empire. In October 1840 the Ottomans and the British began to exert military pressure on Mehmed Ali, forcing his troops to evacuate Syria and Palestine in February 1841. The sultan, however, issued a decree granting Mehmed Ali and his family the right to rule Egypt. The second important foreign policy crisis of the Tanzimat era was the Crimean War, which forced the Ottoman Empire to declare war on Russia in October 1853 (Finkel: 456–458). By acting as the big brother and protector of Serbia, the Romanian-populated Danubian Principalities, and the sultan’s Orthodox Christian subjects, Russia intended to replace both the Ottoman Empire and Austria as the dominant power in the Balkans. The ultimate goal of Russian foreign policy was to create a series of satellite states that depended on Russian protection and support for their political survival. Parallel to this was the debate between the Catholic and Orthodox churches over their right to various holy sites in Jerusalem, with Russia championing the Orthodox position and France that of Rome. In 1852 the Ottoman government announced its decision on the question of Christian holy places in Palestine, siding with the French position. Czar Nicholas I was outraged. In response to the Ottoman decision, he ordered a partial mobilization of his army. He also made a new series of demands, including the Russian right to protect the sultan’s Orthodox Christian subjects. Confident that it would receive support from Great Britain, France, and Austria, the Ottoman government rejected the Russian demands. When the Russian forces invaded the Danubian principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia, the Ottoman Empire declared war on Russia.

As the British and the French naval forces crossed the Turkish Straits on their way to the Black Sea, the Ottomans fought the Russian navy at Sinop, where the Ottoman fleet was destroyed and thousands of sailors were killed. After negotiations collapsed in March 1854, France and Great Britain declared war on Russia. Fearing an attack from Austria, the Russian forces withdrew from Wallachia and Moldavia (Jelavich: 107). The military campaigns that followed, particularly the attack on Sevastopol, which was occupied in October 1855, forced Russia to sue for peace.

While the representatives of European powers were arriving at the peace conference in Paris in February 1856, the sultan, under pressure from France and Great Britain, issued a second reform decree, the Hatt-i Hümayun, or the Imperial Rescript, committing his government to the principle of equality for all Ottoman subjects. The Treaty of Paris, signed in March 1856, forced Russia to withdraw from Wallachia and Moldavia. Wallachia, Moldavia, and Serbia were granted autonomy under Ottoman rule. Russia’s access to the Danube was blocked by its surrender of southern Bessarabia to Moldavia. That famous river and the Turkish Straits were declared open to ships of all countries. Russia was also forced to withdraw its forces from eastern Anatolia, including the city of Kars, which it had occupied during the war. The Crimean War and the Treaty of Paris resulted in the de facto inclusion of the Ottoman Empire in the “Concert of Europe” that had tried to maintain the balance of power on the continent since the defeat of Napoleon and the convening of the Congress of Vienna in 1814 (Zürcher: 54). The territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire was thus theoretically preserved and Russia’s expansion into the Balkans contained.

With Russian aggression checked, the leaders of Tanzimat could once again focus on the implementation of their reform agenda. The Crimean War had been very costly and forced the Ottoman government to apply for high-interest loans that eventually undermined the economic independence of the state. The accumulation of significant debts to European banks and the continuous struggle to generate sufficient revenue to repay them undermined efforts to reform the government for the remainder of the 19th century.

OTTOMAN CONSTITUTION

After the death in September 1871 of Āli Pasha, the last great statesman of the Tanzimat era, several grand viziers came and went, while Sultan Abdülaziz (r. 1861–1876) became increasingly involved in running the everyday affairs of the empire. Then, in the early hours of Tuesday, May 30, 1876, a small group of government officials and army officers led by the reform-minded statesman Midhat Pasha, who had served as governor of Nish (1861–1868) and Baghdad (1869–1872), carried out a peaceful military coup (Davison: 335–338). A nephew of Sultan Abdülaziz, Prince Murad, was brought out of his residence to the ministry of war and declared the new sultan.

Before the new monarch could establish himself, however, news of Abdülaziz’s sudden death was announced to a shocked populace. The body of the deposed sultan had been discovered in his private bedroom, his wrists slashed with a pair of scissors, leading many to conclude that he had been murdered. To diffuse the rumors of assassination, the government called on doctors from several foreign embassies in Istanbul to examine the body and offer their medical opinion on the cause of death, which was officially declared a suicide. The events profoundly affected the new sultan, Murad V, who suffered a nervous breakdown. Accordingly, Midhat Pasha decided to depose Murad in favor of his brother, who ascended the Ottoman throne in August as Abdülhamid II. Midhat Pasha was appointed grand vizier in December, and shortly thereafter the first Ottoman constitution was introduced (McCarthy: 304).

These momentous events in Istanbul took place in the context of major developments in European power politics and another crisis in the Balkans that erupted when Serbia and Montenegro attacked the Ottoman Empire in July 1876. With chaos and uncertainty reigning in Istanbul and revolt and instability spreading to the rural communities in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Russia had pushed for military intervention by Serbia and Montenegro. This Pan-Slavic project designed by Russia failed when Ottoman troops struck back, defeating the Serbs and forcing them to sue for peace. Russia then instigated a nationalist uprising in Bulgaria, which was crushed by Ottoman forces with heavy casualties and massacres of the civilian population. This allowed the czar to demand that the Ottoman Empire introduce reforms and grant autonomy to the Bulgarian people. Recognizing the threat of Russian intervention in the Balkans, the British government intervened and called for the convening of an international conference to meet in Istanbul with the intention of diffusing the possibility of another war between Russia and the Ottoman Empire. However, on the first day of the conference, December 23, 1876, the Ottoman delegation shocked the European participants by announcing that a constitution had been promulgated and that any attempt by foreign powers to press the Ottoman state into introducing reforms in its European provinces was unnecessary, because under the new political regime all Ottoman subjects would be treated as equals, with their rights protected and guaranteed by the government (Zürcher: 74).

The Ottoman constitution did not prevent another military confrontation with Russia. Continuous palace intrigues convinced Abdülhamid II to dismiss Midhat Pasha, who was sent into exile in February 1877, an event that was soon followed by a Russian declaration of war in April. The Ottoman forces under the brilliant command of Gāzi Osman Pasha fought back heroically and delayed the Russian southward incursion for several months at Plevna in Bulgaria, but by December the czarist army was encamped a mere 12 kilometers outside Istanbul (Zürcher: 74). On March 3, 1878, the Ottomans were forced to sign the Treaty of San Stefano. Among other things, the treaty called for the establishment of an autonomous Bulgarian state, stretching from the Black Sea to the Aegean, which Russia would occupy for two years. Serbia, Romania, and Montenegro were to gain their independence. Russia received Batumi in present-day Georgia on the Black Sea coast, as well as the districts of Kars and Ardahan in eastern Anatolia. In addition, the Ottoman government was obliged to introduce fundamental reforms in Thessaly and Armenia. Great Britain, France, Germany, and Austria could not tolerate Russia’s expansionist policies and its growing influence in the Balkans. The European powers agreed to meet in Berlin at a new peace conference designed to partition the European provinces of the Ottoman Empire in such a way as to prevent the emergence of Russia as the dominant power in the Balkans.

The Congress of Berlin, which began on June 13, 1878, was a turning point in the history of the Ottoman Empire. When it ended a month later, on July 13, the Ottoman Empire was no longer a major power in the Balkans. The Ottomans lost 8 percent of their territory and 4.5 million of their population. The majority of those who left the empire were Christians. Tens of thousands of Muslim refugees from the Balkans and the Caucasus fled into the interior of the empire. The large Bulgarian state that had been created three months earlier at the Treaty of San Stefano was divided into three separate entities (Finkel: 491; Shaw: 2:191). The region north of the Balkan Mountains and the area around Sofia were combined into a new autonomous Bulgarian principality that recognized the suzerainty of the sultan, but for all practical purposes acted as a Russian satellite. The region lying between the Rhodope and Balkan Mountains, which corresponded with Eastern Rumelia, was established as a semiautonomous region under its own Christian governor, who was to be appointed by the sultan and supervised by European powers (Shaw: 2: 191). The third area, Thrace and Macedonia, remained under Ottoman rule (Jelavich: 360).

The Congress of Berlin did not provide Greece with any new territory. Instead the powers demanded that Greece and the Ottoman Empire enter into negotiations on establishing their new boundaries, including the status of Thessaly and Epirus. Austria was granted the right to occupy and administer Bosnia-Herzegovina as well as the Sancāk (Sanjāk) of Novi Pazar, a strip of land that separated Serbia from Montenegro (Jelavich: 360). While the congress recognized Serbia, Romania, and Montenegro as independent states, the Romanian state was forced to hand southern Bessarabia to Russia and in return receive Dobrudja (Jelavich: 360; Zürcher: 75). Russia also received the districts of Batumi, Kars, and Ardahan, thereby establishing military control over the eastern shores of the Black Sea and an important strategic land bridge to Anatolia (Hurewitz: 1:190). The British received the island of Cyprus. By handing Albanian-populated areas and towns to Montenegro and Greece, the European powers ignited a new nationalist movement among a proud people who had faithfully served the Ottoman state on many occasions in the past (Jelavich: 361–366). Thus Albanians, with their emerging national movement, would replicate the model set by the Greeks, the Serbs, the Romanians, and the Bulgarians and demand their independence.

Although Serbia, Montenegro, Romania, and Bulgaria gained their independence or autonomy in 1878, the Congress of Berlin left the newly independent states dissatisfied and hungry for more territory. The Romanians were angry because they were forced to cede the rich and productive Bessarabia in return for gaining the poor and less productive Dobrudja. The Bulgarians were outraged because they lost the greater Bulgarian state, which had been created by the Treaty of San Stefano. Serbia gained limited territory, but it did not satisfy the voracious appetite of Serbian nationalists, who dreamed of a greater Serbia with access to the sea. Montenegro received a port on the Adriatic, but as in the case of Serbia, it did not acquire the towns and the districts it had demanded. Of all the participants in the Congress, Russia was perhaps the most frustrated. In return for its massive human and financial investment in the war against the Ottoman Empire, it had received only southern Bessarabia, while the Austrians, who had opportunistically sat on the sidelines, had been awarded Bosnia-Herzegovina. These frustrated dreams turned the Balkans into a ticking bomb. By carving the Ottoman Empire into small and hungry independent states, the European powers laid the foundation for intense rivalries. Thirty-six years after the conclusion of the Congress of Berlin, the Balkan tinderbox exploded on June 28, 1914, when a Serbian nationalist assassinated the Austrian crown prince, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, in Sarajevo, igniting World War I.

Despite the defeat at the hands of the Russians and the territorial losses imposed by the Congress of Berlin, the new sultan, Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909), remained committed to the reforms introduced during the Tanzimat period. Indeed, it was during his reign that a new and Western-educated officer corps emerged. Ironically, the same officers would play an important role in deposing the sultan in April 1909. In addition to emphasizing military training, the sultan expanded elementary and secondary education (including the opening of a new school for girls in 1884), introduced a modern medical school, and established the University of Istanbul. To create a modern communication system for the empire, he developed telegraph services and the Ottoman railway system, connecting Istanbul to the heartland of the Arab world as far south as the holy city of Medina in Hijaz (Zürcher: 77). The Hijaz railroad, which was completed in July 1908, enabled the sultan to dispatch his troops to the Arab provinces in case of a rebellion. As with the reforms introduced by the men of Tanzimat, the principal objective of Abdülhamid’s modernization schemes was to establish a strong central government capable of maintaining the territorial integrity of the empire. In practical terms this meant suppressing uprisings among the sultan’s subjects and defending the state against the expansionist policies of European powers. Despite the sultan’s best efforts, however, the empire continued to lose territory.

Building on its occupation of Algeria in 1830, France imposed its rule on Tunisia in May 1881. A year later the British invaded and occupied Egypt. In addition to these losses, the Ottoman Empire also continued to lose territory in the Balkans. After the Congress of Berlin, the only area left under Ottoman rule was a relatively narrow corridor south of the Balkan Mountains that stretched from the Black Sea in the east to the Adriatic in the west, incorporating Thrace, Thessaly, Macedonia, and Albania (Shaw: 2:195). Greece, Serbia, Montenegro, and Bulgaria coveted the remaining territory of the dying Ottoman Empire. In accordance with the promises made at the Congress of Berlin, the Ottomans handed much of Thessaly and a district in Epirus to Greece in July 1881. Despite these gains, Greece continued to push for additional territorial concessions, including the island of Crete, where several uprisings, encouraged by Athens, forced the sultan in 1898 to agree to the creation of an autonomous Cretan state under Ottoman suzerainty. The island finally became part of Greece in December 1913.

Aside from the military disasters and territorial losses that the empire suffered, the reign of Abdülhamid proved to be a period of significant social, economic, and cultural transformation. The autocratic sultan continued with the reforms that had been introduced by the men of Tanzimat. There was, however, a fundamental difference. The statesmen of the Tanzimat had begun their governmental careers as translators and diplomats attached to Ottoman embassies in Europe and thus wished to emulate European customs and institutions. Abdülhamid, in contrast, may have been a modernizer, but he believed strongly in preserving and promoting the Islamic identity of the Ottoman state. With the loss of his European provinces, the number of Christian subjects of the sultan decreased, and Muslims began to emerge as the empire’s majority population. The Muslim population was not only loyal to the sultan, but also felt a deep anger toward the sultan’s Christian subjects for allying themselves with the imperial powers of Europe in order to gain their independence. Abdülhamid understood the new mood among his Muslim subjects and countered European imperial designs by appealing to pan-Islamism, or the unity of all Muslims, under his leadership as the caliph or the religious and spiritual leader of the Islamic world.

Military defeats suffered at the hands of European powers, the loss of territory, and the decline of political and economic power and prestige led to a new sense of Ottoman patriotism in the last decade of the Tanzimat period. The first to advocate Islamic unity were the Young Ottomans, a group of Muslim intellectuals who believed that the modernization of the Ottoman state was the principal means through which the empire’s independence and territorial integrity could be preserved. Concerned with the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire, humiliated by the inability of the state to defend itself against foreign aggression, and inspired by the unification of Germany and Italy, the Young Ottomans believed that it was necessary to modernize the political, military, and economic institutions of the empire. At the same time, they agreed on the need to retain their society’s basic Islamic characteristics.

THE YOUNG TURKS AND THE COLLAPSE OF 
THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE

Despite his best efforts to preserve the territorial integrity of the empire and to modernize Ottoman society, Abdülhamid II failed to neutralize the opposition of the young, educated, and secular-minded elements to his autocratic rule. As early as 1889 small groups of students, civil servants, and army officers had organized secret societies. Princes of the royal family, government officials, teachers, artists, and army officers educated and trained in modern schools and military academies had concluded that the restoration of the 1876 constitution and the establishment of a new government based on a parliament were the only means through which the Ottoman Empire could be saved from further disintegration. As the police began to crack down on the opposition, some chose exile over imprisonment and settled in European capitals, where they published newspapers that denounced the autocratic policies of the sultan. Others recruited young cadets and organized secret cells among army units stationed in the Balkans. This diverse group of antigovernment Ottoman intellectuals and activists, who were known in Europe as Jeunes Turcs, or the Young Turks, organized themselves as the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP).

Revolution came, unexpectedly, from Macedonia, in July 1908, when army officers loyal to CUP revolted and demanded the restoration of the 1876 constitution (Shaw: 2:266–267). After a faint effort to suppress the rebellion, Abdülhamid concluded that resistance was futile. On July 23 he restored constitutional rule and ordered parliamentary elections throughout the empire (Ahmad: 12; Mango: 77–78). As the news of the revolution spread, massive celebrations erupted, particularly in Istanbul, where Turks, Jews, Armenians, and Arabs joined hands and embraced in the streets of the capital (Shaw: 2:273). Among the deputies to the new parliament, which opened on December 17, were 142 Turks, 60 Arabs, 25 Albanians, 23 Greeks, 12 Armenians, 5 Jews, 4 Bulgarians, 3 Serbs, and 1 Romanian (Mango: 85).

The Young Turks had convinced themselves that the restoration of the parliamentary system of government would secure the support of European powers for the preservation of the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire (Mango: 85). They were mistaken. Shortly after the victory of the revolution, the Austro-Hungarian Empire formally annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina, while Greece seized the island of Crete, and Bulgaria unified with Eastern Rumelia, which had remained an autonomous province under the nominal rule of the Ottoman sultan (Zürcher: 104). In April 1909 an attempted coup by supporters of Abdülhamid provided an excuse for the two chambers of parliament to depose the sultan and replace him with his younger brother, who ascended the throne as Mehmed V (r. 1909–1918) (Zürcher: 98). The center of power had shifted once again, this time from the palace to the army and the parliament. The Ottoman central government, however, continued to be plagued by internal factionalism and growing opposition from both conservative and liberal groups and parties. The weakness of the government was demonstrated by its failure to respond effectively to the unrest in Albania, the uprising of Imam Yahya in Yemen, and the Italian invasion of Tripoli and Benghazi in Libya (Zürcher: 105–106). The Italian attack on the Dardanelles and the occupation of the Dodecanese Islands in May 1912 forced the Ottoman government to accept the loss of Libya and sue for peace (Zürcher: 105–106).

The Italian victory emboldened the neighboring Balkan states, which had been waiting for an opportunity to invade and occupy the remaining provinces of the Ottoman Empire in Europe. After a series of negotiations, Serbia and Bulgaria formed an alliance in March 1912 (Jelavich: 216–217). Shortly afterward, in May, Bulgaria signed a similar agreement with Greece (Zürcher: 106). Finally, in October, Serbia and Montenegro formed an alliance (Zürcher: 106). Shortly after that the Balkan states declared war on the Ottoman Empire. The Bulgarians defeated the Ottoman armies at the battles of Kirklareli/Kirkkilise (October 22–24) and Lüleburgaz (October 22–November 2), followed by a Serbian victory at the battle of Kumanovo (October 23–24) (Zürcher: 107). The Greeks captured Salonika on November 8, 1912.

In the absence of a unified command, the Ottomans were forced either to retreat or to take defensive positions. The major urban centers of the empire in Europe were surrounded by the invading Balkan armies. In December the Ottoman government sued for peace. As the discussions dragged on in London, Bulgaria demanded the city of Edirne. This was too much for a group of young officers in Istanbul, who staged a military coup on January 23, 1913, killing the minister of war and forcing the government to resign. When the news of the coup in Istanbul reached London, the Balkan states resumed their military campaigns. Despite a promise to take the offensive, the new government in Istanbul failed to repulse the Bulgarian forces, which captured Edirne on March 28, or the Serbs, who seized Shkodër on April 22. On May 30 the Ottoman government was forced to sign the Treaty of London, which resulted in the loss of much of its territory in Europe, including the city of Edirne.

Fortunately for the Ottomans, rivalries among the Balkan states erupted shortly after the signing of the Treaty of London. Romania, which had not participated in the war, demanded territory from Bulgaria. The Greeks and Serbs also expressed dissatisfaction with the division of territory in Macedonia. As the negotiations for the creation of an anti-Bulgarian alliance began, Bulgaria attacked Serbia, igniting a second Balkan war between the victors of the first. On July 22, 1913, Ottoman forces under the command of Enver Pasha recaptured Edirne, which had been seized by Bulgaria in the First Balkan War. The victory over the Bulgarians elevated Enver to the status of a national hero. The Ottomans forced Bulgaria to sign the Treaty of Istanbul in September 1913 (Zürcher: 108).

A military coup on January 1913 brought the Ottoman government under the control of CUP. As CUP began to consolidate its power over the organs of the state, a triumvirate of Cemal (Jemal) Pasha, Enver Pasha, and Talat Pasha began to rule the empire with the support of an inner circle that represented the various factions within CUP. With the clouds of war gathering over Europe, the beleaguered Ottoman government appraised its various options, none of which looked very promising given the predatory nature of European powers. The decision to enter the war on the side of Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire brought the Ottoman state into open military confrontation with France, Russia, and Great Britain. In the Constantinople Agreement of 1915, these three Entente powers agreed to the complete partition of the Ottoman Empire after the end of the war (Hurewitz: 2:7–11).

The Ottoman Empire declared war on Russia on October 29, 1914. Russia declared war on the Ottoman Empire on November 1, 1914, followed by Britain and France on November 5, 1914. The Allied expectation that the Ottoman Empire, which they had dubbed the “sick man of Europe,” would be destroyed quickly at the onset of World War I proved to be wishful thinking. The British decision to force the Ottoman Empire out of the war by capturing its capital, Istanbul, in one blow called for a massive landing of Allied troops at the foothills of Gallipoli on the European shores of the Dardanelles in February 1915. After establishing a beachhead in April 1915, the Allied troops planned to climb the hills and destroy the Ottoman forces that defended the heights. For the Ottomans, the defense of Gallipoli was a matter of life and death. The Ottoman commander, Colonel Mustafa Kemal (the future Atatürk), reportedly told his troops: “I do not order you to attack, I order you to die. In the time which passes until we die other troops and commanders can take our places” (Rogan: 145). Indeed, to the dismay of the British, the Ottomans, supported by German officers, fought back heroically, inflicting an impressive defeat on the enemy, who retreated with heavy casualties in January 1916. Roughly “800,000 men” fought at Gallipoli and as many as 140,000 died: “86,500 Turks, 42,000 British and dominion troops, and 14,000 French and imperial soldiers” (Rogan: 214).

In late 1914 the British launched an offensive in southern Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq). The invasion of Mesopotamia and the siege of Kut in eastern Iraq proved to be a disastrous defeat for the British. With their military efforts coming to a sudden halt, the British resorted to the strategy of fomenting an internal rebellion among the sultan’s Arab subjects. They cast their lot with Sharif Hussein of Mecca and his sons, who were promised an independent and united Arab kingdom if they led a revolt against the Ottoman Empire. With financial and military support from the British, Sharif Hussein staged his uprising in June 1916.

Unbeknownst to Sharif Hussein, the British were also negotiating about the fate of the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire with their principal ally in Europe, the French. In negotiations between Mark Sykes, who represented the British government, and his French counterpart, Georges Picot, the two European powers carved the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire into British and French zones of influence. According to the Sykes-Picot Agreement, concluded on May 16, 1916, the British government promised Greater Syria, which included the present-day country of Lebanon, and the Ottoman province of Mosul in present-day northern Iraq, to France. In return, the British gained control over the provinces of Baghdad and Basra, with an adjacent territory that stretched to the Mediterranean towns of Acre and Jaffa, including the imprecisely defined Holy Land, or Palestine (Zürcher: 143).

In November 1917 the British government made a third critical promise that would have a long-lasting impact on the Middle East. In a letter addressed to Lord Rothschild, one of the leaders of the Zionist movement in Europe, Arthur James Balfour, the British foreign secretary, expressed the support of his government for the Zionist movement’s aim to establish a Jewish National Home in Palestine. This declaration would prove to be one of the most significant steppingstones toward the establishment of the state of Israel, which came into existence on May 14, 1948. The map of the Middle East would be redrawn as the British government attempted to fulfill the conflicting promises it had made to the Arabs, the French, and the Zionist movement in the aftermath of World War I.

In eastern Anatolia beginning in April 1915, the Young Turk leadership ordered the deportation of the entire Armenian population from its ancient homeland. This eviction order was justified on the grounds that many Armenian officers and soldiers serving in the Ottoman army had defected, joining the invading Russians. These defections were followed by an uprising in the city of Van in April 1915. The forced-relocation campaign caused the deaths of more than one million Armenians.

For the Ottomans, World War I came to an end when British troops supported by Arab fighters under the leadership of Emir Faisal, a son of Sharif Hussein of Mecca, entered Damascus in August 1918. The Ottoman Empire sued for peace in October 1918. After a week of negotiations, the terms of the Armistice of Mudros were presented to the Ottoman government on October 31 (Hurewitz: 2:36–37). They included Allied occupation of Istanbul and the forts on the Bosphorus and Dardanelles. Two days later the three Young Turk leaders, Enver Pasha, Talat Pasha, and Cemal Pasha, fled the country for Berlin. On May 15, 1919, with support from the British, the French, and the Americans, the Greek government, which had joined the Allies at the end of World War I, landed troops in Izmir (Mango: 217).

In the midst of this chaos and humiliation, Mustafa Kemal Pasha (1881–1938), the hero of Gallipoli, was appointed Inspector General of Ottoman forces in northern and northeastern Anatolia and dispatched by the sultan to disarm and disband the remaining Ottoman army units and pacify the local population (McCarthy: 377). Having enrolled in the Ottoman military academy, Mustafa Kemal had joined the Young Turks before the 1908 revolution but had refused to assume political office. An Ottoman army officer who had fought with distinction at Gallipoli (1915), the Caucasus (1916), and Palestine (1917), Mustafa Kemal had emerged as a hero of World War I and was considered to be the ideal officer capable of diffusing a rebellion against the sultan and the Allies.

By the time Mustafa Kemal arrived in Samsun on the northern coast of Anatolia on May 19, he had already decided to disobey his orders and to organize a national resistance movement (Mango: 218–221). Support came from other Ottoman commanders and officers who shared his determination to remove all foreign forces from Anatolia. After creating a national congress and launching a series of successful military campaigns against the newly established Armenian state in eastern Anatolia and the Greek forces in western Anatolia, the Turkish nationalists forced foreign troops to evacuate the “Turkish homeland” in the summer of 1922.

The military victories of the nationalist movement resulted in a shift of attitude by the European powers, which recognized the new reality on the ground. Having witnessed the decisive defeat of Greek forces in August 1922 and realizing that their allies, particularly the French, did not intend to fight the Turkish nationalists, the British convinced the Greek government to withdraw from eastern Thrace and sign the Armistice of Mudanya with the Turks on October 11, 1922. On November 1 the Grand National Assembly in Ankara abolished the Ottoman sultanate. Shortly afterward a Turkish delegation led by the hero of the war of independence, Ismet Pasha, arrived in Lausanne, Switzerland, to negotiate a peace treaty with the Allies, which was concluded on July 24, 1923.

Following the signing of the Treaty of Lausanne, British troops evacuated Istanbul in October 1923, and Mustafa Kemal and his victorious army entered the city. The time had come to deal with the Ottoman royal family, who had collaborated with foreign occupation forces throughout the war of national liberation and had condemned Mustafa Kemal to death in absentia. On October 29, 1923, the Grand National Assembly proclaimed the establishment of the Republic of Turkey, with Mustafa Kemal as its first president, while a member of the Ottoman ruling family, Abdülmecid (Abdulmejid), remained the caliph. Determined to cut the country’s ties with its Ottoman past and to create a secular republic, the new government moved the capital from Istanbul to Ankara, and on March 3, 1924, the Grand National Assembly abolished the institution of caliphate and sent the last member of the Ottoman royal family into exile. The Ottoman Empire had ceased to exist.
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CHRONOLOGY








	1260–1310

	Establishment of Turkoman principalities in western Anatolia.




	1290–1326

	Osman I also known as Osman Gāzi rules.




	1326

	Ottomans capture Bursa. Death of Osman and accession of Orhan.




	1326–1362

	Orhan Gāzi rules.




	1327

	The first Ottoman silver coin (akçe/akche) is minted.




	1331

	Ottoman conquest of Iznik (Nicaea).




	1337

	Ottoman conquest of Izmit (Nicomedia).




	1354

	Ottomans take Ankara and Gallipoli.




	1361

	Ottoman conquest of Adrianople (Edirne).




	1362–1389

	Murad I rules.




	1363–1365

	Ottoman conquest of southern Bulgaria and Thrace.




	1371

	Ottoman victory over the Serbs at Chernomen.




	1385

	Ottoman conquest of Sofia.




	1387

	Ottoman conquest of Thessaloniki (Salonika).




	1388

	A coalition of Serbs, Bosnians, and Bulgarians defeats the Ottomans at Pločnik (Ploshnik).




	1389

	Battle of Kosovo Polje. Ottoman sultan Murad I is killed.




	1389–1402

	Bayezid I rules.




	1389–1392

	Ottoman conquest of Turkoman principalities of western Anatolia.




	1394

	Ottoman conquest of Thessaly.




	1396

	Bayezid I defeats a crusader army at the Battle of Nicopolis.




	1397

	Bayezid I annexes Karaman.




	1398

	Ottoman conquest of the Bulgarian principality of Vidin.




	1399

	Ottoman conquest of the Mamluk-held cities of Malatya and Elbistan in the Euphrates valley.




	1402

	Timur defeats Bayezid I at the Battle of Ankara.




	1402–1413

	Interregnum. Sons of Bayezid fight for Ottoman throne.




	1413–1421

	Mehmed I rules.




	1413

	Mehmed I unifies Ottoman territories under his rule.




	1413–1416

	Revolt of Şeyh (Sheikh) Bedreddin.




	1421–1444; 1446–1451

	Murad II rules.




	1423–1430

	Ottoman-Venetian War.




	1430

	Ottomans capture Thessaloniki (Salonika).




	1437

	Ottoman conquest of the Turkoman principality of Hamidili.




	1441–1442

	János (John) Hunyadi defeats the Ottomans in Transylvania.




	1443–1468

	Rebellion of George Kastrioti, also known as Iskender Beg (Skanderbeg), in northern Albania.




	1444

	Ottomans defeat a crusader army at Varna.




	1444–1446; 1451–1481

	Mehmed II rules.




	1453

	Ottoman conquest of Constantinople.




	1459

	Mehmed II orders the construction of Topkapi Palace.




	1460–1461

	Mehmed II orders the construction of the Covered Bazaar or Kapali Çarşi (Kapali Charshi) in Istanbul.




	1460

	Ottoman conquest of Morea.




	1463

	Ottomans capture Bosnia.




	1469–1474

	Ottoman pacification of Karaman.




	1473

	Mehmed II defeats Uzun Hassan, the chief of Aq Qoyunlu (Ak Koyunlu).




	1478

	Crimean Tatars accept Ottoman suzerainty.




	1480

	Ottoman conquest of Herzegovina.




	1481

	Death of Mehmed II.




	1481–1512

	Bayezid II rules.




	1481–1483

	War of Succession between Bayezid and Cem Sultan (Jem Sultan) ends with Bayezid’s victory.




	1484

	Bayezid II attacks Moldavia and captures Kilia and Akkerman.




	1484–1491

	Ottoman-Mamluk War.




	1496

	Ottomans enter Montenegro.




	1497–1499

	War with Poland.




	1501

	Shah Ismail seizes the throne of Iran and establishes the Safavid dynasty.




	1504

	Shah Ismail captures Baghdad.




	1512

	Selim I forces his father to abdicate.




	1512–1520

	Selim I rules.




	1514

	Selim I defeats Shah Ismail at the Battle of Chaldiran (Chalduran).




	1516

	Ottoman conquest of eastern Anatolia.




	1516–1517

	Selim I defeats the Mamluks and captures Syria and Egypt. The holy cities of Mecca and Medina fall under Ottoman rule.




	1520–1566

	Süleyman I rules.




	1521

	Ottomans capture Belgrade.




	1522

	Ottoman conquest of Rhodes.




	1526

	Süleyman I defeats the Hungarians at the Battle of Mohács.




	1529

	Süleyman I captures Buda.




	1529

	First Ottoman siege of Vienna.




	1533–1555

	War with Safavid Iran, culminating with the Treaty of Amasya.




	1556

	Construction of Süleymaniye mosque-complex begins.




	1566–1574

	Selim II rules.




	1570

	Ottomans capture Tunis and Nicosia.




	1571

	Ottomans are defeated at the Battle of Lepanto by the Holy League.




	1571

	Ottoman conquest of Cyprus.




	1574–1595

	Murad III rules.




	1574

	Selimiye mosque complex completed in Edirne.




	1578–1590

	War with Safavid Iran.




	1590s

	Celāli (Jelāli) Revolts against the Ottoman central government in Anatolia.




	1593–1606

	War with Habsburgs.




	1595–1603

	Mehmed III rules.




	1596

	Ottoman victory at Mezőkeresztes (Haçova).




	1603–1617

	Ahmed I rules.




	1603–1618

	War with Safavid Iran.




	1603

	Iran recovers Tabriz.




	1604

	Iran captures Yerevan, Kars, and Shirvan.




	1606

	Peace treaty between the Ottomans and Austrians at Zsitva-Torok.




	1617

	Sultan Ahmed Mosque in Istanbul is completed.




	1617–1618

	Mustafa I rules.




	1618–1622

	Osman II rules.




	1622–1623

	Mustafa I rules.




	1624

	Iranian forces capture Baghdad.




	1623–1640

	Murad IV rules.




	1624–1639

	War with Safavid Iran.




	1638

	Murad IV captures Baghdad.




	1640–1648

	Ibrahim rules.




	1644–1669

	Ottoman war with Venice over Crete.




	1648–1687

	Mehmed IV rules.




	1656–1661

	Mehmed Köprülü serves as the grand vizier.




	1660–1664

	War with Habsburgs.




	1661–1676

	Fazil Ahmed Köprülü serves as the grand vizier.




	1664

	Ottoman forces are defeated near St. Gotthard.




	1671–1672

	War against Poland.




	1683

	Second Ottoman siege of Vienna.




	1686

	Habsburg forces capture Buda.




	1687

	Venetian forces invade Greece.




	1687–1691

	Süleyman II rules.




	1688

	Habsburg forces capture Belgrade.




	1690

	Ottoman forces recapture Belgrade.




	1691–1695

	Ahmed II rules.




	1695–1703

	Mustafa II rules.




	1697

	Ottomans are defeated near Zenta.




	1699

	Treaty of Karlowitz.




	1703–1730

	Ahmed III rules.




	1709–1714

	Charles XII of Sweden seeks refuge at the Ottoman court after his defeat at the hands of the Russians at Poltava.




	1710–1711

	War against Russia.




	1715–1718

	War against the Habsburgs and Venice.




	1720s

	Tulip Period.




	1722

	Fall of the Safavid dynasty in Iran.




	1724

	Ottoman Empire and Russia agree to partition northern and western Iran.




	1724–1746

	Ottoman military campaigns in Iran.




	1730

	Patrona Halil uprising.




	1730–1754

	Mahmud I rules.




	1736–1747

	Nader Shah Afshar rules Iran.




	1739

	Treaty of Belgrade.




	1754–1757

	Osman III rules.




	1755

	Nuruosmaniye Mosque is completed in Istanbul.




	1757–1774

	Mustafa III rules.




	1768–1774

	War with Russia culminates in the treaty of Küçük Kaynarça (Kuchuk Kaynarja).




	1774–1789

	Abdülhamid I rules.




	1783

	Russia annexes the Crimea.




	1787–1792

	War with Russia.




	1788–1791

	War with Austria.




	1789–1807

	Selim III rules.




	1791

	Selim III establishes the Nizam-i Cedid/Nizam-i Jedid (New Army).




	1798

	French forces under Napoleon Bonaparte invade Egypt.




	1799

	Napoleon returns to France.




	1805

	Mehmed Ali (Muhammad Ali) is appointed governor of Egypt.




	1807

	Selim III is deposed.




	1807–1808

	Mustafa IV rules.




	1808

	Selim III is murdered, and Mustafa IV is deposed.




	1808–1839

	Reign of Mahmud II.




	1821–1832

	Greek revolt.




	1820–1823

	War against Qajar Iran.




	1826

	Mahmud II destroys the janissaries.




	1828–1829

	War against Russia.




	1830–1831

	First Ottoman census.




	1830

	France invades Algiers.




	1830

	Serbia is recognized as an autonomous principality.




	1831

	Mehmed Ali, ruler of Egypt, invades Syria.




	1833

	Egyptian army arrives in Kütahya in western Anatolia after defeating Ottoman forces.




	1833

	Treaty of Hünkar Iskelesi with Russia.




	1839

	Ottoman troops are defeated by Egyptian forces at Nizip.




	1839–1861

	Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid) rules.




	1839

	Hatt-i Şerif-i Gülhane (Hatt-i Sherif-i Gülhane), the Noble Rescript of the Rose Garden, signals the beginning of the Tanzimat era.




	1846

	Istanbul’s slave market is closed.




	1853–1856

	Crimean War.




	1856

	Hatt-i Hümayun (the Imperial Rescript of Reform) is issued.




	1856

	Treaty of Paris.




	1861–1876

	Abdülaziz rules.




	1863

	Imperial Ottoman Bank is established.




	1869

	Opening of Suez Canal.




	1876

	Murad V rules.




	1876–1909

	Abdülhamid II rules.




	1876

	First Ottoman constitution.




	1877–1878

	War against Russia.




	1878

	Treaty of San Stefano with Russia.




	1878

	Congress of Berlin.




	1881

	France establishes a protectorate over Tunisia.




	1882

	British forces invade and occupy Egypt.




	1891

	Hamidiye regiments are created to police eastern Anatolia.




	1894

	Violent clashes between Hamidiye regiments and local Armenians in Bitlis.




	1896

	Armenian Dashnak organization attacks Ottoman Bank headquarters in Istanbul.




	1897

	Ottoman-Greek war.




	1897

	Crete gains its autonomy.




	1908

	Young Turk revolution forces Abdülhamid II to restore the constitution.




	1908

	Austro-Hungarian Empire annexes Bosnia. Greece seizes the island of Crete. Bulgaria unifies with Eastern Rumelia.




	1909

	Abdülhamid II is deposed.




	1909–1918

	Mehmed V (Mehmed Reşād) rules.




	1911

	Italy occupies Tripoli.




	1912–1913

	First Balkan War: Greece, Serbia, Montenegro, and Bulgaria invade Ottoman territory. Edirne is captured by Bulgarian forces.




	1913

	Second Balkan War: Ottoman forces recapture Edirne.




	1914–1918

	World War I. Ottoman Empire is allied with Germany and Austro-Hungarian Empire.




	1915

	Deportation of Armenians from eastern Anatolia.




	1915

	Ottoman victory at Gallipoli.




	1916

	Sykes-Picot Agreement partitions the Ottoman Empire between British and French spheres of influence.




	1916

	Arab Revolt backed by the British starts in Hijaz.




	1918–1922

	Mehmed VI (Mehmed Vahideddin) rules.




	1918

	Moudros Armistice.




	1918

	Allied forces occupy Istanbul.




	1919

	Mustafa Kemal arrives in Samsun and commences the Turkish national liberation movement.




	1920

	Grand National Assembly is convened in Ankara.




	1920

	Treaty of Sèvres partitions the Ottoman Empire.




	1921–1922

	Turkish national movement fights and defeats Greek forces in western Anatolia.




	1922

	Mudanya Armistice.




	1922

	Grand National Assembly abolishes Ottoman sultanate.




	1923

	Treaty of Lausanne.




	1923

	Republic of Turkey is established.




	1924

	Institution of caliphate is abolished, and the members of the Ottoman royal family are exiled.







 

 

[image: Kia]



 

 

[image: Kia]



 

 

[image: Kia]



 

 

[image: Kia]


BATTLES AND TREATIES

Adrianople, Treaty of (1829)

Peace treaty signed on September 14, 1829, at the conclusion of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1828–1829. The treaty forced the Ottoman Empire to recognize the independence of Greece and the autonomy of Moldavia, Wallachia, and Serbia, as well as Russia’s annexation of Georgia, including the eastern coastal strip of the Black Sea.

The Greek revolution began in March 1821. The revolt was led by Alexandros (Alexander) Ypsilantis, one of the founders of the Philiki Hetairia (Etairia) (Society of Friends/Friendly Society), which had cone into existence in Odessa in 1814. Ypsilantis had studied in Russia and joined the Russian army as an officer. Ypsilantis’s original plan was to organize an anti-Ottoman revolt in the Romanian-populated principalities Moldavia and Wallachia to divert the attention of Ottoman forces from Greece, where he was secretly training his supporters. He also hoped that the uprising in Moldavia and Wallachia would force Russia to intervene on behalf of the rebels. In March 1821 Ypsilantis and his supporters crossed the Pruth (Prut) River into Moldavia, but the revolt they had hoped for did not materialize. Ypsilantis and his small army were defeated by the Ottomans, but on March 25, 1821, sporadic revolts against Ottoman rule broke out in the Peloponnese north of the Gulf of Corinth. Within a year the rebels had gained control of the Peloponnese, and in January 1822 they declared the independence of Greece. The Ottomans attempted three times between 1822 and 1824 to regain control over the Peloponnese, but they failed.

Finally, in April 1824 the Ottoman sultan, Mahmud II, appealed to Mehmed Ali (Muhammad Ali), the Ottoman governor of Egypt, for assistance and support. After capturing Crete, the Egyptian forces under the command of Mehmed Ali’s son, Ibrahim Pasha, landed in the bay of Methoni in the southwestern Peloponnese in February 1825. Soon much of the Peloponnese was under Ottoman control, with Missolonghi falling in April 1826 and Athens over a year later, in June 1827.

The Greeks were only saved by the intervention of Russia, Britain, and France. In the Greek revolution the three European powers recognized an opportunity to intervene in the internal affairs of the Ottoman Empire and advance their own political, diplomatic, and commercial interests in the Balkans. When the three powers expressed their intention to mediate, the Greek nationalists accepted the offer, while the sultan rejected it. In response, the three European states imposed a naval blockade on the Egyptian supply lines. The inevitable confrontation between the Ottoman-Egyptian fleet and the combined naval forces of Russia, Britain, and France took place on October 20, 1827, in the Bay of Navarino in the southwestern Peloponnese. At the Battle of Navarino the European powers destroyed the entire Ottoman-Egyptian fleet.
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Signing of the Treaty of Adrianople at the old Palace of Edirne in 1829. The Treaty of Adrianople concluded the Russo-Ottoman War of 1828–1829. (Fine Art Images/Heritage Images/Getty Images)

Mahmud II’s refusal to accept defeat allowed Russia to declare war on the sultan and invade Ottoman territory in April 1828. Russian forces crossed into eastern Anatolia from their bases in the south Caucasus and captured Erzurum in July 1829, while a second Russian army attacked and occupied Edirne (Adrianople) in August. The destruction of the Egyptian naval forces and intense pressure from Russia and Britain forced Mehmed Ali to withdraw his troops from Greece in October. The sultan had no choice but to sue for peace.

The Treaty of Adrianople, signed on September 14, 1829, required the sultan to recognize the independence of Greece and the autonomy of Moldavia, Wallachia, and Serbia, which was enlarged by receiving additional territory. On February 3, 1830, the European powers agreed to the London protocol, which declared Greece an independent monarchy under their protection.

See also: Battles and Treaties: Greek War of Independence; Beys and Pashas: Mehmed Ali (Muhammad Ali); Sultans: Mahmud II
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Amasya, Treaty of (1555)

A peace treaty between the Ottoman Empire and Safavid Iran, signed at Amasya in present-day northern Turkey on May 29, 1555. This treaty established peace for nearly two decades between the two Islamic empires. After suffering a humiliating defeat at the hands of the Ottoman sultan Selim I (r. 1512–1520) at Chaldiran in 1514, the Safavids avoided open warfare and adopted a scorched earth policy. Each time the Ottomans invaded Iran, the Safavid forces filled water wells, burned the harvest, and forced the evacuation of the local population.

The Ottoman armies invaded Iran in 1534, 1538, and 1547. In 1534 an Ottoman army seized Mesopotamia and parts of Iranian Azerbaijan, including the city of Tabriz. The Ottoman sultan Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566) then crossed the Zagros mountain range of western Iran, entered the territory of present-day Iraq, and captured Baghdad. The Iranians waited until the main Ottoman force had left their territory, then began reoccupying most of the towns and forts the Ottomans had seized during their invasion. In 1538 Süleyman I took Van and Tabriz once again. The Iranian monarch Tahmasp I (r. 1524–1576) adopted the well-drilled scorched earth policy of allowing the Ottomans to enter Safavid territory, but as soon as the main Ottoman force began to return to Anatolia, he ordered his armies to follow the retreating Ottomans and reimpose Iranian rule over the towns and forts the enemy had seized. In 1547 Ilqas Mirza, a brother of the Safavid monarch, revolted and fled to the Ottoman court. Süleyman I used the Safavid rebel prince as a pretext for yet another invasion of Iran. An army was dispatched with Ilqas Mirza, who captured Tabriz. However, when the Ottomans reverted to the old pattern of returning to Anatolia for the winter, Ilqas Mirza concluded that despite his military superiority, Süleyman I could not score a decisive victory against the Safavid armies. Dejected by what he perceived to be Ottoman indecisiveness, the Safavid prince defected and ended his alliance with the sultan. After the defection of Ilqas Mirza, Süleyman returned to his capital. It had become clear to the frustrated and exhausted sultan that his armies could gain territory inside Iran, but they could not destroy the Safavid state and retain the territory they had occupied. Ottoman forces frequently fell victim to Safavid hit-and-run guerrilla tactics. The cold and snowy winters of Azerbaijan and Kurdistan also exhausted and demoralized Ottoman armies. Equally important for the Ottoman sultan was that long wars with Iran diverted his armies and resources from the Balkans, where he was fighting the Habsburgs. Therefore, in summer 1554 a communication from the Iranian authorities that they were suing for peace was received by Süleyman I as welcome news. By then both empires were prepared for cessation of hostilities and a peace agreement.

On August 6, 1554, the Safavids dispatched an Ottoman captive with an offer of peace. Then on September 26, 1554, an envoy of Tahmasp I arrived in Erzurum at Süleyman I’s camp with a formal request for peace negotiations. On May 10, 1555, a high official of the Safavid court, acting as the special ambassador of Tahmasp I, began negotiating the clauses of a peace treaty between the two powers in Amasya, in northern Anatolia, where the Ottoman sultan had encamped. The Treaty of Amasya was signed on May 29. Iran recognized Ottoman sovereignty over eastern Anatolia, Iraq, and parts of Iranian Azerbaijan. The Safavids also promised to cease and desist from the Shia practice of cursing the caliphs or the immediate successors to the prophet, Muhammad, in particular, the first caliph, Abu Bakr (r. 632–634), and the second caliph, Umar (r. 634–644). In return, the Ottoman government pledged to provide free and safe passage for Iranian subjects performing pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina, as well as to the Shia holy sites in Najaf and Karbala. The signing of the Treaty of Amasya allowed Süleyman I to shift his focus to the Habsburgs without worrying about waging a two-front war, against the Safavids in the east and the Habsburgs in the west. As for Iran, the treaty brought about a badly needed peace in the western provinces of the Safavid Empire, which had been devastated by over four decades of unremitting war. The Treaty of Amasya would guarantee peace between the Ottoman Empire and Iran until the death of Tahmasp in 1576, which ignited a long period of weakness and instability in Iran. The weakness of the Safavid state then encouraged the Ottomans to invade the Caucasus and claim territory in western and northwestern Iran.

See also: Battles and Treaties: Qasr-i Shirin, Treaty of; Empire and Administration: Abbas I, Shah of Iran; Sultans: Selim I; Süleyman I
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Ankara, Battle of (1402)

Battle between the armies of the Central Asian conqueror, Timur, and the Ottoman sultan Bayezid I (r. 1389–1402), which resulted in the defeat and capture of Bayezid. Beginning in 1380 the Turkic conqueror Timur embarked on expanding his territory from Central Asia into present-day Afghanistan, India, Iran, and the Arab world. As early as 1393 Timur’s armies had entered Anatolia from the south after capturing Baghdad, Tikrit, Mosul, Kirkuk, Mardin, and Diyarbakir. After several quick victories, however, Timur was distracted by events in Iran, Central Asia, and India and left the region. In 1399 Timur shifted his attention back to the west, attacking and occupying the southern regions of the Caucasus. He also sent a letter to Bayezid, reminding him of his recent conquests and warning the Ottoman sultan against further military operations against the Turkoman principalities of Anatolia. The response from Bayezid to the condescending message was a volcanic eruption of abuse and counterthreats. Timur’s army entered eastern Anatolia through Erzurum, capturing Sivas and Kayseri in present-day central Turkey, before arriving in Ankara (present-day capital of Turkey) in July 1402. The decisive battle was fought on July 28. The Ottoman army was routed and Bayezid captured. Timur did not, however, order the execution of Bayezid, treating the defeated sultan with utmost respect and extending his magnanimity to the sultan’s sons, who pleaded for mercy. The humiliation of living as a captive came to an end for Bayezid when he died on March 8, 1403, in Akşehir (Akshehir).

Timur pushed his conquests all the way to the shores of the Mediterranean Sea, capturing Smyrna (Izmir) in December 1402. Before returning to Central Asia, where he died in 1405, Timur divided Bayezid’s empire. He revived the Turkoman principalities of Karaman, Germiyan, and Hamid. Mehmed, the prince of Karaman, was particularly favored by Timur, who viewed him as the principal obstacle to the restoration of Ottoman power and thus rewarded him with significant territory and a formidable army. As a further deterrent, Bayezid’s sons were kept alive by Timur, who gave each a small fiefdom, knowing that they would have to fight among themselves before one could emerge as the successor to their father. Thus began a period of 11 years of war among Bayezid’s sons, which came to be known as the Interregnum, or Fetret in Turkish.

See also: Empire and Administration: Timur; Sultans: Bayezid I; Mehmed I

Further Reading

Finkel, Caroline. Osman’s Dream: The History of the Ottoman Empire. New York: Basic Books, 2005.

Imber, Colin. The Ottoman Empire, 1300–1650: The Structure of Power. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002.

Inalcik, Halil. The Ottoman Empire: The Classical Age 1300–1600. Translated by Norman Itzkowitz and Colin Imber. New York: Praeger Publishers, 1973.

Marozzi, Justin. Tamerlane: Sword of Islam, Conqueror of the World. Boston: Da Capo Press, 2006.

Shaw, Stanford J. History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey. 2 vols. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1976.

Somel, Selçuk Akșin. Historical Dictionary of the Ottoman Empire. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2003.

Sykes, Sir Percy. History of Persia. 2 vols. London: Macmillan, 1951.

Arab Revolt (1916–1918)

A revolt led by Hussein ibn Ali, the Sharif of Mecca, and his sons, Faisal and Abdullah, against the Ottoman Empire during World War I. The revolt began in June 1916 and ended in October 1918 with the fall of Damascus, Syria.

The Ottoman Empire declared war on Russia on October 29, 1914. Russia declared war on the Ottoman Empire on November 1, 1914, followed by Britain and France on November 5, 1914. The Allied expectation that the Ottoman Empire would be destroyed quickly at the onset of World War I proved to be wishful thinking. In late 1914 the British launched an offensive in southern Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq), which was met with fierce resistance. The invasion of Mesopotamia by British forces and the siege of Kut in eastern Iraq proved to be a disastrous defeat for them. The British decision to destroy the Ottoman armies and capture the empire’s capital, Istanbul, in one military blow called for a massive landing of Allied troops at the foothills of Gallipoli on the European shores of the Dardanelles in February 1915. After establishing a bridgehead, the Allied troops planned to climb the hills and destroy the Ottoman force, which defended the heights. To the dismay of the British and the French, the Ottomans, supported by German officers, fought back heroically, inflicting a crushing defeat on the enemy, who retreated with heavy casualties in January 1916.

With their military efforts coming to an unexpected halt, the British resorted to the more devious strategy of fomenting internal revolts among the sultan’s Arab subjects. Two Arab leaders stood out. The first, Abdulaziz ibn Saud, was the master of Najd in Central Arabia. As the protector of the Wahhabi movement, Ibn Saud could rally the tribes of central and eastern Arabia against the Ottoman state. However, the British cast their lot with another Arab leader, Hussein ibn Ali, who was the Sharif of Mecca. Claiming direct lineage from the prophet Muhammad, Sharif Hussein and his sons, Faisal and Abdullah, dreamed of carving a united Arab state from the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire in the Middle East. In negotiations between Hussein and the British high commissioner in Egypt, Sir Henry McMahon, the British government made a critical promise to Sharif Hussein that if he led a revolt against the Ottoman Empire, at the end of the war the British would support the creation of an independent Arab state under his leadership.

The Arab revolt began in June 1916. On July 6, 1917, the Arab army under the command of Emir (Prince) Faisal captured Aqaba at the northernmost tip of the Red Sea. Here the Arabs established direct contact with British forces under General Edmund Allenby, who was advancing toward Jerusalem. In October 1918 Faisal and his Arab army reached Damascus. Faisal declared himself king of Syria. Unbeknownst to Sharif Hussein and his sons, during the Great War the British also were negotiating about the future status of the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire with their principal ally in Europe, the French. In negotiations between Sir Mark Sykes, who represented the British government, and his French counterpart, Charles François Georges Picot, the two European powers carved the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire into British and French zones of influence. According to the document that came to be known as the Sykes-Picot Agreement (May 16, 1916), the British recognized Greater Syria as part of the French sphere of influence. In addition to present-day Syria, Greater Syria incorporated the present-day country of Lebanon and the Ottoman province of Mosul in present-day northern Iraq. In return, the provinces of Baghdad and Basra, with an adjacent territory that stretched to the Mediterranean towns of Acre and Jaffa, including the imprecisely defined Holy Land, or Palestine, were established as part of the British sphere of influence (Zürcher: 143).
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Arab guerrillas led by Englishman T. E. Lawrence during the Arab Revolt in July 1917. During World War I, the Arab leader, Sharif Hussein of Mecca, was promised an independent Arab state if he revolted against the Ottoman Empire, but he was betrayed by the British who partitioned the Arab Middle East in secret negotiations with their principal European ally, France. (HultonArchive/Getty Images)

In November 1917 the British government made a third critical promise, which would have a long-lasting impact on the political history of the Middle East. In a letter addressed to one of the leaders of the Zionist movement in Europe, Lord Rothschild, Arthur James Balfour, the British foreign secretary, expressed the support of his government for the Zionist movement’s aim to establish a Jewish national home in Palestine. The Balfour Declaration stated that the British government viewed “with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people” and that it would use its “best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country” (Hurewitz: 2:26). Thus, the map of the Arab Middle East was redrawn after the end of World War I, as the British government tried to fulfill the contradictory promises it had made to the Arabs, the French, and the Zionists during the Great War, while at the same time maintaining its hegemony over the region after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire.
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Balfour Declaration (1917)

A declaration of British support for the creation of a national home for the Jewish people in Palestine. The declaration was contained in a letter written on November 2, 1917, by Arthur James Balfour, the British foreign secretary, to Lionel Walter Rothschild, 2nd Baron Rothschild, a prominent leader in the Zionist movement. The Balfour Declaration stated that the British government viewed “with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people” and that it would use its “best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.” The declaration did not mention the indigenous Arab community of Palestine by name, and it failed to say anything about the political and national rights of the Palestinian Arab population.

The Balfour Declaration was the culmination of the tireless efforts of a group of Jewish leaders who had lobbied the British government on behalf of the World Zionist Organization. Among these, the most influential was the British scientist Chaim Weizmann (1874–1952), who had provided valuable assistance to the British war efforts, particularly the British munitions industry, during World War I.

By issuing the Balfour Declaration, the British government intended to rally Jewish support in Europe and the United States behind the Allied powers and against the Central Powers of Germany, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and the Ottoman Empire. The British also hoped that the presence of a pro-British Jewish community in Palestine would assist them in the protection of British-occupied Egypt and the Suez Canal, the fastest and cheapest sea route to British-occupied India.

The commitment made in the Balfour Declaration contradicted the promises made by the British government to Hussein ibn Ali, the Sharif of Mecca, in the Hussein-McMahon correspondence. The map of the Middle East was redrawn as the British government tried to fulfill the promises it had made to the Arabs, the French, and the Zionist movement during World War I, while at the same time maintaining its hegemony over the region after the end of Ottoman rule.
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Balkan Wars (1912, 1913)

Two successive wars, in 1912 and 1913, that dispossessed the Ottoman Empire of most of its remaining territory in the Balkans. The first Balkan War was a military conflict between the members of the Balkan League (Serbia, Montenegro, Greece, and Bulgaria) and the Ottoman Empire. The second Balkan War began when the victors of the first Balkan War fought over their territorial conquests in Macedonia, with Bulgaria attacking Serbian and Greek forces.

By autumn 1911 the Ottoman central government had become so weak that it could not respond effectively to growing unrest in Albania, an uprising in Yemen (the uprising of Imam Yahya), and the Italian invasion and occupation of Libya. A group of Ottoman officers under the leadership of Major Enver (later Enver Pasha) rushed to Libya and organized popular resistance against the Italian invaders. An Italian attack on the Dardanelles and the occupation of the Dodecanese islands in May 1912, however, forced the Ottoman government to sue for peace.
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Ottoman soldiers at Salonika (Thessaloniki) in present-day Greece during the Balkan Wars. The first Balkan War, which began in October 1912, pitted the members of the Balkan League—Serbia, Bulgaria, Greece, and Montenegro—against the Ottoman Empire, while the Second Balkan War, which commenced in June 1913, brought Serbia, Greece, and Romania into an alliance against Bulgaria. (Library of Congress)

The Italian victory emboldened the neighboring Balkan states, which had been waiting for an opportunity to invade and occupy the remaining Ottoman provinces in Europe. After a series of negotiations, Serbia and Bulgaria formed an alliance in March 1912. Shortly afterward, in May, Bulgaria signed a similar agreement with Greece. Finally, in October, Serbia and Montenegro formed an alliance. On October 8 Montenegro, a member of the Balkan League, declared war on the Ottoman Empire. Greece, Serbia, and Bulgaria followed suit 10 days later. The Bulgarians quickly captured Thrace, defeating the Ottomans at the battles of Kirklareli/Kirkkilise (October 22–24) and Lüleburgaz (October 22–November 2). The Serbs also defeated the Ottomans at the battle of Kumanovo (October 23–24) in present-day Macedonia. The Greeks seized Salonika on November 8. In the absence of a unified command, the Ottomans were forced to retreat. The major urban centers of the Ottoman Empire in the Balkans were surrounded by the invading Balkan armies. By December the Ottoman government sued for peace. As the negotiations dragged on in London, Bulgaria demanded the city of Edirne. This was too much for a group of young officers in Istanbul, who staged a military coup on January 23, 1913, killing the minister of war and forcing the grand vizier to resign. The former commander of the army, Mahmud Şevket (Shevket) Pasha, assumed the post of grand vizier and minister of war. When news of the coup in Istanbul reached London, the Balkan states resumed their military campaigns. Despite a promise to adopt an offensive posture, the new government in Istanbul failed to repulse the Bulgarian forces, which captured Edirne on March 28. On April 22 the Serbs seized Shkodër. On May 30 the Ottoman government was forced to sign the Treaty of London, which resulted in the loss of much of its territory in Europe, including the city of Edirne. The internal crisis reached a new height when Mahmud Şevket Pasha was assassinated on June 11.

Fortunately for the Ottomans, intense rivalries and jealousies among the Balkan states erupted shortly after the signing of the Treaty of London. Romania, which had not participated in the war, demanded territory from Bulgaria. The Greeks and Serbs also expressed dissatisfaction with the division of territory in Macedonia. As the negotiations for the creation of an anti-Bulgarian alliance began, Bulgaria attacked Serbia, which ignited a new Balkan war between the victors of the first. The Ottomans used this opportunity to recapture Edirne, forcing Bulgaria to sign the Treaty of Constantinople on September 29, 1913.
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Başkent (Bashkent), Battle of (1473)

Battle fought between Ottoman armies under the command of Sultan Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481) and the forces of the Aq Qoyunlu (Ak Koyunlu) Turkomans under the command of Uzun Hassan on August 11, 1473.

The invasion of Bosnia by the Ottoman sultan Mehmed II reignited the war with the Hungarians, who sought an alliance with Venice. In searching for formidable allies who could strengthen their united front against the Ottomans, Hungary and Venice sought and received the support of the Albanian rebel Skanderbeg. Their most important ally in the east was Hassan Beyk, also known as Uzun Hassan (Tall Hassan), the chief of the Aq Qoyunlu or the White Sheep Turkomans. Uzun Hassan dreamed of resurrecting the vast and powerful empire of Timur (Tamerlane) in the east. Venetian emissaries arrived at the court of Uzun Hassan to negotiate an alliance that would allow Venice and the Aq Qoyunlu forces to coordinate a joint military campaign against the Ottoman Empire.

Since the early 1460s the Ottomans had watched the rise of Uzun Hassan as the ruler of a new and powerful empire based in Iran. In November 1467 Uzun Hassan defeated Jahan Shah, the chief of the rival Qara Qoyunlu (Kara Koyunlu) or Black Sheep Turkomans. Two years later Uzun Hassan routed the armies of the Timurid prince Abu Said and Jahan Shah’s son, Hassan Ali. With these impressive victories, Uzun Hassan emerged as the master of Iran. His letters to Mehmed II, which were initially humble and gracious in tone, began to change. As he rose to power in Iran, Uzun Hassan became a proud and confident monarch, who viewed himself as equal to the Ottoman sultan, a change that could not have gone unnoticed by Mehmed (Navai: 576–577).

The Aq Qoyunlu ruler was well aware that in any military confrontation with the Ottoman sultan, he needed all the support he could mobilize from other states that were equally concerned about Ottoman expansionist policies. To the south, the Mamluk sultanate constituted the dominant power in Egypt and Syria. Uzun Hassan maintained a close relationship with the Mamluks, as demonstrated by the correspondence between the rulers of the two states. He hoped that the Aq Qoyunlu and the Mamluks would form an alliance against the Ottomans. Between the Ottomans and the Aq Qoyunlu in Anatolia stood the last two remaining Turkoman principalities of Dulkadir and Karaman, the latter having been defeated and conquered by Mehmed between 1468 and 1470. Despite their defeat and loss of independence, the rulers of Karaman had not given up on the dream of regaining their principality by using the Aq Qoyunlu as allies against the Ottomans. Since the annexation of their principality, they had sought refuge in the Taurus Mountains, appealing to Uzun Hassan for an alliance against the Ottoman sultan (Shaw: 1:65).

The powers willing and committed to wage an attack on the Ottoman state were the Venetians and the Knights of Rhodes, who had sent ambassadors to court Uzun Hassan in 1464 seeking an alliance and providing the Turkoman chief with financial support and weaponry (Roemer: 6:176). As a formidable maritime power, Venice could attack the Ottomans from the west while the Aq Qoyunlu waged a land assault from the east. In 1472, after he had received an urgent request from the Karaman for support against a major Ottoman force led by Mehmed II, Uzun Hassan mobilized his army for a major campaign and attacked eastern Anatolia (Tehrani: 554).

An Ottoman army of 100,000 was mobilized to face the Aq Qoyunlu. The decisive battle took place near the village of Başkent (Bashkent) in northeastern Anatolia on August 11, 1473 (Roemer: 6:179). The Ottoman forces, which included 10,000 janissaries and a superior artillery, inflicted a crushing defeat on the Aq Qoyunlu army, killing one of Uzun Hassan’s sons and forcing the Turkoman chief to flee the battlefield (Tehrani: 570–584). Uzun Hassan retreated to his capital of Tabriz in present-day northwestern Iran. Mehmed II did not pursue the Aq Qoyunlu armies and refused to invade Azerbaijan.

At each stop on their way back to Istanbul, the Ottomans beheaded 400 Aq Qoyunlu men, leaving their bodies on the road as a warning to those who were contemplating a revolt against the authority of the sultan (Tehrani: 583). In one day alone, 3,000 Aq Qoyunlu soldiers and officers were executed. With the defeat of Aq Qoyunlu, the Karaman as well as Kastamonu and Trebizond were fully incorporated into the Ottoman state.
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Chaldiran, Battle of (1514)

Military engagement between the armies of the Ottoman Empire and Safavid Iran, which took place near Khoi, north of Lake Urumiyyeh in present-day northwestern Iran, on August 22–23, 1514. At the Battle of Chaldiran (Chalduran), Ottoman armies under the command of Ottoman sultan Selim I (r. 1512–1520) defeated the armies of Ismail I (r. 1501–1524), the shah of Iran and the founder of the Safavid dynasty.
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The Iranian monarch and founder of the Safavid dynasty, Shah Ismail I (r. 1501–1524), at the Battle of Chaldiran fighting the Ottoman armies under the command of Sultan Selim I. (Fine Art Images/Heritage Images/Getty Images)

Selim ascended the Ottoman throne in 1512, with the goal of reviving the expansionist policies of his grandfather, Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481), who aimed at the creation of a world empire. At the time two Islamic empires blocked the expansion of Ottoman power. The first was the Safavid dynasty, based in Iran, and the second was the Mamluks, based in Egypt.

Since 1501 the Safavid dynasty, under the charismatic leadership of Shah Ismail, had reunified the Iranian state. The Safavids claimed to be the direct descendants of Muhammad, the prophet of Islam, through the seventh Shia imam, Musa al-Kazim. The ancestor of the Safavid family was the scholar and Sufi leader, Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili (1252–1334), who enjoyed enormous power and popularity among the Turkoman and Kurdish tribes of northern Syria and eastern Anatolia. Having converted to Shia Islam, these tribal groups emerged as the military backbone of the Safavid movement. Because they wore distinctive red headgear, which comprised 12 triangles representing the 12 imams of Shia Islam, they came to be known as the Qizilbash (Kizilbaş) or Red Heads. With the support and participation of the Qizilbash tribesmen, who considered him a direct descendant of the prophet Muhammad and their religious and spiritual leader, Shah Ismail embarked on an ambitious campaign to re-create the Persian Empire of pre-Islamic Iran.

For Selim, the Ottoman invasion of eastern Anatolia had a twofold objective. The first goal was to destroy Shah Ismail’s army. The second was to cleanse Anatolia of any supporters of the Safavid shah. Thus, as the Ottoman army pushed into central and eastern Anatolia, tens of thousands of men and women who were suspected of sympathizing with the Safavid cause were massacred and their bodies displayed on the roads as a reminder to those who dreamed of joining the Shia Iranians.

The decisive battle between the Ottoman and Safavid armies took place on the plain of Chaldiran, near Khoi, on August 22–23, 1514. The Iranians were defeated and forced to retreat after the Ottoman artillery and muskets destroyed the Safavid cavalry, which was armed with swords, spears, and bows. The Ottoman forces pushed into Azerbaijan, capturing the city of Tabriz.

In the end, however, the arrival of an early and harsh winter; incessant surprise attacks by Safavid irregulars, who harassed and cut off the Ottoman army’s limited food supplies; and increasing pressure from the janissary units on the sultan to return forced Selim to withdraw his army back to eastern Anatolia. The two powers did not negotiate a peace treaty, and frontier raids and skirmishes continued for the next four decades. Although the Ottomans withdrew their forces from Azerbaijan, the victory at Chaldiran neutralized the immediate threat posed by the Safavid Empire, allowing Selim to impose Ottoman rule over eastern Anatolia and much of Kurdistan.
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Congress of Berlin (1878)

The Congress of Berlin, officially organized by the Austrian government and dominated by the German chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, was a gathering of European powers that took place from June 13 to July 13, 1878. The major European powers gathered in Berlin to revoke the Treaty of San Stefano, which had been signed by Russia and the Ottoman Empire on March 3, 1878, at the conclusion of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877–1878.
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The Congress of Berlin, held between June 13 and July 13, 1878, was organized to revise the Treaty of San Stefano, which Russia and the Ottoman Empire had signed at the conclusion of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877–1878. (Singer, Isadore, ed. The Jewish Encyclopedia, 1901)

The Congress of Berlin was a turning point in the history of the Ottoman Empire and the Balkans. When the Congress ended, the Ottoman Empire was no longer a political and military power in the Balkans (Hurewitz: 1:189–191). The Ottomans lost 8 percent of their territory and four and a half million of their population (Karpat: 28; Finkel: 491; Shaw: 2:191). The majority of those who left the empire were Christians, while tens of thousands of Muslim refugees from the Balkans and the Caucasus fled into the interior of the empire. The large Bulgarian state that had been created three months earlier at the Treaty of San Stefano was divided into three separate entities (Shaw: 2:190–191). The region north of the Balkan Mountains and the area around Sofia were combined into a new autonomous Bulgarian principality that would recognize the suzerainty of the sultan but for all practical purposes would act as a Russian satellite. The region lying between the Rhodope and Balkan Mountains, which corresponded with Eastern Rumelia, was established as a semiautonomous region under its own Christian governor, who was to be appointed by the sultan and supervised by European powers (Shaw: 2:191). The third area, Thrace and Macedonia, remained under Ottoman rule (Jelavich: 360).

The Berlin Congress did not provide Greece with any new territory. Instead, the powers asked that Greece and the Ottoman Empire enter into negotiations on establishing the future of their boundaries, including the status of Thessaly and Epirus. Austria was granted the right to occupy and administer Bosnia-Herzegovina as well as the sancāk (sanjāk) of Novi Pazar, a strip of land that separated Serbia from Montenegro (Jelavich: 360). Further, while the Congress recognized Serbia, Romania, and Montenegro as independent states, the Romanian state was forced to hand southern Bessarabia to Russia and in return received Dobrudja and the Danube Delta (Jelavich: 360; Zürcher: 75). Russia also received the districts of Batumi, Kars, and Ardahan, thereby establishing military control over the eastern shores of the Black Sea and an important strategic land bridge to Anatolia (Hurewitz: 1:190).

The British received the island of Cyprus, which had Greek majority and Turkish minority populations. By handing Albanian-populated areas and towns to Montenegro and Greece, the European powers ignited a new nationalist movement among a proud people, who had faithfully served the Ottoman state on many occasions in the past (Jelavich: 361–366). Thus Albania, with its emerging national movement, would replicate the model established by the Serbs, the Romanians, and the Bulgarians and demand independence.

Although Serbia, Montenegro, Romania, and Bulgaria gained their independence or autonomy in 1878, the Congress of Berlin left the newly independent states dissatisfied and hungry for more territory. The Romanians were angry because they were forced to cede the rich and productive Bessarabia in return for the poor and less productive Dobrudja. The Bulgarians were outraged because they lost the greater Bulgarian state, which had been created by the Treaty of San Stefano. Serbia gained limited territory, but that did not satisfy the voracious appetite of Serbian nationalists, who dreamed of a greater Serbia with access to the sea. Montenegro received a port on the Adriatic, but as in the case of Serbia, it did not acquire the towns and the districts it had demanded. Of all the participants in the Congress, Russia was perhaps the most frustrated. In return for its massive investment in the war against the Ottoman Empire, it had received only southern Bessarabia in the Balkans, while the Austrians, who had opportunistically sat on the sidelines, had been awarded Bosnia-Herzegovina.

These frustrated dreams turned the Balkans into a ticking bomb. By carving the Ottoman Empire into small and hungry independent states, the European powers laid the foundation for intense rivalries. Thirty-six years after the conclusion of the Berlin Congress, on June 28, 1914, the Balkan tinderbox exploded when a Serbian nationalist assassinated the Austrian crown prince, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, in Sarajevo, setting off World War I.
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Crimean War (1853–1856) and the Treaty of Paris (1856)

A war fought from October 1853 to February 1856 between Russia on the one hand and Britain, France, and the Ottoman Empire on the other. The decisive part of the war was fought on the Crimean peninsula.

By proclaiming itself the protector of Serbia, the Romanian-populated principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia, and the sultan’s Orthodox Christian subjects, Russia intended to replace both the Ottoman Empire and Austria as the hegemonic power in the Balkans. The ultimate goal of Russian foreign policy was to create a series of satellite states that would be dependent on Russian protection and support for their political survival. Parallel to this was the debate between the Catholic and Orthodox churches over their rights to various holy sites in Jerusalem, with Russia championing the Orthodox position and France that of Rome. In 1852 the Ottoman government announced its decision on the question of Christian holy places in Palestine and sided with the French. The Russian czar, Nicholas I, responded by ordering a partial mobilization of his armies. He also claimed that Russia had a right to protect the sultan’s Christian Orthodox subjects. The czar’s insistence on acting as the protector of the Christian Orthodox population of the Ottoman Empire constituted a direct threat to the sovereignty of the Ottoman state. Nicholas I, who was determined to carve up the Balkan provinces of the Ottoman Empire, expected that he would receive support for his expansionist policy from Austria and Britain, but he was wrong. Neither Britain nor Austria intended to allow Russia to impose its hegemony over southeastern Europe and the Turkish Straits (Bosphorus and Dardanelles). Confident that it would receive support from Britain, France, and Austria, the Ottoman government refused to accept Russia’s demands. After Russian forces invaded Moldavia and Wallachia in July 1853, the Ottoman Empire declared war on Russia, on October 4, 1853. The invasion of the two Romanian-populated principalities threatened Austria’s economic lifeline, the Danube.

As the British and French naval forces crossed the straits on their way to the Black Sea, the Ottoman fleet fought the Russian naval forces at Sinop on November 30. The Russian fleet destroyed most of the Ottoman ships that fought in the naval confrontation. In March 1854 France and Britain declared war on Russia after negotiations collapsed. Fearing an attack from Austria, Russia withdrew its forces from Wallachia and Moldavia, which were then occupied by a joint Austro-Ottoman force (Jelavich: 107). The allied forces landed on the Crimean peninsula in September 1854 and fought their way to south of Sevastopol. On October 25 the Russians waged a counterattack in a confrontation that came to be known as the Battle of Balaclava. The Russian attack was repulsed. Ottoman forces under the command of Omar Pasha also defeated a second Russian counterattack. The military campaigns that followed, particularly the siege of Sevastopol, which fell after 11 months in October 1855, forced Russia to sue for peace in February 1856.

As the representatives of European powers began to arrive at the peace conference in Paris in February 1856, the sultan, under pressure from France and Great Britain, issued a second major reform decree, the Hatt-i Hümāyun, or the Imperial Rescript, committing his government to the principle of equality of all Ottoman subjects. The Treaty of Paris, signed on March 30, 1856, forced Russia to withdraw from Wallachia and Moldavia, which along with Serbia were to regain their autonomy under Ottoman rule. By surrendering southern Bessarabia to Moldavia, Russia’s access to the Danube was blocked. The Danube River and the Turkish Straits were declared open to ships of all countries, and the Black Sea was demilitarized. Russia was also obliged to withdraw its forces from eastern Anatolia, including the district of Kars, which it had occupied during the war. Perhaps most important, however, was that the Crimean War and the Treaty of Paris had resulted in the de facto inclusion of the Ottoman Empire in the “Concert of Europe,” which had tried to maintain the balance of power on the continent since the defeat of Napoleon and the convening of the Congress of Vienna in 1814 (Zürcher: 54; Shaw: 2:140–41). The territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire was thus theoretically preserved, and Russia’s expansion into the Balkans was temporarily checked. However, the Crimean War was very costly and forced the Ottoman government to apply for high interest loans that would eventually undermine the economic independence of the state. The accumulation of significant debt to European banks and the continuous struggle to generate sufficient revenue to repay them undermined efforts to reform the Ottoman government for the remainder of the 19th century.
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Charge of the Light Brigade at the Battle of Balaclava during the Crimean War in October 1854. (The Illustrated London News Picture Library)
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Erzurum, Treaty of (1823)

A peace treaty between the Ottoman Empire and Iran, which was signed on July 28, 1823. The Qajar dynasty (1794–1925) in Iran used the Greek revolution, which had erupted in February 1821, as a golden opportunity to invade eastern Anatolia and Iraq. The invasion of Ottoman territory by Iran forced the Ottoman sultan, Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839), to divert some of the army units needed in Greece to a new campaign in the east. After initial victories in eastern Anatolia and Iraq, the Iranian forces withdrew following the outbreak of a cholera epidemic. The two Islamic states agreed to negotiate a peace treaty in Erzurum in eastern Anatolia in July 1823. The Treaty of Erzurum reaffirmed the borders of the two empires as established by the Treaty of Qasr-i Shirin (Kasr-i Şirin), signed in May 1639.
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Erzurum, Treaty of (1847)

A treaty of peace signed between the Ottoman Empire and Iran on April 14, 1847, in Erzurum in eastern Anatolia (present-day eastern Turkey). To resolve the border skirmishes between the two Muslim empires, representatives of Ottoman sultan Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid) (r. 1839–1861) met with a delegation dispatched by the Qajar monarch, Mohammad Shah (r. 1834–1848), at Erzurum in eastern Anatolia. The two sides agreed to renounce their territorial claims on one another. The Iranian government ceded the land in the western part of the province of Zohab (Zuhab) to the Ottoman government. In return, the Ottomans agreed to cede all the mountainous or eastern part of Zohab to Iran. Iran also agreed to renounce its claim on the Kurdish-populated town of Suleimani (Suleymaniyah) in present-day northern Iraq. The Ottoman state recognized Iran’s sovereignty over the cities of Muhammara (present-day Khorramshahr) and Abadan, in the present-day Khuzestan province of southwestern Iran. Iran also received the eastern bank of the strategically important Shatt ul-Arab River.
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Gallipoli (1354; 1915–1916)

Gallipoli (Turkish: Gelibolu) is a peninsula 50 miles (80 kilometers) long in the European part of present-day northwestern Turkey, bordering the Aegean Sea on the west and the Strait of Dardanelles on the east. Gallipoli guards the entrance to the Strait of Dardanelles, a waterway that leads to the Sea of Marmara, and via the Bosphorus, to the Black Sea. Twice in the long history of the Ottoman Empire, control of Gallipoli brought the Ottoman state into a major military confrontation with European powers. The first conflict occurred in the 14th century, during the reign of the second Ottoman sultan, Orhan (r. 1326–1362). The second conflict occurred in 1915–1916, during World War I.

OTTOMAN EXPANSION INTO GALLIPOLI IN 
THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY

To cross into Europe and establish a foothold on Thrace, Orhan ordered his oldest son, Süleyman, to raid the southern shores of the Sea of Marmara and Gallipoli. In a desperate attempt to revive the Byzantine state and confront the threat posed by Serbian monarch Stephan Dušan, the Byzantine emperor, Cantacuzenus, turned to Orhan for military support. The anti-Serbian alliance enabled Süleyman to confront and neutralize the Serbian army as it advanced against Thrace in 1352, bringing Ottoman troops, who were soon followed by Turkoman settlers, to the European side of the straits. Thus, in confronting the Serbian threat Cantacuzenus unwittingly enhanced the power and influence of the Ottoman principality, providing it with a bridgehead in Europe. Cantacuzenus tried unsuccessfully to bribe the Ottomans to abandon their new territory, but Süleyman was determined to hold on. He expanded his possessions after an earthquake destroyed hundreds of towns and villages on the Gallipoli Peninsula in March 1354, thus allowing Ottoman forces to occupy the ruins and to transport new Turkoman settlers to rebuild and repair the homes and farms evacuated by their Greek inhabitants. In response to the Byzantine demand for restitution, Süleyman replied that the devastated villages and towns had fallen into his hands not by conquest, but by the will of God, and that returning them “would be an act of impious ingratitude” (Norwich: 348). Using Gallipoli as the base for their military operations, the Ottomans attacked southern Thrace. Thrace would thereafter emerge as the territorial base for Ottoman raids and the eventual conquest of the Balkans.

GALLIPOLI CAMPAIGN OF WORLD WAR I

Nearly 560 years after the Ottomans had crossed into Europe, the Allied forces of Britain and France invaded the shores of Gallipoli in an attempt to force the Ottoman Empire out of World War I, into which it had entered in November 1914 on the side of Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The British decision to force the Ottoman Empire out of the war by capturing its capital, Istanbul, in one military blow called for a massive landing of Allied troops at the foothills of Gallipoli on the shores of the Dardanelles in February 1915. After establishing a beachhead in April 1915, the Allied troops planned to climb the hills and destroy the Ottoman forces that defended the heights. For the Ottomans, the defense of Gallipoli was a matter of life and death. It is not surprising, therefore, that the Ottomans, supported by German officers, fought back heroically, inflicting an impressive defeat on the Allied forces, who retreated with heavy casualties in January 1916.
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Ottoman officers and soldiers during the Gallipoli campaign, which took place between April 1915 and January 1916. (Library of Congress)
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Greek War of Independence (1821–1832)

An anti-Ottoman nationalist revolt, which began in 1821 and ended with the establishment of the independent kingdom of Greece in 1832. The Greek War of Independence began after the reigning Ottoman sultan, Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839), clashed with the powerful local notable, Tepedelenli Ali Pasha (Ali Pasha of Janina), who at the height of his power had ruled a vast region that included much of present-day Greece and parts of Albania. Mahmud II, who was determined to impose the authority of the central government over the empire’s provinces, ordered an invasion of Greece. He could not have known that by attacking Ali Pasha, the Ottoman government would provide a golden opportunity to the Greek nationalists, who had been organizing a movement to overthrow Ottoman rule and establish an independent Greek state. Indeed, the destruction of Ali Pasha removed the only power capable of suppressing the Greek revolution.

The Greek nationalist movement was led by Philiki Hetairia (Etairia) (Society of Friends/Friendly Society), which was founded in Odessa in 1814. From its inception the movement was supported by wealthy and influential Greek merchant families residing in the Crimea. Beginning in 1820, Alexandros (Alexander) Ypsilantis (Ipsilantis), a member of one of the most powerful Phanariote (named after the Phanar quarter of the Ottoman capital) families of Istanbul, emerged as the leader of the secret society. He had studied in Russia and joined the Russian army as an officer. Ypsilantis’s original plan was to organize an anti-Ottoman revolt in the Romanian-populated principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia to divert the attention of Ottoman forces from Greece, where he was secretly training his supporters. He also hoped that the uprising in Wallachia and Moldavia would force Russia to intervene on behalf of the Greek nationalists. In March 1821 Ypsilantis and his supporters entered Moldavia, but the revolt they had hoped for did not materialize. The Romanian population was hostile toward the Greeks, who had ruled their country for more than a century on behalf of the Ottoman sultan. Having failed to ignite a popular uprising against the Ottoman Empire, the Greeks were defeated in June 1821, and Ypsilantis was forced to seek refuge in Hungary.

Although the revolt in Moldavia and Wallachia failed, the efforts of Ypsilantis and Hetairia were successful in mainland Greece. In the Morea (the Peloponnese), the Greek national movement benefited enormously from the confrontation between the Ottoman government and Ali Pasha. Though willing to accept the suzerainty of the sultan, Ali Pasha refused to give up on his dream of creating an autonomous state under his own rule. The Ottoman government was well aware that he had established close ties with Hetairia, cultivating the support of the Greek population by improving conditions in rural communities under his control. The conflict between the sultan and Ali Pasha created a golden opportunity for Hetairia to stage its revolution. The revolt began on February 12, 1821, in a series of attacks on Turkish-populated rural communities, followed by a full-fledged uprising in Mani in April. For the Greeks the act that marked the beginning of their revolution was Bishop Germanos’s raising the cross at the monastery of Aghia Lavra at Kalavryta in the northern Peloponnese. With the sultan’s army focused on defeating Ali Pasha, the Ottomans’ response to the Greek revolt was slow. Their efforts to suppress it were further hampered by a new war with the Qajar dynasty in Iran, which began in November 1821 and did not end until July 1823. In Istanbul, the news of the Greek revolt was received with shock and disbelief. The sultan, who continued to view Ali Pasha as his principal nemesis, demanded that the Greek Orthodox patriarch of Istanbul denounce the rebels and restore peace and order among the members of his religious community. When the revolt spread, the sultan continued to blame the patriarch, who was executed by hanging on Easter Sunday, April 22, 1821.

In January 1822 Ali Pasha of Janina was executed. The Greek revolt, however, refused to subside. The guerrilla attacks staged by Greek nationalists against Ottoman forces intensified. In April 1824 the sultan appealed to Mehmed Ali (Muhammad Ali), the Ottoman governor of Egypt, for assistance and support. In return for dispatching his troops to Greece, Mehmed Ali’s son, Ibrahim Pasha, was to be appointed governor of the Morea and Crete. After capturing Crete, the Egyptian forces under the command of Ibrahim Pasha landed in the bay of Methoni in February 1825 and stormed and occupied several strategically important forts in the Mani. Soon much of the Peloponnese was under Ottoman control, with Missolonghi at the entrance to the Gulf of Corinth falling in April 1826. Athens was captured in June 1827.

In the Greek revolt, Russia, France, and Britain recognized an opportunity to intervene in the internal affairs of the Ottoman Empire and advance their own political, diplomatic, and commercial interests in the Balkans. When the three powers expressed their intention to mediate, the Greek nationalists accepted the offer, while the sultan rejected it. In response, the three European states imposed a naval blockade on the Egyptian supply lines. The inevitable confrontation between the Ottoman-Egyptian forces and the combined naval forces of Russia, Britain, and France took place in October 1827 at Navarino, where the European powers destroyed the entire Ottoman fleet. The refusal of Mahmud II to accept the defeat allowed Russia to declare war on the sultan and invade Ottoman territory in April 1828. Russian forces crossed into eastern Anatolia from their bases in the south Caucasus and captured Erzurum in July 1829, while a second Russian army attacked and occupied Edirne in August. The destruction of the Ottoman and Egyptian naval forces and intense pressure from Russia and Britain forced Mehmed Ali to withdraw his troops from Greece in October. The sultan had no other option but to sue for peace. The Treaty of Edirne, signed in September 1829, forced the Ottoman Empire to recognize the independence of Greece and the autonomy of Moldavia, Wallachia, and Serbia. Although a new independent Greek state had been established, it did not incorporate all the territory and the districts that Greek nationalists had envisioned. Great Britain, France, and Austria did not wish the new Greek state, which was under strong Russian influence, to be a large and strong political entity. It would have been foolish for these European powers to further undermine the power and authority of the Ottoman sultan by rewarding the aggressive and expansionist Russia with a new base of operations in the Balkans.
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The Battle of Navarino, which took place on October 20, 1827, during the Greek War of Independence, resulted in the defeat of the Ottoman and Egyptian naval forces by a combined British-French-Russian fleet. The Greek War of Independence from 1821 to 1832 culminated in the creation of an independent Greece under the protection of the three European powers. (Northrop, Henry Davenport. Grandest Century in the World’s History; Containing a Full and Graphic Account, 1900)
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Hünkār Iskelesi, Treaty of (1833)

A defensive alliance signed between the Ottoman Empire and Russia on July 8, 1833, at the village of Hünkār Iskelesi near Istanbul, the capital of the Ottoman Empire. The signing of the treaty became necessary after Ibrahim Pasha, the son of Mehmed Ali (Muhammad Ali), the governor of Egypt, invaded and defeated Ottoman armies in Palestine, Syria, and Anatolia between May 1832 and February 1833. The Treaty of Hünkār Iskelesi converted the Ottoman state into a virtual protectorate of imperial Russia.

In May 1832 Mehmed Ali’s armies, under the command of his son, Ibrahim Pasha, invaded and captured the town of Acre in present-day northern Israel. In June of the same year Ibrahim Pasha entered Damascus, Syria. The Ottoman forces sent by Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839) to stop the invading Egyptian army suffered two humiliating defeats at the hands of Ibrahim Pasha, who established his rule over the entire territory of Syria. Despite his impressive victories, it was Ibrahim Pasha who requested negotiations for a peace treaty. Though painfully aware of the superiority of the Egyptian army, Mahmud refused the peace offer. Ibrahim Pasha used Mahmud’s rejection of his peace offers to push into Anatolia. In a battle near Konya in central Anatolia in December 1832, the Ottoman forces were routed once again. On February 2, 1833, the Egyptians reached Kütahya in western Anatolia (present-day western Turkey).

Mahmud responded to the defeat by opening negotiations with European powers, with the aim of securing their support against his rebellious governor. When the British and the Austrians turned down the request, the sultan asked for military intervention from Russia. Although the arrival of the Russian fleet in February 1833 prevented Mehmed Ali’s forces from attacking Istanbul, it could not dislodge the Egyptian forces from their newly conquered territories in Anatolia. To end the crisis, the sultan agreed to sign the Treaty of Kütahya in April and appoint Mehmed Ali governor of Syria. On July 8, 1833, Mahmud II also signed the Treaty of Hünkār Iskelesi with Russia, an eight-year defense pact. According to this treaty, if either the Ottoman Empire or Russia were attacked by a third power, the state that had not been attacked was obligated to provide the state that had been attacked with full-fledged military and naval support. Thus, in the case of a threat or a war, both empires committed themselves to defending one another by force of arms.

Czar Nicholas I of Russia also received a promise from the sultan that the Ottoman government would close the straits to all ships during war between Russia and a foreign power. Thus, Russia succeeded in using the Ottoman Empire as a means of blockading any future attack by a hostile European power against its positions and establishing naval supremacy in the Black Sea. The Treaty of Hünkār Iskelesi has been lauded by some historians as a great victory for Russian diplomacy.
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Jassy, Treaty of (1792)

A treaty signed on January 9, 1792, at Jassy in Moldavia (modern-day Iaşi, Romania), after the end of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1787–1792. The treaty of Jassy reaffirmed Russian dominance in the Black Sea. The Ottoman Empire had entered into a new war with Russia and the Habsburgs in 1787, which resulted in a series of humiliating military defeats. The Ottoman Empire was saved from further humiliation and loss of territory by the rivalries among the European powers as well as by the French Revolution, which erupted in 1789.

During the war with the Ottomans, the Habsburgs captured Bosnia, parts of Moldavia, and eventually Belgrade, in October 1789, while the Russians occupied Akkerman and entered Bucharest, the capital of present-day Romania, in November. The Ottomans could neither organize a counteroffensive nor maintain their defenses, particularly after Abdülhamid I (r. 1774–1789) died in April 1789 and the new sultan, Selim III (r. 1789–1807), removed the grand vizier, Koca Yusuf, from his post. Fortunately for the Ottoman Empire, both European powers were anxious to end the hostilities and seek a peaceful resolution. Catherine II of Russia was disturbed by the Swedish attempt to incorporate Finland, and the Habsburgs were greatly alarmed by revolts in Hungary and the Netherlands, as well as the growing power and influence of Russia in the Balkans. Both shared a common concern over a new Triple Alliance among Prussia, the Netherlands, and Britain. The Habsburgs agreed to a new peace treaty with the Ottoman Empire, signed in Sistova on August 4, 1791. They returned Bosnia, Serbia, and the parts of Moldavia and Wallachia they had occupied in return for the Ottoman promise of fair treatment of the sultan’s Christian subjects and the recognition of the Habsburg emperor as their protector. The peace with the Habsburgs encouraged Selim III to organize a new campaign against Russia. This effort, however, led to a devastating defeat in April 1791. The Ottomans agreed to a new peace treaty, signed at Jassy (Yassi/Iaşi) on January 9, 1792, which was based on the Treaty of Küçük Kaynarca, signed in 1774. The sultan recognized the Russian annexation of the Crimea, as well as Russia’s sovereignty over Georgia, in return for Russian withdrawal from Moldavia and Wallachia and the establishment of the Dniester River as the boundary between the two empires.

See also: Battles and Treaties: Küçük Kaynarca, Treaty of; Sultans: Abdülhamid I; Selim III

Further Reading

Finkel, Caroline. Osman’s Dream: The History of the Ottoman Empire. New York: Basic Books, 2005.

Fisher, Alan W. Between Russians, Ottomans and Turks: Crimea and Crimean Tatars. Istanbul: Isis Press, 1998.

Fisher, Alan W. The Crimean Tatars. Stanford, CA: Hoover Press, 2014.

Jelavich, Barbara. History of the Balkans: Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries. Vol 1. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1983.

Jelavich, Charles, and Barbara Jelavich. The Establishment of the Balkan National States, 1804–1920. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1977.

Quataert, Donald. The Ottoman Empire, 1700–1922. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2005.

Șakul, Kahraman. “Selim III.” In Encyclopedia of the Ottoman Empire, edited by Gábor Ágoston and Bruce Masters, 514–515. New York: Facts On File, 2009.

Shaw, Stanford J. Between Old and New: The Ottoman Empire under Sultan Selim III, 1781–1807. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971.

Shaw, Stanford J. History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey. 2 vols. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1976.

Somel, Selçuk Akșin. Historical Dictionary of the Ottoman Empire. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2003.

Sugar, Peter. Southeastern Europe under Ottoman Rule, 1354–1805. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1977.

Zürcher, Erik-Jan. Turkey: A Modern History. London: I. B. Tauris, 2004.

Karlowitz, Treaty of (1699)

A peace treaty signed between the Ottoman Empire and the representatives of the Holy League (Austria, Poland, Venice, and Russia) on January 26, 1699. According to this treaty, the Ottoman Empire lost Transylvania and much of Hungary to the Habsburgs. The treaty signaled the beginning of the decline of Ottoman power in east-central Europe and the emergence of the Habsburg monarchy as the dominant power in the region.

Convinced that the Habsburg military was on the verge of collapse and encouraged by the French, who viewed an Ottoman invasion as essential to their victory in the west, the Ottoman grand vizier, Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha, moved with a large army against Vienna in June 1683. By July the Habsburg capital was under Ottoman siege. The Habsburg emperor, however, had organized a coalition that included Poland, led by Jan Sobieski, the pope, the Spaniards, and the Portuguese. The defenders’ determined resistance, the poor generalship of the Ottoman grand vizier, and a surprise attack by a German relief force and even a larger Polish army led by Sobieski made an Ottoman defeat inevitable (Sugar: 199). In a fierce battle on September 12, 1683, the Ottoman forces were routed (Finkel: 286). Over 10,000 Ottoman soldiers were killed (Kurat: 176). The Ottoman army disintegrated and lost any semblance of organization and discipline, leaving behind its heavy cannons and badly needed supplies (Shaw: 1:214–215). Kara Mustafa Pasha tried to rally his army in Belgrade, but it was already too late. His enemies in Istanbul had convinced the sultan that his chief minister was responsible for the humiliating debacle at the gates of Vienna. On December 25, 1683, the grand vizier was executed (Finkel: 287).

The execution of Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha only exacerbated the crisis. Without a commander capable of rallying the troops, and facing a shortage of equipment and supplies, the Ottoman forces fell into disarray. Worse, a new Holy League was formed in 1684, which included the Habsburgs, Venice, Poland, the pope, Malta, Tuscany, and later Russia. The Habsburgs pushed into Hungary and captured Buda in September 1686. With the disintegration of Ottoman defenses in Hungary, the troops, who were suffering from low morale and lack of pay, revolted. The revolt spread as angry sipāhis who had lost their timārs to the invading Habsburg army crossed the Danube searching for new sources of income and seeking government officials responsible for the Ottoman defeat. The panic-stricken officials, facing not only the Habsburgs but also their own angry troops, fled to Belgrade.

The devastating defeats exposed the weaknesses of the Ottoman Empire and opened the door to aggressive European campaigns on all fronts. The Habsburgs concentrated their attacks on Hungary, Serbia, and Bosnia, while Poland invaded Podolia (Podole) and Moldavia, and the Venetians targeted Albania, Morea, and the Dalmatian coast. To the surprise and dismay of their European foes, the Ottomans fought against Sobieski and his Polish army, beating back his efforts to take Kamenec in September 1687 and establishing a foothold in Moldavia. From 1684 to 1687, despite assistance and support from Russia and the Cossacks, the Poles failed to breach the Ottoman defenses, which were reinforced and strengthened by the Crimean Tatars. To the south and southwest, however, the Venetians managed to score several impressive victories. Although the initial attempt to establish a foothold in Bosnia was beaten back by Ottoman troops in 1685, Venice eventually occupied several strategic forts on the Dalmatian coast. Venetian forces also used the Morea as a base to invade mainland Greece. By September 25, 1687, they had stormed and occupied Athens.

Despite the alarming situation, which threatened the very survival of the state, the reigning sultan, Mehmed IV (r. 1648–1687), continued with his daily hobbies of hunting and enjoying the pleasures of the royal harem. In the dying days of 1687 (November 8), in a gathering attended by Köprülüzade Fazil Mustafa Pasha, prominent notables, and the ulema of the capital, the şeyhülislâm issued a fetva deposing Mehmed IV and replacing him with Süleyman II (r. 1687–1691) (Shaw: 1:219).

After 40 years of living in the isolation of the royal harem, the new sultan could not rule without the support and guidance of those who had installed him on the throne. The janissaries stationed in the capital used the transition of power as justification for plundering shops and small businesses and exacting revenge against government officials they blamed for the empire’s defeat on European battlefields. The disturbances in Istanbul emboldened the Habsburgs, who already had established a highly centralized rule over Hungary, to march against Belgrade and capture the city on September 8, 1688. The fall of Belgrade and the collapse of Ottoman defenses in Croatia and Slovenia ignited a series of anti-Ottoman revolts in Serbia, Bulgaria, and Wallachia, where the prince threw in his lot with the Habsburgs. Süleyman II panicked and sued for peace, which Habsburg emperor Leopold was prepared to sign. Although the Habsburgs were willing to consider peace negotiations with the agents of the sultan, the Russians, the Poles, and the Venetians insisted on the continuation of the campaign against the disintegrating Ottoman army (Shaw: 1:220).

Thus the peace negotiations collapsed, and the Habsburgs resumed their offensive, occupying Bosnia, Nish, Vidin, and Skopje in the summer and fall of 1689. Another Habsburg offensive targeted Transylvania and Wallachia, where Ottoman defenses were collapsing rapidly (Shaw: 1:220). At this juncture, another member of the Köprülü family, Fazil Mustafa Pasha, was appointed the grand vizier. The new grand vizier embarked on a major campaign to reverse the losses the empire had suffered (Shaw: 1:220).

On September 9, 1690, an Ottoman army under the command of Fazil Mustafa Pasha captured Nish, followed by Belgrade, which fell on October 8. The following summer, after Süleyman II had died and been replaced by Ahmed II (r. 1691–1695), the grand vizier embarked on his second campaign against the Habsburgs, who routed his army at Slankamen on August 19, 1691. Fazil Mustafa Pasha was shot and killed on the battlefield. For the next four years, as the two sides wrangled over the terms of a possible peace treaty, Venice, Poland, and Russia tried to expand their territorial gains against the Ottoman state, which was further weakened by the death of Ahmed II and the accession of Mustafa II (r. 1695–1703).

Mustafa II waged three campaigns against the Habsburgs, which finally ended in a devastating defeat at the hands of Eugene of Savoy at Zenta (Senta) on the banks of the Tisa River in present-day northern Serbia on September 11, 1697. By then the Habsburgs were not the only power gaining territory at the Ottoman Empire’s expense. To the east, the Russian state under the charismatic leadership of Peter the Great had embarked on an ambitious campaign to establish a foothold on the northern shore of the Black Sea, capturing Azov on August 6, 1696. The Ottomans recognized that it was impossible to fight several European powers simultaneously. In November 1698 an Ottoman delegation began to negotiate a peace treaty with representatives of the Holy League powers, namely, the Habsburg monarchy, Poland, Russia, and Venice, at the Serbian town of Karlowitz (Abou-El-Haj: 89).

The Treaty of Karlowitz, signed on January 26, 1699, was negotiated based on the principle of uti possidetis (as you possess), “a phrase used to signify that the parties to a treaty are to retain possession of what they have acquired by force during the war” (Black: 1546). The Habsburgs received Hungary and Transylvania, while the Ottomans maintained their rule over the Banat of Temeşvár. Poland received Podolia (Podole), and Russia established its rule over Azov and the territory north of the Dniester River. Venice emerged as the master of Dalmatia, the Morea, and several strategic islands in the Aegean (Sugar: 200). The sultan also was forced to guarantee freedom of religion for his Catholic subjects.

The humiliating treaty marked the beginning of a new era (Jelavich: 65). The Ottoman Empire ceased to be the dominant power courted by all European powers. Indeed, with the signing of the Treaty of Karlowitz, the Ottoman state emerged as a retreating power adopting a defensive posture against the rising influence of the Habsburg and Russian Empires. Other European states were quick to recognize the altered balance of power. With the loss of territory also came a significant reduction in revenue generated from collection of taxes as well as unemployment for those who until recently had served the Ottoman government in areas now lost to European states.
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Kosovo, Battle of (1389)

A military engagement between the armies of the Ottoman state under the command of Sultan Murad I (r. 1362–1389) and a coalition of Christian states of southeastern Europe led by Prince Lazar of Serbia, which took place at Kosovo Polje (Field of the Blackbirds) on June 28, 1389.

The expansion of Ottoman rule into Bulgaria and Macedonia during the reign of Murad I alarmed Serbia, which dreamed of carving out its own empire in southeast Europe. In the first major Ottoman military campaign against Serbia, Murad I defeated a coalition of Serbian princes at Chernomen, in the Battle of the Maritsa River on September 26, 1371, bringing Bulgaria, Macedonia, and southern Serbia under his control. Sofia was captured in 1385, followed by Nish in 1386 and Thessaloniki (Salonika) in 1387.

Despite these setbacks, the Serbs continued their efforts to establish a united Christian front against the Ottomans. Initially these efforts were viewed by other rulers in the region as an attempt to impose Serbian hegemony. However, the successful Ottoman military campaign against northern Greece and the conquest of Bulgaria convinced the Christian states of southeastern Europe that the time had arrived for a concerted effort to block further Ottoman expansion. Prince Lazar of Serbia, King Tvrto of Bosnia, and John Stratsimir of Vidin agreed to join a Christian alliance, which defeated an Ottoman army in August 1388 at Pločnik (Ploshnik) west of Nish.

Recognizing the threat posed by this alliance, Murad rushed back from Anatolia, where he had defeated the principalities of Germiyan, Hamid, and Karaman, forcing them to accept Ottoman suzerainty. The decisive battle took place on June 28, 1389, at the Kosovo Polje (Field of the Blackbirds) near Pristina in present-day Kosovo. Although Murad was killed on the battlefield, the Ottomans managed to pull a victory out of the jaws of defeat. Prince Lazar was killed during the battle, and the devastating defeat forced Serbia to accept Ottoman suzerainty. Many centuries later, the memory of the Battle of Kosovo Polje was celebrated by Serbian nationalists as the last desperate and heroic attempt to save the independence of Serbia and the defining moment in the emergence of Serbian nationalism.
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Küçük Kaynarca (Kuchuk Kaynarja), 
Treaty of (1774)

A peace treaty signed on July 21, 1774, at the conclusion of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1768–1774 between the Ottoman Empire and Russia at Küçük Kaynarca south of the Danube in present-day Bulgaria. The Treaty of Küçük Kaynarca marked the end of Ottoman control over the Crimea and the rise of Russia as the dominant power in the Black Sea.

Beginning in the 1760s, czarist Russia had emerged as the principal threat to Ottoman rule in the Crimea and the Balkans (Hale: 21). The conflict between the Ottoman Empire and Russia began after Catherine the Great embarked on a campaign to establish Russian rule over the Black Sea, the Crimea, and Poland (Jelavich: 68–69). She used the death of Polish king August III to install her former lover, Stanislaw Poniatowski, as the new ruler (Shaw: 1:247; Aksan: 115; Finkel: 374).

The Polish nobles, who opposed Russian and Prussian intervention, organized an uprising and appealed for support from the sultan (Jelavich: 69). Painfully aware of the Russian designs on their territory, the Crimean Tatars echoed the Polish plea for assistance. After Russian forces, which were pursuing Polish rebels, crossed the Ottoman frontier and burned a village, the Ottomans demanded that Russia withdraw its forces from Poland. When the demand was ignored, the Ottoman Empire, with strong encouragement from France and the Crimean Tatars, declared war on Russia on October 8, 1768 (Jelavich: 69). The Ottoman declaration of war provided Catherine with the justification to order her troops to mobilize. The Russian armies attacked Ottoman positions on several fronts. They first targeted Moldavia, destroying Ottoman defenses on the Danube and then pushing into Wallachia in September 1769. The native elite, who resented the Greek governors who ruled on behalf of the sultan, joined the Russians and called on the populace to rise in support of the invading army. When the Ottomans finally managed to organize a counteroffensive, their army was destroyed by the Russians on August 1, 1770, at Kagul (Danube Delta). A second front for the Russian invasion of Ottoman territory was the Caucasus. The occupation of Georgia allowed Russia to enter Anatolia from the northeast, forcing the sultan to divide his army and engage in a much wider conflict.

The most successful front for the Russians, however, proved to be the Crimea. Encouraging division and infighting among the Tatar leadership, Russia pushed deep into the Crimea and installed its puppet as the new khan of an autonomous Tatar state under Russian protection in the summer of 1771 (Shaw: 1:249). Many Tatars and their leaders, who resented and opposed Russian occupation, fled to the Ottoman territory and settled in Rusçuk (Ruschik, Ruse) in present-day northeastern Bulgaria (Shaw: 1:249). The last and perhaps the most surprising front was the Mediterranean, which provided the setting for a series of naval encounters between the two powers. Using the English port of Portsmouth and receiving direct support from English naval officers, the Russian fleet, which had embarked on its journey from the Baltic, sailed through the Atlantic into the Mediterranean and attacked several Greek islands, while Russian agents fanned the flames of an anti-Ottoman rebellion in the Morea. The decisive battle took place at the harbor of Çeşme (Cheshme) on July 5–7, 1770, when the Russian fleet, under the command of Admiral (Count) Alexei Orlov, destroyed the Ottoman naval force and killed a large number of its sailors and officers.

The occupation of Moldavia, Wallachia, and Crimea alarmed Prussia and the Habsburgs. To neutralize their opposition, Russia agreed to the first partition of Poland in 1772. To the relief of the European powers and the Ottoman Empire, the Pugachev Rebellion (1773–1775) distracted the Russians and forced Catherine to focus on suppression of the peasants and the Cossacks who had revolted against her authority. Both sides were ready for peace, but the sultan insisted on retaining his suzerainty over the Crimea. Catherine ordered the Russian commander, Alexander Suvorov, to attack Ottoman positions in the southern Balkans. The Russian forces defeated the Ottoman army in 1774, forcing the sultan to sue for peace, which was signed on July 21, 1774, at Küçük Kaynarca south of the Danube in present-day Bulgaria (Sugar: 140).

According to the Treaty of Küçük Kaynarca, Russia and the Ottoman Empire recognized the independence of the Crimean Tatars and promised that “neither the Court of Russia nor the Ottoman Porte shall interfere with the election” of the Crimean khan or “in the domestic, political, civil, and internal affairs” of the country (Hurewitz: 1:55). The establishment of Crimea as an independent state was used as the first step to impose Russian control over the country.

Russia received the port of Azov, as well as the fortresses of Kerch and Yenikale on the eastern end of the Crimean Peninsula, thus extending the Russian frontier to the southern Bug River. The Russians also seized a part of the province of Kuban and the estuary formed by the Dnieper and Bug Rivers, including the Kinburn fortress. The treaty also recognized the Ottoman sultan as the caliph of all Muslims, including the Tatars, stating that because in religion, the Crimean Tatars professed “the same faith as the Mahometans [Muslims], they shall regulate themselves, with respect to His Highness, in his capacity of Grand Caliph of Mahometanism [Islam], according to the precepts prescribed to them by their law” (Hurewitz: 1:55–56). Thus the title of caliph was revived to establish the Ottoman claim to the religious leadership of the Islamic world. The Russians withdrew their forces from Wallachia and Moldavia and the Caucasus. In return, the sultan agreed to the establishment of Russian protection over all Orthodox Christians in the Ottoman Empire, “especially in the Danubian Principalities” of Moldavia and Walachia (Aksan: 167). The Ottomans also agreed to pay a large war indemnity, which drained the central government’s treasury.
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Lausanne, Treaty of (1923)

A treaty signed at Lausanne, Switzerland, on July 24, 1923, by the representatives of the newly established government of Turkey on one side, and by Britain; France; Italy; Japan; Greece; Romania; and the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes on the other. The signatories recognized the boundaries of the newly established Republic of Turkey. The Turkish government renounced its claims to the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire. The government of Turkey also recognized British rule over the island of Cyprus, as well as Italian control over the Dodecanese. The British and the French abandoned their original plan to create an autonomous Kurdish state in southeastern Anatolia. They also dropped their demand for cession of territory from Turkey to Armenia. The Treaty of Lausanne also recognized that the Turkish straits extending from the Aegean Sea to the Black Sea were to remain open to all shipping. The Treaty of Lausanne is considered to be the final treaty concluding World War I.
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A Turkish delegation, led by Ismet Inonu (center), negotiated a peace treaty with representatives of Great Britain, France, Italy, Japan, Greece, Romania, and Yugoslavia in Lausanne, Switzerland. The Treaty of Lausanne signed in 1923 established the boundaries of the newly created Republic of Turkey. In return, the Turkish government renounced its claims on the Ottoman Empire’s Arab provinces, and agreed to recognize British rule over Cyprus and Italian rule over the Dodecanese. (Library of Congress)
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Lepanto, Battle of (1571)

A naval engagement between the Ottoman Empire and the allied Christian forces of the Holy League, which took place in the waters off southwestern Greece on October 7, 1571. The battle marked the first major victory of a European naval force over the Ottoman fleet.
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The Battle of Lepanto, fought in October 1571 between the Holy League and the Ottoman Empire, marked the first major victory of a Christian European naval force over an Ottoman fleet. (Jupiterimages)

The Battle of Lepanto was the direct result of the Ottoman-Venetian rivalry over domination of the eastern Mediterranean and control of the island of Cyprus. On September 9, 1570, Ottoman forces captured Nicosia in northern Cyprus. They went on to attack and seize Famagusta in eastern Cyprus in August 1571. The fall of Cyprus convinced the Christian powers of Europe to unify their forces in an attempt to regain the island.

Since 1566 the pope, Pius V, had tried unsuccessfully to form an alliance of the Catholic states of Europe. After Venice appealed to him for assistance, Pius V approached Philip II of Spain, who agreed to join a Christian crusade against the Ottomans. Venice was determined to regain its control over Cyprus, while Spain intended to extend its rule over North Africa by capturing Tunis and Algiers. Don Juan of Austria (1547–1578), the half brother of King Philip of Spain, was appointed the commander of the Holy League’s naval forces, with the papal general, Marcantonio Colonna, acting as his lieutenant.

The Holy League forces, consisting of 44-gun galleasses, over 200 oar-propelled galleys, and many auxiliary vessels, representing Venice, Spain, the papacy, Malta, Genoa, and Savoy, first sailed to Corfu, a Greek island in the Ionian Sea in the northwesternmost part of present-day Greece on September 15, 1571. It was at Corfu that the naval commanders of the Holy League learned about the fall of Famagusta in eastern Cyprus. The Holy League forces attacked and trapped the Ottoman fleet, which had recently returned from the conquest of Cyprus and was anchored at Lepanto on the Greek coast. The Christian fleet destroyed most of the Ottoman ships, killing a large number of sailors.

The victory at Lepanto on October 7, 1571, was hailed throughout Europe as the beginning of the end of Ottoman domination in the eastern Mediterranean. The victory also was viewed as a major psychological boost to the morale of Christian European powers, which had suffered repeated defeats at the hands of Ottoman armies. To the disappointment of Europe, however, the Ottomans bounced back from the humiliation at Lepanto within a short time. The Ottoman navy was rebuilt within a year and immediately began to challenge the Holy League and its fleet in the waters of the eastern Mediterranean. In 1573 Venice, which constituted the most important naval power within the Holy League, sued for a separate peace with the sultan. In August 1574 the reorganized Ottoman fleet attacked and occupied Tunis, establishing a territorial base for the Ottoman Empire in North Africa.

See also: Sultans: Murad III; Selim II; Süleyman I

Further Reading

Capponi, Niccolo. Victory of the West: The Great Christian-Muslim Clash at the Battle of Lepanto. Boston: Da Capo Press, 2008.

Crowley, Roger. Empires of the Sea: The Siege of Malta, the Battle of Lepanto, and the Contest for the Center of the World. New York: Random House, 2009.

Imber, Colin. The Ottoman Empire, 1300–1650: The Structure of Power. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002.

Inalcik, Halil. The Ottoman Empire: The Classical Age 1300–1600. Translated by Norman Itzkowitz and Colin Imber. New York: Praeger Publishers, 1973.

Shaw, Stanford J. History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey. 2 vols. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1976.

Wright, Elizabeth R., Sarah Spence, and Andrew Lemons, trans. The Battle of Lepanto. The I Tatti Renaissance Library. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014.

Marj Dabiq (Mercidabik), Battle of (1516)

A military engagement between the armies of the Ottoman sultan, Selim I (r. 1512–1520), and the Mamluk sultanate based in Egypt, which took place near the town of Dabiq (Dabik), 44 miles north of Aleppo in present-day northern Syria, on August 24, 1516. The result of the battle was a decisive victory for the Ottomans, who emerged as the masters of Syria and Palestine. Selim built on this impressive victory and invaded and conquered Egypt in 1517.

After defeating the Safavid monarch, Shah Ismail I, at the battle of Chaldiran in August 1514, Selim I shifted his focus to the conquest of the Arab world, in particular Syria, Palestine, and Egypt, which had been ruled since the 13th century by the Mamluk sultanate, based in Egypt. The Mamluks had been a source of great anxiety and irritation to the Ottomans. Mamluk sultans had at times supported pretenders to the Ottoman throne. They had also provided refuge and a safe base of operation for the rulers of Turkoman principalities that had been defeated by Ottoman armies. The Mamluks also had laid claim to territories in southern Anatolia, particularly the region of Cilicia, which blocked Ottoman access to the Arab world. Finally, by holding claim to the holiest sites of Islam, namely Mecca and Medina, the Mamluks challenged the claim of the Ottoman sultan to act as the caliph, or the religious and spiritual head of Sunni Islam.

Selim used the imaginary alliance between the Mamluks and the Safavids in Iran as his principal justification to attack Syria. Unlike the Iranians, the Mamluks were Sunni Muslims, but they had supported the Shia heretics who ruled Iran and could therefore be attacked. Having annexed the Dulkadir principality that served as a buffer between the Ottomans and the Mamluks, the sultan’s forces entered Syria and inflicted a crushing defeat on the main Mamluk army at Dabiq (Dabik) on August 24, 1516. The Mamluk sultan, Qansu al-Ghawri, was killed on the battlefield. The cities of Aleppo, Damascus, and Jerusalem soon surrendered to the Ottoman sultan. As they had in the campaign against the Safavids, and in particular the Battle of Chaldiran, the Ottoman cannons and muskets proved to be the most important factor in the Ottoman victory over the Mamluks.

Despite the Mamluks’ best efforts to reorganize their forces under Tuman Bey, who had proclaimed himself the new sultan, Selim arrived at the gates of Cairo by January 1517, having defeated the remaining Mamluk forces at Ridaniya near the Egyptian capital. Tuman Bey tried to organize a guerrilla force, but he was captured and executed by the Ottomans, who established themselves as the new masters of the Arab world. With the defeat of the Mamluks, Egypt, Syria, and Hijaz (western Arabia) were incorporated into the Ottoman state, and the sultan received the title “Protector of the Two Holy Cities” (Mecca and Medina).
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Mezőkeresztes, Battle of (1596)

The Battle of Mezőkeresztes, also known as the Battle of Keresztes, was a military engagement between the armies of the Habsburgs and their allies and the Ottoman forces under the command of Sultan Mehmed III (r. 1595–1603). The battle took place near the village of Mezőkeresztes (Turkish: Haçova), in northern Hungary, on October 25–26, 1596, and ended with Ottoman victory.

After the death of Murad III (r. 1574–1595), his son Mehmed III ascended the Ottoman throne. The sultan’s mother, Safiye Sultan, continued to exercise enormous power and influence, while the grand vizier conducted the ongoing military campaigns against the Habsburgs and the insurgency in the Romanian-populated principality of Wallachia. The Ottoman forces managed to invade Wallachia and capture Bucharest. However, the Wallachian counterattacks, combined with a very harsh winter, forced the Ottoman army to retreat, while the other Romanian-populated principality, Moldavia, joined the rebellion. With Wallachia and Moldavia in turmoil, the sultan appealed to his ally, the Crimean khan, to attack the two principalities from the north. The Ottoman decision to involve Crimean Tatars rang alarm bells in Poland, which responded by sending its armies into Moldavia to stop the Tatars.

The failure of the campaigns in the Balkans forced the sultan to leave the palace and assume the leadership of the Ottoman forces in the field. After a long march, which took them from Istanbul to Edirne, Sofia, Nish, and Belgrade, the Ottoman forces entered the territory of present-day Hungary. The decisive battle was fought at Mezőkeresztes in northern Hungary. On the first day of the battle, October 25, 1596, the Habsburgs scored a minor victory and forced the Ottoman forces to retreat. On the second day, however, the exhausted Ottoman army routed the Habsburgs and their Transylvanian allies, scoring an impressive victory.
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Mohács, Battle of (1526)

A battle fought between the armies of the Ottoman Empire and the Kingdom of Hungary on August 29, 1526, at Mohács in present-day southern Hungary on the right bank of the river Danube, near the border between Hungary and Croatia. King Louis of Hungary died on the battlefield. With the death of King Louis, the independent Kingdom of Hungary ceased to exist. The Ottoman forces under the command of their sultan, Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566), went on to capture the city of Buda.

Süleyman began his reign by planning an invasion of Belgrade, which controlled the road to the southern plains of Hungary. The Ottomans were determined to take advantage of the opportunities presented by an internally divided Hungarian state. They were fully aware that the unfolding conflict between France and the Habsburgs would allow Süleyman to play an important role in European politics. In forming an alliance with France, Süleyman increased the pressure on the Habsburgs, forcing them to retreat from Hungary. The Ottoman sultan also had become aware of negotiations among Iran, Hungary, and the Habsburgs about the possibility of forming an anti-Ottoman alliance. The Iranian shah, Tahmasp I, had sent his envoys to King Louis of Hungary and Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, proposing an alliance between the Safavid Empire and the two Christian powers.

The Ottoman forces, under the leadership of their sultan, attacked and captured Belgrade on August 29, 1521. Before pushing farther north, Süleyman turned his attention to the island of Rhodes, where he defeated the Knights Hospitallers of St. John and forced them to withdraw after a prolonged siege on January 21, 1522. By 1525 the rivalry between the Habsburg Charles V and Francis I of France had erupted into open warfare between the two Christian monarchs. When Charles was elected Holy Roman Emperor in 1521, the two Christian monarchs split the Catholic world into warring factions and provided Süleyman with a golden opportunity to attack and occupy Belgrade. The conflict between the Holy Roman Emperor and the king of France reached a new height when Francis I was defeated and captured in 1525, forcing the French to send emissaries to Istanbul to seek Ottoman assistance and support.
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The Battle of Mohács, fought between the Hungarian king, Louis II, and the Ottoman sultan, Süleyman I the Magnificent, on August 29, 1526, ended with the defeat and death of the Hungarian monarch on the battlefield. (DeAgostini/Getty Images)

Süleyman was determined to prevent Charles V from dominating central Europe. Exploiting the conflict between France and the Habsburgs, Süleyman struck, marching against a divided Hungary fighting a civil war over the role of the Habsburgs. Lacking unity and cohesion, the Hungarian army under the leadership of King Louis suffered a devastating defeat at the hands of the Ottomans on the plain of Mohács on August 29, 1526. The deaths of King Louis and thousands of his men on the battlefield sealed the fate of the Hungarian state. The road was now open to Buda, which was captured by Süleyman’s army on September 10. When the Ottoman army returned to Hungary in 1529, Süleyman focused his campaign on recapturing Buda and laying siege to Vienna. The long journey and heavy rain, however, made the roads impassable and the transportation of men and artillery impossible. The arrival of a cold and rainy autumn, which deprived the horses of forage and rendered the Ottoman cavalry useless, forced Süleyman to lift the siege on the Habsburg capital after three weeks, on October 16.
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Further Reading

Clot, André. Süleiman the Magnificent. London: Saqi Books, 2005.

Imber, Colin. The Ottoman Empire, 1300–1650: The Structure of Power. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002.

Inalcik, Halil. The Ottoman Empire: The Classical Age 1300–1600. Translated by Norman Itzkowitz and Colin Imber. New York: Praeger Publishers, 1973.

Kunt, Metin, and Christine Woodhead, eds. Süleyman the Magnificent and His Age. London: Longman House, 1995.

Lybyer, Howe Albert. The Government of the Ottoman Empire in the Time of Suleiman the Magnificent. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1913.

Passarowitz, Treaty of (1718)

A treaty signed on July 21, 1718, at the conclusion of the Austro-Ottoman and Venetian-Ottoman wars of 1716–1718, at Passarowitz (now Požerevac) in present-day Serbia. According to this treaty, the Ottoman Empire lost substantial territories in southeastern Europe to Austria. Austria imposed its control over the Banat of Temeşvár, which incorporated parts of present-day western Romania and northern Serbia.

In 1715 the Ottoman forces attacked Venetian positions and imposed their control over the Morea; their advances against Croatia forced the Habsburgs to ally with the Venetians and declare war on the sultan. Once again the confrontation between the Ottoman forces and the Habsburg army, led by Eugene of Savoy, proved to be disastrous for the sultan and his overly confident grand vizier, Damad Silahdar Ali Pasha, whose forces were routed at Petrovaradin (Peterwardein or Pétervárad) on August 5, 1716. The Ottoman defenses collapsed, and they lost Temeşvár, followed by Belgrade, which fell into the hands of the Habsburgs on August 18, 1717. The demoralizing defeats undermined the position of the war party in the court and allowed the sultan to appoint his closest adviser, Nevşehirli Damad Ibrahim Pasha, as his new grand vizier in May 1718. The peace negotiations resulted in the signing of the Treaty of Passarowitz on July 21, 1718, with both sides agreeing to maintain possession of the territory they had conquered. The Habsburgs received the Banat of Temeşvár and northern Serbia, which included Belgrade and Oltenia (Wallachia west of the river Olt) (Jelavich: 68). They also received assurances that their merchants could operate freely in the sultan’s domains. Catholic priests also regained their old privileges, which allowed the Habsburg emperor to interfere in the internal affairs of the Ottoman Empire by acting as the champion and protector of the Catholic community (Shaw: 1:232–3). The Treaty of Passarowitz dealt a deadly blow to the self-confidence of the Ottoman ruling elite. The Habsburg’s victory attested to the military, technological, and organizational supremacy of modern European armies. It became essential for the Ottoman state to avoid continuous warfare, establish a peaceful relationship with its European neighbors, and use this opportunity to rebuild its shattered economy and demoralized army.
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Preveza, Battle of (1538)

A naval engagement between the Ottoman fleet under the command of the legendary pirate and admiral, Hayreddin Pasha, also known as Barbarossa or Barbaros, and the naval forces of Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. The naval battle, which took place off the Albanian coast on September 28, 1538, resulted in victory for the Ottoman fleet. This victory forced Venice to surrender the Morea (the Peloponnese) in present-day southern Greece and Dalmatia on the eastern shores of the Adriatic Sea, thus securing Ottoman supremacy and control over the waters of the eastern Mediterranean until the Battle of Lepanto in 1571.
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Qasr-i Shirin (Kasr-i Şirin), Treaty of (1639)

A treaty of peace between the Ottoman Empire and Iran signed on May 17, 1639, on the plain of Zohab (Zuhab) near the town of Qasr-i Shirin in present-day western Iran. The treaty of Qasr-i Shirin ended nearly 140 years of hostility and warfare between the two Islamic empires. The Treaty of Qasr-i Shirin established the Ottoman sultan as the master of Iraq, while the Safavid dynasty, based in Iran, maintained control over Azerbaijan and the southern Caucasus. The Safavids promised to end their Shia missionary activities and military raids in Ottoman territory. As a symbolic gesture, the Iranians also agreed to cease the practice of publicly cursing the Sunni caliphs, which had become widespread among the Shia population in Iran.
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Ridaniya, Battle of (1517)

The last battle fought between the armies of the Ottoman Empire and the Mamluk sultanate, on January 22, 1517, which resulted in the defeat and collapse of the Mamluk sultanate in Egypt. After defeating the armies of the Safavid dynasty at the battle of Chaldiran on August 22–23, 1514, the Ottoman sultan, Selim I (r. 1512– 1520), shifted his focus to the Arab world. His objective was to conquer Syria, Palestine, and Egypt, which had been ruled since the 13th century by the Mamluks. The Mamluks frequently had supported pretenders to the Ottoman throne. They also laid claim to territories in southern Anatolia, particularly the region of Cilicia, which blocked Ottoman access to the Arab world. Finally, by holding claim to the holiest sites in Islam, Mecca and Medina, the Mamluks challenged the claim of the Ottoman sultan to act as the principal defender of Sunni Islam. On August 24, 1516, the Ottoman forces inflicted a humiliating defeat on the Mamluk armies at Marj Dabiq (Mercidabik) north of Aleppo in present-day Syria. The Mamluk sultan, Qansu al-Ghawri, was killed on the battlefield. The Ottoman cannons and muskets proved to be the most significant factors in the Ottoman victory over the Mamluks.

The victory at Marj Dabiq allowed Selim to seize Syria. Despite their best efforts to reorganize their forces under Tuman Bey, who had proclaimed himself the new sultan, the Mamluks once again were defeated, at Ridaniya near Cairo, on January 22, 1517. Tuman Bey was captured and executed by the Ottomans, who established themselves as the new masters of the Arab world. With the defeat of the Mamluks, Egypt, Syria, and Hijaz (western Arabia) were incorporated into the Ottoman state, and the sultan was proclaimed “Guardian of the Two Holy Cities of Mecca and Medina.”
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Sèvres, Treaty of (1920)

The Treaty of Sèvres was signed between the European victors of World War I, namely Great Britain, France, and Italy, and the representatives of the Ottoman government, on August 10, 1920, at Sèvres, “the Paris suburb which is home to the renowned French porcelain works” (Mango: 284). The treaty practically abolished the Ottoman Empire and forced the Ottoman government to renounce all its rights over its former Arab provinces in the Middle East. The humiliating treaty also called for the establishment of a “free and independent Armenia” with its boundaries determined by “the President of the United States of America” (Hurewitz: 2:83). An autonomous Kurdish state (i.e., Kurdistan) was conceived in southeastern Anatolia, but the final decision was left to the League of Nations to determine whether the Kurds desired and deserved independence. The treaty also allowed Greece to establish a foothold in eastern Thrace and the western coast of Anatolia in the region surrounding the city of Izmir. Greece also was handed control of the Aegean islands commanding the Dardanelles, while the straits were internationalized. France was granted the right to establish a mandate in Syria and Lebanon. A part of southern Anatolia also was handed over to France as its sphere of influence. The British were allowed to establish the mandates of Iraq, Transjordan, and Palestine. Southwestern Anatolia was designated as the sphere of influence of Italy. The only region left to the Ottoman government was a small area in northern Anatolia and the city of Istanbul, which remained under Allied control. The Treaty of Sèvres was denounced by the Turkish nationalist movement under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal Pasha (Atatürk). After establishing itself as the legitimate government of Turkey, the new nationalist regime discarded the Treaty of Sèvres and negotiated the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923.
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Sistova, Treaty of (1791)

A treaty signed at the conclusion of the Austro-Ottoman War of 1787–1791. Brokered by Prussia, Britain, and the Netherlands, the treaty was signed in Sistova (modern-day Svishtov) in present-day northern Bulgaria on August 4, 1791.

Selim III (r. 1789–1807) ascended the Ottoman throne in April 1789. He inherited an empire in chaos and decline. The central government had lost much of its authority in the provinces. Worse, the Ottoman armies were losing to Russia and Austria. Fortunately for the Ottoman Empire, both European powers were anxious to end the hostilities with the Ottoman Empire. Russia was concerned about Sweden’s attempt to incorporate Finland, and the Austrians were alarmed by revolts in Hungary and the Netherlands, as well as the growing power and influence of Russia in the Balkans. Both powers shared a common concern over a new Triple Alliance among Prussia, the Netherlands, and Britain.

The Austrians agreed to sign a peace treaty in Sistova in present-day northern Bulgaria on August 4, 1791. The Austrians returned Bosnia, Serbia, and parts of the principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia that they had occupied. In return the Ottoman sultan promised fair treatment of his Christian subjects and the recognition of the Habsburg emperor as their protector. The peace with the Austrians encouraged Selim III to organize a new campaign against Russia. This campaign ended with a humiliating defeat at the hands of Russian armies in April 1791. The Ottomans agreed to a new peace treaty, which was signed at Jassy in present-day Romania on January 9, 1792. The sultan recognized the Russian annexation of the Crimea and Russia’s sovereignty over Georgia, in return for Russian withdrawal from Wallachia and Moldavia. The Dniester River was accepted as the boundary between the two empires.
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Sykes-Picot Agreement (1916)

A secret agreement negotiated between Sir Mark Sykes, representing the British government, and his counterpart, Charles François Georges Picot, representing the French Republic. The principal objective of the agreement was the partition of the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire after the conclusion of World War I. The negotiations between Mark Sykes and Georges Picot began in November 1915 and ended on May 16, 1916. Through the Sykes-Picot Agreement, the two European powers carved the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire, including the territories of present-day Iraq, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, and Israel-Palestine, into British- and French-administered areas. The British government promised Greater Syria to France, which incorporated the present-day country of Lebanon as well as the Ottoman province of Mosul. In return, the British gained control over the provinces of Baghdad and Basra, with an adjacent territory that stretched to the Mediterranean towns of Acre and Jaffa, including the imprecisely defined Holy Land, or Palestine (Zürcher: 143).

The agreements reached between the British and the French contradicted the promise made by the British government to Hussein ibn Ali, the Sharif of Mecca. Hussein had staged a revolt against the Ottoman government after he had received a pledge from Henry McMahon, the British high commissioner in Cairo, that in return for his revolt against the Ottoman sultan, he and his sons would receive an independent and united Arab state, which would incorporate most of the Arab-populated provinces of the Ottoman Empire. The Arabs learned about the Sykes-Picot Agreement when in 1917 the newly established Soviet government, under the leadership of Lenin, published the secret agreement, causing outrage among the Arabs, who denounced it as a manifestation of British deceit and treachery. The British tried to modify the clauses of the Sykes-Picot Agreement regarding the Arab countries in the San Remo Conference, which was held in April 1920. Despite these modifications, however, Arab resentment toward British and French colonial designs did not subside and indeed continues to this day.
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Tulip Period (ca. 1718–ca. 1730)

Running roughly from the signing of the Treaty of Passarowitz in 1718 to the revolt of the janissary leader Patrona Halil in 1730, the Tulip period or era was characterized by peace and a reorientation toward Europe. The name derives from the great popularity of the tulip in Ottoman court society during the period.

In 1718 the Ottoman Empire suffered a series of humiliating defeats at the hands of the Habsburg general, Eugene of Savoy. As a result of the Treaty of Passarowitz, signed in July 1718, the Ottomans lost substantial territories in southeastern Europe to the Habsburgs. The Habsburgs received the Banat of Temeşvár and northern Serbia, including Belgrade and Oltenia (Wallachia west of the river Olt) (Jelavich: 68). They also received assurances that their merchants could operate freely in the sultan’s domains. Moreover, Catholic priests regained old privileges that allowed the Habsburg emperor to interfere in the internal affairs of the Ottoman Empire by acting as the champion and protector of the Catholic community. The Treaty of Passarowitz dealt a deadly blow to the self-confidence of the Ottoman ruling elite. The Habsburg victory attested to the military, technological, and organizational supremacy of European armies. It became essential for the Ottoman state to avoid continuous warfare, establish a peaceful relationship with European powers, and use this opportunity to rebuild its shattered economy and demoralized army.

The new grand vizier, Ibrahim Pasha, purged the sultan’s inner circle and installed his own men in key positions within the royal harem. To focus the sultan’s attention on sexual desires and personal fantasies, he ordered the construction of a palace named Saadabad (Place of Joy), which was to serve as the center for various royal entertainments. Designed after the Palace of Fontainebleau (Chateau de Fontainebleau) outside Paris, Saadabad emerged as the model for other palaces later built by the wealthy members of the ruling elite along the banks of the Bosphorus. Ibrahim Pasha himself built a palace on the Anatolian side of the strait. It contained gardens and fountains in the French style.

The tulip emerged as the popular flower of the time, which later came to be known as Lale Devri (the Tulip period) (Quataert: 43–44). During late night garden parties, turtles with candles on their backs moved through the tulip beds, while entertainers, including poets and musicians, performed their latest lyrics and songs for a bedazzled audience that included foreign dignitaries and diplomats. If the lower classes could not afford to build palaces with gardens and fountains, they could still enjoy the increasing number of coffeehouses that served as centers of public entertainment.

Ibrahim Pasha understood that the empire needed to use diplomacy as the principal means of resolving conflict, reserving warfare as a last resort. He also appreciated the need for collecting information on European political and military affairs. He dispatched Ottoman ambassadors to European capitals, where they served not only as diplomats, but also as informants reporting back to him on the latest European fort-building techniques and other innovations. Observing the latest developments and advances in Europe, these diplomats soon recognized the need to borrow selectively those innovations that could help the Ottoman state to catch up with its European rivals. One of these innovations was the first printing press, which was introduced to the Ottoman Empire in 1727 and was immediately opposed by the religious establishment and the scribes, who feared that it would put an end to their relevance in society. The grand vizier silenced the opposition by promising that the printing press would be used only for nonreligious publications, particularly in the arts and sciences.

A crisis in Iran and Ottoman intervention in that country’s internal affairs brought the Tulip period to a sudden end. Ottoman-Iranian relations had remained peaceful following the campaigns of Murad IV and the signing of the Treaty of Qasr-i Shirin in 1639. In October 1722, however, an Afghan army, which had rebelled against the Safavid monarchy in Iran, sacked the Iranian capital, Isfahan, and deposed the reigning shah, Sultan Hussein. The sudden collapse of the Safavid state created opportunities as well as anxieties for the Ottomans. The sultan and his grand vizier could use the vacuum created by the disintegration of the Safavid state to occupy Iran’s western provinces and increase the revenue collected by the central government. But Ahmed III was not the only sovereign determined to conquer this valuable territory. Having triumphed over Sweden, the Russian czar, Peter, was determined to profit from the sudden disappearance of the Safavid dynasty in Iran, a country that could serve Russia as a land bridge to the warm waters of the Persian Gulf and the riches of India.

Despite early victories in Iran, the Ottomans soon ran into trouble after the Iranian leader, Nader Qoli (soon to become Nader Shah), struck back and pushed Ottoman forces out of western Iran in 1730. The decision to start a new campaign against Iran ignited an urban rebellion in Istanbul. The leader of the revolt was Patrona Halil, a member of the janissary corps, who denounced the sultan and his grand vizier as incompetent and corrupt. The rebels succeeded in forcing the sultan to dismiss his chief minister and eventually order his execution. The revolt, however, did not subside. Emboldened by their initial success, the rebels demanded the abdication of the sultan in favor of another member of the Ottoman ruling family. Without any power to resist the rebels, the palace deposed Ahmed III and replaced him with Mahmud I (r. 1730–1754). A few weeks later the new sultan invited Patrona Halil to the palace, where he was murdered by the royal guards. His followers and supporters were also put to death. The war with Iran continued with attacks and counterattacks from both sides until 1746, when the two Muslim states agreed to sign a peace treaty that restored the borders stipulated by the treaty of Qasr-i Shirin in 1639.
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BEYS AND PASHAS

Abbas Hilmi (1874–1944)

Abbas Hilmi was the last khedive or Ottoman viceroy of Egypt. He ruled from 1892 to 1914. He received his early education from British tutors at the palace. He later attended school in Lausanne and Geneva, Switzerland. Abbas became the khedive of Egypt after his father, Tawfiq (Tewfik) Pasha, died in 1892. At the time of his father’s death, the 17-year-old Abbas was studying in Vienna. From the very beginning of his reign, Abbas tried to rule Egypt as an independent sovereign. He displayed a deep hatred for the British, who had occupied Egypt in 1882. His opposition to British rule in Egypt made Abbas popular among Egypt’s nationalist intellectuals, who demanded independence and constitutional rule.

Abbas began his rule by distancing himself from Lord Cromer, the British agent and consul general in Egypt. He also tried to gain the support of Egypt’s anti-British nationalist movement by appointing the opponents of British rule to high governmental posts. In 1894, in response to his anti-British stance and policies, Lord Cromer imposed severe restrictions on Abbas’s power as the khedive. Abbas, however, continued to lend moral and financial support to the nationalist movement. For example, he provided financial support for the anti-British newspaper al-Mu’ayyad (The supporter). In 1906, despite his nationalist and anti-British sentiments, Abbas rejected a demand from Egyptian nationalists for the establishment of a constitutional government. When Lord Kitchener was appointed the consul general of Egypt in 1911, the British either imprisoned or exiled the leaders of the nationalist movement and curtailed Abbas’s power even further.

When World War I began in August 1914, Abbas was on his summer vacation in Istanbul. He refused to return to Egypt, causing anxiety for the British, who were alarmed by his close ties to the members of the Ottoman ruling elite. On October 29, 1914, the Ottoman Empire entered the war on the side of the Central Powers, Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Abbas returned to Egypt in December. On December 18, 1914, the British government declared Egypt as its protectorate. The next day Abbas was deposed. The British placed Abbas’s uncle, Hussein Kāmil (r. 1914–1917), on the throne as the sultan of Egypt, thus severing permanently the country’s nominal ties to the Ottoman Empire. Abbas lived the rest of his life in Europe. He died in Geneva, Switzerland, in 1944.
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Ahmed Tevfik Pasha (1845–1936)

Statesman and diplomat who served as the last grand vizier of the Ottoman Empire. He was born on February 11, 1845, at Üsküdar on the Asian shore of the Bosphorus in metropolitan Istanbul. In 1859 he joined the army and received military training. For the next 11 years he served in the Ottoman army. In 1870, after leaving the army, he joined the Translation Office, which allowed him to enter diplomatic service. He served at the Ottoman embassy in Athens. In 1884 he was appointed Ottoman ambassador to Berlin. In 1895 Ahmed Tevfik Pasha was recalled to Istanbul and appointed the foreign minister.

After the mutiny of April 13, 1909, Ahmed Tevfik served briefly as the grand vizier. He resigned, however, after the Ottoman sultan Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909) was deposed. Ahmed Tevfik Pasha was then sent to London as the Ottoman ambassador to Great Britain. After the end of World War I, during the armistice in 1918–1919, Ahmed Tevfik Pasha was once again appointed the grand vizier. He formed a government, which excluded the members of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP). He resigned from his post in March 1919. That same year, Ahmed Tevfik was chosen as the head of the Ottoman delegation to the Paris Peace Conference. He participated in the negotiations, which culminated in the drafting of the Treaty of Sèvres, but he refused to sign the treaty on the grounds that it was aimed at total dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire.

In October 1920 Ahmed Tevfik Pasha became grand vizier for the third and last time. He tried to bring the imperial government in Istanbul and the nationalist government in Ankara together. In 1922, when the last Ottoman sultan, Mehmed VI, fled and the institution of the sultanate was abolished, Ahmed Tevfik Pasha’s tenure as the grand vizier came to an end. With the establishment of the Republic of Turkey in 1922, Ahmed Tevfik Pasha retired from politics. After the passage of the Surname Law of 1934, he adopted the name Ahmed Tevfik Okday. He died in Istanbul on October 8, 1936.
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Alemdar Mustafa Pasha (1765–1808)

Alemdar Mustafa Pasha, also known as Bayraktar Mustafa Pasha, was a powerful local notable (āyān) from Rusçuk (present-day Ruse in northeastern Bulgaria) on the right bank of the Danube. In 1808 he tried to reinstate the deposed Ottoman sultan, Selim III (r. 1789–1807), on the throne. Selim III, however, was murdered before Alemdar Mustafa Pasha could rescue him. After the death of Selim III, Alemdar Mustafa Pasha deposed the reigning sultan Mustafa IV (r. 1807–1808) and placed Mahmud (Mahmud II), a cousin of Selim III, on the Ottoman throne. Alemdar Mustafa Pasha was appointed as the grand vizier. His tenure as the grand vizier, however, proved to be short. The janissaries stationed in the capital staged a revolt against him. Unable to suppress the rebellion, Alemdar Mustafa Pasha committed suicide.

Selim III was the first Ottoman sultan to introduce a thorough modernization program for the Ottoman armed forces. His reforms threatened the traditional-minded elements within the Ottoman ruling elite, particularly the ulema and the janissaries, who feared that the sultan’s reforms would undermine their power and status. In late May 1807 the janissary corps stationed outside Istanbul staged a revolt against the sultan. Soon they were joined by the ulema and the members of the religious class. Selim hoped that he could neutralize the rebels by adopting a conciliatory approach. As the rebels arrived in front of the palace, the sultan tried to negotiate with them, promising to disband his new army, known as Nizam-i Cedid (Nizam-i Jedid). He also threw a number of his own supporters, including his grand vizier, into the crowd. The policy of appeasing his opponents only emboldened the rebels. The ulema threw their support behind the janissaries and issued a fetva declaring Selim’s reforms incompatible with the laws of Islam. Selim was deposed on May 29, 1807. Selim’s cousins, Mustafa and Mahmud, were the only male members of the Ottoman dynasty who could replace Selim. Because Mahmud was believed to be sympathetic to Selim’s reforms, the rebels brought Mustafa out of the royal harem and placed him on the throne as Mustafa IV. Weak and incompetent, the new sultan was merely a powerless tool in the hands of the rebels, who used him to reverse Selim’s military and governmental reforms.

Although many among the provincial notables (āyāns) opposed Selim’s reforms, there were also powerful notables who had recognized the need to build a modern army capable of defending the empire against the Habsburg and Russian empires. Among the provincial notables in the Balkans who supported Selim III, none was as powerful as Alemdar Mustafa Pasha, the powerful lord of Rusçuk. Alemdar Mustafa Pasha was born in Khotyn in western Ukraine in 1765. He joined the Ottoman military service as a member of the janissary corps. Alemdar Mustafa Pasha participated in the Russo-Ottoman war of 1787–1792. He then served the powerful notable (āyān) Tirsiniklioğlu Ismail Ağa, who ruled Rusçuk. When Tirsiniklioğlu Ismail Ağa died in 1806, Alemdar Mustafa Pasha emerged as the master of Rusçuk (Somel: 15).

When Selim III was deposed in May 1807, Alemdar Mustafa Pasha organized the Rusçuk Committee, which brought some of the powerful āyāns of southeast Europe under one umbrella. He then marched to Istanbul in July 1808 to reinstate Selim. The reigning sultan, Mustafa IV, responded to the arrival of Alemdar Mustafa Pasha and his army by ordering the murder of Selim and Mahmud, the only members of the Ottoman royal family who could replace him. Selim was killed, but Mahmud managed to escape through the roof of the palace and found refuge with Alemdar Mustafa Pasha. Alemdar Mustafa Pasha deposed Mustafa and installed Mahmud as the new sultan on July 28, 1808.

After placing Mahmud II on the throne, Alemdar Mustafa Pasha called for a meeting of the prominent āyāns of the empire in Istanbul. Those āyāns who participated in the gathering organized by Alemdar Mustafa Pasha produced a “document of agreement” called Sened-i İttifak, which was signed on October 7, 1808 (Shaw: 2:2–3; Zürcher: 28). In this document the provincial notables reaffirmed their loyalty to Mahmud II, promising to support the new sultan against any rebellion (Zürcher: 28). They also agreed to implement the Ottoman tax system throughout the empire without diverting any revenue that belonged to the sultan (Shaw: 2:2; Zürcher: 28). In return, the sultan made a commitment to “levy taxes justly and fairly” (Shaw: 2:2; Zürcher: 28). Recognizing the need to defend the empire against foreign aggression, the participating āyāns also made a commitment to support the central government in its efforts to recruit men for the new army (Finkel: 422). Through the Sened-i İttifak, Alemdar Mustafa Pasha and the āyāns who were allied with him tried to impose a pact on the sultan and “legitimize their privileges and autonomy in the provinces” (Finkel: 422).

Alemdar Mustafa Pasha reorganized the disbanded Nizam-i Cedid (Nizam-i Jedid), the modern army created by Selim III, under the new name Seğban-i Cedid (New Segbans, or the new Dog Keepers). He also tried to reform the janissary corps by prohibiting the sale of their positions, restoring the traditional system of seniority, and demanding that they receive modern training (Shaw: 2:4). A revolt staged by rival āyāns from Bulgaria forced Alemdar Mustafa Pasha to send a large segment of his army to Rusçuk, which had been attacked by the rebels. Believing that he had full control over the capital, Alemdar Mustafa Pasha also allowed many of the āyāns who had marched with him to Istanbul to return to the Balkans. The ulema and the janissaries, who opposed Alemdar Mustafa Pasha’s reforms, seized this opportunity and revolted. Janissary units spread the rumor that Alemdar Mustafa Pasha intended to disband their corps. Joined by an angry mob, they stormed the palace and trapped Alemdar Mustafa Pasha in a powder magazine, where he blew himself up on November 15, 1808 (Shaw: 2:5; Zürcher: 29).
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Āli Pasha, Mehmed Emin (1815–1871)

Ottoman statesman, diplomat, and reformer who emerged as one of the principal architects of Tanzimat (reorganization), a series of governmental reforms aimed at modernizing (i.e., Europeanizing) the Ottoman state and society. From 1848 to 1871 Āli Pasha served as the grand vizier of the Ottoman Empire five times and as the foreign minister eight times (Yurdakul: 37). He was appointed grand vizier for the first time in 1852, but he was dismissed after a few months in office. He was reinstated as the grand vizier a second time from 1855 to 1856, the third time from 1858 to 1859, the fourth time in 1861, and for the fifth time from 1867 to 1871.

Mehmed Emin (later known as Āli Pasha) was born in Istanbul on March 15, 1815. His father was a shopkeeper in Istanbul’s Egyptian Market. As a young boy he received a traditional Islamic education. He also studied Arabic. Āli Pasha’s rise to power began after he joined the Translation Office (Tercüme Odasi) in 1833. At the Translation Office, Mehmed Emin studied French. The Translation Office served as the recruitment pool for the emerging Ottoman diplomatic corps. Āli Pasha’s talents as an administrator gained him the attention and patronage of Mustafa Reşid Pasha (Mustafa Reshid Pasha), the Ottoman statesman who emerged as the architect of Tanzimat. With support from Mustafa Reşid Pasha, Mehmed Emin was appointed to diplomatic positions in various European countries: “second clerk at the Vienna embassy (1835), interpreter to the Imperial Council (1837), chargé d’affaires in London (1838), undersecretary of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (1840), ambassador to London (1841), and member of the Supreme Council for Judicial Ordinances (Meclis-i Vālā-yi Ahkām-i Adliye, 1844)” (Yurdakul: 36). At one point during his career as a government official and diplomat, he was given the nickname of Āli and the honorific title of Āli Effendi. In 1846, after his patron, Mustafa Reşid Pasha, became the grand vizier, Āli Effendi was appointed foreign minister. In 1848 he received the title of pasha, hence Āli Pasha. Though Mustafa Reşid Pasha and Āli Pasha were dismissed in 1848, they were reappointed to the same posts they had lost in 1852. When Mustafa Reşid Pasha was dismissed in the same year, Āli Pasha replaced his patron as the grand vizier. To consolidate his position, he appointed his close friend and one of the architects of Tanzimat, Fuad Pasha, as minister of foreign affairs. However, Āli Pasha was dismissed a short time later. In 1853 he was sent to Izmir as the provincial governor. In 1854 Āli Pasha was appointed governor of Bursa in western Anatolia. In the same year, after Mustafa Reşid Pasha became the grand vizier, Āli Pasha was appointed minister of foreign affairs.

The Crimean War began on October 4, 1853, after the sultan declared war on Russia. In March 1854 France and Great Britain declared war on Russia. The military campaigns that followed, particularly the attack on Sevastopol, which was occupied in October 1855, forced Russia to sue for peace. When the Crimean War began in 1853, Āli Pasha went to Vienna as a special envoy to gauge the Austrian government’s position vis-à-vis Russia and the Ottoman Empire. In 1855 Āli Pasha was appointed grand vizier. As the grand vizier, he led the Ottoman delegation to the Paris Peace Conference, which was convened in February 1856 after the end of the Crimean War. Before the departure of the Ottoman delegation for Paris, Sultan Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid) (r. 1839–1861), under pressure from France and Great Britain and with strong encouragement from Āli Pasha, promulgated a second major reform decree, the Hatt-i Hümayun, or the Imperial Rescript on February 18, 1856, committing the Ottoman government to the principle of equality of all Ottoman subjects. The Hatt-i Hümayun reaffirmed the stipulations of the Hatt-i Şerif Gülhane, which had been issued in 1839. As the representative of the sultan, and as the leader of the Ottoman delegation, Āli Pasha signed the Treaty of Paris on March 30, 1856. The Treaty of Paris forced Russia to withdraw from the two Romanian-populated principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia. Wallachia and Moldavia, along with Serbia, regained their autonomy under Ottoman rule. By surrendering southern Bessarabia to Moldavia, Russia’s access to the Danube River was blocked. The Danube and the Turkish Straits were declared open to ships of all countries, and the Black Sea was demilitarized. Russia also was forced to withdraw its forces from eastern Anatolia, including from the city of Kars, which it had occupied during the Crimean War. Perhaps most important, however, the Treaty of Paris resulted in the de facto inclusion of the Ottoman Empire in the “Concert of Europe,” which had tried to maintain the balance of power on the continent since the defeat of Napoleon and the convening of the Congress of Vienna in 1814 (Zürcher: 54; Shaw: 2:140–141). Thus, as the Ottoman grand vizier confronting a tumultuous international arena, Āli Pasha managed to preserve the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire and contain, albeit temporarily, Russia’s expansion in the Balkans. Despite his outstanding service to his royal master, Āli Pasha was dismissed from his post after the end of the Paris Peace Conference.

After Mustafa Reşid Pasha died in 1858, Āli Pasha was appointed grand vizier yet once again, but he was dismissed from his post after a year. In 1861 he was reinstated as the foreign minister for the sixth time. Upon the death of Sultan Abdülmecid on June 25, 1861, his younger brother, Abdülaziz (r. 1861–1876), ascended the throne. The new sultan appointed Āli Pasha as his grand vizier, but he was dismissed after four months in office. He was then appointed as the foreign minister for the seventh time. In 1867 Āli Pasha was reinstated as the grand vizier for the fifth time.

During his last tenure as the grand vizier from 1867 to 1871, Āli Pasha was forced to face new nationalist revolts such as the one that had erupted on the island of Crete shortly before he assumed his post. While the Muslim community on the island had remained loyal to the sultan, the Greek community that constituted the majority of the population maintained close ties to mainland Greece. Greek nationalists called for the union of the island with mainland Greece and began to recruit volunteers to join the battle against Ottoman troops. As the conflict intensified, the Russian government called on the European powers to intervene and secure the separation of Crete from the Ottoman Empire and its union with Greece. The European states, however, refused to intervene. The failure of the Greek nationalists to mobilize European support allowed the Ottoman government led by Āli Pasha to restore order by 1868 and to re-establish the authority of the central government on the island. In 1869, after his close friend and confidant, Fuad Pasha, who served as the minister of foreign affairs, died, Āli Pasha added the post of foreign minister to his portfolio.

The era of governmental reforms known as Tanzimat, which began in 1839, was dominated by government officials who had received their education and training at the Translation Office, followed by service at Ottoman embassies in European capitals. Under the leadership of Mustafa Reşid Pasha, Fuad Pasha, and Āli Pasha, the center of power shifted from the palace to the Porte and particularly the ministry of foreign affairs. With the death of Āli Pasha on September 7, 1871, the Tanzimat era came to an end.
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Ali Pasha of Janina (Tepedelenli Ali Pasha) 
(1744–1822)

Ali Pasha of Janina (now Ioánnina, Greece), also known as Tepedelenli Ali Pasha, or Aslan (Lion) of Janina, or the Muslim Bonaparte, was a powerful local notable (āyān) who at the height of his reign ruled a vast region that included much of present-day Greece, Macedonia, and large parts of Albania, from 1787 to 1820. He was born in 1744 in Tepelenë in southern Albania into a “prominent Albanian family” (Jelavich: 124). He lost his father, Veli Bey, at a very young age.

Ali began his career as a brigand determined to restore the political and financial fortunes of his family. As a ruthless bandit, he accumulated considerable wealth. He also offered his services to the pashas, who ruled the various regions and districts of northwestern Greece and southern Albania on behalf of the Ottoman sultan. By policing highroads he enriched himself, and by sending gifts and bribes to Istanbul he finally secured himself the governorship (pāshālik) of Trikkala in the Epirus, the coastal region of northwestern Greece. Through bribery, intrigue, and elimination of his rivals, Ali managed to be appointed governor of Janina (Yannina/Ioánnina) in 1788. Using Janina as his base of operations, Ali Pasha expanded the territory under his control, quickly emerging as a quasi-independent ruler of Epirus. He pushed south all the way to Morea (Peloponnese) in present-day southern Greece and north all the way into central Albania. To consolidate and expand the territory under his control, Ali Pasha appointed his sons to governorships of various districts in Greece and Albania. Thus his son Veli seized Trikkala in northwestern Thessaly and later Morea in southern Greece, while his son Mukhtar became the governor of Lepanto in southwestern Greece. To the north his territorial possessions incorporated Delvino (Delvinë) and Vlore (Vlorë) in southern Albania, Berat in south central Albania, and Vlore and Elbasan in central Albania. In 1799 Ali Pasha reached the zenith of his power when he was appointed “governor of Rumelia, the highest Balkan post” in the Ottoman Empire (Jelavich: 124). By the first decade of the 19th century, Ali Pasha had established his own court, and he negotiated with foreign powers, including Russia, France, and England, as a semi-independent ruler.
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Ali Pasha of Janina. (Ridpath, John Clark. Ridpath’s History of the World, 1901)

Beginning in the reign of Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839), the Ottoman state embarked on a policy of curtailing the power of local notables and re-establishing central government authority over its many provinces. By 1819 Mahmud had concluded that Ali Pasha should be removed. The old and powerful notable and his sons “were dismissed from their official positions,” and “naval and ground forces were dispatched against them” (Shaw: 2:16; Sugar:19). Ali Pasha tried to negotiate with the Ottoman government and use his enormous political influence and financial power, as well as his friends at the Ottoman court, to bribe his way out of his quandary, but he failed. Recognizing that he had to choose between submission and resistance to the Ottoman sultan, Ali Pasha chose to resist. His strategy was to defeat the sultan’s armies by mobilizing the support of the local population, especially the Christian Albanians and Greeks who resented Ottoman rule. To win the hearts and the minds of his Greek and Albanian subjects, he improved the living conditions in villages and towns under his control. He recruited Greeks into his administration and Albanians into his army. He also established contact with the Greek revolutionary organization Philiki Hetairia (Filiki Etairia) (Society of Friends), which had been founded in Odessa in 1814 with the aim of organizing a nationalist insurrection against the authority of the Ottoman sultan.

The Ottoman government responded by denouncing Ali Pasha as a rebel and attacked his territory in April 1820. By August 1820 Ali’s capital, Janina, was under siege. By attacking Ali Pasha, the Ottomans inadvertently destroyed “the last power in the western Balkans capable of putting down” the Greek revolution (Shaw: 2:18). With the majority of Ottoman forces concentrating their efforts on defeating Ali Pasha, the Greek nationalists were handed a golden opportunity to stage their revolution in late March 1821, although “the symbolic act that was henceforth celebrated as marking the commencement of the revolution occurred on April 6” (Jelavich: 217). The revolt was led by Alexandros Ypsilantis (Alexander Ipsilanti) one of the leaders of the Philiki Hetairia, who had already led an unsuccessful revolt against Ottoman rule in the Romanian-populated principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia. The Ottoman siege of Janina dragged on for more than a year. Shortages of food and ammunition finally forced Ali Pasha to surrender. The old notable expected to receive an imperial pardon, but he was executed by the order of Mahmud II in January 1822. His severed head was sent to Istanbul (Jelavich: 217). With the fall of Ali Pasha, there was no power left in Greece strong enough to suppress the Greek revolutionaries, who won independence for their nation in 1832 with considerable political and military support from Russia, France, and England.
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Barbaros Hayreddin Pasha (d. 1546)

Also known as Barbarossa (Italian; “Red Beard”), Hayreddin Pasha was one of the most accomplished of all military figures in Ottoman history. Starting his career as a barbary pirate, he was elevated by the Ottoman sultan Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566) to the post of the grand admiral of the Ottoman fleet after he captured Algiers in 1529 and conquered Tunisia in 1530. In 1538 the Ottoman fleet under his command defeated the naval forces of the Holy League under the general command of the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, at the Battle of Preveza.

Hayreddin was born in Mytilene (Turkish: Midilli), the main port and capital of the island of Lesbos (Lesvos) in the eastern Aegean Sea. He and his brother, Uruc (Uruj), were Greek converts to Islam. The two brothers were pirates, whose exploits caught the attention of the Ottoman state. According to one source, the association of the two brothers with the Ottoman royal family began around 1500, when they became involved in piratical attacks “off the southern and western shores of Anatolia under the patronage of Korkud, one of the sons of Sultan Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512)” (Greene: 77). In 1513, after Korkud was executed by his brother, the new sultan, Selim I (r. 1512–1520), Hayreddin and Uruc fled to the western Mediterranean. At the time of their arrival in the western Mediterranean, Spain, which had been unified through the marriage of Isabella I of Castile (r. 1451–1504) to Ferdinand II of Aragon (r. 1452–1516) in 1479, was emerging as a major power. The Catholic monarchs had completed their unification of Spain by capturing Granada and putting an end to the last Islamic emirate on the Iberian Peninsula. In the same year they commissioned Christopher Columbus to discover a westward maritime route to India and the rest of Asia.
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The Ottoman admiral, Barbaros Hayreddin Pasha, also known as Barbarossa Hayreddin Pasha, brought a large part of North Africa under Ottoman rule. Hayreddin Pasha defeated Charles V’s fleet at the Battle of Preveza in 1538, thus securing the eastern Mediterranean for the Ottoman Empire until the Battle of Lepanto in 1571. (Yale University Art Gallery)

A unified and powerful Spain posed a direct threat to the Muslim rulers of North Africa, who were frightened by the prospect of becoming the next target of Spain’s expansion. Beginning in 1502 Spain also began to expel its Muslim population who refused to convert to Catholicism. Thousands of Muslim refugees began to arrive in present-day Algeria, Tunisia, and Morocco. Many of the Muslim refugees, who had lost their homes and property, sought vengeance. They organized pirate fleets and attacked “Christian ships and coasts” (Shaw: 1:96). Spain used these attacks as justification to invade and capture strategic points in northern Morocco and Algeria, forcing at least one Muslim dynasty, the Hafsids, who ruled Ifriqiyyah (present-day Tunisia and eastern Algeria), to accept Spanish sovereignty. Spain’s invasion of North Africa convinced the Muslim rulers of North Africa to appeal to the Ottoman Empire for support and protection. Searching desperately for an ally and a protector, the Muslim rulers of North Africa had begun to view the Ottoman Empire as the only power that could defend them against Spanish expansion.

Initially the Ottomans were not interested in becoming involved in a conflict in the faraway waters of the western Mediterranean. In the first two decades of the 16th century the principal sources of anxiety for the Ottoman state were the Safavid dynasty of Iran and the Mamluks of Egypt. In sharp contrast to the Ottomans, Hayreddin and Uruc saw an opportunity in the conflict erupting between Spain and the Muslims of North Africa. By lending support to the Muslim rulers under attack by Spain and by assisting Muslim refugees who had been expelled from Spain, the two brothers could find a new theater for their “piratical activities,” attacking and raiding Spanish and other Christian targets (Greene: 78). In their naval confrontations with Spain, Hayreddin and Uruc proved to be enormously successful. They captured Goletta, which served as the port of Tunis. From Goletta they began to organize raids and accumulate rich booty. Their success attracted Muslim pirates and privateers, who joined them in large numbers. While they were protecting North Africa’s Muslim states from Spanish invasion and occupation, they also were increasing their own power and wealth. Their success was so great that they decided to remove the local Muslim rulers and seize power for themselves. Thus, in 1516 Uruc captured Algiers and forced its ruler to flee (Greene: 78).

The impressive accomplishments of Uruc and Hayreddin corresponded with the campaigns of Selim I (r. 1512–1520) against the Mamluks in Egypt. Selim defeated the Mamluk armies first at Marj Dabiq (Mercidabik) in Syria in August 1516, and a second time outside Cairo at Ridaniya in January 1517. These victories allowed the Ottoman state to impose its rule over Egypt. If the sultan was to expand his rule over the rest of North Africa, he needed Uruc and Hayreddin’s brilliant generalship, as well as their galleys, vessels, and ships, which could significantly boost and support the fire power of Ottoman land forces. Uruc and Hayreddin also recognized that with military and financial support from the Ottoman sultan, they could rule North Africa as vassals of the Ottoman sultan. Because of the preoccupation of Selim and his successor, Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566), with Iran and the Habsburgs, however, the Ottomans did not pay sufficient attention to their alliance with Uruc and Hayreddin until 1530.

Beginning in 1530, the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, recruited the Genoese admiral Andrea Doria to command his fleet and attack the Greek coasts. By then Hayreddin’s brother, Uruc, had been killed in fighting against Spain (1518). With Uruc’s death, Hayreddin had emerged as the leader of the pirates fighting Christian navies in the western Mediterranean. In 1529 Hayreddin Pasha had recaptured Algiers. In 1533, after Andrea Doria had seized the ports of Lepanto and Koron, Süleyman I called on Hayreddin to sail to Istanbul. In December 1533 the Ottoman sultan appointed Hayreddin Pasha the grand admiral (kapudan-i derya) of the Ottoman Empire. Hayreddin Pasha went into action immediately and built up the Ottoman fleet. Algiers “was officially annexed to the Ottoman Empire and its governorship set aside in perpetuity for the grand admiral, who was to use its revenues to maintain the ships and pay their officers and men” (Shaw: 1:97). In 1534 Hayreddin Pasha attacked the Greek coasts and recaptured Koron and Lepanto. In April 1534 he conquered Tunis. Using Tunis as his operational base, Hayreddin raided Sicily.

In response to the fall of Tunisia, Charles V organized a crusade. The crusader fleet under the command of Andrea Doria invaded and occupied Goletta and Tunis in July 1535. In 1537 Hayreddin Pasha responded to the invasion and occupation of Tunis by attacking a number of Aegean and Ionian islands held by Venice. This successful campaign established “Ottoman naval supremacy in the Aegean” (Shaw: 1:99). Hayreddin Pasha then attacked the island of Crete, besieged the Venetian stronghold of Corfu, and invaded the Spanish-held Calabrian coast in southern Italy. In response to these naval campaigns, Pope Paul III organized a Holy League comprising Spain, Venice, Genoa, the papacy, and the Knights of Malta. In September 1538, at the Battle of Preveza (Preveze) off the coast of Epirus at the mouth of the Gulf of Arta south of Janina, the Holy League’s naval forces under the command of Andrea Doria engaged the Ottoman fleet under the leadership of Hayreddin Pasha. The Ottoman fleet scored a decisive victory over the numerically superior Holy League navy. This victory secured the waters of the eastern Mediterranean for the Ottoman Empire until the Battle of Lepanto in 1571. Venice was forced to sign a new peace treaty with the Ottoman Empire in October 1540. According to this treaty, Venice surrendered all its possessions in the Morea, “acknowledging all of Hayreddin’s Aegean conquests, and agreeing to pay a heavy war indemnity as well as an increased tribute in return for Ottoman recognition of its continued rule in Crete and Cyprus plus restoration of its trade privileges” (Shaw: 1:99). Hayreddin Pasha died in 1546.
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Cemal Pasha (Jemal Pasha) (1872–1922)

Ahmed Cemal Pasha (Ahmed Jemal Pasha) or Cemal Pasha (Jemal Pasha), was an Ottoman army officer, commander, one of the leading figures of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), and a military governor, who together with Enver Pasha and Talat Pasha formed a triumvirate that ruled the Ottoman Empire from 1913 to 1918.

Cemal was born in May 1872 in Mytilene (Midilli), the capital and the port of the Island of Lesbos. His father, Mehmed Nesip Bey, was a military pharmacist. Cemal attended the Kuleli Military High School, from which he graduated in 1890. He then enrolled in the Imperial War Academy in Istanbul. He completed his studies at the War Academy in 1893. Cemal was assigned to the Third Army, based in Salonika (Thessaloniki) in present-day northern Greece. It was in Salonika that he joined the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), which opposed the autocratic rule of the Ottoman sultan Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909). It was as chief of staff of the Third Reserve Division in Salonika that Cemal worked with Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk), who would go on to lead the Turkish nationalist movement and establish the Republic of Turkey after the end of World War I. Cemal served as a military inspector and staff officer in Thrace and used his position to expand and consolidate the CUP organizational networks.

Cemal played a central role in the victory of the Young Turk revolution in 1908. He was also a key player in suppressing the 1909 mutiny, which aimed to overthrow the CUP and restore Abdülhamid’s autocratic rule. After the suppression of the counterrevolutionary forces, Cemal was appointed governor of Adana in southern Anatolia after a revolt by local Armenians had been suppressed.

In 1913 Cemal joined his friends Enver and Talat in staging a coup d’état that imposed a CUP dictatorship over the Ottoman Empire. Elevated to the rank of lieutenant general, Cemal was appointed commander of the First Army, which was responsible for the security of the Ottoman capital. He also served as the military governor of Istanbul. In December 1913 Cemal was appointed minister of public works. In February 1914 he became minister of the navy. Beginning in 1913, and particularly after February 1914, the triumvirate of Talat, Cemal, and Enver concentrated all power in its hands.
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Ahmed Cemal (Jemal) Pasha was an Ottoman military officer and one of the members of the triumvirate that ruled the Ottoman Empire during World War I. (Aaronsohn, Alexander. With the Turks in Palestine, 1916)

The Ottoman Empire entered World War I in November 1914. During the Great War Cemal was appointed commander of the Fourth Army and the military governor of Syria. For much of World War I he was stationed in Damascus. In 1915, and again in 1916, he led two Ottoman campaigns against British-occupied Egypt. Both of these campaigns failed to accomplish their objectives. Cemal adopted an iron fist policy vis-à-vis Arab nationalists, who dreamed of creating a free and independent Arab state. The requisition of the harvest in present-day Syria and Lebanon caused mass starvation. Cemal played a central role in the campaign against the Armenian population of the Ottoman Empire. The Armenian population of eastern Anatolia, which was deported to Syria, suffered brutal treatment at the hands of Cemal Pasha, with many Armenians who had survived the long and arduous journey to Syria being placed in camps, where many starved to death. Some Armenians were used as slave labor on the Baghdad railway project.

After the defeat of the Ottoman Empire in World War I, Cemal, together with Enver and Talat, fled to Germany. Under pressure from the British government, the postwar Ottoman government tried Cemal in absentia, found him guilty of war crimes, and condemned him to death. Cemal’s stay in Germany was short. He first went to Switzerland and then to Russia, where he met the leaders of the Soviet government. While in Russia he established contact with the Turkish nationalist movement led by Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk). From Russia he traveled to Afghanistan. In 1922, while visiting Tbilisi, the capital of Georgia, Cemal was assassinated by an Armenian. His remains were brought back to Turkey and buried in Erzurum.
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Enver Pasha (1881–1922)

Ismail Enver, also known as Enver Pasha, was an Ottoman army officer, commander, and politician and one of the leaders of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), which carried out the 1908 coup d’état against the autocratic rule of Sultan Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909). After the coup of 1913 he was appointed minister of war and emerged with Cemal (Jemal) Pasha and Talat Pasha as a member of the triumvirate that ruled the Ottoman Empire from 1913 to 1918. He was responsible for negotiating a secret treaty with Germany, which obligated the Ottoman Empire to enter World War I on the side of the Central Powers, namely Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

Enver was born in Istanbul in 1881. He attended military preparatory school in Manastir (present-day Bitola in southwestern Macedonia). He then enrolled in the Staff College, from which he graduated in 1902. Enver was assigned to the 3rd Army, based in Salonika (Thessaloniki). It was in Salonika in present-day northern Greece that he joined the CUP. In 1908 Enver played an important role in carrying out the coup against the autocratic rule of Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909), gaining the title “champion of freedom.” After the victory of the Young Turk revolution, he was appointed military attaché in Berlin. He returned to the Ottoman Empire in time to play an important role in suppressing the mutiny of March 1909.
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Enver Pasha, who served as the Ottoman minister of war from 1914 to 1918, was also a member of the triumvirate that dominated the Ottoman government during World War I. (Library of Congress)

In 1911 Enver went to Libya to organize resistance against the Italian forces, which had invaded and occupied several important urban centers in the northern part of the Ottoman province. In 1912 he was appointed governor of Benghazi in present-day northeastern Libya. By 1913 Enver was back in Istanbul, where he played a central role in the January coup d’état that imposed the authority of the CUP over the Ottoman Empire. Enver was appointed chief of the general staff of the Ottoman Empire. On July 22, 1913, Ottoman forces under the command of Enver Pasha recaptured Edirne, which had been seized by Bulgaria in the First Balkan War. The victory over the Bulgarians elevated Enver to the status of a national hero. He married the niece of the reigning Ottoman monarch, Sultan Mehmed V (r. 1909–1918). After 1913, together with Cemal (Jemal) Pasha and Talat Pasha, he emerged as a member of the so-called triumvirate that ruled the Ottoman Empire.

In January 1914 Enver was appointed minister of war. He signed a secret treaty with Germany, which positioned the Ottoman Empire to enter World War I as an ally of the German kaiser. The Ottoman Empire entered the war in November 1914. In December 1914 the Ottoman army suffered a humiliating defeat at the hands of Russian forces at Sarikamiș (Sarikamish) in the present-day Kars province of eastern Turkey. This defeat undermined the credibility of Enver, but he regained his prestige when the Ottoman forces supported by German officers forced the withdrawal of the British and French forces from Gallipoli in December 1915/January 1916. In 1915, along with Talat Pasha, Enver Pasha emerged as one of the principal organizers of the Armenian genocide, which resulted in the eviction of over one million Armenians from eastern Anatolia.

In early October 1918 Enver was dismissed from his position as minister of war. On October 30, 1918, the Ottoman government capitulated and signed the Armistice of Mudros. Two days later Enver Pasha, together with Cemal Pasha and Talat Pasha, fled to Germany. The postwar Ottoman government tried Enver in absentia and condemned him to death. While in Germany Enver met the Bolshevik leader, Karl Radek. Following this meeting, Enver traveled to Moscow. During his negotiations with Soviet authorities, Enver discussed the possibility of attacking Mustafa Kemal’s nationalist army in Anatolia with support from the Soviet government. The Bolsheviks did not, however, trust Enver, and they refused to offer him any assistance. He asked for permission to return to Anatolia, but Mustafa Kemal rejected his request. In early September 1920 Enver traveled to Baku in the present-day Republic of Azerbaijan to participate in the Congress of the Peoples of the East, organized by the Communist International and the Soviet Communist Party. In 1921 Soviet authorities allowed Enver to travel to Central Asia. Enver’s stated objective in traveling there was to assist the Red Army’s war efforts against Muslim rebels known as the Basmachi. Once he had arrived in Bukhara in present-day Uzbekistan, however, Enver joined the anticommunist rebels instead. Dreaming of creating a Pan-Turkic empire, Enver converted the desperately disorganized and fragmented Basmachi forces into a formidable army. He also called for a jihad or an Islamic holy war against the godless communists. By the winter of 1922 a considerable territory in present-day Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, including the cities of Samarqand and Dushanbe, had fallen under Basmachi control. The Soviet regime changed its tactics, and the Red Army struck back in the summer of 1922, defeating the Basmachi forces. Enver died fighting the Red Army near Baldzhuan in present-day Tajikistan on August 4, 1922. His body was buried near Ab-e Darya in present-day Tajikistan. In 1997 his remains were transported to Turkey and reburied at the Monument of Liberty (Abide-i Hürriyet or Hürriyet Aniti) in Șișil (Shishil), Istanbul, a memorial built in honor of the soldiers and officers killed defending the Ottoman parliament against monarchist forces during the 1909 countercoup.
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Fuad Pasha Keçecizade Mehmed (Kechejizade 
Mehmed) (1815–1869)

Ottoman statesman and reformer, as well as one of the chief architects of the reform measures known as Tanzimat (Reorganization), who served twice as the grand vizier and five times as the foreign minister of the Ottoman Empire during the reign of the Ottoman sultan, Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid) (r. 1839–1861). The Tanzimat reforms were introduced to modernize the Ottoman state and prevent the further territorial disintegration of the Ottoman Empire.

Fuad Pasha was born in 1815 in Istanbul, the capital of the Ottoman Empire. His mother was Hibetullah Hanim. His father, Izzet Molla, was a celebrated poet. He received a traditional medrese education. At the age of 14 he was forced to leave school because his father was exiled to Sivas in central Anatolia. In the absence of his father, Mehmed Fuad enrolled in the medical school, where he also learned French. After completing his education, Mehmed Fuad joined the Ottoman army as a physician. In 1837 he returned to Istanbul, and with encouragement from the reform-minded Ottoman statesman Mustafa Reşid (Reshid) Pasha, he joined government service. Mehmed Fuad’s knowledge of the French language allowed him to join the Translation Office (Tercüme Odasi). The era of Tanzimat, which began in 1839, was dominated by government officials who had received their education and training at the Translation Office followed by diplomatic service at Ottoman embassies in European capitals. In 1839 Fuad was appointed the chief interpreter at the Sublime Porte. In 1840 Fuad was appointed first secretary of the Ottoman Embassy in London. He went on to serve in several diplomatic posts, visiting European countries, including Spain and Portugal. In 1848, following the eruption of revolutions in Europe and the subsequent arrival of thousands of Polish and Hungarian refugees in Ottoman territory, Fuad Pasha played a central role in negotiating an amicable resolution of the refugee crisis with the Russian government (Bölükbaşi: 225). Upon returning to Istanbul, Fuad Pasha received the Order of Privilege (Nişan-i Imtiyaz) and was appointed “undersecretary of the grand vizier” (Bölükbaşi: 225). In 1850 he was sent on a special mission to Egypt. In 1852, when his friend and fellow Tanzimat reformer Āli Pasha was appointed grand vizier, Fuad Pasha assumed the post of foreign minister. He would serve as foreign minister four more times.

[image: Kia]

Fuad Pasha was one of the leaders of the Ottoman reform movement known as Tanzimat (reorganization). (Wright, John Henry. A History of All Nations from the Earliest Times, 1906)

A committed Europeanizer, Fuad Pasha served on the Commission of Education, which recommended a complete reform of the Ottoman Empire’s educational system. In 1857 Fuad Pasha was appointed president of the Tanzimat Council. In 1861, when Abdülaziz ascended the throne as the new sultan, Fuad Pasha was appointed grand vizier and foreign minister. In 1862, however, Fuad Pasha was dismissed, only to be reinstated as prime minister in 1863. He remained grand vizier until 1867. Following the advice of his physician, who had diagnosed him with a heart ailment, Fuad Pasha traveled to Nice, on the southeast coast of France on the Mediterranean Sea. While staying in Nice he died suddenly, on February 12, 1869.

Aside from being a capable statesman and diplomat, Fuad Pasha was also an outstanding scholar. He was a member of the Ottoman Academy of Sciences (Bölükbaşi: 225). In 1851 he collaborated with another statesman of the Tanzimat period, the historian and linguist Ahmed Cevdet Pasha (Ahmed Jevdet Pasha), in writing Kavaid-i Osmaniye (The Rules of Ottoman Turkish), a landmark work in the reform of the Ottoman Turkish language.

See also: Beys and Pashas: Āli Pasha, Mehmed Emin; Mustafa Reşid Pasha; Sultans: Abdülmecid
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Gāzi Ahmed Muhtar Pasha (1839–1919)

One of the Ottoman Empire’s most distinguished military commanders of the second half of the 19th century. He was born in 1839 into a Turkish family in the city of Bursa in western Anatolia. He attended the Ottoman Military College in Istanbul. In 1856 he served in the Crimean War. In 1862 he served as a staff officer during the war in Montenegro. Between 1870 and 1873 he served in Yemen, where he re-established Ottoman rule and pacified not only Yemen, but also the Asir region of Arabia (present-day southwestern Saudi Arabia). Upon returning from the victorious campaign in Yemen, Ahmed Muhtar received the title of pasha. He also held several high governmental posts. In 1873 he was appointed commander of the Ottoman army’s Second Army Corps. In 1875, when a revolt broke out against the Ottoman government in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Ahmed Muhtar Pasha was placed at the head of Ottoman forces there. In 1877, when a new war erupted with Russia, Ahmed Muhtar Pasha was sent to eastern Anatolia to assume command of the Ottoman forces in Erzurum. In a fierce and bloody campaign against the Russians, the Ottoman army scored several impressive victories. Though the Ottomans were eventually defeated, Ahmed Muhtar Pasha’s exceptional leadership and bravery earned him the title of gāzi (holy warrior). After the end of the Russo-Ottoman war of 1877–1878 “he was appointed chief of the general staff” (Somel: 95). In 1885 Ahmed Muhtar Pasha was sent to Egypt by Sultan Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909) as the Ottoman High Commissioner of the country.

In July 1912 Gāzi Ahmed Muhtar Pasha was appointed grand vizier of the Ottoman Empire. His cabinet did not include any members of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), which dominated the Chamber of Deputies, the Ottoman Empire’s popularly elected lower house. Because the CUP had been accused of having won the election of 1912 through electoral fraud, Gāzi Ahmed Muhtar Pasha dissolved the Chamber on August 5, 1912, with the support and approval of Sultan Mehmed V (r. 1909–1918). A major war was looming in the Balkans, and the Ottoman Empire was the principal target of those who were organizing it. In March 1912 Serbia and Bulgaria formed an alliance followed by an agreement between Bulgaria and Greece in May. In October 1912 Serbia and Montenegro also formed an alliance. On October 8 the Balkan allies declared war on the Ottoman Empire. The Bulgarians quickly defeated the Ottomans at the battles of Kirklareli/Kirkkilise (October 22–24) and Lüleburgaz (October 22–November 2), followed by a Serbian victory at the battle of Kumanovo (October 23–24). Caught off guard, Gāzi Ahmed Muhtar Pasha tried to contain the crisis by declaring martial law, but this response proved to be too little, too late. With Ottoman defenses collapsing and the remaining Balkan provinces of the empire in disarray, Gāzi Ahmed Muhtar Pasha resigned on October 29, 1912. Nearly six and a half years later, in January 1919, Gāzi Ahmed Muhtar Pasha died in Istanbul at the age of 79.

See also: Battles and Treaties: Congress of Berlin; Beys and Pashas: Gāzi Osman Pasha; Sultans: Abdülhamid II
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Gāzi Osman Pasha (1832–1900)

Ottoman military commander and the hero of the Russo-Ottoman war of 1877–1878. He was born in Tokāt in north central Anatolia in 1832. As a young man he joined the Ottoman army, where he received military training. He participated in the Crimean War, which began on August 1, 1853, and ended with the victory of France, Britain, and the Ottoman Empire over Russia in 1856. In 1862 Osman Pasha went to Lebanon and participated in the military campaign to quash that country’s civil war and suppress the rebellion of Youssef Bey Karam, the Maronite notable who had revolted against the Ottoman state. In 1866 Osman Pasha traveled to Crete, where he participated in the efforts to pacify the Greek nationalists who were fighting for the union between their island and Greece. Osman Pasha served for a time under the command of Gāzi Ahmed Muhtar Pasha in Yemen. In 1875, when an anti-Ottoman rebellion erupted in Herzegovina and shortly after in Bosnia, Osman Pasha traveled to the Balkans and assumed command of the Ottoman forces, which fought and defeated the Serbs and the Montenegrins.

During the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877–1878 Osman Pasha served as the commander of Ottoman forces in Bulgaria. Against all odds, for nearly five months, extending from July to December 1877, the Ottoman forces under the command of Osman Pasha defended Plevna (Plevne) in present-day Bulgaria against repeated attacks by numerically superior Russian and Romanian armies. Though he was ultimately forced to surrender, in recognition of his heroism and exceptional leadership, Osman Pasha received the title of gāzi (holy warrior). After the end of the Russo-Ottoman war the reigning Ottoman sultan, Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909), appointed him commander of the forces responsible for the security of the imperial palace. Until his death in 1900, Osman Pasha remained a respected member of Abdülhamid II’s inner circle.

[image: Kia]

Gāzi Osman Pasha was an Ottoman field marshal who emerged as the hero of the Siege of Plevna in 1877. (Culture Club/Getty Images)
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Gedik Ahmed Pasha (d. 1482)

Ottoman statesman and commander who played an important role in the political life and military campaigns of the Ottoman Empire during the reign of the Ottoman sultan Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481). He also played a central role in securing the throne for Mehmed’s son Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512).

Gedik Ahmed was born in either a Greek or Albanian family and joined government service through devșirme (devshirme). He served with distinction in Mehmed II’s campaigns in Anatolia. He was appointed by Mehmed II as the Ottoman beylerbey of Anatolia. When Mehmed II created a new frontier province in Anatolia as the first step toward countering the threat posed by Karaman and the White Sheep Turkomans of Iran led by Uzun Hassan, the province was put under Gedik Ahmed Pasha’s beylerbeyi (Shaw: 1:64). In the late 1460s and early 1470s Mehmed II expanded Ottoman rule in south central Anatolia through several military campaigns organized against Karaman. Gedik Ahmed Pasha served as the Ottoman commander in the campaigns against Karaman. He also participated in the military campaign against Uzun Hassan, the chief of Aq Qoyunlu (Ak Koyunlu) or the White Sheep Turkomans, who was defeated by the Ottomans at the battle of Bașkent (Bashkent) on August 11, 1473.

In 1474 Mehmed II appointed Gedik Ahmed Pasha his grand vizier, a post he served in until 1477. As the grand vizier he led the Ottoman armies in their conquest of Kefe on the northern coast of the Black Sea. Soon the Tatars of Crimea accepted Ottoman suzerainty. For the next three centuries the Crimean Tatars would support the Ottoman domination of the Black Sea, while at the same time providing the sultan with fighting men.

In 1477 Gedik Ahmed Pasha was detained and imprisoned because of his opposition to Mehmed’s decision to invade northern Albania. He was released the following year and appointed commander of the Ottoman fleet. Under his command the Ottoman navy attacked Christian-held positions on the Ionian islands. Toward the end of Mehmed’s reign, Gedik Ahmed Pasha was appointed sancāk bey (sanjāk bey) of Avlona/Avlonya in southwest Albania on the Bay of Vlorë, an inlet of the Adriatic Sea. He also assumed the post of “the commander of the Ottoman fleet in the Aegean with the task of organizing a naval expedition against both Italy and Rhodes” (Shaw: 1:69). An Ottoman force under the command of Gedik Ahmed Pasha landed at Otranto, Italy, in the summer of 1480, establishing a bridgehead from which the Ottoman general planned to stage his conquest of Rome. The pope and the other Italian states were in a state of panic, and a new crusade was called for with support from “Italian city-states, Hungary, and France” (Shaw: 1:70). The sudden death of Mehmed II in May 1481, however, put an end to the plan for conquest of Italy.

The death of Mehmed II was followed by a war of succession between his two sons: Bayezid, who served as the governor of Amasya in northern Anatolia, and Cem Sultan (Jem Sultan), who was the governor of Karaman in south central Anatolia. Although Mehmed II and his grand vizier Karamani Mehmed Pasha had favored Cem as the next sultan, Gedik Ahmed Pasha and the janissary units stationed in Istanbul supported Bayezid. As soon as Mehmed died, the army commanders went into action, encouraging janissary units stationed in the capital to riot and storm the palace, where they killed the grand vizier. Cem and his supporters were prevented from reaching Istanbul. With support from Gedik Ahmed Pasha and the janissary units in Istanbul, Bayezid seized the throne of the Ottoman Empire. Gedik Ahmed Pasha was rewarded for his services by being appointed grand vizier in 1481.

The conflict between Cem and Bayezid reflected the tension within the Ottoman system between the old Turkish aristocracy and the kāpi kullāri (the Christian boys who were trained as slaves of the sultan) who had been recruited through the devşirme system. Bayezid had seized the Ottoman throne with the active support of the devşirme, who exercised a great deal of power over him. To free himself from their influence, Bayezid ordered the execution of Gedik Ahmed Pasha in 1482 and replaced him and his supporters with men who owed their new positions and power to him. The execution of Gedik Ahmed Pasha also was the result of the grand vizier’s popularity among the janissaries, as well as his insistence on resuming the campaign to invade Italy.

See also: Sultans: Bayezid II; Cem Sultan (Jem Sultan); Mehmed II
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Ibrahim Pasha (Nevşehirli Damad; Nevşehirli 
Damad Ibrahim Pasha; Nevshehirli Damad 
Ibrahim Pasha) (1662–1730)

The grand vizier of the Ottoman Empire during the Tulip period (Lale Devri), which began in 1718 and ended in 1730. He was born in 1662 in Mușkara (Mushkara), present-day Nevșehir (Nevshehir) in Cappadocia in central Anatolia (Somel: 126). As a young man he entered palace service and served as a secretary in various sections of the palace. He eventually came to the attention of the Ottoman sultan Ahmed III (r. 1703–1730) and rose in rank. Ibrahim Pasha married Princess Hatice (Hatije), the daughter of Ahmed III. Hatice was a strong-willed woman who exerted a great deal of influence over her father and husband.

In 1715 Ottoman forces invaded the Morea (the Peloponnesus) to expel the Venetians. While the Ottomans regained their control over the Morea, their advances against Croatia ignited war with the Habsburgs, who declared war on the sultan. The war against the Habsburg armies under the command of Eugene of Savoy proved to be disastrous for the Ottomans. Ottoman forces were routed at Petrovaradin on the Danube in present-day northern Serbia on August 5, 1716. The Ottoman defenses collapsed, and they lost Temeşvár in September, followed by Belgrade, which fell into the hands of the Habsburg armies on August 18, 1717. Ahmed III used the humiliating defeats suffered at the hands of the Habsburgs to appoint Ibrahim Pasha as his new grand vizier in May 1718. The peace negotiations with the Habsburgs resulted in the signing of the Treaty of Passarowitz on July 21, 1718, with all sides agreeing to maintain possession of the territory they had conquered. While the Ottomans retained the territory they had conquered from the Venetians, they ceded the Banat of Temeşvár and northern Serbia to the Habsburgs.

Ibrahim Pasha consolidated his position by purging the sultan’s inner circle and installing his own men in key positions. To distract the sultan and focus his attention on sexual desires and personal fantasies, Ibrahim Pasha ordered the construction of a palace named Saadabad (Place of Joy), which was to serve as the center for various royal entertainments. Designed after the Palace of Fontainebleau (Château de Fontainebleau) outside Paris, Saadabad emerged as the model for other palaces later built by the wealthy members of the ruling elite along the banks of the Bosphorus. Ibrahim Pasha built a palace for himself on the Anatolian side of the strait. It contained gardens and fountains in the French style.

Ibrahim Pasha understood that the empire needed to use diplomacy as the principal means of resolving conflict. He also appreciated the need for collecting information on European political and military affairs. He dispatched Ottoman ambassadors to European capitals, where they served not only as diplomats, but also as informants. Observing the latest developments and advances in Europe, these diplomats soon recognized the need to borrow selectively those innovations that could help the Ottoman state catch up with its European rivals. One of these innovations was the first printing press, which was introduced to the Ottoman Empire in 1727 and was immediately opposed by the religious establishment and the scribes, who feared that it would put an end to their relevance in society. The grand vizier silenced the opposition by promising that the printing press would only be used for nonreligious publications, particularly in the arts and sciences (Shaw: 236–237).
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Ottoman grand vizier, Nevşehirli Damad Ibrahim Pasha, ca. 1727–1730. (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)

A crisis in Iran and Ottoman intervention in that country’s internal affairs brought the Tulip period to a sudden end. Ottoman-Iranian relations had remained peaceful following the campaigns of Murad IV (r. 1623–1640) and the signing of the Treaty of Qasr-i Shirin in 1639. In October 1722, however, an Afghan army, which had rebelled against the Safavid monarchy in Iran, sacked the Iranian capital, Isfahan, and deposed the reigning shah, Sultan Hossain (Roemer: 6:324). The sudden collapse of the Safavid state created opportunities as well as anxieties for the Ottomans. The sultan and his grand vizier could use the vacuum created by the disintegration of the Safavid state to occupy Iran’s western provinces and increase the revenue collected by the central government. But Ahmed III was not the only sovereign determined to conquer this valuable territory. Having triumphed over Sweden, the Russian czar, Peter I the Great, was determined to profit from the sudden disappearance of the Safavid dynasty in Iran, a country that could serve Russia as a land bridge to the warm waters of the Persian Gulf and the riches of India.

Despite early victories in Iran, the Ottomans soon ran into trouble after the Iranian leader, Nader Qoli (soon to become Nader Shah), struck back and pushed Ottoman forces out of western Iran in 1730. The decision to start a new campaign against Iran ignited an urban rebellion in Istanbul. The leader of the revolt was Patrona Halil, a member of the janissary corps, who denounced the sultan and his grand vizier as incompetent and corrupt. The rebels succeeded in forcing the sultan to dismiss his chief minister and eventually order his execution. The murder of Ibrahim Pasha did not, however, end the revolt. Emboldened by their initial success, the rebels demanded the abdication of the sultan in favor of another member of the Ottoman ruling family. Without any power to resist the rebels, the palace deposed Ahmed III and replaced him with Mahmud I (r. 1730–1754).

See also: Empire and Administration: Nader Shah Afshar; Sultans: Ahmed III; Mahmud I
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Ibrahim Pasha (of Parga) (Pargali Ibrahim 
Pasha) (1493–1536)

Grand vizier of the Ottoman Empire during the reign of Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566). He was born into a Christian family in 1493 in Parga, on the northwestern shores of present-day Greece. At the time Parga was ruled by the Republic of Venice. As a young boy Ibrahim was captured by pirates, who sold him as a slave to a wealthy Turkish woman from Manisa in western Anatolia. As a young boy he received a new name, Ibrahim, as well as a traditional Muslim education. The intelligent and talented young slave came to the attention of the Ottoman crown prince, Süleyman, who at the time served as the governor of Manisa.

When Süleyman succeeded his father, Selim I, in 1520, Ibrahim accompanied the new sultan to Istanbul. He served in the inner section (enderun) of the Topkapi Palace. Because of his unwavering loyalty and exceptional competence, Ibrahim rose in rank and joined Süleyman in his military campaigns. In 1523 Süleyman appointed Ibrahim as his grand vizier. A year after he had been appointed grand vizier, Ibrahim married Süleyman’s sister, Hatice (Hatije) Sultan, thus converting himself to a Damad or a bridegroom of the Ottoman state. In 1524 Ibrahim Pasha went to Egypt to reorganize the political and administrative institutions of the country after a revolt had erupted against the authority of the Ottoman sultan. In 1526 Ibrahim Pasha participated in the Battle of Mohács, in which the Ottoman armies led by Süleyman I defeated and killed King Louis of Hungary. The victory at Mohács allowed the Ottomans to incorporate Hungary into their empire. A year later Ibrahim played an important role in suppressing a pro-Safavid rebellion in Anatolia. As he accumulated more power, Ibrahim Pasha adopted an opulent lifestyle. He built a magnificent palace for himself. He also began to dress in a fashion and attire strikingly similar to his royal master’s.

In 1532 Ibrahim Pasha performed brilliantly as a commander of the Ottoman forces in a new campaign against the Habsburgs. Two years later he led the Ottoman forces against the armies of the Safavid monarch Tahmasp I. Despite his unwavering loyalty and brilliant performance as an army commander, Ibrahim could not protect himself from palace intrigues, particularly the rumormongering of the sultan’s favorite wife, Hürrem Sultan. Hürrem Sultan denounced the powerful grand vizier as an ambitious and arrogant administrator who viewed himself as an equal to his royal master. In 1535, after he had ordered the execution of an Ottoman official in Baghdad, Süleyman ordered the dismissal of his grand vizier. Ibrahim Pasha was subsequently executed by order of the sultan.


IBRAHIM PASHA SARAYI (IBRAHIM PASHA’S PALACE)

Pargali Ibrahim Pasha was the best friend, the grand vizier (1523–1535), and the brother-in-law of Süleyman I the Magnificent (r. 1520–1566). The close friendship between the sultan and his grand vizier caused a great deal of jealousy among Ibrahim Pasha’s rivals in the imperial harem. Süleyman’s favorite wife, Hürrem Sultan, who resented the power and influence of Ibrahim Pasha, claimed that the arrogance of the grand vizier was such that he viewed himself as equal to the sultan. At the height of his power the ill-fated grand vizier was dismissed from his post and subsequently executed. During his long tenure as Süleyman I’s grand vizier, Ibrahim Pasha built a palace in the European style. In sharp contrast to the majority of Ottoman buildings of the time, which were built from wood, Ibrahim Pasha’s palace was built of stone. The palace also had a large balcony from which the sultan, his ministers, and his companions watched the games and the festivities that were held in the Hippodrome (Turkish: At Meydani [Horse Square], or later Sultan Ahmad Meydani [Sultan Ahmed Square]), the sporting and social center of Constantinople. Today Ibrahim Pasha’s palace houses the Museum of Turkish and Islamic Arts, which contains an impressive collection of artifacts from various provinces of the Ottoman Empire, as well as exquisite artistic pieces dating back to the Umayyad (661–750), Abbasid (750–1258), Seljuk (r. 1055–1157), Mamluk (1250–1517), and Safavid (1501–1722) periods.
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Köprülü Mehmed Pasha (d. 1661)

Grand vizier of the Ottoman Empire from 1656 to 1661. The son of an Albanian father, Mehmed Köprülü was recruited through the devșirme (devshirme) system. Before he was appointed grand vizier in 1656, he had served many masters and patrons both within the palace and in various provinces and acquired a reputation for competence and honesty. When the Ottoman sultan Mehmed IV (r. 1648–1687) ordered him to become grand vizier, Mehmed Köprülü asked the sultan for certain promises and commitments. He knew that the commanders of the janissary corps and the palace officials regularly interfered with the management of the state. If the sultan wished to restore power, prosperity, and peace for his subjects and neutralize the threat posed by the Venetians, who were blockading Istanbul at the time, it was essential for the new grand vizier to have a free hand. He requested and received a promise from his royal master that all appointments and dismissals would be made by the grand vizier and that the sultan would refuse to listen to any story accusing his chief minister of malice and treachery.

Having secured the support of the sultan, Mehmed Köprülü began a policy of purging present and future opponents and replacing them with his own clients and protégés. The chief eunuch, the imperial treasurer, the commander of the navy, and the chief mufti, who had accumulated a great deal of wealth and influence in the court, were banished. With his position secured in Istanbul, Köprülü embarked on the expulsion of the Venetians from the Dardanelles, which was achieved in July 1657. Although the grand vizier had planned to further his victory over the Venetians by an invasion of Crete, events in Transylvania forced him to focus his attention northward. Prince George Rákoczi (Rakoczy) had established an anti-Catholic alliance with Sweden, Moldavia, and Wallachia to conquer and unify Poland and Hungary under his own rule. In alliance with the Crimean khan, the Ottomans invaded from the south, while the Tatars attacked from the east, defeating Rákoczi and replacing him with Ákos Barcsay (Barkczai). The defeated Prince Rákoczi sought refuge in Habsburg territory, where he died in 1660. By 1662 the Ottomans had defeated Rákoczi’s successor, Janos Kemény, re-establishing their suzerainty under the new prince, Mihail Apafi (Apaffy).

In autumn 1658 Köprülü focused his military campaigns on the rebellion staged by Abaza Hassan Pasha in Anatolia. The conditions that had given rise to the celāli (jelāli) revolts were reignited by the arrival of sipāhis and janissaries who were fleeing the regime of the new grand vizier in Istanbul. Despite efforts to suppress Abaza Hassan, the revolt gained momentum as an increasing number of officials and troops sent to Anatolia from Istanbul joined the rebels. As the grand vizier assumed command of the army, he paid his troops their wages in advance and distributed bribes among the members of the rebel army, forcing Abaza Hassan and his supporters to retreat eastward toward the Anatolian heartland. Forced to sue for peace, Abaza Hassan and his immediate followers were invited to a banquet on February 17, 1659, where they were slaughtered by their host and his armed agents. The rebellion crushed, the grand vizier sent his agents and troops to Anatolia, where they were ordered to kill everyone, including members of the ulema, the army, and the professional class, who might be entertaining antigovernment sympathies. According to one source, some 12,000 heads were sent back to Istanbul. Back in Istanbul, the ailing grand vizier, who had lost his mobility, resigned in favor of his son, Köprülüzade Fazil Ahmed Pasha, who rushed from his post as the governor of Damascus to replace his father, who passed away on October 29, 1661.

See also: Beys and Pashas: Köprülü Mehmed Pasha; Sultans: Kösem Sultan; Mehmed IV
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Köprülüzade Fazil Ahmed Pasha (d. 1676)

Grand vizier of the Ottoman Empire for 15 years from 1661 to 1676. He succeeded his father, Mehmed Köprülü Pasha. He was born in Vizierkopru in northern Anatolia in 1635 and died near Chorlu in Thrace in 1676. Before he succeeded his father as the grand vizier in October 1661, Köprülüzade Fazil Ahmed Pasha served as the governor of Damascus.

Trained as a member of the ulema, Fazil Ahmed Pasha exhibited the brilliance and ruthlessness of his father. His education and sophistication, however, allowed him to achieve his objectives through diplomacy and negotiations rather than brutality and violence. He was also a patron of the arts and scholarship.

As his father had done, Fazil Ahmed pursued a foreign policy that aimed at checking the Habsburg intervention in Transylvania. After his demand for nonintervention was rejected by the Habsburgs, the grand vizier led a large army through Buda and captured the fortress of Neuhäusel (Ujvar) on September 24, 1663. In response, a Holy League was organized under the leadership of Pope Alexander VII, allowing the Habsburgs to take the offensive. The decisive battle between the armies of the Holy League and the Ottoman Empire took place near the village of St. Gotthard on August 1, 1664. The Ottomans were defeated and lost many more men and much more equipment than the troops of the Holy League, which included Habsburg, Spanish, and French units. When the peace treaty was negotiated at Vasvár on August 10, however, the Habsburgs agreed to evacuate their troops, and Ottoman rule over Transylvania was once again secured.

Following the signing of the treaty with the Habsburgs, Fazil Ahmed led the Ottoman fleet in an invasion of Crete. The Ottoman blockade of Iraklion (Herakleion), as well as the conflict between the Venetians and the French, allowed the grand vizier to secure the evacuation of the island by the Venetian defenders. The Ottoman-Venetian peace treaty of September 5, 1669, allowed the Ottomans to establish their rule over Crete. Fazil Ahmed then moved against Poland. After a series of wars with Russia over the control of Dnieper Cossacks, the Poles had succeeded in establishing a military presence on the northern shores of the Black Sea, posing a direct threat to Ottoman hegemony. The Cossacks, however, revolted against the Poles, joined the Crimean Tatars, and appealed to the sultan for support and assistance. Determined to resist Polish military might, the Ottoman sultan, Mehmed IV (r. 1648–1687), assumed leadership of the campaign against Poland, which would span five important years of his reign. In 1672 the sultan succeeded in establishing Ottoman rule over the strategic fort of Podolia (Podole). With Sweden threatening from the north and the specter of Russia looming in the east, the Poles agreed to a tactical peace treaty in 1672. The death of Polish king Casimir in 1673 and the rise of the charismatic Jan Sobieski, who invaded the Ukraine, broke the peace treaty. Ottoman forces crossed into Polish territory and defeated the Poles at the battle of Żurawno on September 27, 1676. Shortly after the end of the Polish campaigns, Fazil Ahmed died and was replaced by his foster brother, Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha.

See also: Beys and Pashas: Köprülü Mehmed Pasha; Sultans: Kösem Sultan; Mehmed IV
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Mehmed Ali (Muhammad Ali) (1769–1849)

Governor, viceroy, and ruler of Egypt (r. 1805–1848), who founded a dynasty that ruled Egypt from 1805 to 1952. Mehmed Ali was born in 1769 in Kavala, Macedonia (now in Greece). Some have suggested that he was an ethnic Albanian. Though his ethnic origins remain uncertain, we know for certain that he was a Muslim.

His father, Ibrahim Ağā (Aghā), was the commander of a small army unit that served the governor of Kavala in Macedonia. Mehmed Ali was a young boy when his father died. After the death of his father, Mehmed Ali was brought up by the governor of Kavala. Mehmed Ali married a relative of the governor when he was 18. The marriage produced five children. Mehmed Ali married several times, and by the end of his life he reportedly had close to 95 children.

Mehmed Ali’s rise to power began after 1789, when a French expeditionary force under the command of Napoleon Bonaparte invaded and occupied Egypt. Mehmed Ali arrived in Egypt in 1801 as one of the commanders of a 300-man Albanian unit dispatched by the Ottoman sultan, Selim III (r. 1789–1807), to expel the French from Egypt. By 1805, through skillful maneuverings, Mehmed Ali had emerged as the Ottoman viceroy of Egypt. With his new post came the title of pasha.
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Mehmed Ali (Muhammad Ali) was an Ottoman officer who seized control of Egypt in 1805 and ruled the country until 1848. The dynasty he established would rule Egypt until 1952. (Library of Congress)

With assistance and support from France, Mehmed Ali built a strong and modern army. The Ottoman sultan Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839), who knew of Mehmed Ali’s successes and his newly organized army, asked for his support when the Greek revolution erupted. Despite their initial success, the Ottomans were defeated in Greece. The Ottoman-Egyptian fleet was destroyed at the battle of Navarino in 1827. The governor of Egypt was forced to withdraw his troops. Mehmed Ali lost his fleet during the Greek campaign and could not receive any satisfactory compensation from the sultan in Istanbul (Zürcher: 36). The battles of the Greek revolution had demonstrated that the Ottoman army was in a sorry state. Initially, Mehmed Ali had thought of building his own empire in North Africa by attacking Algeria and Tunisia, but the French had acted faster by attacking and occupying Algiers in July 1830.

With North Africa falling into the hands of the French, Mehmed Ali turned his attention to the Arab Middle East. His son, Ibrahim Pasha, attacked Palestine and Syria in October 1831. In May 1832 the town of Acre fell, followed by Damascus in June. By July Ibrahim Pasha had routed the Ottoman forces twice and established his rule over Greater Syria. Mahmud II refused an offer for a negotiated settlement, which allowed the Egyptian army to push into Anatolia. By February 1833 the Egyptians had reached Kütahya in western Anatolia. Mahmud II responded to the military reverses by opening negotiations with the European powers, with the aim of securing their support against Mehmed Ali. When the British and Austrians turned down the request, the sultan asked for military intervention from Russia, which agreed to provide it. Although the arrival of the Russian fleet in February 1833 prevented the Egyptian army from marching to Istanbul, it could not dislodge Mehmed Ali’s forces from their newly conquered territories in Anatolia. To end the crisis, the sultan agreed to sign the Treaty of Kütahya in April and appointed Mehmed Ali governor of Syria. In July of the same year he also signed the Treaty of Hünkar Iskelesi with Russia, an eight-year defense pact that obligated the Ottoman government to close the straits to all ships during times of war between Russia and a foreign power.

Despite the peace with Mehmed Ali, the sultan was anxious to strengthen his army and strike back at the disloyal governor of Egypt. In 1838 the tension between Mahmud II and Mehmed Ali erupted again. The sultan was determined to secure the support of Great Britain in a campaign to destroy Mehmed Ali. Despite warnings from the British, Mahmud II mobilized a force against Mehmed Ali’s army in Syria. Once again, however, Egyptian forces under the command of Ibrahim Pasha soundly defeated the Ottoman army, which had attacked Syria in June 1839. Less than a week later, Mahmud died in Istanbul after a long battle with tuberculosis. In October 1840 the Ottomans and the British began to exert military pressure on Mehmed Ali, forcing his troops to evacuate Palestine and Syria in February 1841. The sultan, however, issued a decree granting Mehmed Ali and his family the right to rule Egypt. Mehmed Ali died on August 2, 1849, in Alexandria, Egypt.

See also: Battles and Treaties: Greek War of Independence; Beys and Pashas: Mustafa Reșid Pasha; Sultans: Mahmud II
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Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha (d. 1683)

Grand vizier of the Ottoman Empire from 1676 to 1683, Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha was the adopted son, as well as the son-in-law, of Köprülü Mehmed Pasha, who served as the Ottoman grand vizier from 1656 to 1661. Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha was appointed grand vizier in 1676, immediately after the death of his foster brother, Köprülüzāde Fazil Ahmed Pasha.
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The Ottoman grand vizier, Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha, led the Ottoman siege of Vienna in 1683, which resulted in the humiliating defeat of the Ottoman forces at the hands of an Austrian-Polish army under the command of Jan Sobieski (John Sobieski). (Fine Art Images/Heritage Images/Getty Images)

In 1676 the growing threat from Sweden forced Poland to agree to a peace treaty with the Ottomans, which was signed at Żurawno (Zorawno) on October 27. Poland ceded Podolia (Podole) and western Ukraine to the Ottoman Empire. The conquest of the western Ukraine forced the Ottomans to confront the emerging power of the Russian state. The new grand vizier began his tenure with a new campaign against Russia, which extended from 1677 to 1681. Alarmed by the recent Ottoman territorial gains, Czar Alexis appealed for support from the Cossacks. Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha was distracted by the anti-Habsburg uprising in Hungary and the prospect of using it as an opportunity to invade and conquer the city of Vienna. He had also failed to establish a military foothold along the key region between the Dnieper and Bug Rivers. Thus, the grand vizier opted for a quick peace with Russia. He renounced the Ottoman claim to the Ukraine and signed a peace treaty with Russia in February 1681 (Kurat: 171). The peace treaty with Russia established the Dnieper River as the border between the two states.

Kara Mustafa Pasha focused his future military plans on Hungary, where the leader of the anti-Habsburg revolt, Imre Thököly, had sought Ottoman protection, promising to accept the sultan’s suzerainty in return for Ottoman military support (Kurat: 172). The anti-Habsburg uprising was also supported by the French, who hoped to ease the pressure on themselves as they fought the Habsburg emperor. Ironically, the Habsburgs’s attempt to avoid a military confrontation with the sultan and renew the Treaty of Vásvar was construed by Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha as a sign of weakness.

Convinced that the Habsburg military was on the verge of collapse and encouraged by the French, who viewed an Ottoman invasion as essential to their victory in the west, Kara Mustafa Pasha moved with a large army against Vienna in June 1683. By July the Habsburg capital was under Ottoman siege. The Habsburg emperor, however, had organized a coalition that included the Polish monarch, Jan Sobieski (John Sobieski), the pope, the Spaniards, and the Portuguese. The defenders’ heroic resistance, the poor generalship of the Ottoman grand vizier, and a massive attack by a large Polish army led by Sobieski made an Ottoman defeat inevitable (Sugar: 199). In a fierce battle on September 12, the Ottoman forces were routed (Finkel: 286). More than 10,000 Ottoman soldiers were killed (Kurat: 176). The Ottoman army disintegrated and lost any semblance of organization and discipline, leaving behind its heavy cannons (Shaw: 1:214–215). The humiliated grand vizier tried to rally his army in Belgrade, but it was already too late. His enemies in Istanbul had convinced the sultan that his chief minister was solely responsible for the humiliating debacle at the gates of Vienna. On December 25, 1683, the grand vizier was executed by order of his royal master (Finkel: 287).

See also: Beys and Pashas: Köprülü Mehmed Pasha; Köprülüzāde Fazil Ahmed Pasha; Sultans: Mehmed IV
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Midhat Pasha (1822–1884)

Ottoman government official, popular reformer, and grand vizier, who played a central role in introducing the first Ottoman constitution in 1876. Midhat was born Ahmed Şefik (Shefik) in 1822. His father was a member of the religious establishment (ilmiyye). He received a religious education before entering government service and joining the offices of the Imperial Council (Shaw: 2:67). For five years he served in various governmental posts in the provinces of the empire, where he gained firsthand knowledge of the social and economic challenges confronting the working masses. In 1846 he returned to Istanbul and rejoined government service. From 1861 to 1864 Midhat served as governor of Nish (1861–1868) in present-day southern Serbia. During his governorship he introduced fundamental reforms, which “became the basis for the new provincial reform law of 1864, and which he subsequently was to apply as governor of the Danube province formed out of much of Bulgaria (1864–1868)” (Shaw: 2:67). In 1869 he was appointed governor of Baghdad (1869–1872). As in the Balkans, Midhat introduced fundamental reforms in his new post, while at the same time suppressing rebellious tribes and curtailing Iranian influence in the province.
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Midhat Pasha was one of the leading statesmen of the Tanzimat era. He also played a central role in introducing the first Ottoman constitution in 1876. (Wormley Latimer, Elizabeth. Russia and Turkey in the Nineteenth Century, 1893)

After the death of the grand vizier, Āli Pasha, in September 1871, Sultan Abdülaziz became increasingly involved in running the everyday affairs of the empire, appointing and dismissing a number of grand viziers. In 1873 the sultan appointed Midhat Pasha as grand vizier, but he only lasted in his new post for three months. In the early hours of May 30, 1876, Midhat Pasha and a small group of officials and army commanders used the diplomatic crisis of 1875–1876 to carry out a peaceful coup. A son of Sultan Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid) and a nephew of Sultan Abdülaziz, Prince Murad (1840–1904), was brought out of his residence to the ministry of war and declared the new sultan. The legality of the putsch was provided by the şeyhülislam, Hayrullah Effendi, whose fetva of deposition justified the coup on the grounds of Abdülaziz’s mental instability and ignorance of political affairs, corruption, and conduct damaging the state and the public.

Before the new sultan could establish himself, however, the news of Abdülaziz’s sudden death was announced on June 4. The body of the deposed sultan had been discovered in his bedroom, his wrists slashed with a pair of scissors. To defuse the rumors of assassination, the government called on physicians from several foreign embassies in Istanbul to examine the body and offer their medical opinion on the cause of death, which was officially declared a suicide. The events profoundly affected the new sultan, Murad V, who suffered a nervous breakdown. Midhat Pasha and his supporters deposed Murad in favor of his brother, who ascended the Ottoman throne on August 31 as Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909). Midhat was appointed grand vizier on December 19, and four days later the first Ottoman constitution was introduced by the new grand vizier.

Though he claimed that he supported the constitution, Abdülhamid II dismissed Midhat and sent him into exile in February 1877. In 1878, with support from the British, Midhat Pasha was allowed to return to Istanbul. He was appointed governor of Syria, where he served from 1878 to 1880. Once again he introduced popular reforms, including the creation of a public library and several new government-sponsored schools. In 1880 Midhat resigned from his post. In 1881 he was appointed governor of Izmir in western Anatolia. After serving for less than a year, Midhat was recalled to Istanbul. He was accused of having caused the death of Sultan Abdülaziz. He was tried and sentenced to death, but under pressure from the British government, his sentence “was commuted to life imprisonment” (Somel: 189). He was subsequently transferred to Al-Taif in Hijaz in western Arabia (present-day Saudi Arabia). On May 8, 1884, while being held prisoner in Al- Taif, Midhat Pasha was murdered.

See also: Empire and Administration: Tanzimat; Sultans: Abdülaziz; Abdülhamid II; Murad V; Primary Documents: Document 13
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Mustafa Reşid Pasha (Mustafa Reshid Pasha) (1800–1858)

The Ottoman reformer, diplomat, and statesman Mustafa Reșid Pasha (Mustafa Reshid Pasha) was born in 1800 and received a traditional medrese education. He joined the scribal institution and in 1821 participated in the Ottoman campaign to crush the nationalist uprising in Greece. In 1828 Mustafa Reșid Pasha served in the war against Russia. In the peace negotiations at Edirne in 1829, he was a member of the Ottoman delegation. In 1830 Mustafa Reșid Pasha joined the delegation sent by Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839) to Egypt to negotiate with Mehmed Ali Pasha (Muhammad Ali Pasha). In the military campaigns against Greek nationalists and Russia, Mustafa Reșid Pasha witnessed the embarrassing performance of the Ottoman army. During his visit to Egypt he saw firsthand the reforms of Mehmed Ali. When Mehmed Ali invaded Anatolia and defeated Ottoman forces near Konya, Mustafa Reșid Pasha was sent to negotiate with Mehmed Ali’s son, Ibrahim Pasha. Mustafa Reșid Pasha went to Paris in 1834 to negotiate with the French government about the withdrawal of French forces from Algeria. In 1835 Mustafa Reșid Pasha was appointed Ottoman ambassador to Paris. A year later the sultan sent him to London as his ambassador. During his tenure as the Ottoman ambassador in London, Mustafa Reșid Pasha developed a close relationship with influential British officials. In the summer of 1837 he returned to Istanbul and was appointed minister of foreign affairs. In 1838 he was sent to London to convince the British government to sign a treaty against Egypt. Instead, he signed a commercial treaty with the British government, which opened the Ottoman market to British goods and investment. After the death of Mahmud II in the summer of 1839, Mustafa Reșid Pasha played an important role in writing the Hatt-i Șerif Gülhane (Noble Rescript of the Rose Garden), which inaugurated the era of governmental reforms known as Tanzimat (Reorganization). During the reign of Sultan Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid) (r. 1839–1861) he served as the grand vizier six times and attempted to introduce administrative, social, economic, and educational reforms using advanced European countries as his model. In the crisis that led to the Crimean War (1853–1856), he used the British and the French to isolate and eventually defeat Russia and secure the inclusion of the Ottoman state in the “Concert of Europe.”
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Mustafa Reşid Pasha was an Ottoman diplomat and statesmen who played a leading role in promulgating the governmental reforms known as the Tanzimat. (Wright, John Henry. A History of All Nations from the Earliest Times, 1906)
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Talat Pasha (1874–1921)

Mehmed Talat, known as Talat Pasha, was one of the leaders of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), which seized power in 1908. From 1913 to 1917 he served as minister of justice. In 1915 he was the principal architect of Armenian deportations, which forced the Armenian population of eastern Anatolia to settle in Syria. He served as the grand vizier of the Ottoman Empire from 1917 to 1918.

Talat was born in Edirne in 1874. As a young man he worked as a postal clerk and telegrapher in Edirne. It was also in Edirne that he joined a branch of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), the underground organization that opposed the autocratic rule of Sultan Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909). Talat was imprisoned for his antigovernment activities between 1895 and 1898. Upon his release from prison, Talat rejoined the Young Turk opposition and quickly emerged as one of the leaders of the CUP. He also moved to Salonika, which served as one of the important centers of antigovernment activities. Talat played an active role in preparing the ground for the 1908 Young Turk revolution.
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The Young Turk leader, Talat Pasha, was a member of the triumvirate which dominated the Ottoman government during World War I. (Library of Congress)

After the victory of the Young Turk revolution, Talat was elected as a deputy to the new Ottoman parliament from Edirne. Soon he emerged as the deputy speaker of the Ottoman parliament and one of the most powerful and influential members of the CUP’s central committee. In 1912 Talat was appointed secretary general of the CUP. He was one of the architects of the 1913 coup d’état, which imposed a CUP dictatorship on the Ottoman Empire. After the victory of the 1913 coup, together with Enver Pasha and Cemal (Jemal) Pasha, he formed the so-called Young Turk triumvirate, which ruled the Ottoman Empire. While Enver served as minister of war and Cemal as minister of the marine, Talat became minister of the interior. He remained at the head of the ministry of justice from 1913 to 1917. It was this triumvirate that took the Ottoman Empire into World War I on the side of the Central Powers, Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In April 1915 Talat ordered the deportation of the Armenian population from eastern Anatolia. This eviction order caused the death of more than one million Armenians. In February 1917 Talat was appointed grand vizier of the Ottoman Empire. He held this position until October 1918. After the Central Powers called for an armistice, Talat Pasha fled to Germany, where he lived under an assumed identity.

After the end of the war, under pressure from British authorities, the postwar Ottoman government tried Talat in absentia and condemned him to death. The German government, however, refused to extradite him. On March 15, 1921, Talat was shot and killed in Berlin. The assassin, Soghomon Tehlirian, was an Armenian who had lost members of his family during the deportations of the Armenian population from the town of Erzincan (Erzinjan). Tehlirian was put on trial, but he was acquitted of all charges. In 1943 the Nazi government returned Talat’s remains to Turkey, where he was given burial with full honors. Talat’s memoirs, Talat Pașa’nin Hātiralari (Talat Pasha’s Memoirs), were published in Turkey in 1958.
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EMPIRE AND 
ADMINISTRATION

Abbas I, Shah of Iran (1571–1629)

Shah of Iran and the most powerful and successful monarch of the Safavid dynasty (1501–1722), who ruled from 1588 to 1629. During his reign the Safavid Empire reached the zenith of its power. The reign of Shah Abbas is known for the brilliance of its artistic and architectural accomplishments, including magnificent squares, palaces, mosques, bazaars, and schools, which were built in Isfahan, the city chosen by the Safavid monarch as his new capital.

Abbas I was the third son of the Safavid monarch Sultan Mohammad Shah, also known as Sultan Mohammad Khodabandeh or Shah Mohammad Khodabandeh. Abbas was born on January 27, 1571. When the second monarch of the Safavid dynasty, Tahmasp I (r. 1524–1576), died in 1576, he was succeeded by Ismail II. Upon ascending the Safavid throne, Ismail II unleashed a reign of terror, blinding and killing nine male members of the royal family. Ismail also ordered the execution of Abbas (known as Abbas Mirza or Prince Abbas), who at the time resided in Herat in present-day northwestern Afghanistan. The governor of Herat, Ali Qoli Khan Shamlu, who served as the guardian of Abbas Mirza, refused to carry out the royal order. A short time later, after Ismail II was assassinated, a second courier was dispatched to Herat to reverse the original order.

After the murder of Ismail II, Abbas Mirza’s father, Mohammad Khodabandeh, ascended the throne. Sultan Mohammad Khodabandeh was a humble, unassuming, and inept ruler who suffered from poor eyesight. He was also greatly influenced by his wife, Mahd-e Olya, and the commanders of the Qizilbash (Kizilbaș) cavalry units. The Qizilbash were the Shia tribal groups, which had supported the Safavid dynasty. They constituted the military backbone of the Safavid state. Because they wore the distinct red headgear, which comprised 12 triangles representing the 12 imams of Shia Islam, they came to be known as the Qizilbash or Red Heads. The Qizilbash viewed the Safavid monarchs as their religious and spiritual leaders.

When Abbas was only 10 years old a group of Qizilbash commanders who hailed from the Shamlu and Ostajlu tribes swore allegiance to the young prince and raised the flag of rebellion. The rebels, who were based in Khorasan (present-day northeastern Iran and northwestern Afghanistan), minted coins in the name of Abbas. The name of the young prince was also mentioned in the khotba (the Friday sermon in which the ruler’s name was mentioned). The rebellion fizzled out, however, as soon as army units loyal to Abbas’s father arrived in Khorasan. Ali Qoli Khan Shamlu declared his loyalty to Sultan Mohammad Khodabandeh and Hamzeh Mirza, a brother of Abbas who had been designated as the crown prince.

In 1585 the army chief, Morshed Qoli Khan Ostajlu, attacked and captured Mashhad in present-day northeastern Iran. The governor of Herat and the guardian of Abbas, Ali Qoli Khan Shamlu, responded by raising an army against the ambitious Morshed Qoli Khan. When the battle was joined, Morshed Qoli Khan managed to abduct Abbas from the battlefield. Morshed Qoli Khan planned to use Abbas as his puppet and seize power in the name of the young Safavid prince. Meanwhile, a coalition of Qizilbash forces stationed in Qazvin, which served as the capital of the Safavid state, tried to install a brother of Abbas, Tahmasp, as the new shah, but the heir apparent, Hamzeh Mirza, suppressed this rebellion. In 1586 Hamzeh Mirza was killed. With the death of the heir apparent, the Ostajlu forces stationed in Qazvin threw their support behind Abu Taleb, another brother of Abbas, but this attempt also failed.

Morshed Qoli Khan Ostajlu, who had abducted Abbas on the battlefield, tried to convince the Qizilbash chiefs in Qazvin to rally around the young Safavid prince, but the majority of these commanders hesitated to commit themselves. In December 1587 the Shaybani Uzbeks invaded Khorasan, raiding Safavid territory as far south as Sistan in present-day eastern Iran. Morshed Qoli Khan used the Uzbek invasion as an opportunity to march to Qazvin and seize the throne in the name of Abbas Mirza. Once he had imposed his rule on the Safavid capital, Morshed Qoli Khan forced Sultan Mohammad Khodabandeh to abdicate in favor of his son. On October 1, 1588, Abbas, who was only 17 years old, ascended the throne as Shah Abbas I. The new shah appointed Morshed Qoli Khan Ostajlu as the vakil-e divan-e āli or deputy of the imperial court, thus allowing the ambitious Qizilbash chief to emerge as the most powerful man in the empire.

The Safavid Empire was under constant threat by the Ottomans in the west and the Uzbeks in the east. The Safavid armies were not, however, prepared to take on these two formidable foes. The Safavid cavalry, dominated by the Qizilbash tribal units, was not adequately armed, trained, and organized to face the challenges posed by the more advanced Ottoman army. Worse, Qizilbash cavalry units owed their loyalty to their tribal chiefs rather than to their royal master, the shah. Time was needed to reorganize the military and administrative structure of the Safavid state.

In Istanbul the Ottomans, who kept a close watch on internal developments in Iran, recognized the weakness and vulnerability of the Safavid state. The Ottoman war party advocated a massive invasion of Iran with the aim of regaining the territory that had been conquered during the reign of Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566). The invasion of Iran allowed the Ottomans to amass booty and increase the revenue of the central government. The conquest of Azerbaijan and the Caucasus also provided the Ottoman Empire with the opportunity to establish direct political, military, and commercial contact with its principal ally in the east, the Uzbeks, who viewed the Shia Safavids as the principal threat to their domination of Central Asia.

The war party was supported by the ulema, who viewed the Shia Safavids as heretics deserving of death and destruction. The military campaign in the east, which began in 1578, was also promoted by the pro-Venetian faction inside the sultan’s harem, who preferred a war against Iran to another military operation against Venice in the west. As in the past, the Ottoman army was successful at first. The Safavid forces withdrew into the interior of their territory, while the Georgian princes who had accepted the suzerainty of the Safavid shah defected to the Ottoman camp. Ottoman armies captured Georgia, Armenia, Karabagh, Daghistan, and Shirvan. The initial victories against the Safavids in the Caucasus sealed the fate of the grand vizier, Sokullu Mehmed, who had opposed another futile and costly campaign in the east. In October 1579 the grand vizier was murdered.

With support from the Uzbeks, who attacked Khorasan, the Ottomans forced Shah Abbas to sue for peace in March 1590. The victory over the Safavids and the conquest of the Caucasus, Azerbaijan, and Kurdistan were celebrated in Istanbul. The size of the empire had expanded, and booty and taxes from the newly conquered territories had revived the treasury. The conclusion of military campaigns against Iran also freed the Ottoman armies to confront the looming threat posed by the Habsburgs. As long as the Ottomans were fighting the Safavids, the sultan and his advisers had maintained peace with the Habsburgs.
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Shah Abbas I the Great (r. 1588–1629) was the most accomplished of all the monarchs of the Safavid dynasty, which ruled Iran from 1501 to 1722. (The Walters Art Museum)

The humiliating treaty he signed with the Ottomans in 1590 bought Shah Abbas badly needed time and allowed him to reorganize the Safavid army. In creating his new war machine, Shah Abbas reduced the size of the tribal cavalry and created a personal bodyguard force of 3,000, a 10,000-man cavalry, and a 12,000-man infantry-artillery corps supported by 500 cannons. These units were paid and trained through the royal treasury. The new infantry corps of tofangchis (riflemen) was modeled after the Ottoman janissaries, and its members were recruited primarily from young Georgian gholams (slaves) who had converted to Islam. Armed with cannons and rifles, the new army was loyal to the shah, rather than to a tribe, and consequently provided the shah with crucial support as he tried to reduce the power of the Qizilbash chiefs. For example, the Georgian gholam commander, Allahverdi Khan, participated in the execution of the powerful Qizilbash chief Morshed Qoli Khan Ostajlu, who viewed himself as the power behind the throne. In return for his support for the shah, Allahverdi Khan was allowed to emerge as the most powerful individual in the Safavid Empire after Shah Abbas. Shah Abbas also reformed the Safavid central administration, putting it on a new footing. The Safavid administrative structure was based on the participation of several distinct ethnolinguistic elements. The first element was the Persians, who dominated the bureaucracy. The second was the Turks, namely the Qizilbash cavalry units who had constituted the military backbone of the Safavid state from its very inception. The final element was the Georgians, Armenians, and Circassians, who hailed from the Caucasus. They were mostly recruited as slave soldiers and officers.

By 1597 Shah Abbas was ready to strike. The shah’s principal objective in the east was to defeat the Uzbeks and force them out of Khorasan. In February 1598 the Uzbek leader, Abdullah Khan, died. The death of the Uzbek khan was followed by interdynastic warfare among the contenders to the Uzbek throne. The khan’s death and the civil war that followed it provided Shah Abbas with a golden opportunity to attack the Uzbeks. The Safavid forces defeated the Uzbeks on August 9, 1598. Shortly after this impressive victory, the Safavid shah triumphantly entered Herat in present-day northwestern Afghanistan. After a decade of Uzbek rule, Iranian sovereignty over Khorasan was restored.

After defeating the Uzbeks, Shah Abbas moved his capital from Qazvin to Isfahan in present-day central Iran. The Safavid monarch was determined to convert his new capital to one of the most beautiful cities in the world. He embarked on a construction campaign, building bridges, tree-lined avenues, palaces, mosques, madrasahs, and magnificent squares. Today the Allahverdi Khan Bridge, the tree-lined avenues, the Chahar Bagh, and the large rectangular square, Meydan-e Shah, surrounded by the Āli Qāpu Palace, Masjed-e Sheikh Lotfollah (Mosque of Sheikh Lotfollah), and Masjad-e Shah (Mosque of the Shah), are reminders of Isfahan’s beauty and majesty as the capital of the Safavid Empire. Englishman John Cartwright, who visited the Safavid capital, Isfahan, around 1601, described the Iranian shah as follows:

This Prince is very absolute both in perfection of his body and his mind (but that he is in religion a professed Mohammadan), excellently composed in the one, and honourably disposed in the other. Of an indifferent stature, neither too high, nor too low, his countenance very stern, his eyes fierce and piercing, his colour swarthy, his moustaches on his upper lip long, with his beard cut close to his chin, expressing his martial disposition and exorable nature, that at first a man would think to have nothing in him, but mischief and cruelty. And yet he is of nature courteous and affable, easy to be seen and spoken with all. (Blow: 75)

Shah Abbas’s next project was to drive the Ottomans out of Azerbaijan and Armenia. In 1603 the Safavid monarch felt sufficiently strong to move against the Ottomans and retake the provinces his predecessors had lost. The Safavid forces scored a major victory at Sufian near Tabriz, the capital of Iranian Azerbaijan. Moving his forces against the Ottomans at blazing speed and catching Ottoman garrisons in Azerbaijan, the Caucasus, and eastern Anatolia by surprise, Shah Abbas captured Tabriz and Nakhchivan. He then pushed into eastern Anatolia and southern Caucasus, laying siege to Yerevan and Kars, which surrendered to him. Using Armenia as his base, Shah Abbas invaded and occupied the entire eastern Caucasus as far north as Shirvan.

The crisis caused by the campaigns of Shah Abbas coincided with the death of Mehmed III (r. 1595–1603) and the accession of Ahmed I (r. 1603–1617) in Istanbul. The new Ottoman sultan mobilized a large force of 100,000 against a Safavid force of 62,000. The decisive battle between Ottoman and Iranian forces was fought near Lake Urumiyyeh (Urmia) in present-day northwestern Iran on September 9, 1605. The smaller Safavid army scored an impressive victory against the larger Ottoman force. Some 20,000 Ottoman soldiers lost their lives on the battlefield. The victory liberated Iran and the Safavid monarchy from “the stigma of inferiority” to the Ottomans (Sykes: 2:178). In addition to Azerbaijan and the Caucasus, the Safavids captured Kurdistan as far west as Diyarbakir in southeastern Anatolia. The Safavids also added northern Iraq, including the city of Mosul, as well as central and southern Iraq, including the cities of Baghdad, Najaf, and Karbala, to their territorial conquests. The victory over the Sunni Turks and the conquest of important Shia religious centers in southern Iraq enhanced the prestige and popularity of Shah Abbas among his people, who viewed the Ottoman state as their existential enemy. The defeat undermined Ottoman rule in Anatolia. Kurdish tribal chiefs defected and a new series of celāli (jelāli) revolts erupted, particularly in Syria, where the Kurds staged an uprising against the sultan.

The Ottomans could not allow the Shia heretics from Iran to undermine the authority of the sultan in the eyes of his Arab and Kurdish subjects. No alternative remained for Ahmed I but to mobilize a second army that would suppress the celāli revolts and crush Shah Abbas and his armies. The Ottoman commander assigned this difficult mission was Kuyucu (Kuyuju) Murad Pasha, who swept through Anatolia, capturing and massacring celāli rebels and their sympathizers. By the summer of 1608 the ruthless Ottoman commander had crushed the celālis. He then moved against the main Safavid army.

As the large Ottoman force moved toward eastern Anatolia, Shah Abbas ordered his troops to fill water wells, burn the harvest, and force the evacuation of the local population. As the Safavid army retreated, thousands of villagers, mostly Armenians, were forced out of their homes as they marched eastward to the interior of Iran. Many were never allowed to return. Instead, the shah ordered them to reside in various provinces of his vast empire. Those who were forced to settle in the Caspian provinces of Gilan and Mazandaran perished en masse from malaria. Those who were moved to the new Safavid capital of Isfahan fared better. The Safavid shah built them a city, named New Julfa, across from his capital on the banks of the Zayandehrud River, where they settled and helped Shah Abbas to implement his policy of diverting Iranian silk exports from Ottoman routes.

Despite his earlier success, Murad Pasha could not dislodge the Safavid forces from eastern Anatolia and Azerbaijan. With his death in 1611 the Ottoman offensive came to an abrupt end. Recognizing the change in the Iranian military capabilities and the determination of the Safavid shah to hold his newly gained territories, the Ottoman Empire agreed to a peace treaty with Iran, which was signed in November 1612. According to the new treaty, the sultan accepted the Iranian conquest of Azerbaijan and the Caucasus, while the shah agreed to send the sultan “two hundred loads of silk annually” and to support the Ottoman government’s efforts to check Russian incursions into the Caucasus (Sykes: 2:179). Despite the peace treaty, border skirmishes continued, and Shah Abbas reneged on his promise to send the loads of silk. Instead, he organized a campaign against Georgia. The sultan responded in 1616 by dispatching an Ottoman force to lay siege to Yerevan in Armenia. This Ottoman campaign proved to be a disaster. Thousands of Ottoman troops froze to death as they tried to retreat during the harsh winter of the south Caucasus.

During the short reign of Osman II (r. 1618–1622), the Ottomans sent a large force to capture the city of Tabriz, the capital of Iranian Azerbaijan. This army, however, suffered severe losses in September 1618 at Pol-e Shekasteh. As it continued to push toward the interior of Iran, Shah Abbas agreed to renew the peace treaty of 1612. The Safavids received all the Iranian territory lost to Selim I and a reduction of the amount of silk to be sent to the sultan, from 200 loads of silk to 100.

Having freed himself from the threats posed by the Ottomans in the west and the Uzbeks in the east, Shah Abbas shifted his focus to the south. Since the earlier part of the 16th century, the rivalry among the Dutch, the English, and the Portuguese over control of the lucrative trade with India had brought European merchants and navies to the Persian Gulf. In 1507 the Portuguese had seized the island of Hormuz (Hormoz), and they also had built a fort at Shahru, a fishing village on the northern shores of the Persian Gulf near the Straits of Hormuz. Shahru was renamed Gomru (Portuguese: Comorão or Cambarão). Shah Abbas used European rivalry to his advantage, and with the support of the English expelled the Portuguese from Gomru in 1615. Then in 1622, with support from the English navy, the Safavid monarch seized the island of Hormuz. In celebration of these impressive victories, Gomru/Comorão was renamed Bandar-e Abbas (Port of Abbas). Today Bandar-e Abbas serves as the capital of the Iranian province of Hormozgan. Shah Abbas I died at his palace at Ashraf in the northern Iranian province of Mazandaran on January 19, 1629, after ruling for 41 years.
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Administration, Central

In the Ottoman Empire the sultan stood at the top of the power pyramid. He was both the temporal and spiritual head of the state, who drew his authority from the Islamic law (șeriat) and imperial law (kānun). He was obligated to preserve the peace, security, and stability of the empire he ruled. The government itself was an extension of the sultan’s private household; government officials were the personal servants of their royal master and were appointed and dismissed in accordance with the sultan’s command.

The administration of justice constituted the most important duty of an Ottoman sultan. The failure to protect his subjects from injustice could justify the overthrow of a sultan. The palace constituted the brain center of the empire. In the Ottoman Empire the grand vizier administered the daily affairs of the empire from a section of the palace called divān-i hümāyun, or the imperial council, which served as the highest deliberative organ of the Ottoman government. According “to Mehmed II’s law code, the grand vizier” (vizier-i azam or sadr-i azam) was “the head of the viziers and commanders,” who in all matters acted as “the Sultan’s absolute deputy” (Ágoston: 11). He appointed all officials in both the central and provincial administrations. Beginning in the 17th century the grand vizier’s official residence or Bab-i Āli (High Gate), called the Sublime Porte by Europeans, was synonymous with Ottoman government.

Several times a week, at fixed times, the ministers met to listen to complaints from the subjects of the sultan. The council comprised the grand vizier, who acted as the personal representative of the sultan, and his cabinet, known as the viziers of the dome because they met in the domed chamber of the Topkapi Palace. Those attending included the chief of chancellery, or lord privy seal, nişānci (nishānji), who controlled the tuğra (tughrā) (the official seal of the Ottoman state) and drew up and certified all official letters and decrees; the chiefs of the Islamic judicial system (kādiaskers), who represented the religious establishment or the ulema and assisted the sultan and the grand vizier in legal matters; and the treasurers (defterdārs) of Anatolia and Rumelia (Ottoman provinces in the Balkans), who oversaw the royal revenues originating from Rumelia, Anatolia, Istanbul, and the northwestern coast of the Black Sea. The defterdārs communicated the daily transactions of the central treasury to the grand vizier and had to ensure that the troops stationed in the capital received their pay in a timely fashion.

Prominent military commanders also attended the council. Beginning in the 16th century the āğā (āghā) or commander of the sultan’s elite infantry, the janissaries, took part in the council’s meetings. The commander of the sipāhis also attended. The members of this cavalry corps received revenue from timārs or fiefs, held by them in return for military service. Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566), who recognized the increasing importance of the imperial navy, appointed Grand Admiral Barbaros Hayreddin Pasha (Hayreddin Barbarossa) to the council. Although the chief admiral of the Ottoman fleet (Kapudān Pasha) attended the meetings of the imperial council, he reported directly to the sultan on the readiness of the imperial arsenal and the Ottoman naval forces. The grand vizier and his cabinet were accompanied by the çāvuş bāşi, the chief of the palace officers, who maintained order and protocol at imperial council meetings and palace ceremonies, and who were dispatched as couriers to convey messages and execute orders. Clerks and scribes worked under the supervision of the reisülkütāb or chief of scribes, who acted as the head of the offices attached to the grand vizier. Each Ottoman high official maintained a large household, a kind of imperial palace in miniature, as a manifestation of his prestige and power.

During the reign of Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481) the imperial divān “met every day of the week, but in ensuing years this changed and the council met four times a week” on Saturdays, Sundays, Mondays, and Tuesdays (Bon: 33). The viziers who served in the divān arrived on horseback, with pomp and ceremony. They were surrounded by their retinues, including their sword bearers, valets, and seal bearers, and dressed “in solemn dress, according to the offices they held” (Della Valle: 13). The grand vizier arrived last, riding alone at the end of an imposing cavalcade. Until the reign of Mehmed II, the conqueror of Constantinople, the sultan participated in the deliberations of his ministers. As the power and the territory of the empire grew, the sultan became increasingly detached and stopped participating in the meetings of the divān. Instead, a square window especially cut to overlook the council chamber allowed the sultan to listen in on the deliberations of his ministers whenever he chose.

As the viziers entered the divān, they sat in accordance with their position and status on a low sofa, which was attached to the wall and faced the main door to the audience hall. The kādiaskers of Rumelia and Anatolia sat to the left of the grand vizier, while the defterdārs of Anatolia and Rumelia sat to his right. The scribes sat behind the treasurers on mats spread out on the floor. Next to the treasurers sat the nişanci with a pen in his hand, accompanied by his assistants. The reisülkütab stood close to the grand vizier, who frequently requested his opinion and services.

As an executive body, the imperial council conducted all manner of government business. It addressed foreign affairs, granted audiences to ambassadors, and corresponded with foreign monarchs. It oversaw the empire’s war efforts by issuing detailed commands regarding the use of manpower, munitions, and provisions. It also supervised the building of public works, notably fortresses and aqueducts in Istanbul and the provinces. In addition, the council dealt with any number of problems brought to its attention through the reports and petitions of governors and judges. Finally, the council appointed and promoted government officials.

At times the council acted as a court of law, hearing cases that involved the members of the ruling class as well as complaints from ordinary folks. As one European observer noted, “The Pashas” first heard the most important cases, “and then all the others, of the poor as well as of the rich,” so that no one departed “without being heard or having” his case settled (Imber: 172). Once all the viziers had been seated, the petitioners were allowed to enter the divān and present their cases or complaints. There were no attorneys or representatives present, and the authority to make the final judgment on each and every case rested solely with the grand vizier. He was the only government official who spoke during the proceedings, unless he sought the opinion of one of his viziers.

The deliberations at the divān continued for seven to eight hours. The members of the imperial council ate three times, first in the early morning, shortly after their arrival; then at noon; and finally after they had listened to petitions. At noon the grand vizier asked attendants to serve lunch. Ordinary people who were present at the time were asked to leave so that the cabinet could enjoy their meal free of crowds and noise. Large round copper trays set on four short-legged stools were placed in front of the grand vizier and other members of the divān. The grand vizier shared his food tray with two other officials. Other viziers followed the same pattern. They sat with a colleague or two around the large copper tray and they shared the meal served by the palace kitchen.

Before they started their meal, all government officials spread a napkin on their knees to keep their garments clean. Then the servers placed freshly baked bread on the trays, followed by dishes of meat. As the viziers tasted from one plate, the servers brought a new dish and removed the plate that had already been tried. The grand vizier and his cabinet dined on mutton, “hens, pigeons, geese, lamb, chickens, broth of rice, and pulse” cooked and covered with a variety of sauces (Bon: 35). The leftovers were sent to the retinues of the ministers and dignitaries, although they also had their food brought from their own palace kitchens. Unlike the sumptuous meal served to high government officials, however, their lunch was bread and pottage, which was called çurbā. For drink, sherbets of all kinds, as well as water, were served in porcelain dishes. Meetings “ended in midday in the summer, when daybreak was early, and mid-afternoon in winter” (Imber: 172). On Sundays and Tuesdays the grand vizier met with the sultan after the meeting at the divān had ended. At times other ministers were called to the sultan’s audience chamber to provide reports. Aside from the grand vizier, the chief treasurer was the only minister who could speak directly to the sultan, while the other members of the divān merely stood silently with their hands crossed on their chests and their heads bowed as a show of their reverence and obedience. Having listened to these reports and deliberations, the sultan dismissed the members of the divān and the grand vizier, who departed the palace accompanied by a large escort of palace officials. The last to leave the palace was the commander of the janissary corps. On days when they did not meet with the sultan, the imperial council left as soon as their meeting at the divān had concluded.

According to a European diplomat who visited the Ottoman court in the 17th century, the sultan gave audience to foreign dignitaries on Sundays and Tuesdays. There were several specific occasions when the sultan or the grand vizier received foreign envoys. The most common of these was when an envoy arrived at the palace to present his credentials upon first assuming his post or after he had been promoted. Another occasion was the arrival of a foreign envoy who was sent by his government to congratulate the enthronement of a new sultan. The decision about whether the envoy was received by the grand vizier or the sultan depended on the status of the envoy, the ruler and the state he represented, and the quality and quantity of the gifts he intended to present.

When the sultan agreed to meet with a foreign envoy, the grand vizier dispatched government officials and a group of elite horsemen, made up of the sons of vassal princes and high government officials, to accompany the ambassador and his men to the royal residence. Once he had arrived at the palace, the ambassador was seated across from the grand vizier on a stool. After the exchange of customary niceties and formalities, lunch was served, with the grand vizier, the ambassador, and one or two court dignitaries sharing a large, round copper tray covered with a variety of delicately cooked dishes. Coffee and sweetmeats followed the sumptuous meal.

After lunch the ambassador and his attendants were escorted to a place close to the imperial gate, where they waited for the arrival of the chief eunuch, who acted as the master of ceremony. Once he had arrived in the sultan’s audience hall, two designated high officials took the ambassador by either arm and led him to kiss his majesty’s hand, which in reality was a sash hanging from his sleeve. The same two court officials led the ambassador back to his place at the end of the room, where he stood and watched as the members of his delegation went through the same exact ceremony of being led to the sultan and kissing the royal sleeve. Early Ottoman sultans rose from their seats to recognize envoys who entered the imperial presence. As Ottoman military power reached its zenith in the 16th century, however, Ottoman sultans, such as Süleyman I, neither rose to their feet nor allowed envoys to sit in their presence. As late as the 18th century the sultan continued to be seated, but starting with the reign of Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839), Ottoman monarchs adopted a more respectful attitude toward foreign envoys, standing up to greet them. Once the ceremony had finished, the dragoman, or the interpreter, announced the ambassador’s diplomatic commission, to which the sultan did not reply because such matters were left to the discretion of the grand vizier.

Until the 19th century the Ottoman government was small and “its tasks were limited to a few key areas: defense of the empire, maintenance of law and order, resource mobilization, and management and supply of the capital and the army” (Ágoston: 12). Other important concerns familiar to the governments of modern states, such as education, health care, and common welfare, were the purview of the empire’s religious communities and professional organizations such as pious foundations and guilds.

In the 17th century one of the grand vizier’s most important weekly responsibilities was the maintenance of law and order in Istanbul. On the fourth day of every week he made his rounds of the city. He visited first the flour market, then the fruit market to fix the price of fruit, and from there he proceeded to the vegetable and meat markets and slaughterhouses, where he settled the going rate for greens and mutton. The grand vizier also used the occasion to punish all transgressors of the law. He was assisted on these rounds by a regiment of janissaries, officials of the palace in charge of conveying messages and executing orders, a captain of the palace guards, as well as a musketeer and a water carrier from the janissary corps.

As the highest ranking member of the government, the grand vizier administered justice and maintained public safety in the capital and the surrounding suburbs and villages. He relied on an army of officials who policed much of the city’s social life. These included the chief of the armed militia, who could apply bastinado but not execute violators and criminals; several senior members of the ulema, who could inflict bastinado and imprison individuals for debt; a group of judges who presided over courts of justice; and the market superintendent, who punished all those whose prices exceeded the legal limit or who used false weights and measures. The police officers were joined by executioners armed with whips and scourges. In addition, the commandant of Istanbul and the chief of palace guards visited the villages on the city’s shoreline. The colonels of the janissaries also inspected various city quarters with several hundred of their soldiers, identifying and detaining suspicious individuals.


OTTOMAN IMPERIAL COUNCIL

The divan-i hümayun (the Ottoman Imperial Council) or Divan for short, which was located in the Topkapi Palace, served as the administrative brain center of the Ottoman Empire. The Imperial Council met several times during the week to attend to the affairs of the empire. The grand vizier (vezir-i azam or sadr-i azam) administered the daily affairs of the empire from the divan-i hümayun, which served as the highest deliberative organ of the Ottoman government. The grand vizier was the head of the viziers and commanders and in all matters acted as the sultan’s chief representative. He appointed all officials in both the central and provincial administration. Beginning in the 17th century the grand vizier’s official residence or Bab-i Āli (High Gate), called the Sublime Porte by Europeans, was synonymous with Ottoman government.



Others also helped the grand vizier maintain order. The city’s chief architect could demolish any building in the capital and punish the builder. The chief admiral guarded the waters surrounding the capital. The chief of archers, who served as the commander of a regiment of the janissary corps, was responsible for the security of the At Meydani (Horse Square, known in Byzantine Greek as the Hippodrome), which served as the sporting and social center of the capital.

See also: Empire and Administration: Administration, Provincial; Janissaries; Primary Documents: Document 2; Document 20; Document 21; Document 22
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Administration, Provincial

Along with the central government, the provincial administration played an important role in preserving the unity and territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire. The “division of Ottoman territory into smaller administrative units can be traced back to the reign of Orhan and until the reforms of the nineteenth century these units were of two kinds: Civil and Judicial Areas,” which were “municipal or rural units of small size, known as kazas (each administered by a kādi), and subdivided into nahiyes, and Military Areas” or “the districts of the feudal cavalry, known as sancaks [sanjaks] or livas, and governed by a commander—the sancakbeyi or mirliva; the sancaks were grouped in eyâlets or beylerbeyliks, controlled by a beylerbeyi” (Pitcher: 124).

To maintain an efficient provincial administration and a strong military force, the Ottomans had to create a financial organization that would collect taxes effectively and generate revenue. Under Ottoman rule, land constituted the most important source of wealth and income for the government. There were several distinct categories of land ownership. By far the largest category was miri (crown land), or land owned and controlled by the state (Inalcik: 109). Theoretically, all lands used for agricultural production in the empire belonged to the sultan. The central government also recognized vakif, or land controlled and supervised as a religious endowment, with its revenue providing support for charitable objectives (McCarthy: 116–118). Another category of land ownership was mülk or privately owned land (McCarthy: 118–119). The vakif and mülk could be transferred to crown lands by the order of the sultan. Ottoman sultans were always eager to increase their revenue base by confiscating vakif and mülk lands and converting them to miri. Under the Ottoman land tenure system, peasants enjoyed the hereditary right to cultivate the land, but could not sell it or transfer the title without permission from the central government (Inalcik: 109). The hereditary right to cultivate the land passed from father to son (Inalcik: 107).

Akçe (akche), a silver coinage, constituted the chief unit of account in the Ottoman state. The Ottoman Empire frequently suffered from a scarcity of this silver coinage, which posed a serious challenge to the financial security of the central government. How could the Ottoman state collect taxes from peasant farmers who could not pay their taxes in cash? And how could the sultan pay his officials and troops their salaries? In response to these challenges, the empire was divided into numerous fiefs. A military fief with an annual value of 20,000 to 100,000 akçes was called kiliç zeamet (sword fief), or zeamet for short. A military fief smaller than that was called a timār (labor) (Inalcik: 217, 226). To each timār, or military fief, the sultan assigned a sipāhi, or cavalryman. The sipāhi did not exercise the right of ownership over the timār he held, but was responsible for collecting taxes and maintaining security in the area under his control, making sure that the cultivation of land would not be disrupted. He provided troops to the army during campaigns, thereby contributing to the central government’s cavalry force. Unlike the janissaries, who used firearms, the sipāhis and the men they recruited and organized were armed with medieval weaponry (Inalcik: 108). The cavalryman was simultaneously the tax collector and the army recruiter. The revenue generated by his timār paid for his military services.

At the time of the conquest of each new territory, the Ottoman government sent agents to the newly acquired territory to identify and quantify taxable sources of income, such as crops, and assess the amount of tax that a particular district was to pay. These calculations were then entered into government registries. Every 20 to 30 years these tax assessments were revisited and, if necessary, revised. Instead of paying the salaries of military personnel from the sultan’s treasury, the state allowed the sipāhis to directly collect a portion of the revenue from agricultural production in lieu of their salary. The sipāhi, who lived among the rural population, collected taxes in kind, and it was his duty to convert it to cash (Inalcik: 107).

Timār holders were grouped together under sancāks (sanjāks), or military-administrative units, which were run by a military governor, called a sancāk bey because he had received a sancāk, or a standard, from the sultan as a sign and symbol of his power and authority (Inalcik: 104). The officers positioned between the sancāk bey and the ordinary sipāhi were the alāy beys, who were subordinate to the sancāk bey, and the subāşi (subāshi), who acted as district commanders responsible for apprehending offenders and keeping the peace.

As the Ottoman Empire grew in size and the number of sancāk beys increased, the central government created a new position, the beylerbey, or “bey of the beys,” responsible for the sancāk beys in his province. Each beylerbey ruled from a provincial capital, which had its own janissary garrison, religious judge (kādi), and administrators in charge of assessing taxes (McCarthy: 121). This system did not prevail in all provinces and territories controlled by the sultan, however. In many Kurdish- and Arab-populated regions, tribal chiefs were appointed as hereditary sancāk beys. They were responsible for collecting taxes—much of which they retained—and sending troops to Istanbul during times of war with foreign powers.

There were also vassal Christian states, such as the Romanian-populated Wallachia and Moldavia, which were ruled by their princes, and Muslim principalities, such as the Crimea, that were administered by their khans (hāns). The Ottomans required an annual tribute from the vassal prince as a token of his submission (Inalcik: 12). At times they also demanded that a son of the vassal prince reside as a hostage at the Ottoman court and his father pay homage to the sultan by visiting the capital once a year and swearing allegiance to him. The vassal prince also was expected to provide military support for the sultan’s campaigns against a foreign enemy, and he was to treat the allies and foes of the Ottoman state as his own.

Aside from the beylerbeys and the sancāk beys, who acted as the direct representatives of the Ottoman state, in all legal matters the sultan was represented by a kādi (judge), who came from the ranks of the ulema. The governors could not carry out justice without receiving a legal judgment from the kādi, but the kādi did not have the executive authority to carry out any of his religious rulings (Inalcik: 104). Until the second half of the 16th century kādis were appointed for life, but as the number of prospective judges increased, term limits were imposed by the central government (Bayerle: 97). The kādi settled disputes, “drew up civil contracts, did all the notarial work of the district, administered the property of orphans and minors, acted as registrar and officiated at important weddings” (Lewis: 29). The kādi applied the şeriat (Arabic: sharia), or the sacred law of Islam, as well as the kānun, or the laws issued by the sultan. He could also take into consideration the local customs when issuing his ruling. Applying both the şeriat and the kānun in criminal cases, the kādi punished murder, rape, and highway robbery with execution or mutilation, while adultery, physical assault, wine drinking, and theft were punished by fines or bastinado blows (Inalcik: 74).


LAND TENURE IN THE LATE OTTOMAN EMPIRE

In Turkey of the Ottomans, the British traveler Lucy Mary Jane Garnett described the categories of land ownership in the Ottoman Empire in the early 20th century:

Real estate in Turkey falls into three categories, mulk (Turkish: mülk or private property), mirié (Turkish: miri or lands owned by the sultan and the Ottoman government), and vakouf (Turkish: vakif or land designated as a tax-exempt pious foundation), or freeholds, Crown-lands, and Church-lands. Freeholds are, as elsewhere, the absolute property of their owner, and may be held by foreigners, as well as by native Ottomans. They form, however, no very considerable portion of the area of the country, owing to the difficulties encountered in establishing safe titles, as title-deeds are frequently forged, falsified, and otherwise tampered with. The Crown-lands comprise, in addition to the private estates of the Sultan and the Imperial family, the lands set apart for the support of the administration, the forests, hill-pasturages, and waste-lands, together with the very considerable area originally granted as military fiefs which reverted to the Crown on the abolition of that system of land tenure…. The holders of these Crown-lands labour under the disadvantage of not being allowed to sell, transfer, or mortgage their fields without a licence from the authorities….

Vakouf lands are those which have been dedicated to the service of Allah—in other words, lands the revenue of which are applied to the support of mosques and the religious and charitable institutions generally attached to them, such as medressehs, the theological colleges in which Moslem law is studied.

Source: Lucy Mary Jane Garnett, Turkey of the Ottomans (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1915), 170–171.
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Atatürk, Kemal (Mustafa Kemal) (1881–1938)

Kemal Atatürk, also called Mustafa Kemal and Mustafa Kemal Pasha, was the officer, statesman, and secular reformer who emerged as the founder and the first president of the Republic of Turkey in 1922. He was born in Salonika (Greek: Thessaloniki) in 1881. His father, Ali Riza, who was a customs official, died when Mustafa was seven years old. His mother, Zübeyde Hānim, hailed from a farming community near Salonika. In Salonika he enrolled in a secular primary school. For his secondary education, he attended a military school. It was at secondary school that he received the nickname Kemal (the Perfect One), from one of his teachers. From then on he was known as Mustafa Kemal. He went on to enroll at military school at Monastir (now Bitola, Macedonia). In 1899, after completing his studies in Monastir, he moved to Istanbul, where he enrolled in the military academy (i.e., the War College). He graduated from the military academy as a second lieutenant in 1902. He continued his studies at the General Staff College, from which he graduated with the rank of captain in 1905. In 1907 Mustafa Kemal joined the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), which was the umbrella organization for the officers and intellectuals who opposed the autocratic rule of Sultan Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909). In 1908 a group of young Turkish officers rose in rebellion against Abdülhamid II and forced the sultan to restore the Ottoman constitution of 1876. Abdülhamid II remained on the throne, but severe limitations were imposed on his powers. On April 12–13, 1909, an attempt was made by pro-Abdülhamid forces in Istanbul to restore his autocratic rule. Pro-CUP army units, however, struck back, marching from Salonika and seizing Istanbul on April 23. Abdülhamid II was deposed, and the CUP seized control of the government. Mustafa Kemal participated in suppressing the counterrevolutionary forces who tried to overthrow the government dominated by the CUP in 1909, but refused to assume political office after the triumvirate of Enver, Talat, and Cemal (Jemal) seized control of the government. It was rumored that he had opposed and criticized Enver Pasha. In 1911, after Italy invaded and occupied Libya, Mustafa Kemal went to the North African province to fight the Italian forces. During World War I he fought with distinction at Gallipoli (1915), in the Caucasus (1916), and in Palestine (1917). At the end of the Great War Mustafa Kemal was stationed in Syria.

On May 15, 1919, with support from the British, the French, and the Americans, the Greek government, which had joined the Allies at the end of World War I, landed troops in Izmir (Mango: 217). In the same month Mustafa Kemal was appointed “Inspector General of Ottoman forces in northern and northeastern Anatolia” and dispatched by the sultan to disarm and disband the remaining Ottoman army units and pacify the local population (McCarthy: 377). On May 19, when Mustafa Kemal arrived in Samsun on the northern coast of Anatolia, he had already decided to disobey his orders and organize a national resistance movement (Mango: 218–221). Support came from other Ottoman commanders and officers who shared his determination to remove foreign forces, particularly the Greeks, from western Anatolia and prevent Armenian nationalists from establishing an independent state in eastern Anatolia. By June Kemal’s activities and telegraphic correspondence with other commanders and officers had aroused the suspicions of the British, who pressured the government in Istanbul to recall him (Mango: 225–226). Though dismissed from his post in June, Mustafa Kemal continued his efforts, with the primary focus being the creation of a national congress to serve as a quasi-alternative government to that in occupied Istanbul, even while he and his associates continued to express their allegiance to the sultan-caliph. The establishment of a national congress also could resolve internal rivalries and disagreements within the nationalist movement and provide Mustafa Kemal with the legal authority to act on behalf of the Muslim people of Anatolia. Throughout the summer of 1919 the Congress met, first in Erzurum (July–August) and then in Sivas (September), discussing and devising a program for the liberation of Ottoman Turkish lands.
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Mustafa Kemal Atatürk was an Ottoman army commander who emerged as the founder and first president of the Republic of Turkey in 1923. (Library of Congress)

Recognizing the growing popularity of the nationalist movement, the imperial government in Istanbul tried to counter it by calling for elections for an Ottoman parliament, which convened in Istanbul on January 12, 1920. Neither the sultan and his officials nor the British and their strategists recognized the depth of antiforeign sentiments in the new parliament, which issued a “National Pact” (Milli Misak) on February 17, replicating the demands of the nationalist movement (McCarthy: 378; Mango: 269). Allowing that the destiny of the portions of the Ottoman Empire “populated by an Arab majority” should be determined in accordance with the will of the native population, the pact emphatically declared that the Anatolian heartland, an area “inhabited by an Ottoman Muslim majority, united in religion, in race, and in aim” constituted “a whole” and could not be divided and partitioned (Hurewitz: 2:74–75). The pact also insisted on the security and protection of the city of Istanbul, “the capital of the Sultanate, and the headquarters of the Ottoman government” (Hurewitz: 2:75).

By March the British, who had awakened to the threat posed by the Ottoman parliament in Istanbul, forced the removal of the grand vizier and imprisoned a large number of the deputies, sending some 150 into exile on the island of Malta (McCarthy: 378). The new grand vizier, Damad Ferid Pasha, declared Mustafa Kemal and his lieutenants to be in rebellion against the sultan and deserving of execution for treason. In collaborating with the foreign occupiers and in condemning the leaders of national resistance to death, the sultan and his advisers demonstrated that they lacked the will and determination to fight against the occupation and domination of the Ottoman Turkish homeland by European powers. Worse, they had decided to collaborate with the occupying armies against nationalist officers who were fighting to liberate the Ottoman homeland. Instead of intimidating the nationalists, the actions of the British government generated popularity for the resistance movement, which convened a Grand National Assembly in Ankara on April 23, 1920. The newly convened assembly elected Mustafa Kemal Pasha as its president, but reiterated the loyalty of the people to the sultan-caliph. The nationalist movement knew full well that after being ruled by sultans for 600 years, the majority of the population, particularly in rural Anatolia, retained a deep emotional and religious loyalty to the Ottoman dynasty. To appease popular sentiments and at the same time diminish the power and influence of the sultan over his subjects, the assembly declared that since the sultan lived under foreign occupation, all power and authority had to rest in the congress as the representative of the people. Britain and France meanwhile moved forward with their plan of partitioning the Ottoman Empire, imposing the humiliating Treaty of Sèvres on the imperial government in Istanbul on August 10. The treaty, which was immediately condemned by Mustafa Kemal and the national resistance movement, forced the sultan to surrender all the non-Turkish provinces of the empire and partitioned Anatolia among European powers, Greeks, Armenians, and Kurds. With the National Assembly behind him, Mustafa Kemal focused on the two most immediate threats; faced with the Armenians to the east and the Greeks to the west, he created a centralized and unified military command structure under the leadership of one of his most trusted and capable commanders, Ismet Pasha (later Ismet Inönü), who was appointed chief of the general staff (McCarthy: 379).

Mustafa Kemal first turned his attention to the east. The national resistance forces under the command of Kazim Pasha (Karabekir) attacked the forces of the Armenian Republic, which had established itself as an independent state with its capital as the city of Yerevan. In October 1920, as they pushed back the Armenian forces, the Turkish nationalists regained Ardahan and then Kars, which the Ottomans had lost to czarist Russia in 1878. The Treaty of Gümrü, signed between the Republic of Armenia and the nationalist movement on December 3, 1920, confirmed Turkish territorial gains, setting the borders at the pre-1878 boundary between Russia and the Ottoman Empire. Shortly after signing the peace treaty, the republics of the southern Caucasus, namely Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Armenia, were attacked and occupied by the Soviet Red army. All three lost their independence and soon emerged as reconstituted Soviet socialist republics under the direct rule of the Bolsheviks in Moscow. Despite the occupation of the south Caucasus by the Red Army, the Soviet government did not challenge the new boundaries set by the peace treaty between the Turks and the Armenians. Under siege and sanction itself, the new communist regime in Moscow was anxious to support the Turkish nationalist movement as a means of pushing British, French, and Italian forces as far back from Soviet territory as possible. It also could justify its support of Mustafa Kemal and his movement in the name of solidarity with anti-imperialist national liberation movements. On March 16, 1921, the nationalist government signed a treaty of friendship with the Soviets, which recognized the frontiers between the two states and provided Kemal’s army with badly needed funds and war material.

The second battle for control of Anatolia was centered in the southern region of Cilicia, which had been occupied by the French forces shortly after the end of World War I. The French, like the British, initially supported the establishment of an Armenian state in eastern Anatolia. The principal objective of the French policy in the Middle East was not, however, to gain territory in Anatolia but to establish firm control over Greater Syria. The units that the French moved from Syria into Cilicia were therefore small and could only control the urban centers while Turkish- and Armenian-armed bands fought over the control of the countryside. The Armenian Legion, which intended to seize southern and eastern Anatolia for a future independent Armenian state, was strengthened further when thousands of Armenian refugees, who had been displaced during the war, joined its ranks. The skirmishes between Turkish forces and Armenian Legionnaires culminated in a battle at the town of Maraş (Marash), where the Turkish victory forced French and Armenian forces to evacuate the district. The French, who were anxious to consolidate their control over Syria and Lebanon and not lose credibility in front of their newly acquired Arab subjects, entered into negotiations with the Turkish nationalist forces, which culminated in the signing of a treaty on October 20, 1921. Recognizing the power and popularity of the nationalist movement, the French agreed to withdraw their forces from Cilicia while at the same time disavowing the Treaty of Sèvres and accepting the legitimacy of the emerging Turkish government. But the struggle for the liberation of the Ottoman Turkish homeland could not be completed without the removal of Greek forces from western Anatolia.

With direct support from the British and French naval forces, the Greek government had landed troops in Izmir on May 15, 1919. The initial agreement with the Allies allowed the Greek forces to occupy the city and the immediate surrounding region for five years before a plebiscite would determine whether the territory could remain under Greek rule. Having recognized the absence of a significant Ottoman military presence and an organized resistance, the Greek forces advanced quickly beyond Izmir and occupied the entire west Anatolian province of Aydin. As they moved farther inland, the Greeks met with little resistance, with the exception of a few skirmishes that could not be sustained by remaining Ottoman divisions because they lacked leadership, manpower, and war material. As the Greek forces occupied Turkish towns and villages, Ottoman officials and representatives were either arrested or executed, while the local population was forced out of their homes and businesses, which were often set on fire. With the British refusing to stop their expansion, the Greek forces occupied Bursa and Izmit while a second Greek army invaded eastern Thrace in the summer of 1920, concentrating its efforts on capturing Edirne. With their confidence at an all-time high, the main Greek force focused on Ankara, the new capital of the nationalist movement under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal. The nationalist forces under the command of Ismet Pasha managed to repulse a Greek army advancing toward Ankara at the river Inönü in January 1921, replicating the feat again in April. Although they could not exploit their victories, the two successful military campaigns boosted the confidence of the nationalist forces and enhanced the prestige and popularity of Mustafa Kemal. As the Greek forces mounted another offensive in the summer of 1921, the Grand National Assembly requested that Mustafa Kemal assume the leadership of the army. At the battle of Sakarya in August, the Turkish nationalists scored an impressive victory against the Greeks, who fled on September 13 (Zürcher: 155). A year passed before the Greeks could mount a new campaign. The historic battle that sealed the fate of Anatolia began on August 26, 1922, and ended with the total defeat of the Greek army on August 30. Overextended and suffering from inadequate supply lines, the Greek forces were routed, while their commanders surrendered on September 2 and 3. The result was a total collapse of the Greek imperial idea. Officers and soldiers fled to Izmir, where they and many Greek residents of the city boarded British and French ships that transported them to mainland Greece. At the last moment the city was set on fire. On September 9, 1922, the nationalist army entered Izmir. A few days later the Greek forces evacuated northwestern Anatolia, including the city of Bursa, the first Ottoman capital (Mango: 344). The victory was total. Turkey had gained its independence, and Mustafa Kemal had succeeded in establishing Turkish sovereignty over Anatolia.

The Turkish victory resulted in a shift of attitude by the European powers, who recognized the new reality on the ground and adopted a more conciliatory policy toward the nationalist movement. The only remaining European power in the area, Britain, controlled Istanbul and the straits. Having witnessed the decisive defeat of Greek forces and realizing that their allies, particularly the French, did not intend to fight the Turkish nationalists, the British convinced the Greek government to withdraw from eastern Thrace and sign an armistice (the Armistice of Mudanya) with the Turks on October 11, 1922. On October 27 the allies invited the nationalist government in Ankara and the imperial government in Istanbul to attend a peace conference in Lausanne, Switzerland (Hurewitz: 2:119–120). The Turkish nationalists, however, announced that the sultan in Istanbul no longer represented the Turkish nation, and on November 1 the Grand National Assembly in Ankara abolished the Ottoman sultanate (Hurewitz: 2:119–120). Shortly afterward, on November 20, a Turkish delegation led by the hero of the war of independence, Ismet Pasha, arrived in Lausanne to negotiate a peace treaty. The Turkish nationalist government intended to negotiate on the basis of the National Pact that had been drafted and ratified by the Grand National Assembly, which clearly stated that the Turkish nationalist movement was willing to accept the loss of Arab provinces. The nationalists were not, however, willing to compromise on the preservation of the territorial integrity of Anatolia, the security and restoration of Istanbul under Turkish sovereignty, the participation of the government of Turkey in establishing a new arrangement for the straits, and the abolition of the capitulations (Hurewitz: 2:119–120). When the treaty was finally concluded many months later, on July 24, 1923, the final document represented significant compromises by the new Turkish government and the allies. Exhausted by the war and anxious to end all hostilities, both sides had realized that they had to give up some of their demands to achieve a lasting and meaningful peace. The Turkish side clearly had recognized that it could not revive the Ottoman Empire and that the former Arab provinces, occupied by the British and the French during and after World War I, were permanently lost. The new government also renounced its claim on the island of Cyprus, which was under British occupation, as well as several other islands, including Rhodes, Lispos, and Cos, which remained under Italian rule. The Turks also guaranteed the civil and political rights of their non-Muslim minorities, agreeing to the principle that “all inhabitants of Turkey, without distinction of religion, shall be equal before law” (Hurewitz: 2:119–120). The Turks renounced their claims on Mosul in present-day northern Iraq and the region of Hatay, which was occupied by the French until 1938, when it was returned to Turkey. Despite such compromises, however, the Turkish side emerged from Lausanne as the principal victor.

After the signing of the Treaty of Lausanne, the British troops evacuated Istanbul in October 1923, and Mustafa Kemal and his army entered the city. The time had come to deal with the Ottoman royal family, who had collaborated with foreign occupation forces throughout the war of national liberation and had condemned Mustafa Kemal to death in absentia. The Grand National Assembly proclaimed the establishment of the Republic of Turkey with Mustafa Kemal as its first president on October 29, 1923, while a member of the Ottoman ruling family, Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid), remained the caliph. Determined to cut the country’s ties with its Ottoman past, the new government moved the capital from Istanbul to Ankara, and on March 3, 1924, the Grand National Assembly abolished the caliphate; the last member of the Ottoman royal family was sent into exile.

Mustafa Kemal served as the president of Turkey from 1923 to 1938. During his presidency he embarked on a massive reform program, modernizing Turkey’s legal, cultural, and educational systems. His reform measures were implemented through the Republican People’s Party, which was formed on August 9, 1923. Mustafa Kemal’s program for transformation of Turkish society comprised six principles: republicanism, nationalism, populism, statism, secularism, and reformism. The abolishment of the caliphate on March 3, 1924, was followed by the closing of all religious courts and schools. In 1925 the Turkish Republic prohibited the wearing of fez. A short time later all religious and mystical orders and brotherhoods were outlawed. The Islamic legal system was discarded and replaced with a new system based on the Swiss civil code, the Italian penal code, and the German commercial code.

In modernizing Turkey, Mustafa Kemal insisted on the emancipation of women. Polygamy was abolished, and in 1934 the women of Turkey were granted the right to vote in parliamentary elections and to hold seats in the Turkish parliament. In 1928 the Arabic script in which Ottoman Turkish had been written for centuries was replaced by the Latin alphabet. In 1934 the Turkish government ordered the adoption of family names. Mustafa Kemal received the surname Atatürk (Father of Turks). On November 10, 1938, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk died in the Dolmabahçe Palace in Istanbul.
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Devşirme (Devshirme)

Devșirme was the levy of children who were taken from Christian households and converted to Islam and trained for service in the palace or in the janissary corps. Many of those who managed the Ottoman Empire as governors, provincial administrators, and army commanders were recruited as young Christian slaves and brought to the palace, where they received their education and military training. The Ottomans did not recruit these slaves from the native Muslim population. Rather, young Christian boys from the sultan’s European provinces provided him with a vast pool from which new slaves could be recruited, converted to Islam, and trained to assume the highest posts in the empire. Known as the devșirme (“collection”), this system also resulted in the creation of the yeni çeri (new soldier) corps or the janissary corps, who constituted the sultan’s elite infantry and were paid directly from the central government’s treasury.

Beginning with the reign of Murad I (r. 1362–1389), Ottoman recruiters traveled the newly conquered regions of the Balkans and selected a certain number of boys from Christian villages. The Muslim jurists justified the practice by evoking the right of every Muslim ruler to one-fifth of all movable booty after the end of a military campaign. The Christian boys recruited as the slaves of the sultan constituted the sultan’s fifth. Even when the territorial expansion of the empire slowed, the practice of recruiting young Christian boys as soldiers and administrators did not stop.

As late as the 16th century the sultan issued a royal decree ordering his local officials to summon all Christian boys between the ages of eight and twenty in their rural districts (Inalcik: 78). The government officials selected and registered the most suitable young boys. The recruiters sought unspoiled, non-Muslim lads with strong health, attractive physique, and formidable moral character. The new recruits were sent in groups of 100 to 150 to Istanbul, where they were received by the commander of the janissary corps. The number of boys recruited through this system in the 16th century has been estimated at from 1,000 to 3,000 a year (Inalcik: 78). As the future members of the ruling elite, the recruits had to learn Turkish and acquire the customs and etiquette of an Ottoman official. The best and most talented were retained as pages within the palace system, where they received further education and training in royal palaces in Istanbul and Edirne under the strict supervision of eunuchs and tutors (Inalcik: 78).

Once the pages had completed their education, they were either appointed to positions within the palace or selected to serve as the kapi kullari (the slaves of the sultan) military units. Palace pages were trained by the eunuchs, who organized their daily activities and responsibilities. First the eunuchs taught them silence, followed by proper behavior and posturing. While in the presence of the sultan, they were to have their heads bowed and gaze downward, holding their hands together before them. They then learned how to read and write. They also learned how to speak Turkish and pray in Arabic. Once they had completed this elementary stage, tutors began to teach them Persian and Arabic and encouraged them to read a variety of works in both languages so that they could speak the elegant Turkish of the Ottoman ruling elite, which was very different from the vernacular language spoken by the peasant farmers in the villages and small towns of Anatolia. At this stage they also learned to ride, wrestle, shoot with a bow, throw the mace, toss the pike, and handle a variety of weapons (Lewis: 79). The young boys grew up in the isolation of the palace and had little contact with the outside world. As servants who owed their status and special privileges to the sultan, they remained single until they had reached the age of 30. The system demanded that they devote their loyalty and service to the sultan rather than to a wife and children, who could otherwise occupy their time and energy.

Until the reign of Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481) in the middle of the 15th century, the Ottomans, like many previous Muslim dynasties, recruited and trained slaves primarily as soldiers. The majority of nonmilitary functions were reserved for government officials recruited from the Muslim Turkish elite. The members of this elite class were for the most part educated in traditional bureaucratic and religious institutions, where the knowledge of Islamic sciences, as well as Arabic grammar and Persian literature and poetry, was mandatory. Many who served as civil administrators within the Ottoman government were recruited from the ranks of the ulema, or the scholars and practitioners of Islamic law. Beginning in the second reign of Mehmed II, however, the sultan began to appoint slaves to the top administrative positions of the empire (McCarthy: 55).
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Eugene of Savoy (1663–1736)

Army commander, field marshal, military strategist, teacher, and statesman, who hailed from the Carignan line of the House of Savoy. He served three Holy Roman emperors: Leopold I (r. 1658–1705), Joseph I (r. 1705–711), and Charles VI (r. 1711–1740). A significant portion of Eugene of Savoy’s career as a general was spent fighting against the Ottoman Empire in Austria and the Balkans. His victories over the Ottomans secured Hungary for the Habsburg monarchy. Aside from his battles against the Ottomans, Eugene of Savoy also fought in the War of Grand Alliance from 1689 to 1697 and the War of the Spanish Succession from 1701 to 1714.

Eugene of Savoy was born on October 18, 1663, in Paris, France. His father was Comte de Soissons of the house of Savoy-Carignan. His mother was Olympia Mancini, a niece of Cardinal Mazarin, the first minister of France after the death of Cardinal de Richelieu’s death in 1642. His paternal ancestors were the dukes of Savoy who later became kings of Sardinia, Sicily, and eventually all of Italy. Eugene of Savoy was brought up at the court of the French monarch Louis XIV (r. 1643–1715). After he was refused entry into the French army, Eugene of Savoy fled France and joined the court of the Habsburg emperor Leopold I. Holy Roman Emperor Leopold I was at the time embroiled in a fierce struggle against the Ottoman grand vizier, Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha, who had begun his tenure in office with a military campaign against Russia, which lasted from 1677 to 1681. An anti-Habsburg uprising in Hungary and the prospect of using it as an opportunity to invade and conquer the city of Vienna convinced the Ottoman grand vizier to opt for a quick peace with Russia. Kara Mustafa Pasha could now focus exclusively on Hungary, where the leader of the anti-Habsburg revolt, Imre Thököly, sought Ottoman protection and promised to accept the sultan’s suzerainty in return for his support. Ironically, the Habsburgs’ attempt to avoid a military confrontation with the sultan was construed in the Ottoman camp as a sign of weakness.

Convinced that the Habsburg military was on the verge of collapse and encouraged by the French, who viewed an Ottoman invasion as essential to their victory in the west, Kara Mustafa Pasha moved with a large army against Vienna in June 1683. By July the Habsburg capital was under siege. The Habsburg emperor, however, had organized a coalition that included the Poles led by Jan Sobieski, the pope, the Spaniards, and the Portuguese. The defenders’ determined resistance, the poor generalship of the Ottoman grand vizier, and a surprise attack by a German relief force and an even larger Polish army led by Sobieski made an Ottoman defeat inevitable. In a fierce battle on September 12 the Ottoman forces were routed. Panic stricken, the Ottoman army lost any semblance of discipline, fleeing the battlefield and leaving behind its heavy cannons. The stunned grand vizier tried to rally his remaining forces in Belgrade, but it was already too late. His enemies in Istanbul had convinced the sultan that his chief minister was solely responsible for the humiliating debacle outside the gates of Vienna. On December 25, 1683, Kara Mustafa Pasha was executed.
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As one of the most accomplished commanders of his generation, Eugene of Savoy fought several campaigns against the Ottomans in the Balkans, the last of which was concluded with the Treaty of Passarowitz in 1718. (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)

Eugene of Savoy distinguished himself in the battle to relieve Vienna from the siege by the Ottoman armies in 1683, and the emperor rewarded him for his performance by appointing the young officer as commander of a regiment of dragoons. Eugene rose quickly through the ranks, becoming an imperial field marshal at the age of 29.

In 1695 a new sultan, Mustafa II (r. 1695–1703), ascended the Ottoman throne. To reverse the humiliating defeat the Ottomans had suffered in Austria, Mustafa II led his armies against the Habsburgs, who had formed an alliance with Venice, Poland, the pope, and Muscovy (i.e., Russia). The Ottomans captured the fortress of Lippa (Lipova) in present-day Romania. They then defeated a Habsburg army at Lugos (Lugoj) in Romania and forced a Saxon army out of Banat in autumn 1695–spring 1696. Mustafa’s military campaigns, however, ended in a devastating defeat at the hands of Eugene of Savoy. At the Battle of Zenta, fought on September 11, 1697, on the banks of the Tisa River in present-day northern Serbia, some 25,000 Ottoman troops, as well as the sultan’s grand vizier, died on the battlefield. The Ottoman army lost all its artillery, as well as Mustafa II’s treasure box. The victory at Zenta made the Habsburg empire the dominant power in central Europe. The Ottoman Empire was forced to sign the Treaty of Karlowitz on January 26, 1699. The Habsburgs remained in control of Hungary and Transylvania, while the Ottomans maintained their rule over the Banat of Temeşvár (Temeshvár). Poland received Podolia (Podole), and Russia established its rule over Azov and the territory north of the Dniester. Venice emerged as the master of Dalmatia, the Morea, and several strategic islands in the Aegean (Sugar: 200). The sultan also was forced to guarantee freedom of religion for his Catholic subjects. The humiliating Treaty of Karlowitz marked the beginning of a new era (Jelavich: 65). The Ottoman Empire ceased to be a dominant force courted by all European powers.

In 1715 the Ottoman sultan Ahmed III (r. 1703–1730) ordered his armies to attack Venetian positions in southern Greece and capture Morea (Peloponnesus). The Ottoman military advances against Croatia forced the Habsburgs to declare war on the sultan. The war with the Habsburg armies under the command of Eugene of Savoy proved to be disastrous for the Ottomans. The Ottoman forces were routed at Petrovaradin in present-day northern Serbia on August 5, 1716. The Ottomans lost Temeșvár (Temeshvár) in September 1716, followed by Belgrade, which was captured by the Habsburg armies under the command of Eugene of Savoy on August 18, 1717. Through the victories of Zenta, Peterwardein, and Belgrade, Eugene of Savoy enabled the Habsburgs to consolidate their rule over Hungary. Together with his friend, the Duke of Marlborough, Eugene of Savoy also captured Bavaria and all of Germany at Blenheim. He also seized Turin in northern Italy and Oudenaarde and Malplaquet in the Netherlands. Eugene of Savoy’s only loss was Spain, which has been blamed not on his generalship, but on the political ineptitude of the Habsburg emperor, Charles VI. Eugene of Savoy died in Vienna, Austria, on April 24, 1736.
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Eunuchs

As in other Islamic states, in the Ottoman Empire the sultans maintained eunuchs, or castrated males, who were brought as slaves, to guard and serve the female members of the royal household. Because Islam had forbidden self-castration by Muslims or castration of one Muslim by another, the eunuchs were bought in the slave markets of Egypt, the Balkans, and the southern Caucasus. In the palace there were two categories of eunuchs: the black eunuchs and the white eunuchs. Black eunuchs were Africans, usually from Sudan, Ethiopia, and the east African coastal region, who were sent to the Ottoman court by the governor of Egypt. They served the female members of the royal family who resided in the sultan’s harem. The white eunuchs were mostly white men imported from the Balkans and the Caucasus, and they served the recruits at the palace school. The black eunuchs “underwent the so-called radical castration, in which both the testicles and the penis were removed,” whereas in the case of eunuchs from the Balkans and the Caucasus, “only the testicles were removed” (Hathaway: 19).

An important figure in the Ottoman power structure was the chief black eunuch, who served as the kızlar ağası (chief of women), or harem ağası (chief of harem). In charge of the royal harem and a large group of eunuchs who worked under his direct supervision, the chief black eunuch enjoyed close proximity to the sultan and his family.


THE LIVES OF THE WOMEN OF A HAREM

In the following excerpt from one of her letters, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1689–1762), the wife of Edward Wortley Montagu, the ambassador of England to the Ottoman court, describes a visit to the wife of the vizier:

I was invited to dine with the Grand Vizier’s lady, and it was with a great deal of pleasure I prepared myself for an entertainment which was never given before to any Christian. I thought I should very little satisfy her curiosity, which I did not doubt was a considerable motive to the invitation, by going in a dress she was used to see, and therefore dressed myself in the court habit of Vienna, which is much more magnificent than ours. However, I chose to go incognito to avoid any disputes about ceremony, and went in a Turkish coach, only attended by my woman that held up my train and the Greek lady who was my interpretress. I was met at the court door by her black eunuch, who helped me out of the coach with great respect, and conducted me through several rooms, where her she-slaves, finely dressed, were ranged on each side. In the innermost I found the lady sitting on her sofa, in a sable vest. She advanced to meet me, and presented me half a dozen of her friends with great civility. She seemed a very good woman, near fifty years old. I was surprised to observe so little magnificence in her house, the furniture being all very moderate and, except the habits and number of her slaves, nothing about her that appeared expensive.

Source: Letters of the Right Honourable Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (London: Printed for Thomas Martin, 1790), Letter XXXIII. Available online at Project Gutenberg, http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/17520/pg17520-images.html.



Another important figure was the chief of the white eunuchs, who acted as kāpi ağasi (chief of the Gate of Felicity). Beginning with the reigns of Murad III (r. 1574–1595) and Mehmed III (r. 1595–1603), the white eunuchs lost ground, and black eunuchs gained greater control and access to the sultan. Regardless of their race, ethnic origin, or the degree and intensity of castration, the palace eunuchs enjoyed privileges—such as lavish clothing and special accommodations—in keeping with their high status. Included among these privileges was access to the best education available. It is not surprising, therefore, that many chief eunuchs were avid readers and book collectors who established impressive libraries.

The ağa or the chief of the black eunuchs of the royal harem was not only responsible for the training and supervision of the newly arrived eunuchs; he also supervised the daily education and training of the crown prince, as well as the work of a network of pious endowments. He used his position and access to the throne to gain power and influence over the sultan and government officials. His daily access to the sultan and close relationship with the mother and favorite concubines of his royal master made him an influential player in court intrigues. By the beginning of the 17th century the chief eunuch had emerged as one of the most powerful individuals in the empire, at times second only to the sultan and the grand vizier and in several instances second to none.
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Gāzi

Gāzi was originally a title for a warrior who fought in the name of Islam. A gāzi acted as a defender of the house of Islam (dār al-Islam) against the house of war (dār al-harb). The dār al-Islam referred to the lands and countries where the rules of Islam prevailed through the reign of a Muslim dynast and a Muslim majority population, while the dār al-harb constituted the countries and lands that were ruled by non-Muslim rulers and laws. A gāzi fought aggression by non-Muslims against Muslim-populated lands, while at the same time expanding the domain of Islam by attacking lands and countries ruled by non-Muslim sovereigns.

The founder of the Ottoman dynasty, Osman I, and his successors carried the title of gāzi. Some scholars have argued that the origins of the Ottoman Empire can be traced to the religious zeal of the Turkish gāzis to convert the Christian population of western Anatolia and the Balkans. The early Ottoman principality was based on the active participation of a charismatic Ottoman ruler who carried the title khan or hān and acted as the chief gāzi, a warrior who fought in the name of Islam. Ottoman power and authority derived from Turkish nomadic military units organized and led by the gāzis who fought with the Ottoman ruler. As the power and territorial possessions of their kingdom expanded, the Ottoman rulers added new titles, such as sultan (king, ruler) and padişāh/padishāh (sovereign), but never abandoned the title of gāzi. In the 19th century the title of gāzi was bestowed on military commanders who had displayed exceptional courage and outstanding leadership in battle. In modern Turkish gāzi refers to a veteran who has served in one of the branches of the Turkish armed forces.
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Harem

In Europe, the “oriental harem” conjured up images of exotic orgies and violent assassinations, in which a turban-clad monarch acted as a bloodthirsty tyrant, forced by his oriental instincts to murder his real and imagined enemies while sleeping with as many concubines as he fancied every night. According to this wild and romantic image, the sultan’s power over all his subjects was unfettered and his control over the women of the harem unlimited (Tromans: 128). Thus in the European imagination the harem not only symbolized free sex but also a masculine despotism that allowed men, especially the sultan, to imprison and use women as sexual slaves. The meaning of women’s lives was defined by their relationship to the male master they served. They dedicated their entire lives to fulfilling the fancies of a tyrant who viewed them as his chattel (Tromans: 128).

In this imaginary world, constructed by numerous European stories, travelogues, poems, and paintings, Muslim men appeared as tyrannical despots in public and sexual despots in private (Tromans: 128). In sharp contrast, Muslim women appeared as helpless slaves without any power or rights, who were subjected to the whimsical tyranny of men. Not surprisingly, therefore, the Europeans who traveled to the Ottoman domain were shocked when they realized how different the reality was (Tromans: 128). First, they quickly recognized that the notion of each Muslim man being married to four wives and enjoying a private harem of his own was not only absurd but laughable. If Islam allowed Muslim men to marry four wives, it did not necessarily follow that the majority of the male population in the Ottoman Empire practiced polygamy. As late as the 1830s the number of men in Cairo who had more than one wife did not exceed 5 percent of the male population in the city (Tromans: 128). By 1926, when the newly established Turkish Republic abolished polygamy, the practice already had ceased to exist (Tromans: 128).
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The imperial harem in the Topkapi Palace was home to the sultan’s mother and his wives. (Burcin Tuncer/iStockphoto.com)

Far from being devoted to wild sexual orgies, the Ottoman palace was the center of power and served as the residence of the sultan. The palace comprised two principal sections, the enderun, or the inner section, and the birun, or the outer section (Sugar: 34–35; Inalcik: 76). The two sections were built around several large courtyards, which were joined by the Gate of Felicity, where the sultan sat on his throne, received his guests, and attended ceremonies (Sugar: 34–35; Inalcik: 77). The harem was the residence of the sultan, his women, and his family. A palace in its own right, the harem consisted of several hundred apartments and included baths, kitchens, and even a hospital.

Three separate but interconnected sections formed the harem. The first section housed the eunuchs, while the second section belonged exclusively to the women of the palace. The third and final section was the personal residence of the sultan. The apartments of the imperial harem were reserved for the female members of the royal family, such as the sultan’s mother (vālide sultan), his wives, and his concubines. Many concubines in the royal harem came from the Caucasus. The “sultans were partial to the fair, doe-eyed beauties from Georgia, Abkhazia, and Circassia” (Croutier: 30). There were also Christian slave girls and female prisoners of war who were sent as gifts to the sultan by his governors. These girls underwent a long process of schooling and training, which prepared them for a new life in the imperial palace. The most powerful woman of the harem was the mother of the sultan, who lived in her own apartment surrounded by servants and attendants. Her apartment included a reception hall, a bedroom, a prayer room, a resting room, a bathroom, and a bath. It was second in size only to the apartment of the sultan.
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Ismail I, Shah of Iran (1487–1524)

Shah of Iran (r. 1501–1524) and the founder of the Safavid dynasty (r. 1501–1722), which unified Greater Iran after centuries of disunity and fragmentation. His rise to power corresponded with the reigns of the Ottoman sultans Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512), Selim I (r. 1512–1520) and Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566).

Ismail was born in Ardabil in present-day northwestern Iran in 1487. He was a descendant of Sheikh Safi al-Din Ishaq Ardabili (1253–1334), the founder of the Safaviya, a Sunni Sufi order based in Ardabil. The descendants of Sheikh Safi al-Din, who were known as the Safavids, converted to Shia Islam at an unknown date. They also claimed to be the direct descendants of Muhammad, the prophet of Islam, through the seventh Shia imam, Musa al-Kazim.

The Safavid family enjoyed enormous power and prestige among the Turkoman tribal groups who had settled in northern Syria and eastern Anatolia. Having converted to Shia Islam, these tribes emerged as the military backbone of the Safavid movement. Because they wore a distinct red headgear, comprised of 12 triangles representing the 12 imams of Shia Islam, they came to be known as the Qizilbash (Kizilbaş) or Red Heads.

Ismail’s father, Sheikh Heydar, was killed in battle when Ismail was only one year old. To protect the child, Sheikh Heydar’s followers took him to the lush, forested, and mountainous province of Gilan on the southern shores of the Caspian Sea in northern Iran. There the young Ismail remained until he reached the age of 14. In 1501 Ismail emerged out of Gilan and rallied his followers in battle against the ruling Aq Qoyunlu (Ak Koyunlu) dynasty. Once he had defeated the Aq Qoyunlu, Ismail ascended the throne as the shah of Iran and the founder of the Safavid dynasty in Tabriz, the capital of the Iranian province of Azerbaijan.

In 1510, after he had imposed Safavid rule over much of present-day Iran, Ismail inflicted a humiliating defeat on a much larger Uzbek army near Marv (Merv) in the northeastern Iranian province of Khorasan (present-day Turkmenistan). The Uzbek leader, Mohammad Sheybani, was killed as he tried to flee the battlefield. Having neutralized the threat posed by the Uzbeks in the east, Shah Ismail switched his attention to the west, seizing Iraq and entering Anatolia.

The popularity of Shah Ismail as a Shia saint and a direct descendant of the prophet Muhammad spread throughout Anatolia, forcing the Ottomans to conclude that the only way to neutralize the magnetic Iranian monarch was to destroy his army and his followers in a single military campaign. The leadership of this anti-Shia campaign was assumed by the Ottoman sultan Selim, who ascended the throne in Istanbul in 1512. His principal objective was to revive the expansionist policies of his grandfather, Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481), who had aimed at the creation of a world empire. The two principal obstacles to the creation of an Ottoman-dominated Near East were the Safavid Empire, based in Iran and ruled by Shah Ismail, and the Mamluk Empire, based in Egypt. Between the two Muslim powers, the one that posed a direct and immediate threat to the security and legitimacy of the Ottoman state was undoubtedly the Safavid shah, who with support from Qizilbash tribesmen of Syria and Anatolia dreamed of re-creating the Persian empire of pre-Islamic Iran.

For Selim, the Ottoman invasion of eastern Anatolia could not confine itself to a military confrontation with Shah Ismail’s army. Aside from destroying the Safavid army, Selim was determined to uproot the social base of support, as well as the rural and urban networks, that the Safavids and their supporters had established in Anatolia. Thus, as the Ottoman army marched through central and eastern Anatolia, tens of thousands of men and women who were suspected of sympathizing with the Safavid cause were massacred and their bodies displayed on the roads as a reminder to those who contemplated joining the Shia Iranians.
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After establishing the Safavid dynasty in Iran, Shah Ismail I defeated the Uzbeks near Marv in present-day Turkmenistan in 1510, killing the Uzbek leader Mohammad Shaybani as he tried to flee the battlefield. (Private Collection/Bridgeman Images)

The decisive battle between the Ottoman and Safavid armies was fought on the plain of Chaldiran (Chalduran) near Khoi, north of Lake Urumiyyeh in present-day northwestern Iran, on August 22–23, 1514. The Safavid army was defeated by a much larger Ottoman army after the sultan’s artillery and muskets destroyed the shah’s cavalry, which was armed principally with swords, spears, and bows. The Ottoman forces pushed into Azerbaijan and captured Tabriz, the capital of the Safavid state. However, the arrival of an early and harsh winter, incessant surprise attacks by Safavid irregulars who harassed and cut off the Ottoman army’s limited food supplies, and increasing pressure on the sultan from the janissary units to return home forced Selim to withdraw his armies back to eastern Anatolia. The two powers did not negotiate a peace treaty, and frontier raids and skirmishes continued for more than a century.

Although the Ottomans withdrew their forces from Azerbaijan, the victory at Chaldiran neutralized the immediate threat posed by Shah Ismail, allowing Selim to impose Ottoman rule over eastern Anatolia and much of Kurdistan. Ismail died in 1524 at the age of 36, leaving the throne of Iran to his infant son, Tahmasp.
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Janissaries

The janissaries constituted the Ottoman Empire’s elite infantry force. The janissary corps (Turkish: yeni çeri or “new soldier”) served as the backbone of Ottoman military power. The members of the corps were recruited as children from among the Christian villages of the Balkans through the devșirme (recruitment) system. The sultan and his officials did not recruit slaves from the native Muslim population. Rather, young Christian boys from the sultan’s European provinces provided him with a vast pool from which new slaves could be recruited, converted to Islam, and trained to assume the highest posts in the empire. This system resulted in the creation of the yeni çeri or janissary corps, who constituted the sultan’s elite infantry and were paid directly from the central government’s treasury.

For centuries before European states modernized their armies, the janissaries were Europe’s sole standing army. Trained and armed with the latest techniques and instruments of warfare, they scored impressive victories. They received special training in the palace. Their relative isolation from the rest of the population did not, however, prevent some of the janissary battalions from engaging in duties that brought them into contact with the urban populace of Istanbul. They took part in providing security, law and order, and similar municipal tasks. Each janissary battalion was based in one of Istanbul’s numerous districts, where it operated out of a kolluk, which functioned as a modern-day police station. Even when the territorial expansion of the empire slowed, the recruitment of young Christian boys as soldiers and administrators did not stop. As late as the 16th century the sultan issued a fermān or a royal decree ordering his local officials to summon all Christian boys between the ages of eight and twenty in their rural districts (Inalcik: 78). The government officials selected and registered the best qualified boys and sent them in groups of 100 to 150 to Istanbul, where they were received by the āğā (commander) of the janissary corps (Inalcik: 78). The number of boys recruited through this system in the 16th century has been estimated at from 1,000 to 3,000 a year (Inalcik: 78). As the future members of the ruling elite, they had to learn Turkish and acquire the customs and etiquette of Ottoman officials. The young boys grew up with little contact with the outside world. As young men who owed their life, status, and special privileges to the sultan, they remained single until they had reached the age of 30 (Inalcik: 79). The system demanded that they devote their loyalty and services to the sultan and not to a wife and children, who could demand their time and energy.
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The Janissaries were members of elite infantry units of the Ottoman Empire. The Janissary corps was staffed by young Christians from the Balkan provinces of the empire who were converted to Islam and educated at the imperial palace together with the princes of the royal family. (Private Collection/Bridgeman Images)

During the 17th century the effectiveness of the janissaries began to decline as their discipline and training deteriorated. Worse, their commanders became increasingly involved in court intrigues. Instead of sowing fear in the heart of the enemy, the janissaries emerged as the source of terror and instability for Ottoman sultans. Their physical proximity to the sultan, and his dependence on them for his safety and security, allowed the janissaries to play the role of kingmakers.

In the 18th century the devșirme system finally came to an end as the janissary corps suffered a total “breakdown in discipline and vigour and began to lose its original status” (Çaksu: 118). As inflation set in and the cost of military campaigns increased, the central government faltered in its financial obligations and failed to pay the janissaries their salaries. In response to this sharp decline in their income, the janissaries became involved in activities that increased their real wages. Some opened coffeehouses, while others worked as “butchers, bakers, boatmen, and porters” (Quataert: 45). Some organized protection rackets for shopkeepers and artisans in return for regular payments. As their social and economic interests and activities became intertwined with those of the urban classes, the janissaries ignored the traditional rules, which prohibited them from marrying and living outside their barracks. They also sent their sons to join the janissary corps. In place of recruiting young Christian boys as slave soldiers, the sons of the retiring janissaries began to join the infantry force, thus establishing themselves as the hereditary successors to their fathers.

Despite these fundamental changes in their role and function, the janissaries retained a prominent role in the palace and among the ruling elite. Here they exerted a conservative influence, which advocated protectionism in trade and opposed any fundamental reform of the political and military structure of the empire that would replace the corps with a new military force modeled after modern European armies. They stood for the preservation of Islam and denounced modern ideas and institutions borrowed from Europe as a conspiracy to undermine Islamic values and traditions. Islam and its preservation from Christian European influence thus served as a convenient ideological tool that unified the janissaries with the traditional urban classes, as well as with the ulema and students of religious schools.

In 1826 Mahmud II finally disbanded the janissary corps, shelling their barracks in Istanbul and massacring those who had challenged and threatened his authority. Replacing the janissaries, who had dominated the Ottoman army and political life for centuries, was not easy. It took several decades and numerous humiliating defeats at the hands of European armies before a new and well-trained military force emerged.
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Karim Khan Zand (ca. 1705–1779)

Founder of the Zand dynasty and ruler of Iran (excluding Khorasan) from 1765 to 1779. The Zand hailed from the Lak, a branch of the Iranian-speaking Lor groups. Karim Khan was one of the contenders for the throne of Iran after the death of Nader Shah (r. 1736–1747) in 1747, which was followed by the eruption of a civil war. In 1775–1776 Karim Khan invaded Ottoman-held Iraq and occupied the port of Basra.

Karim Khan was born around 1705. He hailed from humble origins. He served in the armies of Nader Shah, the ruler of Iran and the founder of the Afshar dynasty, from 1736 to 1747. After the assassination of Nader Shah in 1747, civil war erupted. Karim Khan joined forces with two Bakhtiyari chiefs, Ali Mardan Khan and Abol Fath Khan. In 1750 these three chiefs seized Isfahan, the former capital of the Safavid dynasty, in the name of a Safavid prince named Abu Torab Mirza, upon whom they bestowed the title Ismail III.

While Karim Khan was busy suppressing tribal revolts in western Iran, Ali Mardan Khan murdered Abol Fath Khan; attacked Fars in southern Iran; and captured Shiraz, the capital of the province. Karim Khan returned to Isfahan in January 1751 with a large army. Soon he attacked Ali Mardan Khan and defeated his former ally. The two former allies fought a second battle in 1752, with Karim Khan scoring a decisive victory and forcing Ali Mardan Khan to flee Iran for the Ottoman Empire and seek refuge in Baghdad. Ali Mardan Khan tried his luck a third time and was defeated once again. The Bakhtiyari Khan was finally killed by a Zand commander in 1754. With Ali Mardan Khan’s death, Karim Khan emerged as the master of parts of central and western Iran.

Aside from Karim Khan, three contenders for the throne of Iran remained: The most powerful was Mohammad Hassan Khan Qajar, followed by the Ghelzai Afghan chief Azad Khan and the Afshar chief Fath Ali Khan, who hailed from Urumiyyeh in northwestern Iran. After numerous military campaigns, including several defeats, Karim Khan’s armies managed to defeat Mohammad Hassan Khan in 1759. In 1760 Azad Khan, who had sought Ottoman protection in Baghdad, returned, but his attempt to seize Azerbaijan failed. The Afghan chief was forced to seek refuge with the Georgian king, Erekle. Running out of options, Azad Khan surrendered to Karim Khan, who allowed him to live in the Zand capital, Shiraz. Fath Ali Khan Afshar also surrendered to Karim Khan, but he was executed by order of the Zand ruler in Isfahan. In 1763 Karim Khan pacified the Afshars as well as the Donboli Kurds and captured Tabriz, the capital of Azerbaijan, followed by Urumiyyeh, a short distance from Iran’s border with the Ottoman Empire. On July 21, 1765, after having eliminated all his rivals, Karim Khan returned triumphantly to Shiraz, from where he would rule Iran until his death in 1779.
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Karim Khan Zand (right), the founder of the Zand dynasty (r. 1751–1794), in Iran with the Ottoman ambassador, Vehbi Effendi. (Fine Art Images/Heritage Images/Getty Images)

Karim Khan refused to assume the Persian title king of kings (shahanshah) but instead used the title vakil al-ra’aya (deputy or representative of the subjects). Though he had imposed his rule over Iran, Karim Khan refused to invade Khorasan, which was ruled by Shahrokh, a grandson of Nader Shah. Karim Khan chose the city of Shiraz in present-day southern Iran as his capital. To beautify his capital, Karim Khan sponsored the construction of magnificent citadels, mosques, gardens, bazaars, baths, caravanserais, and schools. To revive agricultural production, which had suffered for several decades, he lowered taxes on peasant farmers. Karim Khan was a patron of the arts, and he invited scholars and poets to his court in Shiraz.

Karim Khan opened Iran to foreign influence by allowing the East India Company to establish a trading post in the Persian Gulf port of Bushehr in 1763. He was anxious to expand Iran’s commercial ties with European states and particularly with the British in India (Nami Isfahani: 195–211). In search of a port city that could serve as Iran’s gateway to the Persian Gulf, Karim Khan dispatched his troops under the command of his brother, Sadeq Khan, against the Ottoman-held port of Basra in southern Iraq at the mouth of the Persian Gulf. Basra had diverted much of the trade with British India away from Iranian ports. After a siege of 13 months, the city surrendered in April 1776 (Nami Esfahani: 195–211). The invasion and occupation of Basra caused a new state of conflict and warfare between Iran and the Ottoman Empire. Karim Khan’s army remained in control of Basra until his death. His death in March 1779 ignited a civil war in Iran, which forced the Persian garrison to evacuate Basra.
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Lawrence, T. E. (Lawrence of Arabia) 
(1888–1935)

British archaeologist, author, and intelligence officer who claimed to have played a prominent role in the Arab Revolt against the Ottoman Empire during World War I. Thomas Edward Lawrence was born on August 16, 1888, in Tremadoc (Tremadog), Wales. He was the illegitimate son of Sir Thomas Chapman and Sara Maden, the Scottish governess of Sir Thomas’s daughters, who was herself illegitimate. Chapman had abandoned his wife in Ireland to live with Sara. The couple had five sons, and Thomas Edward was the second.

In 1896 the Lawrence family moved to Oxford, where T. E. attended high school and studied history at Jesus College. He graduated from Jesus College with first class honors. As a young student he was fascinated with medieval crusader castles in France and Syria. Following his academic interest, Lawrence went to France and then Syria in 1910. His thesis, Crusader Castles, was published after his death in 1936. From 1911 to 1914 he worked on an excavation site in Carchemish on the Euphrates River on the present-day border between Syria and Turkey. During his stay in Syria he traveled and interacted with the local population, while at the same time developing full proficiency in Arabic language and culture. In 1914, before the beginning of World War I, Lawrence participated in map-making reconnaissance that focused on the northern Sinai and the territory extending from Gaza in the north to Aqaba in the south.

When World War I began, Lawrence was working at the War Office’s Map Department in London. His job was to produce an accessible map of Sinai for the British military. He was then reassigned to Cairo. Lawrence spent a year in Cairo, producing maps, processing information and data from British agents behind Ottoman lines, and writing a handbook on the Ottoman army. In 1915 two of his brothers, Will and Frank, were killed in action in France. The deaths of his brothers had a profound impact on Lawrence.
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The English officer, T. E. Lawrence, played an important role in the Arab revolt against the Ottoman Empire, which began in June 1916. (Library of Congress)

Based on British promises of support for the establishment of an independent and united Arab state at the end of the war, Hussein ibn Ali (Sharif Hussein) of Mecca staged a revolt against the Ottoman Empire in June 1916. During his first trip to Hijaz in 1916, Lawrence met Sharif Hussein and his two sons, Abdullah and Faisal. Back in Cairo, Lawrence urged the British authorities to supply the Arabs with gold and guns. His mastery of Arabic language and his familiarity with Arab tribal politics, culture, and traditions convinced the British government to assign him as liaison officer to Prince Faisal, the military leader of the Arab Revolt. Though he was not the only British officer involved in the Arab Revolt, he claimed later that he was in fact the brains behind the hit-and-run guerrilla operations carried out by Arab forces against Ottoman targets, in particular the Hijaz railway that connected Damascus, the capital of Syria, to Medina in western Arabia. The destruction of the railway prevented the Ottomans from supplying their forces with reinforcements to suppress the Arab uprising.

On July 6, 1917, Arab forces captured Aqaba at the northernmost tip of the Red Sea. In his book Seven Pillars of Wisdom, Lawrence claimed that in November 1917 he was captured at Dar῾ā by a group of Ottoman soldiers, who raped him before he managed to escape. This story has been challenged by a number of scholars and Lawrence biographers, who view the incident as fictitious. In December 1917 the British forces entered Jerusalem. In October 1918 the armies of Prince Faisal, accompanied by Lawrence, captured Damascus. By then Lawrence was an exhausted and disillusioned man, painfully aware that he had lied to his Arab allies about the secret agreement reached between the British and the French governments. The two European powers had secretly partitioned the Arab Middle East into spheres of influence through the so-called Sykes-Picot Agreement.

Lawrence departed the Middle East for England before the signing of the Mudros Armistice on October 30, 1918. After his return to London he was awarded the Order of the Bath by King George V at a royal audience, but he refused to accept it. Lawrence left the British army with the rank of lieutenant colonel in July 1919. During the Paris Peace Conference in 1919 Lawrence joined Prince Faisal and the Arab delegation. As did the Arab leadership, Lawrence opposed handing Syria (including Lebanon) as a mandate to the French. In March 1921 Lawrence returned to the Middle East as an adviser to Winston Churchill, who was serving at the time as colonial minister. After political settlements were reached on the future of the Arab Middle East in Cairo, Lawrence resigned from his post and returned to England. After his resignation, Lawrence rejected all offers of another post in the government. In 1922 he enlisted for a short time in the Royal Air Force (RAF). In March 1923 he was enlisted as a private in the Royal Tank Corps. In 1925 he rejoined the RAF, and two years later he changed his name from Lawrence to Shaw.

Seven Pillars of Wisdom was published in 1926–1927. Seven Pillars is the biographical account of Lawrence’s experiences as a liaison officer to the army of Prince Faisal during the desert campaign and the Arab Revolt against the Ottoman Empire from 1916 to 1918. The book glorifies the author as the true brain and architect of the Arab Revolt. Seven Pillars was dedicated to S. A., which according to some stood for Selim Ahmed, also known as Dahoum, a young Syrian man with whom Lawrence enjoyed a very close relationship. Some have suggested that the two may have been engaged in a homosexual relationship. In a poem addressed to Selim Ahmed in the opening of the book, Lawrence wrote:

I loved you, so I drew these tides of

Men into my hands

And wrote my will across the

Sky and stars

To earn you freedom, the seven

Pillared worthy house,

That your eyes might be

Shining for me

When I came

Lawrence spent several years in India before returning to England in 1929. For the next six years he worked as an RAF mechanic. On May 13, 1935, Lawrence was critically injured when he swerved his motorcycle to avoid colliding with two boys on bicycles. Six days later, on May 19, Lawrence succumbed to his injuries. He died at the hospital of his former RAF camp.

The myth of Lawrence of Arabia as the lone desert warrior dressed in exotic Arab garb and fighting for freedom and independence of an oppressed people against the hated and barbaric Turks was the fictional creation of the American journalist Lowell Thomas (1892–1981), who elevated Lawrence from an ordinary British officer fighting in an isolated corner of Arabia into an enigmatic war hero singlehandedly fighting for the freedom of the Arab people.

Looking for a sensational story of heroism that could attract large audiences, Thomas traveled to Europe and then to the Middle East. He met T. E. Lawrence in Jerusalem. Lawrence’s seemingly romantic figure, dressed in exotic Arab uniform, fired Thomas’s imagination, and he spent two weeks with the British intelligence officer. When Thomas returned to the United States in 1919, he sold his “Lawrence of Arabia” in a series of lecture-film shows in which he presented a highly romanticized account of the gallant and flamboyant T. E. Lawrence leading the good war against the evil Turks. Thomas’s presentations were especially astonishing and enthralling because they were supplemented by stunning images of dashing Arabs in their dazzling garb riding their camels into the battlefields of Palestine and Syria. Thomas’s scintillating presentations took America by storm as the public rushed to see World War I, not through the heart-wrenching images of the killing fields of Somme and Verdun, but through the confident and smiling face of a hero who had singlehandedly brought down an old and decaying empire. Soon Thomas was invited to England, where he opened his dog-and-pony show on August 14, 1919, inaugurating a series of several hundred lecture-film presentations, attended by thousands, who fell in love with the image of the lonely and determined English warrior fighting for the freedom of a backward people. In 1962, as the British, no longer a colonial power, were packing up their bags and leaving the Arab Middle East, the English filmmaker/director David Lean and English producer Sam Spiegel created the historical epic Lawrence of Arabia, based on the life of T. E. Lawrence as told by Lawrence in Seven Pillars. The movie, starring the English actor Peter O’Toole, only reinforced the myth of Lawrence as the lonely warrior who had planned and carried out the Arab Revolt despite the backwardness, chaos, fragmentation, and disarray of Arab politics and society.
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Muhtasib and Ihtisab

A muhtasib was a market inspector responsible for enforcing the hisba regulations in Ottoman markets. The hisba were the rules regarding commercial transactions and public morals. All Ottoman guilds were obligated to abide by the traditional rules and regulations, which had been set down in the manuals of the semireligious fraternities (futuwwa), guild certificates, and various imperial edicts (fermāns) (Inalcik: 153). Specific laws and regulations (ihtisab) governed public morals and commercial transactions (Inalcik: 153). All guilds were obligated to follow and respect these rules, which included the right to fix prices and set standards for evaluating the quality of goods that would be sold by tradesmen. Negotiations between the representatives of the central government and the guild masters set the prices of goods and the criteria for judging the quality of a product (Inalcik: 154). The state involved itself in this process to ensure the collection of taxes from each guild and to support the enforcement of the ihtisab laws and regulations (Inalcik: 153).

A market inspector, or muhtasib, and his assistants were responsible for enforcing public morals and the established rules. Strolling purposefully through the markets, they apprehended violators and brought them to face the local kādi (religious judge). They enforced the sentence handed down by the kādi by flogging or fining the violators. According to Islamic traditions and practices, the muhtasib dealt primarily with “matters connected with defective weights and measures, fraudulent sales and non-payment of debts” (Levy: 334). Commercial knavery “was especially within his [the muhtasib’s] jurisdiction, and in the markets he had supervision over all traders and artisans” (Levy: 336). In addition to his police duties, he also fulfilled the responsibilities of a magistrate (Levy: 334). He could try cases summarily only if the truth was not in doubt. As soon as a case involved claims and counterclaims and “the evidence had to be sifted and oaths to be administered,” disputes were referred to the kādi (Inalcik: 154). The muhtasib was also the official responsible for stamping certain materials, “such as timber, tile or cloth, according to their standard and [he] prohibited the sale of unstamped materials” (Böcking, Salm-Reifferscheidt, and Stipsicz: 53).

A European observer who visited the Ottoman Empire at the beginning of the 17th century described one form of punishment applied by the muhtasib: “Sometimes a cheat is made to carry around a thick plank with a hole cut in the middle, so his head can go through it…. Whenever he wants to rest, he has to pay out a few aspers [silver coins]. At the front and back of the plank hang cowbells, so that he can be heard from a distance. On top of it lies a sample of the goods with which he has tried to cheat his customers. And as a supposedly special form of mockery, he is made to wear a German hat” (Davey: 2:304–305). As the official responsible for the maintenance and preservation of public morals, the muhtasib had to ensure that men did not consort with women in public, and it was his duty to identify and punish bad behavior, particularly stealing, drunkenness, and wine drinking in public. A thief who was caught red-handed would be nailed by his ears and feet to the open shutter of the shop he had tried to rob. He was left in that state for two days without food or water (Davey: 2:304–305). The muhtasib could take action against violations and offenses only if they had been committed in public and did not have the right to enter a house and violate the privacy of a family (Davey: 2:304–305).


TRADE GUILDS IN OTTOMAN EMPIRE

In Turkey of the Ottomans the British folklorist and traveler Lucy Mary Jane Garnett described the status of trade guilds in the Ottoman Empire in the early 20th century:

The Esnafs or Trade Guilds, constitute an important feature of urban industrial life, especially at Constantinople, where representatives of all the various trades, crafts, and callings practiced in the Empire are to be found. Each Esnaf [sinf] has in every quarter of the city and suburbs one or more lonjas, or lodges, presided over by several officers called respectively according to their rank, Sheikhs, Naibs, Oustas, and Kiayas, or Priors, Superintendents, and Inspectors, who are annually elected by the members from among its own master craftsmen, these officers being formally recognised by the Government, which holds them responsible for the good behaviour of their fellow-guildsmen. The internal organisation of the Esnafs remains practically the same as it was in earlier centuries, its members, as in the industrial guilds of Europe generally, falling into the three grades of oustas or masters, kalfas, or journeymen, and tchiraks, or apprentices. The lines of demarcation are strongly marked between these three grades. A kalfa owes respect and obedience to his ousta, and apprentices are required to be duly submissive to both. A tchirak desiring admission to the guild of his craft is recommended by the ousta under whom he has served his time to the Prior of his lodge, his formal admission being attended with traditional ceremonies and the payment of certain fees. The Esnaf of each craft and calling has its own peculiar traditional laws and usages, as well as its special kanoun or written constitution.

Source: Lucy Mary Jane Garnett, Turkey of the Ottomans (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1915), 157–159.
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Nader Shah Afshar (1688–1747)

The shah of Iran and the founder of a short-lived Afshar (Afsharid) dynasty, which at its height ruled a vast empire extending from India and Central Asia in the east to northern Iraq in the west. He defeated the Ghilzai Afghans, who had overthrown the Safavid dynasty (1501–1722), and forced the Russian and the Ottoman armies, which had invaded Iran, to withdraw. Nader reconstituted the Iranian state as a major power in southwest Asia. He also developed a reputation as a brilliant military strategist and an outstanding leader of men on the battlefield.

Nader was born in 1688 into a branch of the Afshar tribe, which had been settled in Darreh Gaz in the Khorasan province of northeastern Iran. The Afshars were one of the Qizilbash tribes that constituted the military backbone of the Safavid state. The Safavids had settled a branch of the Afshar in Khorasan to defend the province from incursions by the marauding Uzbeks, who raided present-day northeastern Iran and northwestern Afghanistan from Central Asia. Nader may have become at best a local leader had it not been for the fall of the Safavid state in 1722.

In 1719 the declining Safavid Empire was invaded by an army of Ghilzai Afghan tribesmen from present-day southern Afghanistan. In October 1722 a Ghilzai Afghan army led by Mahmud, a tribal leader from southern Afghanistan, entered the Iranian capital, Isfahan, and deposed the reigning Safavid monarch, Soltan Hossein (r. 1694–1722) (Roemer: 324). A son of Soltan Hossein, Tahmasp, fled Isfahan for Qazvin, where he ascended the throne as Tahmasp II. Tahmasp intended to rally local notables and tribal chiefs against the invading Ghilzai Afghans.
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Nader Shah Afshar (r. 1736–1747), who emerged as the ruler of Iran in 1736, created an Iranian empire which at the height of its power stretched from the Indus River to northern Iraq. (Los Angeles County Museum of Art)

The collapse of the Safavid state enticed both the Ottomans and Russians to invade Iran and seize as much territory as possible. The Russian czar, Peter the Great, saw the disintegration of the Safavid monarchy as an opportunity to acquire much of the Caucasus region, as well as Iran’s Caspian provinces of Gilan and Mazandaran. The disappearance of their old Shia nemesis also created opportunities as well as anxieties for the Ottomans. Battered by the wars with the Habsburgs and the treaties of Karlowitz and Passarowitz, the Ottomans now had an opportunity to regain their lost credibility by scoring a speedy victory in Iran. Sultan Ahmed III (r. 1703–1730) and his grand vizier, Ibrahim Pasha, could use the vacuum created by the collapse of the Safavid state to occupy its western provinces and increase the revenue collected by the central government. But as already mentioned, the sultan was not the only sovereign determined to conquer valuable territory. Having successfully triumphed over Sweden, Peter the Great also was determined to profit from the sudden disappearance of the Safavid state in Iran, a country that could serve Russia as a land bridge to the warm waters of the Persian Gulf and the riches of India.

Using Astrakhan and the Volga River, Peter transported his armies through Daghistan to capture Darbend on the western shores of the Caspian Sea, claiming all along that he had invaded Iran to rescue it from the Afghan invaders. Recognizing the threat posed by the arrival of Russian forces on their eastern frontiers, the Ottomans invaded Iran to prevent Peter from occupying Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia. Jointly recognizing the need to avoid a military conflict over Iran, in 1722 the Ottoman and the Russian governments began to negotiate an agreement that allowed the sultan to move his troops into Georgia. The Ottomans sent two armies to the east, the first entering the capital of Georgia, Tbilisi, in July 1723 and the second occupying the western Iranian town of Kermanshah in October (Roemer: 327). In a treaty signed on June 24, 1724, Ahmed III and Peter effectively partitioned northern and western Iran into Russian and Ottoman spheres of influence (Roemer: 327). This partition allowed Russia to claim the southern Caspian provinces of Gilan and Mazandaran, as well as the eastern and central Caucasus all the way to the confluence of the Aras and Kur Rivers. All the territory west of this partition line, including the Iranian provinces of Azerbaijan, Kurdistan, and Luristan, along with the important cities of Tabriz, Kermanshah, and Hamadan, were to be annexed by the Ottomans (Sykes: 2:237–238). The treaty allowed Ottoman forces to occupy Hamadan in August 1724, followed by Yerevan in October. On August 3, 1725, the Ottomans entered Tabriz, while a second and smaller force captured the town of Ganja in the present-day Republic of Azerbaijan in September. The Afghans remained in occupation of Isfahan, Shiraz, and most of southeastern Iran.

Iranians who wished to resist the foreign occupation of their country began to rally around the Safavid prince Tahmasp, who had declared himself the shah and was living in hiding in northern Iran. To put the Ottomans on the defensive, the Afghan leader, Ashraf, sent an emissary to Istanbul to complain to the sultan about his alliance with Russia, a Christian power, and about his support for the Shia Safavids against the Sunni Afghans (Sykes: 2:239). The response from the Ottomans to this accusation was swift. The sultan declared war on the Afghans and ordered his troops to move on Isfahan. Having seized the city of Maragheh in Azerbaijan and Qazvin two hours west of present-day Tehran, the Ottoman army was moving south toward Isfahan when it was confronted and defeated by an Afghan force. Despite their impressive victory, the Afghans sued for peace (Sykes: 2:240). In return for the Afghans recognizing the Ottoman sultan as the caliph of the Islamic world, the Ottoman sultan recognized the Afghan leader Ashraf as the shah of Iran (Sykes: 2:240).

The newly established Afghan rule in Iran was, however, short-lived. The Safavid prince Tahmasp, who had proclaimed himself the shah of Iran, was now joined by Nader, who would emerge as the savior of Iran and the last great Iranian conqueror (Astarabadi: 175–183). Using the northeastern Iranian province of Khorasan as his base of operations, Nader attacked the Afghans. He first routed the Abdali Afghans near Herat in spring 1729. He then moved against the capital, Isfahan, and in September 1729 inflicted a devastating defeat on the main Afghan army, led by the Afghan ruler, Ashraf at Mehmandoust. Ashraf and his defeated Afghan army fled Iran for Qandahar in present-day southern Afghanistan. The victory over the Afghans allowed Tahmasp to return to Isfahan and re-establish himself as the shah of Iran, although by then the true power behind the throne was Nader (Astarabadi: 2020–2243).

With the Afghans in flight, Nader moved against the Ottomans in July 1730, forcing them to withdraw from Hamadan and Nahavand in western Iran. The defeat jolted the Ottoman capital. In September 1730, as the Ottoman army was preparing another campaign against Iran, Patrona Halil, an officer of Albanian origin, staged a revolt, which was joined by the ulema and a large number of soldiers and civilians after they denounced the sultan and Ibrahim Pasha for mismanaging the war and losing territory to the Shia infidels. To save his throne, the sultan ordered the execution of his grand vizier on October 1, but the rebellion did not subside. The sultan then agreed to abdicate in favor of the oldest living prince of the Ottoman dynasty, who ascended the throne as Mahmud I (Kurat and Bromley: 218–219). The uncertainty of the transition period and the weakness of the new sultan allowed Patrona Halil and his supporters to impose a reign of terror in Istanbul, burning and destroying the palaces that had been built during the Tulip period and killing their wealthy owners. The crisis spread to towns across the empire, and rebels began to extort money from business and home owners in the capital and demanded a voice in the everyday affairs of the central government. By mid-November the new sultan and his advisers had to put an end to the rebellion. Patrona Halil and his supporters were invited to the palace, where they expected to discuss the next campaign against Iran. Instead, they were attacked and killed by the agents of the sultan. Peace or some facsimile thereof was once again restored.

The revolt of Patrona Halil and the emergence of a new sultan did not end the hostilities between the Ottoman Empire and Iran. The skirmishes between the two Muslim states continued in Iraq, eastern Anatolia, and the southern Caucasus. Having liberated Iran from occupation forces, the Safavid prince Tahmasp declared himself the shah. The real power, however, rested with the shah’s military commander, Nader, the hero of the hour, who enjoyed the loyalty of the Iranian army. While the Safavid monarch wished to take the credit, it was Nader’s genius and charisma as a tactician and leader that were responsible for the independence of the country. After pushing Ottoman forces out of western Iran, Nader had been forced to abandon his campaign and return to northeastern Iran to quell a rebellion. In his absence, the shah attacked southern Caucasus in 1731 but was pushed back and subsequently defeated near Hamadan by the Ottomans. The territories that Nader had regained from the Ottomans were lost, although the shah managed to retain control over Azerbaijan, Luristan, and Iranian Kurdistan. The defeat of Tahmasp by the Ottomans allowed Nader to portray the shah as weak and incompetent. He denounced the treaty that the shah had signed and sent an ultimatum to the Ottoman government demanding the restoration of the provinces Iran had lost. Having excited and prepared his army and the population for a new war with the Ottoman Empire, Nader marched to Isfahan in 1732, removed Tahmasp from the throne, and replaced him with his infant son, Abbas III. Nader then proclaimed himself the regent and led his army in another war against the Ottomans.

Nader’s first target was Baghdad, which he surrounded in 1733. The Ottomans, realizing the power and popularity of Nader, assembled a large force in northern Iraq. The two armies clashed near Kirkuk in Iraqi Kurdistan. In his first assault on the Ottoman forces, Nader was soundly defeated by the Ottoman commander, Topal Osman Pasha, near Mosul, but to the shock and amazement of his commanders and officials, Nader managed to reorganize his troops and attack the Ottoman forces three months later, at a time when Topal Osman Pasha had fallen victim to palace intrigues in Istanbul and had not received the men, arms, and provisions he had requested (Astarabadi: 313–323; Sykes: 2:251–252). Thus, when the two armies joined battle again in northern Iraq, the resupplied Iranian force routed the Ottomans. Topal Osman Pasha was killed on the battlefield (Astarabadi: 323–43; Sykes: 2:252). In Istanbul the sultan, Mahmud I (r. 1730–1754), could not accept the loss his armies had suffered at the hands of Nader. A new army was raised and dispatched against Nader, who immediately laid siege to Tbilisi, Yerevan, and Ganja in the southern Caucasus in the hope of forcing the Ottomans into an open engagement. The Ottomans took the bait and dispatched a new army against Nader, who defeated it in battle. The Ottoman commander was captured and killed, and the southern Caucasus once again was occupied by Iran. In October 1736 the two powers finally agreed to a peace treaty, which restored Iranian control over southern Caucasus and recognized the borders as defined by the Treaty of Qasr-i Shirin (Kasr-i Șirin) in 1639. Beyond signing a peace treaty with the Ottomans, Nader tried to address the religious root causes of the conflict between Shiism and Sunni Islam, but his efforts failed.

Nader’s victory over the Ottomans served to convince the Russians to withdraw their remaining troops from Iran’s Caspian provinces. Nader used his victory over the Ottomans to remove the powerless Safavid figurehead and ascend the throne as Nader Shah in 1736. In 1738, two years after he had proclaimed himself the shah, Nader invaded Qandehar in present-day southern Afghanistan. Before seizing Qandehar, he captured Kabul. After pacifying the Pashtun tribes of southern Afghanistan, Nader attacked India and seized Delhi in March 1740. He used his conquest of India to plunder the famed treasures of Moghul emperors, including the world-renowned, jewel-encrusted Peacock Throne and the Kooh-e Noor (Mountain of Light) and Darya-ye Noor (Sea of Light) diamonds. After riots erupted in the Moghul capital, Nader’s forces massacred nearly 30,000 residents of Delhi. In 1740 Nader ordered the execution of the deposed Safavid monarch, Tahmasp II, and his two infant sons. He then went on to attack Central Asia with a large force equipped with guns and artillery. Nader inflicted humiliating defeats on the Uzbek armies of the two khanates of Bokhara and Khiva, which had no other option but to accept his suzerainty.

The news of Nader’s conquests in India and Central Asia rang alarm bells in Istanbul. Though both sides were exhausted by intermittent warfare, the Ottomans were determined to punish Nader and regain the territory they had lost. The Ottoman sultan, Mahmud I, ordered his armies to attack Iran in summer 1745. An Ottoman army marched from Kars in eastern Anatolia against Iranian positions near Yerevan in Armenia. After several days of fierce fighting, Nader defeated the larger Ottoman force. The Ottoman artillery was captured by Nader’s men, and thousands of Ottoman soldiers were killed. The two sides agreed to sign a peace treaty in September 1746, restoring the borders established in the Treaty of Qasr-i Shirin, which had been signed between Murad IV and the Safavids almost a century earlier. Relieved from his campaigns against the Ottomans, Nader switched his focus to the Persian Gulf and the Gulf of Oman. He ordered the construction of an Iranian navy, which was used to invade and occupy Oman at the entrance to the Indian Ocean.

Toward the end of his reign, particularly after a failed assassination attempt on his life, Nader became increasingly more erratic, capricious, and violent, exhibiting signs of mental derangement. He began to suspect his son, Reza Qoli Mirza (1719–1747), of plotting to seize the throne. Nader’s mental condition deteriorated further after he ordered his son to be blinded, only to discover that the young prince was innocent of any wrongdoing. When he recognized his mistake, Nader put the blame squarely on those nobles who had not saved Reza Qoli Mirza by interceding on his behalf. By the end even members of the Afshar could not tolerate his capricious and brutal rule. In June 1747, outside Quchan in the Khorasan province of northeastern Iran, Nader was assassinated by a group of his army commanders. Upon the assassination of Nader, his nephew, Ali Qoli, ascended the throne as Ādel Shah. The new monarch could not, however, preserve the unity and the territorial integrity of the empire his uncle had left behind. Less than a year after he had seized the throne of Iran, Ādel Shah was defeated and captured by his own brother, Ibrahim, who blinded the humiliated Ādel Shah. Ibrahim, in turn, was defeated by Shahrokh, a grandson of Nader who had ascended the throne in Mashhad in northeastern Iran. Thus, Nader’s empire disintegrated quickly after his assassination. His death threw Iran into a long period of chaos and turmoil, which continued until the consolidation of power at the hands of Karim Khan, the founder of the Zand dynasty, in 1765.

See also: Battles and Treaties: Tulip Period; Sultans: Ahmed III; Mahmud I
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Nizam-i Cedid (Nizam-i Jedid)

Nizam-i Cedid (Nizam-i Jedid), or New Order, was a reform program introduced by the Ottoman sultan Selim III (r. 1789–1807). The repeated military defeats suffered by the Ottoman Empire in the 18th century convinced Selim III of the need to introduce fundamental reforms that would restore the power of the central government while preserving the territorial integrity of the empire against internal and external threats. Internally, the greatest challenge for Selim III was to reduce the power of the local notables (āyāns). Although they accepted the nominal suzerainty of the Ottoman sultan, some āyāns acted as quasi-independent rulers, maintaining private armies and conducting their own foreign policy. Externally, Russia posed the greatest threat to the territorial integrity of the Ottoman state.

Selim centered his reforms on the creation of a modern army or Nizam-i Cedid Ordusu (Army of the New Order), which was to restore central governmental control over the empire’s provinces. Initially the sultan believed that the existing janissary and sipāhi corps could be modernized by introducing new methods of training and administration. He soon realized, however, that the reform would ignite fierce opposition from within the corps. Thus he abandoned the plan and opted for the more radical approach of creating a new army altogether. The recruitment for the new army began in 1793–1794. By 1807, when Selim was deposed, the new army had nearly 30,000 well-armed and well-equipped men (Zürcher: 22).

In his attempt to create a new army, Selim III recognized that he could not achieve his objective without providing the technological and organizational support that a modern military structure required. The establishment of a new army required modern weaponry, which had to be either purchased and imported from European countries or designed and manufactured in factories built by the Ottoman government. Furthermore, a new army could not be created without proper training by an educated and experienced officer corps, which in turn required the introduction of modern military schools with instructors and trainers who could only be recruited and imported from European countries. Thus, a military engineering school was created in 1795.

The creation of the new army forced the Ottoman government to recruit European instructors and trainers, mostly from France. With the arrival of European trainers and the introduction of modern military schools, the antireform forces began to mobilize against the sultan. The new army was fiercely opposed by the janissaries, who viewed it as an open challenge to their dominant role in the Ottoman military. The introduction of European education also was opposed by the religious classes led by the şeyhülislam, who considered Selim’s reforms to be incompatible with Islam. In late May 1807 the janissary corps staged a revolt against the sultan. The janissaries were quickly joined by the ulema and their students. Selim refused to use his new army to suppress the rebels. Instead, he tried to contain the rebellion by promising the rebels that he would disband his new army. He also threw a number of his own supporters, including his grand vizier, into the crowd. The policy of appeasing his opponents only emboldened the rebels, who declared Selim’s reforms incompatible with the laws of Islam. Selim was deposed on May 29, 1807. The rebels brought a cousin of Selim, Mustafa, out of the royal harem and placed him on the throne as Mustafa IV. The new sultan was used by the opponents of Selim as a convenient tool to disband the Nizam-i Cedid.

See also: Empire and Administration: Janissaries; Sultans: Mahmud II; Selim III; Primary Documents: Document 10
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Ottoman Constitution

After the death of Āli Pasha, the last great statesman of the Tanzimat era in September 1871, several grand viziers came and went, while Sultan Abdülaziz (r. 1861–1876) became increasingly involved in running the everyday affairs of the empire, thus introducing an element of chaos. Then, in the early hours of May 30, 1876, a small group of officials and army commanders, led by the reform-minded statesman Midhat Pasha, carried out a peaceful military coup (Davison: 99–100). A nephew of Abdülaziz, Prince Murad was brought out of his residence to the ministry of war and declared the new sultan.

Before the new monarch could establish himself, however, news of Abdülaziz’s sudden death was announced to a shocked populace. The body of the deposed sultan had been discovered in his private bedroom, his wrists slashed with a pair of scissors, leading many to conclude that he had been murdered. To defuse the rumors of assassination, the government called on doctors from several foreign embassies in Istanbul to examine the body and offer their medical opinion on the cause of death, which was officially declared a suicide. The events profoundly affected the new sultan, Murad, who suffered a nervous breakdown. Accordingly, Midhat and his colleagues decided to depose Murad in favor of his brother, who ascended the Ottoman throne in August as Abdülhamid II. Midhat Pasha was appointed grand vizier in December, and shortly afterward the first Ottoman constitution was introduced (McCarthy: 304).

These momentous events in Istanbul took place in the context of major developments in European power politics and another crisis in the Balkans that erupted when Serbia and Montenegro attacked the Ottoman Empire in July 1876. With chaos and uncertainty reigning in Istanbul and revolt and instability spreading to the rural communities in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Russia had pushed for military intervention by Serbia and Montenegro. This Pan-Slavic project designed by Russia failed when Ottoman troops struck back, defeating the Serbs and forcing them to sue for peace. Russia then instigated a nationalist uprising in Bulgaria, which was crushed by Ottoman forces with heavy casualties and massacres of the civilian population. This allowed the czar to demand that the Ottoman Empire introduce reforms and grant autonomy to the Bulgarian people. Recognizing the threat of Russian intervention in the Balkans, the British government intervened and called for the convening of an international conference to meet in Istanbul, with the intention of defusing the possibility of another war between Russia and the Ottoman Empire. On the first day of the conference, December 23, 1876, however, the Ottoman delegation shocked the European participants by announcing that a constitution had been promulgated and that any attempt by foreign powers to press the Ottoman state into introducing reforms in its European provinces was unnecessary because under the new political regime all Ottoman subjects would be treated as equals, with their rights protected and guaranteed by the government (Zürcher: 74).

The Fundamental Law (Kānun-i Esāsi) of December 23, 1876, used the Belgian constitution of 1831 and the Prussian constitution of 1850 as its models. According to the first Ottoman constitution, the sultan enjoyed the right to appoint the grand vizier and the members of his cabinet. He also possessed the authority to dissolve the parliament at his discretion.

The Ottoman constitution did not prevent another military confrontation with Russia. Continuous palace intrigues convinced Abdülhamid II to dismiss Midhat Pasha, who was sent into exile in February 1877, an event that was soon followed by a Russian declaration of war in April. The Ottoman forces delayed the Russian southward incursion for several months at Plevna (Pleven) in Bulgaria, but by December the czarist army was encamped a mere 12 kilometers outside Istanbul (Zürcher: 74). On March 3, 1878, the Treaty of San Stefano was signed between Russia and the Ottoman Empire. Among other things, it called for the establishment of an autonomous Bulgarian state, stretching from the Black Sea to the Aegean, which Russia would occupy for two years. Serbia, Romania, and Montenegro were also to be recognized as independent states, while Russia received Batumi in southern Caucasus, as well as the districts of Kars and Ardahan in eastern Anatolia. In addition, the Ottoman government was obliged to introduce fundamental reforms in Thessaly and Armenia. Other European powers could not tolerate the rapid growth of Russian influence in the Balkans and the Caucasus. They agreed to meet in Berlin at a new peace conference designed to partition the European provinces of the Ottoman Empire in such a way as to prevent the emergence of Russia as the dominant power in the region.
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Palace

The palace, where the sultan and the royal family resided, served as the brain center of the Ottoman Empire. After the conquest of Constantinople in May 1453 the Ottoman sultan Mehmed II (Fatih) decided to build a palace that would demonstrate the power and majesty of his rule. The construction of Istanbul’s Topkapi (Canon Gate) Palace, built on “Seraglio Point between the Golden Horn and the Sea of Marmara,” began in 1465 and ended 13 years later (Ertuğ, “Topkapi Palace”: 566). Built on a hill looking down at the Bosphorus, the location of the new palace offered both defensibility and stunning views. A high wall with several towers and seven gates surrounded the palace. At the height of Ottoman power, the palace housed 4,000 residents.

The Topkapi Palace complex contained numerous buildings centered on four main squares or sections: “an area for service and safety also known as the Birun, or outer section”; an “administrative center where the Imperial Council met”; an “area used for education, known as Enderun, or inner section”; and “a private living area, dominated by the Harem or women’s section” (Ertuğ, “Topkapi Palace”: 566). Three major gates marked the passages of the palace. The first was the Imperial Gate (Bab-i Hümayun), followed by the second or Middle Gate, known also as the Gate of Salutation (Bab-üs Selam), and finally the third gate, known as the Gate of Felicity (Bab-üs Saadet).

The first palace courtyard was the largest of the four and functioned as an outer park that contained fountains and buildings such as the imperial mint. At the end of this courtyard, all those riding horseback had to dismount and enter the second court, or the Divan Square, through the Gate of Salutation, or the Middle Gate. With the exception of the highest officials of the state and foreign ambassadors and dignitaries, no one could enter the second courtyard, which housed a hospital, a bakery, army quarters, stables, the imperial council, and the kitchens. This courtyard served principally as the site where the sultan held audience. At the end of this courtyard stood the Gate of Felicity, which served as the entrance to the third courtyard, also known as the inner court, or the enderun. It was in front of this gate that the sultan sat on his throne during the main religious festivals and his accession, while his ministers and court dignitaries paid him homage, standing in front of their royal master. It was also here that, before every campaign, the sultan handed the banner of the prophet Muhammad to the grand vizier before he departed for a military campaign.
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Topkapi Palace located on the Seraglio Point, a promontory overlooking the Golden Horn, served as the residence of Ottoman sultans beginning with Mehmed II, the conqueror of Constantinople. (Robert Zehetmayer/Dreamstime.com)

Beyond the Gate of Felicity lay the inner court and the residential apartments of the palace. No one could enter this court without special permission from the sultan. In this inner section of the palace, the sultan spent his days outside the royal harem, surrounded by a lush garden and the privy chamber (has oda), which contained the royal treasury and the sacred relics, including the cloak of the prophet Muhammad, two swords, a bow, one tooth, a hair from his beard, his battle sabers, a letter, and other relics.

The audience chamber, or chamber of petitions (arz odasi), was located a short distance behind the Gate of Felicity in the center of the third courtyard. The chamber served as an inner audience hall where the government ministers and court dignitaries presented their reports after they had kissed the hem of the sultan’s sleeve. The mosque of the eunuchs and the apartments of the palace pages, the young boys who attended to the sultan’s everyday needs, were also located here. Another “important building found in the third courtyard was the Palace School,” where Ottoman princes and the promising boys of the child levy (devşirme) “studied law, linguistics, religion, music, art, and fighting” (Ertuğ, “Topkapi Palace”: 566). From its inception in the 15th century the palace school educated and prepared numerous state dignitaries who played a prominent role in Ottoman society. Only in the second half of the 19th century did the ruling elite cease using the palace school. The fourth and the last courtyard included the royal harem, which comprised nearly 400 rooms and served as the residence for the mother, the wives, and the children of the sultan and their servants and attendants.

In 1856 the Ottoman sultan Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid) (r. 1839–1861) moved to a new palace, called Dolmabahçe (Dolmabahche), which was built in the Beșiktaș district of Istanbul on the European coastline of the Bosphorus strait. Dolmabahçe “embraced a European architectural style” and “was designed with two stories and three sections, with the basement and attic serving as service floors” (Ertuğ, “Dolmabahçe Palace”: 186). The “three sections of the palace were the official part (mabeyn-i hümayun), the ceremonial hall (muayede salonu), and the residential area (harem)” (Ertuğ, “Dolmabahçe Palace”: 186). The “official section was used for affairs of state and formal receptions,’ while the second section “was used for formal ceremonies” (Ertuğ, “Dolmabahçe Palace”: 186). The harem or the “private residential area of the palace” occupied “the largest area of the palace” and included “the sultan’s personal rooms: a study, a relaxing room, a bedroom, and a reception room” (Ertuğ, “Dolmabahçe Palace”: 186). The mother of the sultan also had her own rooms “for receiving, relaxing, and sleeping” (Ertuğ, “Dolmabahçe Palace”: 186). Each of “the princes, princesses, and wives of the sultan (kadinefendiler) also had his or her own three-or-four room apartments in the palace, living separately with their own servants” (Ertuğ, “Dolmabahçe Palace”: 186).

In 1880 the Ottoman sultan Abdülhamid II moved the royal residence to the Yildiz (Star) Palace, where an Italian architect, Riamondo D’Aronco, was commissioned to build new additions to the old palace complex. The new structures, built of white marble, were European in style and contained the sultan’s residence, a theater and opera house, an imperial carpentry workshop, an imperial porcelain factory to meet the demands of upper-class Ottomans for European-style ceramics, and numerous governmental offices for state officials who served their royal master. The only section of the Yildiz Palace accessible to foreign visitors was the selamlik, or the large square reception hall, where the sultan received foreign ambassadors (Davey: 1:150). In the royal harem, which was hidden within a lush and richly wooded park and was known for its rare marbles and superb Italian furniture, Sultan Abdülhamid received his wives and children. At times he spent the evening there with a favorite wife and children and played piano for them (Davey: 1:151). Within the park there also lay an artificial lake, on which the sultan and his intimates cruised in a small but elegant boat (Davey: 1:51).
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Palace Pages and Royal Chambers

Four principal chambers within the palace served the sultan and his most immediate needs (Inalcik: 80). The privy chamber served his most basic needs, such as bathing, clothing, and personal security. The sultan’s sword keeper (silahdar ağa), the royal valet (çohadar ağa), and his personal secretary (sir katibi) were the principal officials in charge of the privy chamber (Inalcik: 80). The treasury chamber held the sultan’s personal jewelry and other valuable items. The third chamber, the larder, was where the sultan’s meals were prepared, and the fourth, or campaign chamber, was staffed by bathhouse attendants, barbers, drummers, and entertainers (Shaw: 1:115). Pages with exceptional ability and talent would join the privy chamber after they had served in one of the other three chambers (Inalcik: 80; Shaw: 1:117). From the time the sultan woke up to the time he went to bed, the pages of the privy chamber accompanied him and organized the many services that their royal master required.

Surrounded and served as he was by an elaborate hierarchy of pages, eunuchs, and attendants, access to the sultan became increasingly difficult, and the number of individuals who could communicate directly with him decreased significantly. One result was a rapid and significant increase in the power of the royal harem. Starting in the second half of the 16th century, the sultan’s mother and wives began to exercise increasing influence on the political life of the palace and the decision-making process. They enjoyed direct access to the sultan and were in daily contact with him. With the sultan spending less time on the battlefield and delegating his responsibilities to the grand vizier, the mothers and wives began to emerge as the principal source of information and communication between the harem and the outside world.

The majority of Ottoman sultans, however, were far from simple-minded puppets of their mothers, wives, and chief eunuchs. In the morning they attended to the affairs of their subjects, and in the evening they busied themselves with a variety of hobbies and activities. According to the Ottoman traveler and writer Evliya Çelebi, who served for a short time as a page in the palace, Murad IV (1623–1640) had a highly structured routine in his daily life, particularly during winter, when it was difficult to enjoy hunting and horseback riding. In the morning he attended to the affairs of his subjects. On Friday evenings he met with scholars of religion and the readers of the holy Quran and discussed various issues relating to religious sciences. On Saturday evenings he devoted his time to the singers who sang spiritual tunes. On Sunday evenings he assembled the poets and storytellers. On Monday evenings he invited dancing boys and Egyptian musicians, who performed till daybreak. On Tuesday evenings he invited to the palace old and experienced men, upward of 70 years old, whose opinions he valued. On Wednesday evenings he gave audience to pious saints and on Thursday evenings to dervişes (members of Sufi or mystical orders) (Evliya Çelebi: 141).

As the Ottoman Empire entered the modern era, the everyday life of the sultan also underwent significant changes. The slow and easygoing lifestyle that prevailed at the harem of Topkapi and the large ceremonial gatherings that marked the visit by a foreign ambassador to the imperial palace gave way to a simple and highly disciplined routine characterized by the informality of interaction between the sultan and his guests. Abdülhamid II, who ruled from 1876 to 1909, awoke at six in the morning and dressed like an ordinary European gentleman, wearing a frock coat, “the breast of which, on great occasions,” was “richly embroidered and blazing with decorations” (Davey: 2:34). He worked with his secretaries until noon, when he had a light lunch. After finishing his meal the sultan took a short drive in the palace park or a sail on the lake. Back at work he gave audience to his grand vizier, various court dignitaries, the şeyhülislam (the head of the ulema), and foreign ambassadors. Having abandoned the ceremonial traditions of his predecessors, who ruled from Topkapi’s inner section, the sultan placed his visitor beside him on a sofa and lighted a cigarette, which he offered to the guest. Because he could speak only Turkish and Arabic, the sultan communicated with foreign ambassadors and dignitaries through interpreters (Davey: 2:34).

At eight in the evening Abdülhamid II dined, sometimes alone and at times with a foreign ambassador. According to one source, the dinner was “usually a very silent one” with dishes “served in gorgeous style, à la française, on the finest of plate and the most exquisite porcelain” (Davey: 2:34). At times, after the dinner the sultan played duets on the piano with his younger children before he retired to the royal harem. He was fond of light music (Davey: 2:34).
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Safavid Dynasty

An Iranian Shia dynasty that ruled a vast and powerful empire from 1501 to 1722. The Safavids traced their ancestry to the great mystic and theologian Sheikh Safi al-Din Ishaq Ardabili (1252–1334). He and his descendants enjoyed enormous popularity in Azerbaijan. The Safavid movement also gained strong support from the Turkoman tribal groups, which hailed from Syria and Anatolia. After several attempts to seize political power in the 15th century, the Safavids finally managed to impose their rule over Iran in the beginning of the 16th century. The Safavid state was founded by Ismail I, who crowned himself as the shah of Iran in 1501. For the next century and a half the Safavid Empire was the principal nemesis of the Ottoman state in the east. Beginning with the battle of Chaldiran (Chalduran) in August 1514 and culminating with the campaigns of Murad IV (r. 1623–1640), the Ottomans fought Safavid armies, but they never managed to destroy their stubborn nemesis.

The Safavid dynasty traced its roots to Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili, the powerful spiritual and religious leader and founder of the Safaviyya Sufi order, which was founded in the city of Ardabil in present-day northwestern Iran in the 14th century. Though initially Sunni Muslim, the Safaviyya order began to champion Shia Islam sometime during the 15th century. They also claimed to be the direct descendants of Muhammad, the prophet of Islam through the seventh Shia imam, Musa al-Kazim. The Turkoman tribes supporting the Safaviyya movement wore red headgear with 12 gores, which symbolized their devotion to the 12 Shia imams and the Safavid shah. Hence they came to be called the Qizilbash (Kizilbaș) or the Red Heads. The relationship of the Qizilbash tribes, including the Shamlu, the Ostajlu, the Tekellu, the Rumlu, and the Du’l-Qadr, to the Safavid monarch was a mystical one, resembling the devotional ties between a Sufi master, murshid, and his disciple (murid). The Qizilbash tribes, which constituted the military backbone of the Safavid movement, hailed from Syria and Anatolia. During Safavid rule they settled in various parts of Iran, where their chiefs were appointed by the Safavid shah as governors.

The founder of the Safavid dynasty, Shah Ismail I (r. 1501–1524), resurrected Iran as a unified and powerful state in 1501. In 1510 Ismail inflicted a humiliating defeat on a much larger Uzbek army near Marv (Merv) in the northeastern Iranian province of Khorasan (present-day Turkmenistan). The Uzbek leader, Mohammad Sheybani, was killed as he tried to flee the battlefield. Having neutralized the threat posed by the Uzbeks in the east, Shah Ismail switched his attention to the west, seizing Iraq and entering Anatolia.

As the popularity of Shah Ismail as a Shia saint and a descendant of the prophet Muhammad spread throughout Anatolia, the Ottomans realized that the only way to neutralize the magnetic Iranian monarch was to destroy his army and his followers in a single military campaign. The leadership of this anti-Shia campaign was assumed by the Ottoman sultan Selim I (r. 1512–1520). Selim’s principal objective was to revive the expansionist policies of his grandfather, Mehmed II, who had aimed at the creation of a world empire. The two principal obstacles to the creation of an Ottoman-dominated Near East were the Safavids in Iran and the Mamluks in Egypt. Between the two Muslim powers, the one that posed a direct and immediate threat to the security and legitimacy of the Ottoman state was undoubtedly the Safavids, who dreamed of re-creating the Persian empire of pre-Islamic Iran.

For Selim, the Ottoman invasion of eastern Anatolia could not confine itself to a military confrontation with Shah Ismail’s army. Aside from destroying the Safavid army, Selim was determined to uproot the social base of support and the rural and urban networks that the Safavids and their supporters had established in Anatolia. Thus, as the Ottoman army marched through central and eastern Anatolia, tens of thousands of men and women who were suspected of sympathizing with the Safavid cause were massacred and their bodies displayed on the roads as a reminder to those who contemplated joining the Shia Iranians.

The decisive battle between the Ottoman and Safavid armies was fought on the plain of Chaldiran near Khoi, north of Lake Urumiyyeh in present-day northwestern Iran on August 22–23, 1514. The Safavid army of 70,000 was defeated by a much larger Ottoman army of 120,000 after the sultan’s artillery and muskets destroyed the shah’s cavalry, which was armed principally with swords, spears, and bows. The Ottoman forces pushed into Azerbaijan and captured Tabriz, the capital of the Safavid state. However, the arrival of an early and harsh winter; incessant surprise attacks by Safavid irregulars, who harassed and cut off the Ottoman army’s limited food supplies; and increasing pressure on the sultan from the janissary units to return home forced Selim to withdraw his armies back to eastern Anatolia. The two powers did not negotiate a peace treaty, and frontier raids and skirmishes continued for more than a century.

Although the Ottomans withdrew their forces from Azerbaijan, the victory at Chaldiran enabled Selim to impose Ottoman rule over eastern Anatolia and much of Kurdistan. Shah Ismail died in 1524 at the age of 36, leaving the throne of Iran to his infant son, Tahmasp. In late summer 1533, during the reign of Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566), the Ottomans invaded Iran again. In response to the expansionist policies of the Ottomans, the Safavids dispatched several embassies to European courts, seeking an alliance against the Ottoman Empire. Habsburg and Venetian emissaries arrived at the Iranian court to plan a joint attack on Ottoman territory from the east and the west. Learning from their mistakes at Chaldiran, the Safavids also adopted a new strategy, which emphasized avoiding open warfare and adopting a scorched-earth policy. Thus, as the Ottoman forces under the personal command of Süleyman I entered their territory in 1534, the Safavid forces retreated, burning and destroying towns and villages and denying food, harvest, and shelter to the Ottoman invaders. The Safavids were convinced that with the arrival of the harsh Iranian winter and increasing shortages of food and supplies, the Ottoman forces would withdraw, while the shah’s army would follow the invaders in their retreat and recover the lost territory. Despite these calculations, Süleyman’s first campaign against the Safavid state proved to be a huge success. Ottoman armies captured Iraq and Azerbaijan. The city of Tabriz fell into Ottoman hands in July 1534. To outdo his father, Süleyman pushed his army farther east, to Sultaniyyeh near Zanjan in present-day northwestern Iran, before returning west, crossing the Zagros mountain range, and arriving at the gates of Baghdad, which surrendered to the Ottoman sultan after a short siege in November.

Although the Safavids could not defeat the superior Ottoman army in a face-to-face confrontation, the Ottomans also failed to destroy the Safavid monarchy and to maintain a permanent occupation force inside Iran. For the Ottomans the invasion of Iran was difficult and costly, forcing them to travel long distances while maintaining extensive supply lines, which were under constant attack from Safavid irregular forces. For the Safavids the Ottoman invasions and occupations undermined the prestige and power of the shah among his subjects and resulted in a significant reduction of revenue sent to the central government.

Despite the difficulties of waging war against Iran, Süleyman decided to invade Safavid territory again in 1548 after Elqas Mirza, a brother of Shah Tahmasp, fled to Ottoman territory and sought protection and support from the sultan. Convinced that the internal struggle over the Iranian throne could be used to expand Ottoman power and territory, Süleyman dispatched an army with Elqas Mirza, which took Tabriz but once again failed to establish permanent Ottoman rule. The campaign disintegrated after Elqas Mirza quarreled with his Ottoman handlers, forcing the sultan to withdraw his support from the Iranian pretender. After three long, costly, and exhausting campaigns, the Ottomans and Safavids made peace and signed the Treaty of Amasya, on May 29, 1555. Although the Safavids regained some of the territory they had lost to Süleyman, the Ottomans retained their control over Iraq. For the remaining years of Süleyman’s reign, both the Ottoman Empire and Iran avoided costly military campaigns.

The Safavid state reached the zenith of its power during the reign of Abbas I (r. 1587–1629), known in Iranian history as Shah Abbas the Great. Beginning in 1603–1604, Abbas embarked on an ambitious campaign to regain all the territories that his predecessors, Ismail I and Tahmasp I, had lost. First, Shah Abbas attacked and defeated Ottoman forces in Azerbaijan and the south Caucasus. The Safavid forces moved at blazing speed, catching Ottoman garrisons in Azerbaijan and the Caucasus by surprise and capturing the city of Tabriz in 1603 and Nakhchivan in 1604 (Eskandar Beg Monshi: 2:178). Shortly afterward Yerevan (Erivan) and Kars were sacked. Using Armenia as his base, Shah Abbas invaded and occupied the entire eastern Caucasus as far north as Shirvan.

The crisis caused by the campaigns of Shah Abbas coincided with the death of Mehmed III (r. 1595–1603) and the accession of Ahmed I (r. 1603–1617), who mobilized a large force against Iran. When the decisive battle was fought in September 1605, however, the Iranians scored an impressive victory against the larger Ottoman force. In addition to Azerbaijan and the Caucasus, the Safavids captured southeastern Anatolia and Iraq. The defeat undermined Ottoman rule in Anatolia and the Arab world. Kurdish and Turkoman tribal chiefs defected, and a series of revolts erupted, particularly in Syria, where the Kurds staged an uprising against the Ottoman state (Shaw: 1:188).

Despite their best efforts to counter the Iranian threat, the Ottomans could not dislodge the Safavid forces from eastern Anatolia and Azerbaijan. Military campaigns against Iran exhausted the Ottoman treasury and did not result in decisive victory. With no prospect of an enduring peace, the Safavids established closer diplomatic and military ties with the Christian powers of Europe. Shah Abbas began to coordinate his attacks against Ottoman borderlands in conjunction with campaigns waged against the empire by the Habsburgs and Venice.
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Safavid cavalry led by the Iranian monarch Shah Abbas I the Great fight the Ottoman Turks on the battlefield, 17th-century fresco, Chehel Sotun Palace, Isfahan, Iran. (PHAS/UIG via Getty Images)

The Safavids were assisted in their campaigns by a series of internal revolts known as celāli (jelāli), which disrupted trade and commerce and ignited political chaos and social anarchy in Anatolia and parts of the Arab world. Iran’s successful military campaigns emboldened celāli rebels, as well as Kurdish and Arab tribal chiefs, who had never been fully incorporated into the Ottoman political system and acted as independent rulers in their respective districts. Chaos and anarchy forced the rural population to flee the land. As trade and agricultural production were disrupted, taxes collected by the central government declined significantly.

During the reign of Murad IV (r. 1623–1640) the Ottomans tried to restore peace and order in Anatolia and remove Iranian forces from Iraq. After several long campaigns against Iran, the Ottoman army captured the city of Baghdad and re-established Ottoman control over Iraq, which lasted until the end of World War I. In May 1639, on the plain of Zohab (Zuhab) near the town of Qasr-i Shirin (Kasr-i Şirin) in present-day western Iran, the Ottoman Empire and Iran signed a peace treaty that ended nearly 140 years of hostility between the two Islamic states. The treaty established the Ottoman sultan as the master of Iraq, while the Safavids maintained their control over Azerbaijan and the southern Caucasus. The two Muslim powers avoided a major military confrontation until 1722, when the Safavid dynasty was overthrown by Ghilzai Afghans. (See the appendix for a list of rulers of the Safavid dynasty.)
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Tanzimat

To save the Ottoman Empire from decline and territorial disintegration, a small group of Ottoman officials used the death of Sultan Mahmud II in 1839 to embark on a new program of governmental reforms, which came to be known as Tanzimat (Reorganization). On November 3, 1839, the new Ottoman sultan, Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid) (r. 1839–1861), invited his ministers as well as the representatives of foreign powers to gather in the rose garden of the Topkapi Palace. Once the guests had arrived, the sultan’s foreign minister, Mustafa Reșid Pasha (Mustafa Reshid Pasha), read a decree titled Hatt-i Sherif-i Gülhane (the Noble Rescript of the Rose Garden). The document guaranteed the subjects of the sultan security of life, honor, and property. It also promised a regular system for assessing and levying taxes, as well as a just system of conscription and military service. The royal rescript also committed the Ottoman state to a number of reforms, such as establishing a new penal code, eradicating bribery, and creating a modern tax system that would eliminate inequities and special privileges, such as tax farming. Thus the noble rescript demonstrated a new commitment by the sultan and his ministers to the rule of law, the equality of all Ottoman subjects regardless of their religion and ethnicity, and the establishment of a new system of justice that protected their life and property against arbitrary attacks and confiscation.

Using Europe as their model, the architects of Tanzimat divided the Ottoman government into several ministries with specific tasks and responsibilities. A council of ministers was created to serve as the highest advisory body to the sultan. Building new roads and railways was viewed as one of the most important priorities of the Ottoman government. Armies sent to quell internal rebellions and confront foreign invaders could reach their destinations much faster using a modern road or riding on a train. Telegraph services were introduced as a means of communicating orders from Istanbul and receiving the latest news from provinces. The improvement of the transportation and communication systems also stimulated the economy and intensified commercial ties among various regions of the empire.

In addition to the modernization of the empire’s infrastructure, the Tanzimat period also witnessed a significant transformation in the Ottoman educational system. Mahmud II had introduced the Rușdiye (Rushdiye) (adolescent) schools, which provided a secular education for male students who had completed the mekteps (the traditional schools devoted to the study of the Quran) (Zürcher: 62). The principal objective for the creation of modern schools was to train a new educated elite capable of administering an empire. The fear of opposition from conservatives, however, slowed down educational reform and forced the reformers to attach modern schools to various governmental ministries and bureaus. Thus the first medical and engineering schools in the Ottoman Empire were introduced as academic units within a military school (McCarthy: 299). The introduction of modern educational institutions also suffered from a lack of adequate funding and the absence of well-trained teachers and instructors. Despite these difficulties, a new bureaucracy, which was four to five times larger than the imperial administration and relied heavily on graduates from the modern schools, was created. Finally, the men of Tanzimat tried to create a modern financial structure and an efficient tax collection system that would provide the central treasury with sufficient funds to support governmental reforms. The “main thrust” of their financial reforms was “to simplify the collection of revenues” by delegating “the responsibility of tax collection to the salaried agents of the government, rather than governors, holders of prebendal grants, or other intermediaries of the classical system” (Kasaba: 50).

Despite their best efforts to focus on reform, the men of the Tanzimat faced serious challenges from both internal rebellions and foreign aggression that ultimately undermined their efforts and resulted in the disintegration of the empire. In October 1840 the Ottomans and the British began to exert military pressure on Mehmed Ali, the ruler of Egypt, forcing his troops to evacuate Palestine and Syria in February 1841. The sultan, however, issued a decree granting Mehmed Ali and his family the right to rule Egypt. The second important foreign policy crisis of the Tanzimat era was the Crimean War, which forced the Ottoman Empire to declare war on Russia in October 1853. By acting as the big brother and protector of Serbia, the Danubian Principalities, and the sultan’s Orthodox Christian subjects, Russia intended to replace both the Ottoman Empire and Austria as the dominant power in the Balkans. The ultimate goal of Russian foreign policy was to create a series of satellite states that depended on Russian protection and support for their political survival. Parallel to this was the debate between the Catholic and Orthodox churches over their right to various holy sites in Jerusalem, with Russia championing the Orthodox position and France that of Rome. In 1852 the Ottoman government announced its decision on the question of Christian holy places in Palestine, siding with the French position. The Russian government was outraged, and Czar Nicholas I ordered a partial mobilization of his army to back a new series of demands, including the Russian right to protect the sultan’s Orthodox Christian subjects. Confident that it would receive support from Great Britain, France, and Austria, the Ottoman government rejected the Russian demands. When the czarist forces invaded the Danubian Principalities, the Ottoman Empire declared war on Russia.

As the British and the French naval forces crossed the Turkish Straits on their way to the Black Sea, the Ottomans fought the Russian navy at Sinop, where the Ottoman fleet was destroyed and thousands of sailors were killed. After negotiations collapsed in March 1854, France and Great Britain declared war on Russia. Fearing an attack from Austria, the Russian forces withdrew from Wallachia and Moldavia. The military campaigns that followed, particularly the attack on Sevastopol, which was occupied in October 1855, forced Russia to sue for peace.

While the representatives of European powers were arriving at the peace conference in Paris in February 1856, the sultan, under pressure from France and Great Britain, issued a second reform decree, the Hatt-i Hümayun, or the Imperial Rescript, committing his government to the principle of equality of all Ottoman subjects. The Treaty of Paris, signed in March 1856, forced Russia to withdraw from Wallachia and Moldavia, which, along with Serbia, were to regain their autonomy under Ottoman rule. Russia’s access to the Danube was blocked by its surrender of southern Bessarabia to Moldavia. That famous river and the Turkish Straits were declared open to ships of all countries, and the Black Sea was demilitarized. Russia also was obliged to withdraw its forces from eastern Anatolia, including the city of Kars, which it had occupied during the war. The Crimean War and the Treaty of Paris resulted in the de facto inclusion of the Ottoman Empire in the Concert of Europe, which had tried to maintain the balance of power on the continent since the defeat of Napoleon and the convening of the Congress of Vienna in 1814 (Zürcher: 54). The territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire was thus theoretically preserved and Russia’s expansion into southeast Europe contained.

With Russian aggression checked, the leaders of Tanzimat once again focused on the implementation of their reform agenda. The Crimean War had been very costly and forced the Ottoman government to apply for high-interest loans that eventually undermined the economic independence of the state. The accumulation of significant debt to European banks and the continuous struggle to generate sufficient revenue to repay it undermined efforts to reform the government for the remainder of the 19th century.

After the death of Āli Pasha, the last great statesman of the Tanzimat era, in September 1871, several grand viziers came and went, while Sultan Abdülaziz (r. 1861–1876) became increasingly involved in running the everyday affairs of the empire, thus introducing an element of chaos. Then, in the early hours of May 30, 1876, a small group of officials and army commanders, led by the reform-minded statesman Midhat Pasha, who had served as governor of Nish (1861–1868) and Baghdad (1869–1872), carried out a peaceful military coup. A nephew of Abdülaziz, Prince Murad, was brought out of his residence to the ministry of war and declared the new sultan.

Before the new monarch could consolidate his position, however, news of Abdülaziz’s sudden death was announced to a shocked populace. The body of the deposed sultan had been discovered in his private bedroom, his wrists slashed with a pair of scissors, leading many to conclude that he had been murdered. These events profoundly affected the new sultan, Murad, who suffered a nervous breakdown. Midhat and his colleagues decided to depose Murad in favor of his brother, who ascended the Ottoman throne in August as Abdülhamid II. Midhat Pasha was appointed grand vizier in December, and shortly afterward the first Ottoman constitution was introduced.
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Timur (1336–1405)

Timur, also known as Timur-e Lang (Timur the Lame) in Persian, Timur Lenk in Turkish, and Tamurlane in English, was the Turkic world conqueror who created an empire that at its zenith stretched from Central Asia to the eastern shores of the Mediterranean. His victory over the Ottoman sultan Bayezid I (r. 1389–1402) at the Battle of Ankara brought the Ottoman state to the brink of extinction.

Timur was born in Kesh near Samarqand in present-day Uzbekistan in 1336. He was born into the Barlas tribe, a Mongolian group that had settled in Transoxiana, the region lying between the two great rivers of Syr Darya (Greek: Jaxartes) to the north and Amu Darya (Greek: Oxus) to the south. The region was ruled at the time by the Chağatai khanate, which was named after Chağatai, the second son of the Mongol conqueror Genghis Khan.
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The Turkic world conqueror, Timur, also known as Tamerlane, brought the Ottoman state to the verge of extinction when he defeated and captured the Ottoman sultan, Bayezid I, in July 1402. (Wellcome Library, London)

Timur began his rise to power as a leader of a small band of nomadic marauders. As a young man Timur fought in the armies of the Chağatai khanate and the ruler of Transoxiana Amir Kazgan. In 1357, after Amir Kazgan’s death, Timur and his men joined the armies of the ruler of Kashghar (present-day western China), Tughluq Temur. In 1361 Tughluq Temur invaded Transoxiana and seized the city of Samarqand. Tughluq Temur designated his son, Ilyas Khoja, as the ruler of Transoxiana. Timur was appointed as Ilyas Khoja’s minister. The ambitious Timur did not, however, remain loyal to Tughluq Temur and Ilyas Khoja. He raised the flag of rebellion and with support from his new ally, Amir Hossein, who was the grandson of Amir Kazgan, defeated Ilyas Khoja in 1364. This victory allowed Timur to emerge as the master of Transoxiana, which was fully pacified by 1366. Timur then turned against his ally, Amir Hossein, and laid siege to Balkh in present-day northern Afghanistan, where his former ally resided. After Amir Hossein was murdered, Timur proclaimed himself the unchallenged ruler of Transoxiana and the rightful heir to the Chaghatai khans.

For over a decade Timur fought the rulers of eastern Turkistan and Khwarezm, which was located on the lower reaches of the Amu Darya (Oxus). He finally captured Kashgar in eastern Turkestan in 1380. In 1382/1383 Timur embarked on a campaign to conquer Iran. In 1383 Timur seized the city of Herat in present-day northwestern Afghanistan. The conquest of Herat was the first step toward the conquest of Iran. Recognizing the vacuum left behind by the disappearance of the Il Khanids of Iran, Timur moved into eastern Iran, seizing Khorasan between 1383 and 1385. From 1386 to 1394 Timur completed his conquest of Iran, Iraq, and the Caucasus. Using Khorasan as his base of operation, he first moved into southern Iran, seizing the province of Fars. From Fars he moved into Iraq and Mesopotamia and from there to Azerbaijan in present-day northwestern Iran. From Azerbaijan he pushed north into the southern Caucasus, where he captured Armenia and Georgia.

As early as 1393/1394, Timur’s armies had approached Anatolia from the south after capturing Baghdad, Tikrit, Mosul, Kirkuk, Mardin, and Diyarbakir. However, he was distracted by events in Iran, Central Asia, and India and left the region. In 1398 Timur invaded India. After crossing the Indus River in early autumn of that year, he defeated the armies of Mahmud Tughluq, the sultan of Delhi at Panipat. The city of Delhi was reduced to ruins. Having incorporated India into his empire, Timur returned to his capital of Samarqand in 1399. Late in 1399 Timur embarked on a campaign to conquer Egypt, which was ruled by the Mamluks. He also intended to punish the Ottoman sultan, Bayezid I.

In 1399 Timur and his armies returned to Iran. The Central Asian conqueror reimposed his rule over Azerbaijan. He then moved against the Mamluks in Syria. First Aleppo was sacked, then the Mamluks were defeated, and finally Damascus was captured in 1401. Timur also seized Baghdad in 1401, massacring 20,000 of the city’s residents. Having imposed his rule over Syria and Iraq, Timur returned to Georgia. He sent a letter to the Ottoman sultan, Bayezid I (r. 1389–1402), reminding him of his recently acquired power and glory and warning the Ottoman sultan against further military operations against the Turkoman principalities of Anatolia. The response from Bayezid to this insulting and condescending message was a volcanic eruption of abuse and counterthreats. In spring 1402 Timur’s army began to enter eastern Anatolia through Erzurum, capturing Sivas and Kayseri before arriving in Ankara in July 1402. The decisive battle was fought on July 28. The Ottoman army was routed, and Bayezid and all his sons were captured. Timur did not order the execution of Bayezid, treating the defeated sultan with the utmost respect and extending his magnanimity to the sultan’s sons, who pleaded for mercy. The humiliation of living as a captive came to an end for Bayezid when he died on March 8, 1403, in Akşehir (Akshehir).

Timur pushed his conquests all the way to the shores of the Mediterranean Sea, capturing Smyrna (Izmir) from the Knights of Rhodes in December 1402. He also received expressions of submission from the Mamluks of Egypt and John VII, the coemperor of the Byzantine Empire. As for Anatolia, Timur’s strategy was to strengthen the Turkoman principalities of Karaman, Germiyan, and Hamid against a possible Ottoman restoration. Mehmed, the prince of Karaman was particularly favored by Timur, who viewed him as the principal obstacle to the restoration of Ottoman power and thus rewarded him with significant territory and an impressive army. As a further deterrent, Bayezid’s sons, Süleyman, Isa, Musa, and Mehmed, were all kept alive by Timur, who knew that they would have to fight among themselves before one could emerge as the successor to their father. Thus began a period of 11 years of war among Bayezid’s sons, which came to be known as the Interregnum or Fetret in Turkish.


LEGEND OF THE CURSE OF TIMUR THE LAME

On June 19, 1941, Soviet archaeologists opened the mausoleum of the Turkic world conqueror Timur (Tamerlane) in the city of Samarqand in the present-day Republic of Uzbekistan. On the night of June 22, only two days after the tomb of Timur had been opened, Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet Union. The rumor quickly spread among the people of Samarqand and the rest of Central Asia that the invasion of the Soviet Union was the direct result of the opening of Timur’s tomb. Dismissing the popular belief in Timur’s curse as superstitious rubbish, the Soviet authorities went ahead and sent the remains of Timur to Moscow for further analysis.

The Nazi invasion devastated the Soviet Union and brought the Soviet communist government to the verge of extinction. The turning point in the war came at the Battle of Stalingrad, fought along the banks of the Volga River between July 17, 1942, and February 2, 1943. For nearly seven months the Soviet defenders of Stalingrad fought heroically to stop and defeat the German advance. In January 1943 Stalin ordered the remains of Timur returned to their permanent resting place in Samarqand. A month after the remains of Timur were buried in Samarqand with full honors, the Soviet forces defeated the Nazi invaders at Stalingrad. The victory at Stalingrad marked a turning point in the history of World War II. Many in Samarqand and the rest of Central Asia could reach only one conclusion: just as the removal of his remains had caused the invasion of the Soviet Union, the return of Timur’s remains to their original tomb was undoubtedly the principal cause for the victory of the Soviet Red Army.



Timur returned to Central Asia in 1404. He began to prepare himself for the conquest of China, but fell ill at Otrar on the Syr Darya River in present-day Kazakhstan, where he died in February 1405. The coffin containing Timur’s embalmed body was sent to his capital, Samarqand, where it was buried in a tomb. Timur’s most enduring legacy is the city of Samarqand, which he strove to make the most magnificent city in Asia. Samarqand’s majestic architectural monuments include the conqueror’s mausoleum, the Gur-e Amir, which is recognized today as one of the masterpieces of Islamic art and architecture. According to the Soviet archaeologists who opened the tomb of Timur in 1941, the skeleton of the world conqueror reveals that he was lame in both right limbs, but he possessed a powerful physique and above-average height.
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Uzun Hassan (1423–1478)

Hassan Beyk, also known as Uzun Hassan (Tall Hassan), was the ruler of the Turkoman Aq Qoyunlu (Ak Koyunlu) or White Sheep dynasty from 1453 to 1478. He ruled a short-lived empire, which at its zenith incorporated present-day Iran, Iraq, southern Caucasus, eastern Anatolia, and parts of Syria.

Uzun Hassan was born in Diyarbakir (ancient Amida) in present-day southeastern Turkey in 1423. When Kara Osman, the founder of the Aq Qoyunlu dynasty, died in 1435, a civil war erupted among the contenders to the throne. By 1453 Uzun Hassan had defeated all other descendants of Kara Osman. As the ruler of a principality based in southeastern Anatolia, Uzun Hassan found himself sandwiched between the Qara Qoyunlu (Kara Koyunlu) or Black Sheep Turkoman dynasty in Iran and the Ottoman state to the west. To protect the western flank of his principality against the Ottomans, Uzun Hassan entered into a series of alliances with various principalities of Anatolia. In 1458 he married Catherine, the daughter of the Greek Christian ruler of Trebizond in northeastern Anatolia. He also established close diplomatic ties with Venice, Muscovy, Poland, and the Mamluk sultanate, based in Egypt. He then shifted his focus to the east. In November 1467 he defeated Jahan Shah, the ruler of the rival Qara Qoyunlu dynasty. Two years later he routed the armies of the Timurid prince Abu Said. He also defeated Jahan Shah’s son, Hassan Ali, who committed suicide (Tehrani: 421–427, 457–464). With these impressive victories, Uzun Hassan emerged as the master of much of the territory of present-day Iran. With his newly acquired power and prestige, the tone of his letters to the Ottoman sultan, Mehmed II, changed from that of a humble ally to a proud and confident monarch who viewed himself as an equal to the conqueror of Constantinople, a change that could not have gone unnoticed by the Ottomans.

The Aq Qoyunlu leader was well aware that he needed allies in his confrontation with the Ottoman state. To the south, the Mamluks, who ruled Egypt and Syria, constituted the most powerful state in the region. Uzun Hassan maintained a close relationship with the Mamluks, as demonstrated by the correspondence between the rulers of the two states. He hoped that the Aq Qoyunlu and the Mamluks would form an alliance against the Ottomans. Between the Ottomans and the Aq Qoyunlu in Anatolia stood the last two remaining Turkoman principalities, the Dulkadir (Dulgadir) and the Karaman, the latter having been defeated and conquered by Mehmed between 1468 and 1470. Despite their defeat and loss of independence, the chiefs of Karaman had not given up on the dream of regaining their principality by using the Aq Qoyunlu as an ally against the Ottomans. Since the annexation of their principality, they had sought refuge in the Taurus Mountains, appealing to Uzun Hassan for an alliance against the Ottomans. The powers willing and committed to wage an attack on the Ottoman state were the Venetians and the Knights of Rhodes, who had sent emissaries to the Aq Qoyunlu court, forming an alliance with the Turkoman chief and providing him with financial support and weaponry. As a formidable maritime power, Venice could attack the Ottomans from the west while the Aq Qoyunlu waged a land assault from the east.

In 1472, after he had received an urgent request from the Karaman for support against a large Ottoman force led by Mehmed II, Uzun Hassan mobilized his army for a major campaign and attacked eastern Anatolia. Aq Qoyunlu forces raided the city of Tokat in the mid–Black Sea region of Anatolia and destroyed it. A joint Aq Qoyunlu and Karaman force then marched to Akşehir (Akshehir) in western Anatolia and raided the city. These attacks and the news of the Aq Qoyunlu-Venice alliance did not leave the Ottomans with any other alternative but to raise a large force and move against Uzun Hassan. An Ottoman army of 70,000 to 100,000 men was mobilized to neutralize the Aq Qoyunlu threat. The decisive battle took place near Başkent (Bashkent) in eastern Anatolia on August 11, 1473. The Ottoman forces, which included 10,000 janissaries, inflicted a crushing defeat on the Aq Qoyunlu army, killing one of Uzun Hassan’s sons and forcing the Turkoman chief to flee the battlefield (Tehrani: 570–584). As part of the victory celebration over Uzun Hassan, in one day alone 3,000 members of Aq Qoyunlu were executed. At each stop on their way back to Istanbul, the Ottomans beheaded 400 Aq Qoyunlu men, leaving their bodies on the road as a warning to those who were contemplating a revolt against the authority of the sultan (Tehrani: 583). After his humiliating defeat at the hands of the Ottomans, Uzun Hassan was forced to sue for peace and promise that he would not cross into Ottoman territory.

With the defeat of Aq Qoyunlu, the Karaman as well as Kastamonu and Trebizond were fully incorporated into the Ottoman state. Genoa and Venice, which had instigated the conflict between the Ottomans and Uzun Hassan by financing and arming the Aq Qoyunlu ruler, were now targeted by the Ottomans.
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HISTORIANS, WRITERS, 
POETS, AND SCHOLARS

Adivar, Halide Edib (also known as Halide Edib) 
(1883–1964)

Turkish author, novelist, teacher, professor, journalist, and politician who played an important role in the Turkish nationalist movement that resulted in the establishment of the Republic of Turkey under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in 1922.

Halide Edib was born in Istanbul in 1883. She received her primary education through private tutors at home and at the newly founded schools for girls. She went on to attend the American College for Girls in Istanbul. In 1910 Halide Edib divorced her first husband because she opposed his decision to marry a second wife and create a polygamous household. She joined Turkish literary circles, where she was influenced by the ideas of the Young Turk movement and Turkish nationalism. Her first articles were published in Tanin (Echo), the newspaper of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP). Her Yeni Turan (The New Turan, 1912) reflects her deep attachment to the ideals of Pan-Turkism, which advocated the union of all Turkish-speaking peoples. She also advocated women’s participation in the daily life of the empire.

Halide Edib joined the Türk Ocaği (Türk Ojaghi) (Turkish Hearth) clubs, which were created in 1912 with the objective of promoting social, cultural, and economic progress in the Ottoman Empire through the improvement of the Turkish educational system. Lectures and presentations were organized, and both Turkish men and women attended them. Halide Edib published her novel Handan during this period. The novel recounted the life and struggles of a highly educated Turkish woman. During World War I Halide Edib went to Syria, where she organized girls’ schools and orphanages. In 1918 she returned to Istanbul and was appointed as a teacher of western literature at Darülfünun (the House of Practical Sciences/the university), which would later be converted into Istanbul University.

Halide Edib married her second husband, the Turkish politician Adnan Adivar, in 1917. After the end of World War I she became one of the founders of the Wilson Society, which advocated self-determination and opposed the partition of the Ottoman state. After the nationalist movement began in eastern Anatolia, Halide Edib and her husband, Adnan, threw their support behind Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk) and the nationalist movement. Her most influential novel, Ateșen Gömlek (The shirt of flame, 1922), was based on her experiences during the war of national liberation. Though initially supportive of the nationalist government, Halide Edib began to voice her opposition to some of the radical reforms introduced by Atatürk.
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Turkish writer and novelist Halide Edib, ca. 1920s. (Keystone-France/Gamma-Keystone via Getty Images)

In 1925 Halide Edib left Turkey. She traveled to India, France, England, and the United States. She returned to Turkey in 1939 after the death of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. Upon her return to Turkey, Halide Edib was appointed professor of English literature at Istanbul University. She also was elected to the Turkish parliament, where she served as a deputy from 1950 to 1954. Halide Edib Adivar died in Istanbul in 1964. Among her best known works are The Shirt of Flame, Memoirs of Halide Edib, Zeyno’s Son, Turkey Faces West, Conflict of East and West in Turkey, and Handan.
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Ahmed Cevdet Pasha (Ahmed Jevdet Pasha) 
(1823–1895)

Ottoman statesman, scholar, author, historian, and jurist, who advocated governmental reforms and modernization within the framework of the existing institutions of the Ottoman state. Ahmed Cevdet was born in Lofça (modern-day Lovecha) in present-day north central Bulgaria. His birth name was Ahmed. The name Cevdet (Jevdet) was given to him in 1843 by his tutor, Süleyman Fehim Effendi. He attended primary school in his birthplace, Lofça, before moving to Istanbul in 1839. In Istanbul he studied Arabic, Persian, theology, Islamic mysticism, mathematics, and astronomy. Aside from Turkish, Cevdet Pasha spoke Arabic, Persian, Bulgarian, and French.

Ahmed Cevdet began his career as a kādi (judge) in 1846. He also was recruited to teach the children of Mustafa Reşid (Reshid) Pasha (1800–1858). Mustafa Reşid Pasha served several times as the grand vizier and foreign minister of the Ottoman Empire and was the principal architect of the reform measures known as Tanzimat (reorganization). Under the patronage of Mustafa Reşid Pasha, Cevdet entered the higher echelons of Ottoman government service. In 1851 he was “appointed as a member of the Council of the Ottoman Academy of Sciences” (Çelik: 26). In 1855 Cevdet Pasha was appointed to the prestigious position of the official historian of the Ottoman government. He also played an important role in drafting the Ottoman Civil Code.

Cevdet Pasha was appointed to several high government positions. He served for a time as the governor of Aleppo in present-day Syria. He then moved to the position of minister of justice. As the minister of justice he introduced a program to modernize the Ottoman court system. He also made a major contribution to the establishment of a new Ottoman legal system and to the publication of the Ottoman law book. After leaving the ministry of justice he served as the minister of education and minister of pious foundations. As he had done at the ministry of justice, at the ministry of education Cevdet Pasha introduced a plan for modernizing the Ottoman educational system based on a new curriculum (Çelik: 26). Cevdet Pasha also served as minister of the interior and minister of trade (Somel: 10). In 1880 Cevdet Pasha established a School of Law, where he also taught (Çelik: 26).

Cevdet Pasha was a prolific writer and a brilliant scholar. He wrote more than 20 books on law, history, grammar, linguistics, logic, and astronomy. One of his most important works was Tarih-i Cevdet (History of Cevdet). He also wrote a book on the history of Crimea and the Caucasus. In 1851 Ahmed Cevdet Pasha collaborated with another statesman of the Tanzimat period, Fuad Pasha, in writing Kavaid-i Osmaniye (The Rules of Ottoman Turkish), a landmark in the reform of the Ottoman Turkish language. Ahmed Cevdet Pasha died in Istanbul on May 26, 1895.
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Ahmed Vefik Pasha (1823–1891)

Ottoman statesman, diplomat, and scholar, who was elected as the president of the first Ottoman parliament in 1877. He was also an outstanding scholar whose works contributed immensely to the advancement of Turkish cultural studies.

Ahmed Vefik Pasha was born on July 6, 1823, in Istanbul. He hailed from a family of government officials and diplomats. He received his education in Istanbul and Paris. In 1847 he edited the first Salnāme (yearbook) of the Ottoman Empire. In 1849 Ahmed Vefik was appointed imperial commissioner for the Danubian principalities. He went on to serve as the ambassador of the Ottoman Empire to Iran. In 1860 he was appointed the Ottoman ambassador to France. In 1870 he wrote “the first textbook of Ottoman history and made numerous literary translations from French authors,” including Fénélon, Hugo, Le Sage, Molière, and Voltaire, “into a simple form of Ottoman Turkish” (Somel: 12). In 1876 he published Language of the Ottomans, a concise dictionary that emphasized simple and pure Turkish free from Arabic and Persian loan words. This work constituted the foundation for the scholarly works of future Turkish authors who were determined to introduce a Turkish that was simple and accessible to the masses.

In the early hours of Tuesday, May 30, 1876, the reform-minded Ottoman statesman Midhat Pasha and a small group of government officials and army commanders carried out a coup. The coup leaders deposed the reigning sultan, Abdülaziz (r. 1861–1876), and replaced him with Murad V. After Murad V suffered a nervous breakdown, Midhat Pasha and his supporters deposed Murad V in favor of his brother, who ascended the Ottoman throne on August 31 as Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909). Midhat was appointed grand vizier on December 19, and four days later the first Ottoman constitution was introduced by the new grand vizier. When the first Ottoman parliament was convened, Ahmed Vefik Pasha was elected as its president. In 1878 Ahmed Vefik Pasha was appointed grand vizier, but his tenure as the prime minister of Abdülhamid II was short. In 1879 Ahmed Vekif Pasha was appointed governor of Bursa, which had served as the first Ottoman capital. There he introduced significant modernization projects, improving the city’s sanitation and educational systems. He also created the first Ottoman theater. In 1882 he was appointed grand vizier for the second time. Once again he was dismissed from his post after a short time. Shortly after he was dismissed Ahmed Vefik Pasha was put under house arrest by the order of Abdülhamid II. Ahmed Vekif Pasha died in Istanbul on April 2, 1891.
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al-Jabarti, Abd al-Rahman ibn Hassan 
(1753/1754–1825)

Egyptian historian and chronicler who wrote two important works on the French occupation of Egypt in 1798 and its impact on Egyptian society. Al-Jabarti was born in 1753 or 1754 into an affluent family from al-Jabart, a village near the port of Zayla on the Red Sea. His father, Hassan, was a wealthy businessman who had studied mathematics and astronomy, as well as Turkish and Persian. He also enjoyed a close friendship with the Ottoman authorities and the ruling Mamluk families of the country. Al-Jabarti wrote two important works: Mazhar al-Taqdis bi zawal dawlat al-Fransis (The appearance of piety in the demise of French rule) and Aja’ib al-Athar fi’l Tarajim wa’l-Akhbar (The marvelous compositions of biographies and chronicles). In his first work, Mazhar al-Taqdis, al-Jabarti described the most important historical events that occurred during the French occupation of Egypt from 1798 to 1801. Adopting an anti-French attitude, the author denounced Napoleon Bonaparte and his French army as uncivilized atheists and drunkards who had insulted Islamic values, customs, and traditions. In his second work, Aja’ib al-Athar, however, Jabarti radically changed his evaluation of the French and praised them for their system of justice and scientific advances. Ajai’b is generally considered one of the most important sources for studying the history and the impact of the French occupation of Egypt. The multivolume chronicle is the single most important primary source for the history of Egypt over nearly four centuries of Ottoman rule, which began in 1517 and ended with the British occupation of the country in 1882. The book offers a detailed description of Egyptian society and politics beginning in the 17th century, with a particular emphasis on important historical events that took place between 1776 and 1825. Al-Jabarti focused on power struggles within the Mamluk dynasty, the French occupation of Egypt from 1798 to 1801, the reoccupation of Egypt by Ottoman forces, the rise of Mehmed Ali (Muhammad Ali) as the new ruler of Egypt, and Mehmed Ali’s struggle against the old Mamluk elite to impose his control over the country in 1805.

See also: Beys and Pashas: Mehmed Ali; Sultans: Mahmud II; Selim III
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Āşikpāşāzāde (Āshik Pāshāzāde) 
(1400–ca. 1484)

Fifteenth-century Ottoman historian and chronicler, who wrote Tevāriḫ-i Āl-i Osmān (Histories of the house of Osman), which covers the history of the Ottoman dynasty from its founding in the late 13th century to the second half of the 15th century. Āșikpāșāzāde’s name was Dervish Ahmed. He was the great-grandson of the Sufi poet Aşık Pasha (1272–1333). Some sources claim that Āșikpāșāzāde was born in Amasya in northern Anatolia (present-day northern Turkey). He received a traditional education and traveled throughout the territory of the Ottoman state and beyond. He performed the hajj or the annual Muslim pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca. He then traveled to Egypt, where he stayed for a time before returning home and entering government service. He participated in several important military campaigns, including the Second Battle of Kosovo, which was fought between the armies of the Ottoman sultan, Murad II (r. 1421–1444, 1446–1451), and a Hungarian-Wallachian coalition led by the commander János (John) Hunyadi, at Kosovo between October 17 and October 20, 1448. He was also present at the siege of Constantinople and the fall of the Byzantine capital in May 1453. Āșikpāșāzāde began to write his history late in his life.

Writing between 1476 and 1502, Āșikpāșāzāde provided valuable information on the origins of the Ottoman dynasty; the various social groups that played an important role in forming the Ottoman state; the raiding gāzi tradition of the early Ottoman rulers; and some of the major events and accomplishments of the Ottoman sultans, including the victories of Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481), the conqueror of Constantinople. Āșikpāșāzāde’s Tevarih has been identified as one of the most important sources for the study of the Ottoman state in its formative centuries, though some of its content has been criticized for its inaccuracy and polemical language and the unreliability of its claims. For example, in writing about Orhan, the second Ottoman sultan, Āșikpāșāzāde claimed that he was relying “in part on a source whose author lived in Orhan’s time, but no other exemplar of this source has surfaced” (Lindner: 117). One of the strengths of Āșikpāșāzāde’s book is that the author possessed firsthand knowledge of the events recounted, because he himself had participated in them, including some of the most critical events of 15th-century Ottoman history, such as the conquest of Constantinople in 1453. Āșikpāșāzāde’s narrative also was “written in plain Turkish for plain men,” “close to the views of the Turkish gazis or frontier fighters” (Lewis: 8). For example, in describing the conquest of Constantinople the Ottoman chronicler wrote:

For fifty days the battle went on by day and night. On the fifty-first day the Sultan ordered free plunder. They attacked. On the fifty-first day, a Tuesday, the fortress was captured. There was good booty and plunder. Gold and silver and jewels and fine stuffs were brought and stacked in the camp market. They began to sell them. They made the people of the city slaves and killed their emperor, and the gazis embraced their pretty girls…. On the first Friday after the conquest they recited the communal prayer in Aya Sofya, and the Islamic invocation was read in the name of Sultan Mehmmed Khan Gazi. (Quoted in Lewis: 8)

Āșikpāșāzāde’s description of some of his own personal accomplishments also reveals a great deal about Ottoman military traditions and practices, including the enslavement of conquered people in the Balkans. He wrote that he had served as a raider at Skopje (present-day capital of the Republic of Macedonia) in the 1430s and 1440s. In the description of one of the attacks carried out by the Ottomans, he wrote that after a raid across the Sava River, which discharges into the Danube in Belgrade, he had “bought a fine lad of six or seven years” and he had “acquired seven slaves and slave girls from the Raiders” (Imber: 261). He also stated that the number of prisoners enslaved by the Turkish raiders was “more numerous” than the Ottoman troops (Imber: 261). Āșikpāșāzāde did not shy away from adopting a critical tone even when he covered the lives and careers of Ottoman sultans. For example, in writing about the humiliating defeat suffered by the Ottomans at the hands of the Turkic conqueror, Timur, at the Battle of Ankara on July 20, 1402, the author put the blame squarely on the Ottoman sultan, Bayezid I (r. 1389–1402), “branding him a debauchee” and attacking the sultan’s Serbian wife for encouraging him to drink (Finkel: 29).
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Bāki (Bāqi) (1526–1600)

One of the greatest Ottoman lyric poets of the 16th century, who lived from 1526 to 1600. Bāki enjoyed a close association with three Ottoman sultans: Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566), Selim II (r. 1566–1574), and Murad III (r. 1574–1595). These Ottoman monarchs rewarded Bāki handsomely for his poetical and literary genius.

Bāki came from humble origins. As a young boy he received a traditional education. He eventually became a teacher, but his reputation as a brilliant poet brought him to the attention of the Ottoman sultan Süleyman I, who invited Bāki to join his literary circle. As a multitalented poet and scholar, Bāki also was appointed to the offices of “the two kadiaskerliks, which were the highest positions possible for the ilmiyye class” (Somel: 30). In sharp contrast to the majority of Ottoman poets, who were influenced by Sufism or Islamic mysticism, Bāki’s poetry, which was written during the zenith of the empire’s power and prosperity, is filled with the joy of living and loving, as well as with a genuine adoration of the magnificent and awe-inspiring natural world.

See also: Sultans: Murad III; Selim II; Süleyman I
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Evliya Çelebi (Evliya Chelebi) (1608/1609/
1611–1682/1684)

Evliya Çelebi, also known as Katib Çelebi, was an author who left palace service and made traveling his sole purpose in life after he claimed that he had seen the messenger of Islam, the prophet Muhammad, in a dream calling on him to travel the world. For nearly 40 years he traveled throughout the Ottoman Empire and many other countries of the world. His Seyahatnameh or Book of Travels provides his readers with a wealth of fascinating information on the rich and diverse cultures and traditions of the Ottoman Empire in the 17th century.

Evliya Çelebi was born in Istanbul, the capital of the Ottoman Empire, in March 1611. He was the son of Derviș (Dervish) Mehmed Zilli Ağa, the imperial jeweler and goldsmith at the Ottoman court. His mother was an ethnic Abkhaz who had been brought up as a slave in the palace during the reign of Ahmed I (r. 1603–1617). She had relatives in high places, including powerful and influential statesmen and governors such as Melek Ahmed Pasha, who acted as one of Evliya Çelebi’s patrons. Evliya Çelebi used his relationship with Melek Ahmed Pasha to travel in southeastern Europe and observe the daily life of ordinary folks in various urban centers of the region.

Evliya Çelebi received his education at a religious school in Istanbul. He also received training as a Quran reciter. In 1636, because of his voice and exceptional talent as a Quran reciter, he was brought to the attention of Sultan Murad IV (r. 1623–1640), who recruited him as a member of his inner court. At the palace school (enderun), Evliya studied Arabic, music, and calligraphy. In addition to his formal education, he developed an exceptional talent for storytelling. His writings indicate his genuine devotion to his Islamic faith, as well as his close affinity and deep attachment to Sufism and his fascination with the Halveti, Mevlevi, and Bektași orders.

Initially Evliya Çelebi traveled across the Ottoman Empire by attaching himself to various high government officials. Later he traveled on his own and left Ottoman territory to range farther afield. He visited many countries, including Austria, Russia, Crimea, Iran, Sudan, and Egypt. During his trips Evliya Çelebi recorded his observations on a wide variety of topics, ranging from the natural topography to the state of local administration to the names and achievements of prominent scholars, poets, artists, and architects. He also recorded folktales, religious traditions, and customs, as well as popular songs and legends. His Siyahatname (Book of Travels) is one of the most valuable sources of information for the study of the Ottoman Empire during the 17th century. Evliya Çelebi died in 1682 or 1684, most probably in Egypt.

See also: Popular Culture: Bektași Order; Sultans: Murad IV; Primary Documents: Document 10; Document 20
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Fuzuli (1480–1555/1556)

One of the great lyric poets of the 16th century, who composed his poems in Azerbaijani Turkish, Persian, and Arabic. Fuzuli was born either in Karbala (Kerbela) or in Najaf in present-day southern Iraq in 1480. At the time of his birth southern Iraq was ruled by the Turkoman Aq Qoyunlu (Ak Koyunlu) dynasty. Fuzuli’s family traced its roots to the Bayat, a Turkoman tribe that had settled in Iraq sometime before his birth. He studied Turkish, Persian, and Arabic, as well as astronomy and mathematics. Trained as a Shia scholar, he worked at the mosque of Ali in Najaf. Ali was the cousin and son-in-law of the prophet Muhammad and the first Shia imam. When the Safavid monarch Shah Ismail I (r. 1501–1524) seized Baghdad in 1508, Fuzuli praised him as a great monarch. Until 1534 Iraq was ruled by Shia Safavid governors, who provided Fuzuli with financial support and patronage. In December 1534 the Ottoman sultan Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566) captured Baghdad. Fuzuli extolled the Ottoman conqueror and composed poems in praise of his high officials, including the Ottoman grand vizier, Ibrahim Pasha. In return for showering the Ottoman sultan and his high officials with laudatory poems, he was promised an allowance, and when he did not receive the promised stipend in time, he wrote a poem complaining about the delay in payment. Fuzuli lived the remainder of his life in Karbala, where he died in the plague epidemic of 1555–1556. Fuzuli wrote 15 books, in Turkish, Persian, and Arabic. While his greatest poetical works were in Turkish, he wrote the majority of his Shia religious poetry in Persian.
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Statue of the poet Fuzuli in Istanbul, Turkey. (Victor Karasev/Dreamstime.com)
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Gökalp, Ziya (1876–1924)

One of the most influential Turkish intellectuals of the 20th century, Ziya Gökalp was a Turkish nationalist writer, poet, teacher, and sociologist, who devoted much of his life and writing to the study of the impact of Western civilization on Islam and Turkish national identity. He was born Mehmed Ziya on March 23, 1876, in Diyarbakir in southeastern Anatolia (present-day southeastern Turkey) into a mixed Turkish and Kurdish family. He attended the military junior high school and after 1890 the state senior high school. His father exposed him to a mixture of modern Western ideas and traditional Islamic values. His uncle taught him Arabic; Persian; and the works of great Muslim philosophers, including Ghazali, Ibn Sina, and Farabi. He also became acquainted with the works and ideas of great Muslim mystics such as Mowlana Jalal al-Din Mohammad Balkhi (Rumi). Through Abdullah Cevdet (Jevdet), Gökalp became acquainted with philosophical materialism.

In 1896 Ziya arrived in Istanbul, where he studied at the veterinary college. As a student in Istanbul he joined the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), but he was arrested and sent back to Diyarbakir in 1898. In 1908 Gökalp established a branch of the CUP in Diyarbakir. When the CUP seized power in 1908, Gökalp emerged as one of its ideological leaders. In 1909 he moved to Salonika (Thessaloniki) in present-day northern Greece, where he taught sociology until 1912. He returned to Istanbul and was elected to parliament in 1912. He also began to teach sociology at the Darülfünun (university) and wrote for several intellectual journals, including Genç Kalemler, Yeni Felsefe Mecmuasi, and Türk Yurdu. In 1919 Gökalp was exiled to Malta by the British, who had occupied Istanbul. He returned to Istanbul in 1921. On October 29, 1923, the Republic of Turkey was proclaimed, with Mustafa Kemal Pasha as its first president. In 1923 Gökalp was elected to the Turkish parliament as a representative from Diyarbakir. Gökalp died on October 25, 1924, in Istanbul.

The majority of Gökalp’s works were written between 1911 and 1918 and 1922 and 1924. His writings were greatly influenced by the historical conditions of the late Ottoman period and the early stages of the nationalist movement. He witnessed the decline and the disintegration of the empire and the rise of a secular nationalist republic under Mustafa Kemal Atatürk.

Gökalp was an ardent Turkish nationalist and a stanch modernizer. For him, Turkish nationalism was not merely an ideology, but also a philosophy of life and the foundation for the unity and solidarity of the Turkish people. Fully aware of the importance and influence of Islam for Turkish culture, Gökalp sought to synthesize Turkish nationalism with modernity and Islam. He believed that a mystical Islam devoid of Islamic political ideals and institutions could provide Muslim Turks with a strong moral and ethical compass. Distinguishing culture from civilization, Gökalp asserted that culture incorporated the national characteristics of a nation, whereas civilization belonged to humanity and was therefore an international phenomenon. He advocated the idea of Turks abandoning Eastern civilization and adopting Western civilization while preserving their Turkish national identity and culture. One of his most famous statements, “I am from a Turkish nation, I am from the Islamic community, and I am from Western civilization,” describes the underlying foundation of his philosophy. Gökalp believed in secularism, democracy, Westernism, women’s emancipation, and political as well as economic independence, the very principles adopted as the ideological foundation for the reforms implemented by the founder of modern Turkey, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk.
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Ibrahim Peçevi (Ibrahim Pechevi) 
(1572/1574–1650)

A prominent Ottoman Bosnian author, historian, and chronicler, Ibrahim Peçevi was born in 1572 or 1574 and was raised in Peç in present-day southern Hungary (hence his name, Peçevi, “from Peç”). His family had Bosnian roots. Peçevi is best known for his two-volume history, Tarih-i Peçevi or Peçevi’s History. Until 1641 Peçevi worked as a government official. After he left government service, Peçevi devoted his life to writing the history of the Ottoman Empire. His book is used for the study of the period from 1520 to 1640.

The first part of Peçevi’s history, which focuses on the period between 1520 and 1566, is based on works written by earlier historians. In the second part, however, Peçevi relies on his personal observations, as well as the material he collected from eyewitnesses. One of the main strengths of Peçevi’s historical account is his inclusion of issues relating to daily life in the Ottoman Empire. For example, he wrote about how coffee was first introduced in Istanbul and how its introduction caused heated controversy and violent conflict between the conservative ulema and those subjects of the sultan who either profited from the sale and distribution of such goods or simply enjoyed consuming them. Peçevi, who stood with the conservatives in opposition to coffee, and later tobacco, wrote:

Until the year 962 (1555), in the high, God-guarded city of Constantinople, as well as in the Ottoman lands generally, coffee and coffeehouses did not exist. About that year, a fellow called Hakam from Aleppo, and a wag called Shems from Damascus, came to the city: they each opened a large shop in the district called Tahtalkale, and began to purvey coffee. These shops became meeting-places of a circle of pleasure-seekers and idlers, and also of some wits from among the men of letters and literati, and they used to meet in groups of about twenty or thirty. Some read books and fine writings, some were busy with backgammon and chess, some brought new poems and talked of literature. Those who used to spend a good deal of money on giving dinners for the sake of convivial entertainment, found that they could attain the joys of conviviality merely by spending an asper or two on the price of coffee. It reached such a point that all kinds of unemployed officers, judges and professors all seeking preferment, and corner-sitters with nothing to do proclaimed that there was no place like it for pleasure and relaxation, and filled it until there was no room to sit or stand. It became so famous that, besides the holders of high offices, even great men could not refrain from coming there. The Imams and muezzins and pious hypocrites said: ‘People have become addicts of the coffeehouse; nobody comes to the mosques!’ The ulema said: ‘It is a house of evil deeds; it is better to go to the wine-tavern than there.’ The preachers in particular made great efforts to forbid it. The muftis, arguing that anything which is heated to the point of carbonization, that is, becomes charcoal, is unlawful, issued fetvas against it. In the time of Sultan Murad III, may God pardon him and have mercy on him, there were great interdictions and prohibitions, but certain persons made approaches to the chief of police and the captain of the watch about selling coffee from back-doors in side-alleys, in small and unobtrusive shops, and were allowed to do this…. After this time, it became so prevalent, that the ban was abandoned. The preachers and muftis now said that it does not get completely carbonized, and to drink it is therefore lawful. Among the ulema, the sheikhs, the viziers and the great, there was nobody left who did not drink it. It even reached such a point that the grand viziers built great coffeehouses as investments, and began to rent them out at one or two gold pieces a day. (Quoted in Lewis: 132–133)

This illuminating report from Peçevi demonstrates that from the very beginning the introduction of coffee and coffeehouses ignited controversy and stirred heated and bitter public debate. Many among the conservative ulema condemned the new beverage as an intoxicant similar to wine, which the holy book of Islam, the Quran, had forbidden. The palace and the ulema used coffee as the scapegoat for the decline in public morality and the rise in rebellious behavior. The advocates and supporters of the black drink, however, struck back, and used their own interpretation of the Quran and Islamic law to dismiss the comparison with wine, emphasizing the benefits of drinking coffee and arguing that, as long as it did not interfere with the daily religious obligation, there could not be anything wrong with enjoying several cups of the black beverage.
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Ibrahim Şinasi (Ibrahim Shinasi) 
(1826/1827–1871)

Ottoman journalist, author, and critic, Ibrahim Şinasi is considered one of the founders of modern Turkish language and literature. Şinasi was born in Istanbul in 1826/1827. His father, an army captain and an artillery officer, was killed by the Russians while defending Shumla in present-day northeastern Bulgaria in 1828. At the time of his father’s death Şinasi was only a year old (Gibb: 5:22). The orphaned child was brought up by his mother’s relatives. After completing his primary education, Şinasi entered the office of the Imperial Arsenal (Gibb: 5:22). He studied Arabic and Persian and began to take lessons in French from a European army officer. After appealing to the commander of the arsenal, a certain Fethi Pasha, and with support from the Ottoman monarch, Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid) (r. 1839–1861), Şinasi was sent to Paris to complete his studies. While in Paris he received a monthly allowance of 750 francs from the Ottoman government (Gibb: 5:23). Şinasi studied in Paris from 1849 to 1854. In Paris he met some of the most influential French writers, poets, and intellectuals of the 19th century, including the philosopher, historian, and scholar of religion Ernest Renan and the poet and statesman Lamartine (Gibb: 5:24). In 1853 Şinasi published a collection of his poems under the title Divan-i Şinasi (The collected poems of Şinasi).

Upon his return to Istanbul in 1854 Şinasi was appointed by the grand vizier, Mustafa Reşid (Reshid) Pasha, to a post in the Ministry of Public Instruction. He also was invited to join the prestigious Council of Education (Meclis-i Maārif; Mejlis-i Maārif), which had been created by Sultan Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid). When Mustafa Reşid Pasha was dismissed from his post, Şinasi was dismissed from his own governmental post, and he lost his seat on the Council of Education. When Mustafa Reşid Pasha was reinstated as the grand vizier, however, Şinasi regained his post in the government. After Mustafa Reşid Pasha died in 1858, Yusuf Kāmil Pasha emerged as Şinasi’s patron and protector. In 1859 Şinasi’s translations of the works of La Fontaine, Lamartine, and Racine were published. In the same year he completed his comedy, Șāir Evlenmesi (Marriage of a poet).

In 1860, together with Agāh Effendi, Şinasi published the newspaper Tercüman-i Ahval (Terjüman-i Ahval) (The Interpreter of Events). After six months Şinasi left Tercüman-i Ahval and started a new newspaper, called Tasvir-i Efkar (Representation of Opinions). The publication of Tasvir-i Efkar marks the beginning of a new era in the development of Ottoman Turkish. Şinasi viewed prose and poetry not as pastimes for the delight and enjoyment of members of the Ottoman ruling elite, but as indispensable tools to be used in educating the masses and transforming the moral, educational, and intellectual state of the society. To establish a direct link to ordinary folk, Şinasi used a simplified and accessible Turkish devoid of Arabic and Persian loan words and grammatical constructs, which could be easily understood by everyone. The success and popularity of Tasvir-i Efkar convinced the Ottoman statesman Fuad Pasha to seek Şinasi’s support and involvement in publication of the Military Gazette (Ceride-yi Askeriyye; Jeride-yi Askeriyye).

In 1863 the Ottoman author, poet, and playwright Namik Kemal joined Şinasi at Tasvir-i Efkar. In 1865 Şinasi left Istanbul for Paris. He lived in the French capital until 1869. In Şinasi’s absence the editorship of Tasvir-i Efkar was assigned to Namik Kemal. In 1867, when Sultan Abdülaziz (r. 1861–1876) visited Paris, Fuad Pasha, who was a member of the imperial entourage, met with Şinasi and convinced him to return to Istanbul (Gibb: 5:27). Soon after Şinasi had returned to the Ottoman capital, however, he appealed to Fuad Pasha to allow him to return to Paris. While Şinasi was in Paris, Fuad Pasha died (February 1869). Şinasi remained in Paris until the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War in July 1870 (Gibb: 5:27). He then returned to Istanbul, where he died on September 13, 1871. As a member of a new generation of young Ottoman intellectuals, the patriotic and liberal-minded Şinasi criticized the despotic policies of the leaders of the Tanzimat and their appeasing attitude toward European states.
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Idris-i Bitlisi (1455–1520)

Ottoman Kurdish scholar and the author of Hasht Bihisht (Eight heavens), a work in Persian, which covers the reigns of the first eight Ottoman sultans. Idris-i Bitlisi was born into a family of scholars and theologians from Bitlis in eastern Anatolia. His father, Mowlana Sheikh Husammedin Ali al-Bitlisi (Mevlana Şeyh Hüsameddin Ali ül-Bitlisi), was a prominent religious scholar and the leader of a mystical order. He served for a time at the court of Yaqub Beyk (Yakup Bey), the Aq Qoyunlu (Ak Koyunlu) ruler of Iran and the successor to Uzun Hassan, who had been defeated by the Ottoman sultan Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481) at the Battle of Başkent (Bashkent) in August 1473. Following his father’s example, Idris joined the Aq Qoyunlu court.

In 1501, after the Shia Safavid dynasty imposed its rule over Iran, Idris-i Bitlisi fled to the Ottoman court and sought the protection of Sultan Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512). Between 1502 and 1504 Bitlisi wrote Hasht Bihisht in verse. After Selim I (r. 1512–1520) ascended the throne, Idris Bitlisi joined his court. The new Ottoman sultan embarked on two major military campaigns to neutralize the threat posed by the Safavid Empire based in Iran and the Mamluk dynasty in Egypt. Bitlisi joined the Ottoman sultan in his campaign against the Safavids, which culminated in the Battle of Chaldiran in 1514. He then accompanied Selim I in his invasion of Syria and Egypt from 1516 to 1517. Because of his service, Bitlisi was appointed to high governmental posts, including kādiasker of Diyarbakir in southeastern Anatolia. His intimate knowledge of Kurdish society and politics allowed him to negotiate on behalf of the Ottoman government with Kurdish chiefs of eastern Anatolia and northern Iraq. These negotiations resulted in the Ottoman annexation of Urfa and Mardin in southeastern Anatolia and Mosul in present-day northern Iraq. Thus, Bitlisi played a central role in the pacification and assimilation of Kurdish groups and communities into the Ottoman political and administrative system.

Idris Bitlisi died a short time after Selim I passed away in 1520. He was buried in the Eyüp neighborhood of Istanbul in the garden of the complex known as İdris Köşkü (Idris House) or İdris Çeşmesi (Idris Fountain), built by his wife, Zeynep Hātun. Bitlisi wrote extensively toward the end of his life; his best known work is Selim Şahname (Selim Shahnameh), an epic history of Selim I’s reign.
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Kemal Pāşāzāde (Kemal Pāshāzāde) 
(1468–1536)

Distinguished author, scholar, historian, and șeyhülislam, who served the Ottoman sultans Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512), Selim I (r. 1512–1520), and Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566) as a staunch defender of Sunni Islam against Shiism as represented by the Safavid dynasty in Iran. Pāşāzāde was a prolific writer. He wrote over 200 works in the fields of grammar, theology, jurisprudence, Islamic law, and Ottoman history.

Pāşāzāde was born Şemseddin (Shemseddin) Ahmed ibn Süleyman or Ahmed Şemseddin (Shemseddin) ibn-i Kemal, either in Tokat in north central Anatolia or in Edirne (Adrianople), in 1468 (Gibb: 2:347). He hailed from an old Ottoman family (Shaw: 1:145). His grandfather, Kemal Pasha, served as an army commander and governor during the reign of Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481), while his father, Süleyman, served as a commander in the armies of Mehmed II and Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512). Pāşāzāde grew up in Edirne, where he received training to become an army officer, before studying with some of the most prominent scholars of his time and joining the ranks of the ulema. After completing his education Pāşāzāde taught and served as a principal at various religious schools in Skopje (present-day capital of the Republic of Macedonia), Edirne, and Istanbul. In 1515 Pāşāzāde was appointed the kādi or the chief judge of Edirne. In 1516 he was appointed the chief judge (kādiasker) of Anatolia, “and in this capacity he accompanied Selim I on his Egyptian campaign from 1516 to 1517” (Gibb: 2:352). After returning to Istanbul in 1518 Pāşāzāde was removed from his high position. For the next seven years he served as the principal of a school in Edirne (Gibb: 2:352). In 1526, during the reign of Süleyman I, Pāşāzāde was recalled to Istanbul and appointed as the șeyhülislam. He served as șeyhülislam until his death in 1536. Pāşāzāde’s rise to power and prominence corresponded with the reigns of Bayezid II and Selim I, when the popularity of Shiism and radical Sufi movements, inspired by the Safavid dynasty in Iran, was spreading throughout Anatolia. Pāşāzāde denounced the Shia Qizilbash (Kizilbaș) as heretics who deserved death and destruction.

Pāşāzāde wrote numerous short treatises (risalis) and Quranic exegeses (tafsirs). Some of these, such as his al-Risala al-Munira, were written to help local judges (kādis) resolve the conflicts caused by the existence of numerous religious sects in the Ottoman Empire, while others were written at the request of Ottoman authorities, including the sultan, about the compatibility of certain beliefs and practices with the teachings of the sharia or Islamic law. His most important historical work is Tevārih-i Āl-i Osman (The chronicles of the house of Osman), which provides a detailed account of the reigns of the Ottoman sultans Bayezid II and Selim I and the earlier part of the reign of Süleyman I.
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Mustafa Naima/Mustafa Naim (1655–1716)

Ottoman historian and chronicler who wrote a history of the Ottoman Empire known as History of Naima (Naima Tarihi). Naima’s History covers the period from 1574 to 1659, incorporating the reigns of the Ottoman sultans Murad III (r. 1574–1595), Mehmed III (r. 1595–1603), Ahmed I (r. 1603–1617), Mustafa I (r. 1617–1618; 1622–1623), Osman II (r. 1618–1622), Murad IV (r. 1623–1640), and Ibrahim (r. 1640–1648), as well as the first decade of Mehmed IV’s reign (r. 1648–1687).

Mustafa Naima was born in Aleppo, Syria, in 1655. At a young age he traveled to Istanbul, where he entered palace service. He rose in rank and held a variety of governmental posts. In 1700 his patron, the Ottoman grand vizier Amcāzāde (Amjāzāde) Hüseyin Pasha (1697–1702), appointed him the official chronicler of the Ottoman court. Naima’s History serves as one of the important sources for the study of the Ottoman Empire in the 16th and 17th centuries. In writing his history, Naima made extensive use of the works of 17th-century Ottoman historians and authors, including Hassan Beyzade (d. 1636/1637) and Katib Çelebi (Chelebi) (1608/1609/1611–1657). Mustafa Naima died in 1716 in Patras, in northern Morea (northern Peloponnese) in present-day Greece.
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Namik Kemal (1840–1888)

Patriotic Turkish poet, journalist, playwright, novelist, and critic, who was also a prominent member of the group that came to be known as Young Ottomans. Namik Kemal was one of the most important and influential literary and intellectual figures of the Ottoman Empire during the second half of the 19th century. Born into an old and prominent Ottoman Turkish family that traced its ancestry to an Ottoman grand vizier in the 18th century, Kemal was born in 1840. He was raised and educated by his grandfather, who was a high government official and a member of the Mevlevi Sufi order, where he learned sama (mystical chants) and Persian.

In 1857, at the age of 17, Namik Kemal began his government career as a secretary at Bab-i Āli or Sublime Porte. He then joined the Translation Office (Tercüme Odasi). The era of Tanzimat was dominated by government officials who had received their education and training at the Translation Office followed by service at Ottoman embassies in European capitals. Under the leadership of Mustafa Reşid (Reshid) Pasha and his successors, Fuad Pasha and Āli Pasha, the center of power shifted from the palace to the Porte and particularly the ministry of foreign affairs.


TURKISH INTELLECTUALS AND REFORM

Throughout the 19th century the Ottoman Empire lost its provinces in the Balkans to nationalist uprisings. The dismemberment of the Ottoman state culminated in the Congress of Berlin (June 13–July 13, 1878), which recognized Serbia, Romania, and Montenegro as independent states, while granting autonomy to Bulgaria. Concerned with the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire, humiliated by the inability of the state to defend itself against foreign aggression, and inspired by the unification of Germany and Italy, a growing number of Turkish intellectuals began to call for modernization of the political, military, and economic institutions of the empire. For these intellectuals, it was necessary that the Ottoman state not only introduce modern political institutions such as a parliament, but also assume a leading role in unifying and guiding the rest of the Islamic world as well as the Turkic-speaking world as they struggled to maintain their independence. Some of these intellectuals insisted on retaining the empire’s basic Islamic characteristics, while others who were more secular became attracted to Pan-Turkism, or the idea of unifying the Turkic peoples of Anatolia, Central Asia, the Caucasus, and the Crimea in one empire.



When Ibrahim Șinasi (Ibrahim Shinasi) published Tasvir-i Efkar, Namik Kemal contributed articles to the newspaper. When Șinasi fled to Paris, Namik Kemal took over the newspaper, writing articles and criticizing the leaders of the Tanzimat for their authoritarianism and corruption. In collaboration with several other intellectuals, including Ziya Bey (Ziya Pasha), Namik Kemal founded the Young Ottoman movement. However, he and Ziya were forced to leave Istanbul, first for Paris and then for London, where they published Hürriyet (Liberty), which advocated the establishment of a constitutional system of government. After his return from exile, Namik Kemal began to publish the newspaper Ibret (Admonition) in 1872. His most controversial work, however, was the patriotic play, Vatan Yahud Silistre (Fatherland or Silistria), which led the government to imprison him on the island of Cyprus. After the 1876 coup that deposed Sultan Abdülaziz (r. 1861–1876), Namik Kemal returned to Istanbul and played an important role in drafting the constitution that was introduced by the reform-minded grand vizier, Midhat Pasha. After the dismissal of Midhat by the new sultan, Abdülhamid II (r. 1876-1909), Namik Kemal was detained and sent into exile in 1877.

The belief in the three ideas of progress, liberty, and the defense of the Ottoman fatherland formed the foundation of Namik Kemal’s political philosophy. He believed first and foremost in the establishment of a constitutional form of government and a national assembly as a means of preventing the further disintegration of the Ottoman Empire. He also advocated the preservation of the Islamic identity of the Ottoman Empire. Thus in his writings he sought to reconcile the establishment of a modern political system based on individual liberties with Islamic beliefs and traditions, arguing that far from undermining Islam, the creation of a constitutional form of government could be viewed as a return to the original teachings of Islam. Namik Kemal wrote his works in a simple and accessible Turkish free of Arabic and Persian loan words.
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Piri Reis (1465/1468/1470–1554)

A cartographer, maritime geographer, and commander of the Ottoman fleet, who produced the oldest surviving map showing parts of the Americas. Piri Reis was born Muhyiddin Piri in 1465, 1468, or 1470 in Gallipoli in present-day Turkish Thrace (the Aegean coast of Turkey). His father was Hāci Mehmed Piri (Hāji Mehmed Piri). Piri Reis hailed from a family of outstanding seafarers, including sailors, captains, and commanders. His uncle, Kemal Reis, was a distinguished sailor who had participated in naval operations against Spain, Genoa, and Venice. As a young man Piri Reis followed in the footsteps of his uncle and joined the Ottoman navy. He participated in several major campaigns before returning home, where he began to work on a book on navigation, as well as on a series of maps.

In 1513 Piri Reis produced a world map, which was presented to the Ottoman sultan Selim I (r. 1512–1520). The Piri Reis Map, which was discovered in the Topkapi Palace in 1929, is considered by some scholars to be the oldest surviving map to show parts of the Americas. The notes on the Piri Reis map reveal that his map was drawn based on information and data collected from nearly 20 other maps, some of which had been seized from Spanish and Portuguese vessels in the Mediterranean. In producing his map, Piri Reis also used the information provided to him by Spanish and Portuguese sailors whom the Ottoman navy had captured.
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Surviving fragment of the first world map by Piri Reis, 1513. (Universal History Archive/UIG via Getty Images)

In 1516–1517, when Selim I invaded the Mamluk sultanate based in Egypt, Piri Reis joined the sultan’s military campaign. In 1521 Piri Reis completed his famous Book of the Sea or Book of Navigation (Kitab-i Bahriyye), which is based on his travels around the coasts of the Mediterranean, as well as his participation in several naval campaigns. Kitab-i Bahriyye incorporates comprehensive and in-depth information on Mediterranean coasts and major ports. The book also contains valuable descriptions of various gulfs, peninsulas, islands, and straits around the Mediterranean. Piri Reis’s book “incorporated all of the knowledge of the seas and navigation developed by Islamic seamen and writers during the previous eight centuries as well as his own experience and that of the Western seamen whose accomplishments came to his attention” (Shaw: 1:147). The book “was divided into 129 chapters, each with a map, in which he described the Mediterranean and the eastern seas, harbors, important points, dangerous and prominent rocks and natural features, the flow of tides, the imminence of storms, and the like” (Shaw: 1:147). In his writings and maps, Piri Reis paid particular attention to the Adriatic Sea and its ports, particularly the Croatian coast, which was used as a vital sea route for Venetian shipping. Because Venice was the Ottoman Empire’s principal rival in the battle over control of the Mediterranean, it was essential for the Ottoman authorities to collect detailed, exact, and accurate information about the Adriatic Sea.

Piri Reis participated in several Ottoman naval campaigns in the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf. In 1547, during the reign of Sultan Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566), Piri Reis was appointed commander of the Ottoman Red Sea fleet (Somel: 228), as well as grand admiral of the Ottoman Empire’s Indian Ocean fleet (Hind Kapudan-i Derya). As the commander of the Ottoman fleet in the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean, Piri Reis captured the port of Aden at the mouth of the Red Sea in present-day Yemen in February 1548. In 1552 Piri Reis was sent “with a fleet of thirty ships down the Red Sea and around the Arabian peninsula to eject the Portuguese from Hormuz” and seize the Island of Bahrain in the Persian Gulf (Lord Kinross: 244). Piri Reis first captured Masqat (Muscat), the capital of Oman in the southeastern corner of the Arabian Peninsula. He then attacked the city of Hormuz, but failed to capture the fortress that protected its harbor (Lord Kinross: 245). Instead, he plundered the Island of Qeshm off the coast of southern Iran and sailed with the booty he had collected to Basra in present-day southern Iraq (Finkel: 136). The Portuguese pursued Piri Reis and his fleet, hoping to trap the Ottoman naval force. In response, Piri Reis abandoned his fleet and escaped with three galleys laden with rich booty. He reached Egypt after losing one of his galleys. Having learned about the fate of their fleet, the Ottoman authorities in Egypt imprisoned Piri Reis. The brilliant admiral, cartographer, and geographer was executed by the order of Süleyman I in Cairo in 1554 (Lord Kinross: 245).
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Sinan (1489–1588)

Sinan was the chief imperial architect of the Ottoman Empire between 1539 and 1588. His most important architectural works were accomplished during the reigns of Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566) and Selim II (r. 1566–1574). Born into a Greek Christian family, Sinan was recruited into government service through the devșirme (devshirme) during the reign of Selim I (r. 1512–1520). He served in the Ottoman army during the reign of Süleyman I, building bridges and citadels during the sultan’s campaigns in Europe and Asia. Süleyman financed numerous mosques, schools, aqueducts, and architectural complexes. Many of these buildings were designed and built by Sinan. Among Sinan’s best-known works are the Süleymaniye mosque complex in Istanbul and the Selimiye Mosque in Edirne, which remain the masterpieces of Ottoman architecture. The “mosque complexes of Süleymaniye in Istanbul and Damascus; the bridges of Büyükçekmece near Istanbul; and the bridge of Sokollu Mehmed Pasha at Višgrad (Bosnia), crossing the River Drina, are just few examples of his extensive work across the large territory commanded by the Ottomans” (Ahunbay: 50). Sinan was influenced by Byzantine architecture as well as by the Iranian architect Ajemi Ali, who had been brought back by Süleyman from Tabriz, the capital of Iranian Azerbaijan. The design and construction of some 477 buildings have been attributed to Sinan. The three largest and most important buildings he built are Şehzade (Shehzade) mosque (1543–1548) in Istanbul, which he built for Süleyman the Magnificent as a mausoleum for his son, Mehmed; the Süleymaniye mosque complex (1550–1557), which included a mosque and 14 buildings; and Selimiye, which dominates the city of Edirne and is considered the masterpiece of this brilliant Ottoman architect. The Selimiye Mosque (Turkish: Selimiye Camii) was commissioned by Selim II and built by Sinan between 1569 and 1575. The mosque stood at the center of a complex that included a hospital, a library, a bathhouse, and several schools.
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Bust of the world renowned Ottoman architect, Sinan, in Istanbul, Turkey. (Sadık Gulec/Dreamstime.com)
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Tevfik Fikret (1867–1915)

Born Mehmed Tevfik, he was a Turkish poet and literary editor during the late Ottoman period. He is considered one of the founders of modern Turkish poetry. He was born in Istanbul on December 24, 1867. His father was a government official. He received his education at Galatasaray Lycée. After completing his education, Tevfik Fikret entered government service. For a time he served as the principal of Galatasaray Lycée. He also taught at Robert College, an American-sponsored institution of higher learning.

Tevfik Fikret was the writer and editor of the Servet-i Funun (The wealth of knowledge). Aside from publishing his own works in Servet-i Funun, he also translated the works of European writers and poets, particularly French poets. He was greatly influenced by the works of Enlightenment thinkers. The repeated defeats and humiliation of the Ottoman Empire by European powers in the second half of the 19th century, as well as his studies of European political and literary thought, converted Tevfik Fikret into a patriotic intellectual who grieved for the fate and future of his country. Like many Turkish intellectuals of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, he also became an opponent of autocracy and a proponent of a constitutional form of government.

The literary activities of Tevfik Fikret and his collaborators alarmed the authorities, who banned the publication of their newspaper and his literary works in 1901. As an advocate of free speech and a constitutional form of government, Tevfik Fikret became a vocal critic of the absolutist regime of Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909). In 1902 he composed a collection of poems called Sis (Mist), in which he denounced repression and dictatorship. After the Young Turk revolution of 1908, Tevfik Fikret returned to the literary scene and published the newspaper Tanin (Echo). Some of his most important works are Rübbab-i Şikeste (The broken lute), which was published in 1896, and Haluk’un Defteri (Haluk’s notebook), which appeared in 1911. He also took both administrative and teaching positions. Tevfik Fikret devoted the last years of his life to teaching and writing poetry. He died in Istanbul on August 18, 1915.
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Yusuf Akçura (Yusuf Akchura; Akçuraoglu Yusuf) 
(1876–1935)

Yusuf Akçura was a Kazan Tatar author, historian, and journalist, who is recognized as one of the first proponents of Pan-Turkism or the unity of all Turkic-speaking people. He was born in 1878 to a Tatar family in Simbirsk. Located on the western bank of the Volga River in southern Russia, Simbirsk was renamed Ulyanovsk after 1924 in honor of Vladimir Ulyanov, better known as Lenin. At the age of seven Akçura moved to Istanbul with his mother. As a student in the War Academy in Istanbul, he joined the Young Turks and was exiled to Libya. He escaped from North Africa to France. In Paris he studied at École des Sciences Politiques and joined the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP). He returned to his homeland in 1904, where he wrote his most influential work, Üç Tarz-i Siyaset (Three types of policy). In Üç Tarz-i Siyaset, Akçura presented Ottomanism, Pan-Islamism, and Pan-Turkism as the three dominant ideological trends of his time. He rejected Ottomanism, which called for the unification of all ethnic, linguistic, and religious groups living in the Ottoman Empire in a single Ottoman nation. He also dismissed Pan-Islamism as an ideology that could not generate sufficient unity and solidarity among the Muslims both inside and outside the boundaries of the Ottoman Empire. Instead, he called for Pan-Turkism or the union of all Turkic peoples of the world. Akçura believed that only Pan-Turkism could mobilize and unify the Turkic people around a common ethnicity and language.

After the victory of the Young Turk Revolution, Akçura returned to Istanbul and in 1911, together with other Pan-Turkist intellectuals, founded the journal Türk Yurdu (The Turkish homeland) in Istanbul. In 1914 he participated in founding the nationalist organization Türk Ocaği (Türk Ojaği) (The Turkish Hearth). He also taught Turkish history at Darülfünun. During the war of independence Akçura joined the nationalist movement led by Mustafa Kemal, and after the establishment of the Turkish Republic he was elected to the Grand National Assembly. He also served as the president of the Turkish Historical Society and taught history at Ankara University. Akçura died in Istanbul in 1935.
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Ziya Pasha (Abdülhamid Ziyaeddin) 
(1825/1826 or 1829/1830–1880)

Turkish intellectual, author, journalist, poet, and statesman of the second half of the 19th century, who played a leading role in the Young Ottoman movement. Ziya Pasha, also known as Abdülhamid Ziya or Ziya Bey, was born in Istanbul either in 1825/1826 or 1829/1830. His father was a clerk who worked in the Galata custom house. As a young boy Ziya was enrolled in one of Mahmud II’s new Rüşdiye (Rushdiye) schools (Shaw: 2:131). At the School of Humanities (Mekteb-i Edebiyye) (Gibb: 5:42–44) he became attracted to poetry, which was described to him as a gift from God that could not be obtained through classroom learning (Gibb: 5:49). He also began to study Persian, even though his father had warned him that whoever learned Persian became an infidel and lost half of his religion (Gibb: 5:46). The classical masterpieces of the celebrated Persian poets Sa’di and Hafez had a profound impact on his literary growth. As he wrote, “the Persian poets became my masters, and I gathered gems from many of their Khamsas and Diwans” (Gibb: 5:53).

At the age of 17 Ziya Bey joined government service, working at the office of the chief secretary of the grand vizier. He later joined the Translation Office (Tercüme Odasi), where his talents brought him to the attention of the powerful Ottoman statesman Mustafa Reşid Pasha (Mustafa Reshid Pasha). For the next nine years, while he was working at the Sublime Porte (Bab-i Āli), Ziya Bey continued writing poetry, which remained the love of his life. In 1854/1855, with encouragement and support from Mustafa Reşid Pasha, Ziya Bey was appointed third secretary to the Ottoman sultan Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid) (r. 1839–1861). His new appointment forced Ziya Bey to abandon his merry-making and tavern-hopping life and embrace a more proper, respectable, and dignified lifestyle. It was during this period in his life that Ziya Bey began to study French. His fascination with French language and literature led him to translate a number of works from French into Turkish. His translation of a work by the French author Louis Viardot (1800–1883), titled Histoire des Arabes et des Mores d’Espagne, traitant de la constitution du peuple arabe-espagnol, de sa civilisation, de ses moeurs et de son influence sur la civilisation moderne, was the first of Ziya’s translated works, as well as the first of his prose productions. The book, a historical treatise on the Moors in Spain, was translated into Turkish as Endelus Tarihi (History of Andalusia) (Gibb: 5:58). Ziya Bey also translated a number of literary and philosophical works from French into Turkish. These included Molière’s Tartuffe, Fénelon’s Télémaque, and La Fontaine’s Fables. Most of these works remained unpublished. In 1870, while living in Geneva, he translated Jean Jacques Rousseau’s Émile into Turkish. While working at the palace Ziya continued composing new poems, including some of his best known lyrics (Gibb: 5:59).

After Sultan Abdülaziz (r. 1861–1876) ascended the throne, Ziya Bey was removed from his position in the palace. Most historians agree that Ziya Bey’s dismissal was the direct result of the rivalry between the former grand vizier, Mustafa Reşid Pasha, and the powerful Tanzimat statesman Āli Pasha. Because Mustafa Reşid Pasha had acted as Ziya Bey’s patron and mentor, Āli Pasha viewed the young literatus as a potential opponent and rival who should be purged from the sultan’s inner circle. After losing his position at the palace, Ziya Bey was appointed to a series of governmental posts. His persecution by Āli Pasha, however, had already made Ziya Bey an opponent of the Porte. The brilliant poet joined a group of young intellectuals who came to be known as the Young Ottomans (Yeni Osmanlilar). The group included prominent writers, poets, and journalists such as Ibrahim Şinasi, Namik Kemal, Ali Suavi, and Āgah Effendi. The Young Ottomans opposed what they perceived to be the authoritarianism of the statesmen of Tanzimat. They also maintained that reforms introduced by the men of Tanzimat did not go far enough. To preserve the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire, the Young Ottomans believed that the autocratic rule of the sultan and his ministers had to be replaced by a constitutional form of government based on a parliament elected by all the ethnic, linguistic, and religious groups within the empire.

The grand vizier, Āli Pasha, viewed the Young Ottomans as idealist revolutionaries whose ideas would weaken and undermine the power of the Ottoman central government, the very institution that preserved the unity and territorial integrity of the empire. In the spring and summer of 1867 the Ottoman government embarked on a policy of dispersing the Young Ottomans and forcing them out of Istanbul. As part of this scheme, Ziya Bey was appointed governor of Cyprus. Before being dispatched to Famagusta, the capital of Cyprus, however, Ziya Bey fled to Europe in 1867. He first went to Paris, where he was joined by his collaborator, Namik Kemal. During their stay in Paris Ziya Bey and Namik Kemal published the Turkish-language newspaper Hürriyet (Liberty). Their stay in Paris was short lived. Ziya Bey and Namik Kemal moved their operation to London, where they continued to publish their newspaper, which was distributed secretly in the Ottoman Empire. In his articles Ziya Bey advocated an end to autocracy and the establishment of a constitutional form of government. Eventually Ziya Bey left London and settled in Geneva.

After his nemesis, the grand vizier Āli Pasha, died in September 1871, Ziya Bey wrote Sultan Abdülaziz and requested a pardon. The sultan responded positively to Ziya Bey’s petition and granted him permission to return to Istanbul. Upon his return to the Ottoman capital Ziya Bey was appointed to a governmental post. He focused much of his time on completing his anthology, titled Kharābāt (Tavern), which he finished in 1876.

In August 1876 a palace coup planned and led by the reform-minded statesman Midhat Pasha forced Sultan Abdülaziz to abdicate. A nephew of Abdülaziz, Prince Murad, was brought out of his residence and declared the new sultan. Before Murad V could establish himself, however, news of Abdülaziz’s sudden death was announced to a shocked populace. The body of the deposed sultan had been discovered in his private bedroom, his wrists slashed with a pair of scissors, leading many to conclude that he had been murdered. The events profoundly affected the new sultan, Murad V, who suffered a nervous breakdown. Murad was deposed in favor of his brother, who ascended the Ottoman throne as Abdülhamid II. Midhat Pasha, who shared many of the sentiments and beliefs of the Young Ottomans, was appointed grand vizier in December, and shortly afterward the first Ottoman constitution was introduced. Ziya was not allowed to run for the newly established parliament, but the new sultan, Abdülhamid II, appointed him as vizier. With his new position came the new title of Pasha. Soon Ziya Pasha was appointed governor of Syria. Abdülhamid II’s strategy was unambiguous: buy off and co-opt the government critics and send them as far away from the capital as possible. Ziya Pasha’s tenure as the governor of Syria was short lived. He was soon transferred to a new post in Konya in central Anatolia. From Konya he was moved to Adana in present-day southern Turkey. He died in Adana in May 1880.
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PEOPLES AND CULTURES

Albania and Albanians

Albania is a country in southeastern Europe in the western part of the Balkan Peninsula on the Strait of Otranto, the southern entrance to the Adriatic Sea. Present-day Albania is bordered by Greece to the south, Macedonia to the east, the Adriatic Sea to the west, and Montenegro and Kosovo to the north. Albanians are believed to be the descendants of the ancient Illyrians, who lived originally in central Europe and migrated south to the territory of present-day Albania sometime around 2000 BCE.

Because of its strategic location, Albania has been used as a land bridge by conquering armies and empires whose ambitions reached farther afield. In the second century BCE Albania was conquered by the Romans. Beginning at the end of the fourth century CE the Byzantine Empire seized the territory of present-day Albania. In the following centuries the country was invaded by Visigoths, Huns, Bulgars, and Slavs.

In the second half of the 14th century, when Sultan Murad I (r. 1362–1389) began to expand his territorial possessions in the Balkan Peninsula, Albania became a target of Ottoman expansion. A coalition of Christian states under the leadership of Prince Lazzar of Serbia fought the Ottomans but was eventually defeated at Kosovo Polje (Plain of Blackbirds) near Pristina in present-day Kosovo in 1389. Murad I was killed on the battlefield, but his son and successor, Bayezid I (r. 1389–1402), continued his father’s expansionist policies, pushing the boundaries of the Ottoman sultanate to the borders of Albania. Albanian princes were forced to submit, pay tribute, and demonstrate their loyalty to the Ottoman sultan by sending their sons as hostages to his court in Edirne (Adrianople). Gjon (John) Kastrioti, the ruler of Emathia in central Albania, was one of these princes; he sent his son, Gjergj (George) Kastrioti (1405–1468), to the court of the Ottoman sultan in Edirne.

After he had arrived in the Ottoman court, Kastrioti converted to Islam and received a traditional Ottoman education. He also participated in the Ottoman military campaigns against Serbs and Hungarians, displaying unrivaled courage and bravery on the battlefield, which won him the name Iskander or Skander (Alexander), after Alexander the Great, and the rank of bey (hence Iskender Bey or Skanderbeg). When the armies of the Ottoman sultan Murad II (1421–1444, 1446–1451) were defeated by the Hungarian general János (John) Hunyadi (1407–1456) at Nish in present-day southeastern Serbia in November 1443, Skanderbeg deserted Ottoman service and returned home to Albania. Once there, he renounced Islam and re-embraced Christianity.

In 1444 Skanderbeg created a league of Albanian princes, which repeatedly defeated the Ottomans. The Ottoman armies were defeated twice in 1450, then again at the battle of Mokrea in 1453, and yet again in 1456. In September 1457 Skanderbeg scored an impressive victory over the Ottomans west of Mount Tomoritsa, which he followed with the conquest of Satti (Shati) in present-day northwestern Albania in 1459. Skanderbeg and the Ottoman sultan, Mehmed II, agreed to a truce in 1461, but this proved to be short-lived. In 1462 Skanderbeg was back on the battlefield, fighting two successful campaigns against the Ottomans in the Dibra in present-day western Macedonia, followed by a successful invasion of Macedonia. Once again a peace treaty was negotiated, in April 1463. Conflict resumed in 1464, with Skanderbeg inflicting defeats on the Ottomans twice in the Dibra, followed by yet another victory near Tirana (present-day capital of Albania) in 1465. To the shock of the Ottomans, in 1466 at Kroya (Kruja) in north-central Albania, Skanderbeg attacked and defeated a large Ottoman army led by Mehmed II, the conqueror of Constantinople (Pitcher: 88). In 1467 he repeated this feat, first defeating an Ottoman army led by the Albanian commander Ballaban near Kroya, then repelling Mehmed’s second major campaign to pacify Albania (Pitcher: 88).
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A memorial wall dedicated to George Kastrioti (1405–1468), also known as Skanderbeg, the national hero of the Albanian people, who repulsed 13 Ottoman invasions between 1444 and 1466. (Tarker/Bridgeman Images)

Considering this extraordinary set of accomplishments and victories, it is not surprising that Skanderbeg was and remains to this day the unchallenged national hero of the Albanian people and a legend in European history. In his battles with the Ottomans, Skanderbeg received assistance from the papacy, Naples, and Venice. He formed a formal alliance with Venice in 1463. Skanderbeg died in January 1468. After the death of Skanderbeg, Albanian resistance continued for another decade. In 1477 the Ottoman commander Gedik Ahmed Pasha besieged Kroya, the birthplace of Skanderbeg. The town surrendered to the Ottomans in June 1478. Scutari (Shkodër) in northwestern Albania then surrendered to Mehmed in 1479. By 1501 the Ottomans had pacified much of the territory of present-day Albania. Albania remained part of the Ottoman Empire until 1912, when the country declared its independence.

As the Ottoman Empire began to disintegrate in the 19th century, the Albanians, who had remained loyal to the sultan, began to organize their own national movement as a means of protecting their communities from encroachments by their Greek and Slavic neighbors. In the earlier part of the 19th century Albania had been divided between two pāshālik, both of which enjoyed considerable autonomy. Ali Pasha of Janina and the Bușati (Bushati) family of Shkodër had dominated Albanian politics for decades. In 1820 the Ottoman sultan, Mahmud II, who was determined to impose the authority of the central government over the empire’s distant provinces, dismissed Ali Pasha and attacked his territory. Ironically, the suppression of Ali Pasha, who was killed by Ottoman agents in 1822, allowed Greek nationalists to stage their revolution against the Ottoman Empire. Following Ali Pasha’s downfall, the Ottoman government turned against the head of the Bușati family, Mustafa Pasha. After his defeat at the hands of Ottoman forces, Mustafa Pasha accepted his fate and settled in Istanbul, where he lived the rest of his life (Jelavich: 362).

The establishment of direct Ottoman rule over Albania allowed the government to introduce a series of reforms. The principal objective of these reforms was to remove the intermediary class of notables and replace it with a new administrative organization run by officials sent from Istanbul. The Ottoman government also intended to bring under its control the local landowners who had converted the old timārs into privately owned estates and create a more efficient tax collection system, which would increase the state revenue. The central government also wished to establish a new recruitment system, which would provide troops for a new military force. In implementing this ambitious agenda, the sultan abolished the timārs in 1832 and created two eyālets of Janina and Rumelia, which were reorganized into the three vilāyets of Janina, Shkodër, and Bitola in 1865 (Jelavich: 362–363). The reforms introduced by the central government in Istanbul were vehemently opposed by the notables who preferred being ruled by their own local beys. But, it was the inability of the Ottoman state to protect Albanian communities from Greece, Serbia, and Montenegro that forced the Albanians to arm themselves and organize their own independent national movement.

The Ottoman defeat at the hands of the Russians in 1878 and the Treaty of San Stefano, which rewarded Serbia, Montenegro, and Bulgaria with Albanian-populated areas, marked the beginning of a transformation in the relationship between Albania and the central government in Istanbul. Until 1878 the Ottoman government, which viewed the majority of Albanians as members of the Muslim community, did not treat them as a separate national group. Muslim Albanians, who attended school, studied Arabic, the language of the holy Quran, and Turkish, the language of the government and the army. Christian Albanians, on the other hand, were viewed as members of the Christian Orthodox community, who studied Greek as the principal language of their religious community (Shaw: 2:199–200).

In response to the signing of the Treaty of San Stefano, a group of prominent Albanian leaders organized a secret committee in Istanbul and called for a larger gathering at Prizren in June 1878. The meeting at Prizren brought together Muslim and Christian Albanians, who agreed to create the League of Prizren. The league had the authority to collect taxes and raise an army (Shaw: 2:199; Jelavich: 363–364). It also sent an appeal to the European powers participating in the Congress of Berlin, which was ignored (Jelavich: 364).

With Serbia and Montenegro emerging as independent states, the Ottoman government was forced to negotiate the delineations of its new borders with the two countries. Since several towns and districts, such as Bar, Podgorica, and Plav, that were handed over to Montenegro had significant Albanian populations, the League of Prizren turned to resistance. The Ottoman government was caught in a dilemma. It had to abide by the terms of the Congress of Berlin, but it was also determined to benefit from Albanian resistance and use it as a means of reducing its territorial losses (Jelavich: 364–365).

With arms from the Ottoman government, the Albanians resisted the occupation, forcing the European powers to recognize the power of the newly emerging nationalist movement. Realizing the intensity of Albanian national sentiments and the potential for eruption of ethnic conflicts, the European powers reversed their position and agreed to allow Plav and Gusinje to remain within the Ottoman Empire. Instead, they offered a port, namely Ulcingi (Dulcigno), to Montenegro (Jelavich: 365). But the Albanian resistance was not confined to the towns and districts that were handed over to Montenegro. There was also strong opposition to handing over any Albanian territory, such as Epirus, to Greece.

In 1881 the Albanian resistance against Greek occupation of Epirus forced the European powers to agree that aside from Thessaly, the Greeks would only receive the district of Arta in Epirus. Despite the successes of the Albanian resistance and the support it enjoyed from the Ottoman government, the sultan remained bound by provisions of the agreement to hand over Ulcinji to Montenegro even if it meant crushing the Albanian League. An Ottoman army was dispatched to capture Prizren, which fell in April 1881 (Jelavich: 366). Another Ottoman force routed the Albanian resistance at Ulcinji before the town was handed over to Montenegro. Despite its suppression, the League of Prizren had accomplished a great deal. The European powers had recognized that Albanian lands could not be partitioned among their Balkan allies without formidable resistance from the local population (Jelavich: 366).

Ottoman rule in Albania ended shortly after the eruption of the First Balkan War in October 1912. On October 8, 1912, Montenegro, a member of the Balkan League, declared war on the Ottoman Empire. The other members of the Balkan League, Greece, Serbia, and Bulgaria, followed suit 10 days later. The Bulgarians quickly seized Thrace, defeating the Ottomans at the battles of Kirklareli/Kirkkilise (October 22–24) and Lüleburgaz (October 22–November 2). The Serbs also scored an impressive victory at the battle of Kumanovo (October 23–24) in Kosovo Vilayet in present-day northern Macedonia. The Greeks captured Salonika on November 8. To the west the Serbs went on to capture Bitola in present-day southwestern Macedonia and joined forces with Montenegrins, who besieged Shkodër in northwestern Albania. The Serbs eventually would seize Durrës on the western coast of Albania.

Without a coordinated plan and in the absence of a unified command, the Ottomans were forced either to retreat or to take defensive positions. The major urban centers of the empire in Europe (Edirne, Janina, and Shkodër) were surrounded by armies of the Balkan League. By December 3 the Ottoman government was willing to conclude an armistice. As the discussions dragged on in London, Bulgaria demanded the city of Edirne. This was too much for a group of young officers in Istanbul, who staged a military coup on January 23, 1913. The former commander of the army, Mahmud Şevket (Shevket) Pasha, assumed the posts of grand vizier and minister of war. When the news of the coup in Istanbul reached London, the Balkan states resumed their military campaigns. Bulgarian forces captured Edirne on March 28, and the Serbs entered Shkodër on April 22. On May 30 the Ottoman government was forced to sign the Treaty of London, which resulted in the loss of much of its territory in Europe.

Instead of worrying about the disintegration of the Ottoman state in the Balkans, the Albanian nationalists were increasingly more concerned about Serbia, Greece, and Montenegro undermining Albania’s territorial integrity by invading and occupying Albanian-populated cities and towns. It was under these circumstances that the Albanian leader, Ismail Kemal Bey Vlora (1844–1919), known in Albanian as Ismail Qemali, returned to Albania with the support and blessing of the Austro-Hungarian Empire to convene a national assembly, which declared Albanian independence on November 28, 1912, in the coastal town of Vlora (Vlorë) in southern Albania.
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Armenians

Armenians constituted one of the oldest and the largest non-Muslim communities in the eastern provinces of the Ottoman Empire. There were also Armenian communities in the urban centers of the empire, particularly in Istanbul.

The Arsacid Kingdom of Armenia was the first state in history to adopt Christianity as its religion, in 314 CE. For Armenians, their church emerged as the focal point of communal identity and preserved their unity in the face of invasions and conquests by stronger neighbors (McCarthy: 129). An Armenian alphabet also was invented, ushering in the golden age of Armenian culture and civilization, when numerous books and manuscripts in foreign languages were translated into Armenian. Starting in the second half of the fifth century, Armenia lost its independence to the Greek Byzantine Empire and the Persian Sasanian Empire. Despite several attempts to re-establish their independence, the Armenians lost their sovereignty as the Arab Muslims, and later the Seljuk Turks, Mongols, Ottomans, and Safavid Iranians, invaded and occupied their ancient homeland. During the long Byzantine rule the Armenian Apostolic Church was not allowed to operate in Constantinople because the Greek Orthodox Church viewed it as heretical. Persecution by the Byzantine authorities only strengthened the resolve of the Armenian community to maintain and protect its separate and distinct identity.

After the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in 1453, the Ottoman sultan, Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481), was determined to make his new capital a universal metropolis by officially recognizing the spiritual leaders of the main religious communities under his rule. He aspired to establish an Armenian patriarchate of Istanbul, but in the case of the Armenians he faced a problem that did not arise with either the Orthodox Christians or Jews. At the time of the conquest, the majority of the Armenian population lived in areas outside the sultan’s domains. The most important center of the Gregorian Church and the seat of the Armenian patriarch, the Catholicos, at Echmiadzin in modern-day Armenia, was under the Qara Qoyunlu (Kara Koyunlu) Turkoman dynasty, which ruled Iran, southern Caucasus, and eastern Anatolia (Inalcik: 141). Nevertheless, in 1461 Mehmed appointed Hovakim I, who had served as the Metropolitan of Bursa, as the first Armenian patriarch of Istanbul and the religious and secular leader of all Armenians living in the Ottoman domains.

The Armenian community differed from the Orthodox not only in certain beliefs, rituals, and customs, but also in that its members were all from one ethnic group and the majority lived far from the urban centers of empire in eastern Anatolia and the south Caucasus. These two regions came under direct Ottoman rule during the reign of Selim I (r. 1512–1520) (McCarthy: 129). The devastating wars between the Ottoman Empire and Iran, however, partitioned Armenian-populated territory. The south Caucasus, including the seat of the Armenian patriarch, the Catholicos at Echmiadzin, was incorporated into the Iranian state, while eastern Anatolia remained under Ottoman rule. During the Ottoman-Iranian wars the Armenian population suffered. Armenian towns and villages were destroyed, the harvest was burned, and water wells were filled in by the Iranians, who forcibly moved entire communities and resettled them in the interior of their territory to prevent them from supplying the Ottoman forces with food and shelter. Many Armenians were never allowed to return. Others helped the Safavid monarch, Shah Abbas (r. 1588–1629), and his successors divert the silk trade from a land route, which would have benefited the Ottomans, to a sea route, which would skip Ottoman territory and establish a direct link between Iran and the Christian powers of Europe. The Armenian population living under Ottoman rule was depleted not only because of repeated wars with Iran, but also because of the anarchy caused by the celāli (jelāli) revolts in the 17th century and emigration out of the region. The vacated lands and villages of the Armenians were occupied and repopulated by various Kurdish tribes from eastern Anatolia. Because the central government in Istanbul viewed the borderland between western Iran and eastern Anatolia as strategically vital, Ottoman sultans rewarded the Kurds, who fought against Iran, by dividing the region into administrative units called sancāks (sanjāks) and appointing loyal Kurdish tribal chiefs as hereditary governors (sancāk beys/sanjāk beys), responsible for collecting taxes and maintaining order. Thus, while Ottoman rule restored peace and tranquility, it forced the Armenians to live under the rule of their traditional enemies, the Kurds. As long as the central government could protect Armenian communities through its local officials, a certain balance was maintained between the Kurds and the Armenians. But in the 18th and 19th centuries, as the power of the central government waned, Kurdish tribal chiefs had matters all their own way and the Armenians suffered accordingly.

The demand for an independent Armenian state began in the 19th century, when the Armenian communities in the Ottoman Empire and the Caucasus experienced a cultural revival (Payaslian: 117–119; Shaw: 2:202). The study of Armenian language and history became increasingly popular, the Bible was published in the vernacular, and Armenian intellectuals developed a new literary language that made their works accessible to the masses (Shaw: 2:202). Wealthy families began to send their children to study in Europe, where a new class of young and educated Armenians became fluent in European languages and imbued with modern ideologies of nationalism, liberalism, and socialism.

Inspired by the rise and success of the 19th-century nationalist movements in the Balkans, a small group of Armenian intellectuals began to question the leadership of the Armenian Church and called for the introduction of secular education (Shaw: 2:202). Some went one step further and joined the Young Ottomans in their demand for the establishment of a constitutional form of government that would grant all subjects of the sultan equal rights and protection under the law. When in 1878 the Congress of Berlin granted independence to Romania, Serbia, and Montenegro, a small group of Armenian officers who served in the Russian army began to advocate the creation of an independent Armenian state, with support from Russia (Payaslian: 119–120). Two Armenian organizations—the Hunchak (Bell), founded by Armenian students in Switzerland in the summer of 1886, and the Armenian Revolutionary Federation (Dashnaks), created in Tbilisi, Georgia, in the summer of 1890—played a central role in advocating Armenian independence (Payaslian: 119–120).

Beginning in the 1890s the tension between the Armenian and Muslim communities in eastern Anatolia intensified, as Armenian nationalists and Ottoman forces clashed. Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909) ordered a crackdown on the wealthy Armenian families in Istanbul and organized the Hamidiye regiment, which included Kurdish tribal units. From 1890 to 1893 the Hamidiye regiments were unleashed against Armenian communities in eastern Anatolia, with devastating results. Thousands of Armenians living in Sasun in southeastern Anatolia were murdered in the summer of 1894. The attacks and mass killings continued in “Trebizond, Urfa, and Erzurum in autumn 1895, and Diarbekir, Arabkir, Kharpert, and Kayseri in November 1895” (Zürcher: 114). In response, the Hunchaks organized demonstrations in Istanbul and appealed to European powers to intervene. Similar protests were organized in towns across eastern Anatolia. The situation worsened in 1895 and 1896, as clashes between the Hamidiye regiments and Armenian nationalists intensified. In August 1896 a group of armed Armenians seized the Ottoman Bank in Istanbul, threatening to blow it up. Other terrorist attacks against government buildings and officials followed. The sultan himself was attacked when bombs were set off as he walked to Aya Sofya for his Friday prayers. Some 20 Ottoman policemen were killed in the attack. Throughout the conflict with the Ottoman government the Armenians pinned their hopes on intervention by the European powers, particularly the British and the Russians. Czar Nicholas II (r. 1894–1917), however, opposed British intervention in the region, which he viewed as a sphere of Russian influence. He also feared the establishment of an Armenian state led by revolutionaries who could infect his own Armenian subjects with such radical ideas as nationalism and socialism.

As World War I began in 1914 and fighting erupted in eastern Anatolia, many Armenian officers and soldiers serving in the Ottoman army defected, joining the Russians in the hope that the defeat and collapse of the Ottoman state would lead to the establishment of an independent Armenian state (Zürcher: 114–115). The defections were followed by an uprising of Armenians in the city of Van in April 1915. The Ottoman authorities responded by adopting a policy of forcibly relocating the Armenian population to the Syrian desert (Zürcher: 115). Starting in May 1915, virtually the entire Armenian population of central and eastern Anatolia was forcibly removed from their homes. Hundreds of thousands of Armenians perished from starvation, disease, and exposure, and many more were brutalized by Ottoman army units and irregular Kurdish regiments, who robbed, raped, and killed the defenseless refugees.

Today, after the passage of over a century, the plight of the Armenian people continues to ignite intense emotional debate between Armenians and Turks, centering on the number of casualties, the causes for the deportations, and the intent of the perpetrators (Zürcher: 115). Armenians claim that nearly a million and a half people lost their lives in a genocide designed at the highest levels of the Ottoman government. Turks counter with claims of “disloyalty” and “traitorous activities” by many Armenians, who defected from the Ottoman state and joined the enemy, namely the Russian armies, which had invaded the Turkish homeland. They also claim that the majority of Armenian deaths were caused by irregular armed Kurdish units, who felt threatened by the prospect of living as a minority community under a newly established Armenian state (Zürcher: 115). According to this argument, the Ottoman government can be held responsible for failing to prevent the inter-communal violence between the Kurds and the Armenians, but it cannot be blamed for atrocities that were committed by the local Muslim population during the fog and agony of civil war. There is little doubt that a small inner circle within the Ottoman government, known as Teşkilat-i Mahsusa (Teshkilat-i Mahsusa) or Special Organization, operating under the ministry of defense since January 1914, designed and implemented the plan for relocating the Armenian population in order to affect a “permanent solution” to the question of Armenian nationalism in Ottoman lands (Akçam: 143–145, 158–175; Lewy: 82–89). This eviction plan caused the deaths of over one million Armenians.
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Armenian orphans board barges bound for Greece at Istanbul in 1915. The mass killings of Armenians during World War I left hundreds of thousands of orphans, many of whom left the Ottoman Empire through humanitarian aid programs. (Library of Congress)
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Bosnia and Bosnians

Country situated in the western part of the Balkan Peninsula in Europe. The expansion of Ottoman rule into Bulgaria and Macedonia during the reign of Murad I (r. 1362–1389) convinced the Christian states of the Balkans, including Bosnia and Serbia, to form a coalition to block further Ottoman expansion (Sugar: 21). Prince Lazar of Serbia, King Tvrto I of Bosnia, and John Stratsimir of Vidin agreed to join a Christian alliance, which defeated an Ottoman army in August 1388 at Pločnik (Ploshnik) west of Nish in present-day southeastern Serbia (Sugar: 21).

Recognizing the threat posed by the alliance, Murad I marched against Serbia and its allies with a large force. The decisive battle took place on June 28, 1389, at the Kosovo Polje (Field of the Blackbirds) near Pristina. Although Murad was killed on the battlefield, the Ottomans managed to achieve a victory. Prince Lazar was killed during the battle, and the devastating defeat forced Serbia to accept Ottoman suzerainty.

After the death of Tvrtko I in 1391, a civil war erupted in Bosnia. The chaos and anarchy caused by the civil war allowed Hungary, Serbia, and Herzegovina to interfere in the internal affairs of Bosnia. In 1415 the contenders for the throne of Bosnia appealed for Ottoman support. The Ottoman sultan Mehmed I (r. 1413–1421) used this golden opportunity to interfere in the internal affairs of the country by appointing an Ottoman governor for Bosnia. For the next five years this Ottoman governor ruled parts of Bosnia from Vrhbosna (Sarajevo). In 1436 the Ottomans were back, attacking and capturing Vrhbosna and forcing Bosnia and Herzegovina to pay tribute to the Ottoman sultan Murad II (r. 1421–1444, 1446–1451).

The death of the Hungarian monarch Sigismund in 1437 allowed the Ottomans to carry out further attacks against Bosnia, Serbia, and Transylvania between 1438 and 1439. Ottoman forces captured the important fortress of Semendria, which had been built by the Serbian king Djordje (George) Branković, and forced the Serbs and the Bosnians to pay annual tribute to the Ottoman sultan. A year later the Ottomans attacked Belgrade but failed to capture it (Sugar: 28–29; Shaw: 1:50). By 1439 Ottoman raids had reached Jajce in present-day central Bosnia, which served as the capital of the country.

In 1463, during the reign of Mehmed II, the Ottomans established their rule over Bosnia (Shaw: 1:50–52). Direct Ottoman rule over Bosnia continued until 1878. In sharp contrast to other Christian areas of southeastern Europe, in Bosnia there were massive conversions to Islam following the Ottoman conquest (Jelavich: 32). As mosques and religious schools transformed the urban landscape, Islam gradually penetrated the Bosnian countryside. The newly converted Bosnian nobility retained its Slavic language and culture and gradually emerged as a close ally of the Ottoman state, which rewarded it with political and economic power (Jelavich: 32).

For the next four centuries the Ottomans and Habsburgs fought over control of the western regions of the Balkan Peninsula, including Bosnia. In the 18th century, as Habsburgs became the dominant military power in the Balkans, Bosnia was invaded repeatedly by Austrian forces. For example, in October 1789 the Habsburgs captured Bosnia, parts of Moldavia, and eventually Belgrade. However, they agreed to a new peace treaty with the Ottoman Empire, signed in Sistova on August 4, 1791. According to this treaty, the Habsburgs returned Bosnia and Serbia in exchange for the Ottoman promise of fair treatment of the sultan’s Christian subjects and the recognition of the Habsburg emperor as their protector.

In the 19th century Serbia and Montenegro emerged as the centers of Pan-Slavic agitation. The Serbs provided support to the protests against Ottoman administrative mismanagement in neighboring Bosnia-Herzegovina, directing them toward a more Pan-Slavist agenda. When Christian peasant uprisings erupted against the predominantly Muslim landowning class in 1853, 1860–1862, and 1875, Serbia and Montenegro supported the rebels. Serbia hoped to overthrow Ottoman rule and cleanse the area of Muslim presence and influence, thus creating a greater Serbian state (Zürcher: 56).

The threat posed to Ottoman rule in Bosnia-Herzegovina was not, however, confined to agitation from Serbia. Inside Bosnia the old landowning families (former timār holders as well as former sipāhis and janissaries), who had settled in the province after being forced out of Hungary by the Habsburgs, exercised a great deal of power and influence. Although they viewed themselves as the first line of defense against attacks by the Habsburgs, they also resented the centralizing reforms of the Ottoman government, particularly during the Tanzimat period, which extended from 1839 to 1876. They would have preferred a looser system, which would allow them to maximize the taxes they collected without the expectation of increasing their contribution to the central treasury in Istanbul.

Beginning in 1850 with the arrival of Ömer Pasha as the new governor, the Ottoman forces embarked on a sustained drive to impose central government authority over Bosnia-Herzegovina. Three years later Ömer Pasha attacked Montenegro in a successful campaign, which was brought to an end only after Austria intervened and delivered an ultimatum to the Ottoman government (Jelavich: 252). The conflict in Bosnia-Herzegovina erupted again in 1874 and 1875, allowing Serbia and Montenegro to intervene and declare war on the Ottoman state in 1876.

In July 1875 several uprisings erupted in Bosnia-Herzegovina, which the Ottoman government failed to suppress, providing the justification for the Three Emperors’ Alliance (Russia, Germany, and Austria) to intervene and demand the implementation of fundamental reforms. The Ottomans accepted the first reform proposal in December 1875, but the rebels rejected it. A second proposal, submitted in May 1876 as the Berlin Memorandum, was rejected by the Ottoman government. With chaos and uncertainty reigning in Istanbul and the revolt and instability spreading to the rural communities in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Russia began to encourage military intervention by Serbia and Montenegro. This Pan-Slavic project, designed by Russia and implemented by Serbia, failed when Ottoman troops struck back, defeating the Serbs and forcing them to sue for peace on July 24, 1876.

The Congress of Berlin (June 13–July 13, 1878) granted Austria the right to occupy and administer Bosnia-Herzegovina as well as the sancāk (sanjāk) of Novi Pazar, a strip of land that separated Serbia from Montenegro (Jelavich: 252). Although Bosnia-Herzegovina nominally remained part of the Ottoman Empire, it was for all practical purposes permanently lost (Jelavich: 361). Until 1878 “the Muslims were the ruling class of Bosnia-Herzegovina, controlling the provinces’ feudal economy and sclerotic administration,” their “privileges guaranteed by the primacy of Islam within the Ottoman Empire” (Glenny: 268). When the Austrians occupied Bosnia, however, the Muslim landowners began to lose their power and prestige. A new system, which claimed to treat all religious groups as equals and was intended to free the Christian serfs, created competition for the free Muslim peasants. It is not surprising, therefore, that as Austrians imposed their highly bureaucratic rule over the country, a “widespread sense of alienation and fear” spread “among the Bosnian Muslims,” many of whom emigrated “to Istanbul and other parts of the Ottoman Empire” (Donia: 182).

The Young Turks, who seized power in 1908, had convinced themselves that the restoration of the parliamentary regime would secure the support of the European powers for the preservation of the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire (Jelavich: 361). They were wrong. Shortly after the victory of the revolution, the Austro-Hungarian Empire formally annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina, which had maintained its nominal affiliation with the empire by accepting the suzerainty of the sultan (Jelavich: 215–216). Ironically, it was the assassination of the Austrian crown prince, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, on June 28, 1914, in Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia, that served as the immediate cause for the eruption of World War I.
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Bulgarians and the Bulgarian Orthodox Church

One of the oldest kingdoms on the European continent, the Bulgarian state was founded in the seventh century in the eastern part of the Balkan Peninsula. From its inception the Bulgarian Orthodox Church played a central role in preserving the Slavonic liturgy and Bulgarian language and history. The Bulgarian state adopted Christianity in 870 during the reign of Khan Boris-Michael I (r. 867–889). The first Bulgarian empire elevated the Bulgarian church into a patriarchate in 927 (Gradeva: 103). Although their country came under Byzantine rule in 1018, the Bulgarians managed to regain their independence in 1185 and established the second Bulgarian Empire, which restored the Bulgarian Orthodox Patriarchate in 1235. The power of the Bulgarian state waned soon afterward, and by the late 14th century its territory was partitioned among rival nobles who were conquered by Ottoman Turks. Murad I (r. 1362–1389) captured Plovdiv (Philippopolis) in present-day southern Bulgaria in 1363, and Sofia, located at the foot of Vitosha Mountain in western Bulgaria, in 1385. The conquest of Turnovo in northern Bulgaria in 1393, and of Vidin on the southern bank of the Danube in present-day northwestern Bulgaria in 1398, by Bayezid I (r. 1389–1402) brought any hope of Bulgarian independence to an end. Bulgarian territory was divided into several districts overseen by a governor. Each district was in turn subdivided into sancāks (sanjāks) or administrative units, governed by a sancāk bey (sanjāk bey). Though the Ottomans did not force the Christian population to renounce and abandon their religion, a large number of Bulgarians, particularly in the Rhodopes, converted to Islam. These Muslim Bulgarians are called Pomaks.

In 1454 the Ottoman sultan Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481), appointed the Greek bishop Gennadios Scholarios as the head of the Orthodox Christian religious community (millet). Not all Orthodox Christians were, however, Greeks. Bulgarians, like the Serbs, possessed their own native church hierarchies and organizations, which were taken over by the Greek appointees of Istanbul’s patriarchate. As a sense of Greek superiority emerged within the church hierarchy, its Slavic faithful grew increasingly resentful. Their ethnic self-awareness grew correspondingly, and a deep-seated animosity toward Greek domination began to make itself felt within the Orthodox millet. Bulgarian religious leaders and monks from remote monasteries and spiritual enclaves called for throwing off the supremacy of the Greek clergy and Greek language. If the Bulgarians wished to establish Bulgarian schools and liturgy, they needed an independent ecclesiastical system.

In 1557, when Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566) reconstituted the Serbian Patriarchate of Peć, the Ottomans placed the Bulgarian eparchies under its authority. The Peć Patriarchate was, however, abolished by the Ottoman government in 1766. In the 19th century, as the authority of the Ottoman central government waned, the Bulgarians demanded “church services in Bulgarian, Bulgarian-speaking high clergy, the establishment of a national church, and a form of political autonomy” (Gradeva: 104). Finally, “in 1870, the sultan issued a decree authorizing the establishment of a Bulgarian exarchate” (Gradeva: 104).

Beginning in the 18th and throughout the 19th centuries, Russian influence in the Balkans increased. Russia justified its intervention in the name of the unity of the Slavic peoples. The Pan-Slavic foreign policy of Russia allowed the Russian government to support the nationalist movements in Serbia, Montenegro, and Bulgaria. In 1876 a nationalist uprising erupted in Bulgaria. The Ottomans crushed this uprising, with heavy casualties. The massacre of the civilian population allowed Russia to demand that the Ottoman Empire introduce reforms and grant autonomy to the Bulgarian people. Recognizing the threat of Russian intervention in the eastern Balkans, the British intervened and called for the convening of an international conference in Istanbul. The principal objective of the conference was to prevent another war between Russia and the Ottoman Empire. However, on the first day of the conference, December 23, 1876, the Ottoman delegation shocked the European participants by announcing that a constitution had been promulgated and that any attempts by European powers to pressure the Ottoman state to introduce reforms in its European provinces were unnecessary because under the new constitution, all Ottoman subjects were to be treated as equals with their rights protected and guaranteed by the new government.

The Ottoman constitution did not, however, prevent another military confrontation with Russia. Russia declared war on the Ottoman Empire on April 24, 1877. The Ottoman forces delayed the Russians for several months at Plevna in Bulgaria. By December the Russian army had arrived outside Istanbul. On March 3, 1878, the Ottomans were forced to sign the Treaty of San Stefano with Russia. Among other clauses, the treaty called for the establishment of an autonomous Bulgarian state, stretching from the Black Sea to the Aegean, which Russia would occupy for two years. The Russian aggression in the Balkans was opposed by the European powers, who intervened and agreed to meet in Berlin at a new congress designed to partition the European provinces of the Ottoman Empire in such a way as to prevent the emergence of Russia as the dominant power in the region.

According to the agreements reached at the Congress of Berlin (June 13–July 13, 1878), the large Bulgarian state that had been created at the Treaty of San Stefano was divided into three separate entities. The region north of the Balkan Mountains and the area around Sofia were combined into a new autonomous Bulgarian principality that would recognize the suzerainty of the sultan but for all practical purposes served as a Russian satellite. The region lying between the Rhodope and Balkan Mountains was designated as a semiautonomous region under its own Christian governor, who was to be appointed by the sultan and supervised by the European powers (Shaw: 2:191). The third area of Thrace and Macedonia remained under direct Ottoman rule (Jelavich: 360).

In July 1908 a revolution erupted in Macedonia against the autocratic rule of Sultan Abddülhamid II (r. 1876–1909). A group of army officers affiliated with the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) rebelled and demanded the restoration of the Ottoman constitution of 1876. After a feeble effort to suppress the rebellion, Abdülhamid restored the constitution on July 23 and ordered parliamentary elections. The Turkish officers who had revolted against their sultan believed that the restoration of the parliamentary regime would preserve the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire. They were wrong. Bulgaria unified with Eastern Rumelia, which had remained an autonomous province under the nominal rule of the Ottoman sultan. On October 5, 1908, the independence of Bulgaria was declared at Tornova.

See also: Battles and Treaties: Congress of Berlin; Rebels: Young Turks; Sultans: Abdülhamid II

Further Reading

Crampton, R. J. Bulgaria. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007.

Crampton, R. J. A Concise History of Bulgaria. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006.

Glenny, Misha. The Balkans: Nationalism, War, and the Great Powers 1804–2011. London: Penguin Books, 2012.

Gradeva, Rossitsa. “Bulgarian Orthodox Church.” In Encyclopedia of the Ottoman Empire, edited by Gábor Ágoston and Bruce Masters, 103–105. New York: Facts On File, 2009.

Jelavich, Barbara. History of the Balkans: Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries. Vol 1. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1983.

Kaplan, Robert D. Balkan Ghosts: A Journey through History. New York: Picador, 2005.

Macdermott, Mercia. History of Bulgaria 1393–1885. London: George Allen & Unwin, 1962.

Shaw, Stanford J. History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey. 2 vols. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1976.

Jews

Numerous Jewish communities lived scattered throughout the Ottoman Empire. Although “the Jews were recognized as a separate religious community by both Muslim legal scholars and Ottoman officials,” they “did not seek formal status as a millet until 1835, when the Ottoman government, in its attempt to standardize the way it dealt with each of the minority religious communities, pushed the Jewish community leaders to name a chief rabbi (hahambaşi) for the empire” (Masters: 384). The Jews of the Ottoman Empire governed their own affairs, just as the Orthodox Christians and Armenians did, under their local rabbis, who were elected by their congregation and confirmed in office by the sultan.

The Jewish population of the empire did not constitute a monolith. It contained original communities in various parts of the Middle East and the Balkans, as well as the Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jews who arrived in the Ottoman Empire in the 15th and 16th centuries. The original Jewish communities were divided into Rabbanites, or those who revered the Talmud (Commentaries), and the Karaites, or those who accepted the Bible as the only source of authority, did not recognize Hanukkah as a holiday, and permitted first cousins to marry (Masters: 308).

Linguistically, the Jews of the Ottoman Empire were divided into four main groups: Romiotes, Sephardic Jews, Ashkenazi Jews, and Arabic-speaking Jews (Masters: 300). Some smaller Jewish communities in the Kurdish-populated regions spoke either Kurdish or Aramaic, while others in North Africa spoke Berber (Tamazight). Romiotes or Greek-speaking descendants of the Jews, who had settled in the former Byzantine Empire, formed the core Jewish population encountered by the Ottomans in the early centuries of building their empire. The Sephardic Jews, who were refugees from Spain and Portugal, “spoke a dialect of Castilian Spanish” called “Ladino or Judezmo,” while the Ashkenazi Jews, who were originally from central and eastern Europe, “spoke either German or the Jewish dialect of medieval German known as Yiddish” (Masters: 300; Sugar: 269). Arabic-speaking Jews resided in all the major cities of the Middle East and North Africa, but the largest communities were to be found in Cairo, Aleppo, Damascus, and Baghdad. Baghdad served “as a major center of learning for Arabic-speaking Jews,” and rabbis trained in the city “were in demand” both in Egypt and Syria (Masters: 300). All educated Ottoman Jews knew Hebrew, which served as the language of worship and prayer, of intellectual life, and in some cases of trade and commerce.

The arrival of the Sephardic Jews who were expelled from the Iberian Peninsula in 1492, and the influx of the Ashkenazi Jews from central Europe, only intensified the diversity and the internal divisions within the Jewish community. These divisions were the result of significant differences in language, rituals, and even prayer books. Thus, far from being a unified religious group, the Jewish community was a mosaic of subgroups, each identified by its own unique linguistic and cultural characteristics. The Ottoman millet system recognized neither the fundamental differences between the Ashkenazi and the Sephardic communities nor the unique characteristics of the subgroups that existed within each group. However, it would be impossible to deny that for centuries the Jews of the Ottoman Empire lived under far more tolerant political and cultural conditions than the Jews of Christian Europe. The protection and tolerance offered by the Ottoman state allowed both Ashkenazi and Sephardic communities to preserve their languages, rituals, customs, and traditions (Sugar: 267).

The Ashkenazi Jews were descended from the medieval Jewish communities of the Rhineland in Germany and had moved east, settling in Poland, Russia, Hungary, and other countries of Eastern Europe. Seeking a refuge from anti-Jewish attacks and persecution, many migrated to the Ottoman Empire in the 15th and 16th centuries. There they sought, and received, the protection of Ottoman sultans, who “encouraged the immigration of Jews from Europe, as an element bringing trade and wealth” (Inalcik: 141). The “welcome that the Ottoman sultans gave these Jewish immigrants is evident in the permissions granted to build new synagogues in the cities in which they settled” (Masters: 302). By the second half of the 16th century there were vibrant Ashkenazi communities in Istanbul, Edirne, Sofia, Pleven, Vidin, Trikala, Arta, and Salonika, who had arrived in the Ottoman domains during the reigns of the conqueror of Constantinople, Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481), and his successor, Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512) (Sugar: 267). By 1477, the Jews “formed the third largest section of Istanbul’s population after Muslims and Greeks” (Inalcik: 141). Many sent letters home describing how much their lives had improved under Ottoman rule, and they encouraged family and friends to join them (Sugar: 267). The news that Jews were welcome in the Ottoman Empire traveled quickly, and immigrants began to arrive not only from the countries of central and western Europe, but also from Hungary, Moldavia, the Crimea, and even parts of Asia (Gibb and Bowen: 1:219). Many of these new immigrants set out for Palestine despite the opposition from the Franciscans of Jerusalem, who “talked the Pope into forbidding the Venetians to carry Jewish passengers to the Holy Land” (Gibb and Bowen: 1:225).

In contrast to the Ashkenazi Jews, the Sephardic Jews lived originally in Spain and Portugal and fled to North Africa and the Middle East during the Spanish Inquisition, seeking economic security and religious freedom under the protection of Muslim rule (Ben-Zvi: 602). The new immigrants from the Iberian Peninsula included the so-called Maraños (Muranos), Jews who had expediently converted to Catholicism to escape persecution but upon arriving in Ottoman territory abandoned their disguise and merged back into the Sephardic congregation. Many settled in Istanbul and Edirne, as well as other cities of the empire, in the 15th and 16th centuries. There were Sephardic communities in the urban centers of the Balkans such as Sarajevo, Travnik, Mostar, Banja Luka, and Salonika, where the largest Jewish community, of nearly 30,000, resided. Salonika alone had some 30 different congregations, including Aragonese, Castilian, Portuguese, and Apulian communities (Roth: 246-247). Many “Jewish males were employed in Salonika’s woolen industry,” where they used “the techniques brought from Spain and Italy” to supply the imperial palace in Istanbul and the Ottoman army with most of the cloth they consumed (Masters: 302). The urban centers of Anatolia, such as Izmir, Bursa, Amasya, and Tokat, also witnessed a significant influx of Sephardic Jews. In each urban center the Jewish community was divided into separate congregations, which formed around the unique traditions and customs the immigrants had brought with them from various regions of Spain and Portugal. As with the Ashkenazi Jews, many Sephardic immigrants also headed to the shores of Palestine and settled in Jerusalem, Gaza, and Safad in Galilee, which served as “a center for the study of the Jewish mystical tradition of the Kabbalah” (Masters: 301). Smaller groups chose Syria, particularly Damascus, and Egypt, where they settled mostly in Alexandria and Cairo.

In 1517, when the Ottomans defeated the ruling Mamluk dynasty and conquered Egypt, Selim I decreed new laws for the Jews. At that time the Egyptian Jews were led by their Nagid, or Reis, a rabbi and prince-judge, whose authority was similar to that conferred on the chief rabbi (hahambaşi) in Istanbul. Selim abolished the office of Nagid “to prevent his becoming a rival to the chief rabbi in Istanbul,” and Selim’s son, Süleyman I, reasserted the authority of the hahambaşi as the representative of all Jews in the empire (Gibb and Bowen: 1: 141). Süleyman also appointed an officer (kahya), a Jew himself, who enjoyed direct access to the sultan, the grand vizier, and his cabinet, and “to whose notice he could bring cases of injustice” suffered by the members of the Jewish community “at the hands of either provincial governors or of fanatical Christians” (Gibb and Bowen: 1: 141).

The Sephardic Jewish population played an important role in the everyday life of the Ottoman state as merchants, artisans, and physicians. Determined to preserve their traditions, they organized their social activities around synagogues and community centers, where Hebrew was taught and the Torah and Talmud studied. Ottoman tolerance allowed them to emerge as one of the most educated and literate population groups in the empire (Lovrenović: 145). Rabbinical schools such as the one founded in Sarajevo in 1786 by Rabbi David Pardo played an important role in preserving Jewish religious and cultural traditions and customs (Lovrenović: 145). In these schools, the students learned classical Hebrew, though in their day-to-day life they continued to use Ladino, the Jewish-Spanish language they had brought with them from Spain.

The massive migration of Spanish Jewry to the Ottoman Empire included many Jewish merchants who were active in transatlantic trade and introduced new world plants and fruits such as chili peppers. Thus, the Turkish name for the hot peppers, biber aci (aji), derives from the Caribbean ají (Krondl: 174). The Ottoman sultans welcomed the arrival of the new immigrants, particularly the artisans, merchants, and scholars, as men of enterprise and energy who knew precisely those arts and crafts that were in highest demand in the empire, such as “medical knowledge, woolen industry, metalworking, glassmaking, the secrets of the manufacture of arms, the import and export trade, retail trade and distribution, and so on” (Lovrenović: 245; Ben-Zvi: 603). Each Jewish immigrant community was known for excellence in a unique profession, trade, or craft. The Maraños (Muranos) were respected as manufacturers of weapons of war, while those of the medical school of Salamanca were much in demand as doctors (Gibb and Bowen: 1:220). Many also were recruited as translators and interpreters because of their international connections and knowledge of Europe (Gibb and Bowen: 1:220).

It was in trade and commerce, however, that the Jewish community, particularly those who resided in the Balkans, excelled. Their prominent role in the economic life of the empire was observed by an 18th-century English visitor, who wrote that most of the wealthy merchants in the empire were Jews and enjoyed many privileges that ordinary Turks did not. They had “drawn the whole trade of the empire into their hands,” and every Ottoman high official had his Jewish “homme d’affaires,” to whom he entrusted all his business affairs and interactions (Montagu: 932). By the beginning of the 18th century the Jewish presence and participation in the commercial life of the empire was so central and critical that the English, French, and Venetian merchants negotiated with the Ottomans through the Jewish merchants’ intercession (Montagu: 93). The economic power of the Jewish merchants allowed the community to form a strong commonwealth, which was ruled by its own laws (Montagu: 93).

Both the Ashkenazim and Sephardim produced numerous statesmen, physicians, merchants, and craftsmen. The most influential Sephardic Jew in the Ottoman Empire was Joseph Nasi (1515–1579), from a Maraño family, who had arrived in Istanbul from Portugal in 1554. Nasi befriended the Ottoman sultan Selim II (1566–1574) and the sultan’s powerful grand vizier, Sokollu Mehmed, who appointed Nasi as the duke of Naxos, the largest island in the Cyclades island group in the Aegean. As an advocate of war against Venice, Nasi encouraged an invasion of the island of Cyprus, which was attacked and captured by the Ottoman forces in 1570 (Sugar: 267; Masters: 302). When “he died in 1579, Joseph Nasi was probably one of the wealthiest men in the Ottoman Empire” (Masters: 302). Another Sephardic Jew, Solomon Abenayish (1520–1603), was appointed the duke of the Greek island of Lesbos.

The best-known Ashkenazi Jew in the Ottoman state was the Italian-born Solomon Ashkenazi (1520–1603), who served as the physician and confidant of the grand vizier, Sokollu Mehmed. Because Ashkenazi had lived in various Italian states and Poland before his arrival in the Ottoman Empire, the grand vizier sought his advice on Polish- and Venetian-related matters. Sokollu Mehmed demonstrated his trust and confidence in the Jewish physician when he appointed him the Ottoman ambassador to Venice (Sugar: 267; Roth: 255–256).

In the 17th and increasingly the 18th centuries, during the decline of Ottoman power and the rise of Islamic conservatism, Jews began to suffer at the hands of Muslim religious authorities. After “the great fire of 1660, in which large swathes of Istanbul were destroyed, Jews in the city were not given permission to rebuild” some of their synagogues “as Muslim judges ruled that the permission they had originally received to build them was illegal” (Masters: 302). A strict interpretation of Islamic law also influenced the outcome of the case of Shabbatai Zvi, the self-proclaimed Jewish messiah who was forced to convert to Islam or face death for treason. In addition, relations between Jewish and Christian communities began to deteriorate as attacks by Christian mobs against Jewish businesses and neighborhoods increased. During the Damascus Incident of 1840, for example, authorities arrested and tortured prominent Damascus Jews after Christians accused them of murdering a Roman Catholic priest.

In the 19th century, as nationalist uprisings erupted in the Balkans, links between the empire’s Jewish communities and the Ottoman sultans grew stronger. Most Jews feared that any new state formed on the basis of one nation, one language, and one church would be far less tolerant than Ottoman imperial rule. The nationalist ideologies propagated by various separatist movements in the Balkans espoused Orthodox Christianity as essential to national identity and characterized the Jews as outsiders. The worst fears of the Jews were realized when at the start of the Greek War of Independence in 1821, Greek nationalists massacred both Muslim and Jewish civilians.


JEWS AND COMMERCE IN THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1689–1762) was one of the most prolific English writers of her time. In 1716, when her husband, Edward Wortley Montagu, was appointed ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, Lady Mary accompanied him to Constantinople (Istanbul). In her letters to family members and acquaintances in England, Lady Mary sent detailed accounts of the daily life of the Ottoman ruling elite, including the following description of the role of the Jewish community in the Ottoman Empire:

I observed most of the rich tradesmen were Jews. That people are in incredible power in this country. They have many privileges above all the natural Turks themselves, and have formed a very considerable commonwealth here, being judged by their own laws. They have drawn the whole trade of the empire into their hands, partly by the firm union amongst themselves, and partly by the idle temper and want of industry in the Turks. Every bassa [pasha] has his Jew, who is his homme d’affaires; he is let into all his secrets, and does all his business. No bargain is made, no bribe received, no merchandise disposed of, but what passes through their hands. They are the physicians, the stewards, and the interpreters of all the great men. You may judge how advantageous this is to a people who never fail to make use of the smallest advantages. They have found the secret of making themselves so necessary, that they are certain of the protection of the court, whatever ministry is in power.

Source: Letters of the Right Honourable Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. London: Printed for Thomas Martin, 1790, Letter XXXIV. Available online at Project Gutenberg, http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/17520/pg17520-images.html.
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Kurds

An ancient ethnic group who inhabit the regions of present-day southeastern Turkey, northeastern Syria, northern Iraq, and parts of western Iran. Kurds speak a number of languages and dialects, all of them members of the family of Iranian languages. These Kurdish languages are closely related to Persian (i.e., Farsi, Dari, Tajik), the official language of Iran, Afghanistan, and Tajikistan, as well as Pashto, which is spoken in both Afghanistan and Pakistan. Of the languages that have been claimed to be Kurdish, Zazaki (spoken in eastern Anatolia) and Gorani or Gurani, spoken in western Iran and northwestern Iraq, clearly do not form part of the Kurdish language family. The linguists have identified the “core” as the Northern (Kurmanji), Central (Sorani), and Southern dialects of Kurdish (e.g., that of Kermanshah in western Iran).

The contiguous geographic region of northeastern Syria, northern Iraq, southeastern Turkey, and western Iran, where the Kurds constitute the majority of the population, is referred to as Kurdistan (Land of the Kurds). There are also Kurdish communities in southern Caucasus and northeastern Iran. Historically, the most basic unit in Kurdish society was the tribe, which was led by a sheikh or an āghā (āğā), who ruled as the representative, defender, and protector of his people. The sheikh or āghā acted as the intermediary between the central government and his people. He was responsible for collecting taxes from his people and sending them to the central government. He also bore the responsibility of bringing with him fighting men for military campaigns organized against an external enemy. The traditional Kurdish way of life was not agricultural but nomadic, revolving around sheep and goat herding throughout the plains of Mesopotamia and the highlands of Anatolia and western Iran.

After the spread of Islam during the caliphates of Umar (r. 634–644), Uthman (r. 644–656), and Ali (656–661), the majority of Kurds converted to Islam. After the split between the majority Sunni and the minority Shia, the majority of Kurds opted for Sunni Islam, though there were some who chose Shiism or one of its offshoots. Many Kurds also remained attached to their pre-Islamic faiths and refused to convert to Islam. Not surprisingly, therefore, there were always Jewish, Christian, and Yazidi Kurds. Some of the beliefs and practices of the Yazidi Kurds have been traced back to the teachings of ancient Iranian religions and cults, including Zoroastrianism, Mithraism, and Manichaeism.

Throughout the long centuries of Islamic rule, Kurds developed a reputation for valor and gallantry in battle. Kurdish tribal units were frequently used by Muslim dynasties in their armies. The Seljuk Turks, who invaded the Near East from Central Asia in the middle of the 11th century, made extensive use of Kurdish commanders, officers, and soldiers in their armies. The brilliant Kurdish commander Salah al-Din, his father, Ayyub, and his charismatic uncle, Shirkuh, rose to power and prominence in the armies of the Turkish emirs, Zengi and Nur al-Din.

For over two centuries after the establishment of the Ottoman state in western Anatolia, the Kurds did not play any role in Ottoman political, social, and economic life because until the second decade of the 16th century, the majority of Kurds lived outside the territory of the Ottoman Empire. In the first decade of the 16th century many Kurdish groups allied themselves with the Safavid dynasty founded by the Iranian monarch Shah Ismail I (r. 1501–1524), though some may have resented and opposed the Shia ideology of the Safavid state. When the Ottoman sultan Selim I (r. 1512–1520) defeated Shah Ismail at the battle of Chaldiran in 1514, the majority of the Kurdish tribes of Anatolia and northern Iraq switched their loyalty and recognized the suzerainty of the Ottoman sultan. Though much of the territory of Kurdistan came under the nominal rule of the sultan in Istanbul, Ottoman suzerainty was and continued to be nominal.

For nearly a century and a half after the clash at Chaldiran, as the conflict between the Iranians and the Ottomans erupted intermittently, Kurdish tribes who lived on the borderland between the two Muslim empires shifted their loyalty back and forth in accordance with changes in the balance of power. Thus, during the reign of Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566), when the Ottoman Empire emerged as the dominant power in northern Mesopotamia and eastern Anatolia, the majority of Kurdish tribal groups sided with the Ottoman state against the weaker Safavid Empire, which had assumed a defensive posture vis-à-vis its powerful neighbor to the west. As the Iranians took the upper hand in the beginning of the 17th century, however, particularly during the reign of the Safavid monarch Shah Abbas I (r. 1588-1629), an increasing number of Kurdish groups declared their support for the Safavids and revolted against the authority of the Ottoman sultan. It is not surprising, therefore, that in the Ottoman literature of the 17th century the Kurds were presented as disloyal, traitorous, deceitful, and untrustworthy.

The Treaty of Qasr-i Shirin (Kasr-i Şirin) between the Ottoman Empire and Iran, signed on May 17, 1639, brought to an end 150 years of intermittent warfare between the two Muslim powers. Ottoman sovereignty was established over Iraq and southeastern Anatolia, making the overwhelming majority of Kurds the subjects of the Ottoman sultan and not the Safavid shahs. Despite the peace accord, the Ottoman government viewed its boundaries with Iran as strategically vital. The importance of Kurdistan as the first line of defense against a possible Iranian invasion was highlighted by the willingness of the Ottoman government to allow Kurdish tribal chieftains of eastern Anatolia and northern Iraq to rule their provinces as autonomous emirates as long as they were prepared to defend the Ottoman territory against Iranian incursions.

Throughout the 17th century eastern Anatolia suffered tremendously from the anarchy caused by the so-called celāli (jelāli) revolts. The population of the region was depleted, and many Armenians who lived as agriculturalists and urban dwellers abandoned their homes and lands. The vacated lands and villages of the Armenians often were occupied and repopulated by various Kurdish tribes from eastern Anatolia. Because the central government in Istanbul viewed the borderland between western Iran and eastern Anatolia as strategically vital, Ottoman sultans rewarded the Kurds, who fought against the Iranians, by dividing the region into administrative units called sancāks (sanjāks) and appointing loyal Kurdish tribal chiefs as hereditary governors (sancāk beys), responsible for collecting taxes and maintaining order. Thus, while Ottoman rule restored peace and tranquility, it forced the Armenians to live under the dominance of the Kurds. As long as the central government was strong and could protect Armenian communities through its local officials, a certain balance was maintained between the Kurds and the Armenians. But in the 18th and 19th centuries, as the power of the state waned, Kurdish tribal chiefs had matters all their own way.

Kurds were one of the last ethnic groups in the Ottoman Empire to develop their own brand of nationalism. Even then Kurdish nationalism was popular among a very small group of Kurdish intellectuals who lived in the urban centers of the empire. The first Kurdish newspaper appeared in 1897 and was published at intervals until 1902. It was revived at Istanbul in 1908 (when the first Kurdish political club, with an affiliated cultural society, was also founded) and again in Cairo during World War I. The Treaty of Sèvres, signed between the Allied powers and the representatives of the Ottoman government at a porcelain factory in Sèvres, France, on August 10, 1920, abolished the Ottoman Empire, forced the sultan to renounce his rights over the Arab Near East and North Africa, and called for the establishment of an independent Armenia and an autonomous Kurdish state. The Turkish nationalist movement, led by Mustafa Kemal, rejected the treaty. In 1923, after Mustafa Kemal seized power and abolished the Ottoman sultanate, the Turkish nationalists signed the Treaty of Lausanne with the Allied powers. The Treaty of Lausanne made no mention of the Kurds or Kurdistan. With the creation of several artificial Arab states, including Iraq and Syria, by the French and the British, the Kurds were forced to live under the jurisdiction of four separate states: Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria.
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Moldavia

One of the two Romanian-populated principalities, which joined Wallachia in 1859 to form the modern state of Romania. Located between the eastern Carpathians and the Dniester River, Moldavia was called Moldova in Romanian and Boğdan in Ottoman Turkish. Moldavia was founded as a principality in the 14th century. The principality was a dependency of the kingdom of Hungary during the reign of Louis the Great (r. 1342–1382), and the Hungarian monarchs claimed suzerainty over the principality. In the mid-14th century Moldavia gained its independence under its prince, Bogdan. In the late 14th century Siret, in the historical region of Bukovina in present-day northeastern Romania, served as the capital of Moldavia. At its greatest extent, Moldavia incorporated Bessarabia and was bounded on the north and northeast by the Dniester River, on the south by the Black Sea and Dobrudja and Walachia, and on the west by Transylvania.

From 1457 to 1504 Moldavia was ruled by the charismatic prince (voivod) Stephen the Great, whose rise to power coincided with the last 22 years of the reign of the Ottoman sultan Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481). During Stephen’s reign the Moldavian state fought against Hungarians, Poles, and the Ottomans, who were vying to dominate the principality. The Hungarians were repulsed in 1467, and the Ottomans were defeated at Vaslui in present-day Romania in 1475. Though Stephen the Great suffered a defeat at the hands of the Ottomans at Valea Albă the following year, in 1476, the Moldavian state continued to increase in size, capturing the port of Kilia on the Danube and expanding its influence into Wallachia (Shaw: 1:64). The conflict between Moldavia and the Ottoman Empire, which was centered on the control of Wallachia, continued until Vlad IV Tepeș (the Impaler) acknowledged Ottoman and Hungarian suzerainty and was recognized as the prince of Wallachia (Shaw: 1:64).

After the death of Mehmed II in 1481 a civil war erupted between the two sons of the sultan, Bayezid and Cem (Jem) Sultan. Bayezid reached Istanbul before his brother and ascended the throne as Bayezid II. In response, Cem assembled his supporters in Bursa in western Anatolia and proclaimed himself the ruler of the Asian provinces of the Ottoman Empire. Stephen the Great used the civil war between the contenders to the Ottoman throne to invade Wallachia in summer 1481. He then marched south, crossed the Danube, and raided Bulgaria. The Ottomans could not allow the charismatic Moldavian prince to get away with challenging and undermining the legitimacy of the Ottoman sultan in the eyes of his Christian vassals in the Balkans. Once he had defeated his brother Cem, Bayezid II turned his focus to Wallachia and Moldavia. Ottoman forces crossed into Moldavia and captured Kilia on the Danube in July 1484. The sultan’s allies, the Crimean Tatars, captured Akkerman in Bessarabia on the Dniester (Shaw: 1:73). Bayezid II’s invasion forced Stephen the Great to sue for peace and agree to pay an annual tribute to the Ottoman sultan. The peace between the Ottoman Empire and Moldavia was, however, short-lived. Stephen reneged on his promise and attacked Kilia and Akkerman in 1484 and 1486, but he failed to recapture the two strategic forts.

After the death of Stephen the Great, his son, Bogdan III (r. 1504–1517), continued to acknowledge the suzerainty of the Ottoman sultan and paid him an annual tribute. By 1513 Moldavia had become a full-fledged, tribute-paying vassal-state of the Ottoman Empire. In 1541, during the reign of Süleyman I, the tribute imposed on Moldavia was increased, and the prince of Moldavia, Petru Rareș, “was forced to accept a guard of 500 janissaries, but it was agreed that no mosques and no military fiefs or colonies should be established in Moldavia, and that it should always be ruled by a prince of the Greek Orthodox faith” (Pitcher: 133).

For the next 300 years the principality remained subject to the sultan, except for a few brief periods when Moldavia rejected Ottoman rule, for example, when John the Terrible (r. 1572–1574) rebelled against a demand for higher tribute payments; when Michael the Brave, prince of Wallachia, united his principality with Moldavia and Transylvania in 1600; and when Moldavia recognized Polish suzerainty (1601–1618). As the bread basket of the Ottoman Empire, Wallachia and Moldavia continued to supply Istanbul with meat and grain and commanded the important commercial routes of the Black Sea and the Danube that were used by the Ottomans to transport their armies to fight against the Habsburgs (Shaw: 1:184).

With the signing of the Treaty of Karlowitz on January 26, 1699, the Ottoman Empire ceased to be the dominant power in the Balkans. The European states were quick to recognize the altered balance of power. The Russian czar already had used the presence of the Swedish monarch at the Ottoman court as a convenient justification to mobilize his army. He also had sought and received commitments of support from the princes of Wallachia and Moldavia. As the news reached Istanbul of Peter the Great’s military plans, hostilities became unavoidable, and the Ottoman government declared war on Russia in December 1710. Fortunately for the Ottomans, the Habsburgs did not provide any support to Peter. Having recognized the threat from an aggressive Russia, the Tatars and Cossacks came together with the goal of coordinating their raids against Peter’s army. With his rear threatened and the princes of Wallachia and Moldavia reneging on their promise to provide support for his troops, Peter, who had crossed the Pruth (Prut) River into Moldavia in July 1711, was forced to retreat. As the Russian army was about to cross the Pruth on its return journey, however, the Ottoman forces struck and surrounded the czar and his troops. Peter was forced to surrender his cannons, return the Ottoman-held territories he had occupied, and remove the forts he had built along the frontier with the Ottoman Empire. In return, the Ottomans allowed Russian merchants to trade freely in their territory and agreed to mediate a peace treaty between Russia and Sweden (Jelavich: 231). One of the most important implications of the Russo-Ottoman war was the change in the political structure of Moldavia and Wallachia. The secret negotiations between the princes of the two Romanian principalities and the Russian government convinced the sultan that he should remove the native princes and have governors appointed directly by the Porte (Jelavich: 101–102). The new governors were selected from the Greek Phanariote families of Istanbul, who had played an important role within the Ottoman state as the dragomans of the sultan (Jelavich: 102). With the rise of these new governors to power, the population in Moldavia and Wallachia began to develop a deep resentment toward the ascendancy of the Greek language and culture in their administrative system (Shaw: 1:231).

Throughout the 18th century Moldavia emerged as a target of Russian expansion in the Balkans. As Ottoman power in the principality declined, Russia’s influence and intervention increased. On October 8, 1768, after the Ottomans declared war on Russia, the Russian armies attacked Moldavia, destroying Ottoman defenses on the Danube and then pushing into Wallachia in September 1769. The native Romanian elite, who resented the Greek Phanariote governors (hospodars), joined the Russians and called on the populace to rise in support of the invading army. When the Ottomans finally managed to organize a counteroffensive, their army was destroyed by the Russians on August 1, 1770, at Kagul in Moldavia. Moldavia and Wallachia were lost, and the Russian army was poised to invade Bulgaria and even Istanbul. On July 21, 1774, the Ottoman Empire and Russia signed the Treaty of Küçük Kaynarca, south of the Danube in present-day Bulgaria. According to this treaty, the Ottomans relinquished their rule over Crimea, while the Russians agreed to withdraw their forces from Wallachia, Moldavia, and the Caucasus. The sultan also consented to the establishment of Russian protection over all Orthodox Christians in the Ottoman Empire.

Although a new war with Russia and the Habsburgs, which started in 1788, resulted in a series of military defeats, the empire was saved by the rivalries and conflicts among the European powers as well as by the French Revolution, which erupted in 1789. The Habsburgs captured Bosnia, parts of Moldavia, and eventually Belgrade in October 1789, while the Russians occupied Akkerman, entered Wallachia, and captured the city of Bucharest in November. The Ottomans could neither organize a counteroffensive nor maintain their defenses, particularly when Sultan Abdülhamid I (r. 1774–1789) died in April 1789 and the new sultan, Selim III (r. 1789–1807), removed the grand vizier Koca (Koja) Yusuf from his post. Fortunately for the Ottoman Empire, both European powers were anxious to end the hostilities and seek a peaceful resolution. Catherine the Great was worried about the Swedish attempt to incorporate Finland, and the Habsburgs were greatly alarmed by revolts in Hungary and the Netherlands, as well as by the growing power and influence of Russia in the Balkans. Both shared a common concern over a new Triple Alliance among Prussia, the Netherlands, and Britain. The Habsburgs agreed to a new peace treaty with the Ottoman Empire, signed in Sistova on August 4, 1791. They returned Bosnia, Serbia, and the parts of the principalities they had occupied in return for the Ottoman promise of fair treatment of the sultan’s Christian subjects and the recognition of the Habsburg emperor as their protector. The peace with the Habsburgs encouraged the new sultan, Selim III, to organize a new campaign against Russia. This effort, however, led to a devastating defeat in April 1791. The Ottomans agreed to a new peace treaty, signed at Jassy on January 9, 1792, which was based on the Treaty of Küçük Kaynarca. The sultan recognized the Russian annexation of the Crimea and sovereignty over Georgia, in return for Russian withdrawal from Moldavia and Wallachia and the establishment of the Dniester River as the boundary between the two empires.

In 1774 the Habsburgs seized Bukovina in northwestern Moldavia and incorporated the strategic region into their expanding empire in the Balkans. In the Treaty of Bucharest, signed between Russia and the Ottoman Empire in 1812, Moldavia lost its eastern region of Bessarabia to czarist Russia. In the 19th century Romanian nationalism emerged as a potent ideological force. Much of this nationalism was directed against not only the Ottoman Turks but also the Greek Phanariote families, who ruled the principality on behalf of the sultan. A nationalist revolt in 1821 finally ended the Phanariote rule in Moldavia. The Treaty of Edirne, signed in September 1829 at the conclusion of another war between the Ottoman Empire and Russia, forced the sultan to recognize the independence of Greece and the autonomy of Moldavia, Wallachia, and Serbia.

Under Russia’s guidance a series of political and economic reforms was initiated, and a constitution was adopted in 1832. The Treaty of Paris, signed on March 30, 1856, at the conclusion of the Crimean War (1853–1856), forced Russia to withdraw from Wallachia and Moldavia, which along with Serbia were to regain their autonomy under Ottoman rule. By surrendering southern Bessarabia to Moldavia, Russia’s access to the Danube was blocked. Following Russian defeat in the Crimean War, Moldavia was reorganized as an autonomous state under Ottoman suzerainty. In 1859, influenced by Romanian nationalism, the ruling assembly of Moldavia voted to unite with Walachia under Prince Alexandru Ion Cuza to form the single state of Romania. Formal unity was, however, delayed until 1861. On March 3, 1878, the Treaty of San Stefano was signed between Russia and the Ottoman Empire. Among other clauses, this treaty called for the establishment of an autonomous Bulgarian state, stretching from the Black Sea to the Aegean, which Russia would occupy for two years. Serbia, Romania, and Montenegro were also to be recognized as independent states, while Russia received the districts of Batumi, Kars, and Ardahan in eastern Anatolia. The Congress of Berlin, held between June 13 and July 13, 1878, replaced the Treaty of San Stefano and recognized the independence of Romania.
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Serbian Orthodox Church

The Serbian state, established by the Nemanjić dynasty in the 12th century, reached the zenith of its power under Stefan Dušan (r. 1331–1355), who elevated the Serbian Orthodox Church “to the rank of patriarchate with its seat in Peć” (Fotić: 517–518).

The Serbian people, who had inhabited vast areas in modern-day southern Hungary, Kosovo, Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Croatia, were unified under a single institution, namely the Serbian Orthodox Church and its religious hierarchy, which constituted an important segment of the Serbian elite (Fotić: 517–518). Established in 1219 as an autocephalous member of the Orthodox communion, the Serbian Orthodox Church followed the traditions of Orthodox Christianity but was not subordinate to an external patriarch, such as the ecumenical patriarch in Istanbul. Serbian Orthodox religious texts were written in the old Serbian-Slavonic language, in which services were also conducted.

Though the Serbian prince, Lazar (r. 1371–1389), was defeated and killed at the battle of Kosovo Polje in 1389, the Serbs resisted direct Ottoman rule for decades before they were fully conquered in 1459. The memory of the defeat and martyrdom of Serbia’s last independent monarch was preserved by the Serbian Orthodox Church. During long centuries of Ottoman rule, the Patriarchate of Peć “felt itself the heir to the medieval Serbian kingdom and was well aware of its national mission” (Fotić: 518). The church referred to lands under its ecclesiastical jurisdiction as “Serbian Lands” despite the varying religious and ethnic character the territories exhibited. In this manner, the Serbian Orthodox Church became the repository of the national ideal and kept alive in the minds of the Serbian faithful their unique identity and glorious past. Through their membership and participation in their church, the Serbian people preserved their religion, as well as their language and historical identity, which distinguished them from their neighbors such as the Hungarians and Albanians.

At the time of the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in 1453, aside from the Greek Orthodox Church there were two other autocephalous churches in existence: in Peć in present-day southern Hungary for the Serbs, and in Ohrid for the Bulgarians (Jelavich: 49). As the power of the Orthodox Church in Istanbul—backed and supported by the Ottoman government—increased, the authority and influence of the Serbian and Bulgarian churches waned, allowing the patriarch to secure their abolition in 1463 (Jelavich: 49). Serbian and Bulgarian bishops were replaced by Greek priests, who were dispatched by the patriarch from Istanbul. This policy ignited deep resentment among the local clerical establishment and the native population, who would later accuse the Greek clergy of trying to assimilate them by banning Serbian and Bulgarian liturgy and imposing Greek language and culture.

To appease the Serbs, Süleyman I restored the Serbian Patriarchate in 1557 and appointed a relative of his grand vizier, Sokollu Mehmed Pasha (Mehmed Pasha Sokolović), as the patriarch. This restoration played an important role in safeguarding the Serbian national and cultural identity under a unified religious authority. During the “Long War of 1593–1606,” the Ottoman war against the Holy League (1683–1699), and the “Habsburg–Ottoman wars of 1716–18, 1736–39, 1788–91,” however, the Serbs “took an active part as opponents of the Ottomans” and “suffered severe consequences” (Fotić: 518). One result was that the Ottoman government abolished the Serbian patriarchate in 1776 and placed it under the jurisdiction of the Ecumenical Patriarch of Istanbul, igniting strong anti-Greek sentiment among the Serbs, who resented the increasing power of Greek bishops. The resistance of Serbian churches to Ottoman rule led to Serbian Orthodoxy becoming inextricably linked with Serbian national identity and the new autonomous Serbian principality that emerged after the first Serbian national uprising (1804–1813) led by George Petrović or Karageorge (Karadjordje). The Serbian Orthodox Church finally regained its status as an autocephalous church in 1879, a year after Serbia gained its full independence.
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Wallachia

One of two Romanian-populated principalities that joined the other Romanian principality of Moldavia in 1859 to form the modern state of Romania. Called Eflak in Ottoman Turkish, Wallachia was a principality in southeastern Europe located north of the Danube River and south of the Southern Carpathian mountain range.

Wallachia was founded by Basarab I (r. 1330–1352) after he revolted against Hungarian king Charles I in 1330 and secured Wallachian independence. The new principality prospered from its rich agricultural lands and from the flow of trade passing through it between northern Europe and the Black Sea. It faced dangers from Hungary, which tried to restore its domination, as well as from the Ottoman Turks, who steadily extended their control over the Balkan Peninsula during the 14th and 15th centuries.

After Ottoman armies annexed northern Bulgaria in 1393, the ruler of Wallachia, Mircea the Old (r. 1386–1418), was forced to confront the threat posed by the Ottomans. On May 17, 1395, Mircea fought the armies of the Ottoman sultan Bayezid I. Though the Wallachian prince was victorious on the battlefield, he had to relinquish Dobrudja, which was occupied by the Ottomans. Mircea eventually was forced to accept the suzerainty of the Ottoman sultan and pay an annual tribute. Beginning with Mircea the Old, the princes of Wallachia ruled as vassals of Ottoman sultans until the 19th century, when Wallachia joined Moldavia and formed the independent state of Romania (Sugar: 22).

The defeat and capture of the Ottoman sultan Bayezid I (r. 1389–1402) at the hands of the Turkic conqueror Timur in July 1402 allowed Wallachia to regain its independence for a short interval, but once the Ottomans reunified their dismembered empire under Mehmed I (r. 1413–1421), Wallachia was forced once again to accept the suzerainty of the Ottoman sultan, in 1417. As a vassal of the Ottoman sultan, the ruler of Wallachia paid an annual tribute to him. He also provided his Ottoman overlord with significant amounts of agricultural goods, including foodstuffs. As the bread basket of the empire, Wallachia and Moldavia supplied Istanbul with meat and grain and commanded the important commercial routes of the Black Sea and the Danube River, which were used by the Ottomans to transport their armies against the Habsburgs (Shaw: 1:184). Furthermore, the prince of Wallachia could not assume power until he was confirmed by the sultan (Sugar: 121). In return for these important concessions, the Ottomans allowed the governor of Wallachia to act as the independent ruler of his principality, administering the internal affairs of his domain without interference from Istanbul. The Ottomans also agreed not to station any garrisons, settle any Muslims, or construct any mosques on the territory of Wallachia (Sugar: 121). Thus, in theory Walachia was allowed to retain its own dynasty and religion. It was, however, compelled to pay tribute and grant trade concessions to the Ottoman Empire; to become a major supplier of agricultural goods to the Ottoman sultan; to plan its foreign policy in accordance with Ottoman political, military, and economic objectives; and to submit to the sultan’s choice of ruler. The Ottoman pledges were not always kept. Thus, during the reign of Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512) the Ottomans invaded and occupied Kilia and Akerman on the Black Sea coast, built fortresses on the territories of Moldavia and Wallachia, forced Prince Rareş of Moldavia (r. 1541–1546) to accept a unit of janissaries as his bodyguards, and settled Muslims in Dobrudja (Sugar: 121).

Through the four centuries of Ottoman rule, several princes of Wallachia fought for the independence of their principality. For example, the 15th-century ruler, Vlad III the Impaler (r. 1448, 1456–1462, 1476–1477), who is believed by some to have inspired the fictitious Dracula, fought the Ottomans, his own brother, and the Wallachian nobility to impose his rule over the principality. For a brief period at the start of the 17th century, Wallachia, Moldavia, and Transylvania were united briefly by Michael the Brave (r. 1593–1601).
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Michael the Brave, Prince of Wallachia (r. 1593–1601) and Moldavia (r. 1600), is considered one of Romania’s greatest national heroes for bringing the Romanian people under one unified rule. (The Print Collector/Getty Images)

Michael, known in Romanian as Mihai Viteazul, ascended the throne of Wallachia in 1593. To throw off the Ottoman yoke, Michael submitted in May 1595 to the suzerainty of the prince of Transylvania, Sigismund Báthory. He then marched against the Ottomans, defeating them at Călugăreni in present-day southern Romania in August 1595, and at Giurgiu, again in southern Romania, in October 1595. In 1598 he took an oath of fealty to the Habsburg emperor Rudolf II and also concluded a peace with the Ottomans. In 1599 he attacked his new Transylvanian suzerain, Andreas Báthory, and defeated him at Şelimbăr in present-day central Romania in October 1599. Having declared himself the prince of Transylvania, Michael next invaded and captured Moldavia in May 1600, thus unifying Walachia, Transylvania, and Moldavia under his rule. The unification of the three principalities under Michael’s rule was short-lived. In September 1600 Rudolf II sent his armies against Michael and seized Transylvania. A month later the Poles invaded and occupied Moldavia. Michael had no other choice but to reconcile his differences with the Habsburg emperor and assist him in his campaign to crush a rebellion of Magyar nobles in August 1601. Michael was killed a short time later in 1601. Though short-lived, Michael the Brave was used by Romanian nationalists in the 19th century as the symbol of Romanian resistance against foreign domination and of their desire for a strong, independent, and unified Romanian state.

In the 18th century the rise of Russia as a major power with imperial designs in the Balkans had a profound impact on the relationship between Wallachia and the Ottoman state. In 1711 the Russian czar, Peter the Great (r. 1682–1725), attacked the Ottoman Empire, by first invading Moldavia and Wallachia. In his campaign against the Ottomans, Peter had sought and received commitments of support from the princes of Wallachia and Moldavia. As the news of Peter’s military plans reached Istanbul, hostilities became unavoidable, and the Ottoman government declared war on Russia in December 1710. Fortunately for the Ottomans, the Habsburgs did not provide any support to Peter. Having recognized the threat from an aggressive Russia, the Tatars and Cossacks came together with the goal of coordinating their raids against Peter’s army. With his rear threatened and the princes of Wallachia and Moldavia reneging on their promise to provide support for his troops, Peter, who had crossed the Pruth (Prut) into Moldavia in July 1711, was forced to retreat. As the Russian army was about to cross the Pruth on its return journey, however, the Ottoman forces struck and surrounded the czar and his troops. The founder of modern Russia and his army were at the mercy of the Ottoman grand vizier, who could have annihilated them in one blow. Recognizing the severity of his situation, Peter promised to surrender his cannons, return the Ottoman-held territories he had occupied, and remove the forts he had built along the frontier with the Ottoman Empire. In return, the Ottomans allowed Russian merchants to trade freely in their territory and agreed to mediate a peace treaty between Russia and Sweden (Shaw: 1:231).

One of the most important implications of the Russo-Ottoman war was the change in the political structure of the Principalities. The secret negotiations between the princes of Wallachia and Moldavia and the Russian government convinced the sultan that he should remove the native princes and have governors appointed directly by the Porte (Jelavich: 102). The new governors were selected from the Greek Phanariote families of Istanbul, who had played an important role within the Ottoman state as the dragomans of the sultan (Jelavich: 102; Jelavich and Jelavich: 10, 84; Quataert: 47–48). With the rise of these new governors to power, the population in the two Principalities began to develop a deep resentment toward the ascendancy of the Greek language and culture in their administrative system (Shaw: 1:231).

Despite the change in the administrative structure of the Romanian-populated principalities, Russian power and influence in Walachia increased during the 18th century. The Treaty of Küçük Kaynarca (Kuchuk Kaynarja), signed between Russia and the Ottoman Empire on July 21, 1774, gave the Tatars of Crimea their independence and granted the Russian czar the right to protect the “Christian religion” in the Ottoman Empire. In addition, the treaty granted pardon to all inhabitants of Wallachia and Moldavia who had assisted the enemy, namely Russia. Russia also received the right to establish consulates in the principalities wherever it desired (Sugar: 140). Though Wallachia and Moldavia remained under the nominal rule of the Ottoman state, Russia received “the right to make representations in Istanbul on behalf of the principalities” (Sugar: 140). This “stipulation and the establishment of Russian consulates in Iaşi and Bucharest” gave Russia enormous power and prestige in the eyes of Wallachians and their leaders.


VLAD III DRACULA (1431–1477)

Vlad III Dracula, also known as Vlad the Impaler (Romanian: Vlad Ţepeş), was the prince of Wallachia for various periods between 1448 and 1462. His cruelty and use of torture gained him notoriety throughout the Ottoman Empire and Europe. Bram Stoker’s Dracula is thought to have been based on the personage and life story of Vlad.

Born in Transylvania in present-day Romania, Vlad was the second son of Vlad II Dracul. Vlad III’s moniker, Dracula (“Son of Dracul”), derived from the Latin draco (“dragon”), his father having been inducted into the Order of the Dragon by Emperor Sigismund. In 1442 Vlad and his younger brother were sent to the Ottoman court as hostages to ensure the loyalty of their father. In 1448, after the murder of his father and older brother by Wallachian nobles, Vlad returned to Wallachia as prince, but was deposed two months later.

He regained the Wallachian throne in 1456 after defeating his brother, who was supported by the sultan and a faction of the Wallachian nobility. During the civil war Vlad committed the horrendous atrocities that made him infamous throughout Christendom. His proclivity for impaling his enemies on stakes and leaving them to die secured him the name Vlad the Impaler. In 1462 Vlad III left thousands of impaled bodies on a battlefield as a warning to the Ottoman army that was tailing him. Through these shocking and ghastly tactics, Vlad escaped defeat at the hands of the Ottomans. He eventually was captured and imprisoned by the king of Hungary, but regained his throne in 1476, only months before dying in battle. Despite his atrocities, Vlad was celebrated as a hero by some for leading Wallachia’s resistance against Ottoman expansion in the Balkans.



The success of the Serbian revolution of 1804, followed by the victory of the Greek revolution of 1821, which culminated with the establishment of an independent Greece in 1832, inspired a growing number of educated Romanians to demand independence for their country. In 1821 an uprising in Wallachia forced the Ottomans to end the unpopular Greek Phanariote regime. The Treaty of Edirne, signed in September 1829, forced the sultan to recognize the independence of Greece and the autonomy of Moldavia, Wallachia, and Serbia. With encouragement and support from Russia, a number of political reforms were introduced, including a constitution in 1831. As Wallachia and Moldavia broke away from Istanbul, the Ottoman trade monopoly was abandoned, providing lucrative opportunities for Wallachian landowners to establish direct trade and commercial ties with western Europe while increasing the labor burden on Wallachia’s peasants, who did not receive their full freedom until 1864.

The Russian power and prestige in the two Romanian principalities suffered a setback after the conclusion of the Crimean War in 1856. The Treaty of Paris, signed on March 30, 1856, after the end of the Crimean War, forced Russia to withdraw its forces from Wallachia and Moldavia, which along with Serbia were to regain their autonomy under Ottoman rule. However, the Ottoman government could no longer exercise any real authority over Wallachia and Moldavia, which were for all practical purposes run as independent political entities. In 1859 Wallachia’s ruling assembly, which was influenced by the growing popularity of Romanian nationalism, voted to unite with Moldavia to form the independent state of Romania. Romania achieved its formal independence from the Ottoman Empire in 1878 at the Congress of Berlin.

See also: Battles and Treaties: Congress of Berlin; Peoples and Cultures: Moldavia; Sultans: Abdülhamid II; Mehmed I; Murad I; Murad II
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POPULAR CULTURE

Bektaşi (Bektashi) Order

A mystical order that emerged as a powerful social and political force in Anatolia during the 14th century. The Bektaşi order would continue to play a prominent role in the empire’s daily life until the establishment of the Republic of Turkey in 1923. Some of the order’s prominence can be attributed to the fact that its leaders (bābās) acted as chaplains to the janissary corps. The brotherhood also recruited from among the various manufacturing guilds prominent in Istanbul and other large urban centers of the Ottoman Empire—a practice that greatly increased its public visibility. The alliance between the Bektaşi order and the janissaries was evident in various public events and parades. Typically, chaplains of the brotherhood marched behind the commander of the infantry corps, with their daggers drawn, reciting prayers and incantations (Rycaut: 149). The power of the Bektaşi order diminished, however, after Sultan Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839) disbanded the janissary corps in 1826 and closed down many of the Bektaşi brotherhood’s centers.

The Bektaşis traced their origins to the Persian Sufi master Haci Bektaş-i Veli (Persian: Haji Baktash-e Vali), who is believed to have lived in the 13th century. Born and raised in the city of Neyshabur in the Iranian province of Khorasan, Haci Bektaş most probably fled his homeland for Anatolia as Mongol invaders reached Central Asia and Iran. His teachings were influenced greatly by the beliefs, customs, and practices prevalent in Shia Islam, as well as by certain Sufi doctrines of the Hurufiyya movement, which spread from northeastern Iran to Azerbaijan and Anatolia in the 14th and 15th centuries. Bektaşi’s teachings were formalized by Balim Sultan, a 16th-century leader of the order.

The Bektaşis recognized the 12 Shia imams and venerated the first Shia imam, Ali, the cousin and son-in-law of the prophet Muhammad. The Bektaşis believed Ali to be joined in eternity with God and with Muhammad in one united entity. Many who studied and observed the brotherhood referred to this proposed unity as a belief in a triune god, or trinity, though the Bektaşis denied it (Tschudi: 1:1162). As the so-called Twelver Shia (Ithnā Asharis) did in Iran and elsewhere, the Bektaşis mourned the death of Hussein, the third Shia imam and the son of the first Shia imam, Ali, and his wife, Fatima (a daughter of the prophet Muhammad). Hussein’s martyrdom continues to be commemorated by the Shia faithful every year on the tenth of Muharram, the first month in the Islamic calendar. To share in Hussein’s suffering and that of his family, mourners beat their chests with fists and chains and cut and repeatedly struck their foreheads with swords and knives. From the first to the tenth of Muharram, the Bektaşis also observed the traditional nights of mourning for the Shia martyrs, especially those Shia figures who had perished in infancy.

In their everyday practices the Bektaşis showed a general disregard for Muslim rituals such as daily prayers. In common with other Shia sects, they believed that the holy Quran contained two levels of knowledge and meaning: the first was the outer and exoteric level (zāhir), and the second was the inner and esoteric (bātin) level, which constituted the eternal meaning of the holy book (Tschudi: 1:1162). They believed that this inner meaning was only available to a select few.

The Bektaşis also absorbed certain pre-Islamic and Christian practices and rituals, which explains the order’s acceptance, popularity, and success among many urban and rural communities of the Balkans, particularly in Albania. Bektaşis held no public worship services, concealed their beliefs, and conducted their rituals in absolute secrecy. Using Holy Communion as a model, they served wine, bread, and cheese when new members joined the brotherhood. The members of the order also confessed to their sins and sought absolution from their spiritual guide. In sharp contrast to Muslims who prescribed strict separation between the two sexes, Bektaşi women participated in the order’s rituals without covering their faces. A small group within the order swore to celibacy and wore earrings as a distinctive mark. Their acceptance and incorporation of Shia, Christian, and Gnostic doctrines made the Bektaşis an easy target for attacks by the ulema, who denounced the sect as un-Islamic and heretical.

Over the long period of Ottoman rule, Bektaşi leaders, known as bābās or dedes, introduced the teachings of their order into communities in the four corners of the Ottoman Empire. As the convents (tekkes) of the order spread throughout the Balkans, many Christians in Albania, Kosovo, and Macedonia converted to Islam through Bektaşi teachings. In his Book of Travels, the Ottoman author and traveler Evliya Çelebi wrote that the Muslims of Gjirokaster in southern Albania were so devoted to the first Shia imam, Ali, that whenever they sat down or stood up, they uttered “Yā Ali” (“Oh Ali”). According to Katib Çelebi, these Albanians studied and read Persian and, in sharp contrast to Muslims who avoided alcohol and shunned public demonstrations of physical intimacy with the opposite sex, they “were very fond of pleasure and carousing” as well as “shamelessly” drinking wine and other intoxicating beverages (Evliya Çelebi: 85). The Bektaşis also celebrated weddings and observed the two Muslim feasts known as bāyrāms. They also celebrated Persian Zoroastrian and Christian festivals, such as Nevruz/Nowruz (the Persian New Year) and the days of St. George, St. Nicholas, and St. Demetrius, with dancing and drinking, behaviors that were denounced by the devout traveler and writer Katib Çelebi as shameless and characteristic of the infidels (Evliya Çelebi: 85).

The Bektaşis had a leader (çelebi) who lived in the monastery (tekke) of Pir Evi (the Tomb of the Founder) at Haci Bektaş in central Anatolia. The head of each Bektaşi tekke was called bābā, and a fully initiated member was known as a dervish (initiate of the mystical path). A member who had taken only the first vow of the order was called muhibb, and an uninitiated follower was known as āşik (āshik). The Bektaşis wore a white cap, elaborated with either 4 or 12 folds. The 12 folds signified the number of Shia imams, and the four folds stood for the four gates of knowledge: religious law (şeriat), the mystical or spiritual path (tarikat), Gnostic wisdom or true knowledge (maarifet), and mystic truth and reality (hakikat).


A “LOVE INTOXICATED” BEKTAŞI (BEKTASHI) DERVISH

In his Book of Travels, the Ottoman traveler and author Evliya Çelebi vividly described a “love intoxicated” Bektaşi dervish. Evliya Çelebi’s observations reveal the close doctrinal, spiritual, and ritual ties between the Bektaşi order and Shia Islam as practiced among the Iranian Shia of the 17th century. Although the man was ragged and barefooted, Evliya Çelebi found him to be eloquent and quick witted. His shirtless chest bore marks of flagellation received during the Ashura ceremonies that commemorated the martyrdom of “el-Huseyn,” a reference to Hussein, the third Shia imam and the grandson of Muhammad, the prophet of Islam. On his head he proudly displayed a brand of submission, which indicated that he was an adept in both the holy law and the mystic path of his faith. The dervish was, for Evliya Çelebi, mad and wise, wild and pure, disheveled and radiant.



Much of the Bektaşi order’s power and influence derived from its affiliation with the janissary corps. Beginning in the 15th century, the mystical order had acquired an exclusive spiritual authority over these elite foot soldiers of the Ottoman Empire. As new converts from Christianity to Islam, members of the janissaries understandably were attracted to Sufi orders that had absorbed and incorporated elements of Christianity and treated non-Muslims with respect and tolerance. The Bektaşi affiliation with the janissaries would prove a detriment, however, in 1826, when Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839) abolished the janissary corps, even attacking the corps’ barracks in Istanbul and other major urban centers of the empire. In the process numerous Bektaşi monasteries were destroyed, and many leaders of the order were arrested and imprisoned. Later in the 19th century, during the Tanzimat era (1839–1871), the Bektaşis made a comeback, which was evident in a revival of literary and poetical works by the members of the order—initially during the second half of the 19th century and once again after the Young Turk revolution of 1908. In the autumn of 1925 the newly established Republic of Turkey dissolved the Bektaşi order, together with all other Sufi groups.

See also: Empire and Administration: Janissaries; Tanzimat; Historians: Evliya Çelebi; Sultans: Mahmud II
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Food and Dining

The Ottoman Empire’s urban and rural communities alike assigned the utmost importance to the preparing, serving, and eating of food. Numerous rituals of socialization, leisure, and politics revolved around these most basic activities of life. Preparing and consuming food was closely associated with the family and home; even in urban areas, a culture of restaurants and dining out was rare. When Ottomans did eat outside their own homes, they were usually visiting in the home of a friend or family member.

Ottoman cuisine synthesized a wealth of cooking traditions that reflected the broad diversity of the empire’s population. Turkic tribes who migrated from the Altay mountains in Central Asia toward Anatolia encountered various culinary traditions along the way and assimilated many aspects of these into their own cuisine. As they continued on to conquer and settle in Asia Minor and the Balkans, the Turks left a noticeable impact on the cuisine of the peoples and societies whom they incorporated into the Ottoman Empire. Their own daily diet, in turn, was influenced by the culinary traditions of the Serbian, Bosnian, Hungarian, Romanian, Bulgarian, Albanian, Greek, Armenian, Arab, and Kurdish communities they came to rule. Indeed, the extraordinary variety of dishes found in Ottoman cuisine can be traced back to the equally extraordinary variety of nationalities and ethnicities that constituted the population of the Ottoman Empire.

Strong elements of Persian cuisine had influenced Turkish culinary practices during the reign of the Seljuk state (Güvenç: 16). Dishes “based on wheat and mutton” were introduced after the Turks settled in Anatolia, “and seafood dishes as they reached the Aegean and Mediterranean littoral” (Güvenç: 16). Anatolia’s own ancient culinary heritage “had been built up by scores of civilizations over a period of thousands of years, ranging from the Hittites to the Roman and Byzantine empires. The region was also “blessed with an exceptionally rich fauna and flora, of which many spices found their way into the kitchen” (Güvenç: 16). Given this rich diversity of culinary influences, it is not surprising that many words used in Ottoman cooking and cuisine were borrowed from cultures with whom the Turks had come into contact. Thus, meze, çorba (chorba), hoşaf (hoshaf), reçel (rechel), and pilaf came “from Persian,” while barbunya pilakisi came from Italian, “fasulye from Greek,” “manti from Chinese or Korean and muhallebi from Arabic” (Güvenç: 17). Starting in the 19th century, as Ottoman society sought revitalization in Western culture, European culinary practices and traditions, particularly French cuisine, found their way into Turkish kitchens. Such borrowings, however, do not detract from the culinary creativity of the Ottomans themselves, who introduced rice, sesame seeds, and maize to the Middle East and the Balkans in the 15th and 16th centuries. Plants from the New World, such as tomatoes and peppers, likewise were introduced to southeastern Europe and the Middle East through the Ottomans.

The diverse climate zones of the Ottoman Empire revealed regional cuisines and specialties. The damp climate on the eastern Black Sea coast, for example, did not allow the cultivation of wheat, but did allow maize to emerge as the principal grain crop. Cattle breeding was a specialty in southern Anatolia, where the meat was cooked and served as kebabs. And even today on the coast of the Aegean Sea, Mediterranean cooking, dominated by vegetables, fish, and olive oil, provides the primary diet.

Just as they did with their political and administrative practices, the Ottomans assimilated the best of the culinary traditions they encountered and merged them with their own cooking customs and practices to bring about an enrichment of their own cuisine. Specialties such as Albanian liver, Circassian chicken, and Arab meatballs became part of Ottoman Turkish cuisine. In turn, kebabs, pilafs, böreks, dolmas (stuffed grape leaves), yogurt meals, and syrupy desserts were introduced by the Turks to the peoples they conquered. The rich culinary legacy of the Ottomans is still evident in Mediterranean cuisine from the Balkans to the Arab world. Even today, numerous dishes produced in the various nations that once composed the Ottoman Empire share a similar name, usually with a Turkish origin. For example, pastries known as baklava are made in Serbia with apples, in Greece with honey and walnuts, and in Syria with sugar-water syrup and pistachios. Such similarities support the idea of a “court cuisine,” which emanated from the sultan’s palace in Istanbul and reached the empire’s provincial centers through the Ottoman officials assigned to represent the imperial style in their own districts (Masters: 165).
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A depiction of distinguished Ottoman women at a banquet, attended by female slaves. (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)

Beginning with the reign of Murad II (1421–1444, 1446–1451), Ottoman sultans increasingly emphasized culinary creativity. By the second half of the 15th century the intricacy of the finest Ottoman cuisine was revealed in the dishes served at the great banquets that the grand vizier organized in honor of foreign ambassadors and other dignitaries visiting the imperial palace.

The size of the palace kitchen at Topkapi Palace indicated the central importance of food to Ottoman rulers and officials. A large building with no fewer than 10 domes, it provided space for preparing the meals of palace staff and occupants, which numbered some 12,000 members of the harem, the court, palace eunuchs, servants, government officials, military officers, the imperial council, and others who worked at the palace. Meals for the sultan and his mother, however, were cooked in a separate kitchen.

Cooking the food of the sultan was one of the most important daily responsibilities of the palace and the imperial kitchen. Starting with the reign of Mehmed II, the conqueror of Constantinople, the sultan issued rules for food preparation, and the royal kitchen was divided into four main sections: the sultan’s kitchen; the sovereign’s kitchen, which was responsible for the food of the sultan’s mother, the princes, and privileged members of the harem; the harem kitchen; and a kitchen for the palace household. Later, an army of bakers, pastry makers, yogurt makers, and pickle makers joined the staff of the imperial kitchen to bake high-quality breads and specialized desserts. By the beginning of the 17th century the palace employed more than 1,300 cooks and kitchen hands, with each having his own specialty, perhaps inspired by recipes from his home region. The palace chefs exceeded all expectations on important celebrations and festivals. In the mid-16th century a chronicler recorded the list of ingredients for a 13-day feast to celebrate the circumcision of a prince: “1,100 chickens, 900 lambs, 2,600 sheep, almost 8,000 kg of honey, and 18,000 eggs” (Böcking, Salm-Reifferscheidt, and Stipsicz: 191).

Pantry items for the imperial kitchen originated from the four corners of the empire. As late as the 18th century the Black Sea region provided Istanbul with such necessities as grain, barley, millet, salt, cattle, lambs, chickens, eggs, fresh fruits, and butter, along with caviar, fish, and even honey, which the Turks used as a form of sugar (Braudel: 3:477). Egypt provided dates, prunes, rice, lentils, spices, sugar, and pickled meats. More honey, sherbets, and meat stews arrived from Wallachia, Moldavia, and Transylvania, while Greece provided olive oil (Braudel: 3:477).

Palace chefs began their work at daybreak with help from 200 undercooks and scullions, as well as an army of servers and caterers (Bon: 93). Ottaviano Bon (1552–1623) served as the Venetian ambassador to the Ottoman capital from 1603 to 1609 and provided a detailed account of the imperial kitchen and the eating habits of Ahmed I (r. 1603–1617), who dined three or four times a day, starting with a morning meal at ten o’clock and ending with a dinner at six o’clock.

Any food that was placed in front of the sultan was to be tasted first by a taster. Meals were served on celadon dishes, which were believed to change color on contact with poison (Bon: 93). The dishes were placed on the sofra, a flat leather tablecloth that sat upon the floor. Sitting with his legs crossed, the sultan ate with a beautiful towel draped across his knees to keep his garments clean and another hanging from his left arm, which he used to wipe his mouth and hands (Bon: 94). Because he used neither a knife nor a fork, two spoons were placed in front of the sultan. One by one, the sultan tasted the dishes brought to him. As he finished with one, another would be brought in.

Ordinarily, roasted pigeons, geese, lamb, hens, chickens, mutton, and occasionally wild fowl provided the basis of the sultan’s diet. He ate fish only at the seaside, where he could observe it being caught. The sultan avoided using any salt. Broths of all sorts, as well as preserves and syrup, were available in porcelain dishes on the sofra for the sultan’s use. Sweetmeats provided the sultan’s customary dessert. Throughout the meal, he drank a variety of sherbets or fresh fruit juice.

Because he was a practicing Muslim, the sultan was prohibited from eating pork and drinking wine or any other alcoholic beverage. Nonetheless, throughout the long history of the Ottoman Empire, some sultans drank heavily. At least one sultan, Selim II (1566–1574), was so fond of wine that his subjects bestowed the title Drunkard (Sarhoş) upon him. The Quran’s prohibition against wine was taken also to exclude other substances with intoxicating properties, including all other alcoholic beverages, opium, and tobacco.

Ottaviano Bon recounts that while the sultan ate, court jesters and mimes could silently entertain him by playing tricks and making fun of one another through sign language (Bon: 95, 151). In exceptional cases, the monarch honored one of the court officials in attendance by handing him a loaf of bread. After the sultan had finished eating, leftovers of the meal were sent to high officials as an expression of the sultan’s kindness and generosity. To show his gratitude for the talents of the silent entertainers, he tossed them money from his pockets, which were always filled with coins.

A different palace kitchen cooked for and served the harem, and yet another provided food for the grand vizier and other high officials, who served as members of the imperial council. Still another kitchen provided food for those who worked at the palace daily, such as clerks, scribes, and military officials, although their food was of poorer quality than the sultan’s and lacked the variety of dishes served to him. The significance of bread in Ottoman cuisine is reflected in the fact that there was a palace hierarchy in place when it came to the quality of bread that each individual ate with his meal. Bread for the sultan was baked with the finest flour; high government officials ate bread of lower quality, and palace servants consumed a coarse black loaf. Although they were served by a different kitchen, the female members of the royal household, such as the mother of the sultan and his concubines, ate the same quality and variety of food as their monarch.

Lady Mary Montagu visited the harems of several Ottoman officials, at one point meeting with a widow of Mustafa II. On that occasion Lady Mary’s Ottoman host served her guest 50 dishes of meat, which were placed on the table one at a time, in the Ottoman fashion. In her letters back to England, Lady Mary described knives of gold with their hafts set with diamonds, as well as tablecloths and napkins embroidered with floral designs in silk and gold. After dinner, water was brought in gold basins, along with similarly embroidered towels. Dinner concluded with coffee served in china cups with gold saucers, carried in by young girls who kneeled in front of their royal mistress, the sultan’s widow.

Because culinary practices at the palace provided a model for the entire empire, the ways of the sultan and his household had a profound impact on the cooking practices and habits of the empire’s elite. Their ways, in turn, were imitated by ordinary subjects of the sultan in both Istanbul and the provinces. In this manner, meals prepared for the imperial council in Istanbul eventually helped introduce Ottoman culinary traditions to the world outside the palace.

The grand vizier and his cabinet sat down to lunch only after they had attended to affairs of state. Their meal was comprised of six distinct dishes. The starter was always a rice dish, known as dane (Persian for “grain”) in the palace and as pilaf elsewhere. Dane could include a number of rice dishes, such as plain rice; Persian rice; rice with minced meat, vegetables, raisins, or currants; and even rice with plain pepper. The second course was usually chicken soup, which most likely also included onions, peppers, chickpeas, lemon juice, and parsley. The traditional third course, börek, was a baked or fried pastry filled with chicken, cheese, minced meat, potatoes, and a variety of vegetables, such as parsley, spinach, leek, or eggplant. Çömlek aşi (Chömlek ashi), made up of clarified butter, onions, sesame, sumac, chickpeas, and meat, was another popular third or fourth choice. Börek and çömlek aşi at times were replaced by a variety of soups or bullion (şurba-i sade or tarbana soup), or even by vegetable dishes such as burani, which consisted of spinach or another vegetable with rice and yogurt. In addition to burani and dolma, main courses also could include the old-fashioned Turkish pasta dish titmaç (titmach), along with yogurt and a kind of wheat gruel with meat. The fourth of the six courses was usually a sweet dish, such as baklava or another type of traditional dessert. At times dessert was preceded by a more substantial course, such as sheep’s trotters with vinegar, cow’s tripe, sausage made of gut or meat ragout, or poached eggs with yogurt. The sixth and final course was always a meat dish, most likely some variety of kebab consisting of lamb, chicken, pigeon, or meatballs, either grilled or fried as köfte.

A variety of breads and sherbets always accompanied the imperial cabinet’s meal. Along with these, a mix of stewed, sugared, fresh, and dried fruits, most often grapes, raisins, currants, apricots, and figs, was served. Dried fruits also were heavily used in various main dishes. Böreks could be flavored with dried apricots, currants, dates, chestnuts, and apples, along with the expected minced meat and onions. Raisins, currants, chestnuts, and almonds also were used in pilafs and other rice dishes.

Meals for the palace secretaries, scribes, and servants of the imperial council contrasted sharply with the dishes prepared for the grand vizier and his cabinet. The food served was not only of lower quality, but it was limited to two dishes, consisting mostly of rice or wheat soup, plain rice, or a wheat dish that contained eggs. These also could include a yogurt soup called mastabe, which combined clarified butter, yogurt, meat, chickpeas, onions, and parsley. The absence of any sweet dishes reflected the simplicity of the menu intended for the lower-ranking members of the imperial divān.

Large royal banquets to honor the visit of a foreign dignitary, to celebrate the circumcision of a prince of the royal family, or to mark the arrival of the Festival of Sacrifice offered the best opportunities to demonstrate the richness and diversity of Ottoman culinary culture. Although many of the same dishes appeared on the divān’s normal menu, the order of serving them changed. Meat dishes such as chicken ragout, sheep’s rump ragout, roasted pigeon, chicken, duck, and goose were added, while sweet dishes and pastries also were increased significantly. Banquets held in the palace itself produced so many leftovers that after guests had finished their meals, the janissaries were invited in for the customary practice of “plundering” the food (yagma). If the banquet was held outside the palace, servants and attendants, as well as the ordinary subjects of the sultan, were invited to participate in the “plunder.”

Outside the palace, diets of rich and powerful Ottomans differed significantly from those of the lower classes. Wealthy families took the manners and dining habits of the sultan, his harem, and high government officials as a model. Their meals included egg or börek, meat dishes, vegetables with butter, rice, pastry, and pudding. They sat for their main meal in the evening, with the rich customarily consuming soups, spicy rice and meat dishes, cheese, fruits, and a variety of breads and jams. Glasses of coffee or tea completed the meal. In the homes of the wealthy and powerful, a coffee server and a chief taster were present throughout the meal. The taster first ate a morsel from every dish and then passed it to his master and the guests to eat.

Wealthier Turks relied on lamb to provide the principal meat for their daily diet. Those who could afford it served it at nearly every meal. Sheep’s heads and trotters were a favorite dish. Zucchini and eggplant, stuffed with finely chopped mutton mixed with garlic, spices, and salt, were particular favorites. Carrots sometimes were stuffed in the same manner, or grape leaves were rolled around a mixture of chopped meat and cooked in a stew with sour plums. Yogurt often provided a sauce for the stuffed eggplant, zucchini, and vine leaves before they were served.

Besides lamb, goat and deer meat also were dietary mainstays in the Anatolian provinces of the empire. Beef was not, however, popular among the Ottomans, and it proved difficult to obtain, particularly in Istanbul. The Turkish scholar Metin And described the several specialized techniques Turks had for preparing chicken. Stewed chicken was divided up and mixed with rice. Parsley or cinnamon was sprinkled on top for flavoring just before it was served. Roasted chicken usually was stuffed with spices and onions. Chicken was so popular that many shops sold whole chickens roasted in large ovens. These ovens, which resembled lime kilns, contained one or two shelves. The heat from red-hot embers rose up through holes in the bottom. The chicken, and at times other meat, was placed in a covered earthenware pot to cook in its own steam. Most meat dishes featured sauces flavored with spices such as pepper or saffron. Cooks often placed bread dough on a tray beside the cooking pot so that it baked as the meat cooked. A variety of rice dishes, ranging from chilau (white rice without any other ingredients) to pilaf (rice with various roasted meats such as chicken, duck, or partridge), and kebabs of lamb, were mainstays of the Ottoman diet. Carrots, green beans, lentils, and other vegetables, along with dried or cooked fruits and nuts, such as barberries, raisins, almonds, pine nuts, pistachios, orange peels, mulberries, and dates, were also central ingredients of daily meals.

Islam prohibited the eating of any quadruped that seized its prey with its teeth or of any bird that seized its kill with its talons. Likewise, Muslims were prohibited from consuming elephants, weasels, pelicans, kites, carrion, crows, ravens, crocodiles, otters, asses, mules, wasps, and nearly all insects, as well as dogs, cats, and any fish that died on its own.

Dinner parties at the homes of wealthy and powerful Ottomans sometimes went on for hours and included performances by dancers, musicians, and jesters. After dinner, faithful Muslims performed their evening prayers before retiring to bed. The very rich and powerful, such as khans or emirs of a distant province, might prolong the night by withdrawing to their private bathhouses, where slave boys rubbed them down with bath gloves and soap. Joined by family and companions, they also swam, and applied henna and depilatories. Finally, they relaxed while watching the bathhouse’s water fountains. After retiring to their bedrooms, they lit incense and enjoyed music and conversation until midnight (Evliya Çelebi: 373).

Ottomans also enjoyed playing cards. Once they were tired of talking and playing, they washed their hands and sampled candies and sweetmeats, followed by fresh fruits such as plums, apricots, pomegranates, peaches, pears, or grapes washed down with juices. At the close of the evening, towels were brought and hands were washed a final time before bedclothes were laid out. As the lord of the house lay down to sleep, his storyteller would recite a story until his patron fell to sleep.

Adopting the habits and lifestyles of the rich and powerful as a model, urban elites such as merchants invited relatives, friends, business partners, and even foreign guests to dinner receptions. On such occasions, the guests were separated according to gender. Upon entering the home men removed their shoes and followed the servants to the selamlik or the main reception hall, where the master of the house awaited their arrival. Women guests followed attendants to the harem, also a large reception hall, where they were met by servants who took their shoes, shawls, and bonnets and led them on to the beautifully furnished apartment of the lady of the house. Once the guests had arrived, an embroidered carpet was spread out and cushions placed around it. As guests relaxed against the cushions, servants served them a variety of stewed, roasted, boiled, and baked dishes, which might have included herb- and olive-filled chicken, anchovy cakes, pilaf, grape leaves stuffed with chopped meat and rice, delicate pastries, and tasty conserves. Colored sherbets and lemonade accompanied the dishes. At the close of the meal, sweetmeats were served as musicians played and guests lingered over coffee and the latest gossip. Some even began a game of chess or backgammon.

Beyond the imperial court and outside the ruling elite, each ethnic and religious community of the empire boasted its own cuisine. Ottoman statesmen who had been recruited from non-Turkish backgrounds often remained loyal to the cuisine of their original home cultures. In describing the death of the Ottoman grand vizier Derviş (Dervish) Mehmed Pasha, who had died after suffering a stroke, the chronicler Evliya Çelebi (Chelebi) attributed the worsening of his condition to the minister’s refusal to forego a favorite meal. Being of Circassian background and having grown up among the Tatars, reported Çelebi, the grand vizier died after eating a delectable meal that included the flesh of a fat horse; koumiss, the region’s traditional mare’s milk; and a tasty Circassian cheese pastry. Çelebi warned his readers that such food was harmful because it led to a paralysis that required constant administration of laxatives and purgatives.

As in other premodern empires, the cuisine of the Ottoman palace was far different than that of the scattered populations of the countryside. For example, rice was the mainstay of the imperial kitchen, but peasants in Anatolia and Syria ate boiled cracked wheat, or bulgur. Although the elite of the empire preferred olive oil, peasants inland from the Mediterranean coast used animal fats, namely, butter in the Balkans and sheep fat in Anatolia and the Arab provinces of the empire.

In sharp contrast to the wealthy of the Ottoman Empire, the poor consumed a simple diet based on cereals and locally grown vegetables, beans, lentils, peas, pumpkins, and radishes. A typical diet sometimes included black bread and rice, along with yogurt. Dairy products, such as sour milk, often were accompanied by seasonal fruits or vegetables or by stewed dried fruit. Cheeses were also popular among the poor, including a slightly salted boiled cream cheese called kaymak, as well as cheeses preserved in leather bottles (tulum), in wheels (tekerlek), or in balls. A particularly famous cheese, cascaval, was made of ewe’s milk that had been boiled repeatedly. In the countryside, and among the poor, food was usually cooked on a small stove.

On special occasions the family might share a chicken stew or a stew made of chicken and mutton cooked together in one pot with rice. With no liquid added, the rice soaked up all the juices of the meat. The lack of refrigeration in rural communities meant that most perishable foods were produced and consumed locally. Peasants in Anatolia and the Balkans consumed a wide variety of fresh and dried fruits. Popular fresh fruits including apples, cherries, pears, figs, grapes, apricots, melons, pomegranates, and plums, were grown in local gardens and orchards. Inhabitants of Anatolia and the Balkans originally did not have access to tomatoes, potatoes, corn, peanuts, bell peppers, and turkey, which arrived from Central or North America only in the 16th century. Honey served as a universal sweetener.

Although the diet found among the empire’s poor might not include ingredients as sumptuous as those found in the palace and the private homes of the rich and powerful, all kitchens adhered to a strict regimen of hygiene during the preparation and consumption of food. These kitchen rules also applied to marketplace stall owners. Indeed, they were warned in an imperial edict that all makers and sellers of food must prepare it cleanly and thoroughly. They also must wash dishes in clean water and dry them with clean cloths. Potential offenders were warned that the marketplace supervisor, acting with the approval of a religious judge, would otherwise punish them severely. Certain rules applied to the use of spoons: only the right half of a spoon—the landing side—was to be dipped into the communal bowl; the left side of the spoon was to be used to raise the food to the lips. The Ottomans used only their right hands to raise food to their mouths, because the left hand was used for wiping the body and was therefore considered unclean. Between courses they invariably washed their hands and dried them with fresh towels. Like the wealthy, the poor did not use tables and chairs. Instead, a special mat placed on the floor served as a table.

Whether they were rich or poor, young or old, women or men, Ottoman Turks loved Turkish sweetmeats. A very popular custard, known as muhallebi, was made from milk, flour, sugar, rice, and butter, and flavored with rosewater or another flavor. Another sweet was prepared by dropping a spoonful of batter on a hot metal plate and allowing it to cook and spread like a pancake. Once the pancake had been shaped, it was covered with a thick layer of rosewater-flavored sugar and chopped nuts and folded over into several layers.


DINING AT THE OTTOMAN COURT

In the following excerpt from one of her letters, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1689–1762), the wife of England’s ambassador to the Ottoman court, describes a meal that was served to her during her visit to the wife of a vizier:

She entertained me with all kind of civility, till dinner came in, which was served, one dish at a time, to a vast number, all finely dressed after their manner, which I do not think so bad as you have perhaps heard it represented. I am a very good judge of their eating, having lived three weeks in the house of an effendi at Belgrade, who gave us very magnificent dinners, dressed by his own cooks which the first week pleased me extremely but,…I then began to grow weary of it and desired our own cook might add a dish or two after our manner. But I attribute this to custom. I am very much inclined to believe an Indian that had never tasted of either, would prefer their cookery to ours. Their sauces are very high [strongly flavored], all the roast very much done. They use a great deal of rich spice. The soup is served for the last dish and they have at least as great variety of ragouts as we have. I was very sorry I could not eat of as many as the good lady would have had me, who was very earnest in serving me of everything. The treat concluded with coffee and perfumes.

Source: Letters of the Right Honourable Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (London: Printed for Thomas Martin, 1790), Letter XXXIII. Available at Project Gutenberg, http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/17520/pg17520-images.html.



Regardless of class and social background, Ottoman Turks ate their meals without pomp and ceremony. They sat cross-legged on carpets and rugs, preferably in a flower garden or on the banks of a river or a creek shaded by heavy trees. The food was either served on a sofra, a large piece of cloth or leather, or on a low table, which could easily be reached by diners sitting on the ground. Travelers usually carried a sofra with them. Made of red or yellow leather with a string tied around it, it could be opened up or shut and carried like a purse. In the homes of the poor who could afford only one dish, family members sat around the cooking pot or a large plate or tray. They prayed and then ate together as a group, using their fingers because they did not use knives or forks. Even the rich and powerful sometimes ate directly from the cooking pot. Food was always eaten in silence.

See also: Empire and Administration: Palace; Palace Pages and Royal Chambers; Primary Documents: Document 19; Document 20; Document 21; Document 22
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Halveti Order

A popular Sufi mystical order in the Ottoman Empire, the Halvetis originated in Iranian Azerbaijan in the 14th century. The Halvetis, who enjoyed the support and patronage of Ottoman sultans, competed for many centuries with the Bektaşi (Bektashi) and Mevlevi Sufi orders.

The Halveti order traced its origins to the Sufi master and teacher Pir Umar al-Khalwati, who died in Tabriz in northwestern Iran in 1397. The order’s name derived from the Arabic word Khalwa (Persian: Khalwat) meaning retreat, seclusion, and solitude. This referred to a basic rule of the order, which required members of the brotherhood to undergo solitary retreat once a year for 40 days in a small cell, fasting and praying all the while. One of Pir Umar’s successors, Yahya al-Shirvani al-Bakubi, who died in Baku in the present-day Republic of Azerbaijan in 1464, is considered to be the brotherhood’s actual founder (De Jong: 4:991). As traveling Halveti dervishes founded tekkes in various urban centers of the region, the order and its teachings spread from the southern Caucasus and Azerbaijan to Anatolia and from there to the Balkans, especially to Macedonia, Albania, and Greece, as well as to Syria and Egypt. At Cairo’s world-renowned al-Azhar University, many şeyhs (sheikhs) joined the Halveti order. The mystical brotherhood also attracted followers from among the Turkoman tribes of Anatolia. In addition, it gained widespread popularity in the ethnically and religiously diverse urban centers of northern Anatolia, such as Amasya.

In fact, the second half of the 15th century saw Amasya emerge as one of the most important centers of Halveti power and influence. Prince Bayezid, the governor of Amasya, ruled the strategically important region on behalf of his father, Sultan Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481). Religiously and ethnically diverse, Amasya was home to Turks, Greeks, Armenians, Arabs, Kurds, and Tatars. The most influential şeyh of the Halveti order in the region was Mehmed Cemaledin Aksarayi (Mehmed Jemaledin Aksarayi), also known as Çelebi (Chelebi) Effendi. Closely allied with Prince Bayezid, he was invited to Istanbul following the death of Mehmed II in 1481, when the prince defeated his brother Cem Sultan (Jem Sultan) in a struggle for possession of the Ottoman throne. The new sultan considered Aksarayi his ally and spiritual mentor (Le Gall: 40).

Under Sultan Bayezid’s patronage, the Halveti order grew in influence and established itself as the most powerful Sufi order in Istanbul. Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512) proved to be merely the first in a long line of sultans who sought spiritual counsel from Halveti şeyhs and favored the order for its collaboration in the Ottoman campaign of “Sunnization” (Le Gall: 40). When Bayezid’s son, Selim I (r. 1512–1520), ascended the Ottoman throne in 1512, the Halvetis suffered a setback, which was partially caused by the intense conflict between the Ottoman Empire and the Shia Safavid dynasty in Iran and an “increasing Sunni orientation of the empire” (De Jong: 4:991). In response, the Halveti order adjusted itself to the new political reality by removing the names of the Shia imams from its silsilah, or the chain of the order’s former masters. After the victory over the Safavids at the battle of Chaldiran in August 1514, the Ottoman state relaxed its attitude toward the Halvetis once again. During the reigns of Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566) and his son, Selim II (r. 1566–1574), the Halveti order made a comeback, and many Ottoman government officials and dignitaries became its followers.

Among the foundational teachings of their order, the Halvetis included “voluntary hunger,” “silence,” “vigil,” “seclusion,” the devotional invocation and remembrance of God or zikr, “meditation,” “permanent ritual cleanness,” and “tying one’s heart to one’s shaykh,” (De Jong: 4:992). The order required periodic retreats for its initiates, or “seekers” (murids), with the shortest being three days and the longest forty days (De Jong: 4:992). Strict rules applied to the behavior and actions of the murid during his retreat and seclusion (De Jong: 4:992). A guide (murshid) closely supervised each murid who came into the order. The guide was present and actively involved in each of the seven stages the murid underwent to reach the status of a guide. In addition to his prescribed tasks, a murid could be required to fast and perform night vigils (De Jong: 4:992).

See also: Sultans: Bayezid II; Cem Sultan; Mehmed II; Selim I
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Kadiris

The mystical (Sufi) order of Kadiris traced its origins to the Iranian preacher, philosopher, teacher, and scholar Sheikh Abdul Qadir Gilani (Jilani) (1077/1078–1166). Sheikh Abdul Qadir was born in the Iranian province of Gilan on the southern shores of the Caspian Sea. His full name was Muhyi al-Din Abd ul-Qadir Gilani. At the age of 18 the sheikh left his birthplace for Baghdad, where he studied traditional Islamic sciences, including Islamic law and jurisprudence. He also studied mysticism and, under the influence of Sufi teachings, left Baghdad and adopted the life of a wanderer in the arid regions of southern Iraq. After 25 years of living as a wanderer, he returned to Baghdad and began to teach Islamic jurisprudence, exegesis of the Quran, and mysticism. His greatest contribution in the area of mystical thought and practice was to reconcile the teachings of Sufism (i.e., mysticism) with the demands and requirements of sharia or the Islamic law. Gilani defined mysticism (Sufism) as a holy war (jihad) that one waged inside oneself against one’s inner demons, including depravity, greed, selfishness, cruelty, and avarice. To achieve inner peace, one had to reject materialism and submit to the will of God. Sheikh Abdul Qadir died in Baghdad in 1166 and was buried in a shrine within the school where he had taught. His tomb became a shrine and a place of pilgrimage for many, particularly those who joined the Sufi order named after him. After the conquest of Iraq by Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566), the Sufi brotherhood established by Gilani’s disciples spread through Anatolia and from there to the four corners of the Ottoman Empire.

The Kadiris imposed strict rules for the training of the novices who joined their Sufi order. A novice who joined the Kadiri order began his training with intermittent periods of abstinence and fasting. Novices were given a small wooden cudgel made out of willow, which they were always to carry or hang at their girdles (Rycaut: 143). It was in accordance with the weight of the cudgel that they measured and ate their daily allowance of bread. As the wood dried, it lost its weight and became increasingly light. The proportion of the bread that each novice consumed also decreased accordingly (Rycaut: 143). Besides the required five prayers that all Muslims were obligated to perform daily, the Kadiri novices spent the best part of the night turning round to the sound of a little pipe while uttering “Hai,” which “signified Alive, being one of the attributes of God” (Rycaut: 143). Every Friday evening the Kadiris stood in a circle, held hands, and repeated “Hai” with such intensity and persistence that after a time, some of the participants fainted and fell on the ground. Those who were left standing lifted the fallen and carried them out of the hall to another room, where they recovered (Rycaut: 143). Every year, all members of the Kadiri order were required to retreat to small isolated cells, where they sat alone and meditated for 40 days (Rycaut: 143–144). During this period the seeker could not converse and interact with anyone, but he was taught to remember his dreams so that he could recount them later to his spiritual guide, who interpreted them for him (Rycaut: 144).

Despite the rigid rules and discipline they imposed on their members, the Kadiris did not require abstention from taking drugs such as opium or from drinking alcoholic beverages such as wine, which was used as a stimulant to prepare the members of the brotherhood for the dances they performed. Nor did the Kadiris prohibit their followers from sexual intercourse and even marriage, although those who married could not live in the convent. The married members of the order did not follow a dress code, but for the sake of distinguishing themselves from the unmarried members, they wore black buttons on their clothes. The unmarried members, who lived in the convent, dressed in a long simple dress made of coarse white wool. They shaved their heads and refused to wear a covering or a cap on their heads. They also walked barefoot and at all times kept their heads hanging down and their noses on their breasts, a posture they believed would prevent distracting thoughts and protect them from the vanities of satisfying their carnal appetites.

See also: Popular Culture: Bektaşi Order; Mevlana Celaledin Rumi and the Mevlevi Order
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Mevlana Celaledin Rumi and the Mevlevi Order 
(Mevlevi Order of Dervishes)

The Mevlevi order traced its origins to the world-renowned Persian poet and Sufi master Mevlana Celaledin Rumi (Persian: Mowlana Jalal al-Din Mohmmad Balkhi, also known as Mowlawi or Rumi), who is regarded today as one of the most beloved Persian poets, mystics, teachers, and philosophers. Mevlana was born in Balkh in present-day northern Afghanistan in September 1207. His father, Baha al-Din Walad, a renowned scholar, theologian, and mystic, fled his home before the onset of the Mongol invasion in 1218 and eventually settled with his family in Konya in present-day central Turkey, which at the time served as the capital of the Seljuks of Rum (Anatolia). In Konya, Baha al-Din began to teach at a religious school. When Baha al-Din died in 1231, he was succeeded by his son, Jalal al-din.
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Mevlevi dervishes during a sema ceremony, ca. 1915. (Garnett, Lucy Mary Jane. Turkey of the Ottomans, 1915)

Mevlana would have been an ordinary mystic had it not been for a fortuitous encounter in November 1244 with the wandering Persian Sufi master Shams, who hailed from Tabriz, one of the major urban centers of Iranian Azerbaijan. Awestruck by Shams, Rumi invited him to be his guest of honor. Shams quickly emerged as Rumi’s mystic mentor. The two men became inseparable companions, spending their days together in complete seclusion. Rumi’s intimate and loving relationship with Shams caused jealousy among members of Rumi’s family and entourage, who felt neglected by their father and spiritual master. Sensing the resentment and jealousy of Rumi’s family and followers, Shams left Konya for Syria in February 1246. The departure of Shams devastated Rumi, who became distraught over the loss of his spiritual teacher and source of inspiration. Seeing his father’s anguish and grief, Rumi’s oldest son, Sultan Walad, organized a search team, which located Shams. The Persian mystic was transported back to Konya with pomp and ceremony. Once again Rumi and Shams became the closest of companions, spending much of their time together. The members of Rumi’s family and his disciples could not, however, stomach the reunion between Rumi and Shams. One evening in 1247 Shams mysteriously disappeared, never to be found again. Some have suggested that Shams was murdered in a plot hatched by Rumi’s disciples and sanctioned by members of his family. Sometime after Shams’s death, Rumi handpicked the goldsmith, Salah al-Din Zarkub, as his spiritual love and companion. After Salah al-Din’s death, Husam al-Din Chelebi emerged as Rumi’s spiritual mentor and his source of inspiration.

Shams-e Tabrizi, Rumi’s original mentor, inspired the Sufi master to compose one of the masterpieces of Persian poetry, Divan-i Shams-i Tabrizi (The collected poems of Shams of Tabriz), in which he expressed his deep love, admiration, and devotion for Shams, who had transformed his life and thought. The magnificently dynamic and rhythmic language of Rumi’s verses revolutionized Persian poetry. Some have maintained that much of Rumi’s poetry in the Divan of Shams was composed in a state of trance and ecstasy, prompted and impelled by music and a whirling dance.

Rumi’s magnum opus is his Masnavi-yi Ma’navi (Spiritual couplets) (Turkish: Mesnevi), a multivolume work of poetical genius and fantastic tales, fables, and personal reflections that Mevlana completed after the disappearance of Shams. Mevlana’s poetry transcends national, ethnic, and even religious boundaries, focusing primarily on the spiritual journey to seek union with God. Love for fellow human beings was presented in his poems as the essence of the mystical journey. Rumi’s main prose work is the Fihe mā fihe (There is in it what is in it), which was compiled from the notes of students at his teaching circle. These works, which represent the last two decades of his life, constitute the most substantial sources for his teachings.

Rumi lived, wrote, and taught in Konya until his death in 1273. His body was buried beside his father under a green tomb, which was constructed soon after his death. The mausoleum has served as a shrine for pilgrims from the four corners of the Islamic world, as well as those of other faiths who revere his mystical poetry. After Rumi’s death in 1273, his son, Sultan Walad, organized Rumi’s followers into a Sufi order called the Mawlawiyah (Turkish: Mevleviyya).

The Mevlevi Sufi order or the Mevleviyya enjoyed immense popularity among the members of the Ottoman ruling elite. It was distinguished from other Sufi orders by the significance it gave to sema, a music and whirling/dancing ritual performed in a circular hall called sema hane. Imitating their master’s love for the musical ceremony that inspired singing and dancing, Rumi’s followers employed spinning and whirling to reach a trance-like state. Although the majority of Muslims shunned singing and dancing, the Mevlevi dervishes made music and dancing the hallmark and central tenet of their order.

Because of its popularity, power, and influence, the Mevlevi order was subjected to frequent attacks and persecution from the ulema, who denounced its use of music and dancing as un-Islamic. Thus, in 1516 when the Ottoman sultan Selim I (r. 1512–1520) was moving against the Safavid dynasty in Iran, the şeyhülislam persuaded the sultan to order the destruction of Mevlana’s mausoleum in Konya, which served as the physical heart of the order. Fortunately for the Mevlevis, the order was repealed and the mausoleum and center were spared (Yazici: 6:887).

Despite numerous campaigns of harassment and intimidation by the conservative members of the ulema, Ottoman sultans and government officials continued to show their respect and reverence for the Mevlavi order by showering its leaders with gifts and favors. For example, in 1634 Murad IV (r. 1623–1640) assigned the poll tax paid by non-Muslims of Konya to the head of the Mevlevi order. In 1648 the chief of the Mevlevi order “officiated, for the first time, at the ceremony of the girding on of the sword of Osman, which marked the accession of a new sultan,” a privilege that remained with the order until the end of the Ottoman dynasty (Lewis: 157). The close relationship between Ottoman sultans and the leaders of the Mevlevi order continued into the 19th century. The reform-minded Selim III (r. 1789–1807) visited the Mevlevi tekkes so frequently that the musical ceremony, which had been performed only on Tuesdays and Fridays, was now performed in a different tekke on each day of the week. Outside Istanbul, however, the ceremony continued to be performed only on Fridays (Yazici: 885). This visible support allowed the order not only to survive attacks from the ulema, but also to grow and expand into the four corners of the Ottoman Empire. The Mevlevi order continued to play an important role in the cultural life of the Ottoman Empire until the establishment of the Turkish Republic in 1923.


SHAMS-I TABRIZI (1185–1248)

The teachings of the Persian mystic Shams-e Tabrizi had a transformative impact on the intellectual, philosophical, and literary development of the great Sufi leader, poet, and philosopher Mowlana Jalal al-Din Rumi, also known as Mowlana or Mevlana. Shams inspired Rumi to compose one of the masterpieces of Persian poetry, Divan-i Shams-i Tabrizi (The collected poems of Shams of Tabriz), in which he expressed his profound affection and intense devotion for Shams, his spiritual mentor and source of mystical and poetical inspiration. The magnificently dynamic and rhythmic language of Rumi’s verses is celebrated as the zenith of Persian mystical poetry.
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Naqshbandiyya Order (Naqshbandiyyeh)

The Nakshbandi Sufi order arrived in the Ottoman Empire from Central Asia in the late 15th century. The order traced its origins to the Persian mystic and teacher Khawjah Bahauddin Naqshband (d. 1389), who lived and taught in Central Asia in the 14th century. The Nakshbandi order immediately attracted a large following. This may have been because, more than any other mystical brotherhood, its teachings and practices corresponded with those of Sunni Islam. Greatly influenced by the writings of the Persian mystic, theologian, philosopher, and jurist Ghazali (1058–1111), the Nakshbandis believed that mysticism could not refute or contradict anything that was taught by the Quran and the examples, deeds, sayings, and customary practices (Sunnah) of the prophet Muhammad (Masters: 419). Members of the order closely observed the rituals prescribed by Islamic law, such as daily prayers, fasts, and other observances.

Unlike other Sufi orders, the Nakshbandis did not perform dances, music, or other outward acts to engage in their zikr, that is, the act by which they meditated and sought union with God (Masters: 419). Instead, they performed what they called the silent zikr, because they believed that the physical activities used by other orders were a theatrical diversion from the true act of meditation (Masters: 419). Also unlike other Sufi orders, the Nakshbandis did not require their initiates to undergo a long process of spiritual internship under the guidance of a master before being judged worthy of membership in the order (Masters: 419). Instead, they believed that any person who approached the order already would have reached a sufficient level of enlightenment and thus know that he was ready for admittance (Masters: 419).

At times the enormous power and popularity of the Nakshbandi order aroused the jealousy and insecurity of Ottoman sultans. In 1639, for example, Murad IV ordered the execution of a şeyh of the Nakshbandi order simply because he had grown too influential (Inalcik: 99). Despite this sporadic persecution of the order, the Nakshbandis were able to continue with their missionary activities, and they spread the teachings of the order throughout the Ottoman Empire. These efforts received a particular boost from the teachings of Sheikh Ziya al-Din Khalid (d. 1827), a Kurd from the Shahrizor district of today’s Iraq (Masters: 419–420). Sheikh Khalid rejected the anti-Sufi teachings of radical Muslim reformers such as Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab (1703–1791), the founder of the Wahhabi movement in Arabia, who considered all Sufis to be heretics. Sheikh Khalid, however, also criticized what he saw as a departure from the true Islam that most Sufi orders of his day represented (Masters: 420). Sheikh Khalid considered his mission to be nothing short of the revival of Sunni Islam in the Ottoman Empire through strict adherence to Islamic law, grounded in a certainty of purpose that could only come to the believer through a mystical experience such as that offered by Sufism (Masters: 420). His movement found considerable support among the empire’s general population. In particular, the Nakshbandi order played an important role in shaping the culture of the Kurdish-populated regions in southeastern Anatolia, northern Iraq, and northern Syria.
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Nasreddin Hoca (Nasreddin Hodja)

Nasreddin Hoca (Nasreddin Hodja) is a witty, clever, entertaining, subversive, unconventional, and comical character in Turkish, Persian, and Arabic literature. He was and remains to this day the symbol of wit, humor, and skepticism in the popular culture of the Middle East and Central Asia. In Turkish he appears as Nasreddin Hoca (Hodja), while in Iran, Afghanistan, and the Republic of Azerbaijan, he is known as Molla Nasreddin. The Tajiks of Central Asia call him Moshfeqi, while the Uzbeks and Kazakhs refer to him as Koja Nasreddin, and the Uighurs as Nasarat. In Arabic literature, he appears as Joha or Johi.

Nasreddin Hoca or Molla Nasreddin is a figure of numerous traits: at times he is remarkably wise, while on other occasions he appears as a bumbling fool. He can be rational yet wacky, eccentric yet ordinary, and unassuming yet incredibly astute. Each Nasreddin Hoca fable serves as a commentary and/or lesson on some aspect of life. The beauty, charm, and attraction of Nasreddin stories are that they are witty, hilarious, and amusing, but also enlightening, edifying, and thought provoking. During the Ottoman period Nasreddin Hoca stories were told in coffeehouses across the empire. Indeed, he was a central figure in the daily life of ordinary folks in the Ottoman Empire, who quoted his stories to get a point across. Because there was a wide variety of Nasreddin fables, one could always find at least one that could fit a given situation.

The actual origins of Nasreddin are uncertain. According to some scholars, the stories of Nasreddin hail from a wide variety of local folktales and are not attributable to any one source. In Turkey there has been a systematic effort to portray Nasreddin as a wise, learned, and witty Turk who lived in 13th-century Anatolia from 1208 to 1284. According to this construct, Nasreddin was a highly educated scholar who became a judge (kādi), working for much of his life in Akșehir (Akshehir) in central Anatolia. Some scholars have maintained that there are striking similarities between Nasreddin and the brilliant Iranian Shia scholar and polymath of the Il Khanid period Nasir al-Din Tusi (1201–1274). Others have argued that the origins of Nasreddin should be traced to Joha, mentioned as a symbol of humor and foolishness by Muslim authors of the eighth, ninth, and tenth centuries. The Persian writer, poet, and satirist Obeyd-i Zakani (1300–1371) mentions witty and hilarious stories, which at times he relates to Joha. Some of Zakani’s own stories have found their way into collections of yarns and jokes attributed to Molla Nasreddin in Persian. The stories of Nasreddin survived in the oral tradition for centuries. A collection of Joha’s stories was published in Turkish in Istanbul in 1837. Two other collections were published in Arabic in Egypt, the first in 1859 and the second in 1881.
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Statue of Nasreddin Hoca, known in Uzbek as Nasrredin Afandi, in Bukhara, Uzbekistan. (Olga Labusova/Dreamstime.com)

The numerous anecdotes, jokes, and stories attributed to Nasreddin Hoca (Wise or Learned Nasreddin), and told daily by storytellers reflect the witty and subversive nature of a culture that viewed the claims and actions of those in power with humor and skepticism. In fable after fable, Nasreddin appears as a man of humble origin, living with his wife, or as a traveling sage, without a regular job, wandering from one town to the next. At times he ridicules corrupt and oppressive rulers, pillories ignorant and opportunistic clergymen, and mocks uneducated and simple-minded people. Some of the tales of Nasreddin denounce the injustices of despotism and attack the cultural and spiritual poverty of a society dominated by superstitious religious beliefs and customs. Nasreddin has a biting tongue and a fearless character and cannot be easily impressed or intimidated by men of power, wealth, and influence.


THE FABLES OF NASREDDIN HOCA (HODJA)

The following short pieces are samples of the many fables and quotations associated with Nasreddin Hoca (Hodja).

Once after he had delivered a lecture, folks in the audience asked Nasreddin Hoca how they could measure the level of a person’s wisdom. Nasreddin Hoca responded that we can know how wise a person is from what he says and the words he utters. “What if the person refuses to say anything or utter any words?” they asked. Nasreddin thought a bit and then responded: “No one is wise enough to keep his mouth shut all the time!”

One day Nasreddin Hoca arrived in a town without a penny in his pocket. Desperate to make a quick buck so he could continue his journey, he used his turban and robe to impress the people with his worldly knowledge. Impressed by his appearance and affected utterances, the town’s dignitaries asked Nasreddin to deliver a lecture to the townspeople. Nasreddin Hoca agreed to deliver a lecture in return for a handsome honorarium, although he had no idea what he would be talking about. When he appeared in front of the large crowd that was waiting enthusiastically for his presentation, he asked the audience if they knew what he was going to talk about. The answer from the crowd was a resounding “NO,” to which Nasreddin responded, “Since you are so ignorant that you do not know anything about what I will talk about, I refuse to speak to you,” and he walked out. He could not, however, receive his handsome honorarium unless he returned and delivered a lecture. Thus, he appeared for a second time, and since he still did not have anything to say, he merely repeated the same question he had asked the audience the day before: “Do you know what I will be talking to you about today?” To ensure that he did not use their negative response as an excuse to walk out again, the audience answered with a resounding, “YES, We DO,” to which Nasreddin responded, “Since you all know what I will be talking about, there will be no need for me to waste your time,” and he walked out again. Frustrated and suspicious, the townspeople decided to preempt Nasreddin’s shenanigans by employing a strategy that would prevent him from leaving without delivering a lecture. They decided that if Nasreddin asked the same question, “Do you know what I will be talking to you about today?,” half of the people present would say “YES” and the other half would say “NO.” Thus, when Nasreddin appeared for the third time and asked the same question, the crowd was ready. One group shouted “YES” and the second cried out “NO,” to which the Hoca responded, “There is no need for me to waste your time with a lecture since those of you who know what I will talk about can tell those of you who don’t.”

One cold and snowy night, Nasreddin was awakened by loud commotion and argument outside his house. He tried to ignore the fight outside his window and go back to sleep, but his wife, who also had been awakened by the noise, insisted that he get up and investigate the cause of the fight. Despite his best efforts to convince his wife that he should not become involved in the commotion, Nasreddin was finally forced to wrap himself in his quilt and go outside. Shivering from the freezing cold, he stepped out and asked the two groups arguing and fighting in front of his house what was causing the big commotion. His question quickly ended the argument among the men who had been fighting until then. They looked at Nasreddin for a moment, then suddenly jumped on him and tore away the quilt he was using to cover his body. After ripping the quilt in half, they ran away and disappeared into the darkness of the night. Having lost his quilt, Nasreddin returned to his bedroom. His wife looked at the baffled, perplexed, and shivering Hoca and asked him the reason for the loud argument on the street. Nasreddin responded: “The fight, my dear, was over my quilt.”
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Sufi Orders

Although official Islam enjoyed enormous power and influence within the Ottoman Empire, Ottoman culture and civilization were not linear projections of Quranic scripture. Throughout the Ottoman dynasty’s long rule, religious orthodoxy waged a constant battle for primacy against the less orthodox interpretations of faith that were expressed and preached by numerous Sufi mystical orders and brotherhoods. Enormously popular among both the ruling elite and the masses, each Sufi brotherhood was dedicated to its own unique mystical path, called tarikat, and each engaged in its own form of ecstatic worship, known as zikr (Lewis: 152–153). The less orthodox beliefs and practices of the Sufis greatly influenced popular culture and left a lasting impression on people’s everyday practices. Sufi brotherhoods and lodges played a central role in Ottoman social life and provided important opportunities for socializing outside the home (Quataert: 162). Sufi orders maintained a space that was exclusively Muslim and contained separate sections for men and women, active members, and curious visitors (Quataert: 162).

Although those at the top of the Sunni religious hierarchy, namely the ulema, enjoyed a privileged position in society, as well as a close alliance with the Ottoman ruling family, the rigidity of the Islam they practiced, as well as the cold legalism that characterized their doctrine, failed to satisfy the spiritual needs of many Muslims, who turned to mysticism and Sufi brotherhoods for sustenance and guidance (Lewis: 152). The diverse beliefs and less rigid practices of various Sufi orders provided Ottoman men and women with unique spiritual experiences, which transcended the rigid and impersonal rules and practices that Muslim men and women were obligated to follow at home and at a mosque.

Sufism, or Islamic mysticism, emerged in the first century of Muslim rule as a protest against the rigid, intolerant, and at times politicized interpretations of Islam. It was greatly influenced by earlier religions, such as Zoroastrianism, Manichaeism, Buddhism, and Gnosticism, as well as by Neoplatonist ideas. The ulema, who acted as the representatives of official Islam, defended Islamic law as the essence of Islamic thought and emphasized tawhid (i.e., monotheism), or what they referred to as the “indisputable oneness of God.” The Sufis, on the other hand, preached an ascetic lifestyle that rejected the distinction between the Creator (God) and the created. Sufism taught that the creation was a manifestation of the Creator and that removing the distinction between the Creator and the created allowed man to attain unity with God (Ocak: 1:267). By “God,” the Sufis did not mean an anthropomorphic entity that possessed human qualities. For Sufis, God was the absolute being, and everything in the universe manifested that being. Given that everything was a manifestation of God, to love God was to love God’s creatures and all of creation.

Along their journey to reach union with God, Sufis sought to understand and interpret the inner and esoteric (batini) aspects of Islam. This contrasted sharply with the ulema and the medreses, or religious schools, which emphasized the outer and exoteric (zahiri) knowledge of Islam. The Sufis did not, however, view mysticism as a strictly intellectual activity that confined itself to exploring esoteric concepts, such as detachment from the world. For them, such concepts could be understood only after one had embarked on a spiritual journey toward union with God. Seen from this perspective, Sufism remained an essentially human undertaking, one that offered an alternative and respite from the dry and at times harsh aspects of official Islam. Sufism allowed the seeker to undertake his own unique journey to spiritual peace and salvation.

In contrast to the Islam of the ulema, which asserted the absolute and unassailable superiority of Islam over other religions and religious traditions, many Sufi orders viewed all religions and religious leaders as fellow travelers on the same mystic path, seeking Gnostic wisdom (maarifet) by submitting themselves to the way of Truth (tarik-i hak). In fact, in the poetry of numerous Sufi masters, Moses and Jesus were praised as great men of knowledge, humanity, spirituality, and integrity, whose lives served as examples for all Muslims and all of humanity. The teachings and practices of some Sufi orders therefore contained a strong element of respect, appreciation, and tolerance toward non-Muslims. This stood in sharp contrast to the rigid interpretations of Islam expressed by the ulema, who viewed Christians and Jews as dirty, inferior, and unequal to Muslims.

The ulema and Sufi masters also differed in their dress and public presentation. The ulema appeared in public with pomp and ceremony, invariably dressed in beautiful and expensive clothing. Admiring followers, along with servants and attendants, ranging from menial domestics and bodyguards to companions and agents, surrounded them. Sufi leaders, in contrast, adhered to the principles of simplicity and humility. In most cases they wore a simple white tunic made of wool or linen and refused to adorn themselves with precious stones. Some wandering dervishes flouted Muslim tradition by shaving their beards, hair, and eyebrows and by throwing off the restrictions imposed by harsher interpretations of Islam (Lewis: 154–155). Turning their backs on the vanities of the world, they renounced such human obsessions and small satisfactions as riches and empty honors. Instead, Sufis chose solitary lives of contemplation, meditation, humility, and silence. In choosing solitude and silence, they emphasized the limitations of language to express inner experience. They attributed only nominal significance to religious piety and in fact ridiculed the pretentious religiosity of the ulema, along with their pompous public posturing and sermonizing, which for the Sufis were another sad manifestation of mankind’s ego. Sufi masters considered the ulema’s religious dogmatism, narrow-mindedness, and intolerance to be at the root of most calamities, including fanaticism and oppression. Throughout the long history of the Ottoman Empire, the philosophical and doctrinal conflicts between the ulema and the various Sufi orders resulted in intense rivalries and jealousies between prominent religious leaders and influential Sufi masters. This antagonism was reflected in unrelenting battles between the two camps over consumption of coffee and tobacco, which the religious establishment condemned and the Sufi orders defended.

The teachings of the Persian Sufi masters Bayazid-i Bastami (804–874), Mansur Hallaj (858–922), Abul Hassan Khareqani (963–1033), and Abu Said Abul Khayr (967–1049) had an enduring impact on Sufi orders in various regions of the Islamic world, especially in southern Iraq, northeastern Iran, and Central Asia. In particular, Bayazid-i Bastami preached “annihilation of the self in God,” and Mansur Hallaj was executed for heresy after he declared: “I am the Truth.”

The teachings and sayings of these Sufi masters proved inspirational to many, who then sought the meaning of the Unity of Being (vahdat-i vujud). Throughout the ninth century in Khorasan, a region corresponding with modern-day northeastern Iran and northwestern Afghanistan, a new interpretation of Islamic mysticism called Melametiyye appeared. This interpretation stressed the motive of divine love and ecstasy and rejected the pious asceticism of prior Sufi schools. Turkic nomadic tribesmen who entered Central Asia and Iran encountered Sufi teachers and travelers who had established convents and lodges specifically intended for gatherings of a Sufi brotherhood. To these Turkic tribesmen, some Sufi practices, such as ecstatic dancing and singing, may have resembled the shamanistic rituals of their Turkic ancestors. After the Seljuk defeat of the Byzantine Empire in 1071, the Anatolian frontier provided Sufi teachers and masters with a new base of operations from which they could establish convents and hospices and recruit new followers. The term bābā or father referred to the Sufi leaders who from the 11th century onward inspired Turkic frontiersmen and tribesmen who entered, conquered, and colonized Anatolia.

In keeping with the flexible and elastic attitudes exhibited by Sufi brotherhoods in Central Asia and Iran, the Sufi orders of Anatolia absorbed Islamic heresies into their teachings and incorporated various Shia and Christian beliefs and practices (Lewis: 153). Perhaps understandably, the Sunni ulema viewed Sufi teachers and their activities with apprehension and trepidation, frequently denouncing them as hypocrites, innovators, and heretics. The Sunni religious establishment particularly detested the pantheistic beliefs and doctrines of various Sufi orders, which they viewed as a challenge to or rejection of monotheism. The Sufis recognized saints and holy places and engaged in practices such as dancing and music to induce ecstasy, all of which led the Sunni establishment to accuse them of serious laxness in observing the divine law (Lewis: 153–154).

Individual Sufi brotherhoods were founded on loyalty, devotion, and belief in the teachings of a particular Sufi master (şeyh/sheikh), who was sometimes revered by the order as a saint. During his life on earth, each şeyh had, through his practices, established a distinct pathway to attainment of spiritual truth and union with God. This pathway was revealed in his teachings. Sufis who had adopted the şeyh as their guide murşid (murshid) gathered in a Sufi lodge (tekke) for communal prayer and ecstatic worship (zikr), along with other specific practices prescribed by their spiritual leader. These lodges also served as spiritual retreats and hospices for travelers. Financed by contributions from their membership, lodges usually included a mausoleum (türbe), where the veneration of the saints and founders of the order took place; another room set aside for prayers and rituals (tevhidhane, semahane, or meydan); and a kitchen (matbah, aş [ash] evi, mutfak) (Clayer: 221). Because serving food to travelers and the poor constituted one of the principal functions of a Sufi order, the kitchen occupied a particularly important place in dervish lodges. Some orders, such as the Mevlevis and Bektaşis, even used the kitchen as a space for training and initiating potential new members (Clayer: 222).

In the 17th century, when coffee drinking spread among the masses, many Sufi lodges, especially in the Balkans, set aside a special room, known as the kahve ocağu, for the preparation of coffee (Clayer: 222). Larger tekkes also could include baths, libraries, and meeting rooms (mosafer odasi, meydan odasi), along with special cells or chambers set aside for the şeyh and dervishes (hücerat) of the order. Other small spaces, generally without windows, were intended for spiritual seclusion (halvet odasi, halvethane, çilehane [chilehhane]) (Clayer: 222). Even larger Sufi lodges and hospices contained actual homes and apartments for the family of the şeyh. Some of these larger lodges were attached to a mosque and an immaculately maintained garden. Dervish lodges were not, therefore, limited to places of worship. They were also housing complexes and living quarters where people carried out the normal routines of life. As late as 1885, 1,091 men and 1,184 women lived in 260 tekkes in Istanbul (Clayer: 219).

In earlier Ottoman times, lodges and hospices established and run by Ahis, or semireligious/semimystical fraternities in Anatolia, provided food, shelter, and hospitality to all travelers regardless of social background. As the North African traveler Ibn Battuta described, the Ahis built hospices and guesthouses and furnished them with rugs, lamps, and other household items (Ibn Battuta: 419). During the day the members of the brotherhood worked to gain their livelihood. After the afternoon prayer they combined their earnings to buy food and other necessities for the hospice (Ibn Battuta: 419). Should a traveler appear, they served him food and gave him lodging, while Quran readers recited the holy book. If no traveler arrived, the members of the brotherhood assembled, ate, and after eating sang and danced (Ibn Battuta: 420). In the later Ottoman period, many Sufi convents followed the same traditions and practices, providing food, lodging, and hospitality to travelers from far and near. Regardless of the era, a Sufi lodge could be expected to provide a bowl of soup for those who entered its doors. As a consequence, the lodge’s cauldron remained on the boil day and night, a symbol of the tekke’s hospitality. Likewise, in every lodge, devout dervishes—barefoot and bareheaded, and dressed in rough, patched woolen cloaks—pursued a life of poverty, withdrawal, isolation, and quiet meditation.

Some early Ottoman sultans were followers of Sufi masters, who participated in various Ottoman military campaigns and provided the sultan and his forces with spiritual support and guidance. Their alliance with the Ottoman state allowed Sufi brotherhoods to establish themselves in the Balkans. Given such close interaction and association with various Sufi orders, it should not be surprising that the Islam of the early Ottomans, and the gāzis who supported them, lacked the theological sophistication typical of the Muslim ulema who dominated the mosques and seminaries of Anatolia’s urban centers. The Islam of the gāzis was simple, personal, unorthodox, and mystical (Inalcik: 186). An early account of the rise of Osman, the founder of the Ottoman state, recounts how he received a blessing from a prominent Sufi leader, Şeyh Edebali, who handed Osman the sword of a gāzi and prophesized that his descendants would rule the world (Inalcik: 55). When Osman died, the ceremony that decided the succession of his son to the throne took place at a zaviye, a hospice for travelers run and managed by dervishes (Inalcik: 55).

As Ottoman power increased and established itself in the urban centers of Anatolia, where Sunni Islam dominated the Muslim community’s social and cultural life, the Ottoman state increasingly became identified with the official Islam of the ulema. Despite this, Sufi traditions and practices were never abandoned, and mystical orders continued to enjoy great popularity and respect, which allowed them to sustain their prominent role in the everyday lives of many Muslims within the Ottoman Empire.

In fact, their popularity and mass appeal may have been what allowed Sufi mystics and dervish leaders to lead several major uprisings against the Ottoman state. For example, the revolt of Şeyh Bedreddin in 1416 against the authority of the Ottoman sultan Mehmed I (r. 1413–1421) brought the empire to the brink of extinction. Şeyh Bedreddin had studied the mystical writings of such prominent philosophers and Sufi writers as Ibn Arabi (1165–1240). He had come away with the belief that the world was ancient, without a beginning, without an end, and not created in time (Inalcik: 189). If the physical world disappeared, the spiritual world also would disappear; the process of creation and destruction was eternal. In fact, this world and the next were, in their entirety, imaginary concepts (Inalcik: 189). The revolutionary Şeyh Bedreddin rejected the concepts of heaven and hell, as well as the day of judgment and the physical resurrection of the body. He dismissed the idea of any difference between Muslims and non-Muslims. He allowed his followers to drink wine and advocated for distribution of land among them, including impoverished peasants. Ultimately, the ulema accused him of ignoring Islamic law and denounced him as a heretic. Ottoman troops crushed Şeyh Bedreddin’s revolt, and he was executed by order of Sultan Mehmed I.

Bedreddin’s disciples, however, continued to preach. One of them, Börklüce Mustafa, organized his own revolt against the Ottoman government when he instigated an uprising among Turkoman tribal groups in western Anatolia. Börklüce taught that all things, except for women, were to be considered common property (Inalcik: 190). As had Bedreddin, he rejected the idea of inequality between Muslims and Christians and declared that Muslims who called Christians infidels were themselves infidels. As it had done with Bedreddin, the Ottoman government sent its forces against the rebellious Sufi şeyh, and he was captured and executed together with hundreds of his followers.

See also: Popular Culture: Bektaşi Order; Mevlana Celaledin Rumi and the Mevlevi Order
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REBELS, REFORMERS, AND 
REVOLUTIONARIES

Abd al-Qadir al-Jazairi (1808–1883)

Abd al-Qadir al-Jazairi (also spelled Abd el-Qadir or Abd el-Kader or Abdelkader) is one of the greatest heroes of the Algerian people in the 19th century. He emerged as the religious, political, and military leader of Algeria’s resistance against French colonialism after the country was invaded and occupied in 1830.

Abd al-Qadir was born on September 6, 1808, near Mascara, a town in northwestern Algeria. His father, Muhieddine (Muhyi al-Din), was a member of the Qadiriyya (Kadiriyya) Sufi order. Abd al-Qadir grew up and studied at his father’s zaviye. A zaviye served as a hospice run and managed by the members of a Sufi order. He received a traditional Islamic education, which included grammar, as well as the basics of Islamic theology and jurisprudence. He also memorized the Quran, which earned him the title hafiz (a person who knows the Quran by heart).

In 1826 Abd al-Qadir and his father went on the hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca required of a Muslim at least once in his or her lifetime. After performing the hajj the father and son visited Baghdad, Damascus, and Cairo. In Egypt Abd al-Qadir saw firsthand the impact of the modernizing reforms introduced by Mehmed Ali (Muhammad Ali), the ruler of the country.

In 1830 Algeria was invaded by France. In response, a holy war (jihad) was declared against the European Christian invaders. Initially Abd al-Qadir’s father, Muhyi al-Din, was designated as one of the leaders of the jihad. When Muhyi al-Din begged off because of old age and ailing health, the leadership of the movement was assumed by his son, Abd al-Qadir, who was elected as the Commander of the Faithful (amir/emir) and the leader of the holy war against France in 1832.

The power and prestige of Abd al-Qadir was the greatest in Oran in northwestern Algeria, where he managed to rally the tribes of the region around the flag of holy war against the French invaders. After two years of warfare the French grudgingly agreed to negotiate a peace treaty with the Algerian amir. France’s strategy was to restore order in Oran, while at the same preventing the anti-French movement from spreading from the northwest to the rest of the country. The peace treaty allowed Abd al-Qadir to extend his authority over the tribes of northwestern Algeria.

Becoming increasingly unhappy with the results of their peace treaty with Abd al-Qadir, the French resumed hostilities in 1834, but they suffered a humiliating defeat at the Battle of Macta in 1834. Defeat at the hands of Abd al-Qadir only hardened the French resolve to pacify the Algerian population. Though the French scored a number of military successes, political opinion in France was becoming increasingly more skeptical about the wisdom of colonizing Algeria. In 1837 a new French general negotiated a second treaty with Abd al-Qadir. The Treaty of Tafna, signed in May 1837, only expanded and strengthened Abd al-Qadir’s power, making the Algerian leader the unchallenged master of Oran. By the end of 1838 his authority reached Kabylie in northern Algeria and as far south as the Moroccan border.
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Abd al-Qadir al-Jazairi, between 1860 and 1883. (Library of Congress)

Peace with France was short-lived. The conflict between Abd al-Qadir and the French forces erupted in late 1839. Abd al-Qadir was successful in his confrontations with the French until 1842. Beginning in that year, the French adopted a scorched earth policy, attacking rural and tribal communities and brutalizing the local population. The French were determined to make the indigenous population suffer for their support of Abd al-Qadir. They also cut off Abd al-Qadir’s access to Moroccan territory, where he had sought refuge to reorganize his forces. In August 1844 the French defeated a Moroccan army at the Battle of Isly, forcing the sultan of Morocco to promise that he would expel Abd al-Qadir and his armies if they entered his territory again.

Abd al-Qadir surrendered to the French on December 21, 1847. Initially the French had promised that upon surrendering Abd al-Qadir would be allowed to leave Algeria for either Alexandria in Egypt or Acre in present-day Israel. The French, however, reneged on their promise and transferred Abd al-Qadir to France, where he, his family, and a group of his followers lived in detention and under house arrest for the next five years.

In October 1852 the then president of France, Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte, released Abd al-Qadir. He was promised an annual salary of 100,000 francs in return for taking an oath to never again cause war and bloodshed in Algeria. Soon Abd al-Qadir left France for the Ottoman Empire, where he settled in Bursa in present-day western Turkey. In 1855 Abd al-Qadir moved to Damascus, where he settled in the Amara district of the ancient city. He devoted much of his time to reading and writing books and essays. Most of his works focused on theology, philosophy, and Sufism, but he also delved into other topics, such as horses.

In July 1860 a violent conflict that had erupted between the Druze and Maronite communities in Mount Lebanon spread to Damascus. The local Druze attacked the Maronites and other Christians in Damascus, killing over 3,000 civilians. Abd al-Qadir intervened and sheltered a large number of Christians, including the members of various European diplomatic corps and missionary groups such as the Sisters of Mercy, in his own house. After the end of the riot the news of Abd al-Qadir’s prominent role in rescuing the Christian population of Damascus reached the outside world, and an outpouring of appreciation and recognition of his humanity, generosity, and compassion followed. The French government awarded Abd al-Qadir the Grand Cross of the Légion d’Honneur and increased his pension to 150,000 francs. He also received the Order of the Mecidiye (Mejidiye) First Class from the Ottoman government, the Order of Pius IX from the Vatican, and the Grand Cross of the Redeemer from the government of Greece. In 1865 Abd al-Qadir was received by Napoleon III in Paris with pomp and ceremony; the old foe of France was now the most respected guest of the French emperor.

Abd al-Qadir died in Damascus on May 26, 1883. He was 75 years old. In 1965, after gaining independence from France, the newly established government of Algeria recovered the ashes of Abd al-Qadir and placed them in the El Alia cemetery in a suburb of Algiers.

See also: Beys and Pashas: Mehmed Ali; Mustafa Reșid Pasha; Empire and Administration: Tanzimat; Sultans: Abdülmecid; Mahmud II

Further Reading

Al-Djazairi, S. E. French Invasion-Algerian Resistance (1830–1871). n.p.: MSBN Books, 2015.

Bouyerdene, Ahmed. Emir el-Kader: Hero and Saint of Islam. Bloomington, IN: World Wisdom, 2012.

Brower, Benjamin C. A Desert Named Peace: The Violence of France’s Empire in the Algerian Sahara, 1844–1902. New York: Columbia University Press, 2009.

Churchill, Charles Henry. The Life of Abdel Kader, Ex-sultan of the Arabs of Algeria. Berkeley: Reprint from the Collections of the University of California Libraries, 1867.

Kiser, John W. Commander of the Faithful: The Life and Times of Emir Abd el-Kader. Rhinebeck, NY: Monkfish Book Publishing, 2008.

Lorcin, Patricia. Algeria and France, 1800–2000: Identity, Memory, Nostalgia. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2006.

Marston, Elsa. The Compassionate Warrior: Abd El-Kader of Algeria. Bloomington, IN: Wisdom Tales, 2013.

Sessions, Jennifer E. By Sword and Plow: France and the Conquest of Algeria. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2011.

Abduh, Muhammad (1849–1905)

An Egyptian author, journalist, scholar, and jurist who is considered one of the most influential Muslim reformist intellectuals of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Abduh was one of the founders of the Salafiyya movement, the reform movement that sought to demonstrate the compatibility of Islam with rational and scientific thought.

Abduh was born in a village in the Nile Delta area in 1849. After receiving his primary education in his village, he attended the mosque school in Tanta, 94 kilometers (58 miles) north of Cairo. After completing his education in Tanta, he moved to Cairo to attend al-Azhar University, one of the most important centers of Islamic learning in the world. He completed his studies at al-Azhar in 1877.

It was in Cairo in 1872 that Abduh met the Iranian revolutionary thinker, activist, orator, and philosopher Sayyid Jamal al-Din Afghani, who preached Islamic unity (Pan-Islamism) against European encroachment and also advocated for reformation in Islam. Afghani arrived in Cairo in March 1871 after being expelled from Istanbul for delivering a controversial presentation on prophecy in Islam. The Iranian thinker, who concealed his Iranian and Shia origins and claimed to be a Sunni Afghan, began to live and teach in Cairo. Through his lectures on mysticism, Islamic history, philosophy, and jurisprudence, Afghani attracted a large following among young Egyptians hungry for new ideas, as well as for political and social change. One of these young scholars was Muhammad Abduh, who emerged as Afghani’s most faithful disciple and collaborator. Afghani’s lectures alarmed British officials, who convinced the Egyptian authorities to expel him from the country in 1879. Abduh also was exiled from Cairo.

In 1880 Abduh was appointed the editor of the Egyptian government’s official gazette. He used his new position to advocate for social, educational, and religious reforms, as well as for resistance to British and French intervention in Egypt. In 1882 armed conflict erupted between the nationalist movement, led by the Egyptian army officer Urabi Pasha, and the British. Abduh was accused of supporting Urabi Pasha. After Urabi Pasha and his supporters were defeated and the British occupied Egypt, Abduh was sent into exile.

In 1884 Abduh left Egypt for France. In Paris he joined his mentor, Afghani. During their stay in Paris Afghani and Abduh published a newspaper called al-Urwat al-Wuthqa (The unbroken chain), which also carried the French title Le Lien Indissoluble (Browne: 9). Afghani and Abduh also engaged French intellectuals in debates about the compatibility of Islam with science, arguing that in sharp contrast to Judaism and Christianity, which were hostile to scientific thought, Islam was compatible with rationalism, scientific thinking, and progress.

After he left France Abduh visited England and Tunisia. He eventually traveled to Lebanon, where he taught for three years. In 1888 Abduh was allowed to return to Egypt. Back in Egypt, he began a new career as a judge and a jurist. He gradually abandoned his revolutionary ideas and anti-British stance. The British authorities expressed their appreciation for his new conciliatory approach by supporting his appointment as the mufti (the highest ranking Muslim jurist and legal expert, who is empowered to give rulings on religious matters) of Egypt in 1899. In his new position as the mufti of Egypt, Abduh introduced a number of social and religious reforms. He also continued to lecture at al-Azhar University.

During his tenure at al-Azhar he tried to introduce significant reforms into the curriculum of the ancient and prestigious university. His efforts were opposed by the conservative ulema, who viewed Abduh’s reforms as a direct threat to their interpretation of Islamic law. Abduh’s advocacy of legal and educational reforms and his support for cooperation with British authorities gained him not only the support of Lord Cromer, the British Resident in Egypt, but also the opposition of Abbas Hilmi, the ruling khedive, and Mustafa Kāmil the leader of the nationalist movement. Abduh died on July 11, 1905, near Alexandria.

In addition to the articles he wrote for al-Urwat al-wuthqa in Paris, Abduh composed a treatise on monotheism or the oneness of god (tawhid), titled Risalat at-tawhid. In this work Abduh argued that Islam was superior to Christianity because it was compatible with rational and scientific thought, and it had always remained open and receptive to change and progress. Throughout his career as a scholar, author, and jurist, Abduh rejected blind obedience and acceptance of traditional beliefs, practices, and doctrines. He advocated the creation of a new and reformed educational system, which included the study of modern sciences. He also called for a return to the original teachings of Islam as a means of reviving the true spirit of a religion that stood for progress and civilization. For Abduh, the teachings of Islam demonstrated the harmony of divine revelation with reason.

See also: Rebels: Afghani, Jamal al-Din; Sultans: Abdülhamid II
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Afghani (Assadabadi), Jamal al-Din (1838/1839–1897)

Iranian-born orator, journalist, author, and political activist, who advocated a reformation in Islam, as well as Pan-Islamism or the unity of all Muslims against European colonial aggression. He is generally regarded as one of the most influential Muslim intellectuals of the 19th century.

Afghani was born in the village of Assadabad near Hamadan in western Iran in 1838 or 1839. Little is known about his childhood. He was educated first at home under the guidance and supervision of his father, Sayyid Safdar. His early education included the traditional Islamic sciences, including Arabic and Persian grammar, philology, and rhetoric, as well as logic, philosophy, and mathematics (Browne: 4–5). Later in life Afghani claimed that at the age of 18, he had visited India, where he had studied “European sciences” (Browne: 5). It was in India that he first encountered British colonial rule.
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The Iranian-born thinker and revolutionary intellectual, Jamal al-Din Afghani, was a tireless advocate of Islamic unity (Pan-Islamism). Afghani believed that regardless of ethnic, linguistic, cultural, and sectarian differences, Muslims had no other choice but to unify against the common threat posed by European colonial encroachment. (Fine Art Images/Heritage Images/Getty Images)

In 1857 Afghani performed the hajj, the pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca. From Mecca he traveled to Afghanistan, where he spent the next 12 years of his life. In Afghanistan he first entered the service of the reigning amir (emir), Dost Mohammad Khan. After the death of Dost Mohammad Khan, civil war ensued among his sons. Afghani attached himself to Amir A’zam Khan, one of the pretenders to the throne who was fighting Shir Ali Khan. Shir Ali Khan, who received considerable financial support from the British, managed to defeat A’zam Khan. A’zam Khan fled to Iran, where he died a short time later. The victory of Shir Ali Khan over his brothers and his rise to power as the new ruler of Afghanistan forced Afghani to leave Afghanistan for India in 1869. Throughout his life Afghani concealed his Iranian and Shia identity, claiming that he was a Sunni Muslim from Afghanistan. He was well aware that if his true identity were revealed he would have little impact on his Sunni Indian, Arab, or Turkish audiences, who suspected the Shia Iranians of holding heretical views on Islam.

From India Afghani traveled to Cairo. During his short stay in the Egyptian capital, Afghani visited the al-Azhar University and delivered several lectures to small groups of teachers and students. After 40 days in Cairo Afghani went to Istanbul, where he was received by the grand vizier, Āli Pasha. Āli Pasha was one of the principal architects of the governmental reforms known as Tanzimat (reorganization) (Browne: 6). Six months after he had arrived in the Ottoman capital, Afghani was invited to join the Ottoman Academy (Anjuman-i Dānish). He also was invited by the director of Darülfünun (the House of Practical Sciences/the university) to present a lecture to a large audience of students and teachers. Afghani used this occasion to make a presentation on philosophy and prophecy. In his lecture Afghani described prophecy as a craft. The presentation caused controversy. The ulema of Istanbul, led by the șeyhülislam, Hassan Fehmi Efendi, denounced Afghani and demanded the dismissal of the director of Darülfünun, Tahsin Efendi. The commotion caused by Afghani’s presentation forced the Ottoman authorities to expel Afghani from Istanbul.

Afghani returned to Cairo in March 1871. He lived and taught in Cairo from 1871 to 1879. Through his lectures on mysticism, Islamic history, philosophy, and jurisprudence, Afghani attracted a large following among young Egyptians hungry for new ideas. During his stay in Cairo Afghani met Muhammad Abduh, who emerged many years later as one of the most influential leaders of the modernist movement in Islam and became Afghani’s most faithful and influential disciple and collaborator. Afghani’s lectures alarmed the British officials in Egypt, who convinced the Egyptian authorities to expel him from the country.

Once again the nomadic intellectual was forced to move and choose a different country as his new home. In September 1879 Afghani departed from Egypt for India and took up residence in Hyderabad. In 1882, before the commencement of armed conflict in Egypt between the British and the nationalist movement led by Urabi Pasha, the Indian government detained Afghani and held him in custody until Urabi Pasha and his supporters were defeated. After he was released from detention, Afghani was allowed to leave India for England. He visited London for a few days before leaving for France, where he lived for the next three years (Browne: 8).

In Paris Afghani was joined by his Egyptian disciple, Sheikh Muhammad Abduh. During their stay in Paris Afghani and Abduh published a newspaper called al-Urwat ul-Wuthqa (The unbroken chain), which also carried the French title Le Lien Indissoluble (Browne: 9). While in Paris Afghani engaged the French intellectual Ernst Renan in a debate about the compatibility of Islam with science, arguing that in sharp contrast to Judaism and Christianity, which were hostile to scientific thought, Islam was a religion that was compatible with rationalism, scientific thinking, and progress. In 1885 Afghani traveled to London. During his stay in England he spoke to a number of British politicians.

In 1885 and again in 1889, Afghani visited Russia. In 1886, after receiving an invitation from the Iranian monarch, Nasser al-Din Shah Qajar (r. 1848–1896), he traveled to Tehran. During this visit he met the shah and his prime minister, as well as a number of Iranian princes and notables, including the shah’s oldest son, Zill al-Sultan, who served his father as the governor of Isfahan. In 1889 Afghani returned to Iran, where he gave sermons advocating reform and Islamic unity in the face of European aggression and expansionism. His lectures aroused the anger and suspicion of Nasser al-Din Shah and his officials. When his request to leave Iran was denied by the Iranian authorities, Afghani sought refuge in the shrine of Abdul Azim in the southern part of Tehran. From there, his criticism of the Iranian monarchy assumed a harsher tone as he began to focus his attacks on the shah himself. When his popularity spread and his supporters grew in number, the Iranian government decided to deport Afghani, in 1890. The deportation order was carried out in the most humiliating fashion. In violation of the sanctity of the sanctuary where he had sought refuge, Afghani was dragged out of the shrine and in the middle of a cold winter escorted to the Ottoman-Iranian frontier. Afghani and his Iranian disciples never forgave the shah for the humiliation and indignity the revolutionary orator had suffered.

From Iran Afghani traveled to London. While in London he delivered several lectures denouncing the shah as a brutal tyrant. He also collaborated with Mirza Malkam Khan, the Iranian-Armenian publisher of the Persian language newspaper Qānun (The law). Malkam was the former Iranian ambassador to London, who had been transformed into an antigovernment dissident after he was dismissed from his post by the shah and his prime minister, Mirza Ali Asghar Khan Amin al-Sultan.

In 1892 Afghani was invited by the Ottoman sultan Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909) to visit Istanbul. Abdülhamid intended to use Pan-Islamism, or the unity of all Muslims under one religious and spiritual leader, as a means of enhancing his power and prestige among the Muslims of the world, particularly those who lived under Russian, British, and French colonial rule. Pan-Islamism also could counter the Russian promotion of Pan-Slavism (the unity of Slavic people under the leadership of Russia), while at the same time reminding the Russians, the British, and the French that their Muslim subjects viewed the Ottoman sultan as their religious and spiritual leader.

After his arrival in Istanbul Afghani joined a group of Iranian dissidents who advocated Pan-Islamism (Islamic unity) under the leadership of Abdülhamid II as the caliph, or the religious and spiritual head of the world’s Muslim community. Members of this group sent letters to the leaders of the Shia community, including the Shia ulema residing in southern Iraq, demanding that they set aside their doctrinal conflict with the main line Sunnis and throw their support behind the Ottoman sultan. The activities of this group caused serious tension between the Ottoman and Iranian governments. The Iranian monarch Nasser al-Din Shah viewed Afghani and his Iranian collaborators as subversives who were plotting to destabilize the Qajar monarchy in Iran.

In January 1895 Mirza Reza Kermani, an Iranian petty merchant who had been jailed and tortured in Iran for his antigovernment activities, arrived in Istanbul. Mirza Reza was a disciple of Afghani who had protested the mistreatment of the fiery orator by Iranian authorities in 1890. During his imprisonment, Kermani lost his family and business. A broken man, Mirza Reza left Iran after he was released from prison. When he arrived in Istanbul, Afghani arranged for his hospitalization, which helped the Iranian dissident recover from the injuries he had sustained during his imprisonment in Iran. According to Mirza Reza’s confessions to his Iranian interrogator, it was in a meeting with Afghani after his release from the hospital that the two men discussed the assassination of Nasser al-Din Shah, the ruler of Iran. Shortly after this meeting, Mirza Reza returned to Iran, and a short time later, on May 1, 1896, he assassinated Nasser al-Din Shah as the Iranian monarch visited the shrine of Shah Abdol Azim in the southern part of Tehran.

The assassination of Nasser al-Din Shah caused a major diplomatic crisis between the Ottoman Empire and Iran. Iranian authorities demanded the extradition of Afghani and his Iranian colleagues. In response, the Ottoman government handed three Iranian dissidents who had collaborated with Afghani to Iranian authorities. The Iranian crown prince, Mohammad Ali Mirza, who served as the governor of Azerbaijan, ordered the execution of the Iranian dissidents. Ironically, the three individuals, the author and journalist Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani; Kermani’s friend and colleague, Sheikh Ahmad Ruhi; and their friend, Mirza Hassan Khabir al-Molk, had not played any role in planning and carrying out the murder of Nasser al-Din Shah. The Ottoman government refused, however, to hand Afghani over to Iranian authorities. In March 1897 the Ottomans informed the Iranian government that Afghani had died from a cancer that had spread from his jaw to the rest of his body. A number of Iranian historians have maintained that Afghani did not die from an aggressive cancer, but rather was murdered on the orders of the Ottoman sultan, who feared the outspoken critic and fiery revolutionary. There is no evidence to validate this theory.

Afghani’s body was buried in Istanbul. In 1944 Turkish authorities, assuming mistakenly that Afghani had been born in Afghanistan, transferred what they claimed to be Afghani’s remains to the Afghan government. After the transfer of the body to Kabul, the Afghan government erected a mausoleum in honor of the Iranian intellectual, agitator, and activist, whose true identity and career remained a mystery for decades after his death.
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Ahmed Riza (1859–1930)

A leader of the Young Turk movement and the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), which staged a revolution against the autocratic rule of the Ottoman sultan Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909) in 1908. Ahmed Riza was a proponent of positivism and Turkish nationalism.

Ahmed Riza was born in Istanbul in 1859. He attended school in the Ottoman capital before leaving for France to study agricultural sciences. During his stay in France Ahmed Riza became a proponent of positivism as articulated by the French philosopher Auguste Comte. He also developed a strong opposition to colonialism and a firm belief in the power of education to transform Ottoman society. After returning home he worked for a time as an education administrator in Bursa. In 1889 Ahmed Riza resigned from his governmental post and went to Paris, where he soon emerged as one of the leaders of the Young Turk movement. In 1895 Ahmed Riza published the newspaper Meșveret (Meshveret) (Consultation). In his writings Ahmed Riza expressed a strong opposition to Prince Sabaheddin and his supporters, who had called for European intervention as a means of democratizing the Ottoman political system. Ahmed Riza also believed that instead of being viewed strictly as a religion, Islam had to be utilized as an ideological means of generating and strengthening a new sense of national identity and pride. Ahmed Riza dismissed revolutionary and violent transformation and emphasized the need for slow and measured political, social, economic, and educational change.
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As one of the most influential leaders of the Committee of Union and Progress in exile, Ahmed Riza emerged as the president of the Chamber of Deputies after the victory of the Young Turk revolution in 1908. (Garnett, Lucy Mary Jane. Turkey of the Ottomans, 1915)

After the victory of the Young Turks’ revolution in 1908, Ahmed Riza was elected speaker of the newly established Chamber of Deputies, the lower house of the Ottoman Parliament. He soon found himself in opposition to the authoritarian tendencies of the Committee of Union and Progress and was expelled from the CUP’s central committee. In 1912 he was elected the president of the Senate, the upper house of the Ottoman Parliament.

During the war of independence Ahmed Riza maintained a close relationship with Mustafa Kemal and the nationalist movement. He traveled to Europe to publicize the Turkish nationalist cause. After the establishment of the Republic of Turkey, Ahmed Riza retired from public life. He died in Istanbul in 1930.

See also: Rebels: Young Turks
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Committee of Union and Progress (CUP). 
See Young Turks

Hussein ibn Ali (1854–1931) and the 
Hussein-McMahon Correspondence 
(1915–1916)

Hussein ibn Ali (Husayn ibn Ali) was the ruler of Mecca from 1908 to 1916. From 1916 to 1924 he proclaimed himself the king of Arabs. The Allies, however, recognized him as the king of Hijaz (Hejaz) in western Arabia (present-day Saudi Arabia). He was born in 1854 in Istanbul, the capital of the Ottoman Empire, and became emir of Mecca in 1908.

In 1915–1916 Sharif Hussein exchanged a series of letters with Sir Henry McMahon, the British high commissioner in Egypt, concerning the status of the Arab-populated provinces of the Ottoman Empire in the Near East after the end of World War I. In these letters Sharif Hussein proposed the creation of an independent Arab state after the fall of the Ottoman Empire and end of World War I. In response, Sir Henry McMahon promised British support for an independent Arab state in return for an Arab revolt against the Ottoman Empire.

As their military efforts against the Ottoman Empire at Gallipoli and in southern Mesopotamia (present-day southern Iraq) came to an unexpected halt, the British resorted to the more devious strategy of fomenting internal rebellions among the sultan’s Arab subjects. Two Arab leaders stood out. The first, Abdulaziz ibn Saud, was the master of Najd in Central Arabia. As the principal protector of the Wahhabi religious movement, Ibn Saud could rally the tribes of central and eastern Arabia against the Ottoman state. However, the British cast their lot with Hussein ibn Ali, also known as Sharif Hussein of Mecca. Claiming direct lineage from the prophet Muhammad, Sharif Hussein and his sons dreamed of carving out a united Arab state from the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire in the Middle East. In negotiations between Sharif Hussein and the British high commissioner in Egypt, Sir Henry McMahon, the British government made a critical promise to Sharif Hussein that if he organized and led a revolt against the Ottoman Empire, after the end of the war the British government would allow the creation of an independent Arab kingdom under his leadership. This promise was the principal reason for Sharif Hussein’s revolt against the Ottoman government.
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Hussein ibn Ali (center) arrives in Amman, Transjordan, on January 18, 1924, where he is greeted by British representative Gen. Peake Pasha. (Library of Congress)

The Arab revolt, which began in June 1916, contributed to the victory of the British over the Ottoman Empire during World War I. By October 1, 1918, an Arab army led by one of Sharif Hussein’s sons, Faisal, had reached Damascus, the capital of the greater Syria province. A month later the Ottoman government agreed to an armistice. Unbeknownst to the Arabs, however, the British, together with their closest ally in Europe, namely the French government, had already negotiated the partition of the Arab Middle East into British and French spheres of influence. In negotiations between Sir Mark Sykes, who represented the British government, and his French counterpart, Charles François Georges Picot, the two European powers had carved the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire into British- and French-administered areas. In November 1917 the British had also promised the Zionist movement their support for the establishment of a “Jewish national home” in Palestine.

Hussein ibn Ali rejected the Versailles Peace Treaty of 1919 to register his opposition to the establishment of French rule over Greater Syria and British rule over Palestine and Iraq. He viewed the British secret agreement with the French as represented by the Sykes-Picot Agreement as a betrayal of the Arabs by the British government. In March 1924 Sharif Hussein proclaimed himself the caliph or the religious and spiritual leader of the Islamic world. In September 1924, with support from the British, Ibn Saud, the ruler of Najd and the political leader of the radical Wahhabi movement, attacked Taif near Mecca. Realizing that he could not defend his territory against the ambitious and ruthless Wahhabi leader, Sharif Hussein abdicated on October 5, 1924. The British transported the humiliated ruler of Hijaz to the island of Cyprus, where Sharif Hussein lived until 1930, when he moved to Amman, Jordan, which was ruled by his son, Abdullah. Sharif Hussein died in Amman in 1931. Sharif Hussein had four sons: Ali, Abdullah, Faisal, and Zayd. Ali became the king of Hijaz after his father’s abdication, but he was forced to abdicate in 1925. Abdullah became the king of Jordan, and Faisal became the king of Iraq.

See also: Battles and Treaties: Balfour Declaration; Sykes-Picot Agreement; Primary Documents: Document 15; Document 16; Document 17
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ibn Abd al-Wahhab, Muhammad (1703–1792)

An 18th-century Muslim Arab scholar and theologian who founded a revivalist religious movement called Wahhabism. The followers of ibn Abd-al-Wahhab are referred to as the Wahhabis, but the Wahhabis call themselves al-Muwahiddun (“the Unitarians”), or those who practice strict monotheism.

Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab was born in 1703 in al-Uyaynah, in the region of Najd in central Arabia (present-day Saudi Arabia). His father was a religious scholar. Under the guidance of his father, ibn Abd al-Wahhab studied the basic tenets of Islam. The young Muhammad traveled to Mecca and Medina, as well as Basra and Baghdad, where he studied Islamic law (sharia), theology, and Sufism. Through his studies ibn Abd al-Wahhab came under the influence of the 14th-century Muslim thinker ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328), and the interpretations of the Hanbali school, the strictest and most rigid of the four Sunni schools of Islamic jurisprudence.

Based on his studies and travels, ibn Abd al-Wahhab concluded that the conditions of the Islamic world in the 18th century resembled those of Arabia before the introduction of Islam by the prophet Muhammad. For devout Muslims, the pre-Islamic era in Arabia, known as jahilliya (period of ignorance), was characterized by greed, corruption, depravity, idolatry, and the absence of monotheism or belief in one god. Ibn Abd al-Wahhab believed that the political weakness and the moral decline of the Muslim community in the 18th century were the direct result of Muslims deviating from the true teachings of Islam and adopting beliefs and practices that were fundamentally opposed to the principles espoused in the Quran, the holy book of Islam. The Ottoman dynasty, which had usurped political power in the name of Sunni Islam, had itself strayed from the original teachings of Islam and therefore could not be legitimately called an Islamic state. Ibn Abd al-Wahhab stressed the importance of following the example set by Muhammad, the prophet of Islam, and focused on eliminating practices that were not grounded in the Quran. For example, he denounced the practice of veneration of saints and their tombs, which was popular among some Sufi orders and Shia Muslims. For ibn Abd al-Wahhab, the worship of saints was a form of idolatry because it was based on the heretical notion that earthly authorities could replicate the power of God. For ibn Abd al-Wahhab, pleas for intercession from earthly beings constituted the very essence of heresy and paganism.

According to ibn Abd al-Wahhab, the remedy for the political and moral decline of Muslim societies was a return to the original teachings of Islam as preached and practiced by Muhammad, the prophet of Islam. The Muslim community had to be re-established on the basis of the Quran and the Islamic law. Muslims had to stop blindly obeying the various interpretations of Islam that were introduced centuries after the death of the prophet. Instead of practicing taqlid, or adherence to a particular tradition or school of Islamic jurisprudence, Muslims were obligated to practice ijtihad, or a rational interpretation of Islamic law based on their own personal study of the Quran.

In 1744 Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab formed an alliance with Muhammad ibn al-Saud (died 1765), the tribal chief of al-Dir’iya (ad-Diriyyah) in the Najd region of Arabia. Ibn Saud committed himself to practicing, protecting, and spreading ibn Abd-al-Wahhab’s vision of Islam. In return, ibn Abd al-Wahhab committed himself to supplying religious legitimization for the ambitious Saudi chief. The marriage of convenience between the ruthless tribal chief and the puritanical religious reformer allowed Ibn Saud to exploit the zeal and passion of the Wahhabi movement to impose his rule over the Arabian Peninsula, while ibn Abd al-Wahhab used the growing military power of the Saudi state as a means of propagating his unique interpretation of Islam and increasing the number of his followers. The territorial expansion of the Saudi state facilitated the spread of Wahhabism and the growing influence of ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s teachings throughout Arabia. The alliance between ibn Saud and ibn Abd al-Wahhab culminated in the sacking of Taif in western Arabia and the occupation of the holy city of Mecca, in 1803. This first Wahhabi campaign of conquest was short-lived, and it was quickly suppressed by the Ottomans through the direct military intervention of Mehmed Ali (Muhammad Ali), the Ottoman governor of Egypt, and his son, Ibrahim Pasha. Wahhabism, however, refused to disappear. With direct support from the British, who maintained a close friendship with the head of the Saudi family, Abd al-Aziz Ibn Saud (1880–1953), the Saudi dynasty returned in triumph after the end of World War I, defeating Sharif Hussein of Mecca, unifying much of the Arabian Peninsula, and establishing the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in 1932. Wahhabism did not, however, find many adherents outside Saudi Arabia until the Saudi monarchy began to invest a massive amount of petrol dollars in the construction of mosques, religious schools, and various Islamic centers abroad, which propagated Wahhabism as the only true form of Islam.

From its very inception, Wahhabism rejected many traditional beliefs and practices of Sunni Islam and declared permissible warfare against all Muslims who disputed the validity of the teachings of its founder, Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab. Due to its insistence on reinstating the practices associated with the Islam of Muhammad, the prophet of Islam, many in the Islamic world and in the West view the teachings of Muhammad ibn Abd-al-Wahhab as archaic, obsolete, and unduly strict, rigid, and intolerant. These critics blame the teachings of Wahhabism and its strict interpretation of Islam for the harsh and oppressive rules and laws introduced by the Saudi state regarding women, non-Muslims, and non-Wahhabi Muslims, particularly the Shia Muslims, who are routinely discriminated against as a minority in Saudi Arabia today.

See also: Beys and Pashas: Mehmed Ali; Rebels: Ibn Saud Family; Sultans: Mahmud II
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Ibn Saud Family

A Muslim Arab tribal family that rose to power in the 18th century and after several attempts established the kingdom of Saudi Arabia in 1932. The Ibn Saud family traces its origins to Muhammad ibn Saud, a charismatic tribal chief from al-Dir’iya (ad-Diriyyah) in the Najd region of Arabia. Because of its distance from the major urban centers and trade routes of Arabia, al-Dir’iya had not been occupied by the Ottomans. In 1744 Muhammad ibn Saud formed an alliance with Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, a religious reformer and scholar who preached a puritanical form of Islam, which would later come to be called Wahhabism. Ibn Saud committed himself to protecting and promoting ibn Abd-al-Wahhab’s stern, austere, harsh, and strict interpretation of Islam. In return, ibn Abd al-Wahhab committed himself to providing religious legitimization for the ambitious Saudi chief. The marriage of convenience between the Saudi tribal chief and the puritanical religious reformer allowed Ibn Saud to exploit the zeal and passion of the Wahhabi movement to impose his rule over Arabia, while ibn Abd al-Wahhab used the growing military power of the Saudi state as a means of propagating his unique interpretation of Islam and increasing the number of his followers. The territorial expansion of the Saudi state facilitated the spread of Wahhabism and the growing influence of ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s teachings throughout Arabia.

After Muhammad ibn Saud died in 1765, he was succeeded by his son, Abd al-Aziz I (r. 1765–1803). The alliance between Abd al-Aziz I and the Wahhabi movement culminated in the invasion of Hijaz in western Arabia. In the last year of Abd al-Aziz’s reign and the first year of the rule of his successor, Saud I (r. 1803–1814), the Saudis captured Mecca and Medina, the first and the second holiest cities in Islam. This first Wahhabi campaign of conquest was short-lived, and it was quickly suppressed by the Ottomans. Recognizing the growing threat posed by the Saudis, the Ottoman sultan, Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839), called on the governor of Egypt, Mehmed Ali (Muhammad Ali), to suppress the Saudis and their Wahhabi allies. Mehmed Ali dispatched a large army led by his son, Ibrahim Pasha, which crushed the Saudis and restored Ottoman rule over the holy cities of Mecca and Medina by 1818.

Though defeated, the Saud family refused to disappear. By 1824 a grandson of Muhammad ibn Saud, Turki (r. 1823–1834), had captured Riyadh, converting the small town into his capital. After the death of Turki’s son Faisal (r. 1834–1838, 1843–1865), a civil war erupted between the contenders to the Saudi throne. After the passage of nearly four decades, Saudi power was restored under the leadership of Abd al-Aziz ibn Saud (1880–1953), a direct descendant of the 18th-century Ibn Saud, who returned from exile in Kuwait to defeat the pro-Ottoman Al Rashid family and re-establish his rule over Riyadh in 1902. Ibn Saud enjoyed a close friendship with the British, who supplied him with funds and guns. During World War I, however, the British chose not Ibn Saud, but another leader, Sharif Hussein of Mecca, to lead an Arab revolt against the Ottoman Empire. Their military, political, and financial support for Sharif Hussein did not prevent the British from maintaining their close alliance with Ibn Saud. After the end of World War I the Al Saud family returned in triumph, defeating Sharif Hussein of Mecca, unifying Arabia, and creating a Saudi monarchy with direct support from the British. Between 1925 and 1932, with military and financial support from the British government, Ibn Saud also attacked and suppressed the radical Wahhabis (i.e., Ikhwan), who demanded relentless and continuous attacks on neighboring countries, including present-day Jordan and Iraq. In 1932 Ibn Saud, who had already unified Najd in central Arabia with Hijaz in western Arabia, Asir in southwestern Arabia, and Al Hasa in eastern Arabia, established the kingdom of Saudi Arabia through a royal decree. Since Ibn Saud’s death in 1953, six of his sons have ruled Saudi Arabia: Saud (r. 1953–1964), Faisal (r. 1964–1975), Khalid (r. 1975–1982), Fahd (r. 1982–2005), Abdullah (r. 2005–2015), and Salman (r. 2015–present). Wahhabism, the sect to which the Saudi royal family belongs, did not find many adherents outside Saudi Arabia until the Saudi monarchy began to invest a massive amount of petrol dollars in the construction of Wahhabi mosques, religious schools, and various Islamic centers across the globe.

See also: Battles and Treaties: Arab Revolt; Sykes-Picot Agreement; Beys and Pashas: Mehmed Ali; Rebels: Hussein ibn Ali and the Hussein-McMahon Correspondence; ibn Abd al-Wahhab, Muhammad
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Karadjordje (Kara George) (1762–1817)

Karadjordje, or Kara George (Black George), is the nickname of Djordje Petrović, the Serbian leader who fought for the independence of Serbia from the Ottoman Empire. He was the founder of the Karadjordjević dynasty. Djordje Petrović was nicknamed Karadjordje because of his dark complexion.

Karadjordje was born into a peasant family in Viševa, Serbia, in 1762. In 1787, after killing a Turk in a quarrel, he fled Serbia for Austria, where he served with distinction in the Austrian army. He fought in Italy and in the Austrian-Ottoman war of 1788–1791. Karadjordje returned to Serbia in 1794 and settled in Topola, where he prospered in trading livestock. In 1804, when the Ottoman governor of Serbia organized an army to suppress a rebellion staged by the local janissaries, Karadjorje joined the Ottoman force as a captain. At a conference that was convened in Orašac in 1804, Karadjordje was elected as the leader of the revolt against the corruption and oppression of the local janissaries. This revolt soon turned into an all-out mass uprising against Ottoman rule in Serbia. The Serbs, led by Karadjordje, defeated the Ottomans. During the war between Russia and the Ottoman Empire in 1807, the Serbian revolutionaries received support from Russia. In 1808, however, as the growing power and influence of Russia began to threaten the Serbian independence movement, the so-called State Council drafted a constitution and declared Karadjordje the first hereditary ruler of Serbia.

In 1812, when Napoleon invaded Russia, the Russian government signed a peace treaty with the Ottoman Empire at Bucharest (present-day capital of Romania) and abandoned the Serbs to their fate. Freed from their war with Russia, the Ottomans organized a military campaign against the Serbian revolutionaries and crushed their rebellion in 1813. Karadjordje had no alternative but to flee Serbia. He first fled to Austria, and from there he traveled to Russia, where he received a warm welcome. In 1814 Karadjordje joined the Greek secret society Philiki Hetairia (Society of Friends/Friendly Society), which was founded by young Phanariote Greeks in Odessa in 1814. In 1815 another Serbian leader, Miloš Obrenović, led the second Serbian uprising against the Ottomans. Obrenović did not, however, allow Karadjordje to return to Serbia. In 1817, after being chosen as the leader of an all-Balkan uprising, Karadjordje returned secretly to Serbia to organize another uprising against the Ottoman Turks. Recognizing the threat posed by his popular rival, Miloš Obrenović ordered the assassination of Karadjordje, who was killed in his sleep in 1817. The murder of Karadjordje ignited a vendetta between the families of Karadjordje and Obrenović, which continued until the assassination of King Aleksander Obrenović in 1903. One of Karadjordje’s sons, Aleksander, ruled as the prince of Serbia from 1842 to 1858, and his grandson, Patar, reigned as the king of Serbia from 1903 to 1918.

See also: Peoples and Cultures: Serbian Orthodox Church; Sultans: Mahmud II; Selim III
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Kastrioti, Gjergj (George). See Skanderbeg.

Skanderbeg (Gjergj [George] Kastrioti) 
(1405–1468)

Gjergj (George) Kastrioti, later known as Skanderbeg (Iskender Bey), was the son of Gjon (John) Kastrioti, the ruler of Emathia in central Albania. As a young man Gjergj was sent to the Ottoman court as a token of his father’s loyalty to the sultan. In the second half of the 14th century, when Murad I (r. 1362–1389) began expanding his territorial possessions in the Balkan Peninsula, Albania became a target of Ottoman aggression. A coalition of Christian states under the leadership of Prince Lazar of Serbia fought the Ottomans but was eventually defeated at Kosovo Polje (Plain of Blackbirds) near Pristina in present-day Kosovo, in 1389. Murad I was killed on the battlefield, but his son and successor, Bayezid I (r. 1389–1402), continued his father’s expansionist policies, pushing the boundaries of the Ottoman sultanate to the borders of Albania. Albanian princes were forced to submit, pay tribute, and demonstrate their loyalty to the Ottoman sultan by sending their sons as hostages to his court in Edirne (Adrianople).

At the Ottoman court, George Kastrioti converted to Islam and received a traditional Ottoman education. He also participated in the Ottoman military campaigns against Serbs and Hungarians, displaying unrivaled courage and bravery on the battlefield, which won him the name Iskender or Skander (Alexander) after Alexander the Great and the rank of bey (hence Skanderbeg or Iskender Bey). When the armies of Ottoman sultan Murad II (1421–1444, 1446–1451) were defeated by the Hungarian general János (John) Hunyadi (1407–1456) at Nish in present-day southeastern Serbia in November 1443, Skanderbeg deserted Ottoman service and returned home to Albania. Once there, he renounced Islam and re-embraced Christianity.
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Statue of the Albanian national hero, George Kastrioti, also known as Skanderbeg, in Tirana, the capital of Albania. (Ross and Helen Photographers/Dreamstime.com)

In 1444 Skanderbeg created a league of Albanian princes, which repeatedly defeated the Ottomans. The Ottoman armies were defeated twice in 1450, then again at the battle of Mokrea in 1453, and yet again in 1456. In September 1457 Skanderbeg scored an impressive victory over the Ottomans west of Mount Tomoritsa, which he followed with the conquest of Satti (Shati) in present-day northwestern Albania in 1459. Skanderbeg and the Ottoman sultan, Mehmed II, agreed to a truce in 1461, but this proved to be short-lived. In 1462 Skanderbeg was back on the battlefield, fighting two successful campaigns against the Ottomans in Dibra in present-day western Macedonia, followed by a successful invasion of Macedonia. Once again a peace treaty was negotiated, in April 1463. Conflict resumed in 1464, with Skanderbeg inflicting defeats on the Ottomans twice in Dibra, followed by yet another victory near Tirana (present-day capital of Albania) in 1465. To the shock of the Ottomans, in 1466 at Kroya (Kruja) in north-central Albania, Skanderbeg attacked and defeated a large Ottoman army led by Mehmed II, the conqueror of Constantinople (Pitcher: 88). In 1467 he repeated his feat, first defeating an Ottoman army led by the Albanian commander Ballaban near Kroya and then repelling Mehmed’s second major campaign to pacify Albania (Pitcher: 88). Considering this extraordinary set of accomplishments and victories, it is not surprising that Skanderbeg was and remains to this day the unchallenged national hero of the Albanian people and a legend in European history. In his battles with the Ottomans, Skanderbeg received assistance from the papacy, Naples, and Venice. He formed a formal alliance with Venice in 1463. Skanderbeg died in January 1468. After his death, Albanian resistance continued for another decade. In 1477 the Ottoman commander Gedik Ahmed Pasha besieged Kroya, Skanderbeg’s birthplace. The town surrendered to the Ottomans in June 1478. Scutari (Shkodër) in northwestern Albania then surrendered to Mehmed in 1479. By 1501 the Ottomans had pacified much of the territory of present-day Albania.

See also: Peoples and Cultures: Albania and Albanians; Sultans: Mehmed II
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Tasvir-i Efka-r (Representation of Opinions)

A reformist newspaper, first published in Istanbul by the Ottoman writer and poet Ibrahim Şinasi (Shinasi) in 1862. The publication of Tasvir-i Efkar marks the beginning of a new era in the intellectual development of Ottoman society. It was the first Turkish language newspaper to introduce modern political and literary ideas to its readers, while at the same time openly criticizing the policies of the Ottoman government during the era of Tanzimat (1839–1876). The appearance of Tasvir-i Efkar also signaled the introduction of a new and accessible Turkish language that broke away from the highly formal and stylized Ottoman Turkish of the ruling elite, which was heavily influenced by and imbued with Arabic and Persian loan words and grammatical constructs. Şinasi and his colleagues, who were called Young Ottomans (Yeni Osmanlilar), viewed prose and poetry not as hobbies for the enjoyment of members of the educated elite, but as indispensable tools to be utilized in educating the masses and transforming the moral, educational, and intellectual state of Ottoman society. To establish a direct link to the common people, Şinasi used a simplified and accessible Turkish, which could be easily understood by ordinary folks.

In 1863 the Ottoman author, poet, and playwright Namik Kemal joined Şinasi at Tasvir-i Efkar. In 1865 Şinasi left Istanbul for Paris. In his absence Namik Kemal assumed the editorship of Tasvir-i Efkar and intensified the newspaper’s attacks on the statesmen of Tanzimat and what he perceived to be their authoritarian approach to politics. To neutralize Namik Kemal and put a stop to the relentless criticism that Tasvir-i Efkar was directing against the state, the Ottoman government appointed the newspaper’s editor as the deputy governor of Erzurum in eastern Anatolia. Instead of accepting this post, however, Namik Kemal chose exile over co-option and silence: he left Istanbul for Paris in 1867. In Namik Kemal’s absence, Recaizade (Rejaizade) Mahmud Ekrem assumed the leadership of Tasvir-i Efkar, but he could not resist the mounting pressure from the government to shut down the dangerous newspaper.

As members of a new generation of young Ottoman intellectuals, the patriotic and liberal- minded Ibrahim Şinasi (Ibrahim Shinasi) and Namik Kemal used Tasvir-i Efkar to criticize the despotic policies of the leaders of the Tanzimat and their appeasing attitude toward the predatory European powers. Their response to the growing sense of ethnic and linguistic nationalism among the Christian subjects of the sultan in the Balkans was to promote a new sense of Ottoman patriotism. They believed that the Ottoman Empire was the fatherland of all communities living under the authority of the sultan. In order for the empire to preserve its territorial integrity, the diverse communities living within its boundaries had to enjoy the right to participate in its daily political life as equal citizens of the state. A parliamentary system of government was the only vehicle through which the diverse peoples of the Ottoman Empire could be unified as an integrated political community.

The Young Ottomans also advocated Islamic unity and the modernization of the Ottoman state as the principal means through which the empire’s independence and territorial integrity could be preserved. Concerned with the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire, humiliated by the inability of the state to defend itself against foreign aggression, and inspired by the unification of Germany and Italy, the Young Ottomans believed it was necessary to modernize the political, military, and economic institutions of the empire. At the same time, they agreed on the need to retain their society’s basic Islamic characteristics (Hourani: 103–107; Lewis: 138–139; Shaw: 2:130–131). For the Young Ottomans, it was necessary that the Ottoman state not only introduce modern political institutions such as a parliament, but also assume a leading role in unifying and guiding the rest of the Islamic world as it struggled to maintain its independence.
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Urabi, Ahmad Pasha (1840–1911)

Urabi Pasha was an Egyptian officer who led a popular nationalist movement against British intervention in Egypt. His nationalism, as reflected in the slogan “Egypt for Egyptians,” won him great popularity among Egyptian intellectuals and army officers, who resented Egypt’s non-Arab/non-Egyptian ruling dynasty and opposed intervention by European imperial powers, particularly the British and the French, in the internal affairs of their country. In 1882 Urabi Pasha went to war with the British to preserve the independence of his country, but ironically his nationalist movement provided the justification for the British to invade and occupy Egypt. For nearly 74 years, from 1882 to 1952, the British ruled Egypt first informally, and after 1914, as a protectorate.

Urabi was born into an Egypt burning with anger and resentment toward its ruling dynasty and European intervention. During the reigns of Khedive Said (r. 1854–1864) and Khedive Ismail (r. 1864–1879), the Egyptian government granted numerous concessions to European banks and governments and received high-interest loans to pay for the expensive lifestyles of its rulers. These loans eventually forced Egypt into bankruptcy, providing European powers, particularly the British and the French, with the pretext to intervene in the name of reorganizing the country’s finances. They seized control of the collection of taxes by administering customs houses and the railway system.

Urabi was born in 1840 in Horiyeh, a village near Zaqaziq in the Nile River delta northeast of Cairo. He was the son of a local sheikh. At the age of 12 Urabi went to Cairo to study at al-Azhar, one of the most prestigious centers of higher learning in the Islamic world. After studying at Azhar for two years, he was conscripted into the Egyptian army at the age of 14. He began his military career as a clerk in the Egyptian army. He rose to the rank of lieutenant when he was 17, became a captain by the age of 18, and was a lieutenant colonel at 19. Urabi participated in the Egyptian-Ethiopian war of 1875–1876.

Until the second half of the 19th century the officer class in Egypt was the exclusive domain of the Turks and Circassians, who hailed from the powerful Ottoman and Mamluk families that had ruled Egypt for centuries. These Turks and Circassians were resented by native Egyptians, particularly those Egyptian officers who were denied the opportunity to rise into the higher ranks. Urabi began his career in politics as an opponent of Khedive Ismail. Ismail opposed the promotion of Egyptian officers to positions of power in the Egyptian military hierarchy, favoring instead an army dominated by Turkish and Circassian officers. Opposed to the domination of the Turkish and Circassian officers, who held the highest and the most important posts in the Egyptian army, Urabi joined a secret society organized by Egyptian officers. In 1881 Urabi led a revolt against the Egyptian ruler, Khedive Tawfiq (Tewfik). In 1882 British intervention and a dispute over the prerogatives of the Egyptian assembly regarding budgetary issues resulted in the formation of a nationalist government led by Mahmud Sami al-Barudi. Urabi was appointed minister of war. His popularity reached a new height when he adopted the slogan “Egypt for Egyptians.”
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The Egyptian army officer, Ahmad Urabi Pasha, led a nationalist movement, which expressed the opposition of the Egyptian people to growing British control of the country. (Ridpath, John Clark. Ridpath’s History of the World, 1901)

In May 1882 the European powers demanded the dismissal of al-Barudi and Urabi. Al-Barudi resigned, but Urabi refused to step down from his post. Anti-European demonstrations erupted in Alexandria in June. The British responded by dispatching their naval forces. The British fleet bombarded Alexandria in July 1882. The weak and incompetent Tawfiq escaped and sought refuge with the British fleet. The khedive also denounced Urabi as a rebel and a traitor. That declaration by Tawfiq provided the British with the convenient justification to land their forces in Alexandria in August. Urabi tried to rally his forces against Tawfiq and the British, denouncing the khedive as a traitor and a puppet of the English infidels. Determined to use Urabi’s rebellion as an excuse to impose their rule over Egypt, the British marched toward Cairo. On September 13, 1882, Urabi’s forces were defeated at Tall al-Kabir (Tell el-Kebir) by the British. Urabi was captured, court-marshaled, and condemned to death. The death sentence was commuted a short time later to exile in Ceylon (present-day Sri Lanka). Urabi returned to Egypt in 1901. He died in Cairo in 1911.

The Ottoman sultan Abdülhamid II could not challenge the British occupation of Egypt. Instead, the Ottomans and the British reached an agreement on the fiction of the Ottoman sultan’s suzerainty over Egypt, and an Ottoman and a British commissioner were assigned responsibility to advise the khedive. Regardless of these formal arrangements, however, the British were now the true masters of Egypt, a country they would dominate for the next seven decades. In 1914, after the commencement of World War I, the British threw out the pretense of Ottoman sovereignty and declared Egypt a protectorate.
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Young Turks

A coalition of reform-minded intellectuals, army officers, and underground committees and groups, which opposed the autocratic rule of the Ottoman sultan Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909) and advocated the establishment of a constitutional form of government. In 1908 the Young Turks seized power and introduced a series of modernization projects to prevent the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire. Despite their best efforts, however, the Ottoman state continued to decline and lose territory to predatory European powers and states, which coveted various areas of the empire for themselves. After 1913 the Young Turks adopted an increasingly authoritarian approach, culminating with the rise of a triumvirate of Enver Pasha, Talat Pasha, and Cemal (Jemal) Pasha. It was this triumvirate that made the Ottoman Empire enter World War I as an ally of Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, resulting ultimately in the defeat and collapse of the Ottoman state in 1918. It was also during the reign of the Young Turks that over one million Armenians were subjected to deportation from their ancient homeland. The attack on the Armenian communities of the empire resulted in the death and destruction of a significant portion of the Armenian community, particularly those who lived in Anatolia.

Despite his best efforts to modernize Ottoman society, Sultan Abdülhamid II could not neutralize the opposition of the secular-minded intelligentsia and young army officers who opposed his authoritarian rule. In a government where power was the exclusive domain of an absolutist monarch and a small clique of loyal, obedient, and traditionally minded government officials, the members of the modern educated class, who served in the army and the bureaucracy, felt excluded and marginalized. On May 21, 1889, a small group of students at the army medical school organized the Ittihad-i Osmani Cemiyeti (Ittihad-i Osmani Jemiyeti) (Ottoman Unity Society), which became the nucleus of the Ittihad ve Terakki Cemiyeti (Ittihad ve Terakki Jemiyeti) or Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), a secret society that for the next two decades would lead the movement to establish a constitutional form of government. The “Union” referred to in the name of the CUP was the unity of all ethnic, linguistic, and religious groupings under a constitutional system of government. The Young Turks believed that only a constitutional form of government, under which the people of the Ottoman Empire were treated not as the subjects of an autocratic sultan, but as citizens enjoying equal rights and legal protections before the law, could save the empire from further disintegration.

By 1896 the CUP, which recruited primarily young, urban, and educated civil servants, army officers, teachers, and students, had accumulated sufficient organizational strength to plan a coup against Sultan Abdülhamid II (Shaw: 2:257). However, the plot was discovered and smashed by the sultan’s secret police. Although many conspirators were arrested and sent to the remote corners of the empire, some managed to flee to European countries, particularly France and Switzerland, where they joined the antigovernment intellectuals who were already publishing newspapers critical of Abdülhamid’s autocratic rule. Thus, the opposition that was neutralized inside the empire found a voice in the émigré community in Europe. The leaders of the movement that came to be called the Young Turks believed in the restoration of the 1876 constitution and insisted that the preservation of the empire depended on guaranteeing equal rights for all subjects of the Ottoman state. The Young Turks believed that the establishment of a constitutional government would neutralize the national aspirations of the non-Turkish minorities, allowing them to identify themselves as members of the larger Ottoman family (Ahmad: 16). They had concluded that the alienation of the Christian subjects of the sultan was caused by the absence of political rights and corrupt administrative practices. If the Ottoman government provided constitutional rights to its citizens and eliminated corruption, then the empire could be saved (Ahmad: 16). Beyond these commonly shared principles, however, a great deal of divergence and conflict existed within the movement. Indeed, the Young Turk movement in Europe was internally fragmented. One wing was led by Ahmed Riza, a former civil servant who emerged as the most prominent Young Turk leader after he fled to France in 1889 (Ahmad: 177). A devout follower of the French thinker Auguste Comte (1798–1857) and his positivist philosophy, Ahmed Riza, who published the newspaper Meșveret (Meshveret; Consultation), was an ardent materialist, scientist, and atheist who refused to appeal to popular religious sentiments as a means of organizing the masses against the sultan. One rival was Murad Bey, the publisher of the antigovernment newspaper Mizan (Balance) and the head of the Geneva branch of Young Turks, who challenged Ahmed Riza’s leadership and emphasized the need to preserve the movement’s Islamic identity. As a nationalist Ahmed Riza believed in a strong centralized state and rejected the idea of foreign intervention as the means of removing Abdülhamid from the throne, while another faction within the CUP, led by Prince Sabaheddin (Sabaheddin Bey), advocated a decentralized form of government and agreed with the Armenian faction within the CUP that foreign intervention could be used as a legitimate means of overthrowing the sultan’s autocratic rule (Finkel: 505–506).

In 1905 and 1906 the opposition reorganized itself, particularly in Salonika, where a secret organization managed to recruit a significant number of army officers stationed in the Balkans and particularly in Macedonia. In sharp contrast to the liberal-minded Young Turk leaders in Europe, many of the young army officers who joined the opposition came from the Balkans, where they had experienced firsthand the disintegration of the empire. Many were the children of the Ottoman borderlands, where they had lived or served as members of the Muslim minority side by side with non-Turkish, non-Muslim communities and had witnessed how the Christian subjects of the sultan had revolted successfully against the Ottoman Empire with the financial and military support of the European powers. Any illusion that the Christian communities of the empire wished to live side by side with the Muslim subjects of the sultan and remain loyal to the authority of the Ottoman state had evaporated in front of their eyes.

Revolution came from Macedonia in July 1908, when army officers loyal to the CUP staged an uprising, demanding the restoration of the 1876 constitution (Shaw: 2:266–267). After a fainthearted effort to suppress the rebellion, Abdülhamid concluded that resistance was futile. On July 23 he restored constitutional rule and ordered parliamentary elections (Ahmed: 12). Although the Young Turk movement had aimed at ending the autocratic rule of Abdülhamid, the sultan was not removed from the throne. Shortly after the victory of the revolution, the Austro-Hungarian Empire formally annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina, which had maintained its nominal affiliation with the empire by accepting the suzerainty of the sultan (Jelavich: 215–216). Greece annexed the island of Crete, while Bulgaria unified with Eastern Rumelia, which had remained an autonomous province under the nominal rule of the Ottoman sultan (Zürcher: 104).

Aside from Abdülhamid and his supporters, the new constitutional regime had other formidable opponents. Prince Sabaheddin and his liberal pro-British faction opposed the more authoritarian elements in the CUP, who advocated centralization of power. The urban religious classes such as the şeyhs and dervishes, as well as students from religious schools, viewed the leadership of the CUP as secular atheists who were trying to limit the power of the sultan/caliph by introducing alien European rules and laws, thereby undermining Islamic law. On April 12, 1909, army divisions that had recently been brought from Macedonia to Istanbul rose in rebellion and were joined by students from religious schools (Mango: 86–87). The demonstrators marched to the parliament, where they demanded the dismissal of the grand vizier and the president of the chamber of deputies, Ahmed Riza. They also called on the government to replace a number of CUP officers and banish several deputies from Istanbul. Finally, they called for the restoration of Islamic law and asked for amnesty for the troops who had mutinied (Shaw: 2:280). The government in Istanbul panicked, unsure how to respond. Every effort had to be made to avoid bloodshed and infighting between pro- and anti-CUP army units. By April 15 the troops loyal to the CUP, particularly those stationed in Macedonia led by Mahmud Șevket (Shevket) Pasha, and primarily Albanian units headed by Niyazi Bey, struck back and began to march toward the capital, using the Ottoman railway system to transport their troops. Despite a last-ditch effort by the government to delay their entry into the capital, the pro-CUP divisions entered Istanbul without confronting any armed resistance. On April 27 the two chambers of parliament deposed Abdülhamid and replaced him with his younger brother, who ascended the throne as Mehmed (Zürcher: 98) V. A new era in Ottoman politics had been inaugurated. The center of power had shifted once again, this time from the palace to the army, the bureaucracy, and the parliament.

There were other political transformations, too. Although the CUP dominated both the government and the parliament, the Ottoman army emerged as the most powerful institution within the state. Neither the cabinet nor the CUP and the parliament could challenge the power of the army and its commander, Mahmud Șevkat Pasha, who had saved them from political extinction (Zürcher: 99–100). The army allowed the CUP to dominate the legislative branch and introduce new laws that significantly cut the budget for the palace and restricted the power of the sultan by granting him only the right to appoint the grand vizier and the şeyhülislam. In return, the CUP let the army do what it wanted as it undertook the purging of the senior commanders and officers who had served Abdülhamid (Zürcher: 100). The growing power of junior officers who were rising in rank and their interference in the political life of the empire allowed the opposition to reorganize. Initially, the army and the CUP did not prevent the creation of new political parties, including the Ottoman Socialist Party. However, as the new parties coalesced into a unified opposition, the army and the CUP felt compelled to act. The Albanian uprising, which began on April 1, 1910, and the assassination of the influential journalist Ahmed Samim on June 10, who had criticized the CUP, energized the opposition parties.

In October 1911 Italy invaded Libya by landing troops in Tripoli and Benghazi (Jelavich: 216). The grand vizier and his cabinet were forced to resign as the opposition forces unified in a coalition, which included both conservative and liberal parties. The CUP responded by dissolving the parliament and calling for new elections. Massive fraud and intimidation allowed the CUP to win the majority of seats in the new parliament (Zürcher: 103). Despite the convening of the new CUP-dominated parliament, the political situation continued to deteriorate. The central government was so weak that it failed to respond effectively to growing unrest in Albania, the uprising of Imam Yahya in Yemen, and the Italian invasion and occupation of Libya (Zürcher: 105–106). To their credit, a group of Ottoman officers affiliated with the CUP and under the leadership of Major Enver (later Enver Pasha) rushed to Libya and with assistance from the Sanusiya religious order organized a defense against the Italian occupiers. An Italian attack on the Dardanelles and the occupation of the Dodecanese islands in May 1912, however, forced the Ottoman government to sue for peace. (Zürcher: 105–106)

The Italian victory emboldened the neighboring Balkan states, which had been waiting for an opportunity to invade and occupy the remaining Ottoman provinces in Europe. After a series of negotiations, Serbia and Bulgaria formed an alliance in March 1912 (Jelavich: 216–217). Shortly afterward, in May, Bulgaria signed a similar agreement with Greece (Zürcher: 106). Finally, in October Serbia and Montenegro formed an alliance (Zürcher: 106). Using the imperial rhetoric of European powers, the four Balkan states demanded the implementation of fundamental reforms in Macedonia, knowing full well that they were weaving a convenient justification for their joint invasion of Ottoman territory (Zürcher: 106). On October 8 the Balkan states dropped their pretense and declared war. The Bulgarians soon defeated the Ottomans, on October 22–24 and again on October 22–November 2, followed by a Serbian victory at the battle of Kumanovo on October 23–24 (Zürcher: 107). The Greeks entered Salonika on November 8. In the absence of a unified command, the Ottomans were forced either to retreat or to take defensive positions. The major urban centers of the empire in Europe (Edirne, Janina, and Shkodër) were surrounded by the invading Balkan armies. By December the Ottoman government sued for peace. As the discussions dragged on in London, Bulgaria demanded the city of Edirne. This was too much for a group of young officers in Istanbul, who staged a military coup on January 23, 1913, killing the minister of war and forcing the grand vizier to resign. The former commander of the army, Mahmud Șevket Pasha, assumed the post of grand vizier and minister of war (Zürcher: 108). When news of the coup in Istanbul reached London, the Balkan states resumed their military campaigns. Despite a promise to adopt an offensive posture, the new government in Istanbul failed to repulse the Bulgarian forces, which captured Edirne on March 28, or the Serbs, who seized Shkodër on April 22. On May 30 the Ottoman government was forced to sign the Treaty of London, which resulted in the loss of much of its territory in Europe, including the city of Edirne. Disaster seemed to be complete with the murder of the new grand vizier, Mahmud Șevket Pasha, on June 11.
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Enver Bey (Enver Pasha) speaking to the British military attaché in Istanbul, Lieutenant Colonel Tyrrel, after the victory of the January 1913 coup d’état. (Photo12/UIG/Getty Images)

Fortunately for the Ottomans, intense rivalries and jealousies among the Balkan states erupted shortly after the signing of the Treaty of London. Romania, which had not participated in the war, demanded territory from Bulgaria. The Greeks and Serbs also expressed dissatisfaction with the division of territory in Macedonia. As the negotiations for the creation of an anti-Bulgarian alliance began, Bulgaria attacked Serbia, which ignited a new Balkan war between the victors of the first one. The Ottomans used the opportunity to recapture Edirne under the leadership of Enver, forcing Bulgaria to sign the Treaty of Constantinople on September 29, 1913 (Zürcher: 108). The military coup of January 1913 brought the government under the control of the CUP, which soon began suppressing the activities of opposition parties with arrests and death sentences. As the CUP began to consolidate its power over the organs of the state, a triumvirate comprised of Cemal Pasha, Enver Pasha, and Talat Pasha began to rule the empire with support of an inner circle, which represented the various factions within the CUP. With the clouds of war gathering over Europe, the beleaguered Ottoman government appraised its various options, none of which looked very promising, given the predatory nature of the European powers. Then, on August 2, 1914, the Ottoman Empire signed a secret treaty of alliance with Germany. According to this treaty, the Ottoman Empire and Germany agreed “to observe strict neutrality” in the “conflict between Austria-Hungary and Serbia” (Hurewitz: 2:1–2). However, “in the event that Russia should intervene with active military measures and thus should pose a threat to Germany,” this threat “would also come into force for Turkey” (Hurewitz: 2:1–2). In the case of a threat or a war, Germany committed itself to defending the Ottoman Empire by “force of arms” (Hurewitz: 2:1–2).

The decision to enter the war on the side of Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire brought the Ottoman state into open military confrontation with France, czarist Russia, and the British Empire, which used the hostilities to terminate the nominal suzerainty of the Ottoman Empire over Egypt, depose Khedive Abbas Hilmi II, and establish a protectorate over the country on December 18, 1914 (Hurewitz: 2: 5–7). The British also annexed the island of Cyprus and occupied Basra in southern Iraq.

During World War I the Ottoman armies made important contributions to the war efforts of the Central Powers. Ottoman troops fought Russian forces in eastern Anatolia. They also fought and defeated the British and French forces at Gallipoli. In Mesopotamia the Ottoman armies initially managed to delay and defeat the British forces that were advancing toward Baghdad. As the war progressed, however, the policies of the CUP-dominated government caused enormous dissatisfaction and suffering in various provinces of the empire. These policies contributed significantly to the growing alienation of the non-Turkish population from the central government in Istanbul.

The Turkish nationalist ideology of the Young Turks alienated a group of Arab leaders, who revolted against the authority of the Ottoman state. This Arab revolt, which was backed by the British, hoped to create an independent Arab state after the end of World War I. After World War I began, many Armenian officers serving in the Ottoman army also defected and joined the Russians, with the hope that the defeat and collapse of the Ottoman Empire would fulfill the dream of establishing an independent Armenian state. These defections were followed by an uprising of the Armenians in the city of Van in April 1915. Alarmed by the popularity of the Armenian national movement, the central committee of the CUP adopted a policy of forcibly relocating the Armenian population to Syria. Starting in May 1915, virtually the entire Armenian population of central and eastern Anatolia were removed from their homes. This policy was then replicated in western Anatolia. Hundreds of thousands of Armenians perished from starvation, disease, and exposure, and many more were brutalized by Ottoman army units and irregular Kurdish regiments, who robbed, raped, and killed the defenseless refugees. The deportation of the Armenian population was designed and carried out by a small inner circle within the CUP’s central committee known as Teşkilat-i Mahsusa (Teshkilat-i Mahsusa) or Special Organization, which operated under the Ottoman ministry of defense beginning in January 1914.

For the Ottomans, World War I came to an end when British troops supported by Arab fighters under the leadership of Emir Faisal entered Damascus in August 1918. The British had already occupied Baghdad on March 11 and Jerusalem on December 9, 1917. The three Young Turk leaders, Enver Pasha, Talat Pasha, and Cemal Pasha, fled Istanbul for Berlin. The Ottoman Empire sued for peace in October 1918.
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Abdülaziz (1830–1876)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1861 to 1876. He was born on February 8, 1830. His father, Mahmud II, was the sultan of the Ottoman Empire from 1808 to 1839. His mother was Pertevniyal Valide Sultan. Abdülaziz ascended the Ottoman throne after his brother, Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid), died in 1861. A highly educated sultan, Abdülaziz had studied Arabic, Persian, and French in addition to music, poetry, and calligraphy. In 1867 Abdülaziz became the first Ottoman sultan to travel to Europe. He first visited France after receiving an invitation from Napoleon III to attend the Paris Exhibition. He then visited England, where he was received by Queen Victoria and Edward, Prince of Wales. On his visit to Belgium he was welcomed by King Leopold II. He was subsequently received by the king and queen of Prussia in Koblenz on the banks of the Rhine and by the emperor of the Austro-Hungarian Empire in Vienna.

The reforms known as Tanzimat (reorganization), initiated by Sultan Abdülmecid, continued for another decade during the reign of Abdülaziz. The most powerful statesmen of the Tanzimat period, Fuad Pasha and Āli Pasha, who had risen to power and prominence during the reign of Abdülmecid, continued to play a central role in implementing new reform measures during the first decade of Abdülaziz’s reign. These reforms focused primarily on the introduction of a provincial law code and the creation of a state council, as well as a ministry of justice. While the statesmen of Tanzimat were modernizing (i.e., Europeanizing) the Ottoman Empire’s legal and administrative structure, Abdülaziz focused his energy on the construction of a modern Ottoman flotilla and the expansion of railroads in Anatolia.

During Abdülaziz’s reign the Ottoman Empire continued to face new nationalist uprisings, which had begun during the reigns of Selim III (r. 1789–1807) and Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839) with revolutions in Serbia and Greece. In May 1866 a revolt erupted on the island of Crete. While the Muslim community on the island remained loyal to the sultan, the much larger Greek community favored union of the island with mainland Greece. Greek nationalists began to recruit volunteers to join the battle against Ottoman forces stationed on the island. The Russian government used the revolt on the island as a pretext to call upon the European powers to intervene and secure the separation of Crete from the Ottoman Empire and ensure its union with Greece. The European powers, however, refused to intervene. The failure of the Greek nationalists to mobilize European support allowed the Ottoman government to restore order by 1868.
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Ottoman Sultan Abdülaziz (r. 1861–1876), ca. 1870. (Henry Guttmann/Getty Images)

It was not the uprising on the island of Crete, but rather the revolt of the Slavic subjects of the sultan backed by Russia, that ultimately ended Ottoman rule in the Balkans. Acting as the centers of Pan-Slavic agitation, Serbia and Montenegro provided support and inspiration to the protests against Ottoman administrative mismanagement and corruption in neighboring Bosnia-Herzegovina, directing them toward a more nationalistic and Pan-Slavist agenda. Their hope was to overthrow Ottoman rule and cleanse the area of Muslim presence and influence, thus creating a greater Serbian state (Zürcher: 56). The conflict in Bosnia-Herzegovina erupted in 1874 and 1875, allowing Serbia and Montenegro to intervene and declare war on the Ottoman Empire. The Ottoman government failed to suppress the revolts in Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1875 and in Bulgaria in 1876. Facing bankruptcy and humiliation on the battlefields of southeastern Europe, a group of statesmen took matters into their own hands and began to plan a coup.

The era of Tanzimat had been dominated by government officials who had received their education and training at the Translation Office followed by service at Ottoman embassies in European capitals. Under the leadership of Mustafa Reșid (Reshid) Pasha and his protégés, Fuad Pasha and Āli Pasha, the center of power had shifted from the palace to the Porte, particularly the ministry of foreign affairs. After the death of Āli Pasha in September 1871, Sultan Abdülaziz became increasingly involved in running the everyday affairs of the empire, thus introducing an element of chaos. Then, in the early hours of May 30, 1876, a small group of officials and army commanders, led by the reform-minded statesman Midhat Pasha, carried out a peaceful military coup (Davison: 335–338). The coup leaders brought a nephew of Abdülaziz, Prince Murad, out of his residence to the ministry of war and declared him the new sultan. The legality of the putsch was provided by the şeyhülislam, Hayrullah Effendi, whose fetva of deposition justified the coup on the grounds of Abdülaziz’s “mental derangement, ignorance of political affairs, diversion of public revenues to private expenditure, and conduct generally injurious to state and community” (Davison: 336).

On June 4, five days after the accession of Murad V to the throne, the news of Abdülaziz’s sudden death was announced to a shocked populace. The body of the former sultan was discovered in his private bedroom, his wrists slashed with a pair of scissors. A rumor spread that the deposed sultan had been murdered. To defuse the rumors of assassination, the government called on physicians from several European embassies in Istanbul to examine the body and offer their medical opinions on the cause of death, which was officially declared a suicide. These events profoundly affected the new sultan, Murad V, who suffered a nervous breakdown. This development forced Midhat Pasha and his colleagues to depose Murad in favor of his brother, who ascended the Ottoman throne as Abdülhamid II.

Abdülaziz had 13 children. One of his children, Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid), served as the last caliph of the Ottoman Empire, between 1922 and 1924. In 1924 Abdülmecid and the remaining members of the Ottoman dynasty were exiled from Turkey.
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Abdülhamid I (1725–1789)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1774 to 1789. Born in 1725, Abdülhamid was the son of the Ottoman sultan Ahmed III, who ruled the empire from 1703 to 1730. Abdülhamid I ascended the throne upon the death of his brother, Mustafa III (r. 1757–1774), in January 1774. Prior to his ascent to the Ottoman throne, Abdülhamid I had lived in palace confinement (kafes, literally meaning the cage) for 49 years. During his reign Abdülhamid, who was appalled by the performance of Ottoman armies, tried to introduce reforms in both the Ottoman army and navy. These reforms, however, were confined to the introduction of new weapons and advisers. The sultan recruited European military trainers and advisers without requiring them to convert to Islam. Resistance from the conservative ulema and the janissary corps prevented him from introducing a new military based on modern training and organization.

Abdülhamid I inherited an empire in chaos and decline. Internal rebellions in Syria, Egypt, and Morea (Peloponnese Peninsula in southern Greece) were challenging the authority of the Ottoman central government. The weakness of the Ottoman state emboldened Russia and the Habsburgs, but also rejuvenated Iran. Iran, which had undergone its own civil war after the assassination of Nader Shah (r. 1736–1747), challenged Ottoman rule in eastern Anatolia and southern Iraq. The new ruler of Iran, Karim Khan Zand (r. 1760–1779), was anxious to expand Iran’s commercial ties with European states, in particular with the British in India. In his search for a port city that could serve as Iran’s gateway to the Persian Gulf, Karim Khan dispatched his troops under the command of his brother, Sadeq Khan, against Basra in present-day southern Iraq. After a siege of 13 months, the town surrendered in April 1776. Karim Khan’s army remained in control of Basra until his death and the beginning of another civil war, which forced the Iranian garrison to evacuate the port in 1779.

In Europe the Ottoman armies were defeated and humiliated by czarist Russia. The Russo-Ottoman War of 1768–1774 demonstrated the superiority of Russian armies, which by 1774 had reached Varna in present-day eastern Bulgaria on the Black Sea coast. Successful suppression of the Pugachev rebellion allowed the empress of Russia, Catherine the Great (r. 1762–1796), to unleash her armies against the Ottoman Empire. By summer 1774 the Ottomans had no choice but to sue for peace. According to the Treaty of Küçük Kaynarca (Kuchuk Kaynarja), signed between Russia and the Ottoman Empire in July 1774, the Crimea gained its independence. The Russians intended to install their puppet, Șahin (Shahin) Giray, as the new khan of Crimea, but the Ottomans tried to overthrow him by sending the pro-Ottoman Tatar leader Selim Giray and his army back to Crimea. In response, the Russians attacked and destroyed the Ottoman-backed Tatar army in March 1778, forcing Abdülhamid I to accept Crimean independence under Șahin Giray in January 1779 (Aksan: 174–176).

The Tatar khan was a weak leader who only could rule with the support of his Russian master. In July 1783 Russia annexed Crimea. The Ottoman government, which could no longer mount an effective offensive against European powers, agreed to the Russian conquest of Crimea in January 1784 (Aksan: 184). With the establishment of direct Russian rule, tens of thousands of Crimean Tatars, who refused to live under Russian rule, fled their homeland, seeking refuge in the Ottoman Empire.

The Ottoman grand vizier Halil Hamid Pasha (1782–1785) tried to use the internal rebellions in provinces, as well as the humiliating losses to Russia, as the impetus for introducing reforms. His attempts were rebuffed, however, by a coalition of powerful forces that included the ulema and the janissaries, who viewed his reforms as a direct threat to their privileges. His reforms were denounced as an attempt to abandon traditional Ottoman institutions in favor of newly imported innovations from Christian Europe. In addition, the grand vizier was accused of plotting against the sultan. Halil Hamid Pasha believed that the only way to withstand the European onslaught was to strengthen the power and the authority of the central government by implementing reforms, including the creation of a new engineering school and a new fortification school as well as the modernization and expansion of the rapid-fire artillery corps, which had been trained originally by French military advisers. Despite his best efforts, the grand vizier fell victim to court intrigues and was subsequently executed in March 1785 (Shaw: 1:257).

A new war with Russia and the Habsburgs, which began in 1788, resulted in a series of military defeats, but the empire was saved from further losses by the rivalries among the European powers, as well as by the French Revolution that erupted in 1789. The Habsburgs captured Bosnia, parts of Moldavia, and eventually Belgrade in October 1789, while the Russians occupied Akkerman and entered Bucharest (present-day capital of Romania) in November. The Ottomans could neither organize a counteroffensive nor maintain their defenses. Sultan Abdülhamid I died in April 1789. He was succeeded by Selim III (r. 1789 to 1807).
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Abdülhamid II (1842–1918)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1876 to 1909. Born in 1842, he was the son of Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid), who ruled the Ottoman Empire from 1839 to 1861. He ascended the throne after his brother, Murad V, was deposed. Abdülhamid II began his reign by supporting the first Ottoman constitution, which had been introduced by the reform-minded statesman Midhat Pasha. Soon, however, the sultan disbanded the parliament and dismissed Midhat, sending him into exile in February 1877, an event that was soon followed by a Russian declaration of war, on April 24.
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Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909) was the last autocratic sultan to rule the Ottoman Empire. (Library of Congress)

The Ottoman armies under the command of Gāzi Osman Pasha fought heroically and delayed the Russian forces for several months at Plevna in Bulgaria, but by December the czarist army was encamped a mere 12 kilometers outside the Ottoman capital, Istanbul (Zürcher: 74). On March 3, 1878, the Ottoman Empire was forced to sign the Treaty of San Stefano with Russia. The treaty called for the establishment of an autonomous Bulgarian state, stretching from the Black Sea to the Aegean. Serbia, Romania, and Montenegro also were recognized as independent states, while Russia received the districts of Batumi, Kars, and Ardahan in eastern Anatolia. In addition, the Ottoman government promised to introduce fundamental reforms in Thessaly and Armenia. Such rapid expansion of Russian power in the Balkans and the Caucasus convinced the European powers to intervene and insist on a peace conference, which would partition the Balkan provinces of the Ottoman Empire in such a way as to prevent the emergence of Russia as the dominant power in the region.

The Congress of Berlin, which began in June 1878, was a turning point in the history of the Ottoman Empire. When the Congress ended its work a month later, the Ottoman Empire was no longer a political and military power in southeastern Europe. The Ottomans lost 8 percent of their territory and 4.5 million of their population (Finkel: 491; Shaw: 2:191). The majority of those who left the empire were Christians, while tens of thousands of Muslim refugees from the Balkans and the Caucasus fled into the interior of the empire. The large Bulgarian state that had been created at the Treaty of San Stefano was divided into three separate entities (Shaw: 2:190–191). The region north of the Balkan Mountains and the area around Sofia were combined into a new autonomous Bulgarian principality that would recognize the suzerainty of the sultan, but for all practical purposes acted as a Russian satellite. The region lying between the Rhodope and Balkan Mountains was established as a semiautonomous region under its own Christian governor, who was to be appointed by the sultan and supervised by European powers. The third area, corresponding with Thrace and Macedonia, remained under Ottoman rule (Jelavich: 360). The Congress of Berlin did not provide Greece with any new territory. Instead, the European powers asked that Greece and the Ottoman Empire enter into negotiations to establish their future boundaries. Austria was granted the right to occupy and administer Bosnia-Herzegovina as well as the sancāk (sanjāk) of Novi Pazar, a strip of land that separated Serbia from Montenegro (Jelavich: 360). Although the new territorial entities nominally remained part of the Ottoman Empire, all participants in the congress, including the Ottoman delegation, were fully aware that they had been permanently lost (Jelavich: 361).

The Congress of Berlin recognized Serbia, Romania, and Montenegro as independent states. The Romanian government was forced to hand over southern Bessarabia to Russia and in return received Dobrudja and the Danube Delta (Jelavich: 360). Russia also received the districts of Batumi, Kars, and Ardahan, thereby establishing military control over the eastern shores of the Black Sea and an important strategic land bridge to eastern Anatolia. The British received the island of Cyprus, which contained a Greek majority and a Muslim Turkish minority population.

Despite the defeat at the hands of the Russians and the territorial losses imposed by the Congress of Berlin, Abdülhamid II began his reign as a highly energetic and intelligent monarch committed to the reforms introduced during the Tanzimat period. Indeed, it was during the reign of Abdülhamid that a new and Western-educated officer corps emerged. Ironically, the same officers would play a decisive role in deposing the sultan in April 1909. In addition to military training, the reform-minded sultan expanded elementary and secondary education (including the opening of a new school for girls in 1884), introduced a modern medical school, and established the University of Istanbul. To create a modern communication system for the empire, he developed telegraph services and the Ottoman railway system, connecting Istanbul to the heartland of the Arab world as far south as the city of Medina in Hijaz (present-day western Saudi Arabia) (Zürcher: 77; Shaw: 226–230). The Hijaz railroad allowed the Ottoman government to send its troops to the Arab provinces of the empire in case of a revolt against the authority of the sultan.

As with the reforms introduced by the statesmen of Tanzimat, the principal objective of Abdülhamid’s modernization schemes was to establish a strong centralized government capable of maintaining the territorial integrity of the empire. In practical terms, this meant suppressing uprisings among the sultan’s subjects and defending the state against the expansionist and interventionist policies of European powers. Despite the sultan’s best efforts, however, the empire continued to lose territory.

Building on their occupation of Algeria in 1830, the French imposed their rule on Tunisia in May 1881. A year later the British invaded and occupied Egypt. Abdülhamid did not possess the political and military muscle to challenge the British. By 1885 the British and the Ottomans had reached an agreement on the sultan’s nominal suzerainty over Egypt, and an Ottoman and a British commissioner were assigned responsibility to advise the khedive. Regardless of these formal arrangements, however, it was the British who were now the true masters of Egypt, a country they would dominate for the next 70 years.

While Tunisia and Egypt were seized by France and Great Britain, the Ottoman Empire was also losing territory in the Balkans. After the Congress of Berlin, the only European territory left under Ottoman rule was a relatively narrow corridor south of the Balkan Mountains, which stretched from the Black Sea in the east to the Adriatic in the west, incorporating Thrace, Thessaly, Macedonia, and Albania (Shaw: 2:195). Greece, Serbia, Montenegro, and Bulgaria coveted the remaining territory of the dying Ottoman Empire. In accordance with the promises made at the Congress of Berlin, the Ottomans handed over much of Thessaly and a district in Epirus to Greece in July 1881. Despite these new gains, Greece continued to push for additional territorial concessions, including the island of Crete. In 1894 the Ethnike Hetairia (National Society), which had a significant following within the Greek army, became actively involved in organizing a mass uprising aimed at unifying the island with Greece. The Cretan revolt broke out in 1896, providing the justification for the Greek government to send a 1,500-man army to the island. In the clashes that followed, many civilians were killed. Building on nationalistic feelings that had erupted throughout the country, the Greek government ordered its army to attack Ottoman territory in April 1897. To the surprise of many, however, the Ottoman forces pushed back the Greek army, capturing sizable territory in Thessaly and forcing Athens to sue for peace and to pay a war indemnity of 100 million francs. A peace treaty signed on December 4 ended hostilities. Under pressure from the European powers, Abdülhamid II agreed to the creation of an autonomous government for Crete, along with a high commissioner, Prince George, the second son of the Greek monarch (Shaw: 2:207). In 1913 the island of Crete was finally unified with Greece.

Despite the military defeats and territorial losses the empire suffered, the reign of Abdülhamid proved to be a period of significant social, economic, and cultural transformation. The autocratic sultan continued with the reforms that had been introduced by the men of Tanzimat. However, in sharp contrast to the statesmen of the Tanzimat, who wished to emulate European customs and institutions, Abdülhamid believed strongly in preserving the Islamic identity of the Ottoman state. With the loss of its European provinces, the number of Christian subjects of the sultan decreased, and Muslims began to emerge as the majority population. The Muslim population was not only loyal to the sultan, but also felt a deep anger toward the sultan’s Christian subjects for allying themselves with the imperial powers of Europe to gain their independence. Abdülhamid understood the new mood among his Muslim subjects and appealed to Pan-Islamism, or the unity of all Muslims under his leadership as the caliph of the Islamic world, to counter European imperial designs.

Starting with the reign of Abdülhamid II, Pan-Islamism began to play a significant role in shaping the ideology and the foreign policy of the Ottoman state. The Russian czar used the defense of protection of the sultan’s Orthodox Christian subjects to promote Pan-Slavism and justify his intervention in the internal affairs of the Ottoman state; similarly, the sultan could use the protection of Muslims in Russia and British India to justify Pan-Islamism and legitimize interventions in regions under czarist or British control. It was during the reign of Abdülhamid II that Sayyid Jamal al-Din Afghani (Assadabadi), the Iranian-born Shia Muslim activist and revolutionary, arrived in Istanbul to propagate Islamic unity under the leadership of the sultan as the caliph of all Muslims.

Having recognized the threat posed by Russia, Great Britain, and France to the security and territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire, Abdülhamid adopted a closer relationship with Germany, seeking the support of the kaiser to modernize and centralize the Ottoman state. When the Ottomans began to build a railway system, which would connect the capital of Istanbul to the Arab Middle East, the sultan awarded the contract to the German government. Although he established closer ties with Germany, the intelligent and shrewd sultan maintained friendly relations with all European powers.

Despite his best efforts to modernize Ottoman society under an Islamic ideology, Abdülhamid failed to win the support of Western-educated intellectuals and the young army officers, many of whom supported the opposition as represented by the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP). In July 1908 a group of army officers staged a revolt and forced Abdülhamid to restore the 1876 constitution. Despite its victory, the CUP did not depose the sultan. In April 1909, after a counterrevolution tried to restore Abdülhamid’s autocratic rule, the army intervened and suppressed the rebellion. Shortly afterward the sultan was deposed and removed to Salonika. In 1912 Abdülhamid II was allowed to return to Istanbul. He died there on February 10, 1918.
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Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid) (1823–1861)

An Ottoman sultan who ruled from 1839 to 1861. During his reign Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid) issued two major reform edicts. The first was Hatt-i Șerif-i Gülhane (Hatt-i Sherif-i Gülhane) (Noble Rescript of the Rose Garden), which was issued in 1839, and the second was Hatt-i Hümayun (Imperial Rescript), which was announced in 1859. The Noble Rescript of the Rose Garden ushered in the new era of governmental reforms known as Tanzimat (Reorganization). Throughout his reign Abdülmecid relied on the support and assistance of a group of reform-minded government officials led by Mustafa Reșid Pasha (Mustafa Reshid Pasha), Fuad Pasha, and Mehmed Emin Āli Pasha.

Abdülmecid was born in Istanbul in April 1823. He was the son of the Ottoman sultan Mahmud II, who ruled the Ottoman Empire from 1808 to 1839. His mother was Bezmi Alem Valide Sultan. When Abdülmecid ascended the throne on July 1, 1839, he was only 16 years old. The Ottoman sultan was a highly educated and enlightened man. Aside from his native tongue, Turkish, he was fluent in Arabic, Persian, and French. He was an avid reader, who was especially attached to the masterpieces of Western literature. He loved classical music, while at the same time enjoying a close relationship with the Mevlevi Sufi order.

Abdülmecid built on the reforms introduced by his father, Mahmud II. These reforms, known as Tanzimat (Reorganization), were intended to halt the further disintegration of the Ottoman state. On November 3, 1839, in a gathering attended by ministers and dignitaries, as well as the representatives of foreign powers, Abdülmecid’s foreign minister, Mustafa Reşid Pasha, read a decree titled Hatt-i Şerif-i Gülhane (Hatt-i Sherif Gulhane), the Noble Rescript of the Rose Garden (Davison: 36; Zürcher: 50–51). The document guaranteed the subjects of the sultan security of life, honor, and property (Davison: 36–38). It also promised a regular system for assessing and levying taxes, as well as a just system of conscription and military service. The royal rescript also committed the central government to a number of essential reforms, such as establishing a new penal code, eradicating bribery, and creating a regular and just tax system that would eliminate inequities and special privileges, such as tax farming.

In emulating Western European states, the Ottoman government was divided into several ministries that had specific tasks and responsibilities. A council of ministers was created to act as the highest advisory body to the sultan as he attempted to save the empire from further disintegration by imposing the authority of the state over the remotest provinces. Building new roads and railways was viewed as one of the most important priorities of the central government. Armies sent to quell internal rebellions and confront foreign invaders could reach their destination much faster using a modern road or riding on a train. Telegraph services were introduced as a means of communicating orders from Istanbul and receiving the latest news from provinces. The improvement of the transportation and communication systems also stimulated the economy and intensified commercial ties among various regions of the empire.

In addition to the modernization of the empire’s infrastructure, the Tanzimat period witnessed a significant transformation in the Ottoman educational system. The fear of opposition from conservatives, however, slowed down educational reform and forced the reformers to attach modern schools to various governmental ministries and bureaus. Thus, the first medical and engineering schools in the Ottoman Empire were introduced as academic units within a military school. Finally, the men of Tanzimat tried to create a modern financial structure and an efficient tax collection system that would provide the central treasury with sufficient funds to support governmental reforms.

Despite its best efforts to focus on reform, the Ottoman state faced serious foreign policy challenges that ultimately resulted in the further disintegration of the empire. Beginning in 1840, the Ottomans and the British began to pressure Mehmed Ali (Muhammad Ali) of Egypt to withdraw his troops from Palestine and Syria. Mehmed Ali evacuated Syria in February 1841. In return, Abdülmecid issued a decree granting Mehmed Ali and his family the right to rule Egypt.

Another important foreign policy crisis during the reign of Abdülmecid was the Crimean War. In October 1853, after he had secured the support of the British and French governments, the sultan declared war on Russia after czarist armies invaded the Romanian-populated Danubian principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia (Finkel: 456–458). After negotiations collapsed in March 1854, France and Great Britain declared war on Russia. Fearing an attack from Austria, the Russian forces withdrew from Wallachia and Moldavia (Jelavich: 107). The attack on Sevastopol by the British and French naval forces in October 1855 forced Russia to sue for peace.

As the representatives of European powers arrived in Paris in February 1856, Abdülmecid, under pressure from France and Great Britain, issued a second major reform decree, the Hatt-i Hümayun, or the Imperial Rescript, committing his government to the principle of equality of all Ottoman subjects. The Treaty of Paris, signed in March 1856, forced Russia to withdraw from Wallachia and Moldavia, which, along with Serbia, were to regain their autonomy under Ottoman rule. Russia’s access to the Danube River was blocked by its surrender of southern Bessarabia to Moldavia. That famous river and the Turkish Straits were declared open to ships of all countries, and the Black Sea was demilitarized. Russia also was obliged to withdraw its forces from eastern Anatolia, which it had occupied during the war. The Crimean War and the Treaty of Paris resulted in the de facto inclusion of the Ottoman Empire in the “Concert of Europe,” which had tried to maintain the balance of power on the continent since the defeat of Napoleon and the convening of the Congress of Vienna in 1814 (Zürcher: 54; Shaw: 2:140–141).

The costly Crimean War forced the Ottoman government to apply for high-interest loans that eventually undermined the economic independence of the state. The accumulation of significant debts to European banks and the continuous struggle to generate sufficient revenue to repay them undermined efforts to reform the government for the remainder of the 19th century. Abdülmecid died of tuberculosis on June 25, 1861, at age 39. He left behind 37 children, including four future Ottoman sultans: Murad V (r. 1876), Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909), Mehmed V (r. 1909–1918), and Mehmed VI (r. 1918–1922) (Çakir: 9).
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Ahmed I (1590–1617)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1603 to 1617. When the Ottoman sultan Mehmed III (r. 1595–1603) died of a sudden stroke in 1603, his son Ahmed, who was only 13 years old, ascended the throne (Alderson: 110). In sharp contrast to his father and grandfather, who executed all of their brothers upon ascending the throne, Ahmed refused to order the murder of his brother, Mustafa. The young sultan, who ruled under the influence of his mother, Handan, and the eunuch Derviş (Dervish) Mehmed Ağa (Agha), was faced with the continuing war against the Habsburgs, the rise of Shah Abbas (r. 1588–1629) in Iran, and the continuation of the celāli (jelāli) revolts in Anatolia. The celāli revolts, combined with a new wave of attacks from Iran, convinced the sultan of the need to conclude a peace treaty with the Habsburgs so that his armies could suppress the rebels in Anatolia and confront the challenge posed by the Safavid dynasty in Iran. Prospects for a peace treaty improved in September 1604 when Ottoman forces captured Pest. By 1605 the Habsburgs had evacuated Transylvania, allowing Prince István Bocskai, an Ottoman ally, to emerge as its unchallenged prince. The new prince of Wallachia declared that the principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia would accept the suzerainty of the Ottoman sultan. The Ottomans signed a peace treaty, the Treaty of Zsitvatorok (Zsitva-Torok), on November 11, 1606 (Sugar: 196). The Ottoman territories north of the Danube remained intact, but the sultan agreed to treat the Habsburg emperor as an equal and withdraw his demand for payment of an annual tribute (Shaw: 1:188). With the cessation of hostilities in Europe, the Ottoman state shifted its focus to eastern Anatolia, where the Safavid monarch, Shah Abbas, was wreaking havoc and challenging Ottoman rule in the Caucasus, Azerbaijan, and Kurdistan.

Having first defeated the Uzbeks in the east, Shah Abbas turned his attention to Azerbaijan and Anatolia in 1603/1604, moving his forces against the Ottomans at blazing speed, catching Ottoman garrisons in the Caucasus and eastern Anatolia by surprise and capturing the city of Tabriz and later Nakhchivan. He then pushed into eastern Anatolia and southern Caucasus, laying siege to Yerevan and Kars, which surrendered. Using Armenia as his base, Shah Abbas invaded and occupied the entire eastern Caucasus as far north as Shirvan. The crisis caused by the campaigns of Shah Abbas coincided with the accession of Ahmed I to the Ottoman throne.
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Sultan Ahmed I, who built the magnificent Sultan Ahmed Mosque (the Blue Mosque) in Istanbul, ruled the Ottoman Empire from 1603 to 1617. (Los Angeles County Museum of Art)

The Ottoman sultan mobilized a large force. The decisive battle was fought near Lake Urumiyya (Urmia) in present-day northwestern Iran, on September 9, 1605. The Iranians scored an impressive victory against the larger Ottoman force; thousands of Ottoman soldiers were killed on the battlefield (Shaw: 1:188; Sykes: 178). In addition to Azerbaijan and the Caucasus, the Safavids captured Kurdistan as far west as Diyarbakir in southeastern Anatolia. The Safavids also seized northern Iraq, including the city of Mosul, as well as the southern Iraqi cities of Baghdad, Najaf, and Karbala. The victory over the Sunni Turks and the conquest of important Shia religious centers in southern Iraq enhanced the prestige and popularity of the Safavid monarch among his people. The defeat at the hands of the Safavid armies undermined the sultan’s authority in Anatolia. Kurdish and Turkoman tribal chiefs defected, and a new series of celāli (jelāli) revolts erupted, particularly in Syria, where the Kurds staged an uprising against the Ottoman state (Shaw: 1:188).

The Ottomans could not allow the Shia Safavids to undermine the authority of the sultan in the eyes of his Arab and Kurdish subjects. No alternative remained for Ahmed but to mobilize a second army that would suppress the celāli rebels and crush Shah Abbas and his army. The Ottoman commander assigned to this difficult mission was Kuyucu (Kuyuju) Murad Pasha, who swept through Anatolia, capturing and massacring celāli rebels and their sympathizers. By the summer of 1608 the ruthless and determined Ottoman commander had crushed the celālis. He then moved against the main Safavid army. As the large Ottoman force pushed toward eastern Anatolia, Shah Abbas ordered his troops to fill water wells, burn the harvest, and force the evacuation of the local population. As the Safavid army retreated, thousands of villagers, mostly Armenians, were forced out of their homes and marched eastward to the interior of Iran. Many were never allowed to return. Instead, Shah Abbas ordered them to reside in various provinces of his empire.

Despite his earlier success, Murad Pasha could not dislodge the Safavid forces from eastern Anatolia and Azerbaijan. With his death in 1611, the Ottoman offensive came to a sudden halt. Recognizing the change in Iranian military capabilities and the determination of the Safavid shah to hold his newly gained territories, Ahmed I agreed to a peace treaty with Iran, which was signed in November 1612. According to the new treaty, the Ottoman sultan accepted the Iranian conquest of Azerbaijan and Caucasus, while Shah Abbas agreed to send the sultan “two hundred loads of silk annually” and to support the Ottoman government’s efforts to check Russian incursions into the Caucasus (Sykes: 2:179). Despite the peace treaty, border skirmishes continued, and Shah Abbas reneged on his promise to send the loads of silk. Instead, he organized a campaign against Georgia. In 1615–1616 Ahmed I dispatched a large Ottoman army to lay siege to Yerevan. The campaign against Iranian-held Armenia, however, proved to be a disaster. Thousands of Ottoman troops froze to death as they tried to retreat during the harsh winter of the south Caucasus.

Ahmed I died in 1617. Despite the many difficulties and challenges he had confronted during his 14-year reign, the young sultan left behind a remarkable legacy in his promotion of arts and architecture. It was during his reign that the Sultan Ahmed Mosque was constructed. One of Istanbul’s architectural wonders, the mosque, also known as the Blue Mosque, continues to dazzle visitors to the magnificent city. An accomplished poet, the sultan also sponsored literary and scholarly works and supported the construction of new schools. His death caused panic and anxiety within the royal harem, where a struggle ensued over the succession. A faction led by Ahmed’s concubine, Mahpeyker, known as Kösem Sultan, triumphed. Instead of his being succeeded by one of his sons, Kösem Sultan secured the throne for Ahmed’s brother, who ascended the throne as Mustafa I.
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Ahmed II (1643–1695)

An Ottoman sultan who ruled from 1691 to 1695. He was born on February 25, 1643. His father was the Ottoman sultan Ibrahim (r. 1640–1648). His mother was Muazzez Sultan. Before ascending the throne, Ahmed spent much of his life in palace confinement (kafes).

Ahmed ascended the throne after his brother, Süleyman II (r. 1687–1691), died on June 23, 1691, in Edirne. Ahmed II inherited an empire at war with the Holy League (the Habsburgs, Poland, Venice, and Russia). The war against the Holy League had begun after the Ottoman armies had failed to capture Vienna in 1683. In 1691 the able grand vizier Köprülüzade Fazil Mustafa Pasha embarked on his second campaign against the Habsburgs. The Ottoman forces, however, were routed at Slankamen in present-day Serbia, on August 19, 1691. Fazil Mustafa Pasha was killed on the battlefield. The Ottoman forces retreated to Belgrade. For the next four years, as the Ottomans and the Habsburgs wrangled over the terms of a possible peace treaty, Venice, Poland, and Russia tried to expand their territorial gains against the Ottoman state. In 1692 Venice attacked the island of Crete. The Venetians captured Chios in 1694. They also seized parts of Dalmatia on the eastern coast of the Adriatic Sea in present-day Croatia. Several rebellions erupted in the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire, including Iraq, Syria, and western Arabia (Hijaz). Ahmed II died a mere four years after he had ascended the throne, on February 6, 1695, in Edirne.

See also: Beys and Pashas: Köprülüzade Fazil Ahmed Pasha; Sultans: Mustafa II; Süleyman II
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Ahmed III (1673–1736)

An Ottoman sultan who ruled from 1703 to 1730. Ahmed was born in present-day Bulgaria in 1673. He was the son of the Ottoman sultan Mehmed IV. Ahmed ascended the throne after his brother, Mustafa II (r. 1695–1703), was deposed.

The Ottoman state entered the 18th century in turmoil and decline. Long wars against the Habsburgs, Venice, Poland, and Russia had drained the resources of the state. Corruption and nepotism were rampant. When a rebellion forced the Ottoman sultan Mustafa II to abdicate, his brother Ahmed III ascended the throne on August 22, 1703. The new sultan tried to buy time and reorganize the Ottoman army by keeping the empire out of war. Every effort was made to increase the revenue generated by the central government and reduce state expenditures. Despite these efforts, the Ottomans once again were pulled into European power politics and eventually into open warfare, first against Russia and then against the Habsburgs. The Swedish monarch Charles XII sought allies in his confrontation with Peter the Great of Russia. In addition, the khan of Crimea, Devlet Giray, was anxious to mobilize Ottoman support behind his efforts to resist Russian incursion into the northern shores of the Black Sea. Initially the Ottomans resisted the temptation to confront the Russian and Habsburg threat. The Ottoman refusal to form an alliance with Sweden, however, emboldened the Russians, who defeated Charles XII at Poltava in the summer of 1709. Following his defeat, the Swedish king sought refuge at the Ottoman court.

The Ottoman court emerged once again as a center of intrigue. The Swedish king, the Crimean khan, and the French ambassador agitated against Russia. The Russian and British ambassadors supported peace. In 1710, with the war party beating the drums of war, the sultan appointed the governor of Aleppo, Baltaci (Baltaji) Mehmed Pasha, as his new grand vizier, and declared war on Russia. Fortunately for the Ottomans, the Habsburgs did not provide any support to Peter. Having recognized the threat from an aggressive Russia, the Tatars and Cossacks joined forces with the goal of coordinating their raids against Peter’s army. With his rear threatened and the princes of the Romanian-populated principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia reneging on their promise to provide support for his troops, Peter, who had crossed the Pruth (Prut) River, a tributary of the Danube River, into Moldavia in July 1711, was forced to retreat. As the Russian forces were about to cross the Pruth on their return journey, the Ottoman forces struck and encircled the czar’s army. Recognizing the severity of his situation, the czar agreed to surrender his cannons, return the Ottoman territories he had occupied, destroy the Azovian forts he had built, and stop his intervention in Polish and Cossack affairs. One of the implications of the Russo-Ottoman war was the change in the political structure of the two principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia. The secret negotiations between the princes of Wallachia and Moldavia and the Russian government convinced the sultan that he should remove the native princes and replace them with governors appointed directly by the Porte (Jelavich: 101–102). The new governors were selected from the Greek Phanariote families of Istanbul, who had served as the dragomans of the sultan (Jelavich: 102). With the rise of these new governors to power, the population in the two Romanian-populated principalities began to develop a deep resentment toward the ascendancy of the Greek language and culture in their administrative system (Shaw: 1:231).

In 1715 Ottoman armies attacked Venetian positions and captured Morea (Peloponnesus) in present-day southern Greece. Ottoman advances against Croatia, however, forced the Habsburgs to ally with the Venetians and declare war on the sultan. The war with the Habsburg armies under the command of Eugene of Savoy proved to be disastrous for Ahmed III. The Ottoman forces were routed at Petrovaradin in present-day Serbia on August 5, 1716. The Ottomans lost Temeșvár (Temeshvár) in September 1716, followed by Belgrade, which was captured by the Habsburgs on August 18, 1717.

These humiliating losses convinced Ahmed III to appoint his adviser, Nevşehirli (Nevshehirli) Damad Ibrahim Pasha, as his new grand vizier in May 1718. The peace negotiations resulted in the signing of the Treaty of Passarowitz, which was concluded on July 21, 1718. Both sides agreed to maintain possession of the territory they had conquered. Ahmed III retained his conquests from the Venetians, but was forced to cede Hungary and parts of Serbia to the Habsburgs. The Habsburgs received the Banat of Temeșvár and northern Serbia, which included Belgrade and Oltenia (Wallachia west of the river Olt) (Jelavich: 68). They also received assurances that their merchants could operate freely in the sultan’s domains. Catholic priests regained their old privileges, which allowed the Habsburg emperor to interfere in the internal affairs of the Ottoman Empire by acting as the champion and protector of the Catholic community (Shaw: 1:232–233).
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Portait of Ottoman sultan Ahmed III (r. 1703–1730). (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)

The Treaty of Passarowitz dealt a deadly blow to the self-confidence of the Ottoman ruling elite. Recognizing the superiority of European military organization, the new grand vizier, Damad Ibrahim Pasha, reversed the hostile Ottoman posture toward the Habsburgs and Russia and adopted a peace strategy: warfare had to give way to negotiations and diplomacy. He purged the sultan’s inner circle and installed his own men in key positions within the royal harem and the central administration. To divert the sultan’s attention from the daily political affairs of the empire, he encouraged the construction of a palace named Saadabad (Place of Joy), which was to serve as the center for various royal entertainments. Designed after Fontainebleau, Saadabad emerged as the model for other palaces later built by the wealthy members of the Ottoman ruling elite along the banks of the Bosphorus. Ibrahim Pasha built a palace for himself on the Anatolian side of the strait. It contained gardens and fountains. The tulip emerged as the flower of the era, which later came to be known as Lale Devri (Tulip period) (Quataert: 43–44). During late night garden parties, turtles with candles on their backs moved through the tulip beds while entertainers, including poets and musicians, performed their latest lyrics and songs for a bedazzled audience that included foreign dignitaries and diplomats (Shaw: 1:234).

A crisis in Safavid Iran and Ottoman intervention in the country’s internal affairs brought the Tulip period to a sudden end. Ottoman-Iranian relations had remained peaceful following the campaigns of Sultan Murad IV and the signing of the Treaty of Qasr-i Shirin (Kasr-i Şirin) in 1639. In October 1722, however, an Afghan army led by Mahmud, a leader of Ghilzai tribesmen in southern Afghanistan, who had rebelled against the Safavid monarchy in Iran, marched to the Iranian capital, Isfahan, and deposed the Safavid monarch, Soltan Hossein (Roemer: 324). The sudden collapse of the Safavid state created opportunities as well as anxieties for Ahmed III. Battered by long wars with the Habsburgs and the humiliating treaties of Karlowitz and Passarowitz, the Ottomans now had an opportunity to regain their lost credibility by scoring a quick and easy victory in Iran. Ahmed III and his grand vizier, Ibrahim Pasha, could use the vacuum created by the disintegration of the Safavid state to occupy Iran’s western provinces and increase the revenue collected by the central government. But the sultan was not the only sovereign determined to conquer valuable territory. Having successfully triumphed over Sweden, the Russian czar, Peter, also was determined to profit from the sudden disappearance of the Safavid dynasty in Iran, a country that could serve Russia as a land bridge to the warm waters of the Persian Gulf and the riches of India.

Using Astrakhan and the Volga River, Peter transported his armies through Daghistan to capture Darbend on the western shores of the Caspian Sea, claiming all along that he had invaded Iran to rescue the Iranian shah from his Afghan captors. The Ottomans invaded to prevent the Russians from occupying Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia. Jointly recognizing the need to avoid a military conflict over Iran, in 1722 the Ottoman and the Russian governments began to negotiate an agreement that allowed the sultan to move his troops into Georgia. The Ottomans sent two armies to the east, the first entering the capital of Georgia, Tbilisi, in July 1723, and the second occupying the western Iranian towns of Kermanshah and Hamadan in October (Roemer: 327). In a treaty signed on June 24, 1724, Ahmed III and Peter effectively partitioned northern and western Iran into Russian and Ottoman spheres of influence (Roemer: 327). The partition allowed Russia to claim the southern Caspian provinces of Gilan and Mazandaran as well as the eastern and central Caucasus all the way to the confluence of the Aras and Kur Rivers. All the territory west of this partition line, including the Iranian provinces of Azerbaijan, Kurdistan, and Luristan, along with the important cities of Tabriz, Kermanshah, and Hamadan, was to be annexed by the Ottomans. This treaty allowed Ottoman forces to occupy Hamadan in August 1724, followed by Yerevan in October. On August 3, 1725, the Ottomans entered Tabriz, the capital of Azerbaijan, while a second and smaller force captured the town of Ganja in southern Caucasus in September. The Afghans remained in occupation of Isfahan, Shiraz, and most of present-day eastern Iran.

Ahmed III declared war on the Afghans and ordered Ottoman armies to move on Isfahan in central Iran. After capturing the cities of Maragheh in Azerbaijan and Qazvin, two hours west of present-day Tehran, an Ottoman army was marching south toward Isfahan when it was defeated by the Afghans, who despite their victory sued for peace (Sykes: 2:240). In return for the Afghans recognizing the Ottoman sultan as the caliph of the Islamic world, the Ottoman sultan recognized the Afghan leader Ashraf as the shah of Iran (Sykes: 2:240).

The newly established Afghan rule in Iran was short-lived. The Safavid prince Tahmasp rallied the anti-Afghan forces. He was joined by the charismatic Nader Qoli, a brilliant commander who would later emerge as the savior of Iran and the last great Iranian conqueror. Using the northeastern Iranian province of Khorasan as his base of operations, Nader routed the Afghans twice in 1729. With the Afghans in flight, Nader moved against the Ottomans in July 1730, forcing them to withdraw from Hamadan and Nahavand. The defeat jolted the Ottoman capital.

In September 1730, as the Ottoman army was preparing for another campaign against Iran, Patrona Halil, an officer of Albanian origin, staged a revolt, which was joined by the ulema and a large number of soldiers and civilians. The rebels denounced Ahmed III and his grand vizier, Ibrahim Pasha, for mismanaging the war and losing territory to the Shia Iranians. To appease the rebels, the sultan ordered the execution of his grand vizier on October 1, but this concession only emboldened Patrona Halil and his supporters, who demanded the deposition of the sultan himself. Under intense pressure, Ahmed III agreed to abdicate in favor of the oldest living prince of the Ottoman dynasty, who ascended the throne as Mahmud I. Ahmed, who was known during his reign as an outstanding poet and calligrapher, as well as a generous patron of scholars and artists, died in palace isolation in 1736.


LADY MARY WORTLEY MONTAGU (1689–1762)

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu was one of the most prolific English writers of her time. In 1716, when her husband, Edward Wortley Montagu, was appointed as the ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, Lady Mary accompanied him on his journey to the Ottoman capital, Constantinople (Istanbul). At the time Ahmed III (r. 1703–1730) was the reigning sultan, having ascended the throne after his brother, Mustafa IV, had been deposed in 1703. In her letters written to family members and acquaintances in England, Lady Mary provided detailed accounts of the daily life of the Ottoman ruling elite during the reign of Ahmed III, including the daily lives and activities of the female members of the ruling dynasty. First published in 1837, her letters have appeared in various editions in the 20th and 21st centuries.
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Bayezid I (1360–1403)

Known by his title, Yildrim (Thunderbolt), Bayezid I was the sultan of the Ottoman Empire from 1389 to 1402. He was the son of Murad I (r. 1362–1389), whom he succeeded after the latter was killed in the Battle of Kosovo Polje in 1389. Bayezid I proved himself to be a dynamic and charismatic leader, expanding and consolidating newly gained Ottoman domains in the Balkans and Anatolia. He intended to conquer Constantinople, transform “the Lower Danube into a safe maritime border,” and seize “Christian and Islamic strategic centers on the western and southern littoral of the Black Sea” (Pienaru: 33).

Shortly after ascending the throne, Bayezid attacked and conquered the Turkoman principalities of Menteșe (Menteshe), Aydin, Saruhan, Hamid, and Germiyan in western Anatolia in 1390. After Ottoman armies annexed northern Bulgaria in 1393, the ruler of Romanian-populated Wallachia, Mircea the Old, was forced to accept the suzerainty of the Ottoman sultan in 1395. In 1396 Christian Europe finally mustered sufficient will to organize an anti-Ottoman crusade. At the behest of Pope Boniface IX (1389–1404), the ruler of Hungary, King Sigismund (r. 1387–1437), assumed the leadership of the crusade, which was joined by Christian knights from “England, Scotland, Poland, Bohemia, Austria, Italy, and Switzerland as well as from the lands of southeastern Europe more directly threatened by the Ottomans” (Shaw: 1:33).

The Christian army crossed the Danube in the summer of 1396, capturing the towns of Orsova and Vidin and putting the Muslim population to the sword. Bayezid, who had rushed to the shores of the Danube from Anatolia, routed the crusader army at Nicopolis in present-day northern Bulgaria on September 25, killing thousands.

After his impressive victory at Nicopolis, Bayezid turned his attention from Europe to Anatolia. The sultan viewed the expansion of Ottoman territories in Asia Minor as the first stage of an invasion of Syria, Palestine, and Egypt, which were ruled by the Mamluks. Alarmed by Bayezid’s expansionist plans, the Mamluks of Egypt and the Turkoman principalities of Anatolia, particularly Karaman, which had lost significant territory to the sultan, began to search for a powerful ally and protector who would be willing to counter Ottoman power. They found a formidable ally in the Central Asian conqueror Timur, also known as Teymur-i Lang (Timur the Lame) and Tamerlane. Since 1380 Timur had expanded his territory from Central Asia into present-day Afghanistan, Iran, India, and the Arab world. As early as 1393/1394, Timur’s armies had approached eastern Anatolia from the south after capturing Baghdad, Tikrit, Mosul, Kirkuk, Mardin, and Diyarbakir. After several quick victories, however, Timur was distracted by events in Iran and Central Asia and left the region.

In 1399 Timur shifted his attention to Anatolia again, attacking and occupying the southern Caucasus. He also sent a letter to Bayezid, reminding him of his recent conquests and warning the Ottoman sultan against further military aggression against the Turkoman principalities of Anatolia. The response from Bayezid to the insulting and condescending message was a volcanic eruption of abuse and counterthreats. Timur’s army entered eastern Anatolia through Erzurum, capturing Sivas and Kayseri before arriving in Ankara in July 1402. The decisive battle was fought on July 28. The Ottoman army was routed, and Bayezid and his sons were captured. Timur did not execute Bayezid. Instead the Central Asian conqueror treated the defeated Ottoman sultan with respect. Timur also extended his magnanimity to the sultan’s sons, who pleaded for mercy. The humiliation of living as a captive came to an end for Bayezid when he died on March 8, 1403. Timur pushed his conquests all the way to the shores of the Mediterranean Sea, capturing Smyrna (Izmir) in December 1402.

By defeating and partitioning the Ottoman Empire, Timur strengthened the Turkoman principalities of Karaman, Germiyan, and Hamid against a possible Ottoman restoration. Mehmed, the prince of Karaman, was particularly favored by Timur, who viewed him as the principal obstacle to the restoration of Ottoman power and thus rewarded him with significant territory and a large army. As a further deterrent, Bayezid’s sons, Süleyman, Isa, Musa, and Mehmed, were all kept alive by Timur, who knew that they would have to fight among themselves before one could emerge as the successor to their father. Thus began a period of 11 years of war among Bayezid’s sons, which came to be known as the Interregnum, or Fetret in Turkish (Alderson: 6).
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Bayezid II (1447–1512)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1481 to 1512. Born in 1447, Bayezid was the son of the Ottoman sultan Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481), the conqueror of Constantinople. Upon the death of Mehmed II in May 1481, a war of succession erupted between the sultan’s two sons, Cem Sultan (Jem Sultan) and Bayezid. Mehmed and his grand vizier, Karamani Mehmed Pasha, had favored Cem Sultan. However, the janissary units stationed in Istanbul and influential army commanders such as Gedik Ahmed Pasha supported Bayezid (Inalcik: 30). As soon as the death of Mehmed was announced, janissary units stationed in the capital stormed the palace and killed the grand vizier. Pro-Bayezid forces blocked Cem from reaching Istanbul. This allowed Bayezid to rush to the capital and ascend the Ottoman throne as the new sultan. Cem Sultan did not accept defeat. He assembled his supporters in Bursa in present-day western Turkey and declared himself the sultan of Anatolia in May 1481. Cem was willing to divide the empire, taking Anatolia for himself and allowing Bayezid to rule as the sultan of Rumeli or the European provinces of the Ottoman state (Alderson: 7).

After rejecting Cem Sultan’s offer to divide the empire, Bayezid led his troops against his brother, who was defeated at Yenişehir (Yenishehir) on June 20, 1481. Cem fled the battlefield and sought refuge in the Mamluk sultanate. Mamluks agreed to provide Cem with financial and military support. The “practice of offering political asylum to Ottoman princes was a longstanding method used by Mamluk sultans to divide and weaken the Ottoman house” (Har-El: 105). Cem was now joined by dispossessed Turkoman princes, including the former ruler of Karaman, who had lost territory as Ottoman rule expanded into central and southern Anatolia.

In the spring of 1482 Cem marched his forces from Syria into central Anatolia, but he suffered a defeat at the hands of Bayezid’s eldest son, Abdullah (Finkel: 83). By July, when Cem reached Ankara, he had recognized that neither the janissaries nor the Turkish aristocracy would rally around his banner (Shaw: 1:71). The collapse of Cem’s last campaign convinced the prince of Karaman to renounce his claims and join the Ottoman ruling elite as a governor. Other Turkoman notables followed suit, setting aside their differences with Bayezid and joining Ottoman service.
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The Ottoman sultan, Bayezid II, ruled the Ottoman Empire from 1481 to 1512. (Fine Art Images/Heritage Images/Getty Images)

With the disappearance of Karaman, which had served as a buffer between the Ottoman Empire and the Mamluks of Egypt, a confrontation between the two powerful Muslim states became inevitable. Beginning in 1484, the two sides fought several wars over the control of Dulkadir, the last remaining Turkoman principality in southern Anatolia (Shaw: 1:73). Despite their initial success against the Ottomans, the Mamluks decided to sue for peace in 1491. The peace between the Ottomans and the Mamluks lasted until 1516, when Bayezid’s son and successor, Selim I, invaded and conquered Syria and Egypt.

In southeast Europe Bayezid organized a series of campaigns against the Romanian-populated principality of Moldavia. In 1484 he captured the fortresses of Kilia (Kiliya) in the Danube Delta and Akkerman on the right bank of the Dniester Liman in present-day southwestern Ukraine, thus blocking Hungary, Moldavia, and Wallachia from enjoying access to the mouth of the Danube (Inalcik: 30–31). The sultan’s conquest of Moldavian territory made Poland the new northern neighbor of the Ottoman Empire. Convinced that they would be the next target of the sultan’s expansionist policies, the Poles attacked in 1497, but they were defeated by an Ottoman army in Bukovina and forced to sue for peace in 1499.

During this tumultuous period, as he fought the Mamluks in the south and conquered Moldavian territory to the north, the sultan consolidated his authority within the central government. The conflict between Cem and Bayezid had reflected the tension within the Ottoman system between the old Turkish aristocracy and the kapi kullari (the Christian boys who were trained as slaves of the sultan) who had been recruited through the devşirme system. Bayezid had seized the Ottoman throne with the active support of the devşirme (devshirme), who exercised a great deal of power over him. To free himself from their influence, Bayezid ordered the execution of the grand vizier Gedik Ahmed Pasha and dismissed his father-in-law, Işak Pasha, in 1482, and replaced them with men who owed their new position and power to him (Inalcik: 30). Many of the new appointees were recruited from the ranks of Ottoman ulema who had initially supported Cem Sultan. By allowing them to occupy positions of power, the sultan tried to check the influence of the devşirme on the throne and diminish the power and influence of Cem, who had remained popular among many segments of Ottoman society.

After the collapse of his campaigns in central Anatolia, Cem Sultan fled to Rhodes, where he sought the protection and support of the Christian knights who ruled the island. To neutralize Cem, Bayezid paid the knights 45,000 gold pieces and requested that his brother be transported as far away from the Ottoman territory as possible (McCarthy: 78). Cem traveled to France and from there to Italy, where he met Pope Innocent VIII in 1486. After Rome was attacked and occupied by the French monarch Charles VIII in 1495, Cem was detained and dispatched to France. Before reaching France, however, he suddenly died in Naples, in February 1495 (Shaw: 1:71). As long as Cem was alive, Bayezid had maintained a cautious and conciliatory approach toward the Christian states of Europe (Inalcik: 31). With Cem out of the picture, the Ottomans built a strong fleet to challenge Venetian naval hegemony in the eastern Mediterranean and dislodge their trading outposts and bases in Greece and the eastern Adriatic coast. Thus, during a four-year campaign that began in 1499 and ended in 1503, the Ottoman forces attacked and occupied the Venetian fortresses of Modon, Navarino, Coron, and Lepanto (Inalcik: 31). The peace agreement signed in 1503 allowed Venice to retain some of its ports in the Morea and Albania, but it also confirmed the emergence of the Ottoman Empire as a major naval and economic power with firm control over shipping and trade routes that connected the Black Sea to the Aegean and the Mediterranean.

After the conclusion of peace with Venice, Bayezid began to withdraw from active participation in the day-to-day affairs of the empire, delegating much of his power to his grand vizier. The sultan had always been a great champion of learning and the arts. He preferred spending time with scholars, historians, poets, musicians, and Sufi mystics.

Beginning in the first decade of the 16th century, a new threat from the east began to loom on the horizon. The rise of the Shia Safavid dynasty in Iran reenergized the Turkoman tribes in southern and eastern Anatolia, who opposed the Ottoman government and were drawn toward heterodox religious beliefs. The arrival of pro-Safavid Shia preachers from Iran, who heralded the arrival of a new imam and savior, ignited a popular movement that threatened the power and the prestige of the Ottoman state. The Safavids under the leadership of their shah, Ismail I, who claimed direct descent from the seventh Shia imam, Musa al-Kazim, conquered Baghdad in 1504. Three years later Shah Ismail attacked the principality of Dulkadir, “which lay in the Ottoman sphere of influence,” and occupied Kharput and Diyarbakir in southeastern Anatolia (Inalcik: 30). Safavid agents continued to fan the flames of discontent in Anatolia, where a pro-Safavid revolt erupted in 1511, which was suppressed only with great difficulty.

As Bayezid began to display signs of aging, the contest for succession to the Ottoman throne intensified. The sultan had had five sons, two of whom had died, leaving the contest to the three remaining adult princes, Ahmed, Korkud, and Selim. The eldest and the favorite of Bayezid was Ahmed, who served as the governor of Amasya in northern Anatolia. The second son, Korkud was the most learned, having been educated at the court of his grandfather Mehmed II in Islamic sciences, music, and poetry. The shrewdest son, however, was Selim, who had consolidated his position among the janissaries. By the spring of 1512 Bayezid’s inaction toward Safavid Iran caused the janissary units stationed in Istanbul to rise and force Bayezid to abdicate. While Selim rushed to the capital to assume the reins of power, Bayezid departed Istanbul to live the remaining years of his life in peaceful seclusion. He died, however, before arriving at his destination.
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Cem Sultan (Jem Sultan) (1459–1495)

A son of the Ottoman sultan Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481). He was born on December 23, 1459. At the age of 10 Cem began to serve as the governor of Kastamonu in northern Anatolia on the southern shores of the Black Sea. In 1474 he was appointed governor of Karaman in south central Anatolia. After the death of Mehmed II on May 3, 1481, a war of succession erupted between Cem Sultan and his brother, Bayezid, who served as the governor of Amasya in northern Anatolia. Mehmed II and his grand vizier, Karamani Mehmed Pasha, had favored Cem. However, the janissary units stationed in Istanbul and powerful army commanders, who despised the grand vizier, supported Bayezid. Shortly after Mehmed died, the army commanders went into action. They encouraged janissary units stationed in the capital to riot and storm the palace, where they found and killed the grand vizier. The janissary commanders loyal to Bayezid also blocked Cem Sultan and his supporters from reaching Istanbul. This allowed Bayezid to arrive in Istanbul before his brother and declare himself the new sultan. Though he had been beaten in the race to reach the Ottoman capital in time to declare himself as the new ruler of the empire, Cem Sultan refused to accept defeat. He raised an army and marched to Bursa, the old capital of the Ottoman state, where he minted coins and had the hutbe (khutbah) read in his name. Cem proposed to Bayezid that they divide the empire. Cem Sultan would rule Anatolia, while Bayezid kept the Ottoman provinces in Europe.

Bayezid rejected Cem’s offer to divide the empire. Instead, he led his troops against Cem, who was defeated at Yenişehir (Yenishehir) near Bursa in June 1481. Cem and his supporters fled to Konya and eventually sought refuge in the territory of the Mamluk sultanate. He first went to Aleppo and then to Damascus (Gibb: 74). Cem then traveled to Cairo, where he was received with pomp and ceremony by the Mamluk sultan Qayt Bay. To undermine the internal stability of their powerful neighbor to the north, the Mamluks were willing to provide Cem with sufficient support to raise an army.

After staying in Cairo for four months Cem set out for Mecca, where he performed the rites of hajj. After he returned to Cairo in 1482 Cem was contacted by the former ruler of Karaman, Kassim Bey, and other disaffected notables and officers, who encouraged him to return to Anatolia and rally his supporters. In the spring of 1482 Cem led his forces to Konya in central Anatolia, but the rebellion of the Turkish aristocracy for which he had hoped did not materialize. His attempt to capture Konya and Ankara also failed when his army deserted him. Bayezid II offered his brother a peace treaty and an annual allowance, but Cem turned down the offer. The collapse of Cem’s last campaign convinced the prince of Karaman to renounce his claims and join the Ottoman ruling elite as a governor. Other Turkish notables followed suit, setting aside their differences with the sultan in Istanbul and joining Ottoman service.

After the collapse of his campaigns in Anatolia, Cem fled to Rhodes, where he sought the protection and support of the Christian knights who ruled the island. To neutralize Cem, Bayezid paid the Knights of Rhodes 45,000 gold pieces and requested that his brother be moved as far away from the Ottoman territory as possible. With support and encouragement from the Knights of Rhodes, Cem traveled to France and thence to Italy, where he met Pope Innocent VIII in 1486. His popularity among the Ottoman ruling elite and the ordinary subjects of the sultan made Cem even more attractive to the Christian powers of Europe and dangerous to Bayezid.

After Rome was attacked and occupied by the French monarch Charles VIII in 1494, Cem was detained and dispatched to France. Before reaching France, however, he died suddenly in Naples on February 25, 1495. Some have suggested that Cem may have been poisoned by order of Pope Alexander VI at the request of the Ottoman sultan Bayezid II (Gibb: 81). The body of Cem was embalmed and transported back to Bursa, where it was buried.
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Ibrahim (1615–1648)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1640 to 1648, Ibrahim was born on November 4, 1615. His father was the Ottoman sultan Ahmed I (r. 1603–1617). His mother was the crafty and shrewd Mahpeykar Kösem Sultan, who was of either Greek or Bosnian origin.

When Ibrahim’s brother, Sultan Murad IV (r. 1623–1640), died on February 9, 1640, Ibrahim succeeded him on the throne. Ibrahim, who had lived his entire life in the royal harem, did not have any training or experience in ruling an empire. While he became increasingly infatuated with the pleasures of the inner palace, his mother, Kösem Sultan; the grand vizier, Kemankeș (Kemankesh) Kara Mustafa Pasha; the chief eunuch; and the commander of the janissary corps vied for power and influence. Kemankeș Kara Mustafa Pasha was an able and skillful politician who had faithfully served Murad IV. In the beginning of Ibrahim’s reign the able grand vizier continued with governmental reforms, emphasizing fiscal responsibility, a sustained campaign against corruption, and a refusal to debase the coinage. He tried to reduce the size of the janissary corps and sipāhis units, as well as introduce a more efficient tax system. He also pursued the policy of maintaining peace with Iran and the Habsburgs, while countering Polish and Russian expansionism on the northern shores of the Black Sea by forging a close alliance with the Crimean Tatars, who expelled the Cossacks from Azov in February 1642. After signing a peace treaty with Poland, he also re-established normal ties with Venice. A shrewd and intelligent tactician, the grand vizier had recognized that peace and cooperation with Poland and Venice would undermine any effort by the pope and the Habsburgs to organize a united Christian front against the Ottoman Empire.
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Engraving of the Ottoman sultan Ibrahim, who ruled from 1640 to 1648. (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)

Despite his best efforts, Kemankeș Kara Mustafa Pasha could not silence and neutralize Ibrahim’s mother, Kösem Sultan, who used the grand vizier’s financial reforms to instigate a rebellion against him. When attempts to dislodge the grand vizier by organizing provincial revolts failed, Kösem Sultan and other elements within the government used their close alliance with the sultan’s tutor to secure the dismissal and execution of Kemankeș Kara Mustafa Pasha in January 1644.

In 1645 Kösem Sultan and her supporters convinced the sultan to attack the Venetian-controlled island of Crete. The war for control of Crete dragged on for years, and the promised booty never materialized. In response to the Ottoman invasion of Crete, Venice attacked Bosnia in 1647 and blockaded the Dardanelles in 1648, causing panic in the capital. The personal excesses of the sultan and his craze for women, silk, and fur, which was imported for him from Russia, reached such a height that the people began to call their monarch Deli Ibrahim (Ibrahim the Mad) (Shaw: 1:202).

The sultan’s increasing demand for booty and gifts gave rise to massive corruption and undermined the very fabric of the body politic, as each official imitated his royal master by demanding bribes from his subordinates. By August 1648 the situation had become intolerable. The ulema, the janissaries, and the sipāhis united and stormed the palace. Ibrahim’s mother, Kösem Sultan, who could no longer control her erratic son, threw her support behind the opposition. Ibrahim was deposed and replaced by his seven-year-old son, who ascended the throne as Mehmed IV (r. 1648–1687). On August 18, 10 days after he had been deposed, Ibrahim was executed in accordance with a religious decree issued by the şeyhülislam (Shaw: 1:203). The reign of Ibrahim was viewed as one of the low points in all of Ottoman history. No other sultan would ever again take the name Ibrahim for himself or his children.


THE EXORCIST HOCA (HODJA)

During his reign, the Ottoman sultan, Ibrahim (r. 1640–1648) became enchanted by an exorcist popularly known as Cinci Hoca (Jinji Hodja), or the Exorcist Hodja. Little is known about him, though he probably hailed from a small town in northern Anatolia. While attending religious school in Istanbul, he began performing magical acts and exorcisms, and his fame as a magician soon reached the imperial harem. The powerful mother of Prince Ibrahim, Kösem Sultan, who was concerned about her son’s erratic behavior, recruited Cinci Hoca as the prince’s healer.

After Ibrahim ascended the throne in 1640, he demanded that Cinci Hoca, who had not completed his religious education, be admitted to the ranks of the ulema. In 1643 he became the judge (ka-di) of Galata, and in 1644 he was appointed the ka-diasker of Anatolia. Because of his greed and corruption, Cinci Hoca was removed from his post in 1646. The sultan, however, demanded and obtained his reinstatement. Because Cinci Hoca continued to demand bribes in return for currying favor with the rich and powerful, he was again dismissed, and exiled in 1647. In 1648 Cinci Hoca received a royal pardon. However, Sultan Ibrahim, who by then was known to his subjects as Deli Ibrahim (Mad Ibrahim), was deposed before the magician returned to Istanbul. Upon the accession of the new sultan, Mehmed IV (r. 1648–1687), the palace demanded that Cinci Hoca pay the so-called accession disbursement to the janissary corps stationed in Istanbul. When the magician refused, much of his wealth was confiscated by the government. He was subsequently exiled to Egypt. On the way to Egypt, Cinci Hoca fell ill. The palace allowed him to settle temporarily in Bursa. However, after some of his followers joined a revolt in Istanbul, Cinci Hoca was executed in 1648.
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Kösem Sultan (ca. 1589–1651)

The wife of the Ottoman sultan Ahmed I (r. 1603–1617), the mother of the Ottoman sultans Murad IV (r. 1623–1640) and Ibrahim (r. 1640–1648), and the grandmother of Mehmed IV (r. 1648–1687), Kösem Sultan was one of the most powerful women in Ottoman history. Born circa 1589 into either a Greek or a Bosnian family, she was brought to the imperial palace as a child. After she converted to Islam her name was changed to Mahpeykar, literally meaning “Moon-Shaped,” and later to Kösem by Sultan Ahmed I. She bore the Ottoman sultan several children, including two future sultans, Murad IV and Ibrahim. Being the mother of two male offspring of the royal family allowed her to acquire enormous power and emerge as the first wife of Ahmed I, or bāș kādin (head woman).

After the death of Ahmed I in November 1617 Kösem Sultan engineered the accession of the mentally unbalanced Mustafa I, a brother of Ahmed I, thus denying Osman, the oldest son of Ahmed I, the opportunity to ascend the Ottoman throne. Mustafa I, however, was deposed three months later, in February 1618. The court dignitaries and janissary commanders installed Osman (Osman II) as the new sultan. During the reign of Osman II, which extended from 1618 to 1623, Kösem Sultan remained under close watch. In 1623, when Osman II was overthrown and executed, Kösem Sultan’s son Murad IV ascended the throne. Because the new sultan was a child, his mother assumed the role of the vālide sultan, emerging as the true ruler of the Ottoman Empire. She managed the affairs of the state in collaboration with janissary commanders and court officials for nearly 10 years. Foreign enemies, as well as powerful local notables, saw the rise of Kösem Sultan as a golden opportunity to challenge the power and authority of the Ottoman state. In 1624 the Safavid forces, led by the Iranian monarch Shah Abbas I, seized Baghdad.

In 1625 the Crimean Tatars rose in rebellion against the sultan, and the Don Cossacks raided the Bosphorus. Sensing the growing weakness of the Ottoman state, the powerful governor of Erzurum in eastern Anatolia, Abaza Mehmed Pasha, staged a revolt against the central government. In 1632, when Murad IV became old enough to assume the reins of power, Kösem Sultan was banned from all political activities and harem intrigues. When Murad IV died in 1640, Kösem Sultan returned to regain much of her lost power and prestige during the reign of her other son, Ibrahim. Ibrahim, who had lived his entire life in the royal harem and had no training or experience in ruling an empire, became increasingly infatuated with the pleasures of the inner palace, as his mother; his tutor; the grand vizier; the chief eunuch; the janissary commanders; and a charlatan and self-proclaimed “exorcist,” Cinci Hocā (Jinji Hojā), vied for power and influence. As long as the grand vizier, Kemankeș (Kemankesh) Kara Mustafa Pasha (1638–1644), was in charge, the Ottoman state managed to run its affairs smoothly. Ottoman forces recaptured the fortress of Azov from the Cossacks in 1642, rebellions in Erzurum and other parts of Anatolia were suppressed, and the relationship with Iran improved.

The successes of Kemankeș Kara Mustafa Pasha, however, only aroused the jealousy of the various factions within the court and the royal harem. The shrewd Kösem Sultan, as well as the cunning Cinci Hocā, who viewed the powerful grand vizier as a threat to their own power and influence, engineered his murder in 1644. The neurotic and irrational behavior of the sultan, which earned him the title Deli Ibrahim (Ibrahim the Mad), caused massive dissatisfaction both inside the palace and among the public. Worse, war ensued as the result of a campaign to seize the island of Crete, which was ruled at the time by Venice. Venetian forces invaded Bosnia and blockaded the Dardanelles, causing panic among Istanbul’s population. Kösem Sultan, who could not contain and control the erratic behavior of her son, withdrew her support for Ibrahim and sided with the opposition, which by then included the grand vizier, the janissaries, and the ulema. Ibrahim was deposed and was replaced by his six-year-old son Mehmed, who ascended the Ottoman throne as Mehmed IV (r. 1648–1687). However, Ibrahim refused to accept his dethronement. Thus, 10 days after she had forced the abdication of her son, Kösem Sultan ordered Ibrahim’s execution (Shaw: 1:203).

[image: Kia]

Also known as Mahpeyker Sultan, Kösem Sultan, one of the wives of Sultan Ahmed I (r. 1603–1617) was one of the most powerful women in Ottoman history. She was the mother of the Ottoman sultans Murad IV (r. 1623–1640) and Ibrahim (r. 1640–1648), as well as the grandmother of the Ottoman monarch Mehmed IV (r. 1648–1687). (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)

But if Kösem Sultan had hoped that by murdering her own son she would retain her role as the woman behind the throne, she was badly mistaken. The six-year-old sultan was merely a pawn in the hands of his mother, Hatice (Hatije) Turhan Sultan; the grand vizier; and the chief eunuch. The new vālide sultan, Hatice Turhan Sultan, challenged Kösem Sultan as the most powerful woman in the royal harem and organized her own faction. While Kösem Sultan continued to enjoy the support of janissary commanders, Hatice Turhan Sultan mobilized her own supporters, including the palace guards, who assassinated Kösem Sultan before she could remove and murder Mehmed IV and his mother.
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Mahmud I (1696–1754)

The Ottoman sultan who ruled from 1730 to 1754 was born in 1696. His father was Mustafa II, who ruled the Ottoman Empire from 1695 to 1703. Mahmud ascended the Ottoman throne after his uncle, Ahmed III (r. 1703–1730), was deposed as a result of the Patrona Halil Revolt.

In September 1730, as the Ottoman armies were preparing for a campaign against Iran, Patrona Halil, an officer of Albanian origin, staged a revolt. The revolt quickly spread. The ulema and janissary units joined the rebels, who denounced the reigning sultan, Ahmed III, and his grand vizier, Ibrahim Pasha, for mismanaging the war with Iran. Recognizing the seriousness of the revolt, the sultan ordered the execution of his grand vizier on October 1. This concession, however, only boosted the confidence of the rebels, who demanded the abdication of the sultan himself. Ahmed III agreed to abdicate in favor of the oldest living prince of the Ottoman dynasty, who ascended the throne as Mahmud I.

The weakness of the new sultan allowed Patrona Halil and his supporters to impose a reign of terror in Istanbul. The crisis spread to towns across the empire. By mid-November Mahmud had no choice but to put an end to the revolt. Patrona Halil and his lieutenants were invited to the palace, where they were killed by agents of the sultan.

Mahmud I was determined to continue with reforms that had started during the reign of his uncle, Ahmed III. He was particularly determined to reorganize the Ottoman army by recruiting European advisers and trainers. In his search for a capable European adviser, the Ottoman sultan recruited the French officer Claude Alexandre Comte de Bonneval (d. 1747), who had served Louis XIV and later Eugene of Savoy (Jelavich: 116). Because he could not serve the sultan and at the same time retain his Christian faith, Bonneval converted to Islam and assumed the name Ahmed Pasha. Because of the formidable opposition from the janissary corps, Bonneval’s reforms were primarily confined to the reorganization of the artillery corps and did not extend to janissary units (Jelavich: 116). Other French officers, as well as Scottish and Irish mercenaries, joined Bonneval in training Ottoman army units. Reforms in the military organization of the empire forced the government to introduce modern educational institutions, including a military engineering school where modern sciences were taught.

Much of Mahmud’s reign was spent fighting the Iranians in the east and the Habsburgs and the Russians in the west and the north. The wars with Iran were centered on control of Iraq, eastern Anatolia, and southern Caucasus. In Iran, the Safavid prince Tahmasp had declared himself the shah. The real power, however, rested with the shah’s charismatic army commander, Nader. After pushing Ottoman forces out of Iran, Nader had been forced to abandon his campaign and return to northeastern Iran to quell a rebellion. In his absence, Tahmasp attacked the southern Caucasus in 1731 but suffered a humiliating defeat at the hands of the Ottomans near Hamadan. The territories that Nader had regained from the Ottomans were lost. This defeat allowed Nader to portray the shah as weak and incompetent. He denounced the treaty that the shah had signed with the Ottomans and sent an ultimatum to Mahmud I demanding the restoration of the provinces Iran had lost. Nader then marched to the Iranian capital, Isfahan, in 1732, and removed the shah from the throne, replacing him with an infant son. He then proclaimed himself the regent and led his army in another war against the Ottomans. Nader’s first target was Baghdad, which he surrounded in 1733. In response, the Ottomans assembled a large force in northern Iraq. The decisive battle took place near Kirkuk in present-day Iraqi Kurdistan. In the first confrontation between the Ottoman and Iranian armies, Nader was soundly defeated by the Ottoman commander, Topal Osman Pasha, near Mosul. To the shock and amazement of his commanders, however, Nader decided to reinforce his army and attack the Ottoman forces three months later, at a time when Topal Osman Pasha had fallen victim to palace intrigues in Istanbul and had not received the men, arms, and provisions he had requested. When the two armies joined battle again in northern Iraq, the resupplied and reenergized Iranian force routed the Ottomans. Topal Osman Pasha was captured and killed by Nader’s men (Sykes: 2:252).

Mahmud I organized a new army and dispatched it against Nader, who immediately laid siege to Tbilisi, Yerevan, and Ganja (Ganjeh) in the southern Caucasus with the hope of forcing the Ottomans into an open engagement. The Ottomans took the bait and moved against Nader, who defeated them in battle. The Ottoman commander was captured and killed, and the southern Caucasus was once again occupied by Iran. In October 1736 the two powers finally agreed to a peace treaty, which restored Iranian control over the southern Caucasus and recognized the borders as defined by the Treaty of Qasr-i Shirin (Kasr-i Șirin) in 1639.

The Iranian victory over the Ottomans served to convince the Russians to withdraw their remaining troops from Iran. Nader removed the infant Safavid monarch and ascended the throne as Nader Shah Afshar in 1736. Although both sides were exhausted by continuous campaigns, the Ottomans were determined to punish Nader and regain the territory they had lost. Nader had also demanded that the Ottomans recognize the Ja’fari Shia School as the fifth legal school of jurisprudence in Islam. The Ottoman sultan Mahmud I responded by raising another army, which marched from Kars in eastern Anatolia against Iranian positions in Armenia. After several days of fierce fighting, Nader once again defeated the larger Ottoman force. The Ottoman artillery was captured by Nader, and thousands of Ottoman soldiers were killed. The Ottoman sultan had no choice but to sue for peace. The two sides agreed to sign a peace treaty in September 1746, restoring the borders established in the Treaty of Qasr-i Shirin, which had been signed between Murad IV and the Safavids over a century earlier.

While the conflict with Iran raged on, the Ottoman Empire became involved in military campaigns against Russia and the Habsburgs. Russia was determined to impose its rule over the northern shores of the Black Sea and subdue the Crimean Tatars. The Habsburg objective was to push the Ottomans as far south as they could and incorporate Bosnia-Herzegovina into their empire. With the two European powers agreeing to divide the spoils of war, the Russians attacked the Crimea and captured Azov in May 1736. Their rapid advance, however, cut them off from their supply lines and caused famine and death among their troops. The Ottoman defenses also held them back from pushing into Moldavia in 1737. The Ottomans organized a counteroffensive against the Habsburgs, who had invaded Bosnia and Serbia, recapturing Banja Luka, Vidin, and Nish in the summer of 1737. The Habsburgs did not have any alternative but to retreat to Transylvania. Building on these victories, the Ottomans refused French mediation and attacked, capturing Belgrade. Recognizing that the war with the Ottoman Empire would allow Russia to invade and occupy Moldavia, the Habsburgs signed the Treaty of Belgrade on September 18, 1739. The peace between the Ottomans and the Habsburgs forced the Russians, who had moved their forces through Polish territory into Moldavia and Wallachia, to stop their advance. They recognized that peace with the Habsburgs would allow the Ottomans to concentrate their forces against the Russian army. Even without an Ottoman counteroffensive, the Russians were suffering from a shortage of supplies. Therefore the czar renounced his territorial ambitions and agreed to evacuate Azov. In return, the sultan agreed to prevent future attacks by the Tatars against Russian territory. The sultan also consented to permit Russian subjects to conduct trade in his domains and visit Christian holy places.

With the end of the wars with Russia and the Habsburgs, the Ottoman Empire entered a long period of peace. In the last years of Mahmud’s reign, as well as the reigns of the next two sultans, Osman III (r. 1754–1757) and Mustafa III (r. 1757–1774), the Ottomans refused to play a role in the War of Austrian Succession (1740–1748) and the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763) (Jelavich: 68). Even the murder of Nader Shah in 1747 could not entice Mahmud I to invade the rapidly disintegrating Iran.
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Mahmud II (1784–1839)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1808 to 1839. The long reign of Mahmud was marked by nationalist revolts in Serbia and Greece and the growing power and intervention of Russia in the Balkans. Mahmud tried to impose the authority of the central government over provinces by attacking the powerful āyāns who had established themselves as autonomous rulers. His attack on Ali Pasha of Janina allowed the Greek nationalists to revolt and gain independence with the support of Russia, France, and Britain. In 1826 the sultan dissolved the janissary corps. The conflict between Mahmud and the governor of Egypt, Mehmed Ali (Muhammad Ali), resulted in a series of military campaigns that ended with the defeat of Ottoman forces in 1833. The Egyptian victory forced Mahmud to seek the support of the Russian government by signing the Treaty of Hünkar İskelesi, which greatly increased the power and influence of the Russian state over the Ottoman Empire. Despite military defeats and territorial losses, Mahmud remained committed to the implementation of important political, military, economic, and educational reforms until his death in 1839.

Mahmud was the son of Abdülhamid I (r. 1774–1789) and a cousin of Selim III (r. 1789–1807). He was born in 1784. He ascended the Ottoman throne in 1808 after the powerful notable Alemdar Mustafa Pasha overthrew the reigning sultan, Mustafa IV (r. 1807–1808). The new sultan was exceedingly weak and depended for his survival on Alemdar Mustafa Pasha, who acted as the power behind the throne. After Alemdar Mustafa Pasha was killed in an uprising on November 15, 1808, Mahmud began to assert his authority.

Throughout Mahmud’s reign the Ottoman Empire had to confront the double threats posed by the rise of powerful provincial magnates, who were challenging the authority of the central government, and the nationalist uprisings among the Christian subjects of the sultan in the Balkans. The first nationalist movement to challenge the Ottoman power in the Balkans emerged in Serbia. The revolt in Serbia had already begun in April 1804 during the reign of Mahmud’s predecessor, Selim III (r. 1789–1807). The leader of the revolt was Djordje Petrović, also known as Kara George (Black George), the founder of the Karadjordjević dynasty. Despite support from the Russian government for the Serbian nationalists, the Ottoman army suppressed the revolt in October 1813. Two years later, in March 1815, a new revolt erupted, this time under the leadership of Miloš Obrenović, who demanded autonomy for a Serbian principality. To neutralize the rebellion, Mahmud II reached a compromise with Obrenović and granted autonomy to a Serbian principality between Belgrade and Nish.
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Portrait of Mahmud II, sultan of the Ottoman Empire from 1808 to 1839. (Los Angeles County Museum of Art)

The second nationalist revolt to challenge Ottoman rule began in Greece in 1821 and culminated in the establishment of an independent kingdom of Greece in 1832. The Greek revolt was organized and led by Philiki Etaireia (Society of Friends/Friendly Society), which was founded in Ukraine in 1814. The revolt began in March 1821, when the leader of Philiki Etaireia, Alexandros (Alexander) Ypsilantis, crossed the Pruth River into Moldavia. Ypsilantis was quickly defeated by the Ottomans, but on March 25 a series of attacks were staged against Ottoman rule in the Peloponnese in present-day southern Greece. By January 1822 the Greek nationalists, who had seized the Peloponnese, were ready to declare the independence of Greece. In responding to the threat posed by the Greek nationalist movement, Mahmud II requested military support from Mehmed Ali (Muhammad Ali), the Ottoman governor of Egypt. With support from Egyptian naval forces led by Mehmed Ali’s son, Ibrahim Pasha, the Ottomans recaptured the Peloponnese. They seized Missolonghi in April 1826 and Athens in August of the same year. The Greek revolutionaries were saved after Russia, France, and Britain destroyed the Ottoman fleet at Navarino on October 20, 1827. The destruction of the Ottoman fleet and intense pressure from Russia and Great Britain forced Mehmed Ali to withdraw his troops from Greece. Despite the devastating blow at Navarino, Mahmud II refused to accept defeat. This refusal sparked the Russo-Ottoman war of 1828–1829. Russian armies crossed into the Romanian-populated principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia. They then invaded Bulgaria. Another Russian force seized the western Caucasus and entered northeastern Anatolia. The collapse of the Ottoman defenses forced Mahmud II to sue for peace. The Treaty of Edirne, signed in September 1829, forced the sultan to recognize the independence of Greece and the autonomy of Moldavia, Wallachia, and Serbia.

In 1826, in the midst of the Greek War of Independence, Mahmud concluded that he could not establish the authority of the central government without building a new and modern army. He attacked and destroyed the janissaries. The forces loyal to the sultan bombarded the barracks of the janissaries stationed in the Ottoman capital and hunted down and murdered janissaries wherever they found them. The day after the massacre, the janissary corps was officially abolished. The destruction of the janissaries by Mahmud was celebrated by the Ottoman state as the Vak’ayi Hayriye or the Auspicious Incident (Zürcher: 40).

If the loss of Greece struck a devastating blow to Ottoman prestige and power, it was the revolt of Mehmed Ali (Muhammad Ali), the governor of Egypt, that brought the empire to the verge of political extinction. Mehmed Ali had emerged as the master of Egypt after building a strong and modern army with direct assistance and support from France. Mahmud, who was fully aware of Mehmed Ali’s successes and his newly acquired military capability, asked for his support when the Greek revolution erupted. The defeat at Navarino, however, forced the governor of Egypt to withdraw his forces. Initially, Mehmed Ali had thought of building his own kingdom in North Africa by attacking Algeria and Tunisia, but the French had acted faster by attacking and occupying Algiers in July 1830. With North Africa falling into the hands of the French, Mehmed Ali and his son Ibrahim Pasha, who acted as his father’s army commander, turned their attention eastward and attacked Palestine and Syria in October 1831. In May 1832 the town of Acre fell, followed by Damascus in June. By July Ibrahim Pasha had routed Ottoman forces twice, establishing his rule over the entire country. As in the case of the Greek revolution, the sultan refused an offer for a negotiated settlement. With offers of peace rejected, the Egyptian army pushed into Anatolia and, in a battle near Konya in December, defeated the Ottoman army that had been sent from Istanbul. On February 2, 1833, the Egyptians reached Kütahya in western Anatolia (Hale: 24). Mahmud responded to the defeat by opening negotiations with the European powers, with the aim of securing their support against his rebellious and ambitious subject. When the British and the Austrians turned down the request, the sultan asked for military intervention from Russia. While the arrival of the Russian fleet in February 1833 prevented Mehmed Ali from marching his troops to Istanbul, it could not dislodge the Egyptian forces from their newly conquered territories in Anatolia. To end the crisis, the sultan agreed to sign the Treaty of Kütahya in April and appoint Mehmed Ali governor of Syria. On July 8 he also signed the Treaty of Hünkar Iskelesi with Russia, an eight-year defense pact (Hale: 24). According to this treaty, Russia received a promise from the sultan that the Ottoman government would close the straits to all ships during a time of war between Russia and a foreign power. Thus, Russia succeeded in using the Ottoman Empire as a means of blockading any future attack by a hostile European power against its positions and establishing naval supremacy in the Black Sea.

Despite the peace with Mehmed Ali, the sultan was anxious to strengthen his army and strike back at the disloyal governor of Egypt. The British, who were greatly alarmed by the growing power and influence of Russia, viewed Mehmed Ali as an ally of France whose aggressive and expansionist policies toward the Ottoman Empire would force the sultan to depend on the Russians for his survival. Meanwhile, Mahmud II hoped to utilize British anxiety over Mehmed Ali to gain their support for a campaign against him. However, in 1834, when an Ottoman army began to move toward Syria, the British cautioned the sultan against the attack.

In 1838 the tension between the sultan and Mehmed Ali erupted again when the latter stated his intention to declare his independence from the Ottoman Empire. When this ambitious and provocative move was opposed by his closest ally, the French, Mehmed Ali backed down. The sultan was now determined to secure the support of Great Britain in a campaign to destroy Mehmed Ali. Using this opportunity to expand its economic and commercial interests in the region, the British prime minister, Palmerston, convinced the Ottoman sultan to sign a commercial treaty in August 1838. This treaty confirmed British capitulatory privileges and opened the Ottoman markets to British investment and trade (Shaw: 2:50; Zürcher: 38).

In 1839 Mahmud mobilized a force that was sent against Mehmed Ali’s army in Syria. When the Ottoman army attacked Aleppo in June 1839, Egyptian forces under the command of Ibrahim Pasha destroyed it, killing most of the Ottoman soldiers and officers. Less than a week later, Mahmud died in Istanbul after a long battle with tuberculosis. It is believed that the news of the devastating defeat in Syria arrived after the ailing sultan had taken his last breath.

Despite his many failures on the battlefield, Mahmud II introduced a number of important political, military, judicial, educational, and cultural reforms, which transformed the Ottoman Empire and laid the foundation for a group of government officials to push a far more ambitious program of reforms from 1839 to 1876. Indeed, one of the fundamental differences between the reforms of Mahmud and those that were introduced before his reign was the underlying commitment of the sultan to abandon the old institutions and replace them with new structures that were borrowed from various European countries.

Mahmud II was described by the English author and traveler Julia Pardoe, who observed the sultan during a royal procession to the grand mosque in Istanbul, as “a man of noble physiognomy and graceful bearing, who sat his horse with gentlemanlike ease, and whose countenance was decidedly prepossessing. He wore in his fez an aigrette of diamonds, sustaining a cluster of peacock’s feathers; an ample blue cloak was flung across his shoulders, whose color was one mass of jewels, and on the third finger of his bridle hand glittered the largest brilliant that I ever remember to have seen” (Pardoe: 173). According to Pardoe, Mahmud was not “a handsome man,” but his features were “good and strongly marked, and his eye bright and piercing” (Pardoe: 175). His “jet black hair, seen in heavy curls beneath the fez,” which he wore “drawn down low upon his forehead; and his bushy and well-trimmed beard,” added “considerably to the dignity of his appearance, as well as giving to him a look of much greater youth” (Pardoe: 175).


SULTAN MAHMUD II ATTENDS PRAYERS AT THE GRAND MOSQUE

Julia Pardoe (1806–1862) was an English writer and poet, best known for her books on the Ottoman Empire. In 1836 she accompanied her father, Major Thomas Pardoe, to Istanbul. A keen observer of the peoples and cultures of the Ottoman Empire, Pardoe published The City of the Sultan in 1836. In 1839, in collaboration with the artist William Henry Bartlett, she published an illustrated account of Constantinople entitled The Beauties of the Bosphorus (1839). Reproduced here is her description from The City of the Sultan of Sultan Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839) at prayer:

Crowds of decorated individuals closed the procession; and in five minutes more Sultan Mahmoud dismounted and entered the mosque.

The Cheik Islam (Şeyhülislam), or High Priest, had preceded his Imperial Master; but we saw him only at a distance as he ascended the marble steps that I have already mentioned, and passed in through the great entrance. He wore a turban of the sacred green, about which was wound a massive chain, or rather belt, of gold; and was mounted on a fine Arabian, whose bridle was held by two grooms.

Sultan Mahmoud is not a handsome man, and yet it is difficult to define wherefore; for his features are good and strongly marked, and his eye bright and piercing. His jet black hair, seen in heavy curls beneath the fez, which, like most of his subjects, he wears drawn down low upon his forehead; and his bushy and well-trimmed beard, add considerably to the dignity of his appearance, as well as giving to him a look of much greater youth than he can actually boast.

Source: Julia Pardoe, The City of the Sultan, and Domestic Manners of the Turks (London: Henry Colburn, 1836), 171–175.
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Mehmed I (1381–1421)

A sultan of the Ottoman state who ruled from 1413 to 1421. Mehmet was a son of the Ottoman sultan Bayezid I (r. 1389–1402), who was defeated by the Central Asian conqueror Timur at the Battle of Ankara in July 1402. The Ottoman army was routed, and Bayezid was captured. Timur did not execute Bayezid. The defeated and humiliated Ottoman sultan died in captivity in 1403.

Timur completed his conquests of Anatolia by seizing Smyrna (Izmir) in December 1402. Before returning to Central Asia, where he died in 1405, Timur strengthened the Turkoman principalities of Karaman, Germiyan, and Hamid against a possible Ottoman restoration. Mehmed, the prince of Karaman, was rewarded with a sizable principality and a large army. Bayezid’s sons were kept alive by Timur, who knew that they would have to fight among themselves before one could emerge as the successor to their father. Thus began a period of 11 years of war among Bayezid’s sons, which came to be known as the Interregnum, or Fetret in Turkish (Alderson: 6).

Initially the war for succession to Bayezid’s throne centered on Süleyman in Edirne, Isa in Bursa and Balikesir, and Mehmed in Amasya in northern Anatolia. Having established himself in Edirne and using his father’s gāzis and cavalry forces, which had remained intact, Süleyman was the most powerful of all contenders to the Ottoman throne. He consolidated his position further when he signed several peace treaties with the Christian states of Europe. Through territorial concessions, such as the return of Salonika to the Byzantine emperor in October 1403, Süleyman tried to gain the political and financial support of Serbia and the Byzantine state. His strategy was to consolidate his rule in southeast Europe and use it as a base to attack Anatolia with the support of his newly found Christian allies. Süleyman’s brothers, Mehmed and Isa, viewed Süleyman as the principal threat to their rule, although all three Ottoman princes accepted the suzerainty of Timur. Curiously, perhaps, it was neither Musa nor Isa nor Süleyman (whom Timur recognized as his father’s successor because the Ottoman prince was centered in southeast Europe and did not pose any threat to Timur’s empire in the Middle East and Central Asia) who emerged victorious after 11 years of civil war, but Prince Mehmed of Amasya.

As the new Ottoman sultan ruling a unified empire, Mehmed removed the controversial religious leader Bedreddin and dismissed the gāzi leaders who had supported his brother, Musa, sending them into exile in Anatolia. To appease the Byzantine emperor, Manuel, Mehmed returned Salonika and all Byzantine territory around Constantinople. He also signed a peace treaty with Genoa and Venice. Mehmed’s strategy was to restore the power of notable Ottoman families and religious leaders at home and rebuild the army before engaging it in another military adventure. He soon realized, however, that his peace strategy could be misinterpreted as a sign of weakness, particularly among the leaders of various Turkoman principalities (beyliks) in Anatolia, who had gained a great deal from the defeat of Bayezid in 1402. Mehmed attacked the Turkoman principalities of western and southwestern Anatolia, recapturing most possessions that Murad and Bayezid had taken from Karaman and that Timur had restored to them after his victory at Ankara (Shaw: 1:42). The Ottoman sultan could not, however, continue his military campaigns in Anatolia because of several internal revolts that challenged Ottoman authority in Europe. The first of these was led by the followers of Şeyh Bedreddin, who had been sent into exile by Mehmed. The controversial religious leader did not curtail his activities while in exile. He fled Ottoman territory and soon landed in Wallachia, where he was received with pomp and ceremony and sufficient support to mobilize his followers in Europe, many of whom were recruited from among the Turkish nomads who had moved recently from Anatolia. Inspired by his popularity, the Şeyh’s followers in Anatolia began to organize local revolts to challenge the Ottoman state. While the revolts in Anatolia were suppressed, the situation in Rumeli (the European provinces of the Ottoman Empire) deteriorated when Şeyh Bedreddin raised the flag of open rebellion in Dobrudja in present-day Romania. To make matters worse, a man claiming to be Prince Mustafa, the lost son of Sultan Bayezid, who had been held in prison by Timur, surfaced and immediately staged a rebellion with the support of the Byzantine state and Wallachia (Shaw: 1:43). Encouraged by these rebellions, the Venetians attacked and destroyed the Ottoman fleet at Gallipoli on May 29, 1416 (Inalcik: 18). Mehmed sent one army against Düzme Mustafa (the False Mustafa) and another against Bedreddin, scoring a quick victory against the former, who was defeated and forced to flee to Constantinople. In the autumn of 1416 Ottoman forces crushed Şeyh Bedreddin’s revolt (Inalcik: 18). Bedreddin himself was captured and shortly after executed, on December 18, 1416 (Finkel: 34–35). With the challenge from False Mustafa neutralized, Mehmed turned east and completed his conquest of western and southwestern Anatolia. He already had annexed the Turkoman principalities of Hamid in 1414, Aydin in 1415, and Menteşe (Menteshe) in 1416. Teke and Antalya were now added to the Ottoman domains (Shaw: 1:44). Though determined to pursue his victories in Anatolia, Mehmed was forced to return to Europe, where he carried out a series of raids against Wallachia, forcing Prince Mircea to accept Ottoman suzerainty and capturing the important strategic town of Giurgiu (Yergögü) in 1419 (Inalcik: 18). Mehmed died in 1421 and was succeeded by his son, Murad (Murad II).
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Mehmed II (1432–1481)

An Ottoman sultan who ruled first from 1444 to 1446, and again from 1451 to 1481. He was born in Edirne, then the Ottoman capital, on March 30, 1432. His father was Murad II (r. 1421–1444, 1446–1451). The identity of his mother is uncertain. As a child he was sent to Amasya in northern Anatolia, where his half brother, Ahmed Çelebi (Chelebi), the oldest son of Murad II, served as the governor. After Ahmed Çelebi died in 1437, Mehmed, who was five years old, succeeded his deceased brother as the governor of Amasya. In 1439 Mehmed traveled to Edirne for his circumcision. Afterward he was appointed governor of Manisa in western Anatolia. His brother, Alaeddin Ali, who had served as the governor of Manisa, was appointed governor of Amasya. Alaeddin Ali was Sultan Murad’s favorite, and he had been groomed to be the next sultan, but he was assassinated in the spring of 1443. The death of Alaeddin Ali made Mehmed the sole heir to the Ottoman throne. In the summer of 1443 Mehmed was ordered to travel to Edirne so that he could learn the daily responsibilities of ruling the Ottoman state.

In 1444 Murad II abdicated the Ottoman throne. Murad was succeeded by Mehmed, who ascended the throne as Mehmed II. Murad’s abdication caused a power struggle within the Ottoman government. When a new Christian crusade, organized by Hungary and supported by the pope, the Byzantine emperor, and Venice, commenced, the factions within the Ottoman ruling elite concluded that the young Mehmed II could not lead the empire at a time of such serious crisis and appealed to Murad to reassume the reins of power. Murad II remained on the throne until 1451. After Murad’s death in February 1451, Mehmed ascended the throne for the second time.

Upon ascending the throne, Mehmed II ordered his army to prepare for the siege and assault of Constantinople. Many Muslim rulers had dreamed of capturing Constantinople. As early as 674 the Umayyad caliphs, who ruled a vast Islamic empire from their capital in Damascus, Syria, had attacked the city. They tried for the second time in 717–718, but failed again (McCarthy: 69). Although the Byzantine state was now devoid of its ancient glory and power, Constantinople held significant strategic, financial, and symbolic value. The city connected the Black Sea to the Aegean and provided the shortest and easiest land route from Anatolia to the Balkans (McCarthy: 69). It also separated the Anatolian possessions of the Ottoman state from its southeast European provinces (McCarthy: 69). As long as it remained in the hands of the Byzantine state, the city could be used as a base for attacks against Ottoman armies and to blockade shipping from the Black Sea to the Aegean. Economically, Constantinople was an important center of commerce and trade, the most important stop for the traders and merchants who carried goods from Central Asia, Iran, and Anatolia to Europe. The city was also home to important merchant communities, such as the Venetians and the Genovese, who functioned as middlemen between the economies of Asia and Europe.

Finally, the symbolic aspect of conquest was as important as its strategic and economic value. The city was known as the Rome of the east, and the Greek rulers of the Byzantine state carried the title of caesar (McCarthy: 69). For the Ottoman rulers, who lacked the noble blood of the Abbasid caliphs of Baghdad and the imperial lineage of the Byzantine emperors, the conquest of Constantinople would add a great deal of prestige and legitimacy (McCarthy: 69). Indeed, it would promote them from the status of a prominent regional player to that of a superpower, while at the same time filling the coffers of the state treasury and providing more fuel to the Ottoman war machine. From the very beginning of their empire, the Ottoman sultans had viewed Constantinople as the greatest prize they could acquire. The symbolic significance of the city was reflected in the concept of Kizil Elma (red apple), an expression the Ottomans used to speak of Constantinople as the most important prize in their drive to create a world empire (Finkel: 48). By plucking the red apple, the sultan could end the reign of Byzantine emperors who had offered protection to numerous pretenders to the Ottoman throne, stirring up internal conflicts and civil wars that had undermined the security and stability of the Ottoman state (Tursun Beg: 33).
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Portrait of Sultan Mehmed II, the conqueror of Constantinople. (DeAgostini/Getty Images)

Despite all these potential benefits, several powerful Ottoman officials opposed the attack. The most prominent among them was the grand vizier Çandarli Halil (Chandarli Halil). Mehmed disliked the aging statesman for the role he had played during his father’s abdication, when the young Mehmed had temporarily ruled as the sultan, only to be deposed with the encouragement and support of the janissaries and Çandarli Halil (Tursun Beg: 32). Confident of his power and influence inside the government, Çandarli Halil now opposed the dream that the young sultan had cherished since childhood. Mehmed enjoyed the grand vizier’s vehement opposition to the project, for it had already tarnished his reputation by allowing opponents at the court to label him as the agent of the Greek emperor and the alleged recipient of bribes from the Byzantine court.

In preparing for the final assault on Constantinople, Mehmed constructed an Ottoman navy to impose a blockade on the city. A fortress called Rumeli Hissar (European Fortress), armed with siege cannons, was built on the Bosphorus to destroy any ships that might try to run the blockade and supply the city’s starving population with fighting men, weaponry, and provisions from Black Sea colonies (Tursun Beg: 33–34). By the spring of 1453 the Ottomans had assembled one of the largest and most formidable land forces the ancient empire had ever seen. By then the population of the city had decreased significantly, as many of its residents had fled before the assault began. Those who remained behind fought heroically and repulsed several Ottoman assaults, but they were fighting a losing battle against one of the world’s best armies. On May 29 the Ottoman troops broke through the city’s walls and defenses. The last Byzantine emperor, Constantine XI, who was fighting with the city’s defenders, was killed during the battle. In accordance with the established practice of the day, a city conquered by assault was subjected to plunder by the conquering army (Inalcik: 26). As the Ottoman troops swept through the city, the sultan walked into the Hagia Sophia (Aya Sofya or St. Sophia), the church built by the emperor Justinian in the sixth century CE, and declared it a mosque for Islam, proclaiming, “Hereafter my capital is Istanbul” (Inalcik: 26). After allowing his army to pillage the city for three days, the sultan ordered the reconstruction of his new capital (Inalcik: 26).

To establish himself as the new emperor who had inherited the Byzantine Empire, Mehmed had to create a government that could serve as the exclusive instrument of his will. For the Ottoman state to be recognized as a world power, its capital had to represent not only power and prosperity, but also openness and tolerance. Therefore the Greek population, which had been decimated, was invited to return, and the Greek Orthodox Church, under the leadership of its patriarch, was allowed to remain and prosper under the protection of the sultan (Shaw: 1:58–59). The sultan also invited the Armenian patriarch to settle in his new capital (McCarthy: 129). In order to attract Muslim religious leaders and scholars, Mehmed ordered the construction of Fatih Mosque overlooking the Bosphorus (Shaw: 1:60). By the end of his reign, the construction of new mosques, schools, and bazaars had restored much of Istanbul’s past glory and prosperity.

With the conquest of Constantinople, Mehmed received the title Fatih (the Conqueror). To ensure the loyalty of the officials and commanders who surrounded him and to remind all those at the court who was in charge of the empire’s affairs, he ordered the execution of Çandarli Halil and the expropriation of his wealth. The message was loud and clear. The sultan was the sole master of his empire and did not tolerate any opposition or criticism of his decisions. The government officials were servants of the sultan; they obeyed and executed his orders and did not enjoy the right to interfere and undermine the royal decrees and decisions.

Mehmed also ordered the construction of a new palace to represent the new style of leadership. Built on land overlooking the Bosphorus, the new palace, which was named Topkapi (Cannon Gate), allowed the sultan to live in privacy and seclusion (Shaw: 1:59; McCarthy: 70). Before Mehmed, Ottoman sultans intermingled with their officials, army commanders, and even soldiers. The design of Topkapi, however, made the Ottoman sultan less accessible to his government, the army, and the populace. Several buildings and many layers of palace hierarchy stood between a visiting dignitary or ambassador and the sultan. The eunuchs and the divān, or council chamber, where the grand vizier and his ministers met, were some of the layers that blocked direct access to the sultan.

Having established himself as the most powerful Muslim sovereign, Mehmed shifted his focus to those Christian powers that blocked Ottoman expansion in the Balkans, namely Hungary and Venice. The Hungarians intended to use their influence on Serbia, which had been resurrected in 1444, to maintain and expand their power in the Balkans. For the Ottomans, there was no alternative but to confront Hungary by bringing Serbia under their direct control. In two campaigns, the first in 1454 and the second in 1455, Mehmed tried to impose Ottoman rule on Serbia, but he failed to capture Belgrade in 1456. When George Branković died, the conflict between the Ottoman state and Hungary resurfaced. After another series of campaigns in 1459, Mehmed finally occupied much of Serbia, but the problem of Hungarian involvement in Serbian internal affairs persisted until the reign of Süleyman I, when the Ottomans finally occupied Belgrade and used it as a land bridge to attack and defeat the Hungarians.

As for Venice, Mehmed moved his forces to the Morea in 1459, establishing Ottoman control over the region by 1460 (Tursun Beg: 43–44). The Ottoman position in the region, however, remained tenuous because Venice continued to hold such important strategic fortresses as Modon and Coron, which were supported from the sea by the Venetian maritime forces. Taking advantage of the collapse of Byzantine power, Venice also established itself on the Isthmus of Corinth, in present-day southern Greece, using it as a land bridge to push northward and threaten the Ottoman forces from the rear. The result was the renewal of wars with Venice that would continue until 1479, undermining Mehmed’s attempts to establish Ottoman control over mainland Greece.

In 1463 Ottoman forces invaded and occupied Bosnia (Tursun Beg: 50–52). In sharp contrast to other Christian areas of southeastern Europe, in Bosnia there were massive conversions to Islam following the Ottoman conquest (Jelavich: 32). As mosques and religious schools transformed the urban landscape, Islam gradually penetrated the Bosnian countryside. The newly converted Bosnian nobility retained its Slavic language and culture and gradually emerged as a close ally of the Ottoman state, which rewarded it with enormous political and economic power (Jelavich: 32).

The invasion and occupation of Bosnia reignited the war with the Hungarians, who formed an alliance with Venice. In searching for formidable allies who could strengthen their united front against the Ottomans, Hungary and Venice received the support of the Albanian rebel Skanderbeg. Their most important ally was not, however, this Christian prince, but a new Muslim ruler by the name of Hassan Beyk, also known as Uzun Hassan (Tall Hassan), who was determined to resurrect the empire of Timur in the east. Venetian ambassadors arrived at the court of Uzun Hassan, the chief of the Aq Qoyunlu (Ak Koyunlu) or White Sheep Turkomans, to negotiate an alliance that would allow Venice and the Aq Qoyunlu forces to coordinate a joint military campaign against the Ottoman Empire.

Since the early 1460s the Ottomans had watched with anxiety the rise of Uzun Hassan as the ruler of a new and powerful state based in Iran and southeastern Anatolia. Uzun Hassan hoped that he and the Mamluks would form an alliance against the Ottomans. Between the Ottomans and the Aq Qoyunlu in Anatolia stood the last two remaining Turkoman principalities, the Dulkadir (Dulgadir) and Karaman, the latter having been defeated and conquered by Mehmed between 1468 and 1470 (Har-El: 80–81, 86–89). Despite their defeat and loss of independence, the chiefs of Karaman had not given up on the dream of regaining their principality by using the Aq Qoyunlu as an ally against the Ottomans. Since the annexation of their principality, they had sought refuge in the Taurus Mountains, appealing persistently to Uzun Hassan for an alliance against the Ottomans (Shaw: 1:65; Inalcik: 299).

The Venetians and the Knights of Rhodes sent emissaries to court the Turkoman chief, forming an alliance in 1464 and providing him with financial support and weaponry (Roemer: 6:176; Shaw: 1:66). As a formidable maritime power, Venice could attack the Ottomans from the west while the Aq Qoyunlu waged a land assault from the east. In 1472, after he had received an urgent request from Karaman for support against a major Ottoman force led by the sultan, Uzun Hassan mobilized his army for a major campaign and attacked eastern Anatolia (Tehrani: 554).

An Ottoman army of nearly 100,000 was mobilized to face the Aq Qoyunlu threat. The decisive battle took place near the village of Bașkent (Bashkent) in northeastern Anatolia on August 11, 1473 (Roemer: 6:179). The Ottoman forces, which included 10,000 janissaries, inflicted a crushing defeat on the Aq Qoyunlu, killing one of Uzun Hassan’s sons and forcing the Turkoman chief to flee the battlefield (Tehrani: 570–584). As part of the victory celebration over Uzun Hassan, in one day alone 3,000 members of Aq Qoyunlu were executed. At each stop on their way back to Istanbul, the Ottomans beheaded 400 Aq Qoyunlu men, leaving their bodies on the road as a warning to those who were contemplating a revolt against the authority of the sultan (Tehrani: 583). With the defeat of Aq Qoyunlu, Karaman as well as Kastamonu and Trebizond were fully incorporated into the Ottoman state.

Genoa and Venice had instigated the conflict between the Ottomans and Uzun Hassan by financing and arming the Aq Qoyunlu ruler. The attack on Genoa was primarily focused on the Genovese colonies of Amara, Sino, Trebizond, Kaffa, and Sudak on the Black Sea, which the Ottomans forced to pay annual tribute before occupying them between 1459 and 1475 (Inalcik and Renda: 87). The assault on Venice began by Ottoman forces laying siege to Shkodër (Ishkodra) in Albania. After four years of war, the two parties reached a peace agreement. According to this agreement, Shkodër, Akçahisar, Lemnos, and the islands of Euboia were ceded to the Ottoman Empire, while Venice retained its control of Lepanto, Coron, and Modon in the Morea as well as the right to trade in the sultan’s domains. Venice also agreed to pay the sultan 10,000 gold coins annually (Inalcik and Renda: 87).

With Venice and Genoa neutralized for a time, Mehmed pursued his strategy of establishing a complete Ottoman hegemony on the Black Sea basin by bringing the Crimean Tatars under Ottoman suzerainty in 1475. Thus the northern shores of the Black Sea were incorporated into the Ottoman state, which came to dominate maritime trade in the region until the second half of the 18th century (Inalcik and Renda: 87).

With the establishment of Ottoman rule in the Black Sea region, Mehmed turned his attention once again to Venice and concentrated his forces on a plan to conquer Italy. He also intended to capture Rhodes from the Knights of Hospitallers. The Ottoman forces under the command of Gedik Ahmed Pasha attacked Italy, landing at Otranto in present-day southern Italy in the summer of 1480 and establishing a land base from which they planned to pursue their conquest the following spring. The Italian city-states and the pope in Rome were preparing themselves for the worst when the news of Mehmed’s death arrived. The sultan died on March 3, 1481, before his dream of conquering Italy could become a reality (Shaw: 1:70).
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Mehmed III (1566–1603)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1595 to 1603. Mehmed was born in Manisa in present-day western Anatolia (Turkey) in 1566. He was named by his great-grandfather, Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566), in honor of the Ottoman conqueror of Constantinople, Mehmed II Fatih (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481). Mehmed’s father was Murad III (r. 1574–1595). His mother was the Albanian-born concubine Saffiye Sultan. In 1584 Mehmed was appointed governor of Saruhan. After the death of Murad III in 1595, Mehmed III ascended the Ottoman throne. The new sultan unleashed a reign of terror against his own family, ordering the execution of his 19 brothers and 20 sisters (Shaw: 1:184; Imber: 109). Throughout Mehmed’s reign his mother, Saffiye Sultan, exercised enormous power and influence, while the grand vizier conducted the ongoing military campaigns against the Habsburgs and the insurgency in the Romanian-populated principality of Wallachia.

The reign of Mehmed III witnessed the continuation of conflict with Austria and widespread revolts in Anatolia. By the time Mehmed III ascended the throne, the war with the Habsburgs was in its second year. To strengthen their position vis-à-vis the Ottomans, the Habsburgs formed an alliance with the two Danubian principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia. To suppress the revolts in the two principalities, the Ottoman forces invaded Wallachia and captured Bucharest. However, the Wallachian counterattacks, combined with a very harsh winter, forced the Ottoman army to retreat. With Wallachia and Moldavia in turmoil and chaos, the sultan appealed to his ally, the khan of Crimea, to attack the two Romanian principalities from the north. The Ottoman decision to involve the Crimean Tatars rang alarm bells in Poland, which responded by sending its armies into the principalities to stop the Tatars.
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Portrait of the Ottoman sultan Mehmed III (r. 1595–1603), enthroned and attended by two members of the janissary corps. (Los Angeles County Museum of Art)

The failure of the campaigns in the Balkans finally forced Mehmed III to leave the palace and assume leadership of the Ottoman forces in the field (Shaw: 1:185). The Ottoman armies captured Eger in present-day northern Hungary. On October 26, 1596, the Ottoman armies defeated the Habsburgs at Mezőkeresztes (Haçova/Hachova) (Sugar: 158). Despite the victory, however, the Ottomans failed to establish and maintain defensible positions. Thus, in 1598 Michael of Wallachia attacked Nicopolis and captured Moldavia and Transylvania. The expansion of Habsburg power and influence caused anxiety not only in Istanbul but also among the Poles, who joined the Ottomans in a campaign to restore the suzerainty of the sultan over the two rebellious principalities. Order was finally restored, but it had come at a high price. The war against the Habsburgs and Wallachia had exposed the weaknesses of the Ottoman army and command structure. Without the support and participation of the Poles and Crimean Tatars, the sultan could not have maintained the territorial integrity of his empire. The inability of the Ottoman army to sustain its victories against the Habsburgs was partially caused by a series of rebellions known as the celāli (jelāli) revolts, which shook the Ottoman Empire to its foundations. Mehmed III died of a sudden stroke in December 1603 and was replaced by his son, Ahmed I (r. 1603–1617), who was only 13 years old.
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Mehmed IV (1642–1693)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1648 to 1687. Mehmed was born in Istanbul on January 2, 1642, and died in Edirne on January 6, 1693. Mehmed’s father was the Ottoman sultan Ibrahim, also known as Deli Ibrahim (Mad Ibrahim). Mehmed IV was six years old when he succeeded his mentally ill father. For years before he reached puberty, the young sultan was merely a pawn in the hands of his grandmother, mother, the grand vizier, army commanders, and harem attendants who surrounded him. Initially the grand vizier, Sofu Mehmed Pasha, allied himself with the janissaries, who established their monopoly over the political and commercial life of the capital. A short time later, however, the grand vizier broke his alliance with the janissaries and began to challenge their growing power by appealing to the sipāhis and even the celāli (jelāli) rebels in Anatolia. His strategy for maintaining his control over the sipāhi and janissary corps by playing one against the other failed, however, and he was dismissed from his post and replaced by Kara Murad Ağa (Agha), the commander of the janissaries, who emerged as the most powerful man in the government. As factionalism within the harem and the army spread into the provinces, the Venetians laid naval siege to the Dardanelles in March 1650, throwing the capital once again into a panic. The presence of a powerful foreign fleet, along with a shortage of food, caused an increase in the price of basic goods in Istanbul, which only intensified the suffering of the sultan’s subjects. The revolt that many had anticipated finally erupted on August 21, 1651, after ships that had bypassed the Venetian fleet to supply Ottoman troops in Crete were attacked and destroyed. The popular revolt allowed the mother of the sultan, Turhan Sultan, to stage a coup with the support of palace eunuchs. The powerful and meddling Kösem Sultan, the grandmother of Mehmed IV, was murdered in September, and her ally, the grand vizier, was dismissed (Finkel: 236; Kurat: 162).

The young sultan Mehmed IV used the opportunity to purge the janissary corps, killing and exiling those commanders who had established their military rule over the government. With the elimination of Kösem Sultan, Turhan Sultan, who was supported by the chief eunuch, Süleyman Ağa, now emerged as the power behind the throne (Finkel: 204). Famine, starvation, and runaway inflation had eroded the confidence of the populace in their government. With all hope lost and the empire poised on the verge of collapse, Turhan Sultan and Süleyman Ağa invited Tarhoncu (Tarhonju) Ahmed Pasha, the capable administrator and commander who at the time was serving as the Ottoman governor of Egypt, to assume the reins of power and rescue the empire from further disintegration (Kurat: 162–163; Shaw: 1:205). The new grand vizier embarked on a series of political and financial reforms (Shaw: 1:205–206). He reorganized the imperial treasury, regained the funds that had been stolen from it by the members of the ruling elite, and clamped down on bribery and nepotism. He also attempted to reform the system of tax farming, confiscating many timārs and large estates held by highly placed palace officials. New taxes were imposed on the high officials of the state, and an annual budget was prepared and submitted for the first time prior to the beginning of the fiscal year (Kurat: 163; Shaw: 1:205). These measures significantly increased the revenue of the central government, but they also alienated the palace and the members of the imperial administration. The opposition unified to demand Tarhoncu Ahmed Pasha’s dismissal, for while they had been willing to absorb a cut in their income, they could not tolerate the loss of prestige and access to power. Spreading the false rumor that the grand vizier had decided to overthrow the sultan, the opposition secured his dismissal and execution in March 1653 (Kurat: 163; Shaw: 1:205).

The ill-fated Tarhoncu Ahmed Pasha was followed by a series of weak grand viziers who were subservient to the mother of the sultan and the chief eunuch, Süleyman Ağa. For the next three years the political situation deteriorated as the celāli revolts continued to disrupt rural and urban life in Anatolia. As peasant farmers fled their villages, agricultural production declined and government revenue decreased. With roads controlled by the rebels and bandits, food supplies could not reach the capital. The specter of famine and starvation spread panic among the populace in Istanbul. In June 1656 the Venetian navy once again blockaded the Dardanelles after inflicting a humiliating defeat on the Ottoman fleet (Kurat: 163; Shaw: 1:207). Under these dire circumstances, in September Mehmed IV appointed Mehmed Köprülü (Köprülü Mehmed Pasha) as grand vizier, thereby ushering in the reign of a family of statesmen who would dominate Ottoman politics for the remainder of the 17th century (Finkel: 253; Shaw: 1:207–208).

The son of an Albanian father, Mehmed Köprülü had been recruited through the devșirme (devshirme) (McCarthy: 182). He had served many masters and patrons both within the palace and in various provinces, where he acquired a reputation for competence and honesty. Aware of the grave risks that came with such a high position, he asked the sultan for certain promises and commitments before he agreed to assume the position of grand vizier. He knew that the commanders of the janissary corps and the palace officials regularly interfered with the management of the state. If the sultan wished to restore power, prosperity, and peace for his subjects and neutralize the threat posed by the Venetians and their blockade, it was essential for the new grand vizier to have a free hand (Shaw: 1:209). He requested and received a promise from his royal master that all appointments and dismissals would be made by the grand vizier and that the sultan would refuse to listen to any story accusing his chief minister of malice and treachery (Shaw: 1:209). Having secured the support of the sultan, Mehmed Köprülü embarked on a systematic purge of his potential opponents, replacing them with his own clients and protégés. The chief eunuch, the imperial treasurer, the commander of the navy, and the chief mufti, who had accumulated a great deal of wealth and influence in the court, were removed and banished (Kurat: 164).

With his position secured in Istanbul, Köprülü embarked on the expulsion of the Venetians from the Dardanelles, which was achieved in July 1657 (Kurat: 165). Although the grand vizier had planned to further his victory over the Venetians by an invasion of Crete, events in Transylvania forced him to focus his attention northward. Prince George Rákoczi (Rakoczy) had established an anti-Catholic alliance with Sweden, Moldavia, and Wallachia to conquer and unify Poland and Hungary under his own rule. In alliance with the Crimean khan, the Ottomans invaded from the south while the Tatars attacked from the east, defeating Rákoczi and replacing him with Ákos Barcsay (Barkczai). The defeated Prince Rákoczi sought refuge in Habsburg territory, where he died in 1660. By 1662 the Ottomans had defeated Rákoczi’s successor, Janos Kemény, re-establishing Ottoman rule under the new prince, Mihail Apafi (Apaffy) (Kurat: 165–168).

In autumn 1658 Mehmed Köprülü focused his military campaigns on the rebellion staged by Abaza Hassan Pasha in Anatolia. The conditions that had given rise to the celāli revolts were reignited by the arrival of sipāhis and janissaries who were fleeing the regime of the new grand vizier in Istanbul. Despite efforts to suppress Abaza Hassan, the revolt gained momentum as an increasing number of officials and troops who were sent to Anatolia from Istanbul joined the rebels. As the grand vizier assumed command of the army, he paid his troops their wages in advance and distributed bribes among the members of the rebel army, forcing Abaza Hassan and his supporters to retreat eastward toward the Anatolian heartland. Forced to sue for peace, Abaza Hassan and his immediate followers were invited to a banquet on February 17, 1659, where they were slaughtered by their host and his armed agents. The rebellion crushed, the grand vizier sent his agents and troops to Anatolia, where they were ordered to kill every individual who might be entertaining antigovernment sympathies. Back in Istanbul, the ailing grand vizier, who had lost his mobility, resigned in favor of his son, Köprülüzade Fazil Ahmed Pasha, who rushed from his post as the governor of Damascus to replace his father, who passed away on October 29, 1661.

For the next 15 years Fazil Ahmed Pasha would dominate Ottoman politics. As his father had, Fazil Ahmed pursued a foreign policy aimed at checking the Habsburg intervention in Transylvania. After his demand for nonintervention was rejected by the Habsburgs, the grand vizier led a large army through Buda and conquered the fortress of Neuhäusel (Ujvar) on September 24, 1663. In response, a Holy League was organized under the leadership of Pope Alexander VII, allowing the Habsburgs to take the offensive. When the Christian army and Ottoman forces clashed near the village of St. Gotthard on August 1, 1664, the Ottomans were defeated and lost many more men and much more equipment than the troops of the Holy League, which included Habsburg, Spanish, and French units. However, when the peace treaty was negotiated at Vasvár on August 10, the Habsburgs agreed to evacuate their troops, and Ottoman rule over Transylvania was secured once again (Shaw: 1:212).

Following the signing of the treaty with the Habsburgs, Fazil Ahmed led the Ottoman fleet in an invasion of Crete. The Ottoman blockade of Iraklion (Herakleion), as well as the conflict between the Venetians and the French, allowed the grand vizier to secure the evacuation of the island by the Venetian defenders. The Ottoman-Venetian peace treaty of September 5, 1669, allowed the Ottomans to establish their rule over Crete.

Next, Fazil Ahmed marched north against Poland. After a series of wars with Russia over the control of the Dnieper Cossacks, the Poles had succeeded in establishing a strong military presence on the northern shores of the Black Sea, posing a direct threat to Ottoman hegemony. The Cossacks, however, rebelled against the Poles and made common cause with the Crimean Tatars, appealing to the sultan for support and assistance (Sugar: 198). Determined to resist Polish military might, Mehmed IV assumed leadership of the campaign against Poland, which would span five important years of his reign. In 1672 the sultan succeeded in establishing Ottoman rule over the strategic forts of Podolia (Podole). With Sweden threatening from the north and the Russian specter looming in the east, the Poles agreed to a peace treaty in 1672. However, the death of the Polish king Casimir in 1673 and the rise of the charismatic Jan Sobieski, who invaded Ukraine, broke the peace treaty. Ottoman forces crossed into Polish territory, defeating the Poles at the battle of Żurawno on September 27, 1676.

Shortly after the end of the Polish campaigns, the grand vizier Fazil Ahmed died and was immediately replaced by his foster-brother, Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha. The new threat from Sweden forced Poland to agree to a peace treaty with the sultan, which was signed at Żurawno (Zorawno) on October 27. Poland ceded Podolia and western Ukraine to the Ottoman Empire (Sugar: 198). The conquest of western Ukraine forced the Ottomans to confront Russia. Indeed, the new grand vizier began his tenure with a new military campaign against Russia, which lasted from 1677 to 1681. Alarmed by the recent Ottoman territorial gains, Czar Alexis gained the support of Cossacks and struck back. Distracted by the anti-Habsburg uprising in Hungary and the prospect of using it as an opportunity to invade and conquer the city of Vienna, and having failed to establish a military foothold along the key region between the Dnieper and the Bug Rivers, the new grand vizier opted for a quick peace with Russia, renouncing the Ottoman claim to Ukraine (Kurat: 171). Signed in February 1681, the treaty established the Dnieper as the border between the two states. Kara Mustafa Pasha could now focus exclusively on Hungary, where the leader of the anti-Habsburg revolt, Imre Thököly, sought Ottoman protection and promised to accept the sultan’s suzerainty in return for his support (Kurat: 172). The anti-Habsburg uprising was also supported by France. Ironically, the Habsburgs’ attempt to avoid a military confrontation with the sultan and renew the Treaty of Vásvar was construed in the Ottoman camp as a sign of weakness.

Convinced that the Habsburg military was on the verge of collapse and encouraged by the French, who viewed an Ottoman invasion as essential to their victory in the west, Kara Mustafa Pasha moved with a large army against Vienna in June 1683. By July the Habsburg capital was under Ottoman siege. The Habsburg emperor, however, had organized a coalition that included the Poles led by Jan Sobieski, the pope, the Spaniards, and the Portuguese. The defenders’ determined resistance, the poor generalship of the Ottoman grand vizier, and a surprise attack by a German relief force and an even larger Polish army led by Sobieski, made an Ottoman defeat inevitable (Sugar: 199). The Ottoman forces were routed in a fierce battle on September 12 (Finkel: 286). The Ottoman army disintegrated and lost any semblance of organization and discipline, leaving behind its heavy cannons and badly needed supplies. The shocked grand vizier tried to rally his army in Belgrade, but it was already too late. His enemies in Istanbul had convinced Mehmed IV that his chief minister was solely responsible for the humiliating debacle at the gates of Vienna. On December 25, 1683, the grand vizier was executed (Finkel: 287).

A new Holy League was formed in 1684, which included the Habsburgs, Venice, Poland, the pope, Malta, Tuscany, and later Russia. The Habsburgs began to push southward, moving their forces into Hungary and capturing Buda in September 1686. With the disintegration of Ottoman defenses in Hungary, the troops, who were suffering from low morale and lack of pay, revolted. The devastating defeats exposed the weaknesses of the Ottoman Empire and opened the door to aggressive European campaigns on all fronts.

Despite the alarming situation, which threatened the very survival of the state, Mehmed IV continued with his daily hobbies of hunting and enjoying the pleasures of the royal harem. In the dying days of 1687 (November 8), in a gathering attended by prominent notables and the ulema of the capital, the şeyhülislam issued a decree deposing the sultan and replacing him with a new sultan, who ascended the Ottoman throne as Süleyman II. (Shaw: 1:219)

See also: Beys and Pashas: Köprülü Mehmed Pasha; Köprülüzade Fazil Ahmed Pasha; Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha; Sultans: Kösem Sultan; Süleyman II

Further Reading

Finkel, Caroline. Osman’s Dream: The History of the Ottoman Empire. New York: Basic Books, 2005.

Kurat, A. N. “The Reign of Mehmed IV, 1648–87.” In A History of the Ottoman Empire to 1730, edited by M. A. Cook, 157–177. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1976.

Naima, Mustafa (Mustafa Naim). Annals of the Turkish Empire from 1591 to 1659 of the Christian Era. Translated by Charles Fraser. New York: Arno Press, 1973.

Shaw, Stanford J. History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey. 2 vols. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1976.

Somel, Selçuk Akșin. Historical Dictionary of the Ottoman Empire. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2003.

Mehmed V Reşad (Reshad) (1844–1918)

An Ottoman sultan who ruled from 1909 to 1918. He was born on November 2, 1844, in Istanbul. Mehmed was the son of the Ottoman sultan Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid), who ruled from 1839 to 1861. Mehmed was a well-educated prince. He had studied traditional Islamic sciences and Persian literature, as well as Islamic and Ottoman history and culture. Mehmed ascended the throne after his brother, Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909), was deposed in 1909. After the abdication of Abdülhamid the center of power shifted from the palace to the army and the parliament, dominated by the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP). Ruling as a constitutional monarch, Mehmed lacked the power to rule as an autocrat.

Between 1911 and 1912, in the war against Italy, the Ottoman Empire lost Libya. In 1911, on the advice of the CUP, Mehmed went on a goodwill tour to Thrace and Albania. A year later, however, the first Balkan War erupted, and the Ottomans lost most of their European possessions. In 1914, when World War I began, Mehmed was opposed to the Ottoman Empire entering it. The Ottoman government, dominated by the triumvirate of Enver Pasha, Talat Pasha, and Cemal (Jemal) Pasha, however, entered the war in November 1914 on the side of Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The ruling Young Turks demanded that Mehmed, as the caliph or the religious leader of the Islamic world, declare a jihad or a holy war against the Allied Powers of Britain, France, and Russia and call on all Muslims, particularly those ruled by the British, the French, and the Russians, to support the Ottoman Empire and its allies. By the time Mehmed V died on July 3, 1918, the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire had been occupied by the Allied forces. A few months after Mehmed’s death, the Central Powers called for an armistice, and soon after Istanbul fell under Allied military occupation.
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The Ottoman sultan Mehmed V ascended the throne after Abdülhamid II was deposed in 1909. (Reynolds and Taylor. Collier’s Photographic History of the European War, 1916)
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Mehmed VI (Mehmed Vahideddin) (1861–1926)

The last sultan of the Ottoman Empire, who ruled from 1918 to 1922. He was born on January 14, 1861. His father was Sultan Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid), who ruled the Ottoman Empire from 1839 to 1861. His mother was Gülüstü, an ethnic Abkhazian. Mehmed ascended the throne on July 4, 1918, after the death of his brother, Mehmed V, who had ruled the Ottoman Empire as a constitutional monarch since 1909. Mehmed VI inherited an empire on the verge of collapse. Lacking any real power, Mehmed watched the defeat and disintegration of the Ottoman Empire as the British seized Palestine and Syria. By October 1918 the Ottoman government had no choice but to request an armistice.

Intelligent and well-educated, Mehmed VI seized the reins of power after the Ottoman Empire signed the Armistice of Mudros on October 30, 1918, and the leaders of the Ottoman government and army, Enver Pasha, Talat Pasha, and Cemal (Jemal) Pasha, fled Istanbul for Germany. On December 8, 1918, the Allied military administration was established in the Ottoman capital. Opposed to the nationalist ideology and policies of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), which had taken the Ottoman Empire into World War I on the side of Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Mehmed VI dissolved the parliament on December 21. He was determined to crush the nationalists and revive the autocratic rule of the Ottoman dynasty.

On May 15, 1919, with support from the British, the French, and the Americans, the Greek government, which had joined the Allies at the end of World War I, landed troops in Izmir (Mango: 217). In the midst of this chaos and humiliation, Mehmed VI appointed the Ottoman officer and the hero of Gallipoli, Mustafa Kemal Pasha, as “Inspector General of Ottoman forces in northern and northeastern Anatolia” (McCarthy: 377). Mustafa Kemal’s assignment was to disarm and disband the remaining Ottoman army units in eastern Anatolia (McCarthy: 377). By the time he arrived in Samsun on the northern coast of Anatolia on May 19, however, Mustafa Kemal had decided to disobey his orders and to organize a national resistance movement (Mango: 218–221). Support came from other Ottoman commanders and officers who shared his determination to remove all foreign forces from Anatolia.

Alarmed by the emergence of a popular movement in Anatolia, Mehmed VI entered into negotiations with the nationalists, and both sides agreed to an election, which was held late in 1919. The election resulted in a major victory for the nationalist forces. The Allied occupation forces responded to the election results by arresting and exiling the nationalists. Instead of siding with the nationalist movement, Mehmed VI dissolved the parliament on April 11, 1920. The nationalist movement responded to the closing down of the parliament by forming a provisional government in Ankara. On August 10, 1920, Mehmed signed the humiliating Treaty of Sèvres, which practically abolished the Ottoman Empire and forced the Ottoman government to renounce all its rights over its former Arab provinces in the Middle East. The treaty also called for the establishment of a “free and independent Armenia,” with its boundaries determined by “the President of the United States of America” (Hurewitz: 2:83). An autonomous Kurdish state (i.e., Kurdistan) was proposed for southeastern Anatolia, but the final decision was left to the League of Nations to determine whether the Kurds desired and deserved independence. The treaty also allowed Greece to establish a foothold in eastern Thrace and the western coast of Anatolia in the region surrounding the city of Izmir. Greece also was given control of the Aegean islands commanding the Dardanelles, while the straits were internationalized. France was granted the right to establish a mandate in Syria and Lebanon. A part of southern Anatolia was handed over to France as its sphere of influence. The British were allowed to establish the mandates of Iraq, Transjordan, and Palestine. Southwestern Anatolia was designated as the sphere of influence of Italy. The only region left to the Ottoman government was a small area in northern Anatolia and the city of Istanbul, which remained under Allied control. The Treaty of Sèvres was denounced by the Turkish nationalists and their leader, Mustafa Kemal.

After launching a series of successful military campaigns against the newly established Armenian state in eastern Anatolia and the Greek forces in western Anatolia, the Turkish nationalists forced foreign troops to evacuate the “Turkish homeland” in the summer of 1922. The military victories of the nationalist movement resulted in a shift of attitude by the European powers, which recognized the new reality on the ground. Having witnessed the decisive defeat of Greek forces in August 1922 and realizing that their allies, particularly the French, did not intend to fight the Turkish nationalists, the British convinced the Greek government to withdraw from eastern Thrace and sign the Armistice of Mudanya with the Turks on October 11, 1922. On November 1, 1922, the Grand National Assembly in Ankara abolished the Ottoman sultanate. Sixteen days later, Mehmed VI boarded a British warship and departed for Malta. The last sultan of the Ottoman dynasty died in exile in San Remo, Italy, in 1926.
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Murad I (1326–1389)

An Ottoman sultan who ruled from 1362 to 1389. He was the son of Orhan Gāzi (r. 1326–1362), the second ruler of the Ottoman state, and the grandson of Osman I (r. 1290–1326), the founder of the Ottoman dynasty. Shortly after the death of his son, Süleyman, Orhan designated his second son, Murad, as the commander of all Ottoman forces in the west. Murad assumed the leadership of the Ottoman raids in southeast Europe, focusing his military campaign on consolidating Ottoman territorial gains in Thrace and capturing the important Byzantine city of Adrianople (Edirne). Under the direct command of Murad, the Ottoman forces stormed the city in 1361 and immediately proclaimed it the new capital of the Ottoman state. The fall of Edirne allowed the Ottoman forces to push into southern Bulgaria and Macedonia and confront the threat posed by the Serbian state, which had declined significantly since the death of its leader, Stephan Dušan, in 1355. With the accession of Murad to the throne in 1362, the new capital began to serve as the residence of the Ottoman sultan. In tightening the noose around Constantinople and consolidating the newly conquered Ottoman possessions in Thrace, Murad began to organize a campaign into the heart of the Balkans. Before moving against the Christian states of southeast Europe, however, he was forced to deal with a threat posed by the powerful Turkoman principality of Karaman in Anatolia. Murad’s quick and impressive victory against Karaman allowed the Ottomans to expand their territory eastward and served as a warning to other Turkoman principalities not to take advantage of the Ottoman preoccupation with Europe. Once the threat from Karaman was neutralized, Murad returned to Edirne to prepare his army for the conquest of the entire Balkan Peninsula.

The expansion of Ottoman rule into southern Bulgaria and Macedonia alarmed Serbia, which had conceived of carving out a Serbo-Greek empire. In their first major military campaign against Serbia, the Ottomans defeated a Serbian army at Chernomen on the bank of the river Maritsa, on September 26–27, 1371, bringing Bulgaria, Macedonia, and southern Serbia under their control. Sofia was then occupied in 1385, followed by Nish in 1386 and Thessaloniki (Salonika) in 1387 (Jelavich: 31). Despite these setbacks, the Serbs continued their efforts to establish a united Christian front against the Ottoman state. Initially these efforts were viewed by other rulers in the region as an attempt to impose Serbian hegemony. However, the successful Ottoman military campaign against northern Greece and the conquest of Bulgaria convinced the Christian states of southeast Europe that the time had arrived for a concerted effort to block further Ottoman expansion (Sugar: 21). Prince Lazar of Serbia, King Tvrto of Bosnia, and John Stratsimir of Vidin agreed to join a Christian alliance, which defeated an Ottoman army in August 1388 (Sugar: 21).

Recognizing the threat posed by the alliance, Murad rushed back from Anatolia, where he had defeated the Turkoman principalities of Germiyan, Hamid, and Karaman, forcing them to accept Ottoman suzerainty (Inalcik: 14–15). The sultan now marched his forces to southern Serbia. The decisive battle took place on June 15, 1389, at the Kosovo Polje (Field of the Blackbirds) near Pristina, the present-day capital of Kosovo. Murad I and Prince Lazar were killed on the battlefield, but the Ottomans managed to pull a victory out of the jaws of defeat. The devastating defeat forced Serbia to accept Ottoman suzerainty. Many centuries later, the memory of the battle of Kosovo Polje was celebrated by Serbian nationalists as the last desperate, heroic attempt to save the independence of Serbia and the rest of Orthodox Christian Europe. Murad was succeeded by his son, Bayezid I (1389–1402).
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Murad II (1404–1451)

An Ottoman sultan who ruled from 1421 to 1444, and again from 1446 to 1451. He was born in Amasya in northern Anatolia in June 1404. His father was the Ottoman sultan Mehmed I, who ruled from 1413 to 1421. After the death of Mehmed in 1421, Murad II ascended the throne. The new sultan was a man of science and learning who preferred poetry and mysticism to politics and warfare. He abdicated in favor of his son, Mehmed II, in 1444, but was forced to return to the throne in 1446 after his grand vizier, Çandarli Halil (Chandarli Halil), pleaded with him to assume the reins of power.

During the first three years of his reign, Murad focused his efforts on eliminating the threat posed by the return of False Mustafa, who took the city of Edirne with support from the Byzantine state (McCarthy: 59). Mustafa, who claimed to be the lost son of Sultan Bayezid I (r. 1389–1402), raised an army against Murad II. Murad II attacked and defeated Mustafa at Lake Uluabat near Bursa in January 1422. Panicked by the defeat, Mustafa escaped, but he was captured and killed in Edirne. The elimination of False Mustafa allowed Murad to attack the Byzantine state, which had supported Mustafa (Inalcik: 19). His siege of Constantinople, however, allowed the Turkoman principalities in Anatolia to revolt, encouraging the sultan’s younger brother, Mustafa, to revolt and attack Bursa (Inalcik: 19). Murad was forced to raise the siege of the Byzantine capital and lead his troops against the Turkoman principalities in Anatolia, which were suppressed (Inalcik: 19). Although Menteşe (Menteshe) and Teke were recaptured in 1425, the sultan could not annex Karaman and Candar (Jandar). The Ottomans feared that an invasion of Karaman would be used as a justification by Shahrokh, the Timurid ruler of Iran, to invade Anatolia (Shaw: 1:45). They could not have forgotten the bitter defeat of Bayezid at the battle of Ankara in 1402 and were determined not to commit the mistake of providing an excuse for a son of Timur to invade Ottoman territory.
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Portrait of the Ottoman sultan Murad II (r. 1421–1444; 1446–1451). (DeAgostini/Getty Images)

The Ottomans confronted two principal obstacles in their attempt to establish total hegemony in southeast Europe. On land, Hungary possessed the political and military power to organize a unified Christian resistance against Ottoman domination. At sea, the power capable of creating serious obstacles to Ottoman hegemony was Venice, which had seized Salonika from the Byzantine state in summer 1423 (Inalcik: 19). The Venetians were determined to maintain their hegemony over the trade and commerce of the Aegean and at the same time prevent the establishment of Ottoman control in Macedonia and Albania (Shaw: 1:47). Thus, war between the two powers became inevitable. The Ottoman-Venetian war continued until 1430, when Ottoman forces captured Salonika (Shaw: 1:48; Inalcik: 19).

In their attempt to prevent the Ottoman Empire from establishing its control over southeast Europe, it was crucial for Hungarians to maintain their influence over Serbia, Transylvania, and Wallachia, which served as buffers against Ottoman expansionism. Throughout Murad’s reign, the Ottomans fought to establish and preserve the sultan’s suzerainty over Serbia and use it as a territorial base to carry out raids against Hungary. In response, the Hungarians pressured Serbia and Wallachia to throw off Ottoman vassalage and join an anti-Ottoman Christian alliance under their leadership. Serbia and Wallachia tried to maintain their independence by playing one power against the other. When Ottoman armies were fighting in distant Anatolia, Serbia and Wallachia carried out raids across the Danube with the encouragement and support of Hungary, but when the sultan returned to southeastern Europe and carried out raids against their territory, as Murad did in 1424, they retreated and eventually accepted Ottoman suzerainty in return for a promise that the raids against their territory would be stopped (Shaw: 1:47). This game of cat and mouse continued until 1427, when Djordje (George) Branković emerged as the ruler of Serbia. A year later the king of Hungary and the Ottoman sultan agreed to sign a peace treaty, recognizing Branković as the prince of Serbia. For the next three years Serbia acted as a buffer between the Hungarians and the Ottomans (Inalcik: 19). With the termination of the treaty in 1431, however, the conflict resumed. Murad II returned to the policy of attacking Hungary, while the Hungarians tried to use their influence in Bosnia, Serbia, and Wallachia to organize an anti-Ottoman coalition.

The Ottomans could not respond immediately to the situation in the Balkans. Anatolia had been invaded by the armies of the Timurid monarch Shahrokh, the ruler of Iran, in 1435. By reassuring the Timurid monarch that he did not intend to undermine and destroy the independence of the principality of Karaman and by supporting Shahrokh against the Mamluks of Egypt, Murad avoided open warfare and expanded Ottoman power and influence in Anatolia. With the Timurid threat neutralized, Murad turned his attention to southeast Europe, where the death of the Hungarian monarch Sigismund in 1437 had resulted in internal anarchy and chaos. That confusion allowed the Ottoman forces to carry out attacks against Bosnia, Serbia, and Transylvania from 1438 to 1439, capturing the fortresses of Semendria, which had been built by the Serbian king George Branković, and forcing the Serbs and the Bosnians to pay annual tribute to the Ottoman sultan. A year later Murad attacked Belgrade but failed to capture it (Sugar: 28–29).

The Hungarian reaction to the Ottoman raids was swift. The new king of Poland and Hungary, Vladislav (Ladislas), appointed János (John) Hunyadi governor of Transylvania. Under the leadership of the new governor, the Hungarian forces scored several impressive victories against the Ottoman armies in 1441 and 1442, “killing tens of thousands of Ottoman soldiers at the battles of Hermanstadt and Vazag (Jalomitcha)” (McCarthy: 60–61). They recaptured the fortress of Semendria and pushed the Ottoman forces out of Transylvania, reviving the hope of Christian Europe that it was still possible to confront the Ottoman threat. With support from King Vladislav and George Branković and the participation of crusaders who had been mobilized from various European countries, Hunyadi pushed through the Ottoman defenses in southern Serbia and captured the town of Nish. He also encouraged the Albanian leader Skanderbeg to revolt against Ottoman authority and join the Christian crusade. With momentum on his side and the main Ottoman army bogged down in a campaign in Anatolia, Hunyadi led his forces through the Balkan Mountains, entering western Bulgaria in 1443 (McCarthy: 61).

With encouragement from his grand vizier and his Serbian wife, Mora, Murad began to negotiate for a cessation of hostilities (Shaw: 1:52). The Treaty of Edirne, signed with Hungary and its allies on June 12, 1444, can be viewed as an attempt by the Ottomans to buy time and neutralize the formidable alliance organized against them. Hunyadi demanded and received the promise that Ottoman forces would return to Anatolia (Shaw: 1:52). The Ottomans maintained their rule over Bulgaria (Shaw: 1:52). The true winner, however, was George Branković, who restored the autonomy of the Serbian state (Shaw: 1:52). Back in Anatolia in the summer of 1444, Murad signed the Treaty of Yenișehir (Yenishehir) with Karaman, ceding some of the territory of Hamid that he had occupied (Inalcik: 20). The sultan then abdicated in favor of his 12-year-old son, Mehmed II (Shaw: 1:52).

Murad’s abdication caused “a power struggle” within the Ottoman government between the grand vizier, Çandarli (Chandarli) Halil, and the new sultan’s personal tutor, Zaganos, and the beylerbey of Rumeli, Şihabeddin (Shihabeddin) (Inalcik: 20). A new campaign was being organized and led by Hungary. The Hungarians enjoyed the support of the pope, the Byzantine emperor, Venice, and Skanderbeg in Albania (Sugar: 29). Alarmed by the prospect of another attack by Hunyadi, the factions within the government decided to appeal to Murad to assume the command of the Ottoman army. The Christian army, organized in Buda under the leadership of the king of Hungary and Poland, pushed south toward Bulgaria. Despite early successes, however, the Christian army suffered a devastating defeat at Varna on the Bulgarian Black Sea coast on November 10, 1444. King Vladislav was killed on the battlefield (Shaw: 1:53). The last concerted effort to halt the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans had failed, and the Ottoman Empire regained the prestige and power lost to Hunyadi. The Ottoman victory at Varna sealed the fate of the Byzantine state (Sugar: 29; Inalcik: 21). Less than 10 years after Varna, the Ottomans would sack Constantinople.

Following his victory at Varna, Murad withdrew from politics again, but his retirement lasted only two years. Soon the internal conflict within the Ottoman government erupted again. The grand vizier, Çandarli Halil, defended Murad’s policy of peace with the Christian states, while the advisers of the young Mehmed, Zaganos and Şihabeddin, blamed the Byzantine state for organizing the anti-Ottoman alliance and advocated a “final assault” on Constantinople (Inalcik: 20–21). An uprising by the janissaries organized by the wily Çandarli Halil forced Mehmed to abdicate in favor of his father, who ascended the throne for a second time. Once on the throne, Murad carried out a series of aggressive campaigns against former vassals (Inalcik: 21). The sultan was clearly convinced that some, if not all, of the southeastern European provinces had to be brought under the direct rule of the Ottoman state. Thus, after forcing the Byzantine ruler of the Morea to accept Ottoman suzerainty, Murad began to impose direct rule in much of mainland Greece (Shaw: 1:53). The same policy was applied to Bulgaria, where local princes who had betrayed their allegiance to the sultan were dismissed and replaced by Ottoman administrators (Shaw: 1:53). When the Hungarians, led by Hunyadi, attacked Ottoman territory again, Murad inflicted another devastating defeat on their army, at the second battle of Kosovo in October 1448. With Ottoman rule firmly established south of the Danube, Murad sent his forces to Wallachia in 1449, punishing the country for lending its support to Hunyadi and forcing it to accept Ottoman suzerainty (Shaw: 1:54). He also attacked Skanderbeg in Albania in 1550. By the time Murad died in February 1451, he had re-established Ottoman rule within the territory controlled by Bayezid before his defeat at the hands of Timur in 1402.
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Murad III (1546–1595)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1574 to 1595. Upon the death of Selim II (r. 1566–1574) in 1574, his oldest son, Murad III, ascended the Ottoman throne and immediately ordered the execution of his five brothers (Shaw: 1:179). The new sultan had a voracious sexual appetite. During his 21-year reign, he enjoyed the company of numerous concubines, who gave birth to more than 100 children (Shaw: 1:179). The presence of so many children and their mothers intensified harem jealousies, rivalries, and intrigues. The most powerful faction, led by Nur Banu Sultan, the mother of the sultan, was opposed by a second faction, led by Safiye Sultan, the wife of the sultan. The first faction was allied to the powerful grand vizier, Sokullu Mehmed, and his wife Esmahan (Ismahan) Sultan, the daughter of Selim II and a sister of Murad III. Sokullu Mehmed had served Selim II as grand vizier and continued to hold his position under the new sultan until his assassination in 1579. The second faction was closely allied with the pro-Venetian ministers and officials, who despised Sokullu Mehmed and his enormous influence. Aside from personal jealousies and rivalries, one of the most important reasons for the conflict between the two factions was their approach to foreign policy. Sokullu Mehmed seems to have favored a more peaceful and diplomatic approach to resolving the political, economic, and territorial disputes between the Ottoman Empire and its powerful neighbors to the east and the west, while his opponents advocated a more aggressive and confrontational attitude, which aimed at attacking and intimidating the Safavid dynasty in Iran and the Habsburgs in Central Europe.
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Ottoman sultan Murad III (r. 1574–1595). (Los Angeles County Museum of Art)

Sokullu Mehmed was triumphant in the early years of Murad’s reign, renewing peace treaties with Venice (1575), the Habsburgs (1577), and Poland (1577). Farther west in North Africa, the Ottomans attacked Fez in present-day Morocco, capturing it in 1578. The establishment of Ottoman rule in Morocco was aimed at countering Spanish and Portuguese designs on the region and served as a warning that the sultan controlled a territorial base from which he could launch an attack on Spain. To counter the Spanish, Venetian, and French monopoly over the commerce and trade of the Mediterranean Sea, the Ottomans established a close relationship with England, negotiating a trade agreement in 1580 and offering commercial privileges that until then had been reserved for Venice and France (Shaw: 1:181–182). English traders and merchants were granted the right to conduct business in the Ottoman territory without intervention from Ottoman authorities. (Shaw: 1: 182)

Despite his successes in international diplomacy, Sokullu Mehmed failed to silence those factions within the royal harem who opposed him and encouraged the sultan to adopt a more aggressive policy toward Iran. In the end, the war party outmaneuvered Sokullu Mehmed. With the death of Shah Tahmasp in 1576 and the accession of Ismail II to the Iranian throne, the Safavid state entered a period of decline and internecine conflict within the ruling family. Recognizing the weakness and vulnerability of the Safavid state, the war party began to advocate a massive invasion of Iran with the aim of regaining the territory that had been conquered during the reign of Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566). Aside from allowing the Ottomans to amass booty and increase the revenue of the central government, the conquest of Azerbaijan and the Caucasus enabled the Ottoman Empire to establish direct political, military, and commercial contact with the Uzbeks, who viewed the Shia Safavids as the principal threat to their domination of Central Asia.

The war party was supported by the ulema, who viewed the Shia Safavids as heretics deserving of death and destruction. The military campaign in the east, which began in 1578, was promoted by the pro-Venetian faction inside the sultan’s harem, who preferred wars against Iran to military actions against Venice in the west. As in the past, the Ottoman army was initially successful. The Iranian forces withdrew into the interior of their territory, while the Georgian princes who had accepted the suzerainty of the shah defected to the Ottoman camp. Georgia, Armenia, Karabagh, Daghistan, and Shirvan fell to the sultan’s troops. The initial victories against the Safavids in the Caucasus sealed the fate of Sokullu Mehmed, who had opposed another futile and costly campaign in the east. In October 1579 the grand vizier was assassinated (Imber: 63; Shaw: 1:182).

The war against the Safavids continued for over a decade. With support from the Uzbeks, who attacked the Iranian province of Khorasan from the northeast, the Ottomans forced the new Safavid monarch, Shah Abbas, to sue for peace in March 1590. The victory over the Safavids and the conquest of the Caucasus, Azerbaijan, and Kurdistan were celebrated in Istanbul. The empire had expanded in size, and booty and taxes from the newly conquered territories had revived the treasury. The conquests in the east, however, were short-lived. Defeat at the hands of the Ottomans awakened the Iranians to the need for reform of their army. For the next decade Shah Abbas worked tirelessly to reorganize the Safavid forces.

The conclusion of the military campaigns against Iran freed the Ottoman armies to confront the looming threat posed by the Habsburgs. As long as the Ottomans were fighting the Safavids, the sultan and his advisers had maintained peace with the Habsburg Empire. But Ottoman raiders carried out attacks into Habsburg territory, while the Habsburgs attacked Ottoman possessions in Bosnia and Transylvania. The ferocity of the Ottoman raids forced the Habsburg emperor to declare war on the sultan in 1592. The Habsburg army invaded Ottoman territory and scored an impressive victory over the sultan’s forces at Sissek (Sisak) on June 20, 1593 (Naima: 14; Shaw: 1:184). The war with the Habsburgs lasted for nearly 13 years and brought the pope and Venice into an alliance with the emperor. The most important ally of the Habsburgs, however, proved to be Prince Michael of Wallachia, who revolted in protest against excessive taxation by the sultan in 1594 (Naima: 37–38; Shaw: 1:184–185). As the bread basket of the empire, Wallachia and Moldavia supplied Istanbul with meat and grain and commanded the important commercial routes of the Black Sea and the Danube River, which were used by the Ottomans to transport their armies against the Habsburgs (Shaw: 1:184). Murad III died in 1595 and was succeeded by his son, Mehmed III (r. 1595–1603).
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Murad IV (1612–1640)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1623 to 1640. Murad was born on July 27, 1612, in Istanbul. His father was Sultan Ahmed I, who ruled from 1603 to 1617. His mother was Kösem Sultan, who had arrived at the palace as a female slave from either Bosnia or Greece. Murad ascended the Ottoman throne at the age of 11. With his accession, the Ottoman Empire entered a new period of rejuvenation. During the first few years of his reign the young sultan remained under the influence of Kösem Sultan and the officials who had supported his accession to the throne (Parry: 137). Once he had assumed the reins of the state and established firm control over the army, the chaos and internal rivalries subsided, and he restored the authority of the central government. In the beginning of Murad’s reign, the anarchy in the capital and the rebellion of Abaza Mehmed Pasha in eastern Anatolia encouraged the Safavid dynasty of Iran to embark on a campaign to expand Iranian territorial possessions in the Arab world and regain the provinces it had lost to Selim I (r. 1512–1520) and Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566). A Safavid army led by Shah Abbas invaded Iraq, occupied Baghdad on January 12, 1624, and massacred the Sunni population of the city. Emboldened by their victory, the Iranians moved north toward southeastern Anatolia, reaching Mardin in Kurdistan.

The brutality displayed by the shah and his troops in Baghdad caused a popular anti-Shia outcry in Istanbul and a demand for action against the Iranian heretics, who had once again dared to threaten the territorial and religious integrity of the Ottoman state. The Iranian advance toward southeastern Anatolia encouraged Abaza Mehmed Pasha to raise the flag of rebellion for a second time. The sultan blamed the fall of Baghdad on the grand vizier, Kemankeş (Kemankesh) Kara Ali Pasha, who was dismissed and replaced by Çerkes (Cherkes) Mehmed. The new grand vizier assumed command of the Ottoman army and immediately marched against Abaza Mehmed, who was defeated in September 1624. Despite this victory, the grand vizier retained Abaza Mehmed as the governor of Erzurum and proceeded with the invasion of Iraq. Ottoman attempts to recapture Baghdad in May 1625 and April 1626 failed. Iranian resistance and the arrival of a Safavid force led by Shah Abbas forced the Ottoman troops to withdraw. Encouraged by the Ottoman failure to conquer Iraq, Abaza Mehmed staged a third revolt in July 1627, which was once again crushed by the Ottomans, in September 1628. To the shock of many who expected the sultan to order his execution, Murad extended a pardon to Abaza Mehmed and his men and ordered them to join the Ottoman army.
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Portrait of the Ottoman sultan Murad IV (r. 1623–1640), who conquered Baghdad in 1638. (DeAgostini/Getty Images)

With the death of the energetic and charismatic Shah Abbas in 1629, a new monarch ascended the Safavid throne as Shah Safi. Viewing the death of Abbas as an opportunity, the Ottomans invaded western Iran and captured the city of Hamadan in June 1630. The population of the ancient city was put to the sword by order of the sultan, who then turned toward Baghdad (Sykes: 2:210). As they began their assault, the walls of Baghdad were leveled by Ottoman artillery, but the sultan’s forces sustained heavy casualties when they failed to capture the city. The tactical defeat of the Ottoman army at the gates of Baghdad in November 1630 inspired anti-Ottoman rebellions in the Arab provinces of the empire, including Egypt, Lebanon, and Yemen. Worse, in 1631 the dismissal of the grand vizier Husrev Pasha, who had failed to capture Baghdad, ignited massive rebellion by janissary and sipāhi corps in Istanbul that spread to Anatolia (Imber: 80; Shaw: 1:196). Remarkably, the sultan then invited the rebellious troops to travel to Istanbul so they could express their grievances in person.

Armed, angry, and determined, the rebellious army units returned to disrupt life in the capital; under pressure from the troops, the sultan executed a number of high officials, including the grand vizier (Imber: 81). However, the anarchy did not subside. With the arrival of new army units from Anatolia, the violence in Istanbul intensified as gangs of bandits joined the rebellious troops in looting homes, shops, and businesses. As the anarchy spread, the janissary and sipāhi corps fought for control of Istanbul even while the sultan used the situation in the capital and the exhaustion of the warring factions to consolidate his rule. With support from his advisers, Murad demanded that all army units sign an oath of loyalty to his person, promising that they would join forces to suppress the rebellious troops and bandits roaming through the capital and disturbing the peace in Anatolia. Shortly after peace and order were restored, Murad IV appealed to his people and loyal troops to eliminate the individuals who were responsible for the recent disturbances. In the name of eliminating banditry, corruption, and bribery, thousands of government officials, officers, and individuals who had played a prominent role in the recent disturbances were removed from their posts and subsequently executed. When on September 2, 1633, a devastating fire burned thousands of shops in the capital, the sultan interpreted it as a sign of God’s wrath and demanded the restoration of the moral order (Imber: 81). The usage of coffee and tobacco were prohibited, and coffeehouses that had been used as centers of political and social mobilization were closed (Imber: 81; Shaw: 1:198). A network of spies and informants organized by the palace identified the troublemakers who had criticized the sultan and his high officials. Members of the ulema, elements of the educated class, and prominent poets and writers were punished with death when they failed to toe the line.


OTTOMAN MILITARY PARADES

When an Ottoman army returned from a victorious campaign, military parades were organized to display the power and glory of the Ottoman sultan and his mighty army. To demonstrate the awe-inspiring and intimidating dominance of the sultan’s armed forces, the Ottomans paraded the bound and chained enemy captives and the decapitated heads of their troops. These were often flayed and salted, then stuffed with hay to be carried on poles, pikes, and lances. In the following excerpt from Evliya Çelebi’s Book of Travels, the Ottoman traveler and author recounts the return of Sultan Murad IV from a successful campaign against the Safavid dynasty, based in Iran:

The sultan was dressed in steel armour, and had a threefold aigrette in his turban, stuck obliquely on one side in the Persian manner: he was mounted on a Noghai steed, followed by seven led horses of the Arab breed, decked out in embroidered trappings set with jewels. … The conqueror looked with dignity on both sides of him, like a lion who seized his prey, and saluted the people as he went on, followed by three thousand pages clad in armour. The people shouted “God be praised!” as he passed, and threw themselves on their faces to the ground. … During this triumphant procession to the saray all the ships … fired salutes, so that the sea seemed in a blaze. The public criers announced that seven days and seven nights were to be devoted to festivity and rejoicing.

Source: Evliya Efendi (Çelebi), Narratives of Travels in Europe, Asia, and Africa in the Seventeenth Century, trans. Ritter Joseph Von Hammer (London: Parbury, Allen, & Co., 1834), 1:131.



Having established control over the government and the army, Murad began to focus on securing the northern borders of his empire against the raids carried out by the Cossacks, who were supported by Poland. In 1634 the Ottomans raised a large army, which failed to neutralize the threat. The sultan eventually agreed to a peace offer from Poland. In exchange for an Ottoman promise to prevent the Tatars from attacking Polish territory, the Poles agreed to put an end to Cossack raids. The peace with Poland allowed Murad to return to the Iranian front. Five years after the failure to capture Baghdad, the Ottoman forces struck again. This time the targets were Yerevan and Tabriz, which were occupied without resistance in August and September 1635. But the Ottoman ruler knew full well that the temporary glory could not be sustained. Following the established pattern, the Safavids followed the Ottoman main army until it left Iranian territory and then laid siege to the cities captured by the Ottoman troops, quickly retaking Yerevan in April 1636. But Murad was not to be denied. In October 1638 Ottoman forces returned to Mesopotamia, stormed Baghdad, and captured the city in December despite sustaining heavy casualties. These included the grand vizier, who “was killed leading the assault” (Sykes: 2:211). The Safavids were forced to sue for peace. On May 17, 1639, the Ottoman Empire and Iran signed a treaty on the plain of Zohab (Zuhab) near the town of Qasr-i Shirin (in present-day western Iran), which ended nearly 140 years of hostility and warfare between the two Islamic states. The Treaty of Qasr-i Shirin (Kasr-i Şirin) established the Ottoman sultan as the master of Iraq, while Safavid Iran maintained control over Azerbaijan and the southern Caucasus, including Yerevan (Hurewitz: 1:21–23). The Safavids promised to end their Shia missionary activities and military raids in Ottoman territory. As a symbolic gesture, the Iranians also agreed to cease the practice of publicly cursing the Sunni caliphs, which had become widespread among the Shia population in Iran. The charismatic Sultan Murad IV died on February 9, 1640.
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Murad V (1840–1904)

An Ottoman sultan who ruled for a short period in 1876. Murad was the son of the Ottoman sultan Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid), who ruled from 1839 to 1861. After the death of Āli Pasha in September 1871 the reigning sultan, Abdülaziz (r. 1861–1876), became increasingly involved in running the everyday affairs of the empire, introducing an element of chaos. Then, in the early hours of May 30, 1876, a small group of officials and army commanders led by the reform-minded statesman Midhat Pasha carried out a peaceful military coup (Davison: 335–338). Midhat Pasha had served as governor of Nish from 1861 to 1868 and as governor of Baghdad from 1869 to 1872. Midhat Pasha and other coup leaders brought a son of Sultan Abdülmecid and a nephew of Sultan Abdülaziz, Prince Murad, out of his residence to the ministry of war and declared him the new sultan.

On June 4, a few days after the accession of Murad V, the body of the deposed sultan Abdülaziz was discovered in his private bedroom, his wrists slashed with a pair of scissors. The rumor quickly spread that Abdülaziz had been murdered. To defuse the rumors of assassination, the government called on doctors from several foreign embassies in Istanbul to examine the body and offer their medical opinion on the cause of death, which was officially declared a suicide. The death of Abdülaziz deeply affected Murad V, who suffered a nervous breakdown. Murad’s mental condition forced Midhat Pasha to depose him in favor of his brother, who ascended the Ottoman throne on August 31 as Abdülhamid II. Midhat Pasha was appointed grand vizier on December 19 and four days later introduced the first Ottoman constitution (McCarthy: 304).
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Mustafa I (1591–1639)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1617 to 1618 and again from 1622 to 1623. Mustafa was the son of the Ottoman sultan Mehmed III (r. 1595–1603) and an Abkhazian concubine, whose name remains unknown. He was born in Manisa in western Anatolia in 1591. At the time of Mustafa’s birth, his father, Prince Mehmed, was serving as the governor of Saruhn. When Mehmed ascended the Ottoman throne in 1595, the family moved to Istanbul, the capital of the Ottoman Empire. In 1603 Mehmed III ordered the execution of his oldest son, Mahmud. The execution of Mahmud left only two sons, Ahmed and Mustafa, in the male line of dynastic succession. After the death of Mehmed III, his oldest son, Ahmed, who was only 13 years old, ascended the throne. The prevalent practice of royal fratricide would have allowed Ahmed I (r. 1603–1617) to order the execution of his brother Mustafa. The new sultan, however, refused to murder his brother. The mentally imbalanced and feeble-minded Mustafa was kept alive, but he remained confined to the palace, where he lived in constant fear of being murdered.

When Ahmed I died in November 1617, Mustafa ascended the throne with support from a faction within the palace that opposed the enthronement of Osman, the oldest son of Ahmed I. This faction was led by Ahmed’s concubine Mahpeyker, also known as Kösem Sultan. Mustafa I had been raised in the royal harem surrounded by women and eunuchs. Mentally imbalanced, weak, incompetent, and wholly dependent on his mother and Kösem Sultan, Mustafa remained a pawn in the internecine harem intrigues. In February 1618 Mustafa I was removed from the throne, and Osman II (r. 1618–1622) was installed as the new sultan. Although he killed his blood brother Mehmed, Osman did not order the execution of his uncle, Mustafa. Osman also kept his half brothers Murad and Ibrahim and their mother, Kösem Sultan, alive. During his short reign from 1618 to 1622, the Ottomans sent a large force to capture the city of Tabriz, the capital of Iranian Azerbaijan. Although this army suffered severe losses in September 1618 at Pol-e Shekasteh, it continued to push toward the interior of Iran, forcing the Iranian monarch, Shah Abbas I, to renew the peace treaty of 1612. The Safavids regained all the Iranian territory lost to Selim I (r. 1512–1520) and a reduction in the amount of silk to be sent to the sultan, from 200 loads of silk to 100. Osman also led his army against the Poles, who had allied themselves with the Habsburgs and were intervening in the Danubian principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia. The Ottomans won a victory against the Poles in September 1620 with support from the Crimean Tatars. A year later the Ottoman conquest of the fortress of Khotyn forced Poland to sue for peace, to promise not to intervene in the Romanian-populated principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia, and to respect the sultan’s authority over them.

Despite the quick resolution of the conflict with Poland, the sultan’s zeal for reforms triggered a fatal confrontation with the janissary and sipāhi corps stationed in the capital. Critical of their efforts in the war against the Poles, the sultan had hinted at replacing the devșirme-based army with newly trained units from Anatolia. He also tried to centralize power by curbing the influence of the şeyhülislam and forbidding him to appoint the members of the ulema (Shaw: 1:191). The sultan thus created a unified opposition, which included the janissaries, the sipāhis, the ulema, and the faction within the royal harem led by Kösem Sultan, who was anxious to secure the throne for her sons. The pretext for the revolt against Osman II was provided when Osman announced his intention to make a pilgrimage to Mecca. Troops opposed to the idea of a new army gathered at the Sultan Ahmed Mosque, where they were joined by the members of the ulema. With the blessing of the şeyhülislam, who issued a legal decree against corrupt officials surrounding the sultan, the rebellious troops rampaged through the streets of the capital, killing any official they encountered. As the sultan vacillated between resisting and giving in to their demands, the rebels stormed the palace and eliminated his immediate advisers. Osman was deposed and murdered a short time later, on May 20, 1622 (Alderson: 64). In place of the reform-minded Osman, the weak and incompetent Mustafa I was restored to the throne with the support of his mother and his brother-in-law, the grand vizier Kara Davud Pasha. The assassination of Osman and the restoration of Mustafa provoked protests and violence in both Istanbul and Anatolia. The wily Kösem Sultan, the mother of Princes Murad and Ibrahim, tried to emerge as the power behind the throne by installing her ally, the Albanian Merre Hüseyin Pasha, as the new grand vizier. The incompetence and corruption of the new grand vizier only added fuel to an already volatile situation. Janissaries and sipāhis who did not have any confidence in the new administration took over the capital, looting and plundering people’s homes. In response to the chaotic situation, the governor of Erzurum, Abaza Mehmed Pasha, mobilized a large army and called for Mustafa I to be replaced by Prince Murad. The situation in the capital continued to deteriorate, with the ulema, the janissaries, and the sipāhis joining the Anatolian rebels and demanding the removal of the grand vizier. Under intense pressure, the palace blamed the anarchy in the capital on the former grand vizier, Kara Davud Pasha, who was executed. With provinces in revolt and most governors refusing to send their taxes to the central treasury, there was no alternative but for a new sultan to ascend the Ottoman throne. On September 10, 1623, Mustafa was deposed, and Prince Murad, who was only 11 years old, was declared the new sultan. Nothing is known about Mustafa’s life after he was removed from the throne. He died in the seclusion of the royal harem in 1639 and was buried in the courtyard of Aya Sofya.
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Mustafa II (1664–1703)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1695 to 1703. Mustafa II was a son of Mehmed IV, who ruled the Ottoman Empire from 1648 to 1687. His mother was Rabia Emetullah Gülnuș (Gulnush) Sultan. Mustafa was born in Edirne on June 5, 1664.

When the Ottoman sultan Süleyman II (r. 1687–1691) died, there was an attempt by factions within the court to install Mustafa II on the throne. These efforts were thwarted by the grand vizier Fazil Mustafa Pasha, who threw his support behind Mustafa’s uncle, Ahmed II (r. 1691–1695). Mustafa ascended the Ottoman throne after Ahmed II died in 1695. The war between the Ottoman Empire and the Holy League, which began in 1684 and ended in 1699, was raging at the time Mustafa assumed the reins of power. One of the first acts of the new sultan was appointing his tutor, Feyzullah Effendi, as şeyhülislam. Mustafa II led Ottoman armies in several campaigns against the Habsburgs, who had formed an alliance with Venice, Poland, the pope, and Muscovy (i.e., Russia). He captured the fortress of Lippa (Lipova) in present-day Romania. The Ottoman forces also defeated the Habsburgs at Lugos (Lugoj) in present-day Romania and forced a Saxon army out of Banat in autumn 1695–spring 1696. Mustafa’s military campaigns, however, ended in a devastating defeat at Zenta in present-day northern Serbia on September 11, 1697, at the hands of Eugene of Savoy. Some 25,000 Ottoman troops, as well as the sultan’s grand vizier, perished on the battlefield.
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The Ottoman sultan Mustafa II (r. 1695–1703) enters Istanbul in 1695. (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)

The Habsburgs were not the only power gaining territory at the Ottoman Empire’s expense. To the northeast, czarist Russia under the charismatic leadership of Peter I (r. 1689–1725) had embarked on a campaign to establish a foothold on the northern shore of the Black Sea, capturing Azov on August 6, 1696. The Ottomans recognized that it was impossible to fight several European powers simultaneously. In November 1698 an Ottoman delegation began to negotiate a peace treaty with representatives of the Holy League powers—the Habsburg monarchy, Poland, Russia, and Venice—at the Serbian town of Karlowitz (Abou-El-Haj: 89). The Treaty of Karlowitz, signed on January 26, 1699, was negotiated based on the principle of uti possidetis (as you possess), “a phrase used to signify that the parties to a treaty are to retain possession of what they have acquired by force during the war” (Abou-El-Haj: 91; Black: 1546). The Habsburgs remained in control of Hungary and Transylvania, while the Ottomans maintained their rule over the Banat of Temeşvár (Temeshvár). Poland received Podolia (Podole), and Russia established its rule over Azov and the territory north of the Dniester. Venice emerged as the master of Dalmatia, the Morea, and several strategic islands in the Aegean (Sugar: 200). The sultan also was forced to guarantee freedom of religion for his Catholic subjects.

The humiliating Treaty of Karlowitz marked the beginning of a new era (Jelavich: 65). The Ottoman Empire ceased to be the dominant power, courted by all European powers. Indeed, with the signing of this treaty, the Ottoman state emerged as a power in retreat, adopting a defensive posture against the rising influence of the Habsburg and Russian empires. Other European states were quick to recognize the altered balance of power. With the loss of territory also came a significant reduction in revenue generated by collection of taxes, as well as unemployment for those who until recently had served the Ottoman government in areas now lost to the European powers. Long wars against the Habsburgs, Venice, Poland, and Russia had drained the resources of the Ottoman state, which could not even pay the salaries of its officials and troops. Against this disheartening and demoralizing background, the Ottoman elite once again appealed to a member of the Köprülü family to save the empire.

Amcāzāde (Amjāzāde) Hüseyin Pasha became the grand vizier in September 1697 and embarked on another series of reforms, which aimed at reducing the financial burdens of the state without punishing the members of the subject class with heavier taxes. Taxes on basic consumer goods such as oil, soap, tobacco, and coffee were reduced. The new grand vizier also restored discipline within the army, reduced the size of the janissary corps and the sipāhis, and reorganized and modernized the Ottoman naval forces under a new command structure. The grand vizier, however, ran into formidable opposition from the traditional elite. The opposition, led by the powerful şeyhülislam Feyzullah Effendi, forced Amcāzāde Hüseyin Pasha to step down in September 1702. With Mustafa II retiring to Edirne and delegating the daily administrative affairs of the empire to Feyzullah Effendi, the process of decline accelerated. Taxes remained uncollected, and government officials and troops were not paid their wages. The treasury was drained, and corruption spread to all levels of the civil administration.

Because Mustafa II spent much of his time in Edirne, he did not realize the severity of the political and economic crisis in the capital, where the janissaries, who were being sent on a military campaign to the southern Caucasus, refused to obey orders unless they were paid. With the army taking the lead, artisans, shopkeepers, and students from various religious schools joined a rebellion in July 1703. Mustafa II responded by dismissing Feyzullah Effendi, but the rebels, emboldened by the concessions they had received from the sultan, began their march from Istanbul to Edirne. The sultan led his troops against the rebels, but war was avoided when the troops marching with Mustafa II defected and joined the rebels. With the loyalty of the army in question, Mustafa II was forced to flee to Edirne and abdicate in favor of his brother Ahmed (Ahmed III), on August 22, 1703. The rebels exacted their revenge by executing Feyzullah Effendi and his supporters. Mustafa II died five months after he was deposed.
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Mustafa III (1717–1774)

A sultan of the Ottoman dynasty who ruled from 1757 to 1774. He was born on January 28, 1717, to the Ottoman sultan Ahmed III (r. 1703–1730) and a concubine, Mihrișah (Mihrishah) Kadin. During his reign Mustafa III tried to introduce reforms in the Ottoman government and army as a means of preventing the further decline of the empire. Despite these efforts, however, the power and influence of the local notables (āyāns) increased. The Ottomans refused to play a role in the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763), which involved all the major powers of Europe. As Russian power, influence, and intervention increased in the Caucasus, Poland, and the Balkans, Mustafa began to contemplate a new campaign against the Russians. The sultan’s grand vizier, Muhsinzade Mehmed Pasha, however, advocated peace. In 1768 the grand vizier was forced to resign; Mustafa, who expected a quick and easy victory, took the Ottoman Empire to war with Russia. The Russo-Ottoman War of 1768–1774 proved to be disastrous for the sultan. The Russian armies quickly captured the Crimea. The Russians also invaded the Romanian-populated principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia, eventually crossing the Danube and entering the territory of present-day Bulgaria. Mustafa III died before the conclusion of the war in 1774. He was succeeded by his brother, Abdülhamid I (r. 1774–1789), who was forced to sign the humiliating Treaty of Küçük Kaynarca (Kuchuk Kaynarja) in July 1774.
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Mustafa IV (1779–1808)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1807 to 1808. Mustafa was the son of Sultan Abdülhamid I (r. 1774–1789) and Ayșe (Ayshe) Sinepervar Valide Sultan. He succeeded the Ottoman sultan Selim III, who ruled from 1789 to 1807.

During his reign Selim III had introduced fundamental reforms in the government and the army. The repeated defeats suffered by the Ottoman state in the 18th century had convinced Selim of the urgent need to introduce reforms that would restore the power of the central government while preserving the territorial integrity of the empire against internal and external threats. Internally, the greatest challenge for the young sultan was to reduce the power of the local notables. Although they accepted the suzerainty of the Ottoman sultan, some of the powerful notables acted as quasi-independent rulers, maintaining private armies and conducting their own foreign policy. Externally, Russia and Austria posed grave threats to the territorial integrity of the Ottoman state. Thus, shortly after the signing of the Treaty of Jassy with the Russians, Selim III implemented his ambitious reform agenda, the Nizam-i Cedid/Nizam-i Jedid (New Order). Selim centered his reforms on the creation of a modern army or Nizam-i Cedid Ordusu (Army of the New Order), which was to restore central governmental control over provincial notables. Initially Selim III believed that the existing janissary and sipāhi corps could be modernized by introducing new methods of training and administration. He soon realized, however, that the reform would ignite fierce opposition from within the corps. Therefore he abandoned the plan and opted for the more radical approach of creating a new army altogether. The recruitment for the new army began in 1793–1794. By 1807, when Selim was forced out of power, the new army had nearly 30,000 well-armed and well-equipped men (Zürcher: 22).

With the arrival of European trainers and the introduction of modern military schools, the antireform forces within the government and the society began to mobilize against the sultan. The new army was fiercely opposed by the janissaries, who viewed it as an open challenge to their traditional dominant role. The introduction of European education also was opposed by the religious classes led by the şeyhülislam, who considered Selim’s reforms to be fundamentally incompatible with Islam. The rebellion that had been brewing finally erupted in late May 1807. Not surprisingly, the backlash began with the janissary corps stationed outside Istanbul killing a member of Nizam-i Cedid, who had urged them to wear new uniforms and receive modern military training. Instead of nipping the rebellion in the bud, Selim hesitated, encouraged by the şeyhülislam to adopt a conciliatory approach toward the rebels (Shaw: 1:273–274). The result was disastrous. The janissary units moved into Istanbul, gathering on their way other janissaries as well as the ulema and students from various religious schools. As they arrived in front of the palace, the sultan once again tried to negotiate with the rebels, promising them to abandon Nizam-i Cedid and throwing a number of his own supporters, including his grand vizier, into the crowd, who tore them to pieces. As in the past, appeasement merely emboldened the rebels (Shaw: 1:274). The ulema supported the rebels and issued a fetva declaring that Selim’s reforms were opposed to the laws of Islam and demanding that the sultan step down from the throne. Recognizing the serious nature of the revolt, Selim accepted his fate and returned to the palace cage. Selim’s cousins, Mustafa and Mahmud, were the only princes of the Ottoman royal house who could ascend the throne. Since Mahmud was suspected by the rebels of being close to the deposed sultan and sympathetic to his reforms, Mustafa was brought out of the royal harem to ascend the Ottoman throne as Mustafa IV on May 29. Weak and incompetent, the new sultan was merely a convenient tool in the hands of the rebels, who used him to reverse Selim’s military and governmental reforms.
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Ottoman sultan Mustafa IV (r. 1807–1808). (The Stapleton Collection/Bridgeman Images)

Although many among the provincial notables (āyāns) opposed Selim’s new army, fearing that a strong central government would attack and destroy their power, there were also powerful notables who had recognized the need to build a modern army capable of defending the empire against the Habsburg and Russian empires. Those āyāns who had fought with their armies against the Habsburgs and the Russians recognized the urgent need for military reforms, which would slow down the process of territorial dismemberment by bringing the Ottoman military up to par with modern European armies. They may have opposed the centralizing drive of the Ottoman government in Istanbul, but that would still be preferable to being conquered and ruled by Christian European empires, which would swallow them whole. Among the provincial notables in southeast Europe opposed to the new regime in Istanbul, none was as powerful and influential as Alemdar Mustafa Pasha, the powerful lord of Rusçuk (Ruschuk) in present-day Bulgaria. Mustafa Pasha, who opposed Mustafa IV, organized the Rusçuk Committee, which brought some of the powerful āyāns of southeast Europe under one umbrella. He then marched into Istanbul in July 1808 to reinstate Selim. As the news of the arrival and aims of the army from Rusçuk reached the palace, Mustafa ordered the assassination of Selim and Mahmud, the only members of the Ottoman royal family who could replace him. Selim was killed, but Mahmud managed to escape through the roof of the palace and sought refuge with Alemdar Mustafa Pasha and his forces (Jelavich: 125–126). The newly arrived army deposed Mustafa and installed Mahmud as the new sultan, on July 28.
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Orhan Gāzi (1281–1362)

Orhan was the second ruler of the Ottoman state. He ruled from 1326 to 1362. He was the son of Osman Gāzi, the founder of the Ottoman dynasty. Throughout his reign Osman focused much of his attention on capturing Bursa, an achievement that could significantly enhance his prestige and power. His dream became a reality when, after a seven-year siege, Bursa surrendered in 1326 to his son Orhan, who proclaimed it not only his new capital but also a model of Ottoman generosity, patronage, and support for urban growth and development. The North African traveler and chronicler Ibn Battuta, who visited Bursa during the reign of Orhan, described the town as “a great and important city with fine bazaars and wide streets, surrounded on all sides by gardens and running springs” (Ibn Battuta: 2:449–50). He also presented Orhan as “the greatest of the kings of the Türkmens and the richest in wealth, lands, and military forces,” who possessed nearly a hundred fortresses, and “for most of his time [was] continually engaged in making the round of them, staying in each fortress for some days to put it into good order and examine its conditions” (Ibn Battuta: 2:452). Referring to his role as a gāzi, Ibn Battuta wrote that Orhan “fights with the infidels continually and keeps them under siege” (Ibn Battuta: 2:452).

With Bursa as the center of his political power and military operations, Orhan’s conquests picked up speed. He defeated a Byzantine army of 4,000 men under the leadership of Emperor Andronicus III at the Battle of Pelekanon near Eskişehir (Eskishehir) in 1329, “the first personal encounter between a Byzantine emperor and an Ottoman Emir” (Norwich: 339). Orhan then captured Nicaea (Iznik) in 1331, thus incorporating all of northwest Anatolia into Ottoman lands (Norwich: 339). The Ottomans were not the only power to pose a serious threat to the security and very survival of the Byzantine state. To the west, an alliance between the Serbs and the Bulgarians was concluded in 1332 after the Serbian ruler Stefan Dušan (Dushan) married the sister of the Bulgarian monarch. The Serbian and the Bulgarian monarchs shared the objective of destroying the Byzantine state and replacing it with a Slav empire ruled from Constantinople. By the summer of 1333 the growing threat from Serbia and Bulgaria and the increasing pressure from the Ottomans had forced the Byzantine emperor, Andronicus, to secretly negotiate a promise of tribute in return for Orhan’s stopping the attacks on Byzantine possessions in Asia (Norwich: 340). In 1337, however, the important city of Nicomedia (Izmit) surrendered after the Ottomans allowed the native population who wished to leave for Constantinople to abandon the city before they entered it. With the fall of Nicomedia, the Ottomans established their rule on the southern shore of the Black Sea, making the Ottoman principality the most important and influential neighbor of the Byzantine state.

This newly acquired power and confidence were demonstrated in Orhan’s decision to mint silver coins proclaiming himself sultan. His eldest son, Süleyman, used the newly acquired Ottoman territories to raid the southern shores of the Sea of Marmara and the important strategic region of Gallipoli. By 1354 the Ottomans had occupied Gallipoli, establishing a foothold on the European continent for the first time (Shaw: 1:16). Using Gallipoli as the base for their military operations, they intensified their attacks against southern Thrace, which they had raided since 1352. Thrace would thereafter emerge as the territorial base for Ottoman raids and the eventual conquest of southeast Europe (Shaw: 1:16).

Their newly gained territory and influence allowed the Ottomans to intervene in fractious Byzantine power politics, dominated by the Cantacuzenus and Palaeologus families, and make an alliance with the former that was strengthened in 1346 when the Byzantine leader offered the second of his three daughters, Theodora, to Orhan as the sultan’s new bride (Shaw: 1:16). The following year, when Cantacuzenus returned to Constantinople and was proclaimed joint emperor with John V Palaeologus, Ottoman influence within the Byzantine court grew significantly. In 1347 the city was struck by the Black Death. The epidemic killed a large segment of the population, disrupting life and commerce in the Balkans and depopulating towns and villages (Norwich: 345). The Black Death, the aggressive and expansionist policy of Ottoman Turks from the east, the emergence of Serbian power under Stefan Dušan to the west, and the continuing rivalry between Venice and Genoa over the shipping routes that connected the Black Sea to the Aegean and the Mediterranean put the very existence of the Byzantine state in extreme jeopardy.

In his desperate attempt to revive the state and confront the threat posed by Stefan Dušan, Cantacuzenus turned to Orhan for military support. The anti-Serbian alliance allowed the sultan’s eldest son, Süleyman, to confront and neutralize the Serbian army as it advanced against Thrace in 1352, bringing Ottoman troops to the European side of the straits, who were soon followed by Turkish settlers. Thus, in confronting the Serbian threat Cantacuzenus had unwittingly enhanced the power and influence of the Ottoman state, providing it with a bridgehead to Europe. Cantacuzenus tried unsuccessfully to bribe the Ottomans to abandon their new territory, but Süleyman was determined to hold onto it. He expanded his possessions after an earthquake destroyed hundreds of towns and villages on the Gallipoli Peninsula in March 1354, thus allowing Ottoman forces to occupy the ruins and to transport new settlers to rebuild and repair the homes and farms evacuated by their Greek inhabitants. In response to the Byzantine demand for restitution, Süleyman replied that the devastated villages and towns had fallen into his hands not by conquest, but by the will of God, and that returning them “would be an act of impious ingratitude” (Norwich: 348).

The establishment of Turkish settlements on the European continent and the growing Ottoman influence in the Byzantine court created a movement against Cantacuzenus, who was forced to abandon the throne. With Cantacuzenus out of power, Emperor John V Palaeologus appealed to Pope Innocent VI for assistance, hoping that a new crusader army from Catholic Europe would rescue him from the tightening Ottoman noose. But a new crusade was unlikely. France and England were absorbed with the Hundred Years’ War, which had started in 1337. The church in Rome was torn by internal conflicts, while the Venetians and Genovese were engaged in “mutually destructive” warfare (Jelavich: 30). In the east, the small Christian states of the Balkans were divided by old rivalries and lacked the political and military organization to mount a formidable defense against the Ottomans (Jelavich: 31).

But if Christian Europe could not mobilize a strong crusade, events of a different kind helped the beleaguered Byzantine elite recover momentarily from its panic-stricken state. In the summer of 1357 Orhan received the news of the death of his eldest son and designated successor, Süleyman (Finkel: 17). At almost the same time, Orhan’s 12-year-old son Halil was captured by pirates in the Gulf of Iznik (Finkel: 17). To win Halil’s freedom, Orhan was forced to appeal to the Byzantine emperor for assistance. The Byzantine ruler agreed, but demanded that the Ottomans halt their territorial advances against the Byzantine state and stop their interference in the empire’s internal affairs, including withdrawing their support for the new pretender to the Byzantine throne, Cantacuzenus’s son Matheos. Furthermore, the Ottomans would forgive the emperor’s remaining debt and assume the cost of rescuing Halil. Orhan agreed to the terms, and for the next two years Ottoman troops did not launch any attacks on Byzantine territory. True to his word, the Byzantine emperor dispatched a rescue mission to free Halil, who was brought to Constantinople in 1359. With Halil in the Byzantine capital, the emperor arranged for a marriage between his daughter Irene and the young Ottoman prince, requesting Orhan to designate Halil as crown prince and the next sultan (Finkel: 17). But the agreement reached between the Byzantines and Ottomans did not stop Constantinople from pursuing its double-pronged strategy. The Byzantine emperor was painfully aware that peace with Orhan would be short-lived and that the Ottomans would revive their expansionist policy in southeast Europe as soon as they had secured the release of Halil.

During the next several years, Emperor John V traveled to several European courts to organize an anti-Ottoman alliance. His efforts, however, were in vain. In addition to the English-French rivalry, the major European naval power, Venice, was engaged in its own conflict with a major European land power, Hungary, over the control of Dalmatia. And the Ottomans were not idle. Once Halil had been freed, the Ottomans resumed their expansionist policy toward the Byzantine state, besieging Constantinople by land from Asia and Europe. Shortly after the death of Süleyman, Orhan had designated his second son, Murad, as the commander of all Ottoman forces in the west (Finkel: 17). When his brother Halil was rescued in 1359, Murad reassumed the leadership of holy war in southeast Europe, focusing his military campaign on consolidating Ottoman territorial gains in Thrace and capturing the important Byzantine city of Adrianople (Edirne). Under the direct command of Prince Murad, the Ottoman forces stormed the city in 1361 and immediately proclaimed it the new capital of the Ottoman state. The fall of Edirne allowed the Ottoman forces to push into southern Bulgaria and Macedonia and confront the threat posed by the Serbian state, which had declined significantly since the death of its leader, Stefan Dušan, in 1355.
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Osman I (Osman Gāzi) (1258–1326)

Osman I, also known as Osman Gāzi, was the founder of the Ottoman dynasty. He ruled a small principality in western Anatolia from 1290 to 1326. Osman traced his origins to the nomadic Oghuz Turkish horsemen, who arrived in Anatolia from Central Asia at an unknown date. A myth was constructed later that traced the origins of the family to a certain Süleyman, leader of the Kayi tribe who lived in northeastern Iran but had been forced to flee his home at the time of the Mongol invasion. Süleyman is said to have drowned as he crossed the Euphrates River, but one of his sons, Ertuğrul, moved his tribe into Anatolia, where he entered the service of the Seljuks of Rum, who rewarded him with a small fiefdom around the district of Sögüt. His son, Osman, emerged as the actual founder of the Ottoman state.

It is generally believed that Osman was a gāzi or a frontier commander (bey), who first established himself in the district of Sögüt around 1290. Waging gazā or holy war against infidels allowed Osman to establish a reputation for himself as a devout and dedicated Muslim ruler who sought to expand the domain of Islam at the expense of the Byzantine Empire and other Christian rulers of Europe, who belonged to the domain of war. Although this claim may have provided a convenient ideological legitimization for Ottoman westward expansion, it is very clear that a religious war against the infidels was not sufficient to rally fighters around the Ottoman banner (Lowry: 45–46). The war against infidels could only succeed if it provided material incentives and promised profits for those who participated. Some may have justified their actions under the banner of religious holy war, but in reality the promise of material gain and upward social mobility motivated them (Lowry: 46). Thus, the gāzis not only waged gazā but also launched raids (ākin) against non-Muslims, allowing the ākincis (ākinjis) to plunder rural and urban communities and amass booty and slaves. They also acted as the frontline shock troops plundering enemy territory, spreading fear in the hearts and minds of the population who were about to be invaded and conquered.
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Osman I, also called Osman Gāzi, was the founder of the Ottoman dynasty and the ruler of a principality in northwestern Anatolia. (DeAgostini/Getty Images)

The principal objective of Osman was to avoid moving against neighboring Turkoman principalities to the south and east and focus on expanding west and northwest against the Byzantine state and the Christian states of southeastern Europe (Shaw: 1:13–14). He was well aware that such a policy could be justified easily under the banner of holy war against nonbelievers. He also knew that the politically fragmented and internally divided southeast Europe was a far easier target than the neighboring Muslim states.

Osman expanded his territory from the region of Eskișehir (Eskishehir) northward, encountering local feudal lords who functioned as representatives of the Byzantine state. Some of these local notables were defeated on the battlefield, while others were co-opted through marriages and alliances (Shaw: 1:14). Soon Osman attacked and occupied the important town of Yenișehir (Yenishehir), which was proclaimed the Ottoman capital (Shaw: 1:14). On July 27, 1301, Osman defeated a Byzantine army outside Nicomedia (Izmit). The victory brought recognition and prestige for Osman Gāzi and allowed the beys fighting under his command to push toward the Sea of Marmara and the Aegean. Determined to capture vulnerable Byzantine towns, which were not receiving adequate support from Constantinople, Osman cut the communication lines between Nicaea (Iznik) and Nicomedia (Izmit). By the time he died in 1326 Osman had extended his territory all the way to the port of Mudanya and had cut the communication line between Constantinople and the important Byzantine city of Bursa (Shaw: 1:14). Throughout his reign Osman focused much of his attention on capturing Bursa, an achievement that could significantly enhance his prestige and power. His dream became a reality when, after a seven-year siege, Bursa surrendered in 1326 to his son Orhan, who proclaimed it not only his new capital but also a model of Ottoman generosity, patronage, and support for urban growth and development.
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Osman II (1604–1622)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1618 to 1622. Osman was born in 1604. He was the oldest son of the Ottoman sultan Ahmed I, who ruled the Ottoman Empire from 1603 to 1617. His mother was a concubine named Mahfiruz, who died when Osman was six years old. When Ahmed I died in 1617, the powerful court officials refused to support Osman as the next sultan. Instead, they installed Mustafa, Ahmed I’s brother, on the throne. Mustafa I was mentally unstable and was wholly dependent on his mother, his brother-in-law, and the wily Kösem Sultan, the wife of his brother, Ahmed I. Three months after he had ascended the throne, the chief eunuch led a coup d’état and deposed Mustafa I. In February 1618, after the removal of his uncle, the 13-year-old Osman II ascended the throne as the new sultan of the Ottoman Empire. To rule his vast empire, the young sultan relied heavily on Ömer Efendi, his tutor, as well as Ali Pasha, the grand admiral of the Ottoman navy.

During Osman’s short reign from 1618 to 1622, the Ottomans sent a large force to capture the city of Tabriz, the capital of Iranian Azerbaijan. This army suffered heavy losses in September 1618 at Pol-e Shekasteh, but as it continued to push toward the interior of Iran, the Safavid monarch Abbas I agreed to renew the peace treaty of 1612. The Safavids received all the Iranian territory lost to Selim I and a reduction of the amount of silk to be sent to the sultan.

Though very young and green, Osman was dogged in his determination to salvage the waning power and prestige of the Ottoman Empire. He modeled himself after the most successful Ottoman sultans: Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481), Selim I (r. 1512–1520), and Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566). It is not surprising, therefore, that he insisted on leading Ottoman armies against the Poles, who were intervening in the internal affairs of the Romanian-populated principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia. The Ottomans won a victory against the Poles in September 1620 with support from the Crimean Tatars. A year later the Ottoman forces conquered the fortress of Khotyn (Hotin) in present-day western Ukraine on the right bank of the Dniester River. The capture of Khotyn forced Poland to sue for peace and promise not to intervene in the Danubian principalities and to respect the sultan’s authority over them. Before marching against the Poles, Osman killed his blood brother, Mehmed, but he refused to order the execution of his half brothers, Murad and Ibrahim, and their mother, the powerful and influential Kösem Sultan.
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Portrait of the Ottoman sultan Osman II (r. 1618–1622). (DeAgostini/Getty Images)

Despite the quick resolution of the conflict with Poland, the sultan’s zeal for reforms triggered a fatal confrontation with the janissary and sipāhi corps. Critical of its efforts in the war against the Poles, the sultan had hinted at replacing the devşirme-based army with newly trained units from Anatolia. He also tried to centralize power by curbing the influence of the şeyhülislam and forbidding him to appoint the members of the ulema (Shaw: 1:191). Thus the sultan created a unified opposition, which included the janissaries, the sipāhis, the ulema, and the faction within the royal harem led by Kösem Sultan, who was anxious to secure the throne for her sons. The pretext for the revolt against the sultan was provided when Osman announced his intention to make a pilgrimage to Mecca. A rumor spread that the pilgrimage was merely a pretext for the sultan to raise a new army in the eastern provinces of the empire and replace the existing janissary and sipāhi units with his newly recruited force. Troops who feared the idea of a new army were supported by the chief mufti, who opposed the idea of the Ottoman sultan performing a hajj. The rebels gathered at the Sultan Ahmed Mosque, where they were joined by the members of the ulema. With the blessing of the şeyhülislam, who issued a fetva against corrupt officials surrounding the sultan, the rebellious troops rampaged through the streets of the capital, killing any official they encountered. As the sultan vacillated between resisting and giving in to their demands, the rebels stormed the palace and murdered his officials. Mustafa I was brought out of the harem and installed as the new sultan. Osman, who was trying to convince the commander of janissaries to resist the rebels, was deposed and murdered a short time later, on May 20, 1622 (Alderson: 64). In place of the murdered sultan, the weak and incompetent Mustafa I was restored to the throne with support from the wily Kösem Sultan, the mother of Princes Murad and Ibrahim.
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Osman III (1699–1757)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1754 to 1757. Osman was born in 1699. He was the son of the Ottoman sultan Mustafa II (r. 1695–1703). His mother was Șahsavar (Shahsavar) Kādin. Osman III ascended the throne after his older brother, Mahmud I (r. 1730–1754), died in 1754. At the time when he ascended the throne, Osman III was 55 years old. Our knowledge about his childhood and upbringing is extremely limited because he grew up in the privacy of the royal harem, which was closed to the outside world. Osman’s three-year reign was uneventful. The Ottoman armies did not fight a major war either against Iran in the east or a European power in the west. Two major fires, however, left significant damage in the Ottoman capital (Somel: 219). The fire of July 4–5, 1756, in particular was devastating, destroying 3,851 buildings (Șakul: 447). Istanbul also suffered from an epidemic of plague, which ravaged the city and its population (Somel: 219). As a response to these disasters, Osman III embarked on a major construction program to revive the Ottoman capital and the spirit of its population. The construction of the Nuruosmaniye Mosque was completed in 1755. Osman III died in 1757. He was succeeded by Mustafa III (r. 1757–1774).

See also: Sultans: Mahmud I; Mustafa III

Further Reading

Alderson, A. D. Structure of the Ottoman Dynasty. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956.

Finkel, Caroline. Osman’s Dream: The History of the Ottoman Empire. New York: Basic Books, 2005.

McCarthy, Justin. The Ottoman Turks: An Introductory History to 1923. London and New York: Wesley Longman Limited, 1997.

Șakul, Kahraman. “Osman III.” In Encyclopedia of the Ottoman Empire, edited by Gábor Ágoston and Bruce Masters, 447. New York: Facts On File, 2009.

Shaw, Stanford J. History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey. 2 vols. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1976.

Somel, Selçuk Akșin. Historical Dictionary of the Ottoman Empire. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2003.

Sugar, Peter. Southeastern Europe under Ottoman Rule, 1354–1805. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1977.

Selim I (1465–1520)

An Ottoman sultan who ruled from 1512 to 1520. He was the son of the Ottoman sultan Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512). During his short reign, Selim I defeated Shah Ismail, the founder of the Safavid dynasty in Iran, at the Battle of Chaldiran on August 22–23, 1514. He then proceeded by conquering Syria, Palestine, and Egypt, which was accomplished after Ottoman armies defeated the Mamluks in 1516 and 1517.

After ascending the throne Selim, also known as Yavuz (the Terrible), killed all his brothers and nephews. During Selim’s short reign the Ottoman Empire emerged as the supreme power in eastern Anatolia and the Arab world. Before confronting the threat posed by the Safavid dynasty in Iran, Selim led his army into Anatolia and massacred 40,000 people who were accused of holding pro-Shia and pro-Safavid sympathies. He then pushed east and entered Iranian Azerbaijan. In 1514, at the Battle of Chaldiran, near Khoi in present-day northwestern Iran, Ottoman forces defeated the armies of Shah Ismail, the ruler of Iran and the founder of the Safavid dynasty. Next, Selim annexed the Emirate of Dulkadir, which served as a buffer state between the Ottoman Empire and the Mamluk Sultanate based in Egypt. Between 1516 and 1517 Ottoman forces attacked the Mamluks, who were defeated at the battle of Marj Dabiq (Mercidabik) in 1516. The Mamluk sultan Qansu al-Ghawri was killed on the battlefield. The Ottoman forces inflicted another defeat on the Mamluk forces at the Battle of Ridaniya near Cairo. Syria and Egypt were thus brought under Ottoman rule. Western Arabia, including the two holy cities of Mecca and Medina, also accepted Ottoman suzerainty. With this conquest, the Ottoman sultan could claim the title of caliph and guardian of the holiest sites in Islam.
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Selim II (1524–1574)

A sultan of the Ottoman Empire who ruled from 1566 to 1574. Selim was born in 1524. He was the third son of Süleyman I (the Magnificent) (r. 1520–1566). His mother was Süleyman’s favorite wife, Hürrem Sultan (Roxalane). Some historians of the Ottoman Empire have maintained that the decline of Ottoman power began during Selim’s reign.

By 1561 Süleyman I had ordered the execution of all of his other sons, leaving Selim the sole successor to the Ottoman throne. Selim ascended the Ottoman throne after Süleyman I died in September 1566. Known for his love of women and wine, the new sultan was called Sarhoș (Sarhosh) Selim or Selim the Drunkard (Shaw: 1:175–176). Selim spent much of his time in the Dar üs-Saade, or the House of Felicity, in the inner section of the Topkapi Palace, leaving the affairs of state to his grand vizier, Sokollu Mehmed Pasha, who had served Süleyman and was married to Selim’s daughter Esmahan (Ismahan) Sultan (Freely: 206). The grand vizier’s power and influence grew as the sultan became increasingly more detached from managing the everyday affairs of the state. Selim’s favorite wife, Nur Banu Sultan, reputed to be of Jewish origin and mother of the future sultan Murad III, also played a prominent role in decisions made by the palace.

After a revolt in Yemen, the Ottoman armies invaded that country in 1567–1568, capturing Aden and Sana’a a year later and establishing their control over the trade and commerce of the Red Sea (Imber: 61–62). The Ottomans also embarked on an ambitious campaign to capture the key strategic town of Astrakhan on the Caspian Sea, which would allow the sultan to block a Russian advance toward the Caucasus, threaten the Iranian-held regions of the south Caucasus and Azerbaijan, establish a direct link with the Uzbeks (the principal ally of the Ottomans in Central Asia), and revive the old caravan routes connecting east to west by diverting them from Iranian and Russian territory and bringing them under the sultan’s direct control (Imber: 61–62). Despite the best efforts of Sokullu Mehmed, the project did not materialize, and the Ottomans were forced to rely on their allies, the Crimean Tatars, to act as a buffer against Russian ambitions on the northern coast of the Black Sea.
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A son of Süleyman the Magnificent, Selim II ruled the Ottoman Empire from 1566 to 1574. Some historians have identified Selim’s reign as the beginning of the decline of the Ottoman Empire. (Los Angeles County Museum of Art)

The Ottomans were far more successful in their campaign to capture the island of Cyprus, which was considered a safe haven for pirates who raided Ottoman ships in the eastern Mediterranean (Parry: 108–110). In September 1570 the Ottoman forces seized Nicosia; they went on to capture Famagusta in August 1571. The fall of Cyprus convinced the Christian powers of Europe to unify their forces in an attempt to regain the island. The naval forces of the newly formed Holy League, under the leadership of Don Juan of Austria, attacked and trapped the Ottoman fleet, which had recently returned from the conquest of Cyprus and was anchored at Lepanto on the Greek coast. The Holy League’s fleet destroyed most of the Ottoman ships, killing a large number of sailors (Parry: 109). The victory at Lepanto on October 7, 1571, was hailed throughout Europe as the beginning of the end of Ottoman domination in the eastern Mediterranean and was a great boost for European morale. To the disappointment of Europe, however, the Ottomans bounced back from the humiliation at Lepanto within a short time. The Ottoman navy was rebuilt within a year and immediately began to challenge the Holy League and its fleet in the waters of the eastern Mediterranean. In 1573 Venice, which was the most important naval power in the Holy League, sued for a separate peace with the sultan. In August 1574 the reorganized Ottoman fleet attacked and occupied Tunis, establishing a formidable territorial base for the Ottoman Empire in North Africa (Parry: 110).

Among his subjects, Selim was known for his love of drinking and hunting. He was also a patron of arts, literature, and poetry. Selim sponsored the construction of the Selimiye Mosque, which was designed and built by the brilliant Ottoman architect Sinan. The mosque was completed in 1574, the same year Selim died. Selim also provided generous support for a significant number of Ottoman writers, scholars, and poets, including the historian Mustafa Ali and the poet Bāki. Selim II was succeeded by his oldest son, Murad III (r. 1574–1595).
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Selim III (1761–1808)

An Ottoman sultan who ruled from 1789 to 1807. He was born in 1761. Selim’s father was the Ottoman sultan Mustafa III (r. 1757–1774). His mother was Mihrșah (Mihrshah) Valide Sultan, “a concubine of Georgian origin” (Șakul: 514). Selim ascended the throne after his uncle, Abdülhamid I (r. 1774–1789), died in 1789. As a young prince, Selim became fascinated with Europe and organized a small group of friends and confidants who shared his fascination with European customs, ideas, and institutions (Zürcher: 21). Once he ascended the throne, Selim introduced a reform program called Nizam-i Cedid (Nizam-i Jedid), which was intended to re-establish the authority of the Ottoman central government over the provinces that were ruled by a new class of local notables or āyāns. The most important component of his reforms was a new army, which was opposed by the janissaries and other traditional-minded elements within the Ottoman ruling elite, including the ulema. In addition, Selim could not secure a stable financial base for his military and administrative reforms without debasing the Ottoman currency and increasing taxes. The unpopularity of the sultan’s reforms and the opposition of the ulema and the janissaries ignited a revolt, which deposed Selim from the throne. The reform-minded sultan was murdered in 1808.

Selim ascended the Ottoman throne in April 1789. He inherited an empire in chaos and decline. The central government had lost much of its authority in the provinces. Worse yet, the Ottoman armies were losing territory to Russia and the Habsburg Empire. Fortunately for the Ottoman Empire, both European powers were anxious to end the hostilities. Russia was concerned about Sweden’s attempt to incorporate Finland, and the Habsburgs were greatly alarmed by revolts in Hungary and the Netherlands, as well as by the growing power and influence of Russia in the Balkans. The powers shared a common concern over a new Triple Alliance among Prussia, the Netherlands, and Britain.

The Habsburgs agreed to a new peace treaty with the Ottoman Empire, which was signed in Sistova (present-day Svishtov), in present-day Bulgaria, on August 4, 1791. The Habsburgs returned Bosnia, Serbia, and parts of the Romanian-populated principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia that they had occupied. In return, the Ottoman sultan promised fair treatment of his Christian subjects and the recognition of the Habsburg emperor as their protector. The peace with the Habsburgs encouraged Selim III to organize a new campaign against Russia. This campaign ended with a humiliating defeat at the hands of the Russian armies in April 1791. The Ottomans agreed to a new peace treaty, signed at Jassy in present-day Romania on January 9, 1792. The sultan recognized the Russian annexation of the Crimea and Russia’s sovereignty over Georgia, in return for Russian withdrawal from the Principalities. The Dniester River was accepted as the boundary between the two empires.

The peace treaties with Russia and the Habsburgs provided a golden opportunity for Selim to introduce governmental reforms aimed at modernizing the Ottoman state and its armed forces. The repeated defeats suffered by the Ottomans at the hands of the Russians and the Habsburgs had convinced the new sultan of the urgent need to introduce reforms that would restore the power of the central government in its provinces, while at the same time preserving the territorial integrity of the empire against internal and external threats. Internally, the greatest challenge to the authority of the young sultan was the growing power of the local notables or āyāns. Although they accepted the suzerainty of the Ottoman sultan, some of the āyāns had established themselves as quasi-independent rulers, maintaining private armies and conducting their own foreign policy. Externally, Russia posed the greatest threat to the territorial integrity of the Ottoman state.

Shortly after the signing of the Treaty of Jassy with the Russians, the sultan implemented his ambitious reform agenda, the Nizam-i Cedid (New Order). Selim centered his reforms on the creation of a modern army or Nizam-i Cedid Ordusu (Army of the New Order), which was to restore central government control over provincial power centers. Initially the sultan believed that the existing janissary and sipāhi corps could be modernized by introducing new methods of training and administration. He soon realized, however, that the reform would ignite fierce opposition from within the corps. Therefore he opted for the more radical approach of creating a new army altogether. The recruitment for the new army began in 1793–1794. By 1807, when Selim was deposed, the new army had nearly 30,000 well-armed and well-equipped men (Zürcher: 22).

The creation of a new army required modern weaponry, which had to be either purchased and imported from European countries or designed and manufactured in factories built by the Ottoman government. A new army also required proper training and a highly educated officer corps. A new officer corps had to be trained in modern military schools and colleges by European instructors imported from European countries. Selim established a military engineering school in 1795. His reform measures required considerable funding. The revenue generated by the central government came from the collection of taxes. The Ottoman state, however, lacked the military and administrative institutions to collect taxes in the provinces, relying instead on the local notables, who were not interested in funding Selim’s centralizing reform measures. Without the support and collaboration of the local notables, the treasury could not generate the revenue it needed to implement the sultan’s modernization reforms. Desperate for additional revenue, Selim resorted to policies that made his reforms increasingly unpopular among the population (Zürcher: 24). He debased the coinage and imposed new taxes on basic consumer goods such as coffee and tobacco, thereby creating additional financial burdens for a population already overtaxed (Zürcher: 24).

To train Selim’s new army, the Ottoman government recruited instructors and trainers, mostly from France. The arrival of French officers created a new cultural environment in which Ottoman officials and army officers intermingled with Europeans and learned about the latest political, social, and cultural developments transforming European societies. With the arrival of European trainers and the introduction of a modern military school, the antireform forces began to mobilize against the sultan. The new army was fiercely opposed by the janissaries, who viewed it as an open challenge to their traditional dominant role. The introduction of European education was opposed by the ulema, who considered Selim’s reforms to be fundamentally incompatible with Islam. Aside from the growing opposition from the janissaries and the ulema, Selim also faced a fluid, dynamic, and confusing international arena.

Selim ascended the throne at a time when Europe was being transformed by the French Revolution, an earthquake that was shaking the foundations of European power politics. The French Revolution began on July 14, 1789, and diverted the attention of the European powers from the Ottoman Empire, allowing Selim to focus on internal reforms. For the Ottomans, the name of the game was survival in an international arena dominated by predatory European powers. As long as the revolution in France resulted in the European powers fighting among themselves, the Ottomans welcomed it.

The Ottoman Empire had enjoyed a close and friendly relationship with France. Selim considered the French monarch Louis XVI, with whom he had corresponded, a close ally (Zürcher: 21). It was natural, therefore, that the Ottoman court received the news of the arrest and trial of the French king, followed by his execution in January 1793, with shock and horror. The Ottomans were relieved, however, that the events in Paris had forced Russia and the Habsburgs to seek peace with the Ottoman state in order to shift their focus to what was unfolding in France.

The Ottoman relationship with France broke down when a French army led by Napoleon Bonaparte landed in Egypt in early July 1798 and occupied Alexandria. The Mamluks, who ruled Egypt on behalf of the sultan, either fled or were crushed by the invading French force, which captured Cairo on July 22. Although the occupation of Egypt was accomplished with relative ease, the French fleet was destroyed by the British at Abukir (Aboukir) in August 1798. The French also failed in their attempt to establish their rule in Syria when the local notable Ahmed Cezzar (Jezzar) Pasha managed to defend Acre with support from the Ottoman land forces and the British fleet in the spring of 1799. Although the French defeated an Ottoman force at Abukir in July 1799, Napoleon abandoned his ambitious plans of conquest in the east and returned to France in August. After suffering a defeat at the hands of an Ottoman army backed by British naval forces, the remaining French troops evacuated Egypt in September 1801. The French expansionist policy toward the Ottoman Empire had forced Selim III to seek an alliance with England and Russia (Zürcher: 25).

Selim’s reforms threatened the janissaries more than any other group in the ruling elite. The janissaries were not alone, however, in their opposition to Selim’s reforms. The janissaries enjoyed the support of the religious classes, including the conservative ulema, who feared that the sultan’s reforms would undermine their power and status. In May 1807 the rebellion that had been brewing finally erupted. Not surprisingly, the backlash began when the janissary corps stationed outside Istanbul killed a member of Selim’s new army. Instead of nipping the rebellion in the bud, Selim hesitated, encouraged by the şeyhülislâm to adopt a conciliatory approach toward the rebels (Shaw: 1:273–274). The result was disastrous. The janissary units moved into Istanbul, gathering on their way other janissaries as well as the ulema and their students. When they arrived in front of the palace, the sultan once again tried to negotiate with the rebels, promising them that he would abandon his new army and throwing a number of his own supporters, including his grand vizier, into the crowd, who tore them to pieces. As in the past, appeasement merely emboldened the rebels (Shaw: 1:274). The ulema threw their support behind the janissaries and declared Selim’s reforms incompatible with the laws of Islam. The rebels now demanded that the sultan step down from the throne. Recognizing the serious nature of the revolt, Selim accepted his fate and returned to the palace cage.

Selim’s cousins, Mustafa and Mahmud, were the only princes of the Ottoman royal house who could succeed him. Since Mahmud was suspected by the rebels of being sympathetic to Selim’s reforms, Mustafa was brought out of the royal harem to ascend the Ottoman throne as Mustafa IV on May 29, 1807. Weak and incompetent, the new sultan was merely a convenient tool in the hands of the rebels, who used him to reverse Selim’s reforms.

Although many among the āyāns opposed Selim’s new army and his centralizing reforms, a few powerful notables recognized the need to build a modern military force capable of defending the empire against the Habsburg and Russian empires. Among the provincial notables in southeast Europe supportive of Selim and his reforms, none was as powerful as Alemdar Mustafa Pasha, the powerful lord of Rusçuk (Ruschuk/Ruse) in present-day northeastern Bulgaria. Mustafa Pasha organized the Rusçuk Committee, which brought some of the powerful āyāns of the Balkans under one umbrella. He then marched to Istanbul in July 1808. As the news of the arrival of the army from Rusçuk reached the palace, Mustafa ordered the murders of Selim and Mahmud, the only members of the Ottoman royal family who could replace him. Selim was assassinated, but Mahmud managed to escape through the roof of the palace and sought refuge with Alendar Mustafa Pasha (Jelavich: 125–126). The newly arrived army deposed Mustafa and installed Mahmud as the new sultan on July 28.

See also: Empire and Administration: Nizam-i Cedid; Sultans: Mahmud II; Mustafa IV: Primary Documents: Document 10
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Süleyman I (the Magnificent) (1494–1566)

Süleyman I, also known as Süleyman Kānuni (Lawgiver) or Süleyman the Magnificent, was the sultan of the Ottoman Empire from 1520 to 1566. During his reign the Ottoman Empire reached the zenith of its power. Süleyman captured Belgrade in present-day Serbia and inflicted a devastating defeat on the Hungarians, putting an end to the Kingdom of Hungary. In 1529 the Ottoman forces laid siege to Vienna. To the east, Süleyman waged several military campaigns against Iran, capturing the city of Baghdad in present-day Iraq and Tabriz in Azerbaijan. Ottoman forces also seized parts of the southern Caucasus, including Georgia. Süleyman’s foreign policy was based on an alliance with France, which would pressure and isolate the Habsburgs. In the east, the Ottomans enjoyed a close alliance with the Uzbeks in Central Asia, who carried out devastating raids against Iran’s eastern provinces. During Süleyman’s reign, the Ottomans established their naval superiority in the Mediterranean under the command of Hayreddin Pasha, also known as Barbarossa or Barbaros, who was appointed kapudan-i derya or grand admiral. Süleyman also intended to invade and conquer India by attacking the Portuguese navy and establishing Ottoman hegemony over the Persian Gulf. His long wars with the Habsburgs in Europe and the Safavids in Iran, as well as long distances and the enormous cost of such an undertaking, prevented him from realizing this project.

Süleyman I was born in 1494. He was the son of the Ottoman sultan Selim I, who ruled the Ottoman Empire from 1512 to 1520. Süleyman began his reign by planning an invasion of Belgrade, which controlled the road to the southern plains of Hungary. The Ottomans were determined to take advantage of the opportunities that the internally divided Hungarian state offered. They also were fully aware that the developing conflict between France and the Habsburgs would allow them to play an important role in European politics. In forming an alliance with France, Süleyman increased the pressure on the Habsburgs, forcing them to retreat from Hungary. The Ottoman forces under the leadership of their sultan attacked and captured Belgrade on August 29, 1521 (Clot: 36–39). Before pushing farther north, Süleyman turned his attention to the island of Rhodes, where he defeated the Knights Hospitallers of St. John and forced them to withdraw after a prolonged siege on January 21, 1522 (Clot: 39–44). By 1525 the rivalry between the Habsburg Charles V and Francis I of France had culminated in open warfare between the two European monarchs. Only six years before, when they were candidates for the crown of the Holy Roman Empire, both monarchs had declared their commitment to mobilizing all the Christian forces of Europe against the Ottoman Turks (Inalcik: 35). When Charles was elected as the emperor in 1521, however, the two Christian monarchs split the Catholic world into two warring factions and provided Süleyman with a golden opportunity to attack and occupy Belgrade. The conflict between the Holy Roman Emperor and France reached a new height when Francis was captured and imprisoned in 1525, forcing the French to seek Ottoman assistance and support. Exploiting the opportunity that the conflict between France and the Holy Roman Emperor provided, Süleyman struck, pushing his army into a divided Hungary fighting a civil war over the role of the Habsburgs. Lacking unity and cohesion, the Hungarian army under the leadership of King Louis suffered a devastating defeat at the hands of the Ottomans at the Battle of Mohács on August 29, 1526 (Clot: 56–61). The death of King Louis and thousands of his men on the battlefield sealed the fate of the Hungarian state. The road was now open to Buda, which was sacked by Süleyman’s army on September 10. When the Ottoman army returned to Hungary in 1529, Süleyman focused his campaign on recapturing Buda and conquering Vienna. The long journey and heavy rain, which made the roads impassable and the transportation of men and artillery impossible, and the arrival of winter, which deprived the horses of forage and rendered the Ottoman cavalry useless, forced Süleyman to lift the siege on the Habsburg capital after three weeks, on October 16 (Finkel: 124).
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The reign of Süleyman the Magnificent (r. 1520–1566) marked the zenith of Ottoman power. (Time & Life Pictures/Getty Images)

Süleyman also was determined to establish Ottoman supremacy on the Mediterranean Sea, where Venice and Genoa historically had dominated. Having appointed the famed Hayreddin Pasha, also known as Barbarossa or Barbaros, as the grand admiral of Ottoman naval forces (kapudan-i derya), Süleyman expanded Ottoman domains into North Africa, capturing Tunis in August 1533 and threatening the Venetian islands of the Ionian Sea. The Ottomans were sending a signal to Venice, Genoa, Spain, and Portugal that their empire was no longer just a land power, but now also a powerful sea power with which they would have to contend. In 1537 the Ottoman fleet attacked Venetian positions, laying siege to Corfu and threatening Italy. The growing supremacy of the Ottoman navy on the Aegean and the Mediterranean Seas forced Venice to sue for peace in October 1540.

In late summer 1533 Ottoman forces invaded Iran. The death of the charismatic Shah Ismail at the age of 37 in 1524 had weakened the power of the Iranian throne significantly. The new Iranian shah, Tahmasp I, was only 10 years old when he ascended the Safavid throne. The new Iranian monarch did not enjoy the prestige and authority of his father and was frequently used as a pawn in the internecine conflicts between rival Qizilbash (Kizilbaș) chiefs and commanders, who dominated the Safavid cavalry. Aware that Süleyman intended to invade his empire, Tahmasp and his advisers had dispatched several embassies to European courts, seeking an alliance against the Ottoman Empire. Habsburg and Venetian emissaries arrived at the court of Tahmasp to plan a joint attack on Ottoman territory from the east and the west. Learning from their mistakes at Chaldiran, the Safavids also adopted a new strategy, which emphasized avoiding open warfare and engaging in a scorched earth policy. Thus, as the Ottoman forces under the personal command of Süleyman invaded their territory in 1534, the Safavid troops began to retreat, burning and destroying towns and villages and thereby denying food and shelter to the Sunni invaders. The Safavids were convinced that with the arrival of the harsh Iranian winter and increasing shortages of food and supplies, the Ottoman forces would withdraw, while the shah’s army would follow the invaders in their retreat and recover the lost territory. Despite these calculations, Süleyman’s first campaign against the Safavid state proved to be a huge success as Ottoman forces captured Iraq and Azerbaijan. The city of Tabriz fell into Ottoman hands in July 1534. To outdo his father, Süleyman pushed his army farther east to Sultaniyya, before he turned west, crossing the Zagros mountain range and arriving at the gates of Baghdad, which surrendered to the Ottoman forces after a short siege in November (Clot: 89–94).

With the fall of Baghdad and the earlier conquest of Egypt, the Ottoman Empire established itself as the dominant power in the Arab world, a position it continued to occupy until the end of World War I in 1918. It was becoming clear to both sides, however, that while the Safavids could not defeat the superior Ottoman army in a face-to-face confrontation, the Ottomans also had failed to destroy the Safavid monarchy. For the Ottomans, the invasion of Iran was difficult and costly, forcing them to travel long distances while maintaining extensive supply lines, which were under constant attack from the Safavid irregular forces. For the Safavids, the Ottoman invasions and occupations undermined the prestige and power of the shah among his subjects and resulted in a significant reduction of revenue sent to the central government.

Despite the difficulties of waging war against Iran, Süleyman decided to invade Safavid territory again in 1547/1548 after Elqas Mirza, a brother of Shah Tahmasp, fled to Ottoman territory and sought protection and support from the sultan. Convinced that the internal struggle over the Iranian throne could be used to expand Ottoman power and territory, Süleyman dispatched an army with Elqas Mirza, which took Tabriz but once again failed to establish permanent Ottoman rule. The campaign disintegrated after Elqas Mirza quarreled with his newly found ally, forcing the Ottomans to withdraw their support from the Iranian pretender. After three long, costly, and exhausting campaigns, the Ottomans and Safavids came together to sign the Treaty of Amasya on May 29, 1555. Although the Safavids regained some of the territory they had lost to Süleyman, the Ottomans retained their control over Iraq. For the remaining years of Süleyman’s reign, both the Ottoman Empire and Iran avoided costly military campaigns.


SULTANS AND POETRY

Poetry held a prominent place played in the Ottoman Empire. The Ottomans viewed poetry as one of the highest forms of artistic expression. A flair for composing eloquent and lyrical poetry and taking the time to memorize the verses of the great Turkish and Persian poets of the past were the marks of a well-educated, cultivated, cultured, and urbane gentleman.

Several Ottoman sultans were gifted poets. Selim I (r. 1512–1520), who conquered the Arab world, including Syria, Palestine, and Egypt, wrote poetry in Persian, while his greatest adversary, Shah Ismail (r. 1501–1524), the founder of the Safavid Empire in Iran, composed poetry in Turkish and used the pen name Khatai. Selim’s son and successor, Süleyman the Magnificent (r. 1520–1566), who extended the boundaries of the Ottoman Empire to Hungary, was an accomplished poet and used Muhibbi (Lover) as his pen name. Süleyman composed nearly 3,000 poems. Many of his poems were written for Hürrem Sultan, also known as Roxelana, the sultan’s favorite consort and later his “chief wife” (Haseki Sultan).



During the reign of Süleyman I, the Ottoman Empire reached the height of its political and military power. From Budapest to Baghdad and from the Crimea to Hijaz, the authority and power of the Ottoman sultan reigned supreme. The might of the empire under Süleyman was manifested not only in its armies but also in Ottoman arts, architecture, prose, and poetry, which achieved a golden age under the patronage of the sultan. An accomplished artist and poet, Süleyman financed numerous mosques, schools, aqueducts, and architectural complexes. Many of these masterpieces were designed and built by the imperial architect Sinan (1489–1588). Among Sinan’s best known works are the Süleymaniyye mosque complex in Istanbul and his mosque in Edirne, which remain masterpieces of Ottoman architecture. Ottoman poetry flourished under the patronage of the sultan. The two greatest poets of the era were Fuzuli and Bāki (Mahmud Abdülbāki), who composed brilliant poetry (kasidas) in praise of the sultan. The sultan not only showered them with royal praise and generous gifts, but also bestowed upon Bāki the title Sultan ul-Shuara (King of Poets). As previously mentioned, Süleyman himself was an accomplished poet. Five of the sultan’s sons—Mehmet, Mustafa, Bayezid, Jihangir, and Selim—also were accomplished poets.

Toward the end of his reign in 1552, Süleyman was called upon to select his successor. Mehmet and Jihangir had died from natural causes. Among his three remaining sons, Mustafa was viewed as the brightest, as well as the most valiant. Mustafa was also popular among the janissary corps and their commanders. However, the youngest son, Selim, was the favorite of his father because he was the offspring of Süleyman’s love affair with Hürrem Sultan (Roxelana), who enjoyed great influence over her royal husband. Despite serious reservations, the sultan chose Selim over Mustafa, who was strangled as his father watched from behind a curtain in the royal harem. Prince Bayezid, who opposed the idea of his youngest brother seizing the throne, rebelled. This rebellion was suppressed quickly after Bayezid was defeated outside Konya in central Anatolia. Bayezid fled Ottoman territory and sought refuge at the court of the Safavid shah Tahmasp I in Iran. Trying to avoid another war with the Ottoman Empire, the Safavids handed Bayezid over to the Ottoman authorities, who executed the ill-fated prince in 1661. With the execution of Bayezid, the throne was secured for Selim. Ironically, the decline of the Ottoman state began during the reign of Selim II, who ascended the Ottoman throne after the death of his father in 1566. Süleyman died in his tent outside the Hungarian town of Szigeth as he was about to lead his armies in yet another siege.

See also: Historians: Bāki (Bāqi); Fuzuli; Sultans: Selim I; Selim II
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Süleyman II (1642–1691)

An Ottoman sultan who ruled from 1687 to 1691. Süleyman II was born on April 15, 1642, in Istanbul. His father was Sultan Ibrahim, who ruled the Ottoman Empire from 1640 to 1648. His mother was Saliha Dilaşub. Süleyman II ascended the Ottoman throne in 1687 after his half brother Mehmed IV (r. 1648–1687) was deposed. The new sultan inherited an empire in chaos and decline, trying desperately to recover from a series of devastating defeats it had suffered at the hands of the Christian powers of Europe, which had formed an anti-Ottoman Holy League in 1684.

On September 12, 1683, the Ottoman forces that had laid siege to Vienna, the capital of the Habsburg Empire, suffered a humiliating defeat at the hands of a coalition of Christian forces, which included the Habsburgs, Venice, the papacy, Poland, and Russia. Some 10,000 Ottoman soldiers and officers were killed. The Ottoman army disintegrated and lost any semblance of discipline, leaving behind its heavy cannons and badly needed supplies (Shaw: 1:214–215). The Ottomans tried to rally their armies in Belgrade, but they failed miserably. A new Holy League was formed in 1684, which again included the Habsburgs, Venice, Poland, the papacy, and Russia. The Habsburgs pushed into Hungary and captured Buda in September 1686. With the disintegration of the Ottoman defenses in Hungary, the troops, who were suffering from low morale and lack of pay, revolted. The revolt spread as angry sipāhis who had lost their fiefs crossed the Danube, searching for new sources of income and seeking government officials responsible for the Ottoman defeat.

Despite the alarming situation, which threatened the very survival of the state, the reigning sultan, Mehmed IV, went on with his daily hobbies of hunting and enjoying the pleasures of the royal harem. On November 8, 1687, in a gathering attended by prominent notables and the ulema of the capital, the şeyhülislâm issued a fetva deposing Mehmed IV (r. 1648–1687) and replacing him with his half brother, Süleyman II (Shaw: 1:219). After 40 years of living in the isolation of the royal harem, the new sultan was unprepared to confront the enormous challenges the Ottoman Empire was confronting at the time. Despite his lack of proper training and experience, Süleyman II tried to address some of the immediate issues his government was facing. He “managed to bring order into the military, administration, and the state financing during his short reign,” and in 1690, Ottoman forces “recapture[d] Belgrade” (Ágoston: 547). The grand vizier, Nişanci (Nishanji) Ismail Pasha, suppressed the disturbances in Istanbul. He also used an iron fist to pacify the rebellions in Anatolia and the Balkans.

The disturbances in Istanbul emboldened the Habsburgs, who used their newly conquered territory in Hungary to invade Belgrade and capture the city on September 8, 1688. The fall of Belgrade and the collapse of Ottoman defenses in Croatia ignited a series of anti-Ottoman revolts in Serbia, Bulgaria, and Wallachia, where the prince threw his lot in with the Habsburgs. Süleyman II panicked and sued for peace, which the Habsburgs were prepared to sign. Although the Habsburg emperor was willing to consider peace negotiations, the Russians, the Poles, and the Venetians insisted on the continuation of the campaign against the demoralized Ottoman armies (Shaw: 1:220).

The Habsburgs resumed their offensive, occupying Bosnia, Nish, Vidin, and Skopje in the summer and fall of 1689. Another Habsburg army attacked Transylvania and Wallachia, where the Ottoman defenses were collapsing rapidly (Shaw: 1:220). At this critical juncture, Süleyman II appointed another member of the distinguished Köprülü family, Fazil Mustafa Pasha, as the grand vizier. The new grand vizier embarked on a major campaign to reverse the losses that the empire had suffered (Shaw: 1:220).

On September 9, 1690, an Ottoman army under the command of Fazil Mustafa Pasha captured Nish, followed by Belgrade, which fell on October 8. Süleyman II died on June 23, 1691. He was succeeded by Ahmed II (r. 1691–1695). Fazil Mustafa Pasha continued with his campaign against the Habsburgs. The Ottomans, however, suffered a humiliating defeat at Slankamen on August 19, 1691. Fazil Mustafa Pasha was shot and killed on the battlefield.

See also: Sultans: Ahmed II; Mehmed IV
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PRIMARY DOCUMENTS

1. A DESCRIPTION OF TOPKAPI PALACE

Beginning with the second reign of Mehmed II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481) and ending with the reign of Abdülmecid/Abdülmejid (r. 1839–1861), the Topkapi (Canon Gate) Palace in Istanbul served as the residence of the Ottoman sultans and the brain center of the empire’s administration. The construction of Topkapi, which was built on Seraglio Point between the Golden Horn and the Sea of Marmara, began in 1465 and ended 13 years later, in 1478.

The Topkapi Palace was built on a hill looking down at the Bosphorus. A high wall with several towers and seven gates surrounded the palace. At the height of Ottoman power, the palace housed 4,000 residents. The Imperial Council assembled in the outer section of the palace, while the inner or the private section of Topkapi housed the royal harem, where the sultan and his family resided. The excerpt below, taken from Ottaviano Bon’s The Sultan’s Seraglio: An Intimate Portrait of Life at the Ottoman Court, provides a detailed description of the Ottoman imperial palace in the early 17th century. Ottaviano Bon was the ambassador of Venice to the Ottoman court from 1604 to 1607, which corresponded with the reign of the Ottoman sultan, Ahmed I (r. 1603–1617).

The Seraglio, wherein the Grand Seignor [the sultan] resideth with his Court, is wonderfully well situated, being directly in that place where Byzantium stood; upon a point of the Continent, which looketh towards the mouth of the Black Sea, and is in form triangular, two sides whereof are compassed with the Thracian Bosphorus, and the third joineth to the rest of the city of Constantinople. It is enclosed with a very high and strong wall, upon which there are diverse watch-towers, and is, by computation, about three Italian miles in compass.

It hath many gates, some of which open towards the sea-side, and the rest into the city, but the chief gate (which indeed is a very stately one) is one of those towards the city; and by it they go in and out daily; the others being kept shut, till such times as the King, or some of the principal officers of the Seraglio cause any of them to be opened, [either for their pleasure to sit by the sea-side (where they have a fair prospect, and may behold the ships sailing to and fro) or for any other occasion. Likewise, if any of the other land-gates be opened, it is either when the King sendeth privately, to put some great man to death, or for the execution of some such secret action;] but they are all lock’d fast in the night again.

The aforesaid chief and common gate is in the day time guarded by a {large and magnificent} company of Capoochees [porters], which change their watch by turns, and in the night likewise by others of the same rank; all which Capoochees are under the command of a Capoochee Bashaw [Kapuchi Pasha], which Capoochee Bashaws (being six in number) are bound every week one of them, to lie within the Seraglio, for the security and safeguard of the same. And without the gate, about ten or twelve paces off, there stands a little house made of boards upon wheels, in which every night a company of Janizaries [Janissaries] do watch, who, upon any occasion, are ready to awake those within, and to give them notice of whatsoever sudden accident may happen without.

In the night also it is well-guarded by the {land and} sea-side; for, in the watch-towers which are upon the wall, there {sleep} diverse Agiamoglan’s, which are to watch and see that none come near; and, lest any shipping should dare to attempt some mischief, they have ordinance ready charged, and the gunners lying close by them.

In this Seraglio there are many stately rooms, suited to the seasons of the year; the greatest part whereof are built upon plain ground; some upon the hills which are there, and some also upon the sea-side, which are called Kiosks, that is, rooms of fair prospect, or (as we term them) banqueting houses, into which the king sometimes goes alone, but most commonly with his concubines, for his recreation.

Amongst the aforesaid rooms, is the chamber into which the Grand Seignor repaireth, when he is to give audience to Ambassadors, or to the Bashaws, on the days of publick Divan, and to those who being to depart upon any weighty service, or employment, are to take their leaves of him; as also to such who, after the limited time of their government abroad is expired, do return to Constantinople, to give account to his Majesty of their carriage in their several places. This room standeth in a little court curiously adorned with many very delicate fountains, and hath within it a Sofa spread with very sumptuous carpets of gold, and of crimson velvet embroidered with costly pearls, upon which the Grand Seignor sitteth, and about the chamber, [instead of hangings,] the walls are covered with very fine white stones, which, having diverse sorts of leaves and flowers artificially wrought and bak’d upon them, do make a glorious show. There is also a little room adjoining unto it, the whole inside whereof is covered with silver plate hatch’d with gold, and the floor is spread with very rich Persian carpets of silk and gold.

There are, belonging to the said rooms and lodgings of the King, very fair gardens, of all sorts of flowers and fruits that are to be found in those parts, with many very pleasant walks, inclosed with high Cypress trees on each side, and marble fountains in such abundance, that almost every walk hath two or three of them; such great delight doth the Grand Seignor and all the Turks in general take in them. [Nor indeed doth a Turk, at any time, show himself to be so truly pleased and satisfied in his senses, as he doth in the summer time, when he is in a pleasant garden: for he is no sooner come into it (if it be his own, or where he thinks he may be bold, but he puts off his uppermost coat, and lays it aside, and upon that his Turbant, then turns up his sleeves, and unbuttoneth himself, turning his breast to the wind, if there be any; if not, he fans himself, or his servant doth it for him. Again, sometimes standing upon a high bank, to take the gresh air, holding his arms abroad (as a Cormorant sitting upon a rock doth his wings in sun-shine after a storm) courting the weather, and sweet air, calling it his soul, his life, and his delight; ever and anon showing some notable signs of contentment; nor shall the garden (during his pleasant distraction) be termed other than Paradise, with whose flowers he stuffs his bosom, and decketh his Turbant, shaking his head at their sweet favours, and sometimes singing a song to some pretty flower, by whose name peradventure his mistress is called; and uttering words of as great joy, as if at that instant she herself were there present. And one bit of meat in the garden shall do him more good (in his opinion) than the best fare that may be elsewhere.]

Besides the aforesaid rooms (which are very many, and serve only for the Kings own person) there is the women’s lodging, which is in a manner like a nunnery, wherein the Queen, the other Sultana’s, and all the King’s women and slaves do dwell. And it had within it all the commodity that may be, of beds, chambers, dining-rooms, Bagno’s [baths], and all other kinds of building necessary for the use and service of the women which dwell therein.

There are likewise diverse rooms and lodgings, built a-part from all those aforesaid, which serve both for the principal Officers and those of a mean degree, and also for the basest sort; and are so well furnished, that not any want can be discerned of ought, that may be thought requisite and convenient for them.

Amongst which there are two large buildings, the one the Hazineh, or private treasury; and the other the King’s wardrobe. These are two very handsome buildings, and secure by reason of the thickness of their walls, and strength of their iron windows. They have each of them an iron door, kept shut continually, and that of the Hazineh sealed with the King’s seal.

In the said Seraglio there are rooms for prayer, Bagno’s schools, butteries, kitchens, distilling rooms, places to swim in, places to run horses in, places for wrestling, butts to shoot at, and to conclude, all the commodity that may be had in a Prince’s Palace, for things of that nature.

At the first entrance into the Seraglio, there is a very large and stately gate, in the porch whereof, there is always a guard of about fifty men with their weapons by them, as pieces, bows, and swords. Having passed this gate (through which the Bashaws [Pashas] and other great men may pass on horse-back) there is a very spacious court almost a quarter of an Italian mile in length, and very nigh as much in breadth; and, on the left hand in the court near unto the gate, there is a place to shelter the people and horses in rainy weather. On the right hand there is an Hospital, for such as fall sick in the Seraglio, in which there are all things necessary: it is kept by an Eunuch, who hath many servants under him to attend upon the diseased. Again, on the left hand there is a very large place in which they keep their timber, and carts, and such like things, to have them near at hand for the use and service of the Seraglio; over which there is a great hall, where are hanged up many weapons of antiquity, as scimitars, javelins, bows, head-pieces, gauntlets, etc. which they keep to lend the soldiers and others, for to accompany the Grand Seignor, or the Great Vizir, when they make any solemn entry into the city of Constantinople.

Having passed through the aforesaid court, there is a second gate (at which the Bashaws alight) somewhat less than the former, but more neat and costly; under which there is also a stately porch, where there is likewise a guard of Capoochees provided with weapons, as they at the first gate are. Thence there is another court lesser than the former, but far more beautiful and pleasant, by reason of the delicate fountains, and rows of Cypress trees, and the green grass-plots in which the Gazels do feed, and bring forth young: but in this court (the Grand Seignor only excepted) everyone must go on foot. On both sides of the said gate there is an open gallery underset with pillars, without which the (a) Chiaushes, the other (b) Janizaries, and the (c) Spahees do use to stand in their several ranks, very well appareled, at such times as there is a great (d) Divan held for the coming of any Ambassador to kiss the Grand-Signor’s hand.

In the said court on the right hand are all the kitchins, being in number nine; all which have their several officers and larders belonging unto them.

The first and greatest is the King’s.

The second the Queen’s.

The third the Sultana’s.

The fourth the Capee Agha’s.

The fifth for the Divan.

The sixth for the Agha’s, the King’s gentlemen.

The seventh for the meaner sort of servants.

The eighth for the women.

The ninth for the under officers of the Divan, and such as attend there to do what belongeth unto them in their several places.

And on the left side of the court there is the King’s stable, of about thirty, or thirty five very brave horses, which his Majesty keepeth for his exercise, when he pleasesth to run, or sport with his gentlemen the Agha’s in the Seraglio. Over which stable there is a row of rooms, wherein is kept all the furniture of the horses, the which (I having seen both there, and abroad, at such times as they have been used) I can affirm to be of extraordinary value. For the bridles, pectorals, cruppers, saddle-cloths, the pommels of the saddles, and stirrups, are set so thick with jewels of diverse sorts, that the beholders are amazed, they do so far exceed all imagination.

Near adjoining to the said stable are certain buildings for the service of the officers of the Divan, and having passed two thirds of the court on the same said, there is the room wherein the Divan is kept: [unto which joineth upon one side the Hazineh, called the outward Hazineh,] which (the Divan being ended) is sealed with the chief Vizir’s Seal. And even with the room where the Divan is kept (but somewhat behind it, towards the left hand) is the gate which leadeth into the women’s lodgings, called the Queen’s gate, which is kept and guarded by a company of black Eunuchs.

The aforesaid second court endeth at a third gate, termed the King’s gate, which leadeth into the rooms and lodgings kept apart for himself, and such gentlemen, as are to attend upon him continually: neither may anyone enter therein, but by absolute leave from the King (speaking of men of great quality;) but such as are belonging to the buttery, or kitchin, and physicians, caters, and sewers, may go in and out with leave only from the Capee Agha, who is the chief chamberlain of the Seraglio, and to him is committed the keeping of that gate; and he is always at hand (by reason his lodging is near) with a company of white Eunuchs about him like himself; so that what is reported, of things within this gate, is for the most part by relation; for either one may not see them, or if he do see them, it must be when the King is abreast; and he must be brought in by some man of quality and command, by one of the gates at the sea-side, the which also cannot be obtained but with great difficulty, and some charge too for a gratification to the guide; they having not only great regard and respect to their King’s person, but also to his rooms in his absence.

Having passed the third gate (the which hath also a very fair porch) immediately is seen the aforementioned room appointed for publick audience: and there within that gate also is another very fair court, paved with very fine marble, wrought with Mosaical work; wherein are many delicate fountains, and sumptuous buildings on all sides, in which commonly the King useth to eat and pass the time in some recreation.

It happened, that I taking hold of a fit time, the King being abroad hunting, through the great friendship which was twixt my selfe and the Kabiyah of the Bustangi Bashee; had the opportunitie (he being my guide) to goe into the Seraglio, entring by a gate at the Sea side where he shewed me many of the King’s backward roomes, divers Bagnoes, and many other curious and delightful things, both for the excellencie of their gilding, and the abundance of Fountaynes that were in them.

There is a row of summer rooms built upon the top of a little hill; which looks towards the sea-side, so well contrived with halls and chambers, and so pleasantly seated, and richly furnished, that it may well be the habitation of so great a Prince. Amongst which there is a hall opening towards the East, but underset with very fair pillars; which hall looks into an artificial four square lake (which they call Hawoz) proceeding from about thirty fountains which are built upon a kind of Terras, of very fine marble, which compasseth the said lake, the water running from the fountains above down into the lake, and from the lake through diverse gutters into gardens. Two men may walk abreast upon the Terras, where they hear the continual and sweet harmony, which the fountains make with leaden pipes, insomuch that it is a most delightful place. And in the lake there is a little boat, the which (as I was informed) the Grand Seignor doth oftentimes go into with his Mutes, and Buffoons [jesters], to make them row up and down, and to sport with them, making them leap into the water, and many times as he walks along with them above upon the sides of the lake, he throws them down into it, and plunges them over head and ears.

Near unto the said hall, is his Majesty’s bedchamber, the walls whereof are covered with stones of the finest China metal, spotted with flowers of diverse colours, which make an excellent show. The Anteporta’s [hangings before the doors] are of cloth of gold of Bursia, and their borders of crimson velvet embroidered with gold and pearls: the posts of the bedstead are of silver, hollow, and, instead of knops on the tops of them, there are set lions made of christal: the canopy over it is of cloth of gold, and so are the bolsters, and the mattresses. The floor of this chamber (as of the other rooms) and the Sofa’s, are spread with very costly Persian carpets of silk and gold, and the pallets to sit on, with the cushions to lean upon, are of very rich {and pure Bursa} cloth of gold.

There is hanging, in the midst of the aforesaid hall, a very great lantern, the form whereof is round, and the bars of silver gilt, and set very thick with rubies, emeralds, and Turquoises: the panes are of fine christal. There is likewise a bason and ewer of massy gold, set with rubies and Turquoises, which beautify the room.

Behind the hall, there is a place to shoot in, where there are laid up many bows and arrows, and there are to be seen such strange passages made with arrows by the King’s predecessors, and by the King himself, through brass and iron, that it seemeth almost impossible to be done by the arm of any man.

The room, which is called the Publick Divan, hath been built of late years. It is four square, and about eight or nine paces every way from side to side. It hath behind it another room for the service thereof, and one also at the coming in to the Divan on the right hand, divided only by a wooden rail: with many other rooms somewhat distant from it, which serve for the expedition of sundry businesses. This Divan I call publick, because any kind of person whatsoever (as well stranger as native) publickly and indifferently may have free access unto it, to require justice, to procure grants, and to end their causes, and controversies, of what nature, condition, or import soever they be, without let or contradiction.

Thus have I made a brief description of some of the rooms and buildings of this Seraglio, according to the notice I took of them. But hitherto I have omitted to shew, how that a great part of the best of them have been built, from time to time, at the cost and charges of the subjects. For there have been diverse Bashaws, who being in favour with the Grand Seignor obtained leave at several times to add unto the Seraglio a room or two, for a memorial of some notable good service which they had done their Prince. In the building of which, they have spared no cost, although for the most part the rooms are very little: but this their often patching of new rooms with old hath caused a great confusedness in the whole fabrick, they having not observed any uniformity at all in their manner of building.

Source: Ottaviano Bon, The Sultan’s Seraglio: An Intimate Portrait of Life at the Ottoman Court, from the seventeenth century edition of John Withers, introduced and annotated by Godfrey Goodwin (London: Saqi Books, 1996), 23–32. Reprinted with permission of Saqi Books.

2. OF THE AUDIENCE AND ENTERTAINMENT GIVEN TO AMBASSADORS

The Ottomans had developed an elaborate set of ceremonies, which displayed the power and majesty of the reigning sultans. Foreign ambassadors bearing official correspondence and gifts from their sovereigns could only meet the sultan after meeting with the grand vizier and members of the Imperial Council. The excerpt below, which describes the elaborate reception organized to receive the ambassadors of foreign powers, is taken from Ottaviano Bon’s The Sultan’s Seraglio: An Intimate Portrait of Life at the Ottoman Court. Ottaviano Bon served as the ambassador from Venice to the Ottoman court from 1604 to 1607.

When it falleth out that an Ambassador from any great Prince, is to kiss the Grand Seignor’s hand; it must be either upon a Sunday, or upon a Tuesday, (for those are the days appointed for his Highness to give audience) to the end he may not be troubled at other times. And then the Vizir commandeth that there be a great Divan, which is done by calling together all the Grandees of the Porch, all the Chiaushes, all the Mutaferrakas, and a great number of Spahees and Janizaries; who are every one of them commanded by their captains, to apparel themselves in the best manner that they are able, and to go every one to his place in the second court, and there to stand in orderly ranks, making indeed a very goodly show, for they are very well clothed, and are most of them of comely personage.

Thus the Divan being all in order, and few, or no common business handled for that day, the Vizir sendeth the Chiaush Bashaw, with many of his Chiaushes on horse-back, to accompany the Ambassador: who, being come to the Divan, is set face to face, close before the Chief Vizir, upon a stool covered with cloth of gold. Having for a while complimented and used some friendly discourse together; the Bashaw commandeth that dinner be brought: the which is done after the same manner as upon other Divan days; only the round plate, on which the meat is set, is of silver, and the victuals are more delicate and in greater abundance. And so the Ambassador and the Vizir Azem, with one or two of the other Bashaws, do eat together. And for every such banquet at such times, the Grand Seignor alloweth, besides the ordinary Divan diet, a thousand crowns to be spent. [Howbeit I dare say the steward makes the one half to serve the turn, and reserves the rest to himself.]

They having dined, the Vizir entertaineth the Ambassador with some discourse, until such time as the Ambassador’s followers have dined also, who I can say are served after a very mean fashion; and then the Ambassador together with his own attendants, retire themselves into a certain place near the King’s gate: where he must stay, till such time as all the orders of the Divan have had audience of the King, who being dismissed do all depart, the Bashaws excepted, who for the Grand Seignor’s honour are to stay, and attend in the room upon his Majesty. But by the way I must not omit to tell you, how that the present, which the Ambassador brings along with him, is carried, whilst he sitteth in the said retiring place, once about the second court in open sight of the people, be it what it will, and so in unto the King

Then the Ambassador is called by the Master of the ceremonies, by whom he is brought to the gate where the Capee Agha standeth with a company of Eunuchs. Then the Capee Agha leadeth him to the door of the room, where there do stand two Capoochee Bashaws, who take the Ambassador, the one by one arm, and the other by the other arm, and so lead him to kiss his Highness’s hand, which in truth is but his hanging sleeve, which he having done, they lead him back after the same manner to the lower end of the room, where he standeth till such time as the said two Capoochee Bashaws have led such of the Ambassador’s gentlemen, as are appointed to kiss the king’s hand also. This done, the Druggaman [interpreter] declareth the Ambassador’s commission, to which the Grand Seignor maketh no answer at all, disdaining to speak to a christian; but only speaketh a word or two to the chief Vizir, to license him, referring all proceedings to his discretion. And so the Ambassador departeth, doing obeisance to the King, with bowing down his head, but pulleth not off his hat, or cap at all.

There is one particular, belonging to this ceremony, worthy the observation, which is this, that there is not at any time, any person whatsoever, as well Ambassador as other, which is to kiss the Grand Seignor’s hand, but he is vested with a vest given him by the Grand Seignor. And to this end, before the Ambassador goeth in unto the king, the Vizir Azem sendeth him so many vests, as are appointed by Canon, for himself and his gentlemen; who put them on in the place where the Ambassador stayeth, till the King send for him to give him audience. These vests are of divers sorts; of which there is one or two for the Ambassador’s own person of cloth of gold of Bursia; the other being of a low price, worth little or nothing.

But on the contrary, in lieu of those vests, there is not any Ambassador, which is to go to the King for his first audience; or Bashaw, who, at his return from some employment aborad, is to kiss his hand, but they present him with the full value of what the Canon requireth: insomuch that the Grand Seignor receiveth more than he giveth, twenty fold. Moreover, the Bashaws, over and above the ordinary duty, do give him exceedingly rich presents, and oftentimes great sums of money too; that by all means they may continue in his grace and favour.

Other Ambassadors, which come from petty princes, or states, howbeit they are vested also with vests given them by the Grand Seignor, yet they come not to the Divan in that pomp, neither are they feasted as the others are; but go privately, carrying their present with them; howsoever, they are also led in unto the King after the aforesaid manner. It is to be noted, that all Ambassadors from absolute Princes as well ordinary as extraordinary, excepting those from the Signoria of Venice, to whom, from their first introduction, it was denied: all, I say, lie at the charges of the Grand Seignor. For from his own store, they have allowed them wheat, barley, pulse, wood, coals, hay, the custom of their win, and many other necessaries for their household expense; and from the Defterdar so many aspars per diem, as the Vizir shall think fit. Which provision, tho’ now of late it be very hard to be gotten in; yet by great importunity and gifts (without which there is no good to be done) in the end they receive a great part of it. [But the officers will share with them, do what they can; such is their baseness, and slender account, of either honour, or honesty.]

Source: Ottaviano Bon, The Sultan’s Seraglio: An Intimate Portrait of Life at the Ottoman Court, from the seventeenth century edition of John Withers, introduced and annotated by Godfrey Goodwin (London: Saqi Books, 1996), 41–44. Reprinted with permission of Saqi Books.

3. OF THE PERSONS WHICH LIVE IN THE SERAGLIO; AND CHIEFLY OF THE WOMEN, AND VIRGINS

The harem was the residence of the sultan, his wives, and his family. A palace in its own right, the harem consisted of several hundred apartments and included baths, kitchens, and even a hospital. Three separate but interconnected sections formed the royal harem. The first section housed the eunuchs, while the second section belonged exclusively to the women of the palace. The third and final section was the personal residence of the sultan. The most powerful woman of the harem was the mother of the sultan, who lived in her own apartment surrounded by servants and attendants. Her apartment included a reception hall, a bedroom, a prayer room, a resting room, a bathroom, and a bath. It was second in size only to the apartment of the sultan. The excerpt below, which describes the structure and inner workings of the royal harem, is taken from Ottaviano Bon’s The Sultan’s Seraglio: An Intimate Portrait of Life at the Ottoman Court. Ottaviano Bon, who served as the ambassador from Venice in Istanbul from 1604 to 1607, describes in detail the enormous power and influence of the women of the imperial harem.

Having thus far made a description of the Seraglio itself, and the buildings which are therein; with some particulars belonging unto it, according to that which I have both seen, and heard from others which are daily conversant there: it followeth that I now speak somewhat touching those which dwell in it, and of their several qualities and employments.

First then I say, that all they which are in the Seraglio, both men and women, are the Grand Seignor’s slaves (for so they stile themselves;) and so are all they which are subject to this empire. For besides that he is their sovereign, they do all acknowledge that whatsoever they do possess or enjoy, proceedeth meerly from his good will and favour: and not only their estates, but their lives also are at his dispose, not having respect either to the cause, or manner. [So that in my opinion, the attributes they give unto him, are indifferently proper, and fitly suiting with the condition of such a Prince. For he is stiled sometimes Pawdishawh, and sometimes Hoonkeawr. In regard of sovereignty and justice, they may truly call him Pawdishawh; but in regard of his tyranny, Hoonkeawr; both which words they use in the same sense as we do the word King.]

This Seraglio may rightly be termed the seminary or nursery of the best subjects. For in it, all they have their education, which afterwards become the principal officers, and subordinate rulers of the state, and affairs of the whole empire; [as hereafter I shall shew at large].

They which are within the third gate, called the King’s gate, are about two thousand persons, men and women, whereof the women (old and young one with another; what with the King’s concubines, old women, and women servants) may be about eleven or twelve hundred. Now, those which are kept up for their beauties, are all young virgins taken and stolen from foreign nations; who after they have been instructed in good behaviour, and can play upon instruments, sing, dance, and sew curiously; they are given to the Grand Seignor, as presents of great value: and the number of these increaseth daily, as they are sent and presented by the Tartars, by the Bashaws, and other great men, to the King and Queen. [They do likewise sometimes decrease, according as the Grand Seignor shall think fit. For upon diverse occasions and accidents, he causeth many of them to be turned out of this Seraglio, and to be sent into the old Seraglio; which is also a very goodly and spacious place, of which hereafter I shall take occasion to make mention.] These virgins, immediately after their coming into the Seraglio, are made Turks; which is done by using this ceremony only; to hold up their forefinger, and say these words; law illawheh illaw Allawh, Muhammed resoul Allawh. That is, there is no God but God alone, and Mahomet is the messenger of God. And according as they are in age and disposition (being proved and examined by an old women called Kahiyah Cadun, that is, as we say, the mother of the maids) so they are placed in a room with the others of the same age, spirit, and inclination, to dwell and live together.

Now in the womens lodgings, they live just as nuns do in great nunneries. For these virgins have very large rooms to live in; and their bed-chambers will hold almost a hundred of them a-piece. They sleep upon Sofaes, which are built longways on both sides of the room, and a large space left in the midst to go to and from about their business.

Their beds are very coarse and hard (for the Turks neither use feather-beds nor corded bed-steads) made of flocks of wool; and by every ten virgins there lies an old woman; and all the night long there are many lamps burning, so that one may see plainly throughout the whole room, which doth both keep the young wenches from wantonness, and serve upon any occasion which may happen in the night. Near unto the said bed-chambers they have their Bagnios, for their use at all times, with many fountains, out of which they are served with water; and, above their chambers, there are divers rooms, where they sit and sew, and there they keep their boxes and chests in which they lay up their apparel.

They feed by whole Camaradaes, and are served and waited upon by other women: nor do they want any thing whatsoever, that is necessary for them.

There are other places likewise for them, where they go to school, to learn to speak and read, if they will, the Turkish tongue, to sew also, and to play on divers instruments: and so they spend the day with their mistresses, who are all ancient women; some hours, notwithstanding, being allowed them for their recreation, to walk in their gardens, and use such sports as they familiarly exercise themselves withal.

The King doth not at all frequent, or see, these virgins, unless it be at that instant when they are first presented unto him; or else in case that he desire one of them for his bed-fellow, or to make him some pastime with musick, and other sports. Wherefore when he is prepared for a fresh mate, he gives notice to the said Kahiya Cadun of his purpose; who immediately bestirs herself like a crafty bawd, and chooseth out such as she judgeth to be the most amiable, and fairest of all; and having placed them in good order in a room, in two ranks, like so many pictures, half on the one side, and half on the other, she forthwith brings in the King, who walking four or five times in the midst of them, and having view of them well, taketh good notice within himself of her that he best liketh, but says nothing; only as he goeth out again, he throweth a handkerchief into that virgin’s hand, by which token she knoweth that she is to lie with him that night. So she being, questionless, exceeding joyful to become the object of so great a fortune, in being chosen out from among so many to enjoy the society of an Emperor, hath all the art, that possible may be, shown upon her by the Cadun, in attiring, painting, and perfuming her; and at night she is brought to sleep with the Grand Seignor in the womens lodgings, where they are chambers set apart for that business only. And, being in bed together, they have two great wax lights burning by them all night; one at the bed’s feet, and the other by the door: besides there are appointed, by the Cadun, divers old Blackmoor women, to watch by turns that night in the chamber, by two at a time; one of them sits by the light at the bed’s feet, and the other by the door; and when they will, they change, and other two supply their rooms, without making the least noise imaginable, so that the King is not any whit disturbed. Now in the morning when his Highness riseth (for he riseth first) he changeth all his apparel from top to toe, leaving those which he wore to her that he lay withal, and all the money that was in his pockets, were it never so much; and so departeth to his own lodgings; from whence also he sendeth her immediately a present of jewels, money, and vests of great value, agreeable to the satisfaction and content which he received from her that night. In the same manner he deals with all such as he maketh use of in that kind; but with some he continueth longer than with other some, and enlargeth his bounty far more towards some than others, according as his humour and affection to them increaseth, by their fulfilling his lustful desires.

And if it so fall out, that any one of them doth conceive by him, and bring forth his first begotten child; then she is called by the name of Sultana Queen: and if it be a song, she is confirmed and established by great feasts and solemnities; and forthwith hath a dwelling assigned unto her a-part, of many stately rooms well furnished; and many servants to attend upon her.

The King likewise alloweth her a large revenue, that she may give away, and spend at her pleasure, in whatsoever she may have occasion; and all they of the Seraglio must, and do acknowledge her for Queen, shewing all the duty and respect that may be, both to herself, and to them that belong unto her.

The other women (howsoever they bring forth issue) are not called Queens; yet they are called Sultanas, because they have had carnal commerce with the King; and she only is called Queen, which is the mother of the first begotten son, heir to the Empire; the which Sultanas, being frequented by the King at his pleasure, have also this prerogative; to be immediately removed from the common sort, and to live in rooms a-part, exceeding well served and attended, and have no want either of money, or apparel, in conformity to their degree.

All these Sultanas do resort together very familiarly, when they please; but not without great dissimulation, and inward malice; fearful lest the one should be better beloved of the Grand Seignor than the other; yet notwithstanding this their jealousy, they, in outward shew, use all kinds of courtesy one towards another.

Now if it happens that the first begotten son of the Queen, heir to the Empire, should die, and another of the Sultanas should have a second son; then, her son being to succeed the deceased heir, she is immediately made Queen: and the former shall remain a Sultana only, and be deprived of the aforesaid revenue and royalty. Thus the title of Queen runneth from one Sultana to another, by virtue of the son’s succession.

In times past the Queen was wont to be wedded to the King, but now she passeth without the Kebin, that is, without an assignment of any jointure, or celebrating the nuptial rites; which is nothing else, but in the presence of the Muftee to give each of them their assent to matrimony, of which there is Hoget made (that is, an authentical writing or testification) not only of the consent of the two parties to be contracted, but also of the jointure which the King is to make over unto her.

The reason why the Queens are not now, nor have been of late years, espoused, is, not to dismember the King’s patrimony of five hundred thousand chicquins a year. For Sultan Selim having allowed so much to the Empress his wife (to the end she might spend freely, and build churches and hospitals, so that by all means she might be honoured and esteemed) made a decree, that all his successors should do the like, if so be they purposed to be married to their Queens. But now, the said revenue being otherwise employed, the Bashaws do endeavour, as much as in them lies, to keep the Grand Seignor from marrying, and so much the rather, because they would have none to rule but the King alone. Howsoever, married nor not married, the mother of the heir is by every one called and acknowledged for Queen, and presented with many rich presents from all great personages; and hath continually, at her gate, a guard of thirty or forty black eunuchs, together with the Kuzlar Agha their master, whom she commandeth, and employeth in all her occasions; and so do all the other Sultanas, which never stir out of the Seraglio, but in company of the King himself, who oftentimes carrieth either all, or most of them abroad by water, to his other Seraglios of pleasure: and in those ways through which they pass, to go to and fro from their Kaiks, there is canvas pitched up on both sides: and none may come near them but black Eunuchs, till they be settled, and covered close in the room at the stern of the Kaik; and then go in the bargemen; so that, in fine, they are never seen by any men, but by the Grand Seignor only, and the eunuchs.

The King’s daughters, sisters, and aunts, have their lodgings also in the same Seraglio, being royally served, and very sumptuously appareled, and live together by themselves, in continual pleasures; until such time as, at their request, the King shall be pleased to give them in marriage; and then they come forth of that Seraglio, and carry, each of them, along with them a chest which the Grand Seignor gives them, full of rich apparel, jewels, and money, to the value of, at the least, thirty thousand pounds Sterling a chest; and that is, as we call it, their portion. They carry likewise along with them all that which they have hid from time to time, unknown to any but to themselves, amounting sometimes to a great matter, and stands them in good stead all their whole life-time. And if so be that they be in the Grand Seignor’s favour, and that he be disposed to deal royally with them, then they are suffered to carry with them, out of the Seraglio, such women slaves as they please (provided they do not exceed the number of twenty a piece) and such eunuchs as they like best, for their service.

These also, being called Sultanas, reserve still, as long as they live, their allowance of money which they had whilst they lived in the King’s Seraglio, some a thousand, and some a thousand five hundred aspars a day; the slaves also, and the eunuchs, do likewise enjoy their former pensions.

Their houses are furnished both with household stuff, and other necessary provision, from the King’s Hazineh [treasury] and Begleek [store], that they may live alla grande like Sultanas; so that indeed they live far better, in every respect, without the Seraglio, than they did within it.

And if so be that a Bashaw, having married one of them, be not provided of a house fit for her, then the King giveth her one of his (for he hath many which fall to him by the death of great persons) that her house may be suitable with her greatness and quality.

Now, for the husband’s part, he is, on the contrary, to make her a bill of dowry, ordinarily of at least a hundred thousand chicquins in money, besides vests, jewels, brooches, and other ornaments, amounting to a great sum: for although the fashion of the Sultanas habit be common, and nothing different from that of the other women, yet the substance is far more rich and costly; the which redounds to the great charge and loss of their husbands.

They, being thus married, do not at all converse with men, more than they did when they lived in the King’s Seraglio (except with their own husbands) but with women only; and that is commonly when they go upon visits to see their old acquaintance in the Seraglio. But because they themselves came forth from thence, as I said before, they may not at their pleasure come in again, without leave from the Grand Seignor.

These Sultanas, the Bashaws wives, are, for the most part, their husbands masters, insulting over them, and commanding them as they please. They always wear at their girdle a Hanjar [dagger], set with rich stones, in token of privilege and domination, and esteem of their husbands, as of slaves, doing good or evil for them, as they receive content and satisfaction from them, or as they find them to be in favour and powerful with the King. And sometimes they put their husbands away, and take others, but not without the Grand Seignor’s leave; which divorce proves commonly to be the death and ruin of the poor rejected husbands, [the King being apt to give way to the will and persuasion of the Sultanas: so it behoves them, in any case, to be very obsequious to their wives.]

Now, the other women, which are not so fortunate as to be beloved of the King, must still live together, and diet with the rest of the young virgins, wasting their youthful days amongst themselves, in evil thoughts; for they are too strictly look’d unto, to offend in act: and when they are grown old, they serve for mistresses and overseers of the young ones, which are daily brought into the Seraglio; but hold it their best fortune (their former hopes of being bed-fellows to an Emperor being now wholly frustrated) through some accident to be sent forth from thence into the old Seraglio; for from the old Seraglio they may be married, if the mistress of that place give her consent thereto, and may take with them such money as they, through their frugality, have saved and spared of their former allowance in the King’s Seraglio, and such things as have been given them from time to time, which may amount to a reasonable value. For, whilst they are in the Seraglio, they get many things from the Seraglio, who, having formerly been companions with them, cannot but in some measure let them be partakers of their good fortune; besides their current pay out of the King’s Hazineh of fifteen or twenty aspars per diem, for the middle sort, and four or five per diem for the baser sort; the which is paid at every three months end, without any deferring or contradiction. In that manner also are the Sultanas paid, viz. quarterly, having for their shares from a thousand to a thousand five hundred aspars. a piece per diem, besides as much clothing as they will, and jewels in great abundance, given to them with the King’s own hands.

[The soldiers likewise, and all such, of what quality soever they be, as are to receive pay from the Grand Seignor, are paid quarterly; and they call the first quarter’s pay Masar, the second Rejedg, the third Reshen, and the fourth and last Lezez.]

The women servants have, besides their pay, two gowns of cloth a piece yearly, and a piece of fine linen for smocks, of twenty Pikes [Pike = three-quarters of a yard] long, and a piece more fine for handkerchiefs, of ten Pikes; and at the Byram one silk gown a piece, and somewhat else, according to the liberality of the Grand Seignor, who, at that time above the rest, hath commonly a bountiful hand towards the women; giving to the Sultanas gowns with very rich furs, ear-rings, brooches, bodkins, bracelets for their arms and legs, and such like, set with stones of great worth, of all which the King hath continually great store, by reason of the unspeakable number of presents which are given unto him.

The Sultanas are likewise presented at such times by the Bashaws, and by the Bashaws wives (that by their means they may continue in grace and favour with the Grand Seignor) with most stately and rich gifts; and with money also, which indeed is more acceptable to them, than any other kind of present whatsoever. For they, being very covetous, do hoard up, and spread but sparingly, abandoning all manner of prodigality (in what may concern their own private purses) but warily and wittily provide against disasterous times, which may come upon them unawares; and especially against the King’s death; for then (excepting the Sultana Queen, who remaineth still in the Seraglio, as being mother to the succeeding King) all the other poor desolate ladies lose the title of Sultana, and are immediately sent to the old Seraglio, leaving behind them their sons and daughters, if they have any living, in the King’s Seraglio, there to be kept, and brought up under the government and care of other women, appointed for that service. And in this case, finding themselves to be wealthy, they may marry with men of reasonable good quality, according to the measure of their portion or estate, which they possess; and the good-will, and good report of the mistress of the old Seraglio on their behalf, is none of the least furtherances and helps in that business. But the Grand Seignor’s consent must be had thereto, notwithstanding; who will, for the most part, not only be made fully acquainted with the condition of their husbands, but also will know what jointure they will be content to make them, if in case they should put them away without their own consents, or otherwise leave them widows. Thus, by reason of their being turned out of the King’s Seraglio, it is often seen, that though the daughter of the King be married to a Bashaw; yet the mother of that daughter, after the King’s decease, must be content with a second husband of small account, far unequal, and much inferior, both in title, wealth, and reputation, to her son in law.

The Sultanas have leave of the Grand Seignor, that certain Jew-women may at any time come into the Seraglio unto them; who being extraordinary subtil, and coming in under colour of teaching them some fine and curious needle-works, or to shew them the art of making waters, oyls, and painting for their faces (having once made way with the better sort of the eunuchs which keep the gate, by often seeing them for their egress and regress) do make themselves by their crafty insinuations so familiar, and so welcome to the king’s women, that, in a manner, they prevail with them in whatsoever they shall attempt for their own ends; for these are they whom the Sultanas do imploy in their private occasions; carrying out whatsoever they would have sold, and bringing in unto them any thing that they have a desire to buy. And hence it is, that all such Jew-women, as frequent the Seraglio, do become very rich; for what they bring in, they buy it cheap, and sell it dear to them: but on the contrary, when they have jewels or the like commodities to sell for the Sultanas, which are to be conveyed out by stealth, they receive a reasonable price for them of strangers, and then tell the simple ladies, who know not their worth, and are afraid to be discovered, that they sold them peradventure for the half of that which they had for them. And by this means there come things of great worth out of the Seraglio, to be sold abroad at easy rates; yet in the end the husbands of those Jew-women have but a bad market of it; for being discovered to be rich, and their wealth to be gotten by deceit, they oftentimes lose both goods and life too; the Bashaws and Defterdars altogether aiming at such as they are, thinking by that means to restore to the Grand Seignor that which hath from time to time been stolen from him; [and the rather for that they themselves, under pretence of so good a work, may easily get shares in the estates of such delinquents.

But notwithstanding they are generally known, and accounted, for fraudulent and false-hearted people; yet there is scarcely a man of authority or esteem among the Turks, and especially the Defterdars, but hath a Jew for his counsellor, and assistant in the managing of his affairs; such a good opinion they have of their sufficiency, and so ready are the Jews to entertain any manner of imployment; so that their wives are not so great and powerful with the Sultanas, but they themselves are as intimate with the Bashaws, and other great ones of that rank.]

The women of the Seraglio are punished for their faults very severely, and extremely beaten by their overseers; and if they prove disobedient, incorrigible, and insolent, they are by the king’s order, and express command, turned out and sent into the old Seraglio, as being utterly rejected and cast off, and the best part of what they have is taken from them: but if they shall be found culpable of witchcraft, or any such like abomination; then they are bound hand and foot, and put into a sack, and in the night cast into the sea. So that by all means it behoveth them to be very careful and obedient, and to contain themselves within the bounds of honesty and good behaviour, if they mean to prosper, and come to a good end.

Now it is not lawful for any one to bring aught in unto them, with which they may commit the deeds of beastly and unnatural uncleanness; so that if they have a will to eat radishes, cucumbers, gourds, or such like meats; they are sent in unto them sliced, to deprive them of the means of playing the wantons: for they being all young, lusty, and lascivious wenches, and wanting the society of men, which would better instruct them, and questionless far better employ; them are doubtless of themselves inclined to that which is naught, and will often be possess’d with unchaste thoughts.

Source: Ottaviano Bon, The Sultan’s Seraglio: An Intimate Portrait of Life at the Ottoman Court, from the seventeenth century edition of John Withers, introduced and annotated by Godfrey Goodwin (London: Saqi Books, 1996), 45–50. Reprinted with permission of Saqi Books.

4. SULTAN AHMED III AT THE ROYAL PARADE

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1689–1762) was one of the most prolific English writers of her time. In 1716, when her husband, Edward Wortley Montagu, was appointed as the ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu accompanied him on his journey to the Ottoman capital, Istanbul. At the time the reigning sultan of the Ottoman Empire was Ahmed III (r. 1703–1730).

In her letters written to family members and acquaintances in England, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu left detailed accounts of the daily life of the Ottoman ruling elite, including the daily lives and activities of the female members of the ruling dynasty. In the excerpt below, which are taken from her Turkish Embassy Letters, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu described Ahmed III participating in a royal parade organized on the occasion of a military campaign.

Now the Grand Signor is resolved to lead his army in person every company of them is obliged upon this occasion to make a present according to their ability. I took the pains of rising at six in the morning to see that ceremony, which did not however begin till eight. The Grand Signor was at the seraglio window to see the procession, which passed through all the principal streets. It was preceded by an Effendi mounted on a camel richly furnished, reading aloud the Alcoran [the Koran], finely bound, laid upon a cushion. He was surrounded by a parcel of boys in white, singing some verses of it, followed by a man dressed in green boughs representing a clean husbandman sowing seed. After him several reapers with garlands of ears of corn, as Ceres is pictured, with scythes in their hands seeming to mow; then a little machine drawn by oxen, in which was a windmill and boys employed in grinding corn, followed by another machine drawn by buffaloes carrying an oven and two more boys, one employed in kneading the bread and another in drawing it out of the oven. These boys threw little cakes on both sides among the crowd and were followed by the whole company of bakers marching on foot, two and two, in their best clothes, with cakes, loaves, pasties and pies of all sorts on their heads; and after them two buffoons or jack puddings with their faces and clothes smeared with meal, who diverted the mob with their antic gestures. In the same manner followed all the companies of trade in their empire, the nobler sort such as jewelers, mercers etc. finely mounted and many of the pageants that represented their trades perfectly magnificent, amongst which the furriers’ made one of the best figures, being a very large machine set round with the skins of ermines, foxes etc. so well stuffed the animals seemed to be alive, followed by music and dancers. I believe there were, upon the whole, at least 20,000 men, all ready to follow his highness if he commanded them.

The rear was closed by the volunteers who came to beg the honor of dying in his service. This part of the show seemed to me so barbarous I removed from the window upon the first appearance of it. They were all naked to the middle, their arms pierced through with arrows left sticking in them, others had them sticking in their heads, the blood trickling down their faces, and some slashed their arms with sharp knives, making the blood spout out upon those that stood near, and this is looked upon as an expression of the zeal for glory. I am told that some make use of it to advance their love, and when they are near the window where their mistress stands, all the women in town being veiled to see this spectacle, they stick another arrow for her sake, who gives some sign of approbation and encouragement to this gallantry. The whole show lasted near eight hours to my great sorrow, who was heartily tired, though I was in the house of the widow of the Captain Pasha (Admiral), who refreshed me with coffee, sweetmeats, sherbet etc. with all possible civility.

Source: Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, The Turkish Embassy Letters, annotated and edited by Malcolm Jack (London: Virago Press, 1994), 94–95. Pickering & Chatto. Reproduced by permission of Routledge, a division of Taylor and Francis Group.

5. TREATY OF PEACE AND FRONTIERS: THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE AND PERSIA (MAY 17, 1639)

Beginning in 1514, the Ottoman Empire and Iran entered an era of war and conflict, which lasted for nearly a century and a half.

On May 17, 1639, the Ottomans and Iranians signed a treaty on the plain of Zohab (Zuhab) near the town of Qasr-i Shirin (Kasr-i Şirin), in present-day western Iran, which ended nearly 140 years of hostility and warfare between the two Islamic states. The Treaty of Qasr-i Shirin established the Ottoman sultan as the master of Iraq, while Safavid Iran maintained control over Azerbaijan and the southern Caucasus. The Safavids promised to end their Shia missionary activities and military raids in Ottoman territory. As a symbolic gesture, the Iranians also agreed to cease the practice of publicly cursing the Sunni caliphs, which had become widespread among the Shia population in Iran.

Praise to God, the Holy, the Gracious, the bestower of Victory; who has opened the door of peace and concord with the key of the words: “Verily I wish nothing so much as reconciliation,” and dispelled the darkness of war and fighting with the light of quiet and happiness. Blessings and benedictions, so long as flowers spread their perfume and daylight shines, upon his Prophet who has fully and clearly manifested the faith, and with whose auspicious advent Islamism was greatly rejoiced; and upon his family, children and companions who have been active in propagating that faith.

Now, whereas, by the will and good pleasure of Him who raised the skies without pillars, and by an effect of the wisdom and omnipotency of Him who composed all things from various elements, and who has no equal, good order in society, and the conservation of the world depend upon the justice and equity of the Sovereigns, and upon their good understanding and union, no less than upon their submission to the positive and to the negative divine Commands, the August Sultans have, in conformity to this sacred precept: “Fear God and reconcile yourselves,” resorted to reconciliation, which is a source of happiness, and renounced hostilities and war, the sword of mutual contrariety was put into the scabbard; and nations which were making war with each other, cordially reconciled themselves. “That is a favour of God. He grants it to whom He pleases: and God is most gracious.”

I, therefore, the most humble of all of the servants of God, being charged and authorized to do or undo whatever concerns the Empire and the nation, and to make, just as I choose, war or peace, an authority which I hold from the most glorious Padishah who is the Defender of the faith, whose Majesty is as great as that of Solomon, who is the substitute of God in the world, and who has justified the maxim that “An equitable Sultan is the shadow of God on earth”; the asylum of the greatest Musulman Princes, the shelter of the most illustrious Turkish sovereigns, the supporter of Islamism and of Musulmans, the exterminator of heresies and of the polytheists, the Sovereign of the two lands and of the two seas, the sovereign of the two Orients and of the two Occidents, the servant of the two Holy Cities, the treasure of Mankind and the apple of the age, who is protected y the Supreme Being whose divine assistance men implore, and favoured by the most High and propitious God; May His Imperial Majesty’s Dynasty last till the end of the world, and their reign be prolonged till the consummation of ages! have, in virtue of my full powers and my real character of the sultan’s substitute, ordered the Turkish victorious troops to march from beneath Bagdad, and begin to go forward with an intention of entering the Persian territory. On our arrival at a station called Haronia, the most distinguished among the Grandees Chems Uddin Mehmed Culy Bey, Great Equerry, arrived there in the capacity of Ambassador with a Letter from Him who is the ornament of the Persian Throne, the splendor of the kingdom of Djem, and whose magnificence is equal to that of Darius, the great Prince and illustrious Lord, the Precious Pearl of the Sea of Royalty, the sun of the sky of Sovereignty, the noble Eagle of the high region of the Dignity of Shah, the most Illustrious and Majestic Prince whose troops are as numerous as the stars; may the most High God raise the banners of his strength from earth to Heaven, and exalt the edifice of his Glory to the height of the vaulted sky! to our great and august Padishah, and also a flattering Letter to me. The Ambassador having asked that the fire of war should be extinguished and the dust of fighting dispersed, stating that His Majesty the Shah’s will is that reconciliation and peace between the two Parties should take place, I, on my part too, wishing to act in conformity to the sacred text, to wit: “If they incline to peace, do ye also incline to it,” have readily consented, for the sake of the safety and tranquility of mankind to make Peace; and a letter was sent to the Shah to the end that His Majesty might send a Person of confidence with power to settle the conditions of the Peace, in a manner suitable to the honour and dignity of the two Governments. Consequently the Shah has appointed according to the established laws and rules, to negotiate and conclude this treaty of Peace, and establish and fix the state of the frontiers, the most excellent and faithful Saroukhan, may he always be fortunate in transacting affairs on which quiet and security depend! Saroukhan, on his arrival in the Imperial Camp at Zahab, was received with marks of hospitality; and on the 14th day of Muharem, in the year 1049 of the Hegira of the Prophet, upon whom be the best benedictions, a Divan was held in the Imperial Camp, in which were present the illustrious Vizirs, the Miri Miran, the Commanders and Agas, the Aga of the Janissaries, six Agas of six Companies, and other officers of the army. Saroukhan, the Plenipotentiary who was duly accredited, and the Ambassador Mehmed Culy Bey, were introduced in the Divan, and the preliminaries were discussed with them so as to put on a good footing the position of the Rayas and of the poor who are a trust imposed by the Author of all beings, and the result of the discussions on both Parties has been written down and is as follows: Tzanan, Bedrie, Mendelgeen, Derteuk and Dernai in the Pashalik of Bagdad, will remain under the authority of the Shah. Serminil is fixed as frontier between Derteuk and Dernai. That part of the country of Haronia, occupied by the Tribes of Djaf and Zilja Uddin, will belong to the Sultan. Pezai and Zerdony remain to the Shah. The fortress of Zindjir, which lies on the top of the Mountain, shall be demolished; the Sultan will take possession of the Villages lying westward of it, and the Shah will take possession of those lying eastward. The Villages on the Mountain above Sailm Calè, near Chehrezor, will be in the possession of the Sultan, and the Villages lying on the East, will be in the possession of the Shah, who will also keep the Castle of Orman with the Villages which are dependent on it. The defile leading to Chehrezor has been established as a frontier. The fortress of Kizilidji with its dependencies shall remain in the possession of the Sultan; and Mihreban with the dependencies thereof, in that of the Shah. The fortresses of Cotour (Kotur) and Makoo on the frontier of Van, and the fortress of Magazberd towards Kars and Van, will be demolished by the two Parties, and so long as the Shah will not have molested the fortresses of Akiskha, Kars, Van, Chehrezor, Bagdad, Bassora and other Places within the limits, such as fortresses, forts, Districts, lands, hills and mountains, and no such horrible act as provoking to rebellion shall have been committed by Him, on their part also His Majesty our Great Padishah will respect this Peace, and no molestation shall, contrary to Treaty, be done to the places which remain within the limits of the other side.

In order, therefore, that Merchants and travellers belonging to either Party may come and go and meet with a friendly reception, I have, in virtue of my full power and positive authority written down this egregious Treaty, the contents of which are true, and sent it to His Majesty the Shah, and to our most August Padishah. So long as the Shah shall, according to the Sacred text: “Do not violate an agreement after ye have done it” observe this treaty as it ought to be observed, His Imperial Majesty, our most Magnificent Padishah also, will act in obedience to the Holy Command: “Fulfill your agreement, for an agreement is obligatory.”

This Happy Peace will last and be maintained, with the permission of God, till the day of resurrection: “And he who shall alter it after having heard it, verily this sin shall be upon those who shall have altered it.”

Praise to God; He is the sole God, and blessings upon him after whom there will be no Prophet. In the beginning; and in the end; and externally; and internally.

The most humble of the servants of God.

MUSTAFA, Grand Vizier

Source: J. C. Hurewitz, Diplomacy in the Near and Middle East: A Documentary Record. Vol. 1: 1535–1914 (Princeton, NJ: D. Van Nostrand Company, 1956), 1:21–23. Reprinted with permission.

6. LADY MARY WORTLEY MONTAGU’S ACCOUNTS OF WOMEN IN THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE

In her letters written from Istanbul to family members and friends in England, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1689–1762) left detailed accounts of the daily life of the Ottoman ruling elite, including the daily lives and activities of the female members of the ruling dynasty. In the four excerpts reproduced below, which are taken from her Turkish Embassy Letters, Lady Mary describes in great detail the daily life of Ottoman women, as well as the status of women in Islam as practiced by elite Ottoman families.

Description of an Ottoman Bathhouse (i.e., Hammam)

… I won’t trouble you with a relation of our tedious journey, but I must not omit what I saw remarkable at Sofia, one of the most beautiful towns in the Turkish empire, and famous for its hot baths, that are resorted to both for diversion and health. I stopped here one day on purpose to see them. Designing to go incognito I hired a Turkish coach. These voitures are not at all like ours, but much more convenient for the country, the heat being so great that glasses would be very troublesome. They are made a good deal in the manner of the Dutch coaches, having wooden lattices painted and gilded, the inside being also painted with baskets and nosegays of flowers, intermixed commonly with little poetical mottos. They are covered all over with scarlet cloth, lined with silk, and very often richly embroidered and fringed. This covering entirely hides the persons in them, but may be thrown back at pleasure and the ladies peep through the lattices. They hold four people very conveniently, seated on cushions, but not raised.

In one of these covered wagons, I went to the bagnio about ten o’clock. It was already full of women. It is built of stone in the shape of a dome, with no windows but in the roof, which gives light enough. There was five of these domes joined together, the outmost being less than the rest and serving only as a hall, where the portress stood at the door. Ladies of quality generally give this woman the value of a crown or ten shillings and I did not forget that ceremony. The next room is a very large one paved with marble, and all round it raised two sofas of marble one above another. There were four fountains of cold water in this room, falling first into marble basins, and then running on the floor in little channels made for that purpose, which carried the streams into the next room, something less than this, with the same sort of marble sofas, but so hot with steams of sulphur proceeding from the baths joining to it, ’twas impossible to stay there with one’s clothes on. The two other domes were the hot baths, one of which had cocks of cold water turning into it to temper it to what degree of warmth the bathers have a mind to.

I was in my traveling habit, which is a riding dress, and certainly appeared very extraordinary to them. Yet there was not one of them that showed the least surprise or impertinent curiosity, but received me with all the obliging civility possible. I know no European court where the ladies would have behaved themselves in so polite a manner to a stranger. I believe, in the whole, there were two hundred women, and yet none of those disdainful smiles or satirical whispers that never fail in our assemblies when anybody appears that is not dressed exactly in fashion. They repeated over and over to me; ‘Güzelle, pek gazelle,’ which is nothing but ‘charming, very charming’. The first sofas were covered with cushions and rich carpets, on which sat the ladies, and on the second their slaves behind them but without any distinction of rank by their dress, all being in the state of nature, that is, in plain English, stark naked, without any beauty or defect concealed. Yet there was not the least wanton smile or immodest gesture amongst them. They walked and moved with the same majestic grace which Milton describes of our general mother. There were many amongst them as exactly proportioned as ever any goddess was drawn by the pencil of Guido. (pp. 57–60)

With Women at a Turkish Bathhouse

I never saw in my life so many fine heads of hair. I have counted a hundred and ten of these tresses of one lady, all natural. But, it must be owned that every beauty is more common here than with us. ’Tis surprising to see a young woman that is not very handsome. They have naturally the most beautiful complexions in the world and generally large black eyes. I can assure you with great truth that the court of England, though I believe it the fairest in Christendom, cannot show so many beauties as are under our protection here. They generally shape their eyebrows and both Greeks and Turks have a custom of putting round their eyes on the inside a black tincture that, at a distance, or by candlelight, adds very much to the blackness of them. I fancy many of our ladies would be overjoyed to know this secret, but ’tis too visible by day. They dye their nails rose colour; I own I cannot enough accustom myself to this fashion to find any beauty in it.

As to their morality or good conduct, I can say, like Harlequin, that ’tis just as ’tis with you, and the Turkish ladies don’t commit one sin the less for not being Christian. Now that I am a little acquainted with their ways I cannot forbear admiring either the exemplary discretion or extreme stupidity of all the writers that have given accounts of them. ’Tis very easy to see they have more liberty than we have, no woman, of what rank so ever being permitted to go in the streets without two muslins, one that covers her face all but her eyes and another that hides the whole dress of her head, and hangs half way down her back and their shapes are also wholly concealed by a thing they call a ferace which no woman of any sort appears without. This has straight sleeves that reaches to their fingers ends and it laps all round them, not unlike a riding hood. In winter ’tis of cloth and in summer plain stuff or silk. You may guess then how effectually this disguises them, that there is no distinguishing the great lady from her slave and ’tis impossible for the most jealous husband to know his wife when he meets her, and no man dare either touch or follow a woman in the street.

This perpetual masquerade gives them entire liberty of following their inclinations without danger of discovery. The most usual method of intrigue is to send an appointment to the lover to meet the lady at a Jew’s shop, which are as notoriously convenient as our Indian houses, and yet, even those that don’t make use of them do not scruple to go to buy pennyworths and tumble over rich goods, which are chiefly to be found amongst that sort of people. The great ladies seldom let their gallants know who they are, and ’tis so difficult to find it out that they can very seldom guess at her name they have corresponded with above half a year together. You may easily imagine the number of faithful wives very small in a country where they have nothing to fear from their lovers’ indiscretion, since we see so many that have the courage to expose themselves to that in this world, and all the threatened punishment of the next, which is never preached to the Turkish damsels. Neither have they much to apprehend from the resentment of their husbands, those ladies that are rich having all their money in their own hands, which they take with them upon a divorce with an addition which he is obliged to give them. Upon the whole, I look upon the Turkish women as the only free people in the empire. The very Divan pays respect to them and the Grand Signor himself, when a pasha is executed, never violates the privileges of the harem (or women’s apartment) which remains unsearched entire to the widow. They are queens of their slaves, which the husband has no permission so much as to look upon, except it be an old woman or two that his lady chooses. ’Tis true, their law permits them four wives, but there is no instance of a man of quality that makes use of this liberty, or of a woman of rank that would suffer it. When a husband happens to be inconstant, as those things will happen, he keeps his mistress in a house apart and visits her as privately as he can, just as ’tis with you. Amongst all the great men here, I only know the tefterdar (i.e. treasurer) that keeps a number of she-slaves for his own use (that is, on his own side of the house, for a slave once given to serve a lady is entirely at her disposal) and he is spoke of as a libertine, or what we should call a rake, and his wife won’t see him, though she continues to live in his house … (pp. 70–72).

Women and Islam in the Ottoman Empire

… As to your next enquiry, I assure you ‘tis certainly false, though commonly believed in our parts of the world, that Mohammed [Muhammad, the prophet of Islam] excludes women from any share in a future happy state. He was too much a gentleman and loved the fair sex too well to use them so barbarously. On the contrary he promises a very fine paradise to the Turkish women. He says indeed that this paradise will be a separate place from that of their husbands. But I fancy the most part of them won’t like it the worse for that, and that the regret of this separation will not render their paradise the less agreeable. It remains to tell you that the virtues which Mahommed [sic] requires of women to merit the enjoyment of future happiness are not to live in such a manner as to become useless to the world, but to employ themselves as much as possible in making little musulmans [Muslims]. The virgins who die virgins and the widows who marry not again, dying in mortal sin, are excluded out of paradise. For women, says he, not being capable to manage affairs of state, nor to support the fatigues of war, God has not ordered them to govern or reform the world but he has entrusted them with an office which is not less honourable, even that of multiplying the human race. And such as, out of malice or laziness do not make it their business to bear or to breed children fulfil not the duty of their vocation and rebel against the commands of God. Here are maxims for you, prodigiously contrary to those of your convents. What will become of your saint Catherines, your saint Theresas, your saint Claras and the whole bead roll of your holy virgins and widows, who, if they are to be judged by this system of virtue will be found to have been infamous creatures that passed their whole lives in a most abominable libertinism.

I know not what your thoughts may be concerning a doctrine so extraordinary with respect to us, but I can truly inform you, sir, that the Turks are not so ignorant as we fancy them to be in matters of politics or philosophy, or even of gallantry. “Tis true that military discipline such as now practiced in Christendom does not mightily suit them. A long peace has plunged them into a universal sloth. Content with their condition and accustomed to boundless luxury they are become great enemies to all manner of fatigues. But to make amends, the sciences flourish amongst them. The effendis (which is to say, the learned) do very well deserve this name. They have no more faith in the inspiration of Mohammed than in the infallibility of the pope. They make a frank profession of deism amongst themselves or to those they can trust, and never speak of their law but as of a politic institution, fit now to be observed by wise men, however at first introduced by politicians and enthusiasts.

If I remember right I think I have told you in some former letter that at Belgrade we lodged with a great and rich effendi, a man of wit and learning, and of a very agreeable humour. We were in his house about a month and he did constantly eat with us, drinking wine without any scruple. As I rallied him a little on this subject he answered me, smiling, that all the creatures in the world were made for the pleasure of man and that God would not have let the vine grow were it a sin to taste of its juice. But that nevertheless the law, which forbids the use of it to the vulgar, was very wise because such sort of folks have not sense enough to take it with moderation. This effendi appeared no stranger to the parties that prevail among us. Nay, he seemed to have some knowledge of our religious disputes and even of our writers, and I was surprised to hear him ask, amongst other things, how Mr. Toland did.

My paper, large as it is, draws towards an end. That I may not go beyond its limits I must leap from religions to tulips, concerning which you also ask me news. Their mixture produces surprising effects. But what is to be observed most surprising is the experiment of which you speak concerning animals and which is tried here every day. The suburbs of Pera, Jtophana and Galata are collections of strangers from all countries of the universe. They have so often intermarried that this forms several races of people the oddest imaginable. There’s not one single family of natives that can value itself on being unmixed. You frequently see a person whose father was born a Grecian, the mother an Italian, the grandfather a Frenchman, the grandmother an Armenian and their ancestors English, Muscovites, Asiatics, etc.

This mixture produces creatures more extraordinary than you can imagine. Nor could I ever doubt but there were several different species of men, since the whites, the woolly and the long-haired blacks, the small-eyed Tartars and Chinese, the beardless Brazilians, and, to name no more, the oily-skinned yellow Nova-Zemblians have as specific differences under the same general kind as greyhounds, mastiffs, spaniels, bulldogs or the race of my little Diana, if nobody is offended at the comparison. Now as the various intermixing of these latter animals causes mongrels, so mankind have their mongrels too, divided and subdivided into endless sorts. We have daily proofs of it here, as I told you before. In the same animal is not seldom remarked the Greek perfidiousness, the Italian diffidence, the Spanish arrogance, the French loquacity and all of a sudden he’s seized with a fit of English thoughtfulness bordering a little upon dullness [sic], which many of us have inherited from the stupidity of our Saxon progenitors.

But the family which charms me most is that which proceeds from the fantastical conjunction of a Dutch male with a Greek female. As these are natures opposite in extremes ‘tis a pleasure to observe how the differing atoms are perpetually jarring together in the children, even so as to produce effects visible in their external form. They have the large black eyes of the country with the fat, white, fishy flesh of Holland and a lively air streaked with dullness [sic]. At one and the same time they show that love of expensiveness so universal among the Greeks and an inclination to the Dutch frugality. To give an example of this, young women ruin themselves to purchase jewels for adorning their heads while they have not the heart to buy new shoes, or rather slippers, for their feet, which are commonly in a tattered condition; a thing so contrary to the taste of our English women that it is for showing how neatly their feet are dressed, and for showing this only, they are so passionately enamoured with their hoop petticoats. I have abundance of other singularities to communicate to you, but I am at the end both of my French and my paper. (pp. 109–112)

At the Home of an Ottoman Lady

I went to see the Sultana Hafise, favourite of the last Emperor [Sultan] Mustafa, who, you know (or perhaps you don’t know) was deposed by his brother the reigning Sultan, and died a few weeks after, being poisoned, as it was generally believed. This lady was immediately after his death saluted with an absolute order to leave the seraglio and choose herself a husband from the great men at the Fort. I suppose you imagine her overjoyed at this proposal. Quite contrary. These women, who are called and esteem themselves queens, look upon this liberty as the greatest disgrace and affront that can happen to them. She threw herself at the Sultan’s feet and begged him to poniard her rather than use his brother’s widow with that contempt. She represented to him in agonies of sorrow that she was privileged from this misfortune by having brought five princes into the Ottoman family, but all the boys being dead and only one girl surviving this excuse was not received and she compelled to make her choice. She chose Bekir Effendi, then Secretary of State and above fourscore year old, to convince the world that she firmly intended to keep the vow she had made of never suffering a second husband to approach her bed, and since she must honour some subject so far as to be called his wife she would choose him as a mark of her gratitude, since it was he that had presented her at the age of ten year old to her lost lord. But she has never permitted him to pay her one visit, though it is now fifteen year she has been in his house, where she passes her time in uninterrupted mourning with a constancy very little known in Christendom, especially in a widow of twenty-one, for she is now but thirty-six. She has no black eunuchs for her guard, her husband being obliged to respect her as a queen and not enquire at all into what is done in her apartment, where I was led into a large room, with a sofa the whole length of it, adorned with white marble pillars like a ruelle, covered with a pale blue figured velvet on a silver ground, with cushions of the same, where I was desired to repose till the Sultana appeared, who had contrived this manner of reception to avoid rising up at my entrance, though she made me an inclination of her head when I rose up to her. I was very glad to observe a lady that had been distinguished by the favour of an emperor to whom beauties were every day presented from all parts of the world. But she did not seem to me to have ever been half so beautiful as the fair Fatima I saw at Adrianople, though she had the remains of a fine face more decayed by sorrow than time.

But her dress was something so surprisingly rich I cannot forbear describing it to you. She wore a vest called dolaman, and which differs from a caftan by longer sleeves and folding over at the bottom. It was of purple cloth straight to her shape and thick set, on each side down to her feet and round the sleeves, with pearls of the best water, of the same size as their buttons commonly are. You must not suppose I mean as large as those of my Lord—but about the bigness of a pea; and to these buttons large loops of diamonds in the form of those gold loops so common upon birthday coats. This habit was tied at the waist with two large tassels of smaller pearl and round the arms embroidered with large diamonds; her shift fastened at the bosom with a great diamond shaped like a lozenge, her girdle as broad as the broadest English riband entirely covered with diamonds. Round her neck she wore three chains which reached to her knees, one of large pearl at the bottom of which hung a fine coloured emerald as big as a turkey egg, another consisting of two hundred emeralds close joined together, of the most lively green, perfectly matched, every one as large as a half crown piece and as thick as three crown pieces, and another of emeralds perfectly round. But her earrings eclipsed all the rest. They were two diamonds shaped exactly like pears, as large as a big hazelnut. Round her talpack she had four strings of pearl, the whitest and most perfect in the world, at least enough to make four necklaces every one as large as the Duchess of Marlborough’s, and of the same size, fastened with two roses consisting of a large ruby for the middle stone and round them twenty drops of clean diamonds to each. Besides this, her headdress was covered with bodkins of emeralds and diamonds. She wore large diamond bracelets and had five rings on her fingers, all single diamonds, except Mr. Pitt’s the largest I ever saw in my life. This for the jewelers to compute the value of these things, but according to the common estimation of jewels in our part of the world, her whole dress must be worth above £100,000 sterling. This I am very sure of, that no European queen has half the quantity and the Empress’s jewels, though very fine, would look very mean near hers.

She gave me a dinner of fifty dishes of meat, which, after their fashion, was placed on the table but one at a time, and was extremely tedious, but the magnificence of her table answered very well to that of her dress. The knives were of gold, the hafts set with diamonds, but the piece of luxury that grieved my eyes was the table cloth and napkins, which were all tiffany, embroidered with silks and gold in the finest manner in natural flowers. It was with the utmost regret that I made use of these costly napkins, as finely wrought as the finest handkerchiefs that ever came out of this country. You may be sure that they were entirely spoilt before dinner was over. The sherbet, which is the liquor they drink at meals, was served in china bowls, but the covers and salvers massy gold. After dinner water was brought in a gold basin and towels of the same kind of the napkins, which I very unwillingly wiped my hands upon, and coffee was served in china with gold soûcoupes.

The Sultana seemed in very good humour and talked to me with the utmost civility. I did not omit this opportunity of learning all that I possibly could of the seraglio, which is so entirely unknown amongst us. She assured me that the story of the Sultan’s throwing a handkerchief is altogether fabulous and the manner upon that occasion no other but that he send the Kuslir Aga to signify to the lady the honour he intends her. She is immediately complimented upon it by the others and led to the bath where she is perfumed and dressed in the most magnificent and becoming manner. The Emperor precedes his visit by a royal present and then comes into her apartment. Neither is there any such thing as her creeping in at the bed’s feet. She said that the first he make choice of was always after the first in rank and not the mother of the eldest son, as other writers would make us believe. Sometimes the Sultan diverts himself in the company of all his ladies, who stand in a circle round him, and she confessed that they were ready to die with jealousy and envy of the happy she that he distinguished by any appearance of preference. But this seemed to be neither better nor worse than the circles in most courts where the glance of the monarch is watched and every smile waited for with impatience and envied by those that cannot obtain it.

She never mentioned the Sultan without tears in her eyes, yet she seemed very fond of the discourse. “My past happiness (said she) appears a dream to me, yet I cannot forget that I was beloved by the greatest and most lovely of mankind. I was chose from all the rest to make all his campaigns with him. I would not survive him if I was not passionately fond of the princess, my daughter, yet all my tenderness for her was hardly enough to make me preserve my life when I lost him. I passed a whole twelvemonth without seeing the light. Time has softened my despair, yet I now pass some days every week in tears devoted to the memory of my Sultan.” There was no affectation in these words. It was easy to see she was in a deep melancholy, though her good humour made her willing to divert me.

She asked me to walk in her garden, and one of her slaves immediately brought her a pelisse of rich brocade lined with sables. I waited on her into the garden, which had nothing in it remarkable but the fountains, and from thence she showed me all her apartments. In her bedchamber her toilet was displayed, consisting of two looking glasses, the frames covered with pearls, and her night talpak set with bodkins of jewels, and near it three vests of fine sables, every one of which is at least worth 1000 dollars, £200 English money. I don’t doubt these rich habits were purposely placed in sight, but they seemed negligently thrown on the sofa. When I took my leave of her I was complimented with perfumes as at the Grand Vizier’s and presented with a very fine embroidered handkerchief. Her slaves were to the number of thirty, besides ten little ones, the eldest not above seven year old. These were the most beautiful girls I ever saw, all richly dressed, and I observed that the Sultana took a great deal of pleasure in these lovely children, which is a vast expense, for there is not a handsome girl of that age to be bought under £100 sterling. They wore little garlands of flowers, and their own hair braided, which was all their headdress, but their habits all of gold stuffs. These served her coffee kneeling, brought water when she washed, etc. ‘Tis a great part of the business of the older slaves to take care of these girls, to learn them to embroider and serve them as carefully as if they were children of the family.

Now do I fancy that you imagine I have entertained you all this while with a relation that has, at least, received many embellishments from my hand. This is but too like, says you, the Arabian tales; these embroidered napkins, and a jewel as large as a turkey’s egg! You forget, dear sister, those very tales were writ by an author of this country and, excepting the enchantments, are a real representation of the manners here. We travelers are in very hard circumstances. If we say nothing but what has been said before us we are dull and we have observed nothing. If we tell anything new, we are laughed at as fabulous and romantic, not allowing for the difference of ranks, which afford difference of company, more curiosity, or the changes of customs that happen every twenty year in every country. But people judge of travelers exactly with the same candour, good nature and impartiality they judge of their neighbours upon all occasions. For my part, if I live to return amongst you I am so well acquainted with the morals of all my dear friends and acquaintance that I am resolved to tell them nothing at all, to avoid the imputation, which their charity would certainly incline them to, of my telling too much. But I depend upon your knowing me enough to believe whatever I seriously assert for truth, though I give you leave to be surprised at an account so new to you. But what would you say if I told you that I have been in a harem where the winter apartment was wainscoted with inlaid work of mother of pearl, ivory of different colours and olive wood, exactly like the little boxes you have seen brought out of this country; and those rooms designed for summer, the walls all crusted with japan china, the roofs gilt and the floors spread with the finest Persian carpets. Yet there is nothing more true, such is the palace of my lovely friend, the fair Fatima, who I was acquainted with at Adrianople. I went to visit her yesterday and, if possible, she appeared to me handsomer than before. She met me at the door of her chamber and, giving me her hand with the best grace in the world: “You Christian ladies,” said she with a smile that made her as handsome as an angel, “have the reputation of inconstancy, and I did not expect, whatever goodness you expressed for me at Adrianople, that I should ever see you again, but I am now convinced that I have really the happiness of pleasing you, and if you knew how I speak of you amongst our ladies you would be assured that you do me justice if you think me your friend.” She placed me in the corner of the sofa and I spent the afternoon in her conversation with the greatest pleasure in the world.

The Sultana Hafise is what one would naturally expect to find a Turkish lady, willing to oblige, but not knowing how to go about it, and ‘tis easy to see in her manner that she has lived excluded from the world. But Fatima has all the politeness and good breeding of a court, with an air that inspires at once respect and tenderness; and now I understand her language I find her wit as engaging as her beauty. She is very curious after the manner s of other countries and has not that partiality for her own so common to little minds. A Greek that I carried with me who had never seen her before (nor could have been admitted now if she had not been in my train) showed that surprise at her beauty and manner which is unavoidable at the first sight, and said to me in Italian: “This is no Turkish lady; she is certainly some Christian.” Fatima guessed she spoke of her and asked what she said. I would not have told, thinking she would have been no better pleased with the compliment than one of our court beauties to be told she had the air of a Turk. But the Greek lady told it her and she smiled, saying: “It is not the first time I have heard so. My mother was a Poloneze taken at the Siege of Camieniec, and my father used to rally me, saying he believed his Christian wife had found some Christian gallant, for I had not the air of a Turkish girl.” I assured her that if all the Turkish ladies were like her, it was absolutely necessary to confine them from public view for the repose of mankind, and proceeded to tell her what a noise such a face as hers would make in London or Paris. “I can’t believe you,” replied she agreeably; “if beauty was so much valued in your country as you say they would never have suffered you to leave it.”

Perhaps, dear sister, you laugh at my vanity in repeating this compliment, but I only do it as I think it very well turned and give it you as an instance of the spirit of her conversation. Her house was magnificently furnished and very well fancied, her winter rooms being furnished with figured velvet on gold grounds, and those for summer with fine Indian quilting embroidered with gold. The houses of the great Turkish ladies are kept clean with as much nicety as those in Holland. This was situated in a high part of the town, and from the windows of her summer apartment we had the prospect of the sea and the islands and the Asian mountains. My letter is insensibly grown so long, I am ashamed of it. This is a very bad symptom. ‘Tis well if I don’t degenerate into a downright story teller. It may be our proverb that knowledge is no burden may be true to oneself, but knowing too much is very apt to make us troublesome to other people. (pp. 113–20)

Source: Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. The Turkish Embassy Letters, annotated and edited by Malcolm Jack (London: Virago Press, 1994), 57–60, 70–72, 109–112, 113–120. Pickering & Chatto. Reproduced by permission of Routledge, a division of Taylor and Francis Group.

7. OTTOMAN TERMS OF PEACE ACCEPTED BY RUSSIA AT PRUTH (JULY 10/21, 1711)

The Ottoman sultan Ahmed III (r. 1703–1730) tried to reorganize the Ottoman army and keep the empire out of war. Despite his best efforts, however, the Ottomans were pulled into European power politics and eventually open warfare, first with Russia and then with the Habsburgs. The drive to convince the Ottoman Empire to confront the Habsburgs and Russia came from France, which needed an ally in the battle against the Habsburg emperor. The Swedish monarch, Charles XII, also sought allies in his confrontation with Peter the Great of Russia. In addition, the khan of Crimea, Devlet Giray, was anxious to mobilize the Ottoman forces behind his efforts to resist Russian incursion into the northern Black Sea region. Initially the Ottomans resisted the temptation to confront the Russian and Habsburg threat. The memory of the humiliating Treaty of Karlowitz (January 26, 1699) was still fresh in the minds of many Ottoman officials, who wished to avoid another military debacle. The Ottoman refusal to form an alliance with Sweden, however, emboldened the Russians, who defeated Charles XII at Poltava in the summer of 1709. Following his defeat, the Swedish king sought refuge at the Ottoman court and was joined by the Cossack leader Mazeppa, who also fled into the sultan’s territory.

The partisans of war against Russia, supported by the Swedish king and the Crimean khan, triumphed. Peter the Great used the presence of the Swedish monarch at the Ottoman court as a convenient justification to mobilize his army. He also received support from the princes of the two Romanian-populated principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia, who ruled as vassals of the Ottoman monarch. As the news reached Istanbul of Peter’s military plans, hostilities became unavoidable, and the Ottoman government declared war on Russia in December 1710.

Fortunately for the Ottomans, the Habsburgs did not provide any support to Peter. Having recognized the threat from an aggressive Russia, the Tatars and Cossacks came together with the goal of coordinating their raids against Peter’s army. With his rear threatened and the princes of Wallachia and Moldavia reneging on their promise to provide support for his troops, Peter, who had crossed the Pruth into Moldavia in July 1711, was forced to retreat. As the Russian army was about to cross the Pruth on its return journey, however, the Ottoman forces struck and surrounded Peter and his troops. The founder of modern Russia and his army were at the mercy of the Ottoman grand vizier, who could have annihilated them in one blow. Recognizing the severity of his situation, Peter promised to surrender his cannons, return the Ottoman-held territories he had occupied, and remove the forts he had built along the frontier with the Ottoman Empire. In return, the Ottomans allowed Russian merchants to trade freely in their territory and agreed to mediate a peace treaty between Russia and Sweden. One of the most important implications of the Russo-Ottoman war was the change in the political structure of the Principalities. The secret negotiations between the princes of Wallachia and Moldavia and the Russian government convinced the sultan that he should remove the native princes and have governors appointed directly by the Porte. The new governors were selected from the Greek Phanariote families of Istanbul, who had played an important role within the Ottoman state as the dragomans of the sultan. The document below contains the articles of the peace treaty signed between the Ottoman Empire and Russia after Peter’s defeat in July 1711.

Since it has pleased God, the Sovereign Master of the Universe, to allow by His wise providence and His infinite mercy the victorious armies of the believers to encircle the Tsar of Russia and all his troops on the banks of the Pruth [River], where they have been so defeated that his Tsarist Majesty has been forced to seek peace and to sue for it publicly, this is the real reason which caused us to write these presents, the conditions of which are expressed as follows:

ART. 1. The fortress of Azov shall be returned to the Ottoman Empire in the state in which it was when captured with all its dependent lands and jurisdictions.

ART. 2. The three fortresses of Tychan [Tsaritsyn?], Kamenny Zaton and the new one [Taganrog] shall be demolished. The cannon of the last-mentioned fort with all its ammunition shall be surrendered to the Empire. The rebuilding of forts in the three places mentioned shall never be allowed.

ART. 3. The Tsar shall refrain from molesting in any manner in the future the Barrabas and Potkali Cossacks, subjects of Poland, and those dependent on the very powerful Han Devlet Girey, Prince of the Crimea. The said Tsar shall let them enjoy their places of habitation, as always defined in the past.

ART. 4. In the future, with the exception of merchants who travel, the Tsar shall have no one in residence at Constantinople on his behalf with the rank of Ambassador or Minister.

ART. 5. All Turks who have been taken prisoner or enslaved, whatever their number, shall be freed, and returned to the Sublime Porte.

ART. 6. Since the King of Sweden has placed himself under the favorable protection of the Sublime Porte, no hindrance shall henceforth be caused him. When he may want to return to his states, he shall not be caused anxiety en route. Similarly, if he cannot [return], peace shall be concluded between the parties, once agreement can be reached on the conditions.

ART. 7. The Sublime Porte for its part and the Russians for theirs shall promise that the inhabitants, subjects or other persons who may be under their protection shall nowhere be molested or caused anxiety. It is stipulated, however, that the Most Serene, Very High, and Very Clement Emperor, our very Clement Lord and Master will be supplicated to forget the irregular behavior of the Tsar and, at God’s good pleasure, to ratify at Constantinople the treaty of alliance, a copy of which will be delivered to the Tsar, since he undertook on this basis to accept the obligation, approved in accordance with our full powers. The above articles will be executed after [the Sublime Porte] has received the hostages and four written engagements from the said Tsar who will be permitted to withdraw to his states, without fear of trouble from the Tatars or other troops. As soon as the above conditions are implemented and the capitulation made and accepted, the Sublime Porte will allow Baron Peter Shafirov, chancellor and secret counselor of the Tsar, and Major-General Michel Borisovich Shermetev to return to their country without delay, after they have fulfilled the obligations for which they remained with our victorious army as hostages of the Tsar. To this end the present article has been inserted.

Source: J. C. Hurewitz, Diplomacy in the Near and Middle East: A Documentary Record, 1535–1914 (Princeton, NJ: D. Van Nostrand Company, 1956), 1:39–40. Translated from the French text in Edward Hertslet, Treaties between Turkey and Foreign Powers 1535–1855 (London, 1855), 434–435. Reprinted with permission.

8. A EUROPEAN ACCOUNT OF THE OTTOMAN-RUSSIAN WAR OF 1768–1774

By the 1760s Russia had replaced the Habsburgs as the principal threat to Ottoman rule in the Crimea and the Balkans. The conflict between the Ottoman Empire and Russia began after Catherine the Great embarked on a campaign to establish Russian rule over the Black Sea, the Crimea, and Poland. She used the death of the Polish king August III to install her former lover, Stanislaw Poniatowski, as the new ruler. The Polish nobles, who opposed Russian and Prussian intervention, organized an uprising and appealed for support from the sultan. Fully aware of the Russian designs on their territory, the Crimean Tatars echoed the Polish plea for assistance. After Russian forces, which were pursuing Polish rebels, crossed the Ottoman frontier and burned a village, the Ottomans demanded that Russia withdraw its forces from Poland. When the demand was rejected, the Ottoman Empire, with strong encouragement from France and the Crimean Tatars, declared war on Russia on October 8, 1768.

The Russian armies attacked Ottoman positions on several fronts. They first targeted Moldavia, destroying Ottoman defenses on the Danube and then pushing into Wallachia in September 1769. The native elite, who resented the Greek governors ruling on behalf of the sultan, joined the Russians and called on the populace to rise in support of the invading army. When the Ottomans finally managed to organize a counteroffensive, their army was destroyed by the Russians on August 1, 1770, at Kagul (Danube Delta). The Romanian-populated principalities had been lost, and the Russian army was poised to invade Bulgaria and even Istanbul. A second front for the Russian invasion was the Caucasus. The occupation of Georgia allowed Russia to enter Ottoman territory from the northeast, forcing the sultan to divide his army and engage in a much wider conflict.

The most successful front for the Russians, however, proved to be the Crimea. Encouraging division and infighting among the Tatar leadership and in the absence of the Tatar army, which was fighting with the Ottomans in the Principalities, Russia pushed deep into the Crimea and installed its puppet as the new khan of an autonomous Tatar state under Russian protection in the summer of 1771. Many Tatars and their leaders who resented and opposed Russian occupation fled to the Ottoman territory, dreaming of a day when they could return and reclaim their homeland.

The last and perhaps the most surprising front was the Mediterranean, which provided the setting for a series of naval encounters between the two powers. Using the English port of Portsmouth and receiving direct support from English naval officers, the Russian fleet, which had embarked on its journey from the Baltic, sailed through the Atlantic into the Mediterranean and attacked several Greek islands, while Russian agents fanned the flames of an anti-Ottoman rebellion in the Morea. The decisive battle took place at the harbor of Çeşme (Cheshme) in July 1770, when the Russian fleet, under the command of Admiral Alexei Orlov, destroyed the Ottoman naval force and killed a large number of its sailors and officers.

The occupation of Moldavia, Wallachia, and Crimea alarmed Prussia and the Habs­burgs. To calm them, Russia agreed to the first partition of Poland in 1772. To the relief of the European powers and the Ottoman Empire, the Pugachev Rebellion (1773–1775) distracted the Russians and forced Catherine to suppress the peasants and the Cossacks who had revolted. Both sides were ready for peace, but the sultan was insistent on retaining his suzerainty over the Crimea. Catherine ordered her capable commander, Alexander Suvorov, to attack Ottoman positions in the southern Balkans. The Russian forces defeated the Ottoman army in 1774, forcing the sultan to sue for peace and a new treaty, which was signed on July 21 at Küçük Kaynarca (Kuchuk Kaynarja), south of the Danube in present-day Bulgaria.

The excerpt below, which provides a detailed description of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1768–1774, has been taken from the memoirs of the Hungarian born French artillery officer Baron DeTott, who served at the time as an adviser to the Ottoman government.

The Katty-Cherif (or Imperial Mandate) by which it [i.e., war, ed.] was proclaimed, conceived in the usual form, invited all True-believers, able to bear arms, to unite under the Standard of the Faith to combat its Enemies. This Kind of Convocation, by Arrier-ban, promised a numerous Army, but it was far from promising an army composed of good Troops. Ignorance and Avarice rather chose to assemble this Multitude of Volunteers, who were not to be provided for after the War, than to employ the Janissaries, whose pay and demands would be continually increasing. It may likewise be presumed, that the Grand Seignor [the Sult, ed.], fearing to restore to this Corps the power of which his Father had been the Victim, wished only to make use of it as an addition to his Forces.

The most essential, though, at the same time least expected, inconvenience, was the absolute want of foresight with regard to Provisions. It is the nature of Despotism continually to flatter itself, that Authority will supply the place of Providence. The Grand Visir commanded the Army, all the Ministers accompanied him: even the Registers of the Chancery followed in his Train. No doubt was entertained either of Success or Plenty; and this blind Confidence was general. …

Emin-Pacha, without any talents necessary for the Post, either of Visir or General, blinded by self-love, believed he could preserve the one without Danger, and fill the other with Glory, and finish the War before it was well begun. His Army, continually increased by the Accession of Fanatick Mussulmen, soon became the most dangerous Enemy of the Empire. The want of Provisions, the disorder of this famished Multitude, the Pillage which attended distribution, and the Murder which followed, an authority always weak, and always despised when the administration is evidently vicious, mutually conspired to render an alteration necessary. The Grand Seignior, who, alone, really interested himself in the Success of the Army, dispatched, to the Visir, an order for some new Regulations, Emin-Pacha had the Audacity to disobey; his false Policy was mistaken, his Army defeated, and, soon after, an order, more punctually executed placed his head on the gate of the Seraglio, with this inscription: FOR NOT HAVING FOLLOWED THE PLAN OF OPERATIONS SENT HIM IMMEDIATELY FROM THE EMPEROR.

He was succeeded by Moldovangi. This new Visir proved more enterprising, though not more able; he was defeated in like manner; but he was fortunate enough, when deprived of the Visiriat, only to lose a Place no less dangerous than eminent, and which no one could properly fill.

To the haughty Ignorance of the Generals was added the stupid Presumption of the Subalterns; and the Turks, who took the field with a prodigious train of Artillery, but which consisted of Pieces ill mounted, and full as badly served, slaughtered in every Action by the Cannon of their Enemies, could only avenge themselves for their Disasters by accusing the Russians of cowardly Artifice. They overpower us, said they, by the Superiority of their Fire, which, in fact, it is impossible to approach; but let them leave their abominable Batteries, and encounter us like brave men hand to hand, and we shall soon see whether these Infidels can resist the slaughtering sabre of the True-Believers.

This Multitude of wretched Fanaticks even reproached the Russians for having attacked them during the holy Season of Ramazan. …

Sultan Mustapha, whose first care, as we have already seen, was employed on his Finances, after having lavished enormous Sums, without Success, began to bargain with his Ministers concerning the new expences they proposed; and, while they reproached him with Avarice, he blamed himself for yielding too easily, which, he said, only served to enrich the Knaves about him. It certainly was not to be supposed, that this Prince could see, without concern, his Treasures squandered, his Army mouldering away, and those Enemies whom he imagined would be subdued in the first Campaign, already victorious on the Danube, and threatening him with an Invasion in the Archipelago [the Aegean Island, ed.].

His activity caused him to discover new Abuses every moment. He complained of them to his Ministers, never without making them tremble, but always without effect; for, had they wished to re-establish good Order, it was scarcely in their power. The Recruits, who were to join the Army from the extremity of Asia, passed the Bosphorus, and stopt at Constantinople, not so much to solicit the Porte, as to force it to their Terms.

While the Officers were bargaining about their pay for the Campaign, these Asiatics, dispersed through the Capital, completely armed, and every night robbing every one they met, hastened the Negociation, by rendering it absolutely necessary to get rid of such a lawless Multitude. The Government, too weak to repress their Insolence, stipulated to no purpose, and ceded without shame. …

While the feebleness of the Government made it connive at the excesses of a licentious Soldiery, the Ministers sought to conceal the War by Sea, with which the Empire was threatened. No Russian Ship had yet ever appeared at Constantinople; therefore, said they, the Russians have no Ships: or if, by chance, they have, that is nothing to the purpose, since there is no communication between the Baltic and Archipelago. Neither the Danes nor Swedes, whose Flags were known to the Turks, could overthrow this favourite argument. Shewing them Maps had no better effect, and the Divan [Sultan’s council of advisors, ed.] was not yet persuaded of the possibility of the fact, when news was brought of the Siege of Coron, the Invasion of the Morea [the Peloponnesus, ed.], and the appearance of twelve Russian Ships of the Line.

The uncertainty of the Ministry, however, did not prevent their preparing a Maritime Force. They hastened the fitting out of thirty Men of War, and expected, with such a decided Superiority, to make amends in the Archepelago, for the losses they had suffered on the Danube. …

The land Army, though twice destroyed, was become more numerous than ever; and the Ottoman Empire, though powerfully attacked both by Sea and Land, defending itself, on every side, with forces triple to those of its Enemies, gave itself up to all the Pride of Success, of which it entertained no doubt.

The absence of the Troops restored tranquility to the Capital; and the presumptuous hopes of Victory kept the People in good humour. The Comte de Saint Priest [the French Ambassador, ed.] was willing to take advantage of this circumstance, to give an Entertainment, on account of the marriage of the King of France, and to amuse the Turks, was desirous of adding to the Balls and Diversions, which could only suit the Taste of the Europeans, an Illumination, and some Fireworks, which I undertook to make. The Saloon we were obliged to build for the Ball was already finished, the Fireworks were prepared, and we were busy in arranging the Decorations, when the news of the destruction of an Army and a Fleet arrived, spread a Consternation through the City, and rendered all our Preparations useless.

It was no longer possible to think of giving Entertainments. The Grand Seignior was in the greatest anxiety, his Ministers in despair, the People distracted, and the Capital filled with the dread of Famine and Invasion.

Such was then the Situation of an Empire, which, a month before, had believed itself so formidable; yet Ignorance, which is always ready to flutter the Pride that accompanies it, saw nothing in this double Catastrophe, but the impenetrable decrees of Providence, to which Mortals should submit with resignation. No one considered, that an undisciplined Multitude contributes more to its own destruction than all the efforts of its Enemies. But, though the want of Discipline, alone, sufficed to destroy the land Army, at Craool, the concurrence of the most extravagant stupidity, on the part of the Admiral and his Officers, was necessary to complete the destruction of the Fleet, at Tchesmai.

This Armament left the Strait of the Dardanelles to go in quest of the Russian Squadron; and, after passing by Chios, anchored on the coast of Asia, between the Continent and the Islands called Spalmadores, in front of the Port of Tchesmai. Some Frigates, newly built (for the Turks were ignorant of their use before this War) were stationed at the extremities of this long line, to give notice of the Enemy’s approach; and had orders to let them get entangled in this Channel, where thirty Ships riding at convenient distances, and moored with four Anchors each, lay in wait.

This ingenious Ambuscade being thus prepared, the Russian Ships, better arranged, having doubled the Isle of Chios, and perceived the Turkish Vessels, penetrated quite to the center of their Line before the latter made any motion to get under Sail. The two Admirals, however, being laid side by side, the Russian, after having poured in his Broadside, closed with the Turk, in order to throw some Combustibles on board him, but blew up in the attempt. Hassan Pacha, then Captain of the Admiral Ship, from whom I had this account, having disengaged himself from his Enemy, thought he was out of danger, when he perceived his Stern on fire, and his ships ready to undergo the same Fate. The Crew had already thrown themselves into the Sea; he soon followed; and was fortunate enough to lay hold of a Wreck of the Enemy’s Ship, and escape the Explosion of his own; for the fire was not long before it reached the Powder-room.

It is easy to perceive, on a calculation of the real loss on each side, that of the Russians, being far the most considerable, justified them in resolving not to renew the Attack; but the Turks, whose military Knowledge scarcely extended to the effects of Saltpetre, terrified by those it had produced, thought of nothing but being blown up, if the Russians should engage them again. Tchesmai was the Asylum, whither all the Fleet retired in the greatest disorder; and some Cannon, landed in haste, and placed on the two Capes which shut in the Port, gave supposed Security to the Fugitives.

The Russians were, in the mean time, employed to watch the Motions of the Enemy; and the next day learned, no doubt with great astonishment, what had passed at Tches­mai. As they could only attribute this strange conduct of the Turks to a panic Terror, which will always justify attempts that otherwise would seem least likely to meet with Success, they appeared before the Harbour, with two Fireships, which they sent in. On the approach of the Russians, the Turks still terrified with what had happened the preceding day, thought more of saving themselves on Shore, than defending their Ships; but the Sight of two small Vessels, sailing into the Port, awakened in them their ideas of Conquest; and, as they took them for Deserters, far from endeavouring to sink them, they were only anxious for their safe arrival: they resolved to lay the Crews in irons, and already enjoyed the pleasure of carrying them, in Triumph, to Constantinople.

But these supposed Deserters, entering without opposition, soon fastened down their rudders, threw out their graplings, and presently setting fire to their Vessels, the flames communicated to the whole Fleet. The Harbour of Tchesmai, encumbered with Ships, Powder, and Artillery, soon became a Volcano, which englutted the whole naval Force of the Turks.

Though this Misfortune humbled the Ottoman Pride, the Ministry were in danger from a still more important Calamity. The Capital was threatened with a Famine; for the destruction of the Turkish Fleet, by giving the Russians the command of the Archipelago, prevented Constantinople from being furnished with Provisions. The Enemy might even force the passage of the Straits, present themselves before the Seraglio, sack the City, and prescribe their own terms to the Grand Seignior.

The Negotiations for Peace, which had been begun a considerable Time, were only retarded by the personal Apprehension of the Visir, who commanded the Army. The Pore pressed him to finish them, desirous, at all Events, to put an end to the War. But it was certain that all the Blame of a Dishonorable Peace must fall upon him, and his Life must pay for signing such a Treaty. He therefore required an Indemnification, which was refused, under the pretence that it was not necessary, but, in reality, for the same reason that it had been demanded. The Ministers, who thought of nothing but their own Security, treated the care which he took of his, as Pusillanimity; at length, his Wife, who was one of the Grand Seignior’s Sisters, put an end to the Contest. The Sultana wrote to her Husband, that he need not fear to conclude the Treaty; and the Visir, who was of a very advanced Age, died soon after he had signed the Peace and disbanded the Army.

Ised Pacha, who had before only possessed the Dignity of Caimakan, immediately received, with the Seals, that of Grand Visir; and the Turkish Government again concentered in the Capital, soon relapsed into its former Absurdities.

Source: Baron DeTott, Memoirs of Baron DeTott[,] Containing the State of the Turkish Empire and the Crimea during the Late War with Russia, translated from the French (London: Printed for G. G. J. and J. Robinson, 1785), Part 3:4–6, 9–15, 23–29, 202–203.

9. TREATY OF KÜÇÜK KAYNARCA (KUCHUK KAYNARJA) (JULY 21, 1774)

In 1768 Russia, under Catherine the Great (r. 1762–1796), embarked on a campaign to establish her rule on the northern shores of the Black Sea. After several initial successes against the Russians, the Ottoman forces suffered a devastating defeat in summer 1769. The victory allowed the czarist forces to occupy Wallachia and Moldavia (present-day Romania). A Russian naval force also attacked from the west and sank the Ottoman fleet, which had anchored at Çeşme (Cheshme), in 1770.

After six years of war and intermittent negotiations, the Ottomans signed the peace treaty of Küçük Kaynarca (Kuchuk Kaynarja) with Russia in 1774. The treaty forced the new Ottoman sultan, Abdülhamid I (r. 1774–1789), who came to the throne after the death of Mustafa III, to accept the independence of Crimea. In 1783 the Russians annexed the Crimea and established themselves as the dominant naval force in the Black Sea. The humiliating treaty of Küçük Kaynarca was signed on July 21, 1774, , between the Russian Empire and the Ottoman Empire after the Ottomans were defeated in the Russo-Ottoman War of 1768–1774.

Art. I. From the present time all the hostilities and enmities which have hitherto prevailed shall cease for ever, and all hostile acts and enterprises committed on either side, whether by force of arms or in any other manner, shall be buried in an eternal oblivion, without vengeance being taken for them in any way whatever; but, on the contrary, there shall always be a perpetual, constant, and inviolable peace, as well by sea as by land. * * *

Art. III. All the Tartar peoples—those of the Crimea, of the Budjiac, of the Kuban, the Edissans, Geambouiluks and Editshkuls—shall, without any exceptions, be acknowledged by the two Empires as free nations, and entirely independent of every foreign Power, governed by their own Sovereign, of the race of Ghenghis Khan, elected and raised to the throne by all the Tartar peoples; which Sovereign shall govern them according to their ancient laws and usages, being responsible to no foreign Power whatsoever; for which reason, neither the Court of Russia nor the Ottoman Porte shall interfere, under any pretext whatever, with the election of the said Khan, or in the domestic, political, civil, and internal affairs of the same; but, on the contrary, they shall acknowledge and consider the said Tartar nation, in its political and civil state, upon the same footing as the other Powers who are governed by themselves, and are dependent upon God alone. As to the ceremonies of religion, as the Tartars profess the same faith as the Mahometans [Muslims], they shall regulate themselves, with respect to His Highness, in his capacity of Grand Caliph of Mahometanism [Islam], according to the precepts prescribed to them by their law, without compromising, nevertheless, the stability of their political and civil liberty. * * *

Art. VII. The Sublime Porte promises to protect constantly the Christian religion and its churches, and it also allows the Ministers of the Imperial Court of Russia to make, upon all occasions, representations, as well in favour of the new church at Constantinople, of which mention will be made in Article XIV, as on behalf of its officiating ministers, promising to take such representations into due consideration as being made by a confidential functionary of a neighboring and sincerely friendly Power. * * *

Art. XI. For the convenience and advantage of the two Empires, there shall be a free and unimpeded navigation for the merchant ships belonging to the two Contracting Powers, in all seas that wash their shores. … * * *

Source: J. C. Hurewitz, Diplomacy in the Near and Middle East: A Documentary Record, 1535–1914 (Princeton, NJ: D. Van Nostrand Company, 1956), 1:54–61. Reprinted with permission.

10. ÇELEBI EFFENDI’S DEFENSE OF SULTAN SELIM III’S NIZAM-I JADID (NIZAM-I CEDID)

The repeated defeats suffered by the Ottomans in the 18th century convinced the Ottoman sultan Selim III (r. 1789–1807) of the urgent need to introduce institutional reforms that would restore the power of the central government while preserving the territorial integrity of the empire against internal and external threats. Internally, the greatest challenge for the young sultan was to reduce the power of the local notables (āyāns). Although they accepted the suzerainty of the Ottoman sultan, some āyāns acted as quasi-independent rulers, maintaining private armies and conducting their own foreign policy. Externally, Russia posed the greatest threat to the territorial integrity of the Ottoman state. Thus, shortly after the signing of the Treaty of Jassy with the Russians at the conclusion of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1787–1792, the sultan implemented his ambitious reform agenda, the Nizam-i Cedid (Nizam-i Jedid; New Order). Selim centered his reforms on the creation of a modern army or Nizam-i Cedid Ordusu (Army of the New Order), which was to restore central governmental control over provincial notables.

Initially the sultan believed that the existing janissary and sipāhi corps could be modernized by introducing new methods of training and administration. He soon realized, however, that the reform would ignite fierce opposition from within the corps. Thus, he abandoned the plan and opted for the more radical approach of creating a new army altogether. The recruitment for the new army began in 1793–1794. By 1807, when Selim was forced out of power, the new army had nearly 30,000 well-armed and well-equipped men.

It is said in the history which treats of the terms of peace concluded by the sublime person who has received the mercy of God [The Sultan Abdülhamid I, ed.], that those States which from carelessness did not take proper precautions to guard against the violence of strangers, have remained without either honour or reputation, and dependent upon others. Or even from the consequence of their negligence, having fallen entirely into the hands of foreigners, their kings have become subjects, and their rich men poor. It is a principle to be observed by those who rule governments, and are men of understanding and penetration, that, “even if your enemy is an ant, you should use every effort against him”; that conformably to this proverb, they may not suffer themselves to be brought into calamity, by the treacherous machinations of the neighboring States, and other hostile nations. …

“This institution of the Nizam-y-Gedid has caused the established order of the world to be disturbed, and has given cause to the insolent conduct of the mountaineers in the country of Rumelia.” [A reference to the uprising in Serbia which began in 1804, ed.] Such are the expressions employed by a set of contentious and ignorant men, incapable of learning reason, I have sometimes questioned such persons, saying as follows—‘Ho, friend! allow me in the first place to ask you a question. What is this institution against which you make such continual and senseless outcry? First know precisely what it is, and then continue to oppose it. If there be reason in what you say, I am open to conviction, and am ready to concede the point in dispute.” On hearing this, all they could say was, that what they call the Nizam-y-Gedid is a body of troops trained and exercised; beyond which, and a mere profession of their aversion to it, they plainly showed that they knew nothing about the matter. Although I saw that an attempt to make this kind of rabble understand public affairs, is like trying to make a camel leap over a ditch, I proceeded to put some questions that occurred to me, as follows:—‘Shall I give you some account of the trouble which occurred in the world before the Nizam-y-Gedid existed, during the reigns of their highnesses the former Ottoman sultans, who have found mercy from God? Such as the disturbances raised in Anatolia by the Gellalli, and the insolence of Sarry Beÿ Oglou in the reign of Sultan Mahmoud, and especially the events which passed in Egypt, occasioned by Sacka-Yorghi Alli-Beÿ, the son of a glass-blower; and the affairs of Emir-Daher, of Abou-Vahib, all of which happened during the reign of Sultan Moustapha; and the calamities inflicted by the unemployed Levendis, who turned the province of Anatolia upside down; and the continued bad success which attended the arms of the followers of Islam, for the space of seven years, during the Muscovite war, which began in the year 1182; the defeats which our great armies suffered every year, with the loss of so many thousand tents, such abundance of camp equipage, treasure, artillery, bombs, and military stores, sufficient for the consumption of many years, and so great a loss of our troops, either taken, drowned, or killed, and the capture as well of our small forts and retrenched posts, as of our large fortresses, some of which were reduced by famine and others by force; and the impossibility of delivering so many thousand women and children whom they contained, and who, still remaining in captivity, pass their lives in tears. These are things, the bitter remembrance of which can never be erased from our hearts. Some of these calamitous events may be found in our annals, and some have happened in our days. Pray was the Nizam-y-Gedid the cause of all these disorders and disgraceful occurrences? It did not exist at that time, and yet you see that confusion was already introduced, and the regular order of things interrupted. Is then the Nizam-y-Gedid the only cause of revolution? …

Be it known to men of understanding, that after the conclusion of peace with the Muscovite infidels, in the year 1206 [AD 1792], when ambassadors were passing to and fro, at the time that the prisoners were released, diligent enquiry was made of many persons who had been in the hands of the Russians, with regard to the power and condition of the enemies of our faith. …

The Russian infidels having withal greatly improved the state of their dominions within the space of seventy or eighty years, and manifested their thirst of glory by their arrogant and insolent interference in the interior affairs of other States, and having annexed several foreign countries to their own dominions, especially the kingdom of Poland, we must not, by any means, consider ourselves secure from so treacherous and deceitful a nation. …

That therefore, as it was a maxim established that in an urgent case, when some remedy must be sought, resources must be found in the whole body of those who are attached to government, without consulting the lower orders; there was no other method of dispelling and removing the danger we have spoken of above, but by keeping a body of troops on foot ready for service … , and provided with requisite supply of artillery, ammunition, and military stores; and such troops as should not, like the rest of our forces, be composed of sellers of pastry, boatmen, fishermen, coffee-house keepers, baccals, and others who are engaged in the thirty-two trades, but of well disciplined men, who would take care to have their cannon and muskets ready for service, and on an urgent occasion, would be prepared in the space of half an hour to engage the troops and artillery of the enemy; to repulse them, and retaliate on them their own hostile devices. After these points had been taken into serious consideration, some men were in the first place dispatched to the corps of the Janissaries for the purpose of selecting from thence some young and chosen soldiers, whom they were to discipline and train to the use of arms. Upon this, our bravoes who are engaged in the thirty-two trades, considering that if they were obliged to attend punctually to the exercise of cannon and small arms, they would be occupied with that instead of their private affairs, and would be brought into trouble, no longer receiving their pay once in three months gratuitously, and without doing any thing for it, began to ponder the matter, stroking their beards and mustachioes, and to vent their discontent by saying, “We are not made for this sort of work, and we will have nothing to do with it.” Whatever pains were taken to enlighten their understandings, they obstinately persisted, addressing each other by these or similar terms, “Ho! Alli Sacka Baba, Oda Bashi, Bash Karakouloukgee! [The titles of some superior officers amongst the Janissaries, ed.] what say you to this business? the exercise of the Nizam-y-Gedid is now introduced; henceforth no pay is to be had without service, and what they call exercise is a very troublesome service; it is true that drawing up in a line makes a better show; but if they send us to war, we can fire our muskets, and then charging sword in hand, we can put the Russians to flight and storm their camp. May Heaven preserve from decay our corps and our chiefs! we shall then take our pay when it is issued, and pass our times agreeably.” Such were their expressions, as though they could by frigid reasoning, and senseless allusions, induce the Sublime Government to abandon this enterprise, when the experience of two wars had proved, beyond dispute, both the total inefficiency of their services, and the feeble condition of the Mahometan community.

With respect to the apprehensions entertained of … [an attack on Istanbul] … by the Russian infidels, the first step which was taken for the purpose of procuring speedy and effectual means of guarding against so devilish a piece of treachery, consisted in an ordinance for levying a body of Bostangees [literally “gardeners,” actually a royal guard, ed.], who were to be quartered at the Levend-Chifflick, a military post newly established at no great distance from the reservoirs, in order that in an urgent crisis when we fly for refuge to Divine protection, they might be ready for service in a very short space of time. But the most important point is this: that the new levied troops, instead of engaging in trade, should remain day and night in their quarters, applying themselves daily to military exercises, and keeping their arms, cannon, muskets, and warlike implements of every description necessary for immediate service; thus practising a discipline suitable to their appellation of soldiers of the new regulation. To complete all, every Orta [regiment] … [had] an Imam attached to it for the due performance of religious worship, that nothing requisite might be omitted. …

The advantages of the new corps, and their superiority over the old are infinite; were we to write them all down, we should fill several volumes. In order, however, to make the people comprehend well, we will point out to them another of these advantages. The soldiers of our ancient corps, are not at all clothed alike; from this diversity of garment, the following bad effect results; if, in time of war, any of them should desert from the army, as there are no marks by which we can distinguish whether the deserters belong to the troops, or whether they are tradesmen, or servants, they have thereby the opportunities of escaping without being known. Whereas the new troops have a particular uniform of their own, so that the strugglers would be soon discovered. Hence it results, that in a large camp of the new troops, every man will be forced to remain fixed in his company, and stead in the performance of this duty, whether he would or no, since it is impossible to desert without greatly incurring the danger of punishment.

Another of their advantages is this: our old forces, when in presence of the enemy, do not remain drawn up in a line, but stand confusedly and promiscuously like a crowd in a place of diversion. Some load their muskets, and fire once, some twice, or oftener, just as they think proper, whilst others being at their wits’ end, and not knowing what they are about turn from side to side like fabulous storytellers [i.e., sufi dervishes, ed.]. If in consequence of any movement which they perceive on the side of the enemy, the officers endeavour to make the troops fall back a little, some will obey them, others will not, every one does just as he likes. If they wish to retire a little; the soldiers make that a pretence for flying to the distance of some days’ journey.

But the new troops remain drawn up in line as though they were at prayers, the rear ranks being exactly parallel with the front, and consisting of the same number of companies, neither more nor less, so that, when it is necessary, they turn with as much precision as a watch. The whole body, consisting of many thousand men, observe attentively the signals given them by the two fuglemen who explain by signs the commands of the officers, and not one dares to much as to turn his head. …

Although many similar stratagems have been employed at various times, by holy warriors, … and although the great Prophet hath given full permission and authority to do any thing which may conduce to the defeat of the infidels, yet an ignorant rabble keep chattering like parrots, some of whom do not approve of the dresses of the new troops, while others say that their exercise belongs specially to the Kiafers [i.e., “infidels,” the Europeans], and does not become Mussulmans.

Source: Mustafa Reshid Çelebi Effendi, “An Explanation of the Nizam-y Gedid by Tshelebi Effendi,” translation from the Turkish in William Wilkinson, An Account of the Principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia Including Various Political Observations Relating to Them (London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme, and Brown, 1820), 217–218, 221–224, 227–228, 232–237, 266–268, 271–272.

11. DESTRUCTION OF THE JANISSARY CORPS: MAHMUD II’S FIRMAN ABOLISHING THE JANISSARY CORPS (JUNE 17, 1826)

The Ottoman sultan, Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839), was determined to establish the authority of the central government by building a new and modern army. As long as the janissaries survived, the antireform forces could always rely on their support to challenge governmental reforms. Learning from the mistakes of his predecessor, Selim III, Mahmud did not create a new and separate army that could be viewed as a direct challenge to the janissaries. Instead, he selectively modernized army units such as the artillery corps, which were crucial in any future confrontation. By June 1826 the sultan was ready to act. First, he demanded that the janissaries follow the model of other military units and reform. When they revolted and tried to challenge him by rallying the conservative forces, Mahmud, unlike his cousin, refused to budge. He knew full well that concessions to the rebels would be construed as a sign of weakness. When the grand vizier and the ulema rallied to the banner of their sultan, and Mahmud’s agents called on the people of Istanbul to rise against the corrupt and rebellious troops, the janissaries did not have any other alternative but to return to their barracks. Determined to use the revolt as a justification to destroy them, the sultan struck back, ordering his artillerymen to shower the janissary barracks with cannonballs and force the gates open. This allowed the units loyal to the sultan to force their way into the barracks, mowing down every janissary they encountered. The victory was complete. The day after the massacre, the janissary corps was officially abolished.

The janissary units stationed in Istanbul were attacked by army troops loyal to Mahmud II. The day after the massacre the janissary corps was officially abolished. The destruction of the janissaries by Mahmud was celebrated throughout the empire as the Vaka-ye Hayriya or the beneficial event. The destruction of the janissaries may have removed a formidable obstacle to the creation of a modern army, which was the hallmark of the sultan’s efforts to build a strong and centralized governmental authority, but it also created a vacuum that could not be filled overnight.

As all Muslim people know, the Ottoman state owes its creation and its later conquest of the East and the West solely to the powerful influence of Islamic religious spirit, Muslim law, the sword of jihad [“striving” to spread Islam, ed.] and the gazi [“warrior for Islam,” ed.] spirit. It had always been necessary for the Ottoman state to maintain brave and numerous Muslim soldiers to fight as gazis against the enemies of the faith. The Janissary crops was first organized in a regular way for this purpose and rendered valuable services to the Ottoman state, may it endure forever. Thanks to the abandon with which they presented their bosoms to the enemy in jihad and gazi warfare, to their undaunted valor in battle, and their discipline, they were responsible for many victories.

However, as time went on, their discipline began to break down, evil men entered their ranks, and they began to be involved in criminal movements. Their obedience changed to insubordination. For the past century, on all the campaigns they have participated in, they have spread all sorts of baseless rumors against their commanders and have refused to obey their orders. They have shamefully deserted and abandoned our fortresses and our provinces to enemy infidels, by their lack of discipline and cowardice. On account of this, our enemies have been emboldened by these signs of our weakness and have taken advantage of this situation. From day to day they have invented countless insolent pretexts and demands upon us. They have encircled us on all sides with a belt of dangers and have threatened the very core of Islam.

Finally, this situation aroused the Muslim zeal. We longed to avenge all these defeats and sought to find the reasons for them and a means of avoiding them. It appears clear that the infidels’ apparently easy victories were the result of a knowledge of military tactics and a trained soldiery. Therefore, after the campaign of the year [1202 A. H. 1788, second war with Catherine the Great of Russia], and again on two other occasions [not specified, but apparently a reference to the attempt of Selim III, 1789–1807, to reform the army and the abortive attempt of Mahmoud II and his first Grand Vizir, Bayrakdar Mustafa Pasha, to undertake military reform in 1808], there were attempts made to organize disciplined troops. However, although they themselves were no longer competent or able to fight successfully, the Janissaries rioted three times against the formation of these troops, which they did not want. They were the cause of the failure and abolition of the useful new formations, which were beginning to take shape.

Even several sultans, who were to the universe what the spirit is for the body, became the victims of the Janissaries and lost their lives in the disasters brought about by their insubordinate sedition.

In this situation, nothing was said against the Janissaries because they were such an ancient body. There had been no thought of destroying them, but rather, in spite of everything, they had been allowed to do as they pleased, to obey when the spirit moved them and to mutiny if they felt like it. The result of this forbearance was that the enemies of our religion were not idle. No sooner did they observe our condition than they seized the opportunity to advance against us. They threaten us, press us on all sides and work for our total destruction. God forbid it but they have almost attained their objective.

In view of this situation, these matters were considered at a recent general council held in the mufti’s residence with all the vizirs, ulema, rijals, and again before all the officers of the Janissary corps when everything was explained. The ulema gave their sanction and issued a fatwa in support of the plan and the sacred oath to support it which was prepared, signed, and sealed by all those present. In accordance with these decisions, and with the firm conviction that today Muslim troops cannot accomplish their religious duty of combating and overcoming the infidel maneuvers without discipline and instruction in military science, it was unanimously decided to institute the eshkenji corps. This paid, standing army would not in any way infringe upon the ancient customs and regulations of the Janissaries, but each mess would supply only 150 men to the new formation.

The government, moreover, did not wish to evade its fiscal responsibility and the treasury would bear the burden of the additional expenses involved, for the establishment and maintenance of the new troops. At the same time the treasury guaranteed to honor all the extant Janissary pay tickets.

The recruiting began, and a proclamation, issued in accordance with a fatwa, declared that any person who spoke or acted in opposition to the new law, would be severely punished. This statement was circulated to all quarters of Istanbul. Finally, last week, uniforms and weapons were issued to the new recruits and their drills were held.

Nevertheless, the Janissaries, deaf to the call of religion and to the reiterated councils of the ulema, broke into revolt Thursday evening, the 9th of Zilkade. First, they attacked the resident of the Janissary agha [commander], then that of the grand vizier. They also sacked and fired on other houses. They committed all sorts of sacrilegious crimes and infamous horrors, and even went so far as to cut with knives pages of the Koran which fell into their hands.

They shouted, “We don’t want any drill,” and, in spite of the holy sanctions, the proclamation, their sworn allegiance, and the sacred fetvas, they turned the weapons given them by the state against the government of the Muslim people and broke out in rebellion against their legitimate sultan.

As this behavior was beyond the bounds of religion and decency, the grand vizir, mufti, vizirs, ulema, vijals, other high officials, and a host of faithful servants of the sultan who were incensed against the Janissaries, assembled at the imperial palace. They held a meeting there and received the glorious Banner of the Sultan of the Prophets and proceeded to hoist it in the Sultan Ahmed mosque where they all foregathered. From there they dispatched criers to all the quarters to inform the loyal Muslim people to rally to the defense of their faith and the Prophet’s Standard. In response, the faithful Muslims, risking their heads and lives, hastened eagerly to the rendezvous.

In spite of the general anger they had aroused against themselves by their notorious deeds contrary to religion and the Ottoman state, the Janissaries persisted in their rebellion. Entrenched in the square which was the center of their plots, they resisted the sultan and the law. They dared to start a civil war in which many faithful Muslims were to perish. The sacred law has abandoned them to public retribution. Their barracks have been burned and the hand of Allah has thrown them before the sword of justice where they found their just desserts.

A group of the rebels had died fighting, but their accomplices and those who began the rebellion were also to share their fate. Careful search was made for all of these by means of their names and descriptions, and many were seized. Some, already convicted of participation in the rebellion, have been punished. The others cannot escape the punishment they richly deserve.

Thus, after so many insurrections and calamities instigated by the Janissaries, it is clear that their corps, far from fulfilling the object of its establishment, is, today, nothing more than a useless and insubordinate body which has become the asylum of the spirit of unrest and sedition in which the number of evil men have outgrown the number of good ones. The Janissary name and insignia have become synonyms for disorder and rebellion. Even infidels have managed to infiltrate themselves. Among those who have just been executed were found some Janissaries who bore, tattooed on their arm along with the insignia of the 75th mess, the cross of the ghiaurs [Christians]. This simply proves that infidel traitors parading in the disguise of Muslims have for a long time been using the Janissary corps to further their own nefarious ends by spreading false rumors. Their officers and former aghas have not kept a careful check on new recruits so that they remained ignorant of the undesirable elements in their midst who fomented disorder and trouble. It is an irrefutable truth that, even if one should wish to preserve the Janissary corps in the future, there is no practicable means which might be adopted to correct these abuses which would succeed.

Therefore, the mufti, the grand vizier, all the great officials and ulema and all the zealous supporters of the state, assembled together in the Sultan Ahmed Mosque beneath the sacred Banner of the Prophet, taking cognizance of the aforementioned facts, have, in consequence, today unanimously agreed and decided that, in accordance with sacred law and for the preservation of the state, the ensign and name of the Janissaries shall be abolished. The Janissary corps is hereby annulled and in its place there is to be organized a trained body of troops bearing the name “Triumphant Soldiers of Muhammad.” These new troops will be useful to Islam and the state and capable of giving an answer to the enemy in gazi and jihad warfare.

It is further resolved that the supreme command of these “Triumphant Soldiers of Muhammad” is conferred upon my daring vizier, the present governor of the provinces of Brusa and Kojaeli and the commander of the Rumeli [European] shore of the strait of the Black Sea, Huseyin Pasha. He will establish himself in the residence of the [Janissary] agha, which henceforth is to be called the residence of the Serasker Pasha [Commander-in-Chief of the Army]. The barracks and orderly rooms which will shortly be built are to house the new troops. Moreover, the titles of Janissary agha, Katar agha, and Bölök agha, and all titles and ranks of the Janissary corps are likewise hereby abolished.

The present Janissary commander, Mehmed [Jelaleddin, who had refused an offer to command the new troops] is hereby granted the rank of one of my grand equerries and chief gatekeeper; the lieutenant general, Hassan, is promoted to the rank of Mirmiran [District Commander] and attached to the staff of the Serasker Pasha [that is, the above-mentioned Hüseyin]. The other general officers, the Zagharji Bashi, Seksonju Bashi, and Sekban Bashi are hereby appointed chief gatekeepers, while the other loyal company commanders are granted the rank of equerry of the sultan. Each will also receive, in addition, grants in order of rank. The former senior officers will retain their military fiefs which are transformed into Ziamet fiefs and will remain in the sultan’s services. Furthermore, the owners of Janissary pay tickets will, as heretofore, receive the exact amount due to them for as long as they live, by presenting these tickets at the appointed time and place. It is my imperial desire that no one should suffer any loss of difficulty on this account.

Hence, let all the congregation of Muslim people, and the small and great officials of Islam and the ulema, and members of other military formations, and all the common folk be as one body. Let them look upon each other as brethren in faith. Let there be no differences and contrariness between you. Let the great ones among you look with a merciful and compassionate eye upon the little ones, and let the minor ones, moreover, in every instance be obedient and submissive to their superiors. And may you all strive together towards the ultimate goal to exalt the blessed word of Allah, the preservation and exposition of the religion and holy law of the Lord of the Prophets. And Allah grant that your union, established and persevering for this noble aim of beneficent reform may continue and endure for ages and ages to come. And let no one allow himself to utter any word or do any deed in opposition to the general desire and welfare. If he should do so he will at once, by the grace of Allah, be struck on the neck by the sword of the holy law.

Such is the decision of the general council. Steps to put into execution these resolutions were immediately begun and my imperial commands have been sent to all my royal provinces in Rumeli and Anatolia. They are addressed to you, my viziers and generals and commanders and judges and magistrates and administrative representatives and all my aforementioned officials, you, who are to abolish the Janissary name and everything associated with it such as the rank of master of the barriers and master of the cranes and the Janissary officers and commanders in the provinces, and the Janissary unit messes all their insignia are to be completely wiped out.

You, chief judge of Istanbul, who will assemble at your tribunal and in your presence the imams of all the quarters of Istanbul. You will communicate this firman to them and give them copies which they are to read in the mosques. The imams are to inform the faithful Muslims of these matters and are to explain to them the precious advantages they embody. They are to tell them that it is the duty of true believers to thank the state for its beneficent intentions on this occasion, and that they are to live quietly and contentedly in the shadow of the power of the sultan. They must have no other thought but to beseech Allah to preserve their gracious ruler. You, yourself make certain that the imams fulfill this duty with care, and continue to display your zeal and care to encourage to observation of the decrees of our holy law.

Source: Translation from the Turkish in Howard A. Reed, “The Destruction of the Janissaries in 1826: How Sultan Mahmud II Abolished the Corps” (PhD diss., Princeton University, 1951), 242–249. Princeton University Doctoral Dissertations: 1877–2010 (mostly 1950–2010), Princeton University Archives, Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library.

12. NOBLE RESCRIPT OF GÜLHANE (1839)

The Hatt-i Şerif-i Gülhane (The Noble Rescript of the Rose Garden) was an 1839 proclamation by Ottoman sultan Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid) that launched the Tanzimat period of reforms and reorganization. On November 3, 1839, the new Ottoman sultan, Abdülmecid, ordered his ministers and dignitaries as well as representatives of foreign powers to gather in the rose garden of the Topkapi Palace, where his foreign minister, Mustafa Reşid Pasha (Mustafa Reshid Pasha), read a decree that came to be known as Hatt-i Şerif-i Gülhane.

Written under pressure from European powers, the imperial edict signaled the beginning of a period of governmental reforms that is known in history as Tanzimat (Reorganization). The document guaranteed the subjects of the sultan security of life, honor, and property. It also promised a regular system for assessing and levying taxes as well as a just system of conscription and military service. The decree committed the central government to a number of essential reforms such as establishing a new penal code, eradicating bribery, and creating a regular and just tax system that would eliminate inequities and special privileges, such as tax farming. Thus, the imperial decree demonstrated a new commitment by the sultan and his advisers to the rule of law, the equality and fair treatment of all Ottoman subjects regardless of their religion and ethnicity, and the establishment of a new justice system that protected their life and property against arbitrary attacks and confiscation. The period of Tanzimat witnessed a significant expansion in the power of the Ottoman central government, which used the principles of rule of law and the introduction of an efficient administration to impose its authority over provincial power centers, in particular the powerful local notables.

All the world knows that in the first days of the Ottoman monarchy, the glorious precepts of the Koran and the laws of the empire were always honored.

The empire in consequence increased in strength and greatness, and all its subjects, without exception, had risen in the highest degree to ease and prosperity. In the last one hundred and fifty years a succession of accidents and diverse causes have arisen which have brought about a disregard for the sacred code of laws, and the regulations flowing therefrom, and the former strength and prosperity have changed into weakness and poverty; an empire in fact loses all its stability so soon as it ceases to observes its laws.

These considerations are ever present to our mind, and ever since the day of our advent to the throne the thought of the public wealth, of the improvement of the state of the provinces, and of relief to the [subject] peoples, has not ceased to engage it. If, therefore, the geographical position of the Ottoman provinces, the fertility of the soil, the aptitude and intelligence of the inhabitants, are considered, the conviction will remain that by striving to find efficacious means, the result, which by the help of God we hope to attain, can be obtained within a few years. Full of confidence, therefore, in the help of the Most High, and certain of the support of our Prophet, we deem it right to seek by new institutions to give to the provinces composing the Ottoman Empire the benefit of a good administration.

These institutions must be principally carried out under three heads, which are:

1.The guarantees insuring to our subjects perfect security for life, honor, and fortune.

2.A regular system of assessing and levying taxes.

3.An equally regular system for the levy of troops and the duration of their service.

And, in fact, are not life and honor the most precious gifts to mankind? What man, however much his character may be against violence, can prevent himself from having recourse to it, and thereby injure the government and the country, if his life and honor are endangered? If, on the contrary, he enjoys in that respect perfect security, he will not depart from the ways of loyalty and all his actions will contribute to the good of the government and of his brothers.

If there is an absence of security as to one’s fortune, everyone remains insensible to the voice of the Prince and the country; no one interests himself in the progress of public good, absorbed as he is in his own troubles. If, on the contrary, the citizen keeps possession in all confidence of all his goods, then, full of ardor in his affairs, which he seeks to enlarge in order to increase his comforts, he feels daily growing and doubling in his heart not only his love for the Prince and country, but also his devotion to his native land.

These feelings become in him the source of the most praiseworthy actions.

As to the regular and fixed assessment of the taxes, it is very important that it be regulated; for the state which is forced to incur many expenses for the defense of its territory cannot obtain the money necessary for its armies and other services except by means of contributions levied on its subjects. Although, thanks be to God, our empire has for some time past been delivered from the scourge of monopolies, falsely considered in times of war as a source of revenue, a fatal custom still exists, although it can only have disastrous consequences; it is that of venal concessions, known under the name of “Iltizam”.

Under that name the civil and financial administration of a locality is delivered over to the passions of a single man; that is to say, sometimes to the iron grasp of the most violent and avaricious passions, for if the contractor is not a good man, he will only look to his own advantage.

It is therefore necessary that henceforth each member of Ottoman society should be taxed for a quota of a fixed tax according to his fortune and means, and that it should be impossible that anything more could be exacted from him. It is also necessary that special laws should fix and limit the expenses of our land and sea forces.

Although, as we have said, the defense of the country is an important matter, and that it is the duty of all the inhabitants to furnish soldiers for that object, it has become necessary to establish laws to regulate the contingent to be furnished by each locality according to the necessity of the time, and to reduce the term of military service to four or five years. For it is at the same time doing an injustice and giving a mortal blow to agriculture and to industry to take, without consideration to the respective population of the localities, in the one more, in the other less, men than they can furnish; it is also reducing the soldiers to despair and contributing to the depopulation of the country by keeping them all their lives in service.

In short, without the several laws, the necessity for which has just been described, there can be neither strength, nor riches, nor happiness, nor tranquility for the empire; it must, on the contrary, look for them in the existence of these new laws.

From henceforth, therefore, the cause of every accused person shall be publicly judged, as the divine law requires, after inquiry and examination, and so long as a regular judgment shall not have been pronounced, no one can secretly or publicly put another to death by poison or in any other manner.

No one shall be allowed to attack the honor of any other person whatever.

Each one shall possess his property of every kind, and shall dispose of it in all freedom, without let or hindrance from any person whatever; thus, for example, the innocent heirs of a criminal shall not be deprived of their legal rights, and the property of the criminal shall not be confiscated. These imperial concessions shall extend to all our subjects, of whatever religion or sect they may be; they shall enjoy them without exception. We therefore grant perfect security to the inhabitants of our empire in their lives, their honor, and their fortunes, as they are secured to them by the sacred text of the law.

As for the other points, as they must be settled with the assistance of enlightened opinions, our council of justice (increased by new members as shall be found necessary), to whom shall be joined, on certain days which we shall determine, our ministers and the notabilities of the empire, shall assemble in order to frame laws regulating the security of life and fortune and the assessment of the taxes. Each one in those assemblies shall freely express his ideas and give his advice.

The laws regulating the military service shall be discussed by a military council holding its sittings at the palace of Seraskia. As soon as a law shall be passed, in order to be forever valid, it shall be presented to us; we shall give it our approval, which we will write with our imperial sign-manual.

As the object of these institutions is solely to revivify religion, government, the nation, and the empire, we engage not to do anything which is contrary thereto.

In testimony of our promise we will, after having deposited these presents in the hall containing the glorious mantle of the prophet, in the presence of all the ulemas and the grandees of the empire, make an oath thereto in the name of God, and shall afterwards cause the oath to be taken by the ulemas and the grandees of the empire.

After that, those from among the ulemas or the grandees of the empire, or any other persons whatsoever who shall infringe these institutions, shall undergo, without respect of rank, position, and influence, the punishment corresponding to his crime, after having been well authenticated.

A penal code shall be compiled to that effect. As all the public servants of the empire receive a suitable salary, and as the salaries of those whose duties have not up to the present time been sufficiently remunerated are to be fixed, a rigorous law shall be passed against the traffic of favoritism and bribery (richvet), which the Divine law reprobates, and which is one of the principal causes of the decay of the empire.

The above dispositions being a thorough alteration and renewal of ancient customs this imperial rescript shall be published at Constantinople and in all places of our empire, and shall be officially communicated to all the ambassadors of the friendly powers resident at Constantinople, that they may be witnesses to the granting of these institutions, which, should it please God, shall last forever. Wherein may the Most High have us in His holy keeping. May those who commit an act contrary to the present regulations be object of Divine malediction, and be deprived forever of every kind of [protection] happiness.

Source: J. C. Hurewitz, Diplomacy in the Near and Middle East: A Documentary Record, 1535–1914 (Princeton, NJ: D. Van Nostrand Company, 1956), 1:113–116. Reprinted with permission.

13. OTTOMAN CONSTITUTION (DECEMBER 1876)

The era of Tanzimat was dominated by government officials who had received their education and training at the Translation Office followed by service at Ottoman embassies in European capitals. Under the leadership of Mustafa Reşid Pasha (Mustafa Reshid Pasha) and his protégés, Fuad Paha and Āli Pasha, the center of power shifted from the palace to the Porte and particularly the ministry of foreign affairs.

After the death of Āli Pasha, the last statesman of the Tanzimat period, in September 1871, several grand viziers came and went as Sultan Abdülaziz became increasingly involved in running the everyday affairs of the empire, thus introducing an element of chaos. Then, in the early hours of May 30, 1876, a small group of officials and army commanders, led by the energetic and reform-minded statesman Midhat Pasha, carried out a peaceful military coup. A nephew of Abdülaziz, Prince Murad, was brought out of his residence to the ministry of war and declared the new sultan.

Before the new sultan could establish himself, however, the news of Abdülaziz’s sudden death was announced to a shocked populace on June 4. The body of the deposed sultan had been discovered in his private bedroom, his wrists slashed with a pair of scissors, leading many to conclude that he had been murdered. To counter the rumors of assassination, the government called on doctors from several foreign embassies in Istanbul to examine the body and offer their medical opinion on the cause of death, which was officially declared a suicide. This profoundly affected the new sultan, Murad, who suffered a nervous breakdown. Midhat Pasha and his colleagues decided to depose Murad in favor of his brother, who ascended the Ottoman throne on August 31 as Abdülhamid II. Midhat was appointed grand vizier on December 19, and four days later the first Ottoman constitution was introduced by the new grand vizier.

Art. I. The Ottoman empire comprises present territory and possessions, and semi-dependent provinces. It forms an indivisible whole, from which no portion can be detached under pretext whatever.

Art. II. Istanbul is the capital of the Ottoman empire. This city possesses no privilege or immunity peculiar to itself over the other towns of the empire.

Sultan, “Supreme Caliph”

Art. III. The Ottoman sovereignty, which includes in the person of the sovereign the supreme caliphate of Islam, belongs to the oldest prince of the House of Osman, in accordance with traditional practice.

Art. IV. His Majesty the Sultan, under the title of “Supreme Caliph,” is the protector of the Muslim religion. He is the sovereign and padishah (emperor) of all the Ottomans.

Art. V. His Majesty, the Sultan is irresponsible; his person is sacred.

Art. VI. The liberty of the members of the Imperial Ottoman Dynasty, their property, real and personal, and their civil list during their lifetime, are under the guarantee of all.

Sovereign Rights of the Sultan

Art. VII. Among the sovereign rights of His Majesty the Sultan are the following prerogatives:-He makes and cancels the appointments of ministers; he confers the grades, functions and insignia of his orders, and confers investiture on the chiefs of the privileged provinces, according to forms determined by the privileges granted them; he has the coining of money; his name is pronounced in the mosques during public prayer; he concludes treaties with the powers; he declares war and makes peace; he commands both land and sea forces; he directs military movements; he carries out the provisions of the Shari’ah (the sacred law), and of the other laws; he sees to the administration of public measures; he respites or commutes sentences pronounced by the criminal courts; he summons and prorogues the General Assembly; he dissolves, if he deems it necessary, the Chamber of Deputies, provided he directs the election of new members.

Public Law of the Ottomans’ Personal Liberty

Art. VIII. All subjects of the empire are called Ottomans, without distinction, whatever faith they profess; the status of an Ottoman is acquired and lost according to conditions specified by law.

Art. IX. Every Ottoman enjoys personal liberty on condition of not interfering with the liberty of others.

Art. X. Personal liberty is wholly inviolable. No one can suffer punishment, under any pretext whatsoever, except in cases determined by law, and according to the forms prescribed by it.

Religion

Art. XI. Islam is the state religion.

The Press

Art. XII. The press is free, within limits imposed by law.

Right of Petition

Art. XIV. One or more persons of Ottoman nationality have the right of presenting petitions in the proper quarter relating to the breaking of law and regulation, done either to their own or public detriment, and may likewise present in protest signed petitions to the General Ottoman Assembly, complaining of the conduct of state servants and functionaries.

Education

Art. XV. Education is free. Every Ottoman can attend public or private instructions on condition of conforming to the law.

Schools

Art. XVI. All schools are under state supervision. Proper means will be devised for harmonizing and regulating the instruction given to all the Ottomans, but without interfering with the religious education in the various districts.

Equality Before the Law, Public Offices

Article XVII. All Ottomans are equal in the eyes of the law. They have the same rights and owe the same duties towards their country, without prejudice to religion.

Article XVIII. Eligibility to public office is conditional on a knowledge of Turkish, which is the official language of the state.

Article XIX. All Ottomans are admitted to public offices, according to their fitness, merit, and ability.

Taxes

Article XX. The assessment and distribution of the taxes are to be in proportion to the fortune of each taxpayer, in conformity with the laws and special regulations.

Property

Article XXI. Property, real and personal, of lawful title, is guaranteed. There can be no dispossession, except on good public cause shown, and subject to the previous payment, according to law of the value of the property in question.

Inviolability of Domicile

Article XXII. The domicile is inviolable. The authorities cannot break into any dwelling except in cases prescribed by law.

Tribunals

Article XXIII. No one is bound to appear before any other than a competent tribunal, according to statutory form of procedure.

Property. Forced Labour. Contributions in Time of War

Article XXIV. Confiscation of property, forced labour (“corvée”), and taking temporary possession of property are prohibited. Nevertheless, contributions lawfully levied in time of war, and measures rendered necessary by the exigencies of war, are exempt from this provision.

Taxes and Imposts

Article XXV. No sum of money can be exacted under the name of a tax or impost, or under any other title whatsoever, except by virtue of law.

Torture and Inquisition

Article XXVI. Torture and inquisition, under any form, are wholly and absolutely forbidden. …

Ministers of the Crown

Article XXVIII. The Council of Ministers shall meet under the presidency of the Grand Vizier.

The functions of the Council of Ministers comprise all the important business, domestic or foreign, of the State. …

Article XXX. The ministers are responsible for decisions or acts under their management. …

Public Functionaries

Article XXXIX. All appointments to various public functions shall be made in conformity with the regulations which shall determine the conditions of merit and capacity required for admission to employment under the state. No functionary appointed under these conditions can be dismissed or transferred; unless it can be proved that his conduct legally justified such removal; unless he shall have resigned, or unless his retirement is considered indispensable by the government. …

Article XLI. Every functionary is bound to pay respect to his superior, but obedience is only due orders given within the limits defined by the law. In respect of acts contrary to law, the fact of having obeyed a superior will not relieve the official who has carried them out from responsibility.

The General Assembly

Article XLII. The General Assembly is composed of two chambers: the Chamber of Notables or Senate, and the Chamber of Deputies.

Article XLIII. The two chambers will meet on the 1st of November of each year, the opening to take place by imperial iradé [decree], the closing, fixed for the following 1st of March, also to take place following an imperial iradé. Neither of the two chambers can meet while the other chamber is not sitting. …

Article LIV. Bills prepared by the Council of State are submitted in the first place to the Chamber of Deputies, and in second place to the Senate. These bills do not have the force of law unless, after having been adopted by the two chambers, they are sanctioned by imperial iradé. All bills finally rejected by one of the two chambers cannot be resubmitted for deliberation in the course of the same session. …

Article LVIII. The deliberations of the chambers are carried out in the Turkish language. …

The Senate

Article LX. The president and members of the Senate are directly named by His Majesty the Sultan. The number of senators shall not exceed one third of the number of the Chamber of Deputies. …

Article LXII. Senators are named for life. …

Article LXIV. The Senate examines the bills or the budget transmitted by the Chamber of Deputies. If in the course of an examination of a bill the Senate finds a disposition contrary to the sovereign rights of his Majesty the Sultan, to liberty, to the constitution, to the territorial integrity of the empire to the internal security of the country, to the interests of national defense, or to good morals, it rejects it finally by a vote showing its reasons for doing so, or it returns it finally by a vote to the Chamber of Deputies, with the demand that it be amended or modified in the sense of its observations. The bills it accepts it shall confirm and transmit to the grand vizier. The Senate shall examine the petitions which are presented to it; it will transmit these to the grand vizier, if it thinks it necessary, accompanied by its observations.

The Chamber of Deputies

Article LXV. The number of deputies is fixed at one deputy for every 50,000 male Ottoman subjects. …

Article LXIX. The general elections for the Chamber of Deputies shall take place every four years. The mandate for each deputy is for four years only; but he may be re-elected. …

Article LXXI. Every member of the Chamber of Deputies is the representative not exclusively of the constituency which has elected him but of all Ottomans.

Article LXXII. Electors are bound to choose their deputies from among the inhabitants of the province to which they belong. …

Article LXXX. The Chamber of Deputies discusses the bills which are submitted.

It adopts, amends, or rejects dispositions concerning finances or the constitution.

It examines, in detail, the general expenditures of the state included in the budget law, and it fixes the amount with the ministers. It also determines, in accord with the ministers, the nature, the amount, and the means of distribution and of levying the revenues destined to meet expenses.

The Law Courts

Article LXXXI. The judges nominated in conformity with the special law on this subject and furnished with the patent of investiture are irremovable, but they can resign. …

Article LXXXII. The sittings of all tribunals are public. The publication of judgments is authorized. Nevertheless, in cases specified by law, the tribunal may sit with closed doors. …

Article XC. No judge can combine his functions with other functions paid by the state. …

High Court of Justice

Article XCII. The High Court is formed of thirty members, of whom ten are senators, ten councillors of state, and ten chosen among the presidents and members of the Court of Cassation and the Court of Appeal.

All members are nominated by lot.

The High Court is convoked, when necessary, by imperial iradé, and assembles in the senate building.

Its functions consist in trying the ministers, the president, and the members of the Court of Cassation, and all other persons accused of treason or attempts against the safety of the State.

Article XCIII. The High Court is composed of two chambers—the Chamber of Accusation and the Chamber of Judgment. …

Provincial Administration. Councils

Article CVIII. The administration of provinces shall be based on the principle of decentralization. The details of this organization shall be fixed by law.

Article CIX. A special law will settle on wider bases the election of administrative councils of provinces (“vilayets”), districts (“sandjaks”), and cantons (“cazas”), as also of the Council-General, which meets annually in the chief town of each province.

Article CX. The functions of the Provincial Council-General shall be fixed by the same special law, and shall comprise:—The right of deliberating on matters of public utility, such as the establishment of means of communication, the organization of agricultural credit banks, the development of manufacturers, commerce, and agriculture, and the diffusion of education. …

Article CXI. There shall be in every canton a council apportioning to each of the different (religious) confessions. This council will be charged with controlling—

1.The administration of the revenues of the real property of pious foundations (“vakoufs”), the special destination of which is fixed by the express provisions of the founders or by custom.

2.The employment of funds or properties assigned by testamentary provision to acts of charity or beneficence.

3.The administration of funds for orphans, in conformity with the special regulation covering the matter.

Each council shall be composed of members elected by the community it represents, conformably to special rules to be established. Those councils will be subordinated to the local authorities and the councils-general of provinces.

Article CXII. Municipal business will be administered at Constantinople and in the provinces by elected Municipal Councils. …

Various Provisions 
State of Siege

Article CXIII. In the case of the perpetration of acts, or the appearance of indications of a nature to presage disturbance at any point on the territory of the empire, the imperial government has the right to proclaim a state of siege there.

The state of siege consists in the temporary suspension of the civil laws.

The mode of administering localities under a state of siege will be regulated by a special law.

Expulsion of Persons Dangerous to the State

His Majesty the Sultan has the exclusive right of expelling from the territory of the empire those who, in consequence of trustworthy information obtained by the police, are recognized as dangerous to the safety of the state.

Primary Education

Article CXIV. Primary education will be obligatory on all Ottomans. The details of application will be fixed by a special law.

Execution of Constitution

Article CXV. No provision of the constitution can, under any pretext whatsoever, be suspended or neglected.

Modifications in Constitutions on Certain Conditions

Article CXVI. In case of duly proved necessity, the constitution may be modified in some of its provisions. This modification is subordinated to the following conditions:—

Every proposal of modification, whether presented by the minister or by either of the two chambers, must be, in the first instance, submitted to the deliberations of the Chamber of Deputies.

If the proposition is approved by two-thirds of the members of the chamber it shall be forwarded to the Senate.

In case the Senate also adopts the proposed modification by a two-thirds majority, it shall be submitted for the sanction of His Majesty the Sultan.

If it is sanctioned by the imperial iradé it shall have force of law.

Articles of the constitution, which it is proposed to modify, remain in force until the modification, after having been voted by the chambers, shall have been sanctioned by imperial iradé.

Interpretation of Laws

Article CXVII. The Court of Cassation will interpret the civil and penal laws; the Council of State administrative laws; and the Senate the articles of the constitution.

Article CXVIII. All the provisions of the laws, regulations, usages, and customs now in force shall continue to be applied so long as they shall not have been modified or abrogated by other laws or regulations. …

Source: Translation based on the full French text in British and Foreign State Papers, Vol. 67 (London: W. Ridgeway, 1883), 683–698.

14. THE YOUNG TURK REVOLUTION: THE SECOND (1909) 
CONSTITUTION OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE, SELECTED 
ARTICLES

The Young Turk revolution erupted unexpectedly in Macedonia in July 1908, when army officers loyal to the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) revolted and demanded the restoration of the constitution of 1876. After a faint effort to suppress the rebellion, the reigning sultan, Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909), concluded that resistance was futile. On July 23 the sultan restored constitutional rule and ordered parliamentary elections. As the news of revolution spread, massive celebrations erupted, particularly in Istanbul, where Turks, Jews, Armenians, and Arabs joined hands and embraced in the streets of the capital. Among the deputies in the new parliament, which opened on December 17, there were 142 Turks, 60 Arabs, 25 Albanians, 23 Greeks, 12 Armenians, 5 Jews, 4 Bulgarians, 3 Serbs, and 1 Romanian.

The Young Turks had convinced themselves that the restoration of the parliamentary regime would secure the support of European powers for the preservation of the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire. They were wrong. Shortly after the victory of the revolution, the Austro-Hungarian Empire formally annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina, which had maintained its nominal affiliation with the empire by accepting the suzerainty of the sultan. Greece annexed the island of Crete, while Bulgaria unified with Eastern Rumelia, which had remained an autonomous province under the nominal rule of the Ottoman sultan.

… 3. The Imperial Ottoman sovereignty, which carries with it the Supreme Caliphate of Islam, falls to the eldest Prince of the House of Osman, according to the rule established ab antique. On his accession, the Sultan shall swear before Parliament, or if Parliament is not sitting, at its first meeting, to respect the provisions of the Sheri (canon law) and the Constitution, and to be loyal to the country and the nation. …

… 7. Among the sacred prerogatives of the Sultan are the following:—

The mention of his name in prayers, the minting of money; the granting of high public offices and titles, according to the law ad hoc; the conferring of orders; the selection and appointment of the Grand Vizier and the Sheikh-ul-Islam; the confirmation of their offices of the members of the Cabinet formed and proposed by the Grand Vizier, and, if need arise, the dismissal and replacement of Ministers according to established practice; the approval and putting into force of general laws; the drawing up of regulations concerning the workings of government departments and the method of administering the laws; the initiative in all kinds of legislation; the maintenance and execution of the canon and civil laws; the appointment of persons to the privileged provinces, according to the terms of their privileges; the command of the military and naval forces; the declaration of war and the making of peace; the reduction and remission of sentences passed by penal Courts; the granting of a general amnesty with the approval of Parliament; the opening and closing of the parliamentary sessions; the summoning of Parliament before its time in extraordinary circumstances; the dissolution of the Chamber of Deputies if necessary, with the consent of the Senate, on condition that elections take place and the Chamber assembles within three months; and the conclusion of Treaties in general. Only, the consent of Parliament is required for the conclusion of Treaties in general. Only, the consent of Parliament is required for annexation of territory, or the fundamental or personal rights of Ottoman subjects, or which involve expenditure on the part of the State. In case of a change of Cabinet while Parliament is not sitting, the responsibility arising out of the change rests upon the new Cabinet. …

… 27. Just as His Imperial Majesty the Sultan entrusts the posts of Grand Vizier and Sheikh-ul-Islam to men in whom he has confidence, so the other Ministers, who are approved and proposed by the Grand Vizier entrusted with the formation of the Cabinet, are confirmed in their offices by Imperial iradé. …

28. The Council of Ministers shall meet under the presidency of the Grand Vizier. It shall deal with affairs of importance, both home and foreign. Such of its decisions as need the Imperial assent shall be put into force by Imperial iradé. …

… 30. Ministers shall be responsible to the Chamber of Deputies collectively for the general policy of the Government and personally for the affairs of their respective departments. Decisions which need the Imperial sanction shall only become valid if signed by the Grand Vizier and the Minister concerned, who thus accept responsibility, and countersigned by the Sultan. Decisions arrived at by the Council of Ministers shall bear the signatures of all the Ministers, and in cases where the Imperial assent is necessary, these signatures shall be headed by that of His Imperial Majesty the Sultan. …

… 43. Both houses of Parliament shall meet without being summoned on the 1st (14th) November of every year. …

44. If need arises His Imperial Majesty the Sultan may open Parliament before the speci­­fied time, either on his own initiative or on application from an absolute majority of the members. He may also prolong the session either in virtue of a decision of Parliament or on his own initiative. …

… 54. Bills become law after being examined and accepted by the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate, and sanctioned by Imperial iradé. Bills submitted for the Imperial sanction must either receive that sanction within two months or be returned for re-examination. If a bill sent back to be discussed again is to be accepted, it must be voted by a two-thirds majority. Bills which are voted urgent must either be sanctioned or be returned within ten days. …

… 120. Ottomans enjoy the right of assembly, on the condition that they obey the law on the subject.

The societies are forbidden which aim at injuring the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire, changing the form of the Constitution or of the government, acting contrary to the provisions of the Constitution, or bringing about a separation between the various Ottoman elements, or which are contrary to public morals.

The formation of secret societies in general is also forbidden. …

Source: British and Foreign State Papers, 1908–1909, Vol. 102 (London: H.M.S.O., 1913), 819–820, 822, 824–825, 833.

15. MCMAHON-HUSSEIN CORRESPONDENCE OF 1915: SIR 
HENRY MCMAHON’S SECOND NOTE TO SHARIF HUSSEIN 
(OCTOBER 24, 1915)

As their military efforts against the Ottoman Empire in World War I came to an unexpected halt, the British resorted to the more devious strategy of fomenting internal rebellions among the sultan’s Arab subjects. Two Arab leaders stood out. The first, Abdulaziz ibn Saud, was the master of Najd in Central Arabia. As the principal protector of the Wahhabi religious movement, Ibn Saud could rally the tribes of central and eastern Arabia against the Ottoman state. However, the British cast their lot with another ambitious Arab leader, Hussein ibn Ali, also known as Sharif Hussein of Mecca. Claiming direct lineage from the prophet Muhammad, Sharif Hussein and his sons, including Faisal and Abdullah, dreamed of carving a united Arab state from the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire in the Middle East. In negotiations between Sharif Hussein and the British high commissioner in Egypt, Sir Henry McMahon, the British government made a critical promise to Hussein that if he organized a revolt against the Ottoman Empire, at the end of the war the British would support the creation of an independent Arab kingdom under their leadership. This promise was the principal reason for Sharif Hussein’s revolt against the Ottoman government.

The Arab revolt contributed to the victory of the British over the Ottoman Empire during World War I. By 1918 an Arab army led by Prince Faisal, had reached Damascus. Unbeknown to the Arabs, however, the British had already negotiated the partition of the Arab Middle East into British and French spheres of influence with their closest ally in Europe, namely the French government. In negotiations between Sir Mark Sykes, who represented the British government, and his French counterpart, Charles François Georges Picot, the two European powers carved the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire into British and French zones of occupation.

Cairo, October 24, 1915.

I have, with gratification and pleasure, received your letter of the 29th Shawwal, 1333, and its tokens of sincere friendship have filled me with satisfaction and contentment.

I regret to find that you inferred from my last note that my attitude towards the question of frontiers and boundaries was one of hesitancy and lukewarmth. Such was in no wise the intention of my note. All I meant was that I considered that the time had not yet come in which that question could be discussed in a conclusive manner.

But having realised from your last letter that you considered this question important, vital and urgent, I hastened to communicate to the Government of Great Britain the purport of your note. It gives me the greatest pleasure to convey to you, on their behalf, the following declarations, which I have no doubt, you will receive with satisfaction and acceptance.

The districts of Mersina and Alexandretta, and portions of Syria lying to the west of the districts of Damascus, Homs, Hama, and Aleppo cannot be said to be purely Arab, and must on that account be excepted from the proposed delimitation.

Subject to that modification, and without prejudice to the treaties concluded between us and certain Arab Chiefs, we accept that delimitation.

As for the regions lying within the proposed frontiers in which Great Britain is free to act without detriment to the interests of her ally, France, I am authorized to give you the following pledges on behalf of the Government of Great Britain and to reply as follows to your note:

Subject to the above modifications, Great Britain is prepared to recognise and support the independence of the Arabs in all the regions within the limits demanded by the Sharif of Mecca.

1.That, subject to the modifications stated above, Great Britain is prepared to recognize and uphold the independence of the Arabs in all the regions lying within the frontiers by the Sharif of Mecca.

2.That Great Britain will guarantee the Holy Places against all external aggression and will recognise the obligation of preserving them from aggression;

3.That when circumstances permit, Great Britain will help the Arabs with her advice and assist them in the establishment of governments to suit those diverse regions;

4.That it is understood that the Arabs have already decided to seek the counsels and advice of Great Britain exclusively, and that such European advisers and officials as may be needed to establish a sound system of administration shall be British.

5.That as regards, the two vilayets of Baghdad and Basra, the Arabs recognise that the fact of Great Britain’s established position and interests there will call for the setting up of special administrative arrangements to protect those regions from foreign aggression, to promote the welfare of their inhabitants, and to safeguard our mutual economic interests.

I am convinced that this declaration will assure you, beyond all possible doubt of Great Britain’s sympathy with the aspirations of her friends the Arabs; and that it will result in a lasting and solid alliance with them, of which one of the immediate consequences will be the expulsion of the Turks from the Arab countries and the liberation of the Arab peoples from the Turkish yoke, which has weighed on them all these long years.

(Compliments).

(Signed): A. HENRY MCMAHON.

Source: Great Britain, Parliamentary Papers, 1939, Misc. No. 3, Cmd. 5957.

16. SYKES-PICOT AGREEMENT OF 1916

In negotiations between Sir Mark Sykes, who represented the British government, and Charles François Georges Picot, who represented the French government, France and Great Britain defined their respective spheres of influence in the Arab Middle East after the downfall of the Ottoman Empire. According to the document that came to be known as the Sykes-Picot Agreement (May 16, 1916), the British promised the Ottoman province of Mosul in present-day northern Iraq, as well as Greater Syria, which included the present-day country of Lebanon, to France. In return, the British gained control over southern Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq) and Palestine.

It is accordingly understood between the French and British Governments-

1. That France and Great Britain are prepared to recognize and protect an independent Arab state or a confederation of Arab States or Confederation of Arab States in the areas (A) and (B) marked on the annexed map, under the suzerainty of an Arab chief. That in area (A) France, and in area (B) Great Britain, shall have priority of right of enterprise and local loans. That in area (A) France, and in area (B) Great Britain, shall alone supply advisers or foreign functionaries at the request of the Arab State or Confederation of Arab States.

2. That in the blue area France, and in the red area Great Britain, shall be allowed to establish such direct or indirect administration or control as they desire and as they may think fit to arrange with the Arab State or Confederation of Arab states.

3. That in the brown area there shall be established an international administration, the form of which is to be decided upon after consultation with Russia, and subsequently in consultation with the other Allies, and the representatives of the Shereef (Sharif) of Mecca.

4. That Great Britain be accorded (1) the ports of Haifa and Acre, (2) guarantee of a given supply of water from the Tigris and Euphrates in area (A) for area (B). His Majesty’s government, on their part, undertake that they will at no time enter into negotiations for the cession of Cyprus to any third power without the previous consent of the French Government.

5. That Alexandretta shall be a free port as regards the trade of the British Empire, and that there shall be no discrimination in port charges or facilities as regards British shipping and British goods; that there shall be freedom of transit for British goods through Alexandretta and by railway through the blue area, whether those goods are intended for or originate in the red area, or (B) area, or area (A); and there shall be no discrimination, direct or indirect, against British goods on any railway or against British goods or ships at any port serving the areas mentioned.

That Haifa shall be a free port as regards the trade of France, her dominions and protectorates, and there shall be no discrimination in port charges or facilities as regards French shipping and French goods. There shall be freedom of transit for French goods through Haifa and by the British railway through the brown area, whether those goods are intended for or originate in the blue area, area (A), or area (B), and there shall be no discrimination, direct or indirect, against French goods on any railway, or against French goods or ships at any port serving the areas mentioned.

6. That in area (A) the Baghdad Railway shall not be extended southwards beyond Mosul, and in area (B) northwards beyond Samarra, until a railway connecting Baghdad (Baghdad) and Aleppo via the Euphrates Valley has been completed, and then only with the concurrence of the two Governments.

7. That Great Britain has the right to build, administer, and be sole owner of a railway connecting Haifa by rail with area (B), and shall have a perpetual right to transport troops along such a line at all times.

It is to be understood by both Governments that this railway is to facilitate the connexion of Bagdad with Haifa by rail, and it is further understood that, if the engineering difficulties and expense entailed by keeping this connecting line in the brown area only make the project unfeasible, that the French Government shall be prepared to consider that the line in question may also traverse the polygon Banias-Keis Marib-Salkhad Tell Otsda-Mesmie before reaching area (B).

8. For a period of twenty years the existing Turkish customs tariff shall remain in force throughout the whole of the blue and red areas, as well as in areas (A) and (B), and no increase in the rates of duty or conversions from ad valorem to specific rates shall be made except by agreement between the two powers.

There shall be no interior customs barriers between any of the above-mentioned areas. The customs duties leviable on goods destined for the interior shall be collected at the port of entry and handed over to the administration of the area of destination.

9. It shall be agreed that the French Government will at no time enter into any negotiations for the cession of their rights and will not cede such rights in the blue area to any third Power, except the Arab State or Confederation of Arab States, without the previous agreement of His Majesty’s Government, who, on their part, will give a similar undertaking to the French Government regarding the red area.

10. The British and French Government, as the protectors of the Arab State, shall agree that they will not themselves acquire and will not consent to a third Power acquiring territorial possessions in the Arabian Peninsula, nor consent to a third Power installing a naval base either on the east coast, or on the islands, of the Red Sea. This, however, shall not prevent such adjustment of the Aden frontier as may be necessary in consequence of recent Turkish aggression.

11. The negotiations with the Arabs as to the boundaries of the Arab State or Confederation of Arab States shall be continued through the same channel as heretofore on behalf of the two Powers.

12. It is agreed that measures to control the importation of arms into the Arab territories will be considered by the two Governments.

I have further the honor to state that, in order to make the agreement complete, His Majesty’s Government are proposing to the Russian Government to exchange notes analogous to those exchanged by the latter and your Excellency’s Government on the 26th April last. Copies of these notes will be communicated to your Excellency as soon as exchanged.

Source: J. C. Hurewitz, Diplomacy in the Near and Middle East: A Documentary Record, 1535–1956 (Princeton, NJ: D. Van Nostrand Company, 1956), 2:18–22. Reprinted with permission.

17. BALFOUR DECLARATION (1917)

The Balfour Declaration of 1917 was an official letter sent by Britain’s foreign secretary, Arthur James Balfour, to Lionel Walter Rothschild, 2nd Baron Rothschild, a leader of the British Zionist Federation, stating that the British government viewed with favor the establishment of a Jewish national home in Palestine.

The Balfour Declaration was the result of the tireless efforts of Zionist leaders, particularly Chaim Weizmann. Though the Balfour Declaration committed the British government to the creation of a Jewish national home in Palestine, it also stipulated that “nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of the existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine.” The “non-Jewish communities in Palestine” referred to the Arabic-speaking population of the country. The statement did not, however, explain how the British government planned to protect the rights of the Arab Palestinians, who at the time constituted the majority of the population of Palestine.

Foreign Office

November 2nd, 1917

Dear Lord Rothschild

I have much pleasure in conveying to you, on behalf of His Majesty’s Government, the following declaration of sympathy with Jewish Zionist aspirations which has been submitted to, and approved by, the Cabinet.

“His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.”

I should be grateful if you would bring this declaration to the knowledge of the Zionist Federation.

Yours sincerely,

ARTHUR JAMES BALFOUR

Source: “The Balfour Declaration,” Times (London), November 9, 1917, 1.

18. THREE CURRENTS OF THOUGHT BY ZIYA GÖKALP

Ziya Gökalp was one of the most influential Turkish intellectuals of the late 20th century. He was a thinker, writer, teacher, and scholar who devoted much of his life and writings to the study of the impact of Western civilization on Islam and Turkish national identity. Born in 1876 in Diyarbakir in southeastern Anatolia into a mixed Turkish and Kurdish family, Gökalp joined the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) at a young age. He was arrested because of his political activities and sent back to Diyarbakir. When the CUP seized power in 1908, Gökalp emerged as one of its ideological leaders and was elected to the Ottoman parliament in 1912. He also began to teach sociology at the Darülfünun (The House of Sciences/University) and published in several intellectual newspapers and journals.

Gökalp’s works were greatly influenced by the historical conditions of the late Ottoman period and the early stages of the nationalist movement. Gökalp witnessed the decline and the disintegration of the empire and the rise of a secular republic under Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. Distinguishing culture from civilization, Gökalp maintained that culture incorporated the national characteristics of a nation, whereas civilization belonged to humanity and was therefore an international phenomenon.

Through his writings Gökalp advocated the idea of Turks abandoning Eastern civilization and adopting Western civilization while preserving their Turkish national identity and culture. He believed in secularism, democracy, Westernism, women’s emancipation, and political as well as economic independence for his country, the very principles that were adopted as the ideological foundation of the reforms implemented by Atatürk, the founder of modern Turkey.

In our country there are three currents of thought. When we study their history we see that in the beginning our thinkers realized the need for modernization. The current of thought in that direction, which originated during the reign of Selim III (r. 1789–1807), was followed later by another—the movement towards Islamization. The third, the movement of Turkism, has come forth only recently.

Because the idea of modernization has always been a main theme, it has no particular exponent. Every journal of paper has been an exponent of it in one way or another. Of the doctrine of Islamization, the chief organ is Sirat-i Müstakim ([later] Sebil-ür Reşat); and of the school of Turkism, Türk Yurdu. We can easily see that all of these trends have been the expression of certain real needs.

Gabriel Tarde tells us that the idea of nationalism has been the product of the newspaper, and gives the following explanation; the newspaper has given a common consciousness to those who speak the same language by uniting them into a “public.” In addition to this influence, which has been made rather unconsciously and unwillingly, the newspaper which has spurred the feelings of honour and sacrifice in the masses, merely to increase its circulation, has consequently aroused a consciousness of national traditions and of cherished ideals. The sentiment of nationality once it arises amongst the masses spreads easily over neighbouring peoples. Once awakened, it leads to revivals in moral life, in language, in literature, and in economic and political life by reinforcing the feelings of solidarity, sacrifice, and struggle among its supporters. Naturally the idea of nationality spreads quickly when emulated by neighbouring peoples, especially if they also have the press appealing to the masses in the vernacular.

The ideal of nationalism appeared [in the Ottoman Empire] first among the non-Muslims, then among the Albanians and Arabs, and finally among the Turks. The fact that it appeared last among the Turks was not accidental: the Ottoman state was formed by the Turks themselves. The state is a nation already established (nation de fait), whereas the ideal of nationalism meant the nucleus of a nationality based on will (nation de volonté). With intuitive cautiousness, the Turks were reluctant, in the beginning, to endanger a reality for the sake of an ideal. Thus, Turkish thinkers believed not in Turkism but in Ottomanism.

When the movement of modernization started, the supporters of the Tanzimat reforms believed that it would be possible to create a nation based on will out of an existing “nation” composed of several nationalities and religions, and they thus attempted to give a new meaning, devoid of any colour of nationality, to the older term “Ottoman,” which had a certain historical meaning. Painful experiences proved that this new meaning of “Ottoman” had been welcomed by no one save the originators of the term. Inventing this new conception was not only useless but also detrimental, for it gave rise to beautiful consequences for the state and the nationalities—and especially for the Turks themselves.

Today the West as well as the East shows unmistakably that our age is the Age of Nations. The most powerful force over the mind of this age is the ideal of nationalism. States, which have to govern on the basis of national consciousness, are doomed to failure if they ignore the existence of this important social factor. If our statesmen and party leaders do not hold this ideal, they cannot establish a spiritual leadership over the communities and the peoples constituting the Ottoman state. The experiences of the last four years have shown that the Turks who, in order to maintain understanding between the nationalities [under the Ottoman rule], denied Turkism and proclaimed Ottomanism have, at last, realized bitterly what kind of a conciliation the nationalities would accept. A people moved by the sentiment of nationality can be ruled only by men who have the idea of nationalism in themselves.

The Turks’ avoidance of the idea of nationalism was not only harmful for the state and irritating to the diverse nationalities, but it was fatal for the Turks themselves. When the Turks identified the nation and the state with the already existing nation and state, they failed to see that their social and economic existence was deteriorating. When economic and social ascendancy passed into the hands of the [non-Muslim] communities, the Turks did not realized that they were losing everything. They believed that they were the only class constituting the Ottoman nation, and did not pay attention to the fact that they were excluded from certain classes, especially from those that constituted the most important strata of their age. They were not bothered by seeing the existence of economic and occupational classes of which they were not a part, from which they were excluded. As a consequence, they ceased to constitute the masses of people even in Anatolia. They were merely government officials and farmers. Farmers and animal breeders live only on the creative powers of nature, and are not themselves creative powers. Government officials also are not actively productive. The growth and development of the mental faculties, of will and character, are the products of active occupations as in industry and manufacturing, and of practice acts like trade and the liberal professions. It is because of this that it is almost impossible to create a national organization out of a people composed solely of farmers and civil servants. Our incompetence in administration, our difficulties in strategy and logistics, which led to the Balkan disaster, are all due to this state of affairs. The non-existence of efficient government in our country is mainly due to the non-existence of economic [commercial and industrial] classes among the Turks. Wherever the government is based on economic classes, there an efficient government exists. Business men, artisans, and traders want an efficient government for their own interests. Wherever the government is based on the class of state functionaries, it is always inefficient because those who are dismissed from government service always have their eye on government jobs, and those who are in the administration always have an eye on higher posts, and both are for ever discontent with the existing government.

As the non-existence of the ideal of nationalism among the Turks resulted in the lack of any national economy, so the same factor has been an obstacle to the development of a national language and to the appearance of national patterns in fine arts. And, again, because the ideal of nationalism was not present, Turkish morality remained only a personal and familial morality. The notions of solidarity, patriotism, and heroism did not transcend the confines of the family, the village, and the town. As the ideal of ümmet [religion] was too large and the ideal of the family too narrow, the Turkish soul remained a stranger to the sort of life and to the intensive moral feelings that should be the bases of sacrifice and altruism. The disintegration seen in our economic, religious, and political institutions is the consequence of this state of affairs.

Turkish nationalism is not contrary to the interests of the Ottoman state; in fact, it is its most important support. As in all young movements, there are some extremists among those who uphold Turkish nationalism, mainly among a portion of the youth, who have caused certain misunderstandings to arise. In fact, Turkism is the real support of Islam and of the Ottoman state, and is against cosmopolitanism.

Tarde had also shown that the idea of internationalism is a product of the book. Since the newspaper appeals to the sentiments of the masses, it uses the vernacular, the living language. Books, on the other hand, appeal to the abstract thinking of the scholar and the scientist, and are dependent upon neologisms rather than the living word. Scientific and philosophical terms, as a rule, do not grow out of the vernacular of the people, which is natural and living, but are artificial constructs, lifeless words. The natural words of the vernacular carry vital and emotional meanings, and as such are not suited to abstract and conceptual usage. For this reason, every nation has borrowed its neologisms from its religious language. European nations have derived their scientific terminology from the Greek in which the Gospels were written and, as Latin became auxiliary to Greek in the Church, the Germanic and Slavonic languages also inherited much from the Latin. Islamic peoples derived their neologisms mainly from Arabic and, secondarily, from Persian. Even today, when we translate contemporary scientific works [of the West] into our language, we coin Arabic and Persian words for the Greek and Latin terms [therein]. The earliest books were the Scriptures. As ethics, law, literature, science, and philosophy were developed out of religion as separate branches, books began to be written about them as well.

It follows, then, that as the newspaper helped the rise of the ideal of nationalism by expressing the social and local sentiments of the masses in a colorful way, so the book has been instrumental in the creation of the idea of internationalism, or those aspects of life commonly shared by various nations, by formulating, in an abstract and exact style, the principles, rules, and formulae of civilization whose foundation of knowledge and science originated in religion.

It is not true that the sentiment of internationalism prevailed among men during the earlier stages of history. It is true, however, that there was a sentiment of internationalism during the European Middle Ages. But if we analyze this sentiment, we see that the international love and solidarity of that period was confined only to Christian peoples, and international law likewise pertained only to the rights of the Christian states. The Balkan wars demonstrated to us that even today the European conscience is nothing but a Christian conscience. If we analyze the conscience of the Turk, we shall see that he agrees, for instance, to wed his daughter to an Arab, to an Albanian, to a Kurd, or to a Circassian, but not to a Finn or to a Hungarian. He will not wed her to a Buddhist Mongolian or a Shammanist Tunguz unless he embraces Islam. During the Tripolitanian and Balkan war, those who shared the grief of the Turks and gave freely of their moral support were not Hungarians, Mongols, or Manchurians, but Muslims of China, of India, of Java, and of the Sudan, whose names we do not even know. It is because of this that the Turks regard themselves as one of the Muslim nations, although they belong to the Ural-Altai group from the linguistic point of view.

Anthropologically, human beings of the same anatomical types constitute a race, but sociologically the nations that belong to the same civilization constitute an “internationality.” When the Turks, as an ethnic people, joined Islamic civilization, the Turkish language assumed an Islamic character with the introduction of the Arab script and terms.

Thus, the factor that creates the spirit of internationality, and hence civilization, is the book. Consequently, there is no incompatibility between Turkish nationalism and Islam, since one is nationality and the other is internationality. When Turkish thinkers entertained the idea of Ottoman nationality composed of different religious communities, they did not feel the necessity of Islamization, but as soon as the ideal of Turkism arose, the need for Islamization made itself felt.

However, as nationality is the creation of the newspaper and internationality the creation of the book, modernity is the product of technology. Those peoples are “contemporary” who make and use all those machines made and used by the peoples most advanced in the techniques of the age. For us today modernization [being contemporary with modern civilization] means to make and use the battleships, cars, and aeroplanes that the Europeans are making and using. But this does not mean being like them only in form and in living. When we see ourselves no longer in need of importing manufactured goods and buying knowledge from Europe, then we can speak of being contemporary with it.

As there is no contradiction between the ideals of Turkism and Islamism, there is none between these and the ideal of modernism. The idea of modernity necessitates only the acceptance of the theoretical and practical sciences and techniques from Europe. There are certain moral needs which will be sought in religion and nationality, as there were in Europe, but these cannot be imported from the West as if they were machines and techniques.

It seems, therefore, that we should accept the three ideals at the same time by determining the respective fields of operation of each. To put it in a better way, we have to create “an up-to-date Muslim Turkism,” realizing that each of the three ideals is an aspect of the same need taken from a different angle.

Contemporary civilization, which has been coming into existence for some time through the development of modern machines and techniques, is in the process of creating a new internationality. A true internationality based on science is taking the place of the internationality based on religion. The participation of Japan, on the one hand, and of Turkey, on the other, in Western civilization is giving a secular character to European internationality, as we shall show later; and thus the area of the ümmet is differentiating itself from the area of internationality increasingly.

In short, the Turkish nation today belongs to the Ural-Altai group of peoples, to the Islamic ümmet, and to Western internationality.

Source: Ziya Gölkalp, “Üç Cereyan” [Three Currents of Thought], Türk Yurdu 3, no. 35 (1913). Reprinted in Turkish Nationalism and Western Civilization, trans. Niyazi Berkes (New York: Columbia University Press; London: George Allen and Unwin, 1959), 71–76. Reprinted with permission of Columbia University Press.

19. CHARSHEES, BEDESTANS, AND BAZAARS

Every major urban center in the Ottoman Empire had a large covered bazaar, called suq in Arabic and çārşi (chārshi) in Turkish. The bazaars were centers for producing and selling goods that were consumed by ordinary people. The market constituted an important public space in every Ottoman city. Markets served as the center for the people’s social and economic life. The majority of large urban markets also contained an inner market, known as bedestān, where the most precious goods were kept.

The large covered markets were usually surrounded by wide streets, gardens, and running springs on all sides. The covered bazaar of Istanbul (kāpāli çārşisi), located in the center of the old city, was one of the largest markets of its kind in the world (Freely: 356), a “city within a city, containing arcaded streets, numerous lanes and alleys, squares and fountains, all enclosed within high protecting walls, and covered by a vaulted roof studded with hundreds of cupolas, through which penetrated a subdued light” (Garnett 163–164). One 19th-century European visitor, Julia Pardoe, explained that the covered bazaar was “composed of a cluster of streets, of such extent and number as to resemble a small covered town, the roof being supported by arches of solid masonry,” with “a narrow gallery, slightly fenced by a wooden rail,” occasionally connecting “these arches” (Pardoe: 30).
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Our first visit was to the charshees, or, as Europeans for some inexplicable reason have the habit of calling them, the “bazars”—the word bazar literally signifying market. …The great attraction of these establishments is undeniably their vast extent, …

The charshees are like a little commercial town, roofed in; each street being appropriated to one particular trade or calling; and presenting relative degrees of attraction and luxury, from the diamond-merchants counter to the cushions of the shawl and fur-menders. The Beizensteen is wonderfully rich in jewels, but in order to witness the display of these you must be, or be likely to become, a purchaser, as only a few, and those of comparatively small value, are exposed in the glass cases which ornament the counters. Nearly the whole of the jewelers are Armenians, as well as the money-changers, who transact business in their immediate vicinity. Indeed, all the steady commerce on a great scale in the capital may be said to be, with very slight exceptions, in the hands of the Armenians, who have the true, patient, plodding, calculating spirit of trade; while the wider speculations of hazardous and ambitious enterprise are grasped with activity by the more daring and adventurous Greeks; and hence arises the fact, for which it is at first sight difficult to account, that the most wealthy and the most needy of the merchants of Istamboul are alike of that nation: while you rarely see an Armenian either limited in his needs, or obtrusive in his style.

In the street of embroiderers, whose stalls make a very gay appearance, being hung all over with tobacco-bags, purses, and coiffures, wrought in gold and silver, we purchased a couple of richly-worked handkerchiefs, used by the ladies of the country for binding up the hair after the bath, and which are embroidered with a taste and skill truly admirable.

Thence, we drove to the shoe bazar, where slippers worked with seedpearls and silver and gold thread, upon velvets of every shade and colour, make a very handsome and tempting appearance; and among these are ranged circular looking-glasses, of which the frames, backs, and handles are similarly ornamented. The scent-dealers next claimed our attention, and their quarter is indeed a miniature embodiment of “Araby the Blessed,” for the atmosphere is one cloud of perfume. … No less luxurious was the atmosphere of the space bazar, with its pyramids of cloves, its piles of cinnamon, and its bags of mace-and, by the porcelain dealers allured us into their neighborhood with their dazzling display, comprising every variety of ancient and modern china; silks, velvets, Broussa, satins, and gold gauze, in their turn, invited us in another direction—and, in short, I left the charshees with aching eyes, and a very confused impression of this great mart of luxury and expence.

Source: Julia Pardoe, The City of the Sultan and Domestic Manners of the Turks in 1836 (London: Henry Colburn, Publisher, 1838), 34–37.

20. TRADE GUILDS IN THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE

In the Ottoman Empire the craftsmen were organized into guilds. The manufacturers, shopkeepers, and small traders who were organized under the guild system were known as esnaf (plural of sinf). Trade guilds already existed in Constantinople at the time of the Ottoman conquest in 1453. The number of guilds increased significantly as the city was rebuilt and repopulated under Mehmed II and his successors. In the 17th century the Ottoman writer Evliya Çelebi (Chelebi) listed more than 1,000 guilds in the capital. He also wrote that there were nearly 80,000 craftsmen in Istanbul alone, working in more than 23,000 shops and workshops and distributed among 1,100 different professional groups. Three centuries later a European traveler estimated the number of distinct trades and crafts in Istanbul at 1,640. Guilds were organized principally to manufacture consumer goods in demand by the population, regulate prices and competition, and facilitate the relationship between various trades and the government. In addition, guilds provided assistance to craftsmen to open shops, offered loans to the sick and ailing, and assumed the costs of funerals and burials when their members died.

The guilds were not organized as capitalist enterprises to maximize their profit margins in an ever-expanding, free market economy. The Ottoman central government frequently intervened in the daily affairs of the guilds. With the participation and support of guild masters, Ottoman state officials fixed the number of guilds in every city and disallowed the establishment of new shops and workplaces. The guilds manufactured primarily for the population of their city and its neighboring towns and villages. The excerpt below from Turkey of the Ottomans by the British folklorist and traveler Lucy Mary Jane Garnett describes the status of trade guilds in the Ottoman Empire in the early 20th century.

The Esnaf [Esnaf is the plural of sinf and does not require an “s” at the end], or Trade Guilds, constitute an important feature of urban industrial life, especially at Constantinople, where representatives of all the various trades, crafts, and callings practised in the Empire are to be found. Each Esnaf has in every quarter of the city and suburbs one or more lonjas, or lodges, presided over by several officers called respectively according to their rank, Sheikhs, Naibs, Oustas, and Kiayas, or Priors, Superintendents, and Inspectors, who are annually elected by the members from among its own master craftsmen, these officers being formally recognised by the Government, which holds them responsible for the good behaviour of their fellow-guildsmen. The internal organisation of the Esnafs remains practically the same as it was in earlier centuries, its members, as in the industrial guilds of Europe generally, falling into the three grades of oustas or masters, kalfas, or journeymen, and tchiraks, or apprentices. The lines of demarcation are strongly marked between these three grades. A kalfa owes respect and obedience to his ousta, and apprentices are required to be duly submissive to both. A tchirak desiring admission to the guild of his craft is recommended by the ousta under whom he has served his time to the Prior of his lodge, his formal admission being attended with traditional ceremonies and the payment of certain fees. The sinf of each craft and calling has its own peculiar traditional laws and usages, as well as its special kanoun or written constitution, all of which are rigidly observed; and the social relations existing among the members of the various guilds affords in many instances curious and interesting illustrations of the manners and mode of life of the industrial classes of the country. These corporations existed in Byzantine times, according to some historians even prior to the reign of Justinian. At the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople thirty-five Guilds were already established in the city, among whom were the boatmen, fishermen, and cordwainers. A large number of new Esnaf, however, came into existence during the following three centuries, and, according to Dr. Paspati, as many as 1, 640 distinct trades, crafts, and callings existed at one time as separate corporations. This is probably an exaggerated estimate. In any case, the number of guilds in the capital greatly diminished during the last century. Investigations made with reference to this subject by Sarakiotis Bey in 1874 showed that the names of only 120 Esnaf were then entered in the municipal registers.

Source: Lucy Mary Jane Garnett, Turkey of the Ottomans (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1915), 157–159.

21. HĀNS (KHĀNS) OR INNS IN THE LATE OTTOMAN PERIOD

Hān or khān referred to a staging-post and a lodging station located on a main road, a highway, or a major trade route. A khān or a hān could also serve as a warehouse in a town or a city. The highway hān offered safe lodging and protection for travelers and their possessions in regions where nomads and roaming bandits threatened security. The hān provided services indispensable for safe and successful overland commerce and was essential in regions where food and water were scarce.

Aside from public baths and coffeehouses, the urban hāns provided open and free space for social interaction among a variety of people from diverse ethnic and social backgrounds. Muslims, Christians, and Jews; travelers, pilgrims, and Sufi wanderers; and merchants and traders from various Ottoman provinces and distant lands, such as Central Asia, India, Iran, and North Africa, converged at these inns, where they interacted without interference from any governmental or religious authority. The excerpt below from Turkey of the Ottomans by the British folklorist and traveler Lucy Mary Jane Garnett describes the role and functions of khāns or inns in the Ottoman Empire in the early 20th century.

Although hotels are now to be found not only in the European but also in the native quarters of Turkish cities, and inns and lodging-houses in the quarters frequented by foreign sailors, such conveniences for travellers are little used by the trading classes of the native population, who still, as of yore, betake themselves to those peculiarly Oriental establishments termed Khans, of which the capital contains quite a number. Not a few of these ancient edifices, which are situated for the most part in Stamboul in close proximity to the bazaars, owe their origin to the munificence of the pious, this provision for the accommodation of the wayfarer being included in the list of “good works” required of Moslems. And to this category belongs, among others, the “Khan of the Validé” adjoining the mosque of that name, founded by the mother of Mohammed IV, who during her son’s minority acted as Regent of the Empire. The architecture of this vast caravanserai, which is considered as a sort of model for such edifices, is quite conventual in character. A great arched doorway gives access to a quadrangle containing a tree-shaded fountain and surrounded by stables for the horses and camels, and storehouses for the merchandise of the traders frequenting the Khan. Above rise three superimposed cloistered galleries on which open all the cell-like apartments. These primitive lodgings contain no furniture, as all Oriental travellers carry with them their own bedding, rugs, and utensils, and the charge made for accommodation is correspondingly small. The wants of the guests in the shape of comestibles are easily supplied at the cookshop and coffee stall on the premises, or in the numerous establishments of the kind with which the neighbourhood abounds. In this and the other large Khans at Stamboul, as also at Smyrna, Salonika and elsewhere, may be found at all times a motley throng of strangers, Moslem, Christian, and Jew—pilgrims, and traders from not only every part of the Ottoman Empire, but also from Central Asia and Northern Africa, and presenting a collection of racial types hardly perhaps to be met with elsewhere.

Source: Lucy Mary Jane Garnett, Turkey of the Ottomans (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1915), 166–167.

22. TURKISH BATHS IN THE LATE OTTOMAN PERIOD

Like all Muslim societies, the Ottomans emphasized cleanliness. Regardless of its size, every public bathhouse consisted of three sections: the outer hall, the cooling room, and the bath itself. The public baths were open from eight in the morning to sunset, with men and women patronizing them on alternate days. In some neighborhoods there were separate bathhouses for men and women. For women the bathhouse served as the best place to meet and discuss the latest news, to arrange marriages, and to enjoy long conversations with friends and family. Social custom strictly prohibited women from patronizing coffeehouses and other venues available to men. For women, the bathhouse became an escape from ordinary routine and offered a space to socialize with friends while drinking coffee and being entertained by female performers. In Turkey of the Ottomans the British folklorist and traveler Lucy Mary Jane Garnett described the role of public bathhouses in the early twentieth century.

Among Moslems at least, personal cleanliness certainly comes next to godliness, being strictly enjoined by their sacred law; and to the regular and careful ablutions requisite for the maintenance of the condition of legal purity—in which certain religious acts may alone be performed—as also no doubt to their habitual temperance, is probably due the comparative freedom of the Turks from many of the ailments which afflict their Christian and Jewish neighbours. In very large towns are to be found several hammans, as Turkish baths are termed, and in the capital they are very numerous. A few of these—the mineral baths at Broussa, for instance, and some of the more ancient in Stamboul—present fine examples of this species of architecture. They are resorted to by all classes of Moslems, and in a more or less degree by all the races of the country, the charges being extremely moderate; while for the use of the very poor there are a number of minor baths attached to mosques and other pious foundations at which they may perform their ablutions gratuitously. These establishments have always constituted a popular rendezvous for the Turkish section of the population, a sort of club where news and gossip could be heard and exchanged.

Source: Lucy Mary Jane Garnett, Turkey of the Ottomans (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1915), 167–168.


APPENDIX

RULERS

SULTANS OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE








	Osman I

	1290–1326




	Orhan

	1326–1362




	Murad I

	1362–1389




	Bayezid I

	1389–1402




	Interregnum

	1402–1413




	Mehmed I

	1413–1421




	Murad II

	1421–1444




	Mehmed II

	1444–1446




	Murad II

	1446–1451




	Mehmed II

	1451–1481




	Bayezid II

	1481–1512




	Selim I

	1512–1520




	Süleyman I

	1520–1566




	Selim II

	1566–1574




	Murad III

	1574–1595




	Mehmed III

	1595–1603




	Ahmed I

	1603–1617




	Mustafa I

	1617–1618




	Osman II

	1618–1622




	Mustafa I

	1622–1623




	Murad IV

	1623–1640




	Ibrahim

	1640–1648




	Mehmed IV

	1648–1687




	Süleyman II

	1687–1691




	Ahmed II

	1691–1695




	Mustafa II

	1695–1703




	Ahmed III

	1703–1730




	Mahmud I

	1730–1754




	Osman III

	1754–1757




	Mustafa III

	1757–1774




	Abdülhamid I

	1774–1789




	Selim III

	1789–1807




	Mustafa IV

	1807–1808




	Mahmud II

	1808–1839




	Abdülmecid (Abdülmejid)

	1839–1861




	Abdülaziz

	1861–1876




	Murad V

	1876




	Abdülhamid II

	1876–1909




	Mehmed V Reşād (Reshād)

	1909–1918




	Mehmed VI (Vahideddin)

	1918–1922




	Abdülmecid II

	1922–1924 (served only as the caliph)







GLOSSARY OF 
SELECTED TERMS

acemi oglān (ajemi oglān): Young Christian boys recruited through devșirme for service in the palace.

āğā: Master, chief, head; title of the commander of the janissary corps.

āğā (āghā) of janissaries: The commander or chief officer of the janissary corps.

āhi: Mystic fraternity.

ākçe (ākche): A silver coin; the Ottoman unit of account.

ākin: A raid.

ākinci (akinji): A raider; an irregular soldier used as a raider.

ālim: A learned man of religion; an Islamic legal scholar.

Anatolia: Asia Minor, corresponding with the territory of present-day Turkey.

Aq Qoyunlu (Ak Koyunlu): White Sheep Turkmens, whose leader, Uzun Hassan (1466–1478), ruled Iran before the rise of the Safavid dynasty.

askeri: Military; Ottoman ruling class.

āyān: A local notable; autonomous local leader, especially in the Ottoman Balkans.

bābā: Father; holy man; a leader in the Bektaşi (Bektashi) Sufi order.

Bāb-i Āli: Sublime Porte.

bedestān: The section of a covered bazaar designated for luxury goods.

bey: Honorary title; a prince or ruler in Anatolia in pre-Ottoman and early Ottoman times; governor.

beylerbey: Bey of the beys or governor-general in early Ottoman times.

beylerbeyilik: A greater province governed by a beylerbey.

beylik: A principality; region of Anatolia ruled by a bey.

birun: Outer service; the outer section of the palace.

caliph: The title for the religious leader of the Sunni Muslim community.

cāmi (jāmi): A mosque.

capitulations: Agreements with European states that offered privileges such as reduction in customs duties.

caravansaray: A hostel created to protect merchant caravans.

celāli (jelāli): Anatolian revolts against the central government in the 16th century.

cizye (jizye): A poll tax paid by non-Muslims (zimmis).

çārşi (chārshi): A market.

çāvuş (chāvush): A courier; an official charged with executing orders.

çelebi (chelebi): A title of honor and respect for individuals from the elite classes. Also, the title for the head of a religious or mystical order.

çift (chift): The basic unit of landholding.

çohādār āğā (chohādār āghā): The royal valet.

darülfünun: The house of sciences; university.

darülharb: The domain of war; lands ruled by non-Muslim rulers.

darülislam: The domain of Islam.

defterdār: Treasurer; minister of finance.

derebey: Autonomous local leader, especially in Ottoman Anatolia.

dervish (derviş): Member of a mystic fraternity; a wandering mystic or holy man.

devșirme (devshirme): A system of levy of Christian youths to recruit Ottoman administrators and soldiers.

divān: Council of state.

divān-i hümāyun: The imperial council; chief deliberative body of government.

emir (amir): Prince; chief.

enderun: The inner section of the palace; inner service.

esnāf: Craftsmen; shopkeepers; small traders organized in guilds.

eyālet: An Ottoman province.

fermān: An imperial edict.

fetvā: A legal opinion made by a recognized religious authority such as a şeyhülislam or a mufti, declaring the legality of an action under Islamic law.

gazā: Holy war in the name of Islam.

gāzi: A fighter who fights infidels in the name of Islam.

grand vizier: The chief minister.

Hadith: Sayings attributed to Muhammad, the prophet of Islam.

hajj: Pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca.

hān: A ruler, especially among the early Turks.

Hanafi: One of the four schools of Islamic jurisprudence.

Hanbali: One of the four schools of Islamic jurisprudence.

hammām: A Turkish bath.

harem: The secluded quarter where women’s apartments are located.

hatt-i hümayun: A decree of the sultan; imperial edict.

hazine: The treasury.

hospodar: The title of the Greek Phanariote rulers of the Romanian-populated principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia.

Hüdāvendigār: Lord or emperor; title of the Ottoman sultan Murad I.

hütbe: The Friday sermon in which the sultan’s name was mentioned.

iç oğlān (ich oghlān): A young slave of the sultan who received his education at the palace.

ihtisāb: The body of laws regulating fair trade and public morals.

ijmā: Consensus of the learned men of Islam.

ijtihad: The right of doctrinal interpretation in Islam.

iktā: Land held in exchange for military service under the Seljuks.

Il Khanids: The Mongol dynasty that ruled Iran and parts of Anatolia and the Arab Middle East from 1260 to 1335.

ilmiye: The class of Muslim jurists, scholars, and teachers.

iltizām: A tax farm.

imam: In Shia Islam, a leader descended from Ali, who acts as the leader of the community; in Sunni Islam, it refers to a prayer leader.

janissary (yeni cheri): A member of the sultan’s infantry corps recruited from young Christian boys who had been selected through devșirme (devshirme).

jihād: Holy war to defend or expand the rule of Islam.

kādi: A Muslim judge.

kādiasker: The chief Islamic judge.

kafes: The cage or the apartment in the imperial palace where a prince was secluded.

kānun: Imperial/secular/administrative law.

kānunnāme: Code of laws.

kāpi: Gate or porte, a reference to the Ottoman government.

kāpi kullāri: Slaves of the Porte or sultan, who served as soldiers and administrators.

kapudān: A captain at sea.

kapudān-i deryā: A grand admiral.

kul: A slave.

Mamluks: Military slaves, especially in Egypt, and the name of the dynasty that ruled Egypt and Syria from 1257 to 1517.

Mazhab (Arabic: Madhhab): One of the legal schools in Islam.

medrese: An Islamic school.

millet: A state-recognized religious community.

milli misak: National pact.

miri: Lands owned by the sultan and the Ottoman government.

mufti: A Muslim jurist and theologian who made legal decisions and interpreted the Islamic law.

mülk: Private property.

nişānci (nishānji): The official in the imperial council who controlled the tuğra or the official seal of the Ottoman state and drew up and certified all official letters and decrees.

Nizam-i Cedid (Nizam-i Jedid): New Order or modern European-style reforms, including a new army introduced by Selim III.

Osmānli: Ottoman.

pādişāh (padishāh): Sovereign; ruler; king; emperor.

pasha: The highest title in the Ottoman governmental and military hierarchy.

pashalik: A region or a province ruled by a pasha.

pir: The spiritual head and leader of a mystical or dervish order.

Qizilbash (Kizilbaș): Literally “Red Heads,” a reference to Shia Muslim tribal groups who supported the Safavid dynasty in Iran.

Quran (Koran) The holy book of Islam.

reāyā: Literally flock, the sultan’s tax-paying subjects.

Rum: Rome or Roman (Byzantine); Greek.

sadrazam: A grand vizier.

Safavids: The ruling dynasty of Iran from 1501 to 1722.

sancāk (sanjāk): Literally banner, but it generally referred to a subdivision of a province in early Ottoman times, later a subprovince.

sancāk bey (sanjāk bey): Governor of a sancāk/sanjāk.

sekbāns: “Keepers of hounds” or salaried soldiers trained in using firearms and serving an Ottoman governor.

Seljuks: A Turkish dynasty that ruled Iran, as well as present-day Iraq and Syria during the second half of the 11th and much of the 12th centuries. The Seljuks of Anatolia, a branch of the Seljuks of Iran, ruled from the late 11th century to 1302.

Shafii: One of the four recognized schools of jurisprudence in Sunni Islam.

sharia: Islamic law.

Shia (Shi’ites): Muslims who believe in following the guidance of divinely chosen imams; the minority in Islam.

silāhdār: Weapons-bearer.

silāhdār āğā (silāhdār āghā): Guardian of the sultan’s arms.

sipāhi: Cavalryman, a cavalryman holding a timār.

sir kātibi: The sultan’s personal secretary.

subāşi (subāshi): The police chief.

sufi: A mystic.

sultan: Ruler, emperor.

Sunnah: The practice of the Prophet Muhammad, taken as a religious and legal model.

Sunni: Muslims who believe in following the consensus (ijma) of the community of believers as expressed by the ulema; the majority in Islam.

şeriat (sheriat): Islamic law (Arabic: sharia).

şeyh (sheikh): Elder; leader and spiritual guide of a mystic fraternity.

şeyhülislam: Chief mufti of the Ottoman Empire; head of the religious establishment. In original Arabic, the title is transliterated as sheikh al-Islam.

Tanzimāt: “Reorganization”; the period of reform in the Ottoman Empire that began in 1839.

tekke: A dervish lodge.

timār: Literally “care, attention”; miri land or a military fief held in exchange for military service.

tüccar (tüjjar): Large-scale merchants.

tuğrā (tughrā): A monogram used by Ottoman sultans to confirm the legality of a document.

ulema: Learned men of religion; Muslim theologians/jurists who act as the experts and doctors of the Islamic law.

vakif: A tax-exempt pious foundation.

vālide sultan: Mother of the reigning sultan.

vilāyet: A province in later Ottoman times.

vizier: A minister of state.

voivode: A war leader or war lord; title of the rulers of the Romanian-populated principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia.

yeni çeri (yeni cheri): “New soldier”; a member of the elite janissary corps.

zāviye: A hospice run and managed by dervishes for travelers.

zeāmet: A military fief worth 20,000 akçes (akches) per year or more.

zimmi: Christians and Jews.
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