
 
THE CONSTITUTIONAL LIMITS OF MILITARY REFORM: OTTOMAN 

POLITICAL WRITING DURING THE TIMES OF REVOLUTIONARY CHANGE 
(1592-1807) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Dissertation  
submitted to the Faculty of the  

Graduate School of Arts and Sciences 
 of Georgetown University  

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the  
degree of  

Doctor of Philosophy  
in  

History 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

By  
 
 

Said Salih Kaymakci, M.A. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Washington, DC 
August 18, 2020 



 ii 

 
Copyright 2020 by Said Salih Kaymakci 

All Rights Reserved 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 iii 

THE CONSTITUTIONAL LIMITS OF MILITARY REFORM: OTTOMAN 
POLITICAL WRITING DURING THE TIMES OF REVOLUTIONARY CHANGE 

(1592-1807) 
 

Said Salih Kaymakci, M.A. 
 

Dissertation Advisor: Gábor Ágoston, Ph.D. 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

The laws regulating the affairs of Ottoman Janissaries and other communities 
consisted of divine laws of sharia as interpreted by the jurists, and “immemorial” 
“ancient” laws of different communities, kanun. The Janissaries—originally the 
household army of the ruler that aimed to strengthen his power—had become by the 
eighteenth century an autonomous corporate body representing a wide range of religious, 
social, economic and political interests. Being mindful of their power and status, 
Janissaries and other communities like jurists, judges and scholars (ulema) and scribes 
(kuttab) resisted to top-down disciplining operations that would infringe upon their rights 
and privileges, which were protected by sharia and their “ancient” law. As a result, 
during the early modern period, which is often considered an era of absolutism for 
continental Europe, the Ottomans followed a distinct constitutionalist path of 
decentralization characterized by a lengthy process of contestation and rejection of the 
sovereignty of the ruler and the state. Dominant themes, concepts and concerns in 
Ottoman political writing, however, resembled those of their counterparts in European 
political thought.  

My dissertation shows the interplay between political thought, state formation and 
prospects of military reform through a study of Ottoman political writing between 1592 
and 1807. I argue that for the early modern Ottomans, military reform was a political, 
legal and religious matter that had to be resolved within constitutional limits. A deep 
belief in fundamental laws limiting government power prevailed and served as a 
constitutional limit on reform efforts. Wary of the absolutist outcome of a military reform 
that would create a large disciplined central army under the control of the sultan and 
subject to sultanic laws, Ottoman constitutionalists sought a reform agenda that would 
respond to the needs of the times without upsetting the “ancient” Ottoman order. This 
initially included denying legislative sovereignty to the acting sultans and creating an 
image of unchanging public laws. At times of deep crisis in the late eighteenth century, 
when the need for reform appeared to be imperative, recognition of the need to change 
laws emerged, but Ottoman constitutionalism was a force that continued to shape 
political discourse.  
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Introduction 

 

0.1. The Military Revolution and the Question of Ottoman Adaptation  

 
The enemy has come and lined up battalion by battalion 
The dark fate was written on our foreheads 
The musket was invented, and manliness was destroyed 
The curved sabre shall rust in the scabbard 
 
—Köroğlu, 16th century Ottoman mercenary turned rebel  
and a folk poet 

 

The “Military Revolution” thesis argues that certain militaries underwent a technological 

revolution involving the introduction of firearms and the development of artillery fortifications, 

in addition to a tactical and disciplinary revolution that helped to make effective use of the new 

technologies. Scholars have examined different European states’ adaptation of the Military 

Revolution and the relationship between the rise of central states and the Military Revolution.1 

Despite its critics, the thesis has proven durable, flexible and fruitful as a framework for 

discussion.2 Although the Military Revolution thesis was first put forward as a uniquely 

 
1 Geoffrey Parker, The Military Revolution: Military Innovation and the Rise of the West, 1500-
1800 (Cambridge University Press, 1996). For the Disciplinary Revolution see; Philip S. 
Gorski, The Disciplinary Revolution: Calvinism and the Rise of the State in Early Modern 
Europe (University of Chicago Press, 2003). 
2 Tonio Andrade, The Gunpowder Age: China, Military Innovation, and the Rise of the West in 
World History (Princeton University Press, 2017), 118-119. For a discussion between Parker, the 
leading proponent of the thesis, and his interlocutors see Clifford J. Rogers, ed., The Military 
Revolution Debate: Readings on the Military Transformation of Early Modern Europe 
(Westview Press, 1995). See also a later exchange between Parker and others in Geoffrey Parker, 
"Military Revolutions, Past and Present," Historically Speaking 4, no. 4 (2003): 2-7. Jeremy 
Black, "On Diversity and Military History," Historically Speaking 4, no. 4 (2003): 7-9. Dennis 
Showalter, "Thinking About Military Revolution," Historically Speaking 4, no. 4 (2003): 9-10. 
Jeffrey Clarke, "On the Once and Future RMA." Historically Speaking 4, no. 4 (2003): 10-12. 
And for Parker’s final response to the articles: Geoffrey Parker, "Random Thoughts of a 
Hedgehog," Historically Speaking 4, no. 4 (2003): 13-14. 
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European phenomenon that gave Europe an edge over the rest of the world, recent scholarship 

has claimed it was a global process with Chinese origins.3 Regarding the Ottoman state, Gábor 

Ágoston produced seminal scholarship in dialogue with the Military Revolution thesis showing 

Ottoman success in technological adaptation and self-sufficiency up until the late eighteenth 

century.4 Günhan Börekci and Ágoston also showed that in the late sixteenth and early 

seventeenth centuries, the Ottomans were making use of volley fire - the hallmark of Military 

Revolution according to the proponents of this thesis - which included shooting practices before 

the campaigns.5 Revisionist Ottoman military historians provided further examples of Ottoman 

tactical adaptation and change in army composition in accordance with the needs of the time. 

Such studies demonstrated the continuing logistical efficiency of the Ottoman military at least 

through the seventeenth century.6 Despite the examples of some limited Ottoman adaptation, 

recent comparative studies examining Ottoman, Habsburg, and Russian military transformations 

demonstrate the divergent paths - Ottoman military devolution and Habsburg and Russian 

military-fiscal bureaucratic centralization- these states took, and trace the Ottomans’ military 

decline vis-à-vis their regional rivals.7 

 
3 Andrade, The Gunpowder Age, 119.  
4 Gábor Ágoston, Guns for the Sultan: Military Power and the Weapons Industry in the Ottoman 
Empire (Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
5 Gábor Ágoston, "Firearms and Military Adaptation: The Ottomans and the European Military 
Revolution, 1450–1800." Journal of World History 25, no. 1 (2014): 85-124. Günhan Börekçi, 
"A Contribution to the Military Revolution Debate: The Janissaries Use of Volley Fire during the 
Long Ottoman-Habsburg War of 1593-1606 and the Problem of Origins." Acta Orientalia 59, 
no. 4 (2006): 407-438. 
6 Caroline Finkel, The Administration of Warfare: The Ottoman Military Campaigns in Hungary, 
1593-1606 (VWGOe, 1988). Rhoads Murphey, Ottoman Warfare, 1500-1700 (Rutgers 
University Press, 1999). Özgür Kolçak, “Yeniçeriler, Ümera Kapıları, Tımarlı Sipahiler: 1663-64 
Osmanlı-Habsburg Savaşlarında Osmanlı Ordu Terkibi” in Yeni Bir Askeri Tarih Özlemi ed. 
Kahraman Şakul (İstanbul Tarih Vakfı Yurt Yayınları 2013), 217-251. 
7 Gábor Ágoston, “Empires and Warfare in East-Central Europe, 1550–1750: The Ottoman–
Habsburg Rivalry and Military Transformation,” in European Warfare, 1350-1750, ed. Frank 
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This divergence had its roots in the state and military transformations that took place in 

Europe during a period of Disciplinary Revolution which did not reach the Ottomans. The 

evidence pointing towards a limited Ottoman adaptation or perhaps even invention of a practice 

of volley fire does not mean that the Ottomans also went through a disciplinary revolution that 

had a permanent impact on the organization of the Ottoman army. On the contrary, countless 

Ottoman and European observers from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries highlighted the 

lack of discipline in the Ottoman army.8 Vernon J. Parry points out the psychological barrier 

between borrowing a technology and a tactical formation. While Parry does not directly state it, 

borrowing a tactical formation would require borrowing the associated disciplinary framework, 

which would require reshaping “the Ottoman armies in a radical manner-and indeed, to refashion 

the Ottoman state itself.”9 Virginia Aksan highlights that “reforming the Ottoman military meant 

restructuring the ideological premise of government and the relationship between ruler and 

ruled.”10 Since the Ottoman notion of the state was inextricably tied to its conception of religion 

and sharia law, such a refashioning would also entail reforming the religion.11 If this 

 
Tallett and David. J.B. Trim (Cambridge University Press, 2010), 110–34; idem, “Military 
Transformation in the Ottoman Empire and Russia, 1500-1800.” Kritika 12, 2, 281–319; idem, 
“The Ottoman Wars and the Changing Balance of Power along the Danube in the Early 
Eighteenth Century,” in The Peace of Passarowitz, 1718, ed. Charles W. Ingrao, Nikola 
Samardžić, and Jovan Pesalj (Purdue University Press, 2011).  
8 Vernon J. Parry, "La manière de combattre." War, Technology and Society in the Middle 
East (1975): 218-56. This will be a recurrent theme in the works of the Ottoman contemporary 
authors I examine throughout my dissertation. 
9 Ibid., 255-256. 
10 Virginia Aksan, "Breaking the Spell of the Baron de Tott: Reframing the Question of Military 
Reform in the Ottoman Empire, 1760–1830," The International History Review 24, no. 2 (2002): 
269. 
11 While using the word “religion” for “din,” I am aware of the problems arising from employing 
a term reflecting the Christian historical experience with its binary conceptualization of the 
relationship between the religious and secular. Shahab Ahmed brought up this issue forcefully in 
his book. Shahab Ahmed, What is Islam?: The Importance of Being Islamic (Princeton 
University Press, 2017), 176-223. My point about the Ottoman interlinking of religion to “state” 
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transformation indeed necessitated overcoming a psychological, political and religious barrier, 

then we need to examine the Ottoman cultural, political and legal sources to understand the true 

nature of this barrier and how it might have prevented the Ottomans from experiencing a 

disciplinary revolution in the European manner. For this, we also need to examine how in certain 

parts of Europe such a transformation took place and investigate the relationship between state 

formation and disciplinary revolution. 

The “bellicist” models explain the European transformation.12 These models posit see a 

link between the Military Revolution and rise of the central states in Europe. International 

 
is indeed supporting this unique Islamic experience that the Ottomans were part of. I will 
examine this notion in my conceptual analysis in Chapter 1 while sufficing here with a few 
examples. When the Ottomans failed in their initiative of full-blown military reforms along with 
refashioning of the state, critics decried this past project as an attempt of changing the religion 
(of Islam) into a new religion. See Tayyarzade’s observation in Necib Asım, “III. Selim Devrine 
Ait Vesikalar,” Tarih-i Osmani Encümeni Mecmuası, 11/88 (İstanbul, Eylül 1341), pp. 395-401 
“Sultan Selim hakikatte tecdidi dini ahar itmişdir.” For some of the critics of Selim III’s reforms, 
the efforts of the reformist cadre around him amounted to a conspiracy to destroy the “Islamic 
state” which was the natural state for all the Ottomans and replace it with a republic which for 
the contemporaries meant a French revolution that would assault the religion and religious 
authorities and bring a new constitution and Civil Code not originating in divine law: “Cümlenin 
hilaf-ı tabii maazallah devlet-i İslam’ın izmihlalini muktezi devleti cumhur etmek daiyyelerine 
düşdüklerinden.” See Süheyla Yenidünya, “Atabegân-ı Saltanat Avrupa ya Özenen Müceddidler 
Mi? Heteredoks Zındıklar Mı?” Çanakkale Araştırmaları Türk Yılllığı 25 (2018): 76. In fact, 
Selim III’s reforms were geared towards making the Ottoman state an absolutist monarchy along 
the lines of the French ancien régime while the established Ottoman regime he was attempting to 
change was a limited monarchy and a commonwealth state - but I am borrowing this statement to 
show how a political regime change for the Ottomans entailed religious reform and legislative 
change. During his term as a crown prince, Selim III looked to France as a role model and 
exchanged letters with Louis XVI hoping to establish an alliance with the French monarchy. 
Prince Selim’s constitutionalist adviser Ebubekir Ratıb Efendi discouraged him from his plans 
about following the French model. See Aysel Yıldız, "Şehzadeye Öğütler: Ebübekir Ratıb 
Efendi'nin Şehzade Selim'e (III) Bir Mektubu," Osmanlı Araştırmaları 42, (2013): 233-274. But 
it would have taken a Louis XIV to establish the sought-after absolutism, not Louis XVI who 
shared a similar fate as Selim III in the hands of rebels. For Selim III’s similarity to Louis XVI 
see Aysel Yildiz, "The ‘Louis XVI of the Turks’: The Character of an Ottoman Sultan," Middle 
Eastern Studies 50, no. 2 (2014): 272-290. 
12 I borrow the term ““bellicist” models” from Philip Gorski. See; Gorski, The Disciplinary 
Revolution. For a study which does not deny the merits of the “bellicist” models but points out 
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competition and state formation were interlinked, and as Charles Tilly put it, “War made the 

state and the state made war”.13 The rise of absolutist monarchs in continental Europe was 

crucial to the rise of the sovereign states that increasingly monopolized the means of violence 

and authority within their borders, a process especially starting from the second half of the 

seventeenth century. These developments went hand-in-hand with the monarchy’s collaboration 

with its elites to pursue common interests in a gradually institutionalizing and bureaucratizing 

system. For the military, the monarchical state’s increasing control of the armed forces is 

reflected in Lynn’s model of the evolution of the Western army style through the stages of 

aggregate-contract armies from the fifteenth to mid-seventeenth centuries and the state-

commission armies from the mid-seventeenth to late eighteenth centuries.14 While the arguments 

for a continuous “Western Way of War” is questionable, there was a clear Western army style 

within the early modern era that featured the dominance of firearms-carrying infantry following 

the late medieval Infantry Revolution.15 The paradigm armies of the period, that is, the armies 

that proved their effectiveness on the battlefield and became models to emulated by rivals, were 

 
their limitations with a look into the period preceding the timespan of my dissertation see Steven 
Gunn, "War and the Emergence of the State: Western Europe, 1350-1600," in European 
Warfare, 1350–1750, ed. Frank Tallett and David JB Trim, (Cambridge University Press, 2010), 
50-73. 
13 For the leading examples of “bellicist” models see Parker, The Military Revolution. Charles 
Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and European states, AD 990-1992 (Wiley-Blackwell, 1992). William 
H. McNeill, The Pursuit of Power: Technology, Armed Force, and Society since AD 1000. 
(University of Chicago Press, 2013). Brian M. Downing, The Military Revolution and Political 
change: Origins of Democracy and Autocracy in Early Modern Europe (Princeton University 
Press, 1993). 
14 John A. Lynn, "The Evolution of Army Style in the Modern West, 800–2000," The 
International History Review 18, no. 3 (1996): 505-545. 
15 For a critical look on the “Western Way of War” see John A. Lynn, A History of Combat and 
Culture from Ancient Greece to Modern America, (Basic Books, 2004), 1-28. For the infantry 
revolution and the transition into the use of firearms see Clifford J. Rogers, “Tactics and the Face 
of Battle,” in European Warfare, 1350–1750, ed. Frank Tallett and David JB Trim (Cambridge 
University Press, 2010), 203-235. 
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widely-respected for the power and discipline of their musket-bearing infantry forces, even as 

cavalry forces still continued to be an important element of the army make-up.16 The mid-

sixteenth century saw Spanish forces serving as this model paradigm army, only to be replaced in 

this role by the Dutch armies of the early seventeenth century and then the Swedish. Though 

these were still aggregate contract armies formed with the contributions of military 

entrepreneurs, they introduced significant changes towards disciplining that were characteristic 

of the state-commission army such as regimental organization, drilling and improved military 

administration.17 The era of aggregate contract armies witnessed a transition from the free 

soldiers of the Landsknecht to the disciplined mercenaries of military proprietorship.18 

Democratic collective consensual self-disciplining of the Landsknecht, with its guild-like 

structure and corporate identity, gave way to the top-down disciplining through military 

hierarchy of military commander-rulers like Maurice, Prince of Orange of the Netherlands and 

Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden and “colonel-proprietors” with their permanent non-

commissioned officers (NCOs).19 The officers’ court martial replaced the soldiers’ own justice as 

the “solider-democracy” system, which featured elected representatives of the soldiers, 

 
16 Lynn, "The Evolution of Army Style,” 510. For a view critical of the Military Revolution 
thesis’s emphasis on infantry and infantry firepower over cavalry see David Parrott, The 
Business of War: Military Enterprise and Military Revolution in Early Modern Europe 
(Cambridge University Press, 2012), 185-187.  
17 Lynn, "The Evolution of Army Style,” 517. 
18 Olaf van Nimwegen, “The Transformation of Army Organisation in Early-modern Western 
Europe, c. 1500-1789,” in European Warfare, 1350–1750, ed. Frank Tallett and David JB Trim, 
(Cambridge University Press, 2010), 167 
19 For the Landsknechte’s “democracy” and disciplining through group consensus rather than 
being subject to a military hierarchy See Parrot, The Business of War, 62-70. For the disciplining 
in military enterprises see Ibid., 156-173. For the disciplined mercenaries of the military 
proprietorship and the disciplining enacted by rulers see Nimwegen, “The Transformation of 
Army Organisation.”  
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disappeared.20 The business logic of the military enterprise was key in these changes as it pushed 

military proprietors towards facilitating resilience, sustainability and operational military 

effectiveness.21 

A permanent change occurred after the 1650s in the aftermath of the Thirty Years War as 

European states raced each other to establish standing armies under the authority of their kings. 

The French army of Louis XIV became the paradigm army of this period. Although David 

Parrot’s works emphasize the continuity between these periods and the gradual rise of the state, 

and criticizes the Hintze/Tilly model of war and state-building by showing “a picture of mediated 

or delegated military authority and organization persisting” in a more nuanced picture of 

modernity, he too admits a change taking place after 1650, wherein monarchs like Louis XIV 

exercised “assertive sovereignty”. Obedience rather than negotiation, and abject deference to 

royal authority rather than self-assertiveness became the new language of politics under this 

assertive sovereignty.22 Despite all the problems of the early modern anti-mercenary rhetoric 

with its concern for not undermining the ruler’s sovereignty, there was also a real shift to 

“military gigantism” with “military inflation” increasing the authority of the rulers in the 

organization, control and conduct of armies and warfare that Parrot had to accept.23 Starting with 

the France of Louis XIV, a “systemic imposition of drill and discipline as the main peace time 

 
20 Parrot, The Business of War, 165. 
21 Ibid., 151-195. 
22 Ibid., 194, 310-311. Remarkably Parrott used the “Military Revolution” in the title of his book 
which is an indication of the continued relevance of it even in a critical study. Parrott’s claim is 
the real revolution in military affairs was in the rise of attritional warfare. Ibid. pp. 76-77 and 
153. Also see David Parrott, "From Military Enterprise to Standing Armies: War, State, and 
Society in Western Europe, 1600-1700," in European Warfare, 1350–1750, ed. Frank Tallett and 
David JB Trim (Cambridge University Press, 2010), 74-95. 
23 Parrott, The Business of War, 194-195, 260-264. The size of European armies rose by 100 
percent through sixteenth to eighteenth centuries which was more than three times that of the rate 
of population growth. Peter H. Wilson, Heart of Europe: A History of the Holy Roman Empire, 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2016), 445. 
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activity of the armies” became the new norm. 24 Drill as a means of disciplining and the resultant 

battle culture of forbearance became the hallmarks of the new system, representing the sovereign 

control of the absolutist ruler.25 Even in Parrott’s account the notion of a stronger system of 

external control creating better disciplined, and more uniformly and well-equipped soldiers in 

garrisons was not a myth. The contributions of the elites, who saw the military service as a rite 

de passage, were equally important in this process.26  

A change in the composition of the armies accompanied the change in their sizes. Armies 

of the early seventeenth century included large noncombatants such as merchants, peddlers, 

women, servants, valets and prostitutes creating “logistical and operational liabilities.”27 Louis 

XIV purged such elements from his army by the late seventeenth century through a series of 

royal ordinances. Soldiers started to carry out the roles previously fulfilled by army followers. 

Saving from the number of the mouths to feed enabled the armies to have more combatants on 

the field as well as a better discipline, all contributing to the rise of the Giant of the Grand Siècle 

under the authority of the king which was the model army of the age.28  

Revisionist military history portrays the French case as an exception rather than the rule 

but how “exceptional” the French example actually was is questionable since it became the 

model for European rulers and states to emulate.29 Rulers of the Holy Roman Empire were 

 
24 Parrott, The Business of War, 261, 270.  
25 John A Lynn, "Forging the Western Army in Seventeenth-Century France," in The Dynamics 
of Military Revolution: 1300-2050, ed. MacGregor Knox and Williamson Murray (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 55. 
26 Parrot, The Business of War, 277. 
27 Ibid., 167. John A. Lynn, Giant of the Grand Siècle. The French Army, 1610-1715, 
(Cambridge University Press, 1997), 337-339. 
28 Ibid., 340-346.	
29 This included even the Ottomans where constitutionalism remained strong and carried the day. 
The first full Ottoman absolutist military reform proposal I was able to find presented Louis 
XIV’s absolutism as a model. I will examine that proposal later in my dissertation. Parrott on the 
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concerned with questions of sovereignty and control of the military just like Louis XIV, whose 

military experiment with its “rhetorical claims and his posturing as roi de guerre” found 

followers among them.30 Then, after imitating the French, Prussia under Frederick I and 

Frederick II took the lead and its armies replaced the French as the paradigm by the 1740s or 

1757.31 Accounting for the limitations of absolutism and the role of the elites in the evolution of 

the Western army style does not mean that one can dismiss the new level of control by monarchs 

working in collaboration with their nobles over their populations and soldiers. This collaboration 

was instrumental in carrying out a top-down “Disciplinary Revolution.”32 A bottom-up 

Disciplinary Revolution was also important and helped the efforts of the monarchs. However, 

this does not undermine the role of the absolutist monarchs and sovereign states in carrying out 

the revolution.33 This becomes even more clear when the European example is contrasted with 

the Ottoman constitutionalist experience where no such Disciplinary Revolution took place. 

While culturally distinct, the Ottomans were in Europe and shared with other European polities 

of that era the challenges that emerged as a result of the increasing demands of the new forms of 

warfare.34 Understanding the Ottoman response to this challenge and the factors that might have 

 
other hand has a whole section on French exceptionalism. See Parrott, The Business of War, 267-
270. 
30 Parrott, The Business of War, 285. 
31 Lynn, "The Evolution of Army Style,” 537. 
32 The term “Disciplinary Revolution” also belongs to Gorski who sees here a revolution similar 
to the industrial revolution. See Gorski, The Disciplinary Revolution. For more on the 
relationship between the absolutist monarch’s control and establishment of discipline see, 
Gerhard Oestreich, Neostoicism and the Early Modern State, ed. Helmut Georg Koenigsberger, 
and Brigitta Oestreich (Cambridge University Press, 1982). John A. Lynn, Giant of the Grand 
Siècle: The French Army, 1610-1715 (Cambridge University Press, 1997). William H. McNeill, 
Keeping Together in Time (Harvard University Press, 1997). 
33 Gorski, The Disciplinary Revolution. 
34 For a review of these challenges and the dynastic states’ responses with a comparative 
Eurasian perspective see Geoffrey Parker, Global Crisis: War, Climate Change, & Catastrophe 
in the Seventeenth Century (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 26-54. However, Parker 
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been influential in the Ottomans’ omission of a disciplinary revolution and their limited military 

adaptation requires a conceptual framework. Formulating such a conceptual framework through 

an examination of the Ottoman political writing of the era is the aim of this dissertation.  

 

0.2. A Different Path for the Ottomans 

 

After coming to the throne in 1730, Sultan Mahmud I sent a letter to the Janissaries 

thanking them for their service since the times of his ancestors and especially during the process 

of his enthronement. In his letter, the sultan asked the Janissaries to obey the orders of God and 

His prophet as well as the authorities, and to respect the ancient laws of the Janissary Corps.35 

The content of Mahmud I’s letter demonstrates the fundamental difference between the Ottoman 

and continental European political worlds. The laws regulating the affairs of Janissaries and 

other Ottoman communities were not the making of the sultan or a sovereign state; rather, they 

consisted of the divine laws of the sharia as interpreted by Muslim jurists, and the “immemorial” 

and “ancient” laws of different communities (kanun-ı kadim). Ottoman constitutionalism, 

characterized by a deep belief in immutable fundamental laws limiting government power, 

prevailed and served as a limit on military reform initiatives. While the continental European 

states established large standing armies under the control of kings and disciplined their soldiers 

 
misattributes a “divinely sanctioned arbitrary power to overcome anarchy and advance the cause 
of Islam” to the sultans. Next, he mentions the sultans seeking legal opinions of the grand muftis 
to ensure that their acts conform to sharia. This was indeed the case, but Parker misses the point 
that sharia does not recognize such a conception of “arbitrary” power. See my examination of 
this topic in the Chapter 1. Parker’s understanding of the power dynamic between the sultans and 
grand viziers is equally flawed. Ibid. 38. 
35 BOA. HH 6/184. (According to the classification of the Prime Minister’s Office of Ottoman 
Archives) Sultan Mahmud I’s letter is transcribed in Uğur Kurtaran, Sultan I. Mahmud Ve 
Dönemi (Ankara: Atıf Yayınları), 2014, 259. 
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through royal ordinances in accordance with the technological and tactical needs of the ages of 

Military Revolution, the Janissaries -originally the household army of the ruler that aimed to 

strengthen his power- had become by the eighteenth century an autonomous corporate body 

representing a wide range of religious, social, economic and political interests. Mindful of their 

power and status, Janissaries resisted military reform that would entail top-down disciplining 

operations. They saw such a change as infringement of their inalienable rights and privileges 

protected by sharia and their “ancient” laws. They found Ottoman judges and jurisconsults 

(ulema) as well as the scribes and dignitaries as their natural allies against royalist and absolutist 

attempts to concentrate power in the hands of the sultan and establishing discipline and control. 

Therefore, even as absolutism was on the rise in most parts of continental Europe, the Ottomans 

followed a constitutionalist path which in the long run was “hazardous for the Ottoman military 

strength”36  

The Ottoman state during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was a limited 

constitutional monarchy, which lacked the level of control European monarchs came to have 

over their societies and armies.37  Hence, the evolution of Ottoman army style was markedly 

different than that of Europe and defies the analytical categories Lynn offers. The Ottomans had 

their own “military inflation” with respect to the number of soldiers. Yet, Ottoman “military 

gigantism” did not translate into effective army strength. It remained only on paper and 

presented a stark reality for the government, which had to make payments based on paper 

strength. The number of Janissaries increased but the percentage of Janissaries the Ottomans 

 
36 Baki Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire: Political and Social Transformation in the Early 
Modern World (Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
37 Ágoston, "Military Transformation in the Ottoman Empire and Russia,” 283. Idem., 
Osmanlı'da Strateji Ve Askeri Güç trans. M. Fatih Çalışır (Timaş Yayınları, 2012), 12. The 
Turkish term Ágoston uses is “meşruti monarşi” meaning constitutional monarchy. 
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could take to the battlefield decreased from twenty percent in the wars of 1663-1664 against the 

Habsburgs to ten percent during the wars of 1768-1774 against the Russians.38 Ottoman 

Prebendal Cavalry (tımarlı sipahi) soldiers which constituted the backbone of the Ottoman army 

during the classical age disintegrated and their campaign attendance significantly decreased. 

Household troops of Ottoman notables who assumed governorships and vizierships came to form 

the bulk of the Ottoman armies. These troops had two elements. One was the notables’ own 

standing armies that they kept in order to enforce their power over the subjects and project it 

against their rivals in factional conflicts, which included the central government and sultan, and 

contributed to the military inflation. The other part of the notables’ household troops was the 

vagabond mostly infantry mercenaries they recruited during the wars (sekban).39 As European 

armies were shifting away from the use of mercenaries the Ottoman army in campaign was 

becoming a force of mercenaries which also set a limit on the anti-mercenary rhetoric that was 

dominant in Europe at the time.40  

 
38 Özgür Kolçak, "The Composition, Tactics and Strategy of the Ottoman Field Army at Zrinyi-
Ujvar and St. Gotthard (1663–1664)," in La bataille de Saint-Gotthard et la paix de Vasvar: 
Expansion ottomane–coopération européenne ed. Ferenc Toth, 73-92. (Budapest: 2017), 75. 
Aksan, “Reframing the Question of Military Reform in the Ottoman Empire,” 258. For the 
numbers see Ágoston, “Firearms and Military Adaptation,” 113. 
39 For these developments see Ágoston, "Firearms and Military Adaptation,” 120-122. Kolçak, 
"The Composition, Tactics and Strategy of the Ottoman Field Army,” 77-86. For the internal 
political conflict being a reason behind the rise of household mercenaries see Tezcan, The 
Second Ottoman Empire. 
40 This difference is reflected in Thomas Herbert’s -an English Catholic in service of the Holy 
Roman Empire- Ottoman translation of The Prince along with Frederick II’s Anti-Machiavel for 
Sultan Mustafa III. Acting in collaboration with an anonymous Ottoman court official in order to 
take the Ottoman sensibilities into account in the first ever Ottoman translation of The Prince 
and Anti-Machiavel, Herbert diluted Machiavelli’s anti-mercenary rhetoric. Nergiz Yılmaz 
Aydoğdu, "Machiavelli Enters the Sublime Porte: The Introduction of The Prince to the 
Eighteenth-Century Ottoman World," in Machiavelli, Islam and the East (Palgrave Macmillan, 
Cham, 2018), 177-198. Nergiz Aydoğdu, "Makyavelist Düşüncenin Türkiye’ye Girişi-Onsekinci 
Yüzyıl Osmanlı Siyaset Felsefesi" (Phd. diss., Marmara University, 2008). The translation also 
omitted Machiavelli’s discussion of ecclesiastical principalities where Machiavelli claimed since 
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Along with denying the central government a monopoly on violence, the Ottoman 

notables took over control of the tax sources. Military prebends (timar), which had been used to 

pay the provincial cavalry who offered in-kind contribution during the wartime, became 

concentrated in the hands of the notables. In the age of monetization and monetary inflation, 

Ottoman tax sources turned into tax farms (iltizam) that the notables and jurist scholars took 

over. In 1696, a year after Louis XIV instituted capitation as direct taxation of all Frenchmen, 

including the royal family, which became one of the hallmarks of his absolutism and sovereign 

power, the Ottomans took a different path by instituting the malikane (literally; as befits an 

owner) system which allowed the notables and scholars to hold their tax-farms for life.41 Losing 

a growing share of its revenue sources to the notables, the central government’s capacity to pay 

the Janissaries diminished. Writing in 1540s regarding the ancient Ottoman laws to be followed 

by the grand viziers as the absolute deputy of the sultan and head of the government, Lütfi Pasha 

had already warned his successors about the difficulty of paying even the fifteen thousand 

Janissaries that existed in his time and recommended not raising their numbers.42 When their 

number rose to fifty thousand without an increase in battle participation rate, Grand Vizier Sinan 

Pasha and Sultan Murad III, whose throne depended on the Janissaries, were occupied day and 

 
these principalities are ruled according to ancient religious ordinances, the prince can maintain 
them however he acts. As the Ottoman state was an Islamic “ecclesiastical state” run according 
to the ancient religious ordinances which set a limit on the Ottoman government this also did not 
suit the Ottoman constitutionalist reality and the tastes of its audience.  
41 The Ottoman elites remained untaxed until the late nineteenth century. For the “malikane” 
system see Mehmet Genç, "Malikâne," TDAV İslam Ansiklopedisi, İstanbul, c 27 (2003): 516-
518. Ariel, Salzmann, "An Ancien Régime Revisited: ‘Privatization’ and Political Economy in 
the Eighteenth-Century Ottoman Empire," Politics and Society 21, no. 4 (1993): 393-423. Ariel 
Salzmann, Tocqueville in the Ottoman Empire: Rival Paths to the Modern State (Brill, 2004). 
42 While the tone of Lütfi Pasha is restrained throughout his treatise, when he discussed the issue 
of janissary payments and numbers, he gets emotional and expresses his feelings with strong 
words. This reflects how much the issue had a psychological impact on him during his tenure 
and afterwards. Lütfi Paşa, Asafname, ed. Ahmet Uğur (İstanbul: Büyüyenay, 2018), 73. 
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night about how to pay janissary salaries.43 Added to this was the notables’ demand for advances 

to recruit mercenaries during the war, despite controlling the bulk of the tax sources. As more 

wealthy Ottomans bought their way into the Janissary Corps to benefit from tax exemptions as 

well as other privileges that increased their power in the life-time tax farming market, the 

Ottoman central government faced chronic deficits and financial difficulties. While the 

Habsburgs and Russians were establishing central fiscal-military states with increasing control of 

resources and armed forces, the Ottomans went through a process of military-fiscal devolution. 

Accordingly, the balance of power between the Ottomans and their rivals began to change in 

favor of the latter.44  

These developments were partially the result of an intense political conflict during the 

seventeenth century, which saw the triumph of the constitutionalists. They were partially 

embedded in what Wael Hallaq calls “the paradigmatic Islamic governance” that the Ottomans 

inherited from their Muslim predecessors. Developing it with an Ottoman constitutionalist 

flavor, the Ottomans relied on the paradigmatic Islamic governance as a legitimizing ideology 

during their political conflict.45 The Ottomans had rulers similar to the European monarchs who 

fashioned themselves as the soldier and warrior sultans and attempted to impose discipline on the 

Janissaries, and even worked on establishing a new army when they failed in their disciplining 

efforts. However, Ottoman constitutionalism, with its paradigmatic foundations, proved resilient 

and such sultanic attempts backfired, resulting in dethronements and even regicides. Of the four 

Ottoman sultans who reportedly conducted or attended military drills as a means of creating 

discipline (Sultans Osman II, Murad IV, Mustafa II and Selim III), three were dethroned, two 

 
43 See my section on discipline and control in Chapter 1 for a discussion on this. 
44 Gábor Ágoston, “Empires and Warfare in East-central Europe, 1550–1750,” 127. Idem. 
"Military Transformation in the Ottoman Empire and Russia, 1500–1800."  
45 Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire. 
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were killed and one, Murad IV met an early death which the constitutionalist Ottomans 

interpreted as a divine retribution for his tyranny, reminiscent of sic semper tyrannis (thus 

always to tyrants).46 Sultan Ahmed III – famous for departing from the seventeenth-century 

Ottoman gentleman’s taste for edged weapons with which he displayed his chivalry values and 

martial powers – would organize firearm shooting exercises and display his own marksmanship 

by successfully firing with a musket on Habsburg coins bearing the emperor’s image. He too also 

lost his throne in a rebellion.47 The qualities of the sultan whom the rebels picked as his 

 
46 For Osman II watching the army conduct musket and cannon drills and dressing like an 
ordinary soldier see Feridun M. Emecen, İmparatorluk Çağının Osmanlı Sultanları - II: 
II." Selim’den Sultan İbrahim’e (1566-1648), (Ankara: İSAM Yayınları, 2016), 220, 231. For the 
drills of Murad IV see idem. 292. Also Clausier Du Loir, Du Loir Seyahatnamesi: IV. Murad 
Döneminde Bir Fransız Seyyahın Maceraları, trans. Mustafa Daş (İstanbul, Yeditepe, 2017), 
292. For Mustafa II who conducted European style drills see Abdülkadir Özcan, İmparatorluk 
Çağının Osmanlı Sultanları – III: IV. Mehmed'den III. Osman'a (1648-1757), (Ankara: İSAM 
Yayınları, 2017), 122. For Selim III frequently visiting Levent military barracks and watching 
the drills and awarding the successful soldiers see Fatih Yeşil, “Nizâm-i Cedîd Ordusunda Tâlim 
ve Terbiye (1790-1807),” Tarih Dergisi 52/2 (2011): 56 
47 For Ahmed III see Bora Keskiner, Ünver Rüstem and Tim Stanley, “Armed and Splendorous: 
The Jeweled Gun of Sultan Mahmud I,” in Pearls on a String: Artists, Patrons, and Poets at the 
Great Islamic Courts, ed. Amy S. Landau (The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore in Association 
with University of Washington Press, 2015), 205-241. Seventeenth century Ottoman gentlemen 
like Evliya Çelebi -a skilled archer- recognized the importance of firearms and used them but for 
Evliya it was the skilled use of edged weapons that showed one’s valor. For Evliya, “Austrians 
are like Jews compared to the Hungarians” and “have no stomach for a fight and are not 
swordsmen and horsemen”. Hungarians on the other hand were “true warriors, who ride like 
Tatars with swords at their waists”. Yet, while praising the Hungarian cavalry carrying swords, 
he also mentioned that they carried five to ten muskets. Evliya’s own war engagements with his 
entourage against the Habsburgs also display a similar approach. During the Battle of the Raab 
River in 1664 (known as Battle of Saint Gotthard) he passed the river to join the fight with his 
slave boy on horses. He encountered a Habsburg cavalry soldier who aimed his musket towards 
Evliya and shot. Evliya ducked and the bullet struck his horse. Evliya’s slave boy released a 
splendid arrow and toppled the Habsburg soldier from his horse. Then the slave boy cut the head 
of the enemy off and because Evliya’s horse was wounded they returned to the Ottoman camp. 
Robert Dankoff and Sooyong Kim, An Ottoman Traveller: Selections from the Book of Travels 
of Evliyâ Çelebi (Eland, 2010), 217-218. Feridun Emecen examines Evliya’s works in his article 
“Evliya Çelebi in the Age of Military Transformation and Firearms” but his emphasis is on the 
Ottoman use of firearms and adaptation of the European Military Revolution, while mentioning 
Evliya’s admiration for the old in a passing sentence. See Feridun Emecen, “Askeri Dönüşüm 
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successor - Mahmud I – reveal much about the demands of the Ottoman public. He suffered from 

abnormal curvature of the spin so rather than being able to display his marksmanship, he 

commissioned a splendid jeweled pistol and musket that he probably never fired.48 Mahmud I’s 

jeweled firearms, as well as the letter to the Janissaries quoted at the beginning of this section, 

reflects his acceptance of the limits placed on the ruler by the constitutionalists. The sultan had to 

suffice with his symbolic power without exercising an assertive sovereignty.  

For the constitutionalists the absolutist attempts of the sultans meant disruption of the 

ancient Ottoman constitution that necessitated their dethronement and a return to the status quo. 

Thus, the Ottoman sultans could not exercise the “assertive sovereignty” that would become the 

hallmark of the rulership of the European absolutist monarchs. The result was the Ottoman lack 

of a top-down disciplinary revolution and the absence of a large, disciplined standing royal army 

that would be instrumental in asserting central authority at home and matching the new 

disciplined armies of the European kings in the arena of European interstate conflict. Ottoman 

reformist authors of the 1770s such as Penah Efendi who wanted to change the Ottoman system 

under the influence of European “enlightened despotism” as the Ottoman ancient 

constitutionalism began to be questioned in the face of disastrous military defeats, observed this. 

Penah Efendi likened the Ottoman soldiers to non-existent legal fictive characters because “they 

were formed through their own will rather than a royal will.”49 “A state without an ordered, 

 
Çağında Evliya Çelebi ve Ateşli Silahlar,” in Osmanlı Klasik Çağında Savaş (İstanbul: Timaş, 
2014). 
48 Bora Keskiner, Ünver Rüstem and Tim Stanley, “Armed and Splendorous: The Jeweled Gun 
of Sultan Mahmud I.” 
49 “Zira irade-i hazret-i tacdariyle olmuş asker değildir kendü iradeleriyle olmuş asker olub 
binaen aleyh mahsusen olan asker Zeyd ve Amr misillü muayyen olmamış oldu.” Süleyman 
Penah Efendi, Mora İhtilali (1770), ed. Abdullah Zararsız (Ankara: Akçağ, 2017), 87. 
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hierarchical and disciplined army had no army at all.”50 In 1803, Seyyid Mustafa, one of the first 

Ottoman engineers, recognized how all classes of the Ottoman society, including the jurist 

scholars and Sufi sheikhs and dervishes, being accustomed to and occupied with arms limited the 

government’s monopoly on violence and centralization efforts.51 Ottoman sultans who lacked 

two hallmarks of sovereignty - legal and military - had to engage in constant negotiation with 

society in a contractual relationship. As observed by Aksan, neither the Ottoman practices nor 

the population “could be easily tamed into European-style discipline.”52  

In order to better understand the distinct way the Ottomans responded to the same 

challenge that states and monarchs elsewhere in Europe encountered, and the different state 

formation that took place in the Ottoman polity, we need to explore the influence of the 

ideological and legal foundations of the Ottoman experience. While doing this, it is important not 

to fall into cultural and legal determinism, as the articulation of certain cultural and legal values 

 
50 “… ber minvali muharrer nizama bend oldukda murad olunsa her yüz ve bin neferine 
başağalar dahi tertib olunur ve madam bir devletin askerleri bu mertebe takayyud olunmaz ise ol 
devletin bir askeri olmamış olur.” Idem., 95. 
51 Kemal Beydilli, "İlk mühendislerimizden Seyyid Mustafa ve Nizam-ı Cedid'e dair Risalesi," 
Tarih Enstitusu Dergisi XII (1987): 404-441, 474-475. Kahraman Şakul, "Nizâm-ı Cedid 
Düşüncesinde Batılılaşma Ve İslamî Modernleşme, " Divan: Disiplinlerarası Çalışmalar 
Dergisi 19 (2005): 130-131. Yet, Mustafa wanted to turn this into an advantage apparently under 
the influence of French popular-conscript army system. For him the Ottoman state was in 
essence a military state because of jihad being an obligation in the religion of Islam and because 
the Ottoman state was established and became steady through military conquests. Thus, the 
Ottomans had what it took to have a strong army if the central government follows a wise policy 
of phased centralization. In the French print version of the treatise, which saw the Europeans as a 
target audience to convince them of the success of the nascent Ottoman “new order” army and 
reforms, Mustafa does not mention the Ottoman society’s enmeshment with the arms that limited 
the government’s power but simply maintains that all the Ottomans can turn into soldiers if 
necessary because the principle of Islamism that prescribes “l’état de guerre” and the Ottoman 
state was a strictly military state. Şakul did not notice this difference.  
52 Aksan, “Reframing the Question of Military Reform in the Ottoman Empire,” 273. Here, I do 
not imply that the power in early modern Europe was not negotiated. It was but the terms of this 
negotiation were different than the one found in the Ottoman polity. As I will be making clear 
throughout my dissertation this difference was also reflected in the Ottoman political and legal 
language developed around the notions of “discipline and control” of the population and army.  
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at a certain point of time could also be a reflection of the position of certain groups in a political 

conflict over material resources and over time these values and their articulation might change. 

The political conflict might also be inseparable from a religious conflict. Still, the roads that 

were not taken do not necessarily mean that a historical outcome was inevitable and 

predetermined by a particular culture and religion. Keeping the complicated relationship between 

ideology and reality in mind, the aim of this dissertation is to show the constitutional limits of 

Ottoman military reform as reflected in Ottoman political literature. As part of this aim, I 

develop a conceptual framework that allows us to read this literature and understand the concerns 

of the Ottoman authors in discussing military reform. 

While the Ottomans continuously dealt with the question of establishing discipline and 

control and the right kind of ordering apparatus, constitutional limits ultimately served as a check 

on any reform that could have brought a disciplinary revolution. The accounts of both the 

“reformist” and “conservative” authors from absolutist and constitutionalist camps while 

discussing the military reforms centered their views on the constitutional order. The proponents 

of reform sought an agenda of reform that would not upset the existing ideal constitutional order 

or that would bring back an imagined ideal constitutional order of the past. The “conservative” 

constitutionalists’ unease with the prospects of reform was the result of their fears of the 

disruption of the ideal constitutional order. Ultimately, for both groups reform was intertwined 

with the question of observing or overcoming constitutional limits. Exploring the constitutional 

limits will help us explain the different response that the Ottomans gave to the common 

problems facing early modern European polities. However, this study does not make the claim 

that it was the only reason, or that a legal and cultural framework predetermined the Ottoman 

experience. Overcoming the constitutional limits of reform would be a necessary but not 
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sufficient condition to realize an overreaching reform program that would produce a disciplinary 

revolution. At certain points, ideas could have been used to torpedo reform efforts, but it also 

mattered who held those ideas. The constitutional limits were not just a structural edifice but 

depended on the practices of those in power. Ottoman constitutionalism became triumphant not 

only because of the strength of the “paradigmatic Islamic governance” that laid its foundation but 

also due to the agency of the Ottoman constitutionalists, who relied on it to express their 

worldview and to maintain their status and power. Most of the authors I examine in the 

dissertation, were not just men of ideas but also of power: jurists, judges, diplomats, high ranking 

scribes, and viziers. They also fought as soldiers in the seventeenth century, and even after the 

“civilianization” of the Ottoman government in the eighteenth century they continued to be 

present in the battlefield as officials and observers of wars. Thus, keeping the delicate 

relationship between ideas and power in mind, my dissertation explains the role of ideas, as they 

were presented by those in power, on the prospects of Ottoman military reform. With a source 

base constituting Ottoman political writing, I have a focus on the “theory,” but I also show its 

close relationship with the practice.  

 

0.3. The State of the Field of Middle Eastern and Ottoman Studies and the Question of 

Modernity 

 

Orientalist and Eurocentric literature - which previously explained the divergent Ottoman 

experience by referencing Islamic culture and religion- fell into the fallacy of cultural 

determinism. My study aims to avoid this determinism without sacrificing the importance of 

ideas in historical change. In attributing an Ottoman “inability to adapt to the changes” to the 
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Ottomans’ inherent conservatism, obscurantism, fanaticism and despotism, which, they argued, 

stemmed from the Ottoman culture and religion, the authors of this literature depicted an image 

of a state in continuous decline after the sixteenth century with a frozen legal system, stagnant 

institutions and society.53 Their explanations either lacked a thorough study of Ottoman primary 

sources or continued to construct the Ottomans as the Europe’s other to prove the uniqueness of 

the development of Western modernity, or “the rise of the West”, and the Muslims’ inability to 

accommodate it by imposing their preexisting views on the primary sources.54  

That being said, Orientalism and the Ottoman decline paradigm have long been criticized 

by a large number of revisionist scholars and no longer represent the status quo in the field. Such 

scholars have successfully outlined the Ottoman pragmatism, accommodativeness, flexibility and 

adaptability and demonstrated that the Ottomans indeed went through transformations similar to 

those in Europe and shared a modernity, or certain features of it, with Europe or represented one 

of the “multiple modernities.”55 Titles such as “Formation of the Modern State,” “The Second 

Ottoman Empire,” “The Early Modern Ottomans,” and “Tocqueville in the Ottoman Empire: 

Rival Paths to Modern State” became numerous without paying a serious attention to the 

subtleties of philosophically loaded concepts such as “modern,” “modern state” or “empire” in 

the European context while using them for the Ottomans.56 In other words, the representatives of 

 
53 For a list of this literature and its critique see Ágoston, “Firearms and Military Adaptation,” 
87. Also Ágoston, Guns for the Sultan, 7-8. 
54 Bernard Lewis is the most notable example of reading and using Ottoman primary sources 
with his own ideological convictions and pre-established conclusions. Particularly, see Bernard 
Lewis The Muslim Discovery of Europe (WW Norton & Company, 2001). For an example of 
making these claims for the Ottomans without examining Ottoman primary sources see the 
works of William H. McNeill. I touch upon this point in the conclusion of this chapter. 
55 For the seminal use of the term “multiple modernities” see Shmuel Noah Eisenstadt, "Multiple 
modernities." Daedalus 129, no. 1 (2000): 1-29. 
56 Rifaʻat Ali Abou-El-Haj, Formation of the Modern State: The Ottoman Empire, Sixteenth to 
Eighteenth Centuries (Syracuse University Press, 2005). Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire. 
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the anti-decline turn in Ottoman studies often sacrificed the Ottoman peculiarities for the sake of 

integrating the Ottomans into a common European early modern world marching towards 

“modernity”.   

Ironically, the “anti-decline turn” in Ottoman studies corresponded with the post-modern 

turn in scholarship. While the Ottomanists were set to prove that the Ottomans also went through 

a process of modernization, scholars elsewhere critiqued the modernity paradigm.57 In the 

aftermath of 9/11 however, the pendulum of Middle Eastern studies swung away from the assault 

of anti-declinists on Orientalism and decline paradigm back to the opposite direction. One 

example of this was a swing back to the Orientalist old scholarship that sought to answer the 

question of “What Went Wrong” in the “Clash Between Islam and Modernity.”58 For these 

scholars, the roots of “The Long Divergence” lay in “How Islamic Law Held Back the Middle 

East.”59 The origins of authoritarianism and underdevelopment must have been in “the alliance 

between orthodox Islamic scholars (the ulema) and military states.”60  “Anti-declinism” has also 

increasingly been questioned with numerous attempts to accommodate decline in certain areas 

such as military and the sciences but by pointing out the underlying economic factors through a 

 
Virginia H. Aksan, and Daniel Goffman ed., The Early Modern Ottomans: Remapping the 
Empire (Cambridge University Press, 2007). Ariel Salzmann, Tocqueville in the Ottoman 
Empire. 
57 For Michael Foucault’s critique of modernity see Steven Best and Douglas Kellner, "Foucault 
and the Critique of Modernity," in Postmodern Theory, (Palgrave, London, 1991), 34-75. 
Foucault was one of the pioneers of the critique of modernity and post-modern analysis.   
58 Bernard Lewis, What Went Wrong: The Clash between Islam and Modernity in the Middle 
East (Harper Collins, 2003). 
59 Timur Kuran, The Long Divergence: How Islamic Law held back the Middle East (Princeton 
University Press, 2012). 
60 Ahmet T. Kuru, Islam, Authoritarianism, and Underdevelopment: A Global and Historical 
Comparison (Cambridge University Press, 2019). 
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materialist reading of Ottoman history.61 A more nuanced accommodation of decline is found in 

Noah Feldman’s The Fall and Rise of the Islamic State in which he responds to the critiques of 

“What Went Wrong?” with an examination of “What Went Right?” prior to the nineteenth-

century reforms. Feldman treats premodern Islamic history as an example of a functional 

constitutional system in which the government’s power was checked and limited by the law as 

interpreted by the ulema. In this system, a strong sense of legality prevailed before its demise 

with the advent of modernity. Writing before the Frankenstein of ISIS, Feldman remained 

hopeful about the prospects of the rise of an Islamic constitutional state compatible with 

modernity if a system of checks and balances on the government through law could be 

reestablished.62  

Another approach in the post-9/11 scholarship has been adopting a post-modern line of 

analysis and questioning the merits of modernity while showing why modernity could not be 

“the lot of the Muslims” and Muslims should have no reason to be apologetic about it. The finest 

example of this approach is Wael Hallaq’s recent book The Impossible State: Islam, Politics, and 

Modernity’s Moral Predicament.63 Hallaq sees a link between the rise of powerful absolutist 

European monarchs and the “invention” of the modern sovereign state in Europe with its 

legislative authority and the emergence of European “state discipline” as an ordering apparatus. 

 
61 For the accommodation of military decline and materialistic explanations for the Ottoman 
political developments that do not underestimate the importance of the legal see Tezcan, The 
Second Ottoman Empire. In his recent work partially inspired by Tezcan, Harun Küçük 
accommodates a decline in sciences and calls attention to the divergent riches of Ottoman and 
European scholars. Harun Küçük, Science without Leisure: Practical Naturalism in Istanbul, 
1660-1732 (University of Pittsburgh Press, 2019). 
62 Noah Feldman, The Fall and Rise of the Islamic State (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2012). 
63 Wael B.  Hallaq, The Impossible State: Islam, Politics, and Modernity's Moral Predicament 
(Columbia University Press, 2013). Another major “unapologetic” study is Salman 
Sayyid, Recalling the Caliphate: Decolonisation and World Order (London: Hurst and 
Company, 2014). 
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For Hallaq, monarchical and state legislation through the exercise of legislative sovereignty 

played a key role in the rise of this state discipline. He depicts a picture in which disciplining 

operations over the body created tamed and politically innocuous “state subjects.” Armies and 

barracks were the first institutions of coercion and disciplining. Conscription signaled the arrival 

of the modern state. Hallaq contrasts this European development with the “paradigmatic Islamic 

governance” based on a morally grounded “paradigmatic sharia” that could not accommodate 

absolutism and a top-down disciplining apparatus. “Islam never knew conscription” and a 

modern “Islamic State” was “the Impossible State.”  

 

0.4. A Search for a Framework to Study the Ottomans in a Global Context 

 

Although Hallaq spent all of his academic life in rebutting the Orientalist paradigm of the 

freezing of sharia through the closure of the gate of ijtihad (independent legal reasoning), in The 

Impossible State he does not shy away from depicting a frozen paradigmatic Islamic governance 

based on the sharia, which is antithetical to the modern state.64 In Hallaq’s narrative, an Islamic 

constitutional order made the modernization and creation of a modern state impossible. 

Apparently Hallaq’s paradigmatic Islamic governance took its final shape long before the 

Ottomans and he does not examine how the Ottomans responded when they first encountered the 

advent of the modern state and the rise of “state discipline” in Europe. Hallaq’s reading of 

Ottoman and Islamic legal and political history gives the impression that Muslims passively 

 
64 Hallaq’s seminal article on this subject which has now become a classic is Wael B. Hallaq, 
"Was the Gate of Ijtihad Closed?." International Journal of Middle East Studies 16, no. 01 
(1984): 3-41. 
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waited and lived with a never changing paradigmatic governance until the nineteenth-century 

reforms, which he attributes mostly to imperialism and colonization.  

Guy Burak and Samy Ayoub’s recent studies using sources mostly from Ottoman-ruled 

Arab lands, Syria and Egypt, respectively, challenged Hallaq’s view of the Islamic legal and 

political history as one of executive sultanism and missing state sovereignty until its transition 

into the modern era with the nineteenth century reforms. In contrast to Hallaq’s timeline and 

framework, Burak and Ayoub’s accounts depicted the Ottomans as a major player of early 

modern Islamic legal history.65 Samy Ayoub recognizes the Hanafi school of Islamic law’s early 

emphasis on the ruler simply upholding the law as it was, but he claims that late Hanafi jurists 

made a room for the sultan in the lawmaking process by assigning a probative value to the 

sultanic orders and edicts in the legal doctrine.66  Guy Burak on the other hand, argues for the 

Ottoman dynasty’s intervention in Islamic law and asserts that this led to a second formation of 

Islamic law through the rise of a distinct Hanafi canon. He sees the kanun as the site of dynastic 

sovereignty which provided the means for this intervention. Major steps in this process featured 

bureaucratizing the ulema and rendering the Hanafi school the official madhab (legal school) of 

the state.67 For these authors, the Ottoman legal history represents a break with the old notion of 

“siyasa” (politics/use of political power) as mere administrative regulations. Instead, they see the 

Ottoman rulers following an Ottoman sultanic or dynastic law-making activity. By focusing 

mainly on the Arab scholars’ perception of the Ottoman legal and political ideas and policies -

 
65 Guy Burak, The Second Formation of Islamic Law (Cambridge University Press, 2015). 
Samy A. Ayoub Law, Empire, and the Sultan: Ottoman Imperial Authority and Late Hanafi 
Jurisprudence (Oxford University Press, 2019). 
66 Ayoub, Law, Empire, and the Sultan, 7. 
67 Burak, The Second Formation and Guy Burak, “Between the Kanun of Qaytbay and Ottoman 
Yasaq: A Note on the Ottomans’ Dynastic Law” Journal of Islamic Studies 26, no.1 (2015): 1-
23. 
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these Arab scholars have been generally excluded from the Rumi (Roman) scholarly enterprise 

of the Ottoman heartlands of Istanbul and the Balkans-, Ayoub and Burak overlook how the 

Ottoman scholars and scribes - who were part and parcel of the Ottoman enterprise and gave the 

definitive character of the Ottoman government and law - told their side of the story. Burak’s 

works suffer from the problem of dislocating the agency of Ottoman political and legal 

developments in the activities of the Ottoman dynasty. They also mischaracterize Ottoman 

history. With the triumphant Ottoman constitutionalism of the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, the Ottoman dynasty was sidelined, and its powers were significantly curtailed by 

scholars, scribes and soldiers. The dynasty became subject to the jurist’s law rather than vice 

versa.68 Even the constitutionalist ideas of the few scholars from the Ottoman heartland whom 

Burak examines such as Kınalızade, Taşköprizade, Ali bin Bali and Aşık Çelebi attest this fact. 

However, Burak misses these points as he conducts a cursory reading of only the scholarly 

genealogical works of these authors without studying their broader political and legal views, 

which one can comprehend only with a collective reading of their works. These scholars served 

as top level jurists and judges and had a sharia-centric view that denied kanun to be the sultanic 

laws, and grounded and limited sultanic power within the domain of the classical siyasa 

shariyyah.69 While one cannot deny the rise of the Hanafi madhab into an official status in 

Ottoman lands, the agency in this process was not located in dynastic intervention but rather in 

the activities of the Rumi scholars who used the sultanic authority they created to pursue their 

goals whenever it was necessary. It was not the sultans or dynasty who would benefit from 

ending the legal pluralism of four madhabs. Their interest would be in keeping these four schools 

 
68 See Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire for this observation. The findings of my dissertation 
also support Tezcan’s argument.  
69 I will be discussing this and referring to their works throughout my dissertation.  
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in play against each other as the Mamluks did. Again, they were not the beneficiaries in the 

bureaucratization and “aristocratization” of the ulema, which significantly limited their power to 

appoint to judicial and juristic positions. Under this system, the sultans could only select the 

grand muftis and the two chief justices from a small group of high ranking aristocratic ulema 

families who monopolized the power. To fill the rest of the posts, they had to accept the 

nominations made by the grand mufti and chief justices based on the table of ranks.70 Thus, both 

of these developments played to the hands of the Hanafi Rumi ulema in establishing their hold 

on and monopoly of judicial and jurisprudential power. It was through their agency this 

transformation took place.  

Apart from this issue of agency, the examples Ayoub and Burak give as jurists who used 

sultanic orders to support their opinions do not actually imply a change in the field of civil and 

substantive law. Rather, the examples are limited to the procedural law or related to public order 

and public law in which the sultan’s involvement has been historically recognized by the 

jurists.71 These are not necessarily examples of “law making” per se and it does not appear to be 

 
70 For the ulema monopoly see Baki Tezcan, "The Ottoman Mevali as ‘lords of the 
law’," Journal of Islamic Studies 20, no. 3 (2009): 383-407. For the appointment process within 
the ranks of the ulema see; İsmail Hakkı Uzunçarşılı, Osmanlı Devletinin İlmiye Teşkilâtı 
(Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 2014). Also, for the jurist scholars (ulema) maintaining 
their autonomy as the “producers and interpreters of the law” even after the bureaucratization 
see; Abdurrahman Atçıl, "The Safavid Threat and Juristic Authority in the Ottoman Empire 
during the 16th Century," International Journal of Middle East Studies 49, no. 2 (2017): 295-
314. Atçıl points out the ulema’s key role in providing legitimacy to the government as well as 
limiting its power.   
71 Their examples are: Friday prayers which were established only when a legitimate government 
was in power, procedural law about statute limitations for the courts under the sultanic authority 
and run by the judges appointed by the sultan, the oath taken by the ruling class not to accept the 
expelled people back to Egypt which was itself the result of a sultanic demand, killing dhimmis 
who repeatedly insult the prophet, a ban on reading certain problematic parts of Fusus al-Hikam 
of Ibn Arabi in the mosques, sale of runaway slaves belonging to the cavalry forces being void, 
and what would happen to the judges when the sultan who appointed them was dethroned and a 
new was selected. 
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outside the traditional interpretation of siyasa powers.72 They are perhaps an extension of the 

traditional view but still remaining within the limits of classical public law despite Ayoub’s 

 
72 Colin Imber also points out this limited nature of sultanic authority in his work on Grand Mufti 
Ebussuud Efendi and Ebussuud’s relationship with Suleyman I while sharing the modern 
scholar’s misconception of the kanun as the ruler’s law. “… in the Ottoman Empire, where the 
criminal law was subject to secular jurisdiction of the Sultans. The Hanafi view of legal authority 
had an important effect on the Ottoman practice of government, most notably in limiting the 
power of the Sultan. Except in the admittedly vital areas of land tenure, taxation and crime, 
which fell within the scope of the qanun, it was Hanafi law that the courts applied, and which the 
Sultan himself had no competence to abrogate or modify. The qanun he could regulate by 
decree, but even here the force of custom set narrow limits on his authority. In the legal sphere, 
therefore, the scope of the Sultan’s practical influence was modest, and far removed from the 
image of the centralizing, absolute monarch on which modern historiography insists.” Colin 
Imber, Ebu's-su'ud The Islamic Legal Tradition (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 
2009), 94-95. “This capacity to regulate the application of Hanafi law was perhaps the most 
practical consequence of the Ottoman Sultan’s claim to the Caliphate. What it did not do, 
however, was to give him the power to change the law in its essence. This Ebu’s-suud makes 
clear in an answer which amounts to a ruling that there is no appeal against the decision of a 
court without a Sultanic decree, and that even this is ineffective when the court’s decision is 
valid according to the sharia.” Ibid. 109-110. Imber admits that Suleyman as the lawmaker could 
not be found in Ebussuud’s shari’ juristic works but can be located in the titles and epithets the 
Grand Mufti used for the Sultan. He misrepresents “naşir-i kavanin-i sultaniyye” found in the 
Suleymaniye complex as the promulgater of laws -without providing the original Ottoman 
expression-. “Naşir” meant spreader or scatterer which came to be used with the meaning of 
“publisher” in the nineteenth century after the printing press became widely used in the Ottoman 
lands. Using English word “promulgate” that has a specific meaning with regards to law being 
proclaimed officially in the Western tradition does not do justice to “neşr/naşir” which would 
have only a limited use of “promulgate” in the sense that making widely known. The title 
Ebussuud used for the Sultan can be better understood as the spreader of sultanic customs in the 
form of executive orders, not as a lawmaker. Since the custom’s authority came from it being a 
widespread societal practice -which did not violate sharia-, when Suleyman was spreading 
sultanic customs he was making them established as a customary practice, not legislating a 
secular statuary law in the modern sense. The emphasis on the sultan simply executing and 
upholding divine laws and decrees in the other titles used before “naşir” also supports the idea of 
“executive” rather than legislative “sultanism.” The other epithet Imber claims that the Ottomans 
used for Suleyman with the meaning of lawgiver, “kanuni,” came to be used by the Ottomans 
only in the nineteenth century with the exception of Dimitri Kantemir’s eighteenth century use in 
his history after his defection to Russia. For “kanuni” see Feridun Emecen, “Süleyman I,” TDV 
İslam Anskilopedisi. I have never seen Suleyman being called “kanuni” in the primary sources 
from 1592-1807. Imber’s another mischaracterization of kanun can be find in his naming of it 
“secular Sultanic law.” It is interesting to see Imber maintaining sharia being “at odds with 
modern concepts of law,” while using modern lenses of secular/religious binary and 
ruler’s/state’s legislation when looking into kanun. Such a look into kanun would fail in both 
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claims of late Hanafi jurisprudence “going beyond the jurisdiction of siyasa” and Burak’s 

argument about a shifting meaning of siyasa under the Ottomans.73 Burak’s labelling of kanun a 

dynastic law based on three private law compilations that bear the title of “The Laws of the 

Ottomans” or “The Laws of the Ottoman Dynasty” is problematic as this does not represent a 

dynastic codification or legislation. Moreover, the first of these titles did not mention the dynasty 

but used Ottoman which included all the Ottomans whether they belonged to the dynastic family 

or not. The second was a historian’s attempt at delineating the authorities of the sultan, the grand 

vizier and the grand mufti in a constitutional struggle. The third of these compilations equates the 

kanun with custom in its title and its attribution to Mehmed II is of doubtful authenticity.74  

Neither of these three works was dynastic legislation “enacted” in the name of a sultan or the 

dynasty but were examples of Ottoman scribes and historians writing privately and didactically 

on what the customs of the government, the central administration and the dynasty were 

supposed to be, thus limiting the dynasty’s sphere of maneuver instead of expanding it. It also 

did not mean a shift in the meaning of urf as custom because the dynasty was but one of many 

communities which had their customary laws and practices in an Ottoman state that lacked legal 

 
respects. The world Ottomans lived in did not have a separate secular sphere and kanun denoted 
the customs of the communities in a limited field which can be compiled a sultanic decree 
though event this practice mostly came to an end by the late sixteenth century. Imber, Ebu's-
su'ud, 30, 75-76. For a critique of seeing customs already accommodated by sharia as “secular” 
laws see; Ahmed, What is Islam?, 453-481. However, Ahmed continues the modern 
misconception of kanun as the ruler’s law. He continues Imber’s mistranslation of “naşir” as the 
promulgator of laws and mistake of Suleyman being called “kanuni” by his contemporaries. 
Ahmed misinterprets the views of the Ottoman jurist Kınalızade who in fact restricted a ruler’s 
juristic power to him being a jurist himself which he saw a condition for being a rightful caliph 
both of which were lacking in Suleyman. Kınalızade’s strong opposition to rulers making laws 
can also be found in his views of the yasa of Genghis Khan. I will be examining Kınalızade’s 
views with full reference throughout my dissertation.  
73 Ayoub, Law, Empire, and the Sultan, p. 17. 
74 Burak, “Between the Kanun of Qaytbay and Ottoman Yasaq,” 6-8. Another inference Burak 
makes based on Lütfi Pasha’s use of kanun is equally flawed. For Lütfi Pasha’s notion of kanun 
as a custom and “sunnah” see Tezcan, “Kanunname of Mehmed II.” 
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sovereignty. Perhaps the dynasty was the only body, whose “ancient” laws were not written by a 

member of its own.75 As Buzov observes, by the reign of Suleyman I, kanun was a common 

rather than a sultanic or dynastic property.76 Beyond the constitutional law, kanun denoted the 

customary laws of communities such as scribes, Janissaries, naval forces, bombardier troops and 

the different guilds. The defense of these communities’ rights and privileges within a framework 

of ancient laws involved denying legislative sovereignty to the sultans in power, rather than 

recognizing a sultanic law-making authority.77 Even in the fields of land and criminal law, which 

concerned taxation and public order respectively, Ottoman kanun “making” was a process of 

finding and compiling the pre-conquest ancient laws (that continued to be called with their old 

names) rather than a sovereign law making. This was in line with the European medieval 

constitutionalism in which kings discovered - rather than made - laws. Ottoman kanun “finding” 

activities, therefore, lacked the early modern and modern notion of legislative sovereignty.78  

 
75 Burak, “Between the Kanun of Qaytbay and Ottoman Yasaq,” 6, 8. I will be using and 
examining Hezarfen Hüseyin Efendi’s law book as well as the so-called laws of Mehmed II that 
Burak misinterprets throughout my dissertation. This will make the issues I raise here clearer.  
76 Snjezana Buzov, “The Lawgiver and His Lawmakers: The Role of Legal Discourse in the 
Change of Ottoman Imperial Culture,” (Phd. Diss, University of Chicago, 2005), 130. Buzov 
sees the early kanun before the era of Suleyman I as a sultanic property but her approach is 
problematic as our understanding of early kanun is very limited due to the limited number of 
early kanun examples with original extant authentic texts.  
77 My dissertation provides substantial evidence for this point.  
78 Burak’s own examples of allegedly provincial kanun making point out such a law finding 
rather than making mission. See Burak, “Between the Kanun of Qaytbay and Ottoman Yasaq.” 
According to Buzov who makes a similar point “The Ottoman kanun law was based on the 
principle of granting and protecting the law, and law-giving, rather than on the principle of 
originating law (law-making).” Snjezana Buzov, “The Lawgiver and His Lawmakers,” 150. For 
the medieval constitutionalist notion of law finding and how it precluded sovereignty see 
Corinne C. Weston, "England: Ancient Constitution and Common Law," in The Cambridge 
History of Political Thought 1450-1700, ed.  J. H. Burns and Mark Goldie (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991): 374-411. For the medieval European kings “discovering” 
rather than making laws see James B. Collins, “Absolutism,” in Europe 1450 to 1789 
Encyclopedia of the Early Modern World Vol I, ed. Jonathan Dewald, (New York: Thomson 
Gale, 2004): 1. In the Holy Roman Empire, “justice involved finding laws appropriate to 
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The main problem with Burak and Ayoub’s works is their omission of Ottoman 

constitutionalism and its successful project of limiting the sultanic authority. My dissertation 

departs from them by focusing mostly on authors from the Ottoman heartlands of the Balkans 

and Anatolia, and countering their reading of Ottoman kanun as dynastic law or sultanic will. 

Instead, I interpret kanun as a customary law ideally in accordance with sharia and as a contested 

field rather than a codified body – at least until nineteenth century reforms. Thus, as an 

Istanbulite Ottomanist’s sequel to Hallaq’s The Impossible State, my dissertation shows the 

enduring importance of “paradigmatic Islamic governance” and the continuity of Islamic legal 

history within the early modern Ottoman era despite the dynamism and changes of the time, a 

particular period which Hallaq overlooked, as the Ottomans faced challenges similar to those 

faced by their European contemporaries.  

Baki Tezcan’s works call our attention to the “absolutist” and “constitutionalist” political 

ideologies of the Ottomans to understand their peculiar response to the same challenges facing 

the European and Ottoman polities. However, his book is a political history rather than a study of 

political thought, supported by a limited number of his articles on Ottoman political and 

historical thought.79 Moreover, most of his conclusions are generalizations from a particular 

point in Ottoman history, that is the regicide of Osman II, provoked by the sultan’s attempt to 

perform hajj and establish a new army. Finally, Tezcan does not explore the debate on Ottoman 

military reform between the absolutist and constitutionalist interlocutors during the period his 

 
circumstances.” Wilson’s subtitle for his chapter on justice is “Finding the Law.” Wilson, Heart 
of Europe, 603-604. With the rise of the written law and codification, however, “law did not 
have to be ‘found’ in each case according to local wisdom, but instead already existed as a 
universally applicable code.” Ibid., 606. Imber also attests this law-compiling activity. “This 
reduction to writing of what had previously existed only as feudal custom and administrative 
practice is the basis of Ottoman qanun. It is in essence a feudal law.” Imber, Ebu's-su'ud, 41. 
79 Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire and “Law in China.” 
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book encompasses. My dissertation aims to achieve what Hallaq avoided and what Tezcan to a 

large extent evaded. Namely, by utilizing, deepening and adapting their conceptual frameworks, 

I examine the Ottoman perceptions of and responses to the rise of the modern state, along with 

the challenges of establishing discipline and control during the period of Military Revolution. I 

will be focusing on Ottoman political writing to understand the limited nature of the Ottoman 

military adaptation and the distinct path the Ottomans followed. My definition of political 

writing encompasses texts from different genres, including history, Islamic jurisprudence, creed, 

ethics, Sufism, mirror for princes, reform treatises, and reports and communications of Ottoman 

officials. As the Ottomans lived in a world of fusion between religion and other aspects of life, 

their treatment of what we call “political” problems with our modern gaze, were deeply 

embedded in what we would see as the religious. Thus, I use a wide source base to give a more 

complete picture of Ottoman political thought.  

The concepts which I am partially borrowing from Hallaq and Tezcan and which I will be 

developing in a comparative Ottoman-European perspective are “the political,” “the legal,” 

“absolutism,” “constitutionalism,” “the state” and “discipline and control.” Although Hallaq was 

generally silent about the Ottomans, the conceptual framework he used to compare 

“modernizing” Europe with the paradigmatic Islamic governance provides a useful toolkit to 

study the Ottoman experience. The framework creates a bridge between the “bellicist” models on 

Europe and the Ottoman world, and also reveals the link between the paradigmatic elements and 

constitutional limits of the reform.  To what extend the paradigmatic indeed was “paradigmatic” 

or unchanging, and to what extent the constitutional limits were stretchable or could be 

overcome will become clearer by utilizing this framework. Tezcan on the other hand highlights 

the three important “political questions raised -explicitly or implicitly- about public law in the 
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late sixteenth century at the dawn of the Second Empire” which help me to decipher the 

underlying issues in Ottoman discussions of military reform. These questions were: i) the 

relationship between public law and sociopolitical change, that is whether the law should be 

adapting in harmony with social change or should curtail it, ii) the proper relationship between 

the divine and earthly authorities in the articulation of public law, and iii) and whether the ruler 

could change the laws at will or was bound by preexisting immutable laws.80 

While it is not the aim of this study to establish a one-way causality regarding the 

Military Revolution, the Disciplinary Revolution and the rise of absolutist monarchs and 

sovereign states in Europe, it will show that the Ottomans grappled with these developments 

while seeking responses to the challenges they faced in the European interstate competition. The 

historiographical, and sometimes historical, concepts such as “the political,” “absolutism,” 

“constitutionalism,” “the state,” and “discipline and control” used in European scholarship are 

also echoed in the Ottoman debates on military reform. My premise in studying Ottoman 

political writing is that it is possible to read Ottoman history with the concepts utilized in 

European historiography without swinging fully to either end of the pendulum, that is, 

Eurocentrism and Orientalism, and “anti-declinism”. Given the commonality of the challenges 

they faced, it was natural for the Ottomans and their contemporary Europeans to be concerned 

with similar questions. This commonality enables me to use of some of the concepts that were 

the modern historians’ inventions regarding Europe, such as the “absolutism,” while examining 

the Ottoman political writing.  

 
80 Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire, 48-49. 
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Historians of Early Modern Europe pointed out how language and concepts of the law 

were the primary instruments in conducting “political debate and discourse.”81 In the European 

context, war was seen as political and constitutional discourse connected to state formation and 

legal thought.82 Looking to the Ottomans, who were constantly engaged in warfare with their 

European rivals, we see that the war making gave rise to a similar political and constitutional 

discourse in which the language and concepts of law served as the main instruments. The distinct 

state formation and military choices of the Ottomans can be understood by examining this 

discourse.  

However, even as I advocate for the commonality between the Ottomans and Europeans, 

and by extension the shared applicability of the afore-mentioned concepts, I also do not dismiss 

the idiosyncrasies of the Ottoman system. That being said, an Ottoman-centric approach was 

already taken by the authors of the primary sources under examination in this study. Most of 

these sources are the works of Ottoman authors who put the Ottomans at the center and observed 

Eurasia (from China to France) from an Ottoman perspective. Keeping our focus on these 

sources and the concerns of their authors, and utilizing the concepts found in them along with the 

ideal types of modern historiography will help us both to understand the Ottomans on their own 

terms and to make the Ottoman experience comparable to that of European in the contemporary 

scholarship. As Muslims of the modern world continue to grapple with modernity and search for 

 
81 Michael P. Breen, Law, City, and King: Legal Culture, Municipal Politics, and State 
Formation in Early Modern Dijon (University Rochester Press, 2007), 152. 
82 Karl Härter, "War as Political and Constitutional Discourse: Imperial Warfare and the Military 
Constitution of the Holy Roman Empire in the Politics of the Permanent Diet (1663-1806)," 
in Teatri di guerra: rappresentazioni e discorsi tra età moderna ed età contemporanea (Bononia 
Univ. Press, 2010), 215-237. Peter H. Wilson, “War, Political Culture and Central European 
State Formation from the Late Middle Ages to the Nineteenth Century,” in Culture, Place and 
Identity, ed. by Neil Garnham and Keith Jeffry (Dublin: University College Dublin Press, 2005), 
112-137. 
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a place in the modern world, and as the Turkish and Arab Springs - which seemed to move 

Muslim-majority countries towards an Islamic liberal democracy- turns into a winter of 

triumphant authoritarianism, examining the Ottoman constitutionalist tradition of limited 

government is more important than ever, even if this tradition might have been the reason for the 

divergence between Europe and the Islamic world.83 If Muslims are to find their place in the 

modern world, they should start with a careful examination of one of the first Muslim encounters 

with modernity.84 

The Ottoman authors articulated their views and concerns in their political writings. 

While similar challenges and questions that faced the early modern polities echoed in the 

concepts and debates of the Ottoman and European authors, at the end of the day, the triumphant 

Ottoman constitutionalism remained as a bulwark against the absolutism and the Disciplinary 

 
83 For the Arab Winter see the recent book Noah Feldman, The Arab Winter: A Tragedy, 
(Princeton University Press, 2020). For a Turkish American political scientist’s warning of a 
Turkish winter coming in 2015 see Burak Kadercan, “Turkish Winter is Coming,” War on the 
Rocks September 23, 2015. https://warontherocks.com/2015/09/turkish-winter-is-coming/. 
84 For a discussion of the same global forces of early modernity -such as the diffusion of 
firearms, introduction of new crops, spread of diseases, bullion flows and climate- having an 
impact on the Eurasian polities see Victor Lieberman, “Introduction,” Modern Asian Studies 31, 
3 (1997):449-461. Lieberman explains his focus on these external material forces with his 
particular vision of connective history and “synchronization” across Eurasia. He “assumes that 
cultural/religious boundaries were most permeable to material goods.” Ibid. 458. Subrahmanyam 
on the other hand draws attention to the “complex changes in political theology” that 
accompanied these material global forces. He argues that “ideas and mental constructs, too, 
flowed across political boundaries in that world, and -even if they found specific local 
expression- enable us to see that what we are dealing with are not separate and comparable, but 
connected histories.” Sanjay Subrahmanyam, "Connected Histories: Notes Towards a 
Reconfiguration of Early Modern Eurasia," Modern Asian Studies 31, no. 3 (1997): 738, 745, 
748. The essays of this journal volume were collectively published in Victor B. Lieberman, 
Beyond Binary Histories: Re-imagining Eurasia to c. 1830 (University of Michigan Press, 1999). 
Geoffrey Parker’s recent work is remarkable in its balanced treatment of both material and 
ideological forces being the drivers of history with a comparative Eurasian perspective. He sees 
absolutism as one of the “distinctive and disruptive aspects of seventeenth-century government.” 
Parker, Global Crisis, 53. For a recent attempt of a connected history of ideas in the “Balkans-to-
Bengal complex” see Ahmed, What is Islam? 
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Revolution that a number of continental European states went through. By presenting the 

cultural, political, legal and ideological standpoints of the participants of the Ottoman debate of 

military reform, this dissertation highlights the significance of Ottoman constitutionalism as a 

key factor behind the different historical outcome that appeared in the Ottoman world. That 

being said, I recognize that this constitutionalism is not the only factor in this story. In keeping 

with Rumi’s tale of the men who encountered an elephant in a dark room, in which each man 

touched a different part of the elephant and came to a different understanding of what it is, I am 

aware of my own limitations can aspire to tell only a partial story of the elephant in the room that 

is the problem of Ottoman military reform. To conclude in Rumi’s words: 

If there had been a candle in each one’s hand, 
the difference would have gone out of their words.  
The eye of sense-perception is only like the palm of the hand: the palm has not power to 
reach the whole of him.  
The eye of the Sea is one thing and the foam another: leave the foam and look with the 
eye of the Sea.  
Day and night the movement of foam-flecks from the Sea: you behold the foam, but not 
the Sea. Marvelous!  
We are dashing against each other, like boats: 
our eyes are darkened, though we are in the clear water.  
O you that have gone to sleep in the body’s boat, 
you have seen the water, look on the Water of the water.85  

 

 

 

 

 

 
85 Rumi, Mathnawi III/1268-1273, translated by R. A. Nicholson. 
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Chapter 1: Key Concepts 

 

1.1. “Political” and “Legal” 

 
The old times have passed, this is a new epoch  
The moon is the same moon, but the water is not that water 
—Aşık Çelebi (freely borrowing from Rumi) 86 

 
Because the control of affairs is attempted without sharia 
An upheaval of the (world) affairs appeared  
When the administration conforms to sharia  
Neither enemies nor highway robbers would remain  
There is no complaint for dismissal or punishments in 
sharia 
When it is with sharia what would be the necessity (of 
something else) 
Covetousness, hatred and malice would not be contained in 
sharia  
All illnesses will disappear from the dominions and 
kingdom  
Everyone would become safe of their properties and lives 
There is no animosity in sharia, who would be sorrowful in 
sharia. 
—Nâbî87 
 
It has always been the suffering for the beautiful ones that 
made my pure nature talk  
Let the criminals be forced to confess by the authorities 
through torture  
—Ziyai88 

 
تسیون 86 نرق  نیا  ھنھك  نرق  تفر   
تسین بآ نآ بآ و تسھام نآ هام   
Aşık Çelebi, Miracü’l-Eyale, ed. Ahmet Çelik (İstanbul: Türkiye Yazma Eserler Kurumu 
Başkanlığı, 2018), 59. 
87 “Şersiz olmağla zabt-ı umur / İhtilal-i umur etdi zuhur. Saltanat şer’a olunca tevfik / Ne olur 
hasm u ne kutta-i tarik. Şer’de yok sitem ü azl u ikab / Şer ile meğer kim icab. Şer’a sığmaz tama 
u buğzu garaz / Mülkden zail olur cümle maraz. Mal ü cahından olur herkes emin / Hasm yok 
şer’da kola gam gin.” Nâbî, Hayriyye-i Nâbî. With sharia, the Ottomans meant both the law, the 
sharia courts and judges. Nâbî’s use of the word here encompasses all these three meanings. 
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What does the sadness of your separation make to me when 
it finds me available? 
If there is any oppression and political punishment (siyaset) 
it has not exercised on me left 

                                                            —Nami89 
 

The rise of “the political” and “reason(s) of the state” devoid of the religious metaphysics 

have been a hallmark of the rise of modern European sovereign states.90 One view of sovereignty 

as developed by Bodin “conceived it as a supreme, perpetual, and indivisible power, marked by 

the ability to make law without the consent of any other.”91 The other view associated it with the 

power to suspend the law. This was linked to the idea that expediency in times of war allowed 

for the overstepping of the law. According to Schmitt, “the sovereign is he who decides on 

expediency.”92 The question about how much expediency would allow the sovereign to breach 

the limits of law, and the fear that a “state of exception” might become permanent, have been 

serious concerns in European discourse. As Peter R. Campbell puts it  

“Just as God might dispense himself from following his own rational laws of nature on 
occasion, so too might the royal power be absolved from the usual limit whenever 

 
88 Hep güzeller derdidür tab’-ı selimüm söyleden / Mücrimi işkencelerle tut ki beğler söyledür. 
Özlem Ercan, “Divan Şiirini Hukuki Bakış Açısı ile Değerlendirmek: Suç ve Ceza,” U.Ü. Fen-
Edebiyat Fakültesi Sosyal Bilimler Dergisi 26/1 (2014), 191. 
89 “Neler eyler gam-ı hecrün beni tenha bulsa / Acaba itmedügi cevr ü siyaset mi kalır” Ibid., 
184. 
90 Hallaq, The Impossible State, 19-36.  
91 J. H. M. Salmon, “Sovereignty,” in Europe 1450 to 1789 Encyclopedia of the Early Modern 
World Vol V, ed. Jonathan Dewald (New York: Thomson Gale, 2004), 447. Loughlin, “The 
Constitution of Sovereignty” in Foundations of Public Law, 69-73.  
92  Carl Schmitt, Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty (University of 
Chicago Press, 1985). Idem. The Concept of the Political: Expanded edition (University of 
Chicago Press, 2008). David William Bates, States of War: Enlightenment Origins of the 
Political (Columbia University Press, 2011). Peter Hamish Wilson, Absolutism in Central 
Europe (New York: Routledge, 2000), 58-60. For a summary of the hallmarks of the modern 
conception of sovereignty that encompasses its Bodinian and Schmittian versions see Andrew F. 
March, The Caliphate of Man: Popular Sovereignty in Modern Islamic Thought (Cambridge: 
Belknap Press, 2019), 16-18. However, March misattributes this form of sovereignty to the 
Ottoman sultans as his account is based on Guy Burak and Samy Ayoub’s works. 
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necessary. If such authority was exploited too frequently too long … opponents and 
vested interests might argue that temporary expedients were becoming permanent and 
therefore unconstitutional … In an age of almost constant warfare … fielding powerful 
armies and winning battles was vital for at stake was the territory of the state and survival 
of the dynasty. To do this the crown took advantage of the haziness of the situation.”93  

 

Reason of state provided the means for the rulers to override the law. Early Italian users 

of “reason of state” (ragione degli stati) in the sixteenth century meant both a “practical 

reflection” on prudent policy (politica) considering particular courses of action but also the 

“justification in acting.”94 Finding a way for a course of action justifiable outside the law was at 

the center of their thinking. They contrasted reason of state with civil law with an implication of 

the rulers of states being above the law. Applying reason of state meant overriding “the ordinary 

legal channels” out of necessity for the public good or the good of the state.95 Reason of state 

 
93 Peter R. Campbell, "Absolute Monarchy" in The Oxford Handbook of the Ancien Régime, ed. 
William Doyle (Oxford University Press, 2011), 19. For French royal minister Le Bret 
“necessity” had “the privilege of rendering the actions just and legitimate which otherwise would 
be unjust.” Le Bret called for obedience to the king and joining his army even for the king’s 
“unjust” wars. For him “under certain circumstances the king could force ‘individuals to sacrifice 
their possessions for the common good,’ especially for military reasons.” Cesare Cuttica, "An 
Absolutist Trio in the Early 1630s: Sir Robert Filmer, Jean-Louis Guez De Balzac, Cardin Le 
Bret and Their Models of Monarchical Power," in Monarchism and Absolutism in Early Modern 
Europe, edited by Cesare Cuttica and Glenn Burgess (New York: Routledge, 2016), 139-144. 
Also see; Parker, Global Crisis, 39. Indeed, Louis XIV became a target for his lack of morals 
and religion, breaches of law, tyranny and despotism. The pamphleteers who attacked the Sun 
King linked these to his adherence to the doctrine of the “reason of state” and Machiavellianism. 
Peter Burke, "Louis XIV, for and Against: The Propaganda War of the 1690s," Seventeenth-
Century French Studies 14, no. 1 (1992): 57-58. Critics saw Louis XIV as a prince who is driven 
by the “soul of Machiavelli.” Kirsten L. Cooper, "Inventing a French Tyrant: Crisis, Propaganda, 
and the Origins of Fénelon's Ideal King" (master’s thesis, University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill, 2013), 14. 
94 Harro Höpfl, “Reason of State,” in Encyclopedia of Medieval Philosophy: Philosophy between 
500 and 1500, ed. Henrik Lagerlund (Springer Science & Business Media, 2010), 1113-1114. 
95 Peter Burke, “Tacitism, Scepticism, and Reason of State,” in The Cambridge History of 
Political Thought 1450-1700, ed. J. H. Burns and Mark Goldie (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), 480-481. 
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was primarily not “juridical in character” but “always … “‘political,’ that is concerned with 

interests, ways and means, and what worked … irrespective of legal ‘niceties’.”96 

When the recourse was not to the law, maxims and aphorisms founded on a “cynical and 

pessimistic view of politics and human nature” became the guiding principles.97 The maxim 

“necessity knows no law” rendered the political uses of reason of state for the benefit of the state 

and the common good.98 Religion and morality were the two other fields the ruler sidestepped in 

applying reasons of state.99 Robert Schneider described this necessity-based application of 

reasons of state without consideration for strict adherence to religion and morality as:  

“Reasons of state meant that a separate code of conduct governed states and their leaders, 
distinct from the Christian morality that individuals were obliged to follow. Princes and 
their ministers had to concern themselves with the survival of their states in the face of 
often unscrupulous and imperious enemies; they thus could not afford the luxury of 
exercising … Christian virtues since, in the political domain, these were likely to be 
exploited against them.”100 
 

With sidestepping the conventions of law, morality and religion, “reason of state licensed 

extralegal, duplicitous, or possibly violent against domestic political competitors, conspirators, 

and factions, and in the conduct of foreign affairs generally.”101 Applying the reason of state, the 

rulers ordered extrajudicial murders of commanders such as Wallenstein, implemented forcible 

 
96 Höpfl, “Reason of State,” 1115. 
97 Höpfl, “Reason of State,” 1114. 
98 Other such maxims were: it is impossible to govern with rosaries (or prayer-books), “a man 
who doesn’t know how to dissemble doesn’t know anything about ruling,” “it doesn’t matter if 
they hate, so long as they fear.” “dead man doesn’t bite.” Harro Höpfl, "Orthodoxy and Reason 
of State," History of Political Thought 23, no. 2 (2002): 216, 233. Another popular maxim was 
“choosing the lesser evil,” (ad maiora mala vitanda) which is expressed as “ehven-i şer” in the 
Ottoman Islamic tradition. Höpfl, “Reason of State,” 1114. 
99 Höpfl, "Orthodoxy,” 219. 
100 Robert A. Schneider, "Disclosing Mysteries: The Contradictions of Reason of State in 
Seventeenth-Century France," in Das Geheimnis am Beginn der europäischen Moderne, ed. 
Gisela Engel, et al. (Frankfort-am-Main: Verlag Vittorio Klostermann, 2002), 162-163. The 
contradiction Schneider highlights was that although the matters of the state were to be kept 
secret and not publicly discussed, a rich literature on the reason of state emerged in France. 
101 Höpfl, “Reason of State,” 1114. 
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conversion and expulsion of “heretics” in their domains, established alliances with “heretics” 

against their coreligionists, and broke international treaties.  

While there is a modern tendency to see the reason of state as a single entity, there were 

three early-modern positions towards it. One group saw itself as the follower of the “true” reason 

of state. They distinguished themselves from the followers of “false” or “impious” reason of 

state,” that is, the second group, such as Machiavelli and, according to some, Bodin. This group 

was not made up of “seculars” or “atheists.” They included many segments of religious 

orthodoxy from Jesuits to Cardinal Richelieu. They saw the true reason of state as being bound 

by justice, piety, and love for God. It was serving the common good rather than the good of an 

individual ruler served under “false/impious” reason of state.102 The third orthodox group 

rejected the reason of state altogether. They maintained that strict adherence to religion, morality, 

and legality would bring not only eternal achievement but also political success in the temporal 

world. They dismissed the distinction between “true” and “false” reason of state. For them, all 

the proponents of the reason of state were in the “false” category exemplified by Machiavelli.103  

This group conflated “reason of state” with “police,” “politics,” “policy,” and “politiques,” terms 

that gained dominance during the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. For critics, these 

terms carried pejorative meanings. They conjoined “Machiavellians,” “atheists,” and 

“politicians.”104 

Although modern scholarship sees “sovereignty” and “reason of state” as two sides of the 

same coin in studying the advent of the Western early modern state, they were two distinct and 

 
102 Burke, “Reason of State,” 480-481. Höpfl, "Orthodoxy,” 214-215, 220. 
103 Burke, “Reason of State,” 481-484. 
104 Höpfl, “Reason of State,” 1113. Höpfl, "Orthodoxy,” 216-217, 219. 
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potentially rival conceptions of politics during their development.105 Cardinal Richelieu’s 

conception of divine right of sovereignty gave a theological justification to the reasons of state as 

“to serve by any and every means the ‘sovereignty’ of the state, embodied in the king.”106 

Ideally, the sovereign should not be acting arbitrarily but making laws everyone would respect. 

But there were “those who hold the state and its laws in contempt” and Cardinal defended severe 

punishment for them “in the interests of the public” through reasons of state. 107 For the crimes 

against the state, there should be no pity or indulgence, and “all the deliberation due to ordinary 

justice” were suspended. The secrecy involved in plots against the state did not allow for the 

normal judicial procedures such as hearing all the witnesses or examination of all existing 

evidence.108  Hobbes’ conception of the obligation of obedience to the sovereign based on reason 

rather than a divine right separated him from Richelieu’s notion of reason of state. When the 

sovereign himself is making the laws as the legislator and the subjects owe him and his laws 

obedience, then there should be no need for reason of state for him to act secretly and convict 

people in violation of his law.109 Since their starting point for sovereignty was different, denying 

the right of resistance of subjects lead Richelieu and Hobbes to different conclusions with 

regards to the law and forms of judicial procedures.110  

The Ottomans as part of the early modern world order were also involved in incessant 

warfare and faced problems threatening public order. Whether a concept of the purely “political” 

emerged with its own metaphysics emerged or already existed in the Ottoman world is the first 

 
105 Luc Foisneau, "Sovereignty and Reason of State: Bodin, Botero, Richelieu and Hobbes," 
in The Reception of Bodin, ed. Howell A. Lyold (Brill, 2013), 323-342. 
106 Ibid. 333-335. 
107 Ibid., 337. 
108 Ibid. 337. 
109 Ibid., 341. 
110 Ibid. 341. 
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problem we should answer to understand the response of the Ottoman authors to the challenge of 

a new form of warfare and the problem of public order. The tension between the political 

(siyasa/siyaset) and legal (shari’) that existed in the Islamic tradition long before the early 

modern era and that the Ottomans inherited provides a starting point for our inquiry.111 Ottoman 

jurists saw these two either as conflicting domains and defended the use of sharia alone or saw 

the former as a supplementary to the latter and sought a synthesis between the two in 

police/politics/governance according to sharia (siyasa shariyyah/siyaset-i şeriyye).112 At the heart 

of this discussion lay the problem of accommodating and limiting power and its use within a 

legal habitus when the law alone seemed not to suffice in facilitating and maintaining the public 

order. This tension and attempts to resolve it was central to the Ottoman debates on military 

 
111 Notably, the Ottoman translation of Frederick II’s Anti-Machiavel used “siyaset” as a 
translation of the French word “politique.” Nergiz Aydoğdu, "Makyavelist Düşüncenin 
Türkiye’ye Girişi-Onsekinci Yüzyıl Osmanlı Siyaset Felsefesi,” 119-120. The title of the 
translation was also “The Science of Politics.” For the siyasa/sharia debate among pre-Ottoman 
Muslim jurists and a revisionist history of this era see Ovamir Anjum, Politics, Law, and 
Community in Islamic Thought: The Taymiyyan Moment. (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 
93-136. For a critical review of the Orientalists binary reading of siyasa and sharia in which the 
former denoted the secular and the latter the religious see Mohammed Fadel, “State and Sharia,” 
in The Ashgate Research Companion to Islamic Law, ed. Rudolph Peters and Peri Bearma 
(Ashgate, 2014), 93-100. For how sharia and siyasa were interlinked in Mamluk Egypt see 
Kristen Stilt, Islamic Law in Action: Authority, Discretion, and Everyday Experiences in Mamluk 
Egypt (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012).  
112 For siyasa shariyya as governance in accordance with the sharia see Intisar A. Rabb 
“Governance” in The Princeton Encyclopedia of Islamic Political Thought, ed. Patricia Crone et 
al. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013), 197-198. For a constitutional treatise from 
1560s following the genre of Mirror for Princes and advising the use of siyaset along with sharia 
see İbn-i Firuz, Gurretü’l Beyza, ed. Mücahit Kaçar (İstanbul Büyüyen Ay Yayınları, 2012), 382, 
386. It is a translation and adaptation of the book Dürretü’l Garra fi Nesayihü’l-Müluk ve’l 
Vüzera written by Cizri Mahmud in 1439 for Mamluk sultan Ebu Said Cakmak and a fine 
example of the influence of the Islamic heritage and Ottoman borrowing of the earlier debate and 
tension between sharia and siyaset. For the leading Ottoman jurist Kınalızade Ali Efendi’s 
opposition to siyaset as the laws of the ruler and defense of sharia as the only domain of the legal 
from in 1565 see Kınalızade Ali Çelebi, Ahlak-ı Alai ed. Mustafa Koç (İstanbul: Klasik 
Yayınları, 2007), 407-409.  
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reform and we need to examine the constitutional order of the “paradigmatic” Islamic 

governance to see the roots of the tension.113  

Historically, the Islamic political landscape has been dominated by sharia as the 

fundamental law, which assigned a limited role to the ruler to maintain the community of 

believers and religion against internal and external threats. This role was largely limited to 

provision of legality for of public prayers and contracts, appointing judges and enforcing their 

decisions, carrying out the punishments and collecting taxes determined by sharia, protecting 

main roads and defending the dominions against foreign and domestic threats with the help of 

the community for the continuation of public order and welfare.114 This was a limited view of 

government that did not envision a process of  top-down disciplining that would produce a 

violent change in the structure of the society.115 According to Wael Hallaq who quotes Sherman 

Jackson, “The government’s intervention in society and law is the exception rather than the 

rule.”116 To highlight the limited nature of the power of Muslim rulers, Hallaq defines the 

paradigmatic Islamic governance as “executive sultanism” and points out that “In constitutional 

terms, the Muslim ruler did not possess a sovereign will that was inherently represented by his 

 
113 For a purely shari’ view see Damadzade Ebul Hayr Ahmed Efendi, “Şerhü Vasıyyeti Tahir 
bin El Hüseyin” in Siyasi Nasihatname ed. Özgür Kavak (İstanbul: Klasik Yayınları, 2012), 61-
103 and Mehmed Selim Efendi, “Terceme-i Şerh-i Mektub-i Tahir bin Hüseyin” Siyasi 
Nasihatname ed. Özgür Kavak (İstanbul: Klasik Yayınları, 2012), 107-124. For an attempt to 
reconcile sharia with siyaset see İbrahim Müteferrika, “Usûlü'l-hikem fî nizâmi'l-ümem” 
in İbrahim Müteferrika ve Usûlü'l-hikem fî nizâmi'l-ümem. ed. Adil Şen (Ankara: Türkiye 
Diyanet Vakfı, 1995), 123-191. See my section on “Discipline and Control” for a detailed 
examination of this tension with regards to military reform. 
114 Both Kınalızade and Ibn-i Firuz noted these roles. Their difference was the techniques to be 
used to achieve the goals of “paradigmatic Islamic governance”. İbn-i Firuz, Gurretü’l Beyza, 
62-64. see Kınalızade Ali Çelebi, Ahlak-ı Alai. 
115 For an argument of a process of disciplining that “produced a more or less violent change in 
the structure of society at all levels” in Europe see Oestreich, Neostoicism and the Early Modern 
State. Wael Hallaq also makes this point for Europe. 
116 Hallaq, The Impossible State, 50. 
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law”. For him, “The community and its members … come before the sultanic executive.”117 In 

the words of Ovamir Anjum, for the Community of Muslims (ummah) of the medieval era, “the 

political institutions … played little role in their life. From law and education to commerce and 

trade, one’s interaction with and reliance on government was miniscule; it was a government so 

small that it makes today’s libertarian ideal seem like communism.” 118 In the Islamic 

constitutional architecture, the class of jurist scholars, the ulema, served as a check on the 

sultan’s power and protected the community against his transgressions and those of his 

officials.119 By the thirteenth century, a “condominium of authority between sultans and 

scholars” became the convention of “Sunni constitutional theory.”120 

Hallaq also recognizes the existence of “administrative regulations” instituted by the ruler 

that supplemented but did not infringe upon sharia.121 These regulations covered different fields 

ranging from standards of measurements and market rules to matters of criminal law and 

criminal judicial trials by the sultan and his deputies. For Feldman these administrative 

regulations did not displace the scholars’ juristic and the judges’ decision-making authority just 

as present day US administrative regulations do not displace the authority of the legislative and 

 
117 Ibid., 48-70. Baber Johansen also accepts the limited nature of government in Islamic law, but 
he sees the government’s power as absolute in this limited sphere because the jurists saw it as 
related to the rights of God as opposed to the rights of the individuals. Baber Johansen, "Secular 
and Religious Elements in Hanafite Law: Function and Limits of the Absolute Character of 
Government Authority," in ed. Baber Johansen, Contingency in a Sacred Law: Legal and Ethical 
Norms in the Muslim Fiqh (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 1999), 189-218. Johansen’s claims were 
refuted by Hallaq who sees a continuum between the rights of God and the rights of individuals 
and rejects the idea of the absolute character of government authority in regards to the former. 
Wael Hallaq, “ “God Cannot be Harmed”: On Huquq Allah/Huquq al-Ibad Continuum” 
https://www.academia.edu/26412704/_God_Cannot_be_Harmed_On_%E1%B8%A4uq%C5%A
Bq_All%C4%81h_%E1%B8%A4uq%C5%ABq_al-Ib%C4%81d_Continuum. 
118 Ovamir Anjum, Politics, Law, and Community in Islamic Thought, 267. 
119 Noah Feldman, The Fall and the Rise of the Islamic State. 
120 Andrew F. March, “Constitutional Authority,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to 
Islamic Law, ed. Rudolph Peters and Peri Bearma (Ashgate, 2014), 187 
121 Hallaq, The Impossible State, 67. 
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judicial branches.122 While Hallaq’s paradigmatic and Feldman’s constitutional pictures assume 

a harmony between the sharia and the siyasa-based “administrative regulations”, there was an 

unease and anxiety throughout the classical Islamic and Ottoman Islamic legal history to 

accommodate the latter. The key question here was how to maintain the public order and defend 

the community against existential threats without disturbing the shari’ legality and what are the 

limits on political authority to fulfill this task. In this quest, the jurists and authors of political 

tracts saw criminal law as an essential avenue of maintaining the order. Yet, the sphere of 

criminal law within the sharia exhibited a limited nature. The strict evidentiary requirements of 

criminal law within the sharia made it very difficult to enforce punishment even for the existing 

categories of crime.  

Questions as to whether the ruler had the right to supplement the limited punitive 

measures and criminal procedures of the sharia, and if so, how the ruler’s authority would be 

kept in check, gave rise to constitutional debate. Different standpoints of the parties of this 

debate echoed the varying positions held by their European contemporaries with regards to the 

reason of state. One view defended the sole use of sharia and another view recognized the right 

of political powerholders to exact discretionary punishment and sought to extend the limits of 

“administrative regulations,” especially in criminal law. The latter group was at pains to prove 

the harmony between sharia and “administrative regulations.”123 They portrayed themselves as 

 
122 Feldman, The Fall and the Rise of the Islamic State, 42-44. However, Hallaq is critical of the 
US administrative state and sees it as a violation of the idea of division of power between the 
three branches.  
123 According to Ibn Firuz, the need for the use of siyaset arose from the changes in the condition 
of human beings, as he saw many people of his time as oppressors and bandits who needed to be 
treated harshly by the ruler. Ibn Firuz sees the use of siyaset as a key tool for establishing justice. 
İbn-i Firuz, Gurretü’l Beyza, 386. His contemporary Kınalızade directly opposes the claim that 
the change in times and in the condition of times made the purified sharia insufficient and 
necessitated the use of siyaset. He sees this as a temptation and whispering coming from Satan. 
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the representatives of the middle path between those who totally denied siyasa shariyyah and an 

imaginary third party who totally departed from the purified laws of sharia (kavanin-i şer-i 

mutahhara) and embraced forbidden acts and bad oppression/injustice (mezalim-i menhiyye) and 

illegitimate/illegal politics (siyaset-i na-meşru).124 For the “purely” sharia camp, this “third 

group” represented the dangers of allowing siyasa/siyaset into the legal framework while for the 

second group they served as an extreme case to differentiate themselves from and to show how 

they remain within the boundaries of sharia. As the sharia was the fundamental law of the land, 

the third “sharia denier” group did not leave us any written tracts but we find them as a topos in 

the writings of the first two groups as members of the executive branch who transgressed their 

limits rather than as a group of jurists or political writers making a case in favor of siyaset 

against sharia.  

The defenders of a sharia-based exercise of siyaset justified it as a natural change of 

rulings due to new needs with the change of times and change in the condition of the people. For 

them, there was a break with the past as the corruption (fesad) which had disappeared with the 

advent of sharia filled the world again.125 This corruption necessitated expanding the domain of 

the political for the judges.126 Apparently, aware of their inability to arrive at new rulings they 

thought were needed to fight corruption in society effectively within the methodology of 

 
See Kınalızade, Ahlak-ı Alai, 483. Whether there should be a siyaset-based harsh punishment or 
a sharia-minded tolerance was also a source of debate in discussions of military discipline and 
reform. For defense of tolerance see Damadzade, “Şerhü Vasıyyeti Tahir” and Mehmed Selim, 
“Terceme-i Şerh-i Mektub-i Tahir.” For defense of harsh measures and call for avoiding 
tolerance see İbrahim Müteferrika, “Usûlü'l-hikem.” İbrahim Müteferrika took pains to prove 
that sharia and siyaset are compatible and that there is a notion of “siyaset-i şeriyye”. 
124 Dede Congi & Mehmed Sebzi Efendi, Terceme-i Risale-i Siyaset-i Şer’iyye, Süleymaniye 
Library, Nuruosmaniye 4982.  
125 Aşık Çelebi, Miracü’l-Eyale, ed. Ahmet Çelik (İstanbul: Türkiye Yazma Eserler Kurumu 
Başkanlığı, 2018), 38. Dede Congi & Mehmed Sebzi Efendi, Terceme-i Risale-i Siyaset-i 
Şer’iyye, 9. 
126 Dede Congi & Mehmed Sebzi Efendi, Terceme-i Risale-i Siyaset-i Şer’iyye, 6-7. 
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classical Islamic jurisprudence (usul al fiqh/usûl-i fıkıh), these jurists sought to base and 

substantiate their rulings on the canons/maxims of sharia (kavaid-i şeriyye) which allowed them 

to bypass the classical methodology.127 Still, they wanted to show the existence of a 

jurisprudential methodology they adhered to, though it might be an alternative one, rather than 

make rulings arbitrarily. Even when the regular jurisprudential path was not followed while 

going back to the canons to derive rulings, in order to connect their new rulings to an existing 

system, these jurists maintained that there was a specific evidence, or a legal analogy based on an 

original case.128 Since siyasa shariyyah was derived from the canons of sharia and was not 

leaving the principles of the canons, they argued, it was the sharia itself, not an illegal 

innovation.129  

When the Ottomans were introduced to European debates of raison d'état through the 

translation of Machiavelli’s Prince and Frederick II’s Anti-Machiavel for Sultan Mustafa III (r. 

1757-1774), the translation used canons of sharia (kavaid-i şer’i) and necessities of reason 

together, and the brute power as the two options a ruler can choose to order his government and 

discipline, control and protect his country. Machiavelli’s advice was to select whatever was 

beneficial according to the people of intellect depending on the circumstances. Frederick II’s 

comments supported Machiavelli for a ruler to do wherever the best utility (maslahat) was but he 

recommended warning his allies beforehand if the ruler would break a treaty and start a war for 

 
127 Ibid., 8-10. For an excellent analytical exposition of legal canons in Islamic law see Intisar A. 
Rabb, "Interpreting Islamic Law through Legal Canons," in Routledge Handbook of Islamic Law, 
ed. Khaled Abou El Fadl, Ahmad Atif Ahmad, and Said Fares Hassan (New York: Routledge, 
2019), 221-254. Rabb points out how canons can provide a venue for legal change though she 
does not examine the early modern Ottoman literature under my review. However, apparently 
her point applies to the early modern Ottoman legal history as the jurists sought a canon-based 
legal change.  
128 Dede Congi & Mehmed Sebzi Efendi, Terceme-i Risale-i Siyaset-i Şer’iyye, 8. 
129 Ibid., 10. 
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princely benefit.130 Thus, canons of sharia provided a terminology for the Ottomans who wanted 

to stretch the limits of the political but still wanted to remain within a general framework of 

sharia legality. In the sharia-dominant world of the Ottomans, expressing the concept of raison 

d'état and contemplating its application could not dispense with sharia and had to be justified 

through sharia.  

The tension between sharia and siyaset was part of the Ottoman constitutional struggle. In 

the Ottoman Hanafi tradition of law, siyaset came to be interpreted as “the political” by 

associating it mostly with the ruler’s limited right of discretionary and often ad hoc punishment 

in the field of criminal law as well as simply administrative policymaking. These interpretations 

differed on what should be considered “good policing/governance” (hüsn-i siyaset). In 

interpreting the meaning of siyaset, Ottoman thinkers fell into two camps: one sought an 

expansive interpretation of siyaset which included both meanings, while the other restricted the 

meaning of siyaset to simple good governance as an attempt to deny the use of siyaset as an 

extrajudicial right of the ruler.131  

Belonging to the extensionist camp, Aşık Çelebi defined siyaset as “an effective iron 

barrier and obstacle on the path of those who aggressed and infested the lands of the servants of 

God with oppression and arrogant compulsion, and a threat full of menace to destroy them.” 132 

Thus, expanding the limits of the political would actually be a restriction of the oppression 

through the power of iron sword. With the application of expanded political power, the matters 

 
130 Thomas Herbert, Makyevelli & Frederick II, Fenn-i Hükümet ve Siyaset, ed. Nergiz Aydoğdu 
(İstanbul: Marmara Ünivesitesi, 2009), 259. 
131 On this note, also see the section on “The State” below where I examine the Ottoman ethics 
genre. 
132 “siyaset demir bir sedd-i sediddir ve biladu ibadda zulmu ceberrut ile tasallut-ı istila edenlerin 
hiyab ve hasarı hakkında vaid-i pür tehdiddir.” Aşık Çelebi, Miracü’l-Eyale, ed. Ahmet Çelik 
(İstanbul: Türkiye Yazma Eserler Kurumu Başkanlığı, 2018), 37. 
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of the servants of God would not be neglected and rights, public welfare and religious ordinances 

would not be trampled.133 Just politics (siyaset-i adile), Çelebi writes, involved fulfilling the 

trusteeship of the community in instituting perfect governance (velayet-i kamile).134 In order to 

rule the people, there was a need for the power of trusteeship which was related to the power of 

religious knowledge. The Quranic command to rule and adjudicate between people only with 

reference to what God revealed meant protecting the rights of God and applying His mandated 

punishments. Uprooting the harmful trees and thus reforming the world was an obligation of the 

judicial authorities. Judgeship is a deputyship from God, and the caliphate is a deputyship from 

the prophet, to protect the conditions and properties of the subjects.135 But power and meriting 

trusteeship are not always united in the same hands and thus the delegation of offices should be 

made by prioritizing the necessity. In recognizing the power differential between political 

authorities and the sharia judges,  defenders of siyasa shariyyah maintained that the power and 

stature of the governor looking into criminal matters did not exist in the judges.136 When the 

need for the use of power outweighed the need for righteous scholarly trusteeship in matters like 

criminal matters and warfare, again the authority could be delegated to the holder of power 

without dispensing the legal limits on his use of power.137 For the defenders of a limited use of 

just policing (siyaset-i adile), the judicial powers delegated to the governors were mostly limited 

to the criminal aspects of the law, related to public order. Even when the governors acted as 

judges in a limited capacity, they had to remain within the interpretations of sharia-rulings 

 
133 Dede Congi & Mehmed Sebzi Efendi, Terceme-i Risale-i Siyaset-i Şer’iyye, 8. 
134 Aşık Çelebi, Miracü’l-Eyale, 61. 
135 Idem. 78. 
136 Dede Congi & Mehmed Sebzi Efendi, Terceme-i Risale-i Siyaset-i Şer’iyye, 15. 
137 Aşık Çelebi, Miracü’l-Eyale, 90. 
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offered to them by the jurists.138 When all these conditions are met, it would be the application of 

perfect politics (siyaset-i kamile) which was righteous and religious politics (siyaset-i 

saliha/siyaset-i diniyye) as opposed to evil politics (su-i siyaset).139 

Even for the royal apologists who defended a strict sultanic rule, the epitome of good 

kingship was following the sharia and avoiding the exercise of siyaset whether in procedural or 

substantial law. Mustafa Safi, the imam of Sultan Ahmed I and a judge and a historian, recounts 

how Sultan Ahmed I insisted on the application of sharia for a thief who was accused of 

spreading mischief and corruption.140 Safi claims that for a vicious mischief-maker/spreader of 

corruption like this thief, exercising justice with the sword of politics (siyaset) by killing him was 

necessary.141 The Grand Vizier sent his report to the sultan about the matter. Sultan Ahmed I 

wrote down “with sharia” on top of the document with his “justice writing pen”. The Grand 

Vizier interpreted this to mean establishing the crime through sharia procedures, and, if the crime 

was proven according to sharia, then to kill the criminal according to siyaset.  So, he sent the 

suspect to the sharia court and the suspect confessed his crime in front of the witnesses and the 

 
138 Dede Congi & Mehmed Sebzi Efendi, Terceme-i Risale-i Siyaset-i Şer’iyye, 26. 
139 Aşık Çelebi, Miracü’l-Eyale, 118, 142. 
140 Mustafa Safi, Zübdetü't-tevârîh, ed. İbrahim Hakkı Çuhadar (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu 
Basımevi, 2003), LXXVI. 
141 For the development of the legal category of “spreader of corruption” within the fiqh tradition 
in the eleventh century as a person who can be executed long before Mamluk siyasa and 
Ottoman kanun see Yavuz Aykan, "A Legal Concept in Motion: The ‘Spreader of Corruption’(sā 
‘ī bi’l-fesād) from Qarakhanid to Ottoman Jurisprudence," Islamic Law and Society 26, no. 3 
(2019): 252-271. According to Aykan “this phrase denotes a type of legal person who poses a 
threat to both social order and political power.” This concept also carried the meaning of being 
habitually corrupt which would become manifest through repeated acts of corruption and 
disobedience. Mustafa Safi does not defend a pro-siyaset position against sharia but simply 
points out the opportunity provided by fiqh tradition to the political authorities for such 
punishment. For a similar concept in European feudal law, that is. “notorious rebel,” Holy 
Roman Emperor Ferdinand used to justify his rather political executions and confiscations during 
The Thirty Years War see; Martyn Rady, The Habsburgs: To Rule the World (New York: Basic 
Books, 2020), 142-143. 
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judge. His confession was written down and sent to the grand vizier as a legal document 

(hüccet). The grand vizier then sent the written testimony from the court with his opinion in 

favor of the execution. The sultan again put the note “with sharia” and sent back the documents. 

The Grand Vizier then understood that what the “just sultan wished” and “meant” was “if you 

are going to kill do this according to sharia, and do not attempt killing in violation of sharia, with 

this crime and confession the killing is not needed according to sharia.” Thus, the Grand Vizier 

sent the confessor to the oars for restraining (zecr). With this and many other examples, the 

image of the sultan Mustafa Safi depicted was one who insisted on not transgressing the limits 

(had) of sharia and applying siyaset as a punishment only when it was in accordance with sharia. 

The examples of grand viziers asking the sultan his approval for the criminal matters 

lying on the border between siyaset and sharia also show how the sharia was the fundamental 

law not to be dispensed with. Instances of illegally killing or punishing a person were used 

against a grand vizier by his opponents asking his execution when he fell from power. Thus, for 

the grand vizier, asking for the sultan’s approval and getting his approval in writing was an 

effective safeguard against future accusations.142 Although the grand vizier was the absolute 

deputy of the sultan according to the unwritten Ottoman Constitution, and although the grand 

viziers were insistent on exercising this prerogative in general, when it came to criminal matters 

involving execution they were willing to relinquish this prerogative if they wanted to apply 

siyaset, as such an application could not become the norm and even if sometimes practiced. 

 
142 For this see Naima Mustafa Efendi, Târih-i Naʿîmâ, 217. For an example of execution due to 
allowing execution and confiscation in violation of sharia see Ibid., 303. 
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Exercising siyaset based execution on their own could always be brought up as an illegal act 

against grand viziers necessitating their own execution.143  

The “kanun” was the Ottoman counterpart of “administrative regulations” that covered 

the fields of public and criminal laws. The compatibility of kanun with sharia and the legislative 

origins of kanun, that is sultanic or customary law, were essential parts of the Ottoman 

constitutional debate.144 Ottoman jurists writing on siyasa and sharia in the mid sixteenth century 

through the late eighteenth century grounded siyasa in sharia and limited the kanun to merely 

procedural and bureaucratic administrative spheres. These spheres regulated issues like entering 

into government service and promotion. Even a royalist like Mustafa Safi who depicted Sultan 

Ahmed I as an adherent of the purely sharia camp treated the kanun as the ancient Ottoman 

customary laws. In Safi’s depiction of kanun, “straight” sultanic customs regulated issues like 

salaries, and yearly benefits of the government employees and education and promotion of the 

court cadets while sharia was applied in matters of procedural and substantive criminal law. 

Since kanun had an “ancient” nature, Safi’s analysis did not attribute any law-making power 

even in the field of kanun to Ahmed I. 145 The Ottoman judge Ali bin Bali writing on the 

institution of commanding good and forbidding evil (ihtisab), -an institution, which apparently 

had a strong siyasa element along with sharia during the Mamluk era- saw the executive body’s 

intervention in matters of public morality - such as preventing the consumption of alcohol and 

illicit sexual relationships - as something accorded by the “beneficial laws of the noble sharia,” 

 
143 For another example of a grand vizier doing this see my examination of Sinan Pasha in the 
section “discipline and control” below.  
144 For the kanun and sharia continuum see Snjezana Buzov, “The Lawgiver and His 
Lawmakers: The Role of Legal Discourse in the Change of Ottoman Imperial Culture” (Phd. 
Diss, University of Chicago, 2005).  
145 “kanun hasebi ile hızane-i amire canibinden olan atıyyat-i seneviyye ve şehriyeden maada.”  
XXI. “Kanun-ı kadim-i Osmani ve töre-i sultani üzre çıkma ferman olunub.” Mustafa Safi, 
Zübdetü't-tevârîh, L. 
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not siyasa-based administrative regulations.146 Mehmed Sebzi’s translation of Dede Congi’s 

Siyaset-i Şeriyye which became a handbook of Ottoman judges and administrators repeatedly 

used the laws of purified sharia (kavanin-i şer-i mutahhara) -kavanin: the plural of kanun- rather 

than any reference to sultanic laws.147 Aşık Çelebi in his Mirâcu’l-Eyâle - which is a translation 

of and commentary on Ibn Taymiyya’s al-Siyasah al-Shariyyah - mentioned the word kanun 

only once and it was with the meaning of local customs which Ottoman land surveyors were 

expected to know along with sharia.148 Another reference that did not use the word kanun but 

came close to it mentioned ancient customs (resm-i kadim) and noble manners (uslub-ı kerim).149 

While carefully avoiding the use of kanun as the laws of a ruler, Aşık Çelebi mentions “infidel 

Genghis” and “tyrant Timur” who fell upon and overcame the servants of God because the 

servants changed the ordinances of their servanthood.150 Although Aşık Çelebi does not mention 

the “yasa” of Genghis or “tore” of Timur which came to epitomize the extreme version of siyasa 

in violation of sharia among the accounts of Muslim jurists anxious of sultanic intervention into 

the jurisprudential field, by disparagingly referring to these supposedly lawgiver figures at the 

beginning of his work, he reveals his pro-shari’ position that excludes sultanic sovereignty.151  

 
146 Ali bin Bali Cevheri, Tercüme-i Nisabü’l-İhtisab ed. Shahin Khanjanov (İstanbul 
Üniversitesi, 2014), 107. “şeriat-i şerife’nin kânun-i münîfine muvâfık,” For the Mamluk era 
ihtisab institution and its office holder “muhtesib” see Kristen Stilt, Islamic Law in Action. 
147 Dede Congi and Mehmed Sebzi Efendi, Terceme-i Risale-i Siyaset-i Şer’iyye. 
148 Aşık Çelebi, Miracü’l-Eyale, 206. 
149 Ibid., p.57. 
150 Ibid., p.41. 
151 For the “yasa anxiety” of Mamluk era jurists see See Burak, “Between the Kanun of Qaytbay 
and Ottoman Yasaq,” 5-6. The Ottoman chief justice and ethicist Kınalızade shared this yasa 
anxiety. In defending a purely shari’ governance, he claimed the yasa of Genghis disappeared, 
but the sharia will remain in place until the Day of Judgement. Kınalızade Ali Çelebi, Ahlak-ı 
Alai ed. Mustafa Koç (İstanbul: Klasik Yayınları, 2007). 



 54 

The Ottoman grand mufti Ebussuud Efendi was another key Ottoman jurist who 

successfully managed to ground the Ottoman siyasa in sharia and denying kanun-based 

legislative sovereignty to the sultans. As Snjezana Buzov states: 

Ebussuud’s success in reclaiming the legal sovereignty and the representation of the 
community for the ulema, and thus transforming the law into a separate authority, can be 
demonstrated by the developments of the late sixteenth and seventeenth century. In that 
period the kanun law, and the interpretation and discussion of it gradually disappeared 
from the tax registers, historical and other literary genres, and miscellanea mecmuas. 
Unlike the early kanun law that was the property of the sultan and those to whom it 
applied, during Suleyman’s rule the kanun law becomes common property. From the 
mentioned spaces, as well as from the space of oral memory it reappears again, when 
necessary, in the sultanic decrees that claim protection and guarantee enforcement of the 
laws already agree upon by the various professional associations (guilds). The circle 
becomes renewed in which behavior informs norm and norm regulates the behavior.152 

 

Different social, economic, religious, political and military communities with corporate 

structures set on to “collecting” and writing their “ancient” laws. Their efforts were geared 

towards denying sultanic legal sovereignty and attempts of top-down disciplining as well as 

defending their communal rights and privileges against other communities.153 Through the 

efforts of these corporate bodies and Ottoman constitutionalists like Mustafa Âli, an “ancient 

Ottoman constitution” was in the making in the late sixteenth century and it became established 

by the early seventeenth century.154 A kanun book (kanunname) for official use in the courts for 

issues related to land tenure, taxation and a limited number of criminal matters gradually 

emerged over the course of the seventeenth century under the name “The New Law Book” 

(Kanunname-i Cedid) -a process which started during the reign of Ahmed I- but this was merely 

a collection of the judicial opinions of Ottoman grand muftis in the form of a fatwa collection 

 
152 Snjezana Buzov, “The Lawgiver and His Lawmakers: The Role of Legal Discourse in the 
Change of Ottoman Imperial Culture,” 130. 
153 I will be using and examining these compilations throughout my dissertation. Here I refrain 
from it as this section is mostly devoted to the jurists.  
154 I have a long subsection on this in my section on Mustafa Âli in Chapter 2. 
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book. These opinions were issued by different grand muftis in response to the questions about 

legal matters and thus, the new law book itself had a fluid and changing nature rather than being 

a code with articles created by the sovereign authority of a king or state.155 Aşık Çelebi, Dede 

Congi and Mehmed Sebzi Efendi’s works on siyasa shariyyah had widespread reception and 

became handbooks for Ottoman judges and political authorities guiding the application of sharia-

based siyasa in matters of public order.156 Kınalızade’s and Taşköprülüzade’s works on ethics 

with their pro-sharia anti-siyasa position became the books that informed the Ottoman officials 

and scholars understanding of politics and governance of the self, family and city/state.157 

Scholarly genealogies of pro-sharia jurists Kınalızade, Taşköprülüzade, Aşık Çelebi and Ali bin 

Bali supported their position by showing how their scholarly genealogies going back to the 

prophet Muhammed gave them the authority in jurisprudential matters at the expense of the 

sultans and situated themselves in the position of electors for the succession of sultans. The 

alternative histories of the ulema circulated widely and were read by the Ottomans who sought to 

educate themselves through moral technologies of self by learning the righteous moral conduct 

 
155 Bünyamin Punar, "Kanun and Sharia: Ottoman Land Law in Şeyhülislam Fatwas from 
Kanunname of Budin the Kanunname-i Cedid" (master’s thesis, İstanbul Şehir University, 2016). 
In a comprehensive study of the collected legal opinions of grand muftis Punar argues that 
argues that “Kanunname-i Cedid was more than a written code of law. It was a conception which 
has no clear beginning, nor a final formation and it was the other name of the “land law” for the 
Ottomans.” Idem., 110. 
156 The numerous copies of those works to be found in almost all Ottoman manuscript libraries 
attest the widespread reception of these works. Also see Ahmet Celik, “Giriş Aşık Çelebi ve 
Miracül Eyale Başlıklı Çevirisi Üzerine,” introduction to Aşık Çelebi, Miracü’l-Eyale (İstanbul: 
Türkiye Yazma Eserler Kurumu Başkanlığı, 2018), 19. 
157 This continued until the late eighteenth century. When Ebubekir Ratib Efendi, Ottoman 
ambassador to the Habsburg court on a mission to observe Habsburg laws, institutions and 
military and write a report of it, was challenged by the Orientalists about the absence of politics 
as a science among the Ottomans he presented a copy of Kınalızade ’s Ethics he had with him to 
prove its existence. Apparently, even a reform-minded Ottoman official was still informed by 
Kınalızade and carried his book with him for guidance during important missions. See Fatih 
Yeşil, Aydınlanma Çağında Bir Osmanlı Kâtibi: Ebubekir Râtib Efendi, (1750-1799) (İstanbul: 
Tarih Vakfı Yayınları, 2011). 
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and inculcating a Muslim civility based on the lives of the scholars. Thus, Ottoman 

constitutionalism effectively limited sultanic power and denied sultanic legal sovereignty by 

reducing kanun into a set of customary laws owned by the community as “common property” 

while elevating the sharia as guarded by the scholars into the position of ultimate supremacy.  

Ottoman anxiety about establishing discipline and control in the army and society was the 

extension of this traditional unease between siyaset and sharia and a key part of the Ottoman 

constitutional debate. The already existing tension in the constitutional debate influenced the 

way the Ottomans perceived military reform. Having an army was a matter linked to the ruler’s 

duty to protect the community and religion against external and internal threats and to spread 

Islam through jihad, which in essence was a constitutional matter. How much the existential 

threats and the duty to wage jihad would allow the use of “political” discretion, and how the 

problem of breaching the limits of the legal exemplified by sharia would be solved was a 

fundamental problem. If the ruler was to carry out a top-down disciplinary revolution in the 

Ottoman polity, he had to be authorized to do so constitutionally. Ottoman authors who wrote 

about the disciplining and control of society and soldiers by the ruler essentially had a 

constitutional discussion about the limits of this operation and the “technologies” to be employed 

in this process.158 These discussions started in the second half of the sixteenth century as the 

Ottomans first encountered the Military Revolution and the disciplinary and tactical challenges it 

 
158 For notable examples of this debate in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries see the works 
of Akhisari, Katib Çelebi, Sheikh al Islam Damadzade Ebul Hayr Ahmed Efendi, Mehmed Said 
Efendi and İbrahim Müteferrika. Even the authors such as Hasan Kafi Akhisari who approved 
the king’s use of siyaset to carry out capital punishment to frighten the soldiers were keen that he 
adhered to a universal notion of justice for which sharia and ancient laws provided the basis. The 
importance of establishing justice and of adherence to sharia and ancient laws continued in the 
absolutist account of İbrahim Müteferrika as he called for “husn-i siyaset” along with a 
reinterpretation and change of these laws according to the needs of the times. Damadzade and 
Mehmed Selim’s notion of siyaset however focused on the “husn-i zann”, that is the ruler having 
a good opinion of people, being tolerant and applying only sharia-based punishments. 
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brought about for the military and society. It was during this time when the first Ottoman text 

examining how to accommodate a new social and military disciplinary framework within the 

siyasah shariyya tradition appeared and was copied multiple times. As the Ottomans faced a new 

problem of discipline and order, Aşık Çelebi’s Mirâcu’l-Eyâle (which was a translation of and 

commentary and addendum on Ibn Taymiyya’s al-Siyasah al-Shariyyah) became a source they 

turned to solve this matter. Aşık Çelebi died in 1572 and seems to have produced his work 

during the last stage of his life. The earliest extant manuscript copies are from 1600, when 

Ottoman scribes and scholars were penning numerous works dealing with the matters of 

discipline and order in the army and broader society after the first shock the Ottomans 

experienced facing the disciplined Habsburg armies in the Long War of 1593-1606. Although 

contemporary Ottoman authors already placed the start of the problem and a divergence with the 

West to the second half of sixteenth century, and a preoccupation with the crisis dominated the 

works of the late sixteenth century, the Long War was a major shock and a turning point for the 

Ottomans, forcing them to acknowledge the start of a new era. This sense of awe, something new 

and the need to change to accommodate it can easily be seen in the works produced during this 

period. While I will examine different authors and texts in detail to delineate the constitutional 

limits of Ottoman military reform and how the problem of establishing discipline and control 

were discussed by them throughout my dissertation, here I will take a look at Aşık Çelebi as the 

genre of his work fits into this section and it provides a good introduction for the rest of my 

discussions.  

Aşık Çelebi’s choice of Ibn Taymiyya’s text for translation and his comments are quite 

telling about how the constitutionalist Ottomans conceptualized the constitutional foundations of 

military reform. While expanding the domain of politics to accommodate for the need for power 
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(itself vital to maintain military and social discipline), Aşık Çelebi’s choice of Ibn Taymiyya’s 

al-Siyasah al-Shariyyah meant bringing the community of Muslims into the forefront of politics 

and thus limiting the powers of the ruler. Ibn Taymiyya treated the ruler as a daily wage laborer 

(ecir) and his deputies as the partners of the community in a business partnership. Thus, the 

authorities must abide by the rules of their partnership with the community and look after its 

goods.159 With the ruler’s power limited constitutionally to a mere trustee of the community with 

no law-making powers, the need for a military and social discipline could be met with an 

increased use of power which was the core issue of Miracu’l-Eyale. It seems that this sense of 

balance between the ruler’s exercise of power and the sharia legality and the community’s 

participation in exercise of power was what made al-Siyasah al-Shariyyah appealing to Aşık 

Çelebi and the Ottoman constitutionalists who copied it in 1600 and continued to circulate and 

plagiarize it throughout the seventeenth century.160  

Al-Siyasah al-Shariyyah dealt with the issues of enabling the use of political power in 

matters of criminal law while remaining within the limits of sharia. Aşık Çelebi made additions 

to this regarding the role of judges and judicial procedure based on his experience as an Ottoman 

judge. As the discipline of the army and the discipline of society were interlinked and criminal 

law and punishments played a key role in ensuring order in the early modern societies, the 

 
159 Aşık Çelebi, Miracü’l-Eyale, 65-66. For a community centric reading of Ibn Taymiyya see 
Ovamir Anjum, Politics, Law, and Community in Islamic Thought. I owe this understanding to 
Anjum’s works. However, Anjum’s reading of Ibn Taymiyya making the community the source 
of epistemic authority does not apply to Aşık Çelebi who maintained the ulema’s authority in 
this, despite accommodating the community’s increased political role as a growing Ottoman 
“political nation.” 
160 For Kadızade Mehmed Efendi’s plagiarization during the reign of Murad IV see Derin 
Terzioğlu, "Bir Tercüme ve Bir İntihal Vakası: Ya da İbn Teymiyye’nin Siyāsetü’ş-Şer‘iyye’sini 
Osmanlıcaya Kim (ler), Nasıl Aktardı?," Journal of Turkish Studies: Türklük Bilgisi 
Araştırmaları 31, no. 2 (2007): 247-275. I argue that Kadızade Mehmed Efendi’s interest in 
siyasah shariyya reflected his constitutionalist concerns when Murad IV exercised almost 
unrestrained power and breached the limits of sharia and siyasa.  
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Ottoman interest in these texts at a time of disruption of order was natural. The original text of 

Ibn Taymiyya was also rich in its content on war and warfare as most of it was devoted to the 

necessity of jihad, the division of the spoils of war depending on varied contributions, and land 

tenure and taxation which supported the jihad efforts. All these factors combined, Al-Siyasah al-

Shariyyah became appealing for the Ottomans of the period. Aşık Çelebi’s longest addition to 

this was a chapter on the tactical and disciplinary rules the Ottoman army should follow, which I 

summarize in what follows. This chapter starts by grounding military discipline and tactics 

within the siyasa shariyyah tradition. At the beginning of this section, Aşık Çelebi claims that 

the greatest matters of the sultanate were conquering lands, removing oppression, and waging 

war for whom it was obligatory to do so.161 He then grounds warfare within the Islamic “siyar” 

(law of nations and warfare) tradition going back to Serakhsi’s Sharh al-Siyar al-Kabir. Çelebi 

then notes that the Ottoman army suffers from a problem of lack of obedience to issued orders 

starting with its commanders, who along with their soldiers, saw themselves in a privileged 

position and refused to follow the orders of the commander-in-chief, creating problems in the 

battlefield for the army to take position and make tactical formations.162 Aşık Çelebi sought a 

 
161 Aşık Çelebi, Miracü’l-Eyale, 211. This part also is extant alone in numerous copies in the 
manuscript libraries. According to one view it was prepared with the orders of Mehmed III. 
Ahmet Çelik’s examination of the texts included in Miracü’l-Eyale and others show they were 
the same. For an example of this stand-alone versions see Özer Şenödeyici, Aristoteles'ten Savaş 
Adabı ve Ahlakı Adab-ı Harb ve Üslub-ı Ceng (İstanbul: Büyüyenay, 2014). 
162 There is a possibility that this section was added to Asik Çelebi’s work by the copyists in 
1600 as at the discussion of this point the author refers to it being particularly manifest during 
the campaign in Moldovia. The Ottomans experienced serious problems of obedience in the 
command structure and maintaining discipline and order during the Moldovia and Wallachia 
campaigns of the Long War while to my knowledge there was no such a campaign during Aşık 
Çelebi’s time. The copyists might have added the comments on Moldovia or even the whole 
section on the customs of warfare. While I treat it as part of Aşık Çelebi’s work and base my 
conclusions on that presumption, the possibility of this section being added does not change my 
arguments about Ottoman constitutionalism and military reform. Even if the inclusion of this 
section did not reflect Aşık Çelebi’s mindset it reflected that of other Ottoman constitutionalists 
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solution for this in the “siyar” tradition, which stipulated taking good measures (tedbir-i hasene). 

The sultan should educate disobedient commanders and soldiers with a balance of good manners 

and scare tactics, and if that does not work then he should punish them. Çelebi saw consultation 

(meşveret) and forming sound opinion (rey) as essential in matters of warfare of the prophet 

Muhammed and those of his companions. Following the prophetic example would lead to the 

most prudent decision and would facilitate the commander’s obedience. Then Aşık Çelebi 

translates an excerpt on warfare from a pseudo-Aristotalian text, Sirru’l Esrar (The Secret of 

Secrets), though he appropriates it into an Ottoman Islamic context.163 Here Aşık Çelebi 

summarizes the correct manners and customs of warfare in forty articles that he labels as the 

advice Aristoteles gave to Alexander the Great.164 In Çelebi’s Islamic legal rendition of the text, 

the first article is to conduct war with the pure intentions of reviving the religion and practice of 

the Prophet Muhammed rather than to attain personal fame and glory.165 Throughout the rest of 

thirty nine articles, various matters of warfare - ranging from the proper army organization to 

battlefield formations and tactics, field and siege warfare as well as the treatment and 

disciplining of the soldiers by their commanders and rulers – are presented as principle rules that 

the Ottoman army should follow.166 In his treatment of different aspects of warfare, Aşık 

 
who saw it fit as part of the siyasa shariyyah tradition and incorporated it into the text at a 
turning point in Ottoman historical and political consciousness. Ahmet Çelik, “Aşık Çelebi’nin 
Miracu’l-İyale ve Minhacu’l Adale” Adlı Eserindeki Siyaset Düşüncesi” (master’s Thesis, 
Marmara Üniversitesi, 2014), 107-108. 
163 For Aşık Çelebi’s translation from Sirrul Esrar see Ahmet Çelik, “Aşık Çelebi’nin Miracu’l-
İyale ve Minhacu’l Adale” Adlı Eserindeki Siyaset Düşüncesi,” 111. Secret of Secrets was also 
very influential in Europe with its Latin version Secretum secretorum and even Machiavelli was 
in dialogue with this text in his Prince. See Lucio Biasiori, "Islamic Roots of Machiavelli’s 
Thought? The Prince and the Kitāb sirr al-asrār from Baghdad to Florence and Back," 
In Machiavelli, Islam and the East (Palgrave Macmillan, Cham, 2018), 17-19. 
164 Aşık Çelebi, Miracü’l-Eyale, 212-231. 
165 Ibid., 213. 
166 Ibid., 213-231. 
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Çelebi’s emphasis was on the use of good governance (husn-i siyaset) with prudent rational 

measures (rey) and consultation (meşveret) regarding the administration of warfare, which was to 

establish discipline and order in the army and ensure victory. Thus, he took a sharia-centric 

approach to warfare, which brought the siyaset into the domain of sharia, while also 

accommodating the rationality that warfare required.  

Aşık Çelebi’s treatment of warfare as part of siyasah sharia helps us explain why there is 

a marked absence of royally enacted Ottoman military ordinances. In a tradition which denied 

sultanic legislative authority, military rules could exist only as part of an agreement of divine and 

customary laws going back to the ancient times of the “Muslim” Alexander and Aristoteles, 

prophet Muhammed and his companions and Hanafi jurists like Serakhsi within the siyasa 

shariyyah tradition – none of this was of the making of the sultans. The laws of different 

Ottoman military communities such as the Janissaries, the navy, archers and bombardier troops 

resembled Aşık Çelebi’s section on the customs and manners of warfare. Rather than being royal 

military ordinances or sultanic codification, these laws were the ancient customary laws of guild-

like corporate bodies, ideally working in accordance with sharia. The laws were orally 

transmitted traditions that included patron saints as the compilers and initiators of their 

customary tradition and history. When these communities felt their privileges and rights were 

threatened, apparently, they were keen on their laws to be written for record by a member of the 

community.167 While late-eighteenth-century Ottoman reformers like Penah Efendi saw the 

absence of royal ordinances in the formation of Ottoman army as a problem when the Ottoman 

system experienced a major crisis, during the Ottoman constitutionalist era this was the 

convention and part of the unwritten Ottoman constitution. The various communities at play 

 
167 See my section discipline and control below as well as substantive chapters starting with 
Chapter 2 for details of this argument.  
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were keen to defend their rights by maintaining this convention. The absolutist implications of 

the top-down sultanic legislation based disciplining project of Penah Efendi, and the likes were 

alien to the paradigmatic Ottoman Islamic governance. It is noteworthy that most of the earliest 

Ottomans to identify European monarchical states’ legislation-based disciplining and ordering as 

a model for the Ottomans were European converts to Islam like İbrahim Müteferrika and 

Humbaracı Ahmed Pasha (Claude Alexandre de Bonneval).168  

This absolutist project was first put into practice by Sultan Selim III and the reformist 

cadre around him, which included Penah Efendi’s son Yusuf Agah Efendi, first permanent 

Ottoman ambassador to Europe who served in London. Labelled the New Order, this project was 

heavily influenced by Europe and the Ottoman public recognized its alien nature to the 

paradigmatic Islamic governance. The rebels who brought down the sultan and his New Order 

proclaimed that it was “a great illegal innovation with no precedence and previously never heard 

of” and “a great oppression,” which “reduced the Sublime State into the canons (kavaid) of 

Christian states and punished and reprimanded all the Muslims with them.” This was 

unacceptable for the constitutionalist Ottomans so “the aghas and soldiers of the Janissary Corps 

stood up against the sultan with only pure intention of reforming the world,” which meant a 

return to the status quo of paradigmatic Islamic governance.169 Despite Mohammad Fadel’s 

 
168 For İbrahim Müteferrika see my section on discipline and control below as well as my full 
treatment of him in Chapter 3. For Ahmed Pasha’s report to the Porte on the rational laws of the 
Habsburg emperor see Humbaracı Ahmed Paşa, Risale-i Ahmed bey Ahval-i Nemçe, İ.Ü. Rare 
Manuscripts Library, TY. 6946. The Ottoman translator of the Porte who prepared the Ottoman 
version from the original French also emphasized Ahmed Pasha’s knowledge in these rational 
laws at the introduction. “Çasar-ı merkumun kuvvet ve mikneti … ve makarr-ı hukumet ve bilad-
ı sairesi nizamı ve intizamı ne gune kavanin-i siyasiye-i akliyeye mebni idugune merkumun 
vukuf ve ittilai tami oldugundan naşi umur-i merkumeyi bir risalede cem ve derc.”  
169 See the constitutional document prepared by the rebels for the original Ottoman Turkish text 
in Kemal Beydilli, "Kabakçı İsyanı Akabinde Hazırlanan Hüccet-i Şeriyye," Türk Kültürü 
İncelemeleri Dergisi 4 (2001): 33-48. 
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claim that hermeneutics of Islamic law enabled state and popular legal sovereignty and thus law-

making, the Ottoman turn to this route was not the result of an indigenous development.170 It 

made inroads into the Ottoman world from Europe only when the Ottoman constitutionalist 

system faced major crises in the eighteenth century and its appropriation in the Ottoman Islamic 

constitutional hermeneutics proved to be a difficult and perhaps impossible task as the Muslim 

public conscience rejected such a canons (kavaid)-based hermeneutical interpretation.   

The tension between sharia and siyaset was influential in the evolution of Islamic legal 

theory and its relationship with the political. The fear that the “state of exception” might become 

permanent led to the theoretical underdevelopment of the “political” in the Ottoman Islamic 

tradition. Public law remained an underdeveloped field of Islamic law (fiqh) and this fear was an 

important reason for this outcome. While Bodin’s works and especially his theory of sovereignty 

brought about a methodological shift in political philosophy and was a turning point in the rise of 

public law in Europe, the Ottoman constitutionalism set a limit on the development of “the 

political” and public law. As Martin Loughin highlights, “absolutism was the crucible in which 

the modern concept of public law was moulded, and Bodin was the pivotal figure.”171 Being 

wary of absolutism and remaining under the influence of “paradigmatic Islamic governance,” the 

Ottomans did not go through a crucible in which an Ottoman public law and sophisticated 

political theory that removed the divine from the political could develop. The sources used in this 

study also attests to this conclusion. Most of these sources are not purely legal treatises devoted 

to a separate body of public law but different genres of political writing such as mirror for 

princes, histories, reports of Ottoman ambassadors, reform treatises, books of ethics, Islamic 

 
170 Mohammad H. Fadel, “Islam, constitutionalism and democratic self-government,” 
in Routledge Handbook of Islamic Law, ed. Khaled Abou El Fadl, Ahmad Atif Ahmad, and Said 
Fares Hassan (New York: Routledge, 2019), 425. 
171 Loughlin, Foundations of Public Law, 73. 
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jurisprudence and creed. Examining these sources shows a certain development of “political 

writing” but also reveals how the longstanding tension between sharia and siyaset was at the 

heart of the discussions in these sources and singling out this new field as “political” separate 

from religion is not possible. Moreover, the development of “political writing” was mostly a 

result of practical needs such as coping with military failures against European states. When 

coupled with the traditional theoretical unease between siyasa and sharia, the theoretical 

development remained limited. Due to the practical concerns of Ottoman authors -almost all men 

with practical political, legal and military experience- it is often left to their readers to find the 

implicit theory and the conceptual developments in the usages of these authors.172     

While naming the sources used in this study as a corpus of “political writing”, we need to 

be wary of the difference between the tension between the political and legal in the Ottoman 

Islamic history and the concern of the “state’s survival” in the Schmitian sense. This difference 

was that the Islamic Ottoman concept of political was never conceptualized separately from 

religion and religious metaphysics and its survival was not for its own sake but for the sake of 

the religion and the community of believers even if this would mean applying extrajudicial 

political sentences. Even the defenders of an increasing role for siyaset perceived it as a means of 

serving the religion and the community of believers and presented it as compatible with sharia.173 

 
172 Similar to the Ottomans, in the seventeenth-century Europe, almost all political writers were 
men with practical experience such as Bodin and Hobbes. However, in the eighteenth-century 
Europe, political writers with no practical experience such as Voltaire and Rousseau became 
dominant. In the Ottoman political literature, writers with practical experience continued to 
dominate the field in the eighteenth century as well.			
173 For example, see the works of some of the jurists examined in this section. “Devlet-i 
Osmaniye ki bais-i şevket-i İslamiyyedir.” (The Ottoman state is the cause of the majesty of 
Islam). Mustafa Safi, Zübdetü't-tevârîh, fol. 225-226. Also, Safi called the Ottoman ruler the 
king of religion and state (padişah-ı dinu devlet) Ibid. XXVI. The borders of the Ottomans were 
the borders of Islam. (sügur-i İslamiyye). Ibid. LXXI. See also Aşık Çelebi’s rendition of Ibn 
Taymiyyah. “ve şeriat onun içindir ki sultan kuvvet ve kudretin ve malın sebilullaha sarf eyleye. 
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One should keep the longstanding tension between sharia and siyasa and the constitutionalist 

concerns of Ottoman authors in mind when examining Ottoman “political” writing. This helps us 

understand what the concept of “political” meant for them. To conclude with a reference to the 

poems I quoted at the beginning of this section, while the prophet (moon) and his sharia 

remained the same, the times were like the water, flowing and thus not remaining the same. This 

made Aşık Çelebi to seek an expansion in the political while remaining under the light of the 

moon. But for Nâbî, one of the masters of Ottoman poetry, the sharia alone was sufficient for 

governance despite the changing times. The couplets of Ziyai and Nami corroborate this deep 

sense of anxiety with the political which was like the oppressor beloved, not respecting the rights 

of the lover and torturing him, as typified in classical Near-Eastern literature. Like the dilemma 

of a lover whose continuing love caused him only suffering, the Ottomans who encountered the 

challenges of the rapidly changing early modern times had difficult choices to make: either to 

give up elements of what they held dear or to continue their suffering.   

 

1.2. “Absolutism” 

 

Absolutism is already a controversial concept and term in European historiography. Some 

careful scrutiny of its origins, character and development is necessary before positing its use to 

understand the Ottoman context. In their introduction to a recent volume on absolutism and 

monarchism, Cesare Cuttica and Glenn Burgess recognize that it is “a troublesome word” and “a 

 
Zira sultandan ve maldan murad Hakk Tealaya tekarrubdur ikamet-i dindir.” (and sharia is for 
this purpose that the sultan should use his power and properties for the path of God. Because the 
(divine) intent from the sultan and property is getting close to the Exalted Truth, is the 
maintenance of religion). Aşık Çelebi, Miracü’l-Eyale, 188. These examples represented the 
Ottoman mindset during the period my dissertation covers. Similar ideas can be found in all the 
Ottoman political writing. 
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later coinage.”174 Peter Wilson who uses absolutism in the title of his book states that “it was 

once certainty.”175 The new attitude towards absolutism is either to dismiss it altogether or 

highlight its limits while continuing to use the term which I call a “nuanced revisionism.” James 

Collins is a leading figure in the dismissive camp. He calls “absolutism” a myth and instead 

prefers the term “monarchical state.” Collins shows that the absolute king could not have 

absolute authority because it belonged to God and could claim only absolute power. This was 

missed when “absolutism” was substituted for “absolute power” in the nineteenth century.176 In 

fact, many scholars before Collins pointed out the limits on the powers of absolute monarchies. 

According to these authors, divine and natural law bound European absolutism. The notion of 

law abidingness was what made it different from tyranny and despotism. In his article on 

seventeenth century German political writing, Wolfgang Weber explicates,  

“Despite their best efforts monarchs never gained absolute freedom of political action … 
the royal quest for power was limited by traditions, institutions and social forces even in 
model absolute monarchies of France, Prussia and Denmark”.177  
 

Writing on the relationship between Neostoicism and the Early Modern State, Gerhard 

Oestreich also points out the limits of absolute monarchy. For him, “Absolute monarchy felt 

itself bound by divine and natural law.” The importance of local government and aristocracy 

 
174 Cesare Cuttica and Glenn Burgess, “Introduction: Monarchism and Absolutism in Early 
Modern Europe,” in, Monarchism and Absolutism in Early Modern Europe ed. Cesare Cuttica 
and Glenn Burgess (London: Pickering & Chatto, 2012), 1. 
175 Wilson, Absolutism, 1. 
176 Also, Collins calls “absolute monarchy” “a much more accurate term than “absolutism”.” He 
defines it according to sixteenth and seventeenth centuries’ European understanding as “a king 
ruling according to law, with sole right to modify public law.” James B. Collins The State in 
Early Modern France (Cambridge University Press, 2009), ix-xxv. Collins, “Absolutism,” 2.  
However, Beik claims that in theory the king had an absolute authority unchecked by any 
institutional body. William Beik, "The Absolutism of Louis XIV as Social Collaboration," Past 
& Present 188, no. 1 (2005): 196. 
177 Wolfgang Weber, " "What a good ruler should not do": Theoretical Limits of Royal Power in 
European Theories of Absolutism, 1500-1700," The Sixteenth Century Journal (1995): 897-915. 
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continued in absolute monarchy but monarchy “gradually overlaid them with its own 

institutions.” While highlighting the limits of absolutism, Oestreich does not shy away from 

calling the early modern state an “absolute” and “absolutist” state.178 Defenders of the continued 

use of absolutism today also recognize its limited nature. One of them, Peter Wilson, describes 

absolutism as “a distinct form of monarchy dominated the European continent and defined an 

entire age” but also concedes that “Absolutism … emerged … from the debate over the ideal sort 

of limited monarchy.”179  

As the editors of a recent volume that critically examines the absolutism debate in 

historiography, Cuttica and Burgess points out the risk of Collins’ perspective as “neglecting the 

fact that in political parlance, theorists argued in favor of absolute government and supreme 

power.”180 This theoretical aspect of absolutism renders the relevancy of its continued use while 

recognizing its limits. Writing in late 1980s when the revisionist perspective was still in its 

infancy, Johann Somerville recognized the problems with using the term “absolutist,” conceding 

a growing awareness of the limits on absolutist kings and calls made for a refined conception of 

absolutism in the literature. He still adhered to the term as he saw it representing “a distinct set of 

 
178 Oestreich, Neostoicism, 258-272. 
179 Wilson, Absolutism, 39. For Loughlin “the key issue was whether or not the authority of the 
monarch is limited by law.” Loughlin, Foundations of Public Law, 62. Wilson sees absolutism in 
the continental Europe developing only in the imperial estates level such as it took place in 
Prussia and Austria but not at the imperial level. For him, “‘imperial absolutism’ remained only a 
specter conjured through the rhetoric of ‘German liberties’ to oppose tighter Habsburg 
management of the Empire.” Wilson, Heart of Europe, 501. For Voltaire, the Empire of his times 
was “a republic of princes presided over by the emperor, a polity whose fundamental laws 
succeeded in limiting royal power and preserving German liberty.” Joachim Whaley, The Holy 
Roman Empire: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 10-11. For 
the rise of the territorial states and “princely absolutism” with sovereignty in the Holy Roman 
Empire also see Robert von Friedeburg, "The Reception of Bodin in the Holy Roman Empire 
and the Making of the Territorial State," in The Reception of Bodin, ed. Howell A. Lloyd (Brill, 
2013), 293-322. 
180 Cesare Cuttica and Glenn Burgess, “Introduction,” 4. 
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ideas current in much of Europe.”181 In a more recent work, Sommerville continued to defend the 

use of absolutism even after the full-blown revisionist assault of the 1990s and 2000s. He 

examined absolutism in practice and theory and showed that early modern theorists of 

absolutism never put forward an absolutism that the old orthodoxy in the modern era claimed to 

exist. He sees Beik’s social collaboration model as the new orthodoxy on absolutism, pointing 

out that “Absolutist theorists themselves adopted views that accord better with the model of 

absolutism as a social collaboration rather than autocratic centralization or bureaucratization.”182 

Beik himself does not dispute the theoretical absolutism dominant in the Early Modern France. 

He distinguishes theory from practice and his model of absolutism as a social collaboration is 

based on studies of the French provinces and their relationship with the absolute monarchy.183 

Absolutist theories differed on the source of the authority of the kings, whether it be 

divine or irreversible one-time grant by the public, but they were united in their anti-resistance 

position. The king was answerable to God alone, even if he broke the divine and natural laws and 

resorted to tyranny, this did not warrant active resistance or disobedience. Moreover, absolutists 

conceived the king as the “supreme maker and interpreter of human laws.”184 Emerging concept 

of sovereignty and absolutism were connected. Bodin defined sovereignty as “the most high, 

 
181 Sommerville, "Absolutism and Royalism."," in The Cambridge History of Political 
Thought 1450-1700, ed. J. H. Burns and Mark Goldie (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1991), 343-373. 
182 Johann P. Somerville, “Early Modern Absolutism in Practice and Theory,” in Monarchism 
and Absolutism in Early Modern Europe, edited by Cesare Cuttica and Glenn Burgess (London: 
Pickering & Chatto, 2012), 117-130. 
183 William Beik, "The Absolutism of Louis XIV as Social Collaboration," 196. Mettam also 
observes the role of the propaganda made both by the French royalists and foreign visitors to the 
court of Louis XIV in the late seventeenth century in creating the modern illusion of 
“absolutism.” Roger Mettam, "Louis XIV and the Illusion of ‘Absolutism’," Seventeenth-
Century French Studies Newsletter 5, no. 1 (1983): 27-28. Mettam’s rejection of this “illusion” is 
also based on practice rather than the theory. 
184 Sommerville, "Absolutism and Royalism," 347-358. Luc Foisneau, "Sovereignty and Reason 
of State,” 341. 
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absolute, and perpetual power over the citizens and subjects in a commonwealth.”185 For him, 

“the first mark of the sovereign Prince is the power to give law to all in general, and to each in 

particular.”186 Absolutism of Bodin was based on “the idea that the ruler, however much may be 

responsible to God for observation of the higher law, does not require the consent of any other 

human agent in making public policy.”187 This was a fundamental shift from medieval 

constitutionalism which required consultation and consent in policy making and enactments of 

the ruler.188 The modern concept of sovereignty was built in this crucible of absolutism.189 By the 

second half of the seventeenth century absolutism was either already made or in the making in 

much of the Europe, only to be prevented by revolutions and the killing of absolutist kings.190 

Despite the lack of consensus concerning its definition and nature, both the revisionist, nuanced 

revisionist, and old orthodox camps accept that a fundamental political transformation occurred 

during the early modern era. From his revisionist perspective, Collins sees this transformation 

not as the creation of absolutism but a “shift from a monarchical commonwealth to a 

monarchical state.”191 

I see the way to forward as being aware of the problems associated with the use of 

“absolutism” and having “a more fluid approach to political identities and historiographical 

categories” as suggested by Cuttica and Burgess while still using the term. Bearing in mind the 

 
185 Loughlin, Foundations of Public Law, 64. 
186 Collins, The State, xiv. 
187 Julian H. Franklin, "Jean Bodin and the End of Medieval Constitutionalism," in Jean Bodin. 
Verhandlungen der internationalen Bodin Tagung, Ed. Horst Denzer (München: Verlag CH 
Beck, 1973), 151. 
188 For the medieval constitutionalism and its survival until Bodin even if it changed its form see 
Ibid. 151-162. For Bodin’s intervention and the end of medieval constitutionalism see Ibid. 162-
166. 
189 Loughlin, Foundations of Public Law, 63-64. 
190 Sommerville, "Absolutism and Royalism," 347-348.  
191 Collins, The State, xxiii. Collins, “Absolutism,” 3-4. 
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“contingent responses to particular circumstances rather than fixed identities and ideologies” that 

Cuttica and Burgess notes, I still see the use of the term ‘absolutism’ relevant and necessary for 

my subject.192 Indeed, absolutism is still a very popular concept in the European historiography 

and social sciences literature even after a barrage of attacks against its orthodox interpretations. 

Collins himself concedes that he remains an “apostate” in rejecting the term. While a new 

understanding of absolutism is still widely used in the scholarship on Europe, the refusal to use it 

to study the Ottomans carries the risk of continuing to treat the Ottoman’s as Europe’s despotic 

other. This could lead the continued application of the old concepts such as “Oriental despotism” 

or “sultanism” unless new ideal types and concepts were invented for the Ottomans, and they 

find a common usage in the literature. My concerns are quite similar to those of Collins, who 

sees the use of absolutism for Louis XIV to have unrightfully led to the path of despotism for the 

Sun King but with an opposite logic. Not using the nuanced and refined conception of 

“absolutism” would limit my ability to define a certain European path and phenomena that the 

Ottomans were aware of but did not follow in my attempt of explaining the unique Ottoman 

route.193 Using the term allows me to define Ottoman constitutionalism as absolutism’s other. 

With this, I explain a distinct Ottoman path, without depicting either the European or Ottoman 

historical examples as despotic. The current state of Ottoman historiography makes the use of 

terms like absolutism even more necessary. Ottoman studies is still in a crawling stage in terms 

of theoretical, analytical, and conceptual sophistication as well as the availability of primary 

sources and monographs in comparison to European historiography. Depriving the Ottoman 

history of the ideal types, analytical tools and conceptual frameworks which helped to the 

development and advancement of European historiography carries the risks of keeping the 

 
192 Cesare Cuttica and Glenn Burgess, “Introduction,” 6-9. 
193 Collins, The State, xv. 
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Ottomans as a sui generis Oriental other. It prevents us from developing an Ottoman 

historiography at par with its European counterpart. For me, Ottoman history is part of the 

European historical experience. We would be missing this picture if we follow an ultra-

revisionist European historiographical perspective that engages in incessant deconstructivism 

before we can even construct an advanced Ottoman history legible for the non-Ottomanist 

historians, social scientists and general informed public.194 In order to avoid such risks and have 

a better explanation of the Ottoman experience (and its divergence from some parts of the 

 
194 I entered to Georgetown University History PhD program with this conviction through Early 
Modern European History track to study the Ottomans in the field of European history. Without 
being trained in an advanced field like Early Modern European history, I could not have come to 
the understanding and conclusions I have for the Ottomans in my dissertation. Without following 
the debates of European historiography including that of absolutism and religion and science 
with professors like James Collins and David Collins, I could not have understood the countless 
Ottoman primary sources I read the way I did. The Ottoman authors of these sources faced 
similar Early Modern challenges their contemporaries in the Western part of Europe 
encountered, thus, a strong foundation in European history enabled me to read them in a novel 
way. (While the evidentiary foundation of my dissertation is strong and representative of the 
Ottoman reality I wrote about, I could use only a fraction of these sources given the time and 
space limitations.) Unfortunately, I have become the last Ottoman history student to be accepted 
through the Early Modern Europe track and now the Ottoman history is part of the Middle East 
field at the Georgetown History department. I find this particularization of the Ottoman and 
Islamic history, taking it into a parenthesis and studying it on its own terms very problematic 
both in limiting our understanding of this history and helping to shed light to some of the 
problems of our day which the Muslims continue to struggle with. The Ottoman history of the 
Constantinople and Balkans, which formed the core lands of the Ottomans, after the late 
sixteenth century could not be written without Europe. This includes both intellectual and 
political and military history. Historians using sources from other parts of the Muslim world can 
perhaps talk about Islam without Europe until the nineteenth century colonization, but this does 
not apply to the Rumi Ottomans who saw themselves as the rightful heirs of the Romans living 
in Constantinople and Eastern Europe. While being aware of the risks of using ethnicity in 
historical analysis, I would also like to mention that the Rumi Ottomans were also of mostly of 
white European origin who were either converts or had a convert father or grandfather. While I 
cannot conduct interviews with the historical figures, based on their writings I can conclude that 
they genuinely felt as Muslims and Romans and did not see a conflict between these identities. 
For a recent book particularizing the Islamic history before the arrival of Napoleon by a 
Georgetown professor see Ahmad S. Dallal, Islam without Europe: Traditions of Reform in 
Eighteenth-century Islamic Thought (UNC Press Books, 2018). 
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Continental Europe), we need to look at a the new nuanced view of absolutism and its uses in the 

literature on Europe before using it in the Ottoman context. 

If absolutism was not so “absolute” after all, then the question emerges as where to find 

absolutism in Europe except for political parlance and how did absolutism rise into prominence 

as the foundation of a new order. The answer to this question in the new nuanced view of 

absolutism highlights the importance of “bellicist” models of state formation. This is particularly 

important for our study, as it provides support for our use of the term along with 

constitutionalism, when examining the prospects of Ottoman military adaptation and response to 

Military Revolution.  

Sommerville brings the view of Sir George Clark that “military institutions were 

transformed, and the standing army became “both the type and the instrument of the new 

order.”195 He states that there was an authoritarian edge to absolutism in addition to the 

collaborative, calling as witness Louis XIV’s authoritarianism in military matters. He refers to 

John Lynn’s view that “The French army was intertwined with Bourbon absolutism.”196 Indeed, 

Lynn guides us in our search for absolutism in Europe by thinking about the main concern of an 

early modern monarch, which was the army. He argues that absolutism is to be found in 

barracks.197 This reorientation helps us to see the transformation in Europe and its relationship 

with absolutism. Lynn’s location of absolutism in the barracks allows him to defend the use of 

absolutism to describe “a new level of control exerted by the monarch” and underline the 

 
195 Somerville, “Early Modern Absolutism in Practice and Theory,” 117. 
196 Ibid., 129. 
197 Lynn, Giant of the Grand Siècle, 599.  
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“growing powers of monarchy affected the military.”198 For him, “A new state commission army 

have been both means towards achieving absolute monarchy and its defining characteristic.”199  

Another chief defender of absolutism, Peter H. Wilson, sees it as the product of the 

seventeenth century crisis and establishes the link between absolutism and Military 

Revolution.200 In the same vein, the “bellicist” models highlight the connection between 

absolutism and Military Revolution. One of the leading representatives of the developers of these 

models of historical sociology, Brian M. Downing, views the rise of “military bureaucratic 

absolutism” in continental Europe as a response to the challenges of Military Revolution. He 

overlooks the legal constraints of absolutism that was raised by the proponents of the new 

nuanced view and claims that “military bureaucratic absolutism” “is above the law, the reason of 

state has taken precedence over the strict observance of law.” Yet he also accepts that “the power 

of military bureaucratic absolutisms was less than total but far greater than that of a monarch 

saddled by a parliament and the rule of law.”201 Following the proponents of the new nuanced 

view of absolutism and Downing’s comparative perspective, using absolutism as an ideal type 

along with constitutionalism in understanding the Ottoman response to Military Revolution will 

help us to make comparisons between different historical outcomes due to the different roads 

taken. An informed use of absolutism along with constitutionalism as ideal types will be helpful 

to examine and understand the Ottomans as these concepts also echoed in the debates of 

Ottoman writers. This does not imply that the noun state that Collins puts the emphasis on will 

 
198 Ibid., 599. 
199 Ibid., 607. 
200 Wilson, Absolutism, 18-21. 
201 Brian M. Downing, The Military Revolution and Political Change: Origins of Democracy 
and Autocracy in Early Modern Europe (Princeton University Press, 1993). 
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be overlooked as a unit of analysis, a term which will be examined conceptually later in this 

chapter.  

Even Collins who rejects the use of absolutism recognizes the absolute power of rulers in 

military matters. Collins admits that “the rulers enjoyed broad powers with respect to the military 

and international relations” and “the will of sovereign prince made foreign policy.”202 These 

were the two areas which the Ottoman sultans lacked power during the period of my study, 

especially after 1650s with Köprülü vizieral family’s ascendency to power.203 In comparison to 

the disempowered Ottoman sultans of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the “absolutism” 

of Louis XIV and other European monarchs with respect to military affairs becomes more 

evident. Ottoman sultans had an absolute power neither over the standing janissary army, which 

became a sociopolitical corporation, nor the mercenary forces of the provincial notables, which 

made up the bulk of the Ottoman forces from late sixteenth century onwards.204 The Ottoman 

army of the period under my examination looked like the way Le Tellier described the French 

 
202 Collins, The State, xix. 
203 There are countless examples to show the different Ottoman experience such as the deposition 
of Sultan Ahmed III due to his order for a campaign in Georgia, Sultan Mustafa III’s inability to 
conclude a defensive alliance with Prussia due to the opposition of grand vizier, Sultan Selim 
III’s order to fight was rejected by the grand vizier, officials and commanders in a constitutional 
document sent to the sultan and they concluded peace with Russia on behalf of the state. The 
latest example from 1791 being most important among them, showed not only the practical 
limits of the sultan but also the legal articulation of the constitutional position of how to make a 
decision on war. It was a culmination of the Ottoman tradition of consultative processes in 
decision-making in which decisions on war and peace were made in the consultative assemblies 
attended by officials and ulema, not by the sultan. The Ottoman declaration of war on a foreign 
power also relied on the legal ruling of the grand mufti and the consent of the class of jurist 
scholars. For the legal justification of the Ottoman declaration of war against Russia in 1768 as 
explained in a note to the British embassy see Michael Talbot, “A Legal and Diplomatic 
Justification of the Ottoman Declaration of War against Russia, 1768: Legitimizing War Within 
the Ottoman Empire,” Shariasource at Harvard Law School, July 20, 2017, 
https://beta.shariasource.com/documents/2924 . The Ottomans also could not conclude peace 
without the approval of grand mufti. See Naima Mustafa Efendi, Târih-i Naʿîmâ, 283. 
204 Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire. For the details of the different path Ottoman military 
took with full references see my section in the introductory chapter. 
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army in 1643, that is, “the army has become a republic, with as many cantons or provinces as 

there are lieutenants-general, ” and with some janissary aghas who even contemplated turning 

the Ottoman state into a Janissary Republic (cumhur cemiyyeti).205 While the French monarchy 

came out of the Fronde even stronger than before and by 1667 during Louis XIV’s war against 

Spain the army was ‘very much his army and his army alone,’ the Ottomans could never come 

out of the military devolution that started with the Long War of 1593-1606.206 It only intensified 

with the Celali rebellions of the early seventeenth century and the Ottomans experienced a fiscal-

military decentralization until the nineteenth century. Louis XIV could strip of the regiments of 

prince de Condé and Turenne when they went to fight for the Emperor Leopold I against the 

Ottomans.207 For an Ottoman sultan removing a notable from his position, if he could, meant 

losing the notable’s manpower altogether, facing a backlash and even the possibility of an over-

right rebellion orchestrated by his political household.208 The ancient Ottoman constitution as 

well as the structure and power of Janissaries limited the sultan’s ability to choose janissary 

 
205 For Le Tellier’s letter see Tim Blanning, The Pursuit of Glory: The Five Revolutions that 
Made Modern Europe: 1648-1815 (New York: Penguin, 2007), 211-212. See Kafadar, “Rebels 
without a Cause?” 
206 For the army belonging to Louis XIV see Tim Blanning, The Pursuit of Glory, 212. While not 
engaging in an outright military rebellion after the end of Fronde, the French elites continued to 
resist to Louis XIV’s assertion of power passively. Louis XIV himself held a conservative view 
towards social mobility. He loved the established hierarchy and order. Despite facing resistance 
towards his ambitious plans, the king could earn the cooperation of his elites through negotiation 
and common interests. Among the many conflicting interests of his elites, the king played the 
role of a supreme arbitrator. See Roger Mettam, "Power, Status and Precedence: Rivalries 
Among the Provincial Elites of Louis XIV'S France," Transactions of the Royal Historical 
Society 38 (1988), 43-62. For Ottoman military devolution see my references to Agoston and 
others in the Introduction. 
207 Tim Blanning, The Pursuit of Glory, 212.	
208 The Ottoman dilemma was reflected in many contemporary accounts. For an example see my 
examination of Mustafa Âli. When vizier Ferhad Pasha became the victim of a plot orchestrated 
by Sinan Pasha, Ali was not only upset because this was unfair and illegal but also it meant the 
loss of Ferhad Pasha’s expertise, manpower and financial resources which were badly needed 
against the Safavids in the Eastern front. All of these were lost with the execution of Ferhad 
Pasha with accusation of heresy. See my section on Mustafa Âli in Chapter 2. 
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commanders (agha) even from among the ranks of the Janissaries.209 Even after the 

establishment of a permanent state commissioned army of the New Order after 1792 which 

shook the Ottoman ancient constitution into its foundations, the sultan could not use his army 

against the rebellious Janissaries in 1807. It was the private provincial army of his ally Alemdar 

Mustafa Pasha, a notable of Rusçuk, which came to his aid only to find out that the sultan had 

already been executed. If Selim III survived and was put back to the throne by Alemdar, he 

probably could not have continued his absolutist project, for the first thing Alemdar did after 

deposing Selim’s successor Mustafa IV and placing Mahmud II on the throne, was the creation 

of The Document of Alliance (Sened-i Ittifak), a constitutional document formalizing the 

partnership between the sultan and provincial notables and guaranteeing the rights of both sides, 

which was signed by the new sultan and provincial notables as both sides took an oath to adhere 

to the terms of the deal.210  

The Janissaries who used to be the slave soldiers (kul) of the sultan in the fifteenth 

century protested Sultan Mehmed IV in the mid-seventeenth century when he called them “my 

slaves” (kullarım) and retorted that they were the slaves of God alone.211 While sultans continued 

to call the Janissaries as their “kul,” it came to denote their membership in the ruling class rather 

than a prescriptive legal injunction of captivity. The sultan’s address to the Janissaries started to 

emphasize a comradeship and friendship rather than an owner-and slave relationship, which in 

1740 saved Mahmud I’s throne, and possibly his life when the Janissaries took his side during an 

 
209 For details see my discussion in “discipline and control” in this chapter as well as the making 
of an ancient Ottoman constitution in Chapter 2 under the section of Mustafa Âli. 
210 For an interpretation of Sened-i İttifak as a constitutional document see Ali Yaycıoğlu, 
Partners of the Empire: The Crisis of the Ottoman Order in the Age of Revolutions (Stanford 
University Press, 2016), 4, 223-226, 234-238. 
211 Feridun M. Emecen, "Osmanlı Hanedanına Alternatif Arayışlar Üzerine Bazı Örnekler ve 
Mülahazalar," in Osmanlı Klasik Çağında Hanedan, Devlet ve Toplum (İstanbul: Timaş, 2011), 
49. 
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urban rebellion.212 Janissaries saw their status as being the servants of gifts and benevolence 

awarded to them by the sultan in a contractual relationship that made them show a rejoicing and 

willing obedience with their hearts and lives in return, in contrast to the purchased slaves whose 

obedience was unwilling and due to the fear of being assaulted or reproached.213 Constitutionalist 

Ottomans showed Janissaries adjacent to the jurist scholars as the origin of the sultan’s authority 

in their epistemic making of an ancient Ottoman constitution. According to the account of Evliya 

Çelebi, Sultan Mehmed II’s teacher Akşemseddin advised the sultan to “give bread” to the 

Muslim veterans who took part in the conquest of Constantinople so that it should become 

rightful to call Mehmed II with the attribute lordship “hünkar” solely designated for the sultans. 

Mehmed II listened to his teacher and distributed fiefs to the soldiers in which Evliya Çelebi sees 

the origin of calling the Ottoman sultans “hünkar.”214 When Sultan Mustafa II had to leave the 

 
212 See Sultan Mahmud I’s thank you letter to the Janissaries after ascending to the throne. BOA. 
HH 6/184. (According to the classification of the Prime Minister’s Office of Ottoman Archives) 
Sultan Mahmud I’s letter is transcribed in Uğur Kurtaran, Sultan I. Mahmud ve Dönemi (Ankara: 
Atıf Yayınları, 2014), 259. 
213 “Akçe ile alınan kul ekseriya darbu tanif havfından kerhen kulluk eder amma biz abîd-i ihsan 
olduğumuz cihetten ez dil ü can kemail-i itaat ü meserret ile kulluk ideriz.” Naima Mustafa 
Efendi, Târih-i Naʿîmâ (Ravzatü’l-Hüseyn fî Hulâsati Ahbâri’l-Hâfikayn) I," ed. Mehmet 
İpşirli (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 2007), 297. 
214 Evliyâ Çelebi, Evliyâ Çelebi Seyâhatnamesi X: İstanbul Üniversitesi Kütüphanesi Türkçe 
Yazmalar 5973, Süleymaniye Kütüphanesi Pertev Paşa 462, Süleymaniye Kütüphanesi Hacı 
Beşir Ağa 452 numaralı yazmaların mukayeseli transkripsiyonu-dizini, ed. Yücel Dağlı, Seyit 
Ali Kahraman and Robert Dankoff (İstanbul: Yapı Kredi Yayınları 2007), 42. I will examine the 
jurist’s grant of authority to the sultan in the next section on constitutionalism. For the bread 
related contractual relationship between the sultan and Janissaries also see; Cemal Kafadar, 
"Janissaries and other Riffraff of Ottoman Istanbul: Rebels with-out a Cause?'," in Identity and 
Identity Formation in the Ottoman World: A Volume of Essays in Honor of Norman Itzkowitz, 
ed. Baki Tezcan and Karl Barbir (Madison: University of Wisconsin Center for Turkish Studies, 
2007), 113-134. The similarity between a victorious military commander being acclaimed an 
“imperator” by his soldiers in Rome based on merit and ability and Mehmed II being acclaimed 
“hünkar” after the conquest of Constantinople by his soldiers is startling. The Senate’s formal 
approval of the soldier’s choice is somewhat similar to ulema giving the legal recognition to the 
sultans and serving as the ultimate king maker’s -an idea adopted by Evliya as well- which I will 
examine in the next section on constitutionalism. In the Roman case, it served as a way to 
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throne after an army uprising in 1703, he is reported to have told to his brother Ahmed III; 

“brother, kul wanted you as the king.”215 The Janissaries became king makers and the notion that 

“a member of the dynasty could not become a sultan without passing under the sword of the 

Janissaries” became a tenet of an unwritten Ottoman constitution.216  

Being a kul was defined as holding a position (kulluk tutmak) based on merit (istihkak) 

that one inherited aristocratically and earned through being upright and religious (mustakimu 

dindar). It was a status marker that gave one privileges and made him eligible for public office 

holding. The government posts with certain privileges and revenue sources -in cash or in kind- 

were called “kulluk,” meaning pertaining to the kul. In order to benefit from its economic, social, 

political and legal advantages, Ottoman Muslims from ordinary subject population increasingly 

bought their way into the ranks of kuls. This development made the kuls who passed their status 

into their children worried. They saw it as the infiltration of outsiders into their ranks in breach 

 
disguise the transition from the republic to monarchy with an emphasis on election rather than 
hereditary succession. When considered in the context of the Mehmed II’s claims to imperial 
title and the Ottoman self-presentation as the successor of Roman Empire in the context of 
conquest of Constantinople Evliya’s account echoes the Roman heritage even further. In the 
Frankish and Christian traditions victory was seen “as a sign of divine favor” and “the fiction 
that all present voiced their consent unanimously was interpreted as a direct expression of God’s 
will.” Frankish elite’s acceptance of Charlemagne’s coronation in 800 was based on this 
interpretation. Similarly, Muslims interpreted Mehmed II’s conquest as the manifestation of the 
divine will prophesized by Prophet Muhammed’s saying which founded the basis of Mehmed 
II’s authority and later legitimacy. Throughout my dissertation I will also show Ottoman 
constitutionalist attempts to disguise the hereditary monarchy and present the Ottoman 
government as an elective monarchy and a “commonwealth” that came into being with the 
participation of the ruling class in succession and governance. For the Rome see Wilson, Heart 
of Europe, 34. For the Ottoman and Holy Roman rivalry over the imperial title see Ibid. 148-150. 
However, for the French writers who saw “strong royal rule as the foundation of a stable social 
and political order,” a transition from hereditary into an elective monarchy was a degeneration. 
For them Holy Roman Empire went through such a transition and thus was no longer an empire. 
Ibid., 158. 
215 “birader kul seni padişah istemiştir.” Özcan, İmparatorluk Çağının Osmanlı Sultanları – III, 
132. 
216 For this notion see Kafadar, "Janissaries and Other Riffraff of Ottoman İstanbul.” 
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of their ancient customary laws. For the members of old kul aristocracy, this caused an upheaval 

in the world order as those who purchased the kul status oppressed the ordinary subjects to make 

returns for this investment. Echoing the discontent of the European nobles of the sword for the 

nobles of the robe, the aristocratic kuls saw the newcomers as corrupting the system with their 

profit-making incentives whereas they themselves traditionally did not have business motives 

and their involvement in tax-collection was limited to financing and provisioning their noble 

military activities in service of the sultan and religion.217  

The term “kul,” which used to mean a slave came to refer a citizen as the member of the 

Ottoman political nation. It was different from a subject (mahkum) and a purchased slave (abd-i 

memluk) as we can see in the Ottoman translation and appropriation of Machiavelli’s Prince and 

Frederick II’s Anti-Machiavel for Sultan Mustafa III (r. 1757-1774), titled Fenn-i Hukumet ve 

Siyaset (The Science of Government and Politics).218 This work also recognized how the 

Ottoman soldiers ‘made’ and deposed kings. It offered the “making” of French absolutism as a 

model for the sultan Mustafa III, who was upset for not having the reins of the state in his hands, 

to change his condition.219 Comparing the present-day condition of the ruler of “the Islamic 

State” -which was the Ottoman translation of the state of Turk- and the French kings before the 

 
217 These developments can be traced in Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan which is a partisan account of a 
member of the old janissary aristocracy. I examine it in detail in Chapter 3. While the purchases 
of noble status in Europe filled the coffers of the kings who held the power to ennoble, in the 
Ottoman case it enriched the janissary commanders and scribes who controlled the entry into the 
Corps. For the critique of this idealized depiction of the Janissaries before the infiltration of the 
outsiders into their ranks see Cemal Kafadar, "On the Purity and Corruption of the 
Janissaries," Turkish Studies Association Bulletin 15, no. 2 (1991): 273-280. 
218 Thomas Herbert, Makyevelli & Frederick II, Fenn-i Hükümet ve Siyaset, ed. Nergiz Aydoğdu 
(İstanbul: Marmara Ünivesitesi, 2009). This eighteenth-century Ottoman translation of citizen as 
“kul” reflects the Ottoman “kul” elite’s self-conception well. It challenges the European 
misconceptions of the “kul” status of Ottoman ruling class being a form of servitude and slavery. 
219 For Mustafa III awareness and complaints of his situation see my quote of his poem and 
discussion of it at the beginning of Chapter 4. 
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Louis XIV, Fenn-i Hukumet ve Siyaset maintains that both had been captive of and afflicted with 

the risk of being dethroned. The difference between them was the king of Islam was afflicted 

with the class of Janissaries while the French kings were killed by the hands of some of their 

“insane dignitaries.”220 But the French kings freed themselves by eventually changing the nature 

of their relationship with their dignitaries. In the Ottoman account of the rise of French 

absolutism appropriated from Anti-Machiavel, Cardinal Richelieu, the chief minister of the king, 

maneuvered and planned, using his reason, until he succeeded at weakening and exhausting the 

state’s dignitaries. He became so successful that no signs from the power and “usurpation” of the 

previously power-holder dignitaries was left. The rule of the king became applied all across the 

country and the king became independent/absolute (mustakil). Cardinal Mazarin who became the 

next chief minister, followed the path of his predecessor. Although he had some troubles and 

difficulties, in the end, he became so successful at repulsing and abolishing the ancient freedoms 

of the parlament, which according to the translator/author was similar to the Ottoman Divan, in 

such a way that at the time of the penning of the text it remained only a dream. Whenever the 

dignitaries of this “divan” wished to regain their original power, they became regretful, scattered, 

and ruined.221 Another tactic the French ministers used to strengthen the independence of their 

king was to make the people, whose dispositions and inherent attributed caused them to rebel and 

create disturbances to be occupied with minor issues and spend their times with pleasures and 

 
220 Thomas Herbert, Makyevelli & Frederick II, Fenn-i Hükümet ve Siyaset, 176. Apparently, the 
reference of the text is to the assassinations of Henry III by Jack Clément in 1589 and Henry IV 
by François Ravaillac in 1610.  Clément and Ravaillac were not dignitaries. The Ottoman text 
appears to call them as members of the French ruling class to show their similarity to Janissaries 
from which it aims to free the sultan from. Also, Tim Blanning notes that “Although most rulers 
died in their beds, theirs was an uncertain occupation, and nowhere more so than in the country 
normally associated with ‘absolutism’.” Tim Blanning, The Pursuit of Glory, 206. 
221 Thomas Herbert, Makyevelli & Frederick II, Fenn-i Hükümet ve Siyaset, 177-178. The 
Ottoman text ignores the fact that parlament regained some of their power after the death of 
Louis XIV in 1715.  
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amusements. This way, their manners changed, and they were prevented from interfering with 

the matters of the dominions altogether. These efforts were backed with designating (vaz) a 

standing army and building strong fortresses which made the State of France fortified and 

consolidated at such a level that their king dwelt in their center (capital) with the manner of 

independence. After these changes, they became unfearful of unexpected events, whether it be 

the opposition and rebellion of the notables and ordinary population or of the attack and invasion 

of the states around them.222  

 
222 Ibid. 178. The Ottoman interest and awareness of the fortresses of Louis XIV goes back to the 
early 1680s. Evliya Çelebi, writing around this time, calls Louis XIV a great king who owns 
thousands of fortresses and galleons. Evliyâ Çelebi, Evliyâ Çelebi Seyâhatnamesi X, 51. 
Interestingly, when it comes to France, seventeenth century Ottomans saw only the king as the 
owner of everything in France but not the existence of a state which Fenn-i Hükümet ve Siyaset 
recognized in the eighteenth century. Evliya was one of them. While describing European states, 
he listed them as “State of the English,” “State of the Greater Calamity (for the Ottomans) 
Venice,” “State of the Pope” but for France his title was “France without a State (bî-devlet-i 
Fransa). And then Evliya started to talk about the king of France. He mentioned the affinity of 
the French king to the Ottoman dynasty. Ibid. 51. For another such a work which provides an 
absolutist account of Louis XIV’s France with no reference to the state of France but solely 
focusing on the king and his deeds see Kitab Fevaid al Muluk, Description de la France et de la 
ville de Paris, rédigée, sans nom d'auteur, sous la forme d'un dialogue qui se tint en Égypte entre 
un haut fonctionnaire du Divan, nommé Ahmed Agha, et un personage nommé Soleïman, qui 
avait été prisonnier chez les Chrétiens. BNF, Supplément turc 221. I examine this work first in 
my section “discipline and control” below and then in more detail in Chapter 2. This view of 
France almost having no state institutions and ruled by one man can be seen in Katib Çelebi’s 
account in early as 1650s too. When Katib Çelebi wrote on Europe, his title for France was 
“Chapter on the Conditions of the Kings of France” while for Venice and Spain he used the term 
state (devlet). In examining the states of Venice and Spain, he writes in detail about their 
government structures and decision-making processes, for France he just has a long list of 
French kings and their deeds. Katib Çelebi, İrşadü’l-Hayara, 72-85. This becomes even more 
interesting when one considers Katib Çelebi’s collaborator in his works on Europe, a French 
priest who converted into Islam and took the name Sheikh Mehmed Ihlasi. Unfortunately, 
modern scholarship did not produce any information about the real identity of Katib Çelebi’s 
French connection. The reasons behind this seventeenth century Ottoman perception of France as 
the dominions of a king alone with no state needs a further study. It might be due to the image 
created by the French information channels that the Ottomans were connected to. Perhaps, the 
French royalists the Ottomans were in contact with created such an image for the Ottomans.  
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The Ottoman account of French absolutism being established by two able cardinals 

during the reign of Louis XIV resonates with the feeling of disempowerment Sultan Mustafa III 

felt. It seems that for the Ottoman sultan (who was no longer a member of the divan and after its 

move to the palace of the grand vizier could not even watch its sessions behind a curtain 

whenever he wished) the way to regain his power was to weaken the ancient privileges of the 

divan and the grand vizier. The latter carried the sultan’s seal and was his absolute deputy with a 

complete independence in his conduct as well as heading the divan alone according to ancient 

Ottoman Constitution. It seems that Mustafa III’s ulema affiliated courtiers wanted to benefit 

from the position of grand vizier to institute Ottoman absolutism following the French model by 

appointing one of their own into this post. The clerical identity of the two cardinals who aided 

Louis XIV in establishing his absolute rule suggests that the anonymous Ottoman collaborator of 

the translator, English Catholic Thomas Herbert, in the Ottoman court was a partisan of the 

ulema. Perhaps he was a member of the ulema who dreamt of reforming the Islamic State under 

the leadership of a grand mufti acting as a grand vizier. Yet, these dreams were never 

materialized. Even this example of presenting the making of French absolutism as a model for 

the Ottoman sultan had to tone down Machiavelli’s anti-mercenary rhetoric to suit the Ottoman 

sensibilities. Thus, absolutism was not to be found even in the military barracks in the Ottoman 

state. The Ottomans themselves were aware of this as they saw the sultan being captive of his 

Janissaries and notables with military might.  

The second element of absolutism that the revisionist view continues to uphold is the 

European kings’ absolute power to change public law as a hallmark of their sovereignty. Kings 
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of France and Prussia, and kings elsewhere in continental Europe enjoyed this power broadly.223  

The adjective “absolute” was derived from Latin “absolutus,” which literally meant “absolved.” 

It had a “predominantly legal meaning, describing power that took no heed of the law’s 

constraints,” of course save for the limitations set by the divine and natural law. “It chimed with 

Roman law’s elevation of the royal will as the source of legislative capacity.”224 For the 

royalists, the Roman legal maxim of “the command of the prince is law” rendered the king’s 

absolute power the origin of legal authority.225 According to James Collins,  

“The Monarchy of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was “absolutist” only in the 
sense that it constantly sought to rule France by means of promulgated laws, thus placing 
political discourse in the area of unimpeded royal authority.”226 
 

With Bodin’s conception of the sovereignty in the service of the kings and early modern states, 

the legislation became the defining characteristic of the politics. Legislation was no longer one of 

the hallmarks of sovereignty among others like war-making or foreign policy but its single most 

important hallmark. The sovereign is now “nothing but law-giver” and this main attribute 

contained other elements of sovereignty in itself.227 A prince’s “capacity to exercise his 

 
223 Collins, The State. Peter R. Campbell, "Absolute Monarchy." Derek Beales, "Philosophical 
Kingship and Enlightened Despotism," in The Cambridge History of Eighteenth-Century 
Political Thought, ed. Mark Goldie and Robert Wokler (Cambridge University Press, 2006), 
497-524. 
224 Rady, The Habsburgs, 164.  
225 Ibid. 164. Holy Roman Emperor Frederic II overturned the ancient constitution of Bohemia 
relying on Roman law and revoked the privileges granted to Bohemians by his predecessors. 
Rady highlights Frederic II’s assertion of his legislative sovereignty in the words of the emperor: 
“‘the power to enact laws and decrees, and everything devolving from legislative power [ius 
legis ferendae -another Romanism] which belongs to Us, as the King, alone’.” Ibid. 135. Some 
seventeenth century royalists in the Habsburg Spain even came to the conclusion that “‘His 
Majesty is absolute master and may order as he wish, without excuse or delay’, and that the king 
should be obeyed ‘as the absolute and despotic (despótico) lord of our persons and property.’” 
Ibid. 164. 
226 Quoted in Guy Rowlands, The Dynastic State and the Army under Louis XIV: Royal Service 
and Private Interest 1661–1701 (Cambridge University Press, 2002), 6. 
227 Luc Foisneau, “Sovereignty and Reason of State,” 327. 
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sovereignty by making and rescinding laws” became the measure of his greatness.228 In Bodin’s 

theory, “a new political mechanism for production of norms” through the exercise of sovereignty 

is the foundation of the state in a new modern sense.229 The revisionist approach of absolutism as 

a social collaboration have corrected the misconception of law as an imposition from above 

alone by showing the incentives of the people to come to the royal courts and the elite 

collaboration in the running of the court system. But the monarchy’s assertiveness to reclaim the 

sovereignty for itself meant the French parlements’ loss of their sovereign title and entering into 

a new form of relationship with the king in which their members found themselves in a fragile 

position.230 Even as the model of transition from a judicial monarchy of late medieval ages and 

early sixteenth century to an administrative monarchy is increasingly questioned, we can observe 

the rise of a legislative monarchy starting with as early as Francis I.231 While the new revisionist 

model points out the strong element of social collaboration, it was still an absolutism even if it 

carried this new collaborative attribute. With all his need for collaboration and continuation of 

the traditional order and its privileges, the legislative and military monopoly of the king bore the 

mark of a new dynamic and power differential that was coupled with the rise of the new 

sovereign monarchical state.232  

The French model - discussed by the early modern Europeans, including the Ottomans, 

reflected the close relationship between the king’s laws and army. Kitab Fevaid al Muluk, an 

absolutist treatise presenting the France of Louis XIV as a model for the Ottomans, saw the laws 

 
228 Ibid., 331. 
229 Ibid., 332 
230 Michael P. Breen, "Law, Society, and the State in Early Modern France," The Journal of 
Modern History 83, no. 2 (2011): 346-386. 
231 Ibid. 350-355. Also see James B. Collins, "State Building in Early-Modern Europe: The Case 
of France," Modern Asian Studies 31, no. 3 (1997): 618. 
232 Tim Blanning, The Pursuit of Glory, 217. 
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of France as the “king’s sharia” which became the basis of a strong central army of the king.233 

Later, Fenn-i Hukumet ve Siyaset penned for Sultan Mustafa III, recognized the interdependence 

between the army, the rules and the law of a ruler. According to the text, the first principles for 

kingship, which came before anything else and is necessary, were laying down and designating 

rules and laws, followed by organizing an ordered and praiseworthy army. These two were so 

strongly connected that neither the creation of an army was possible without rules and laws nor 

could the rules and laws be applied without an army.234 The class of soldiers should be arranged 

as regiments (bölük) in which they were brought under the control of obedience and unity, with 

inferiors becoming obedient and submissive to their seniors and all of soldiers to their officers. 

All the offices and posts must be granted only by the king. If the Sublime Islamic State organized 

its military class in this way, then it would have been in peace and safe from their rebellions and 

usurpation of power.235  

The “Sublime Islamic State” on its constitutionalist path could not follow these 

recommendations, and thus it lacked an effective standing royal army. It could not carry out a 

European style disciplinary revolution. It had to suffice itself with a limited and ‘makeshift’ 

training of its soldiers and officers before and during the wars with the help of its ally France and 

few renegade or adventurist Europeans like Claude Alexandre de Bonneval and Baron de Tott. 

Disordered mercenaries the Ottomans recruited for their wars looked like the powerful engraving 

below.236 Although it seemingly dramatized the scene to be more impactful, it still does a good 

job of representing the condition of the Ottoman military of the time. It is a carefully drawn 

 
233 I examine this work first in my section “Discipline and Control” below and then in more 
detail in Chapter 3. 
234 Thomas Herbert, Makyevelli & Frederick II, Fenn-i Hükümet ve Siyaset, 224. 
235 Ibid. 274. 
236 I thank Ahmed Tarık Caşkurlu for sharing this image with me. It can be reached online at 
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b84103753/f1.item. 
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picture with attention to minute details representing every aspect of the problems of the Ottoman 

army. The soldiers drilled for volley fire on the top right could not make a synchronic movement 

as we can see one falling to the ground and others in disarray. An Ottoman officer, apparently in 

disagreement with his French counterpart, taking his sabre from its scabbard. Soldiers with big 

bellies having difficulty even standing straight with their muskets. Others refusing to march in 

union and disperse after dropping their guns. Some who are learning how to hold a musket 

straight while forming a line looked with dismay at the French officer. Several others in the 

background circled another French officer with their swords rather than following his orders. The 

Ottoman Vizier, who is nominally the commander of these soldiers, is standing aloof. He appears 

to be lost in thought with his slave prostrating on his feet, as if he could not fathom and digest 

what is happening to his soldiers or perhaps feeling helpless due to his inability to lead and 

conduct such a drill. He is almost out of the picture as someone waiting idle and not joining the 

training. The consequence of the lack of absolutism, whether it be the social collaborative model 

or rather despotic looking enlightened one, was missing the Disciplinary Revolution and lacking 

an ordered state commissioned royal army. Without the discipline and control attained through 

legally backed coercive power of absolutism, the emerging picture was like the French engraving 

from the Ottoman camp. Its cost for the Ottomans in the second half of eighteenth century was 

its degrading to a third-class power status and facing imminent collapse if it was not for the 

European interstate rivalry.237 Revisionist European historians can continue to question the 

merits of absolutism and whether it was a myth or fact. Looking from the Ottoman army training 

 
237 Polish Commonwealth was a similar case in Europe. Writing on the transformation of 
Western European polities between 1500 and 1650, Collins notes “that such a development was 
not predetermined can be seen in the Polish case; there, the commonwealth remained apart from, 
and above, the state. The political consequences for the Polish state, however, were disastrous: it 
ceased to exist in the eighteenth century.” Collins, “State Building in Early-Modern Europe,” 
604-605. 
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field in 1783 with its dramatic scenes, the French “absolutism,” with its hallmark state-

commissioned disciplined army, could be nothing but real. While the term relative is the 

antonym of absolute, relatively speaking from an Ottoman point of view, the French, the 

Habsburgs and the Prussians had “absolute” monarchical states and rulers.  

 

Figure 1: Ottoman Difficulty with Drill: French Officers Drilling the Ottoman Soldiers 
Regarding Correct Military Posture. Demonstration of how the Turks were trained in the 
positioning of their head and neck as part of the French training of war, 1783. (Collection of 
Michel Hennin, “Estampes relatives à l'Histoire de France,” Tome 114, Pièces 9916-9989, 

période: 1783-1784, Bibliothèque nationale de France. 
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The legal aspect of absolutism was also absent in the Ottoman state. Ottoman 

constitutionalists denied the power to change public law to the sultans between 1592 and 1792 

by freezing the public law in an ancient past and closing the gates of ijtihad at least in theory.238 

“Ottoman absolutism” was never a fully achieved reality. It remained as a predisposition of a 

limited number of rulers and absolutist thinkers. The first terms for absolutism used by 

absolutists themselves to describe the absolute authority of the sultan I could trace are from 

1790s. By then absolutism was experimented as a set of policies based on a set of absolutist 

treatises of the era. For the first time, it gained a practical existence beyond the descriptions of 

absolutist and constitutionalists writers with a systematic application under the name New Order 

(nizam-ı cedid). “İstibdad” and “müstebid,” two terms that came to represent despotism and 

despot in the late nineteenth century were initially used in the 1790s with positive connotations 

to denote the ruler’s absolute power to make changes in public law.239 When envisioning military 

reform that would establish discipline and control, Ottoman absolutists aimed to empower the 

 
238 Ottoman mirror for prince’s literature in the seventeenth century shows this interpretation of 
Ottoman constitutionalism. For leading examples see the works of Akhisari, the anonymous 
author of Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan, Koçi Bey, and Katib Çelebi. In eighteenth century, reports of 
Ottoman ambassadors to Europe replaced the mirror for prince’s literature in making a case for 
Ottoman constitutionalism with public law and Ottoman Constitution frozen in “kanun-ı kadim”, 
ancient law. For the claim that the gates of ijtihad were closed see Ebu Sehl Numan Efendi. For a 
discussion of these sources as well as full reference to them see my section on “Discipline and 
Control,” the forthcoming chapter of my dissertation and the bibliography. 
239 See preambles to Selim III’s kanuns in Yunus Koç and Fatih Yeşil ed., Nizâm-ı Cedîd 
Kanunları (1791-1800) (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 2012). Then Sultan Selim III declares that 
he enacts the new law (kanun-i cedid) with a complete consensus of his cabinet. He states that 
this is not a renewal of the old conditions but law that is enacted with his absolute power (kanun-
ı mustebid). The sultan’s discourse is a clear challenge to the constitutionalists emphasis on 
following ancient laws to deny the sultans of their times to change the public law. See also 
Tatarcik Abdullah Efendi who stated that “The world adorning decisions (rey) of the rulers taken 
in an absolute (istibdad) manner gave order to the dominions and security to the servants of 
God.” Besim Özcan, “Islahatlarla İlgili III. Selim’e Sunlan Layihalar (Tatarcık Abdullah 
Efendinin Layihası)” (master’s thesis, Erzurum Atatürk Üniversitesi, 1985). 
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sultan with the authority of making a change in public laws and thus enact the laws and 

regulations needed as a basis of the reforms.240 Constitutionalists accepted the sultan’s authority 

to change public law only after 1792 but still aimed to place limits on it.241  

The sharia continued to be the fundamental law and ancient Ottoman constitutionalism 

continued to shape the Ottoman mind, even that of a sultan who attempted to assert an “absolute” 

power to make public law and lead a constitutional change. We can see this in the pictures of 

Selim III (r. 1791-1807). The sultan posed standing like the European monarchs for portraits 

with military images which in of itself carried innuendoes of his reform agenda.242 In one of the 

portraits of Selim III, he is sitting with his books clearly painted in the background. On the right 

of the sultan, the Quran is on the top, followed by a book about the life and morals of prophet 

Muhammed, a book of the jurisprudential opinions by Ottoman jurist scholars, the book of his 

law code, and two military books, one by Montecuccoli and another by Vauban. These 

apparently signified the new “technologies” of dispensing justice and establishing discipline and 

control, that is, the legislation of the sultan originating from the use of his absolute power. 

Reminding the limits on European absolutism, Selim III was keen to emphasize that he was still 

bound by the divine law and its interpretation by the ulema in fatwa books. The military books at 

 
240 İbrahim Müteferrika and Tatarcık Abdullah Molla are notable examples of such absolutists.  
241 Ebubekir Ratib Efendi is a notable example of constitutionalists who were keen on keeping 
the constitutional limits. He was executed on the orders of Sultan Selim III. For the full text of 
Ratib Efendi’s long treatise (Büyük Layiha) see Sema Arıkan, "Nizamı Cedid’in Kaynaklarından 
Ebubekir Ratib Efendi’nin Büyük Layihası," (PhD. Diss, İstanbul Üniversitesi,1996). 
242 For Louis XIV’s portraits as “the icon of the essence of essence of monarchical absolutism” 
see Donald Posner, "The Genesis and Political Purposes of Rigaud's Portraits of Louis XIV and 
Philip V," GAZETTE DES BEAUX ARTS 140 (1998): 77-90. For Selim III’s portraits with 
similar ambitions see Günsel Renda, “Searching for New Media in Eighteenth Century Ottoman 
Painting Some Archival Documents as Sources” in Arts, Women and Scholars Studies in 
Ottoman Society and Culture Festschrift Hans Georg Majer ed. Sabine Prätor and Christoph K. 
Neumann (İstanbul: Simurg, 2002), 451-479. Günsel Renda, “Osmanlılarda Padişah 
Portreciliği,” in Osmanlı Kültür ve Sanat 11, ed. Güler Eren (Ankara: Yeni Türkiye Yayınları, 
1999), 415-422. 
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the bottom showed the ultimate aim of the sultan, that is, responding to the Christians with their 

own means (mukabele bi’l misl) which necessitated the change he introduced.243 On the left of 

the sultan are famous histories of the constitutionalist era, Tarih-i Naima and Tarih-i Raşid, as 

well as Katib Çelebi’s global history and atlas Cihannuma and Nabi’s book of poems (divan) 

which reflected his pro-sharia morality, already quoted in the previous section.244 Their target 

audience seems to be the constitutionalists in an attempt to appease their opposition by showing 

that the sultan still complied with the ancient Ottoman Constitution and his legislation had 

ancient origins. The sultan’s two pistols and sword were also in the background as another sign 

of the military nature and goals of the sultan’s project.  

Selim III commissioned many copies of such portraits and got them printed. He was keen 

to distribute his portraits to the Ottoman state dignitaries and European rulers like Napoleon to 

project his power and image as a law maker reformist ruler who still conform to sharia and 

ancient Ottoman Constitution.245 The Ottomans had a sultan who posed with a work of Vauban 

hundred years after Louis XIV had a similar pose. Yet even this Ottoman sultan with absolutist 

 
243 For a review article on the reformist literature of the New Order era singling out “mukabele 
bi’l misl” as one of the main themes of the reformists see Şakul, "Nizâm-ı Cedid Düşüncesinde 
Batılılaşma ve İslamî Modernleşme," 120.  
244 In the portrait of Louis for Phillip the medieval hand of justice made for Henri IV was 
depicted along with Charlemagne’s scepter. This was a calculated move showing Philip’s 
“dynastic filiation” as the scepter and hand of justice were uniquely associated with the Bourbon 
House. See Posner, "The Genesis and Political Purposes of Rigaud's Portraits of Louis XIV and 
Philip V," 83. Thus, a medieval constitutionalist element finding itself a place in an early 
eighteenth-century portrait of Louis XIV did not represent a return to a constitutionalist past but 
was a means to be used in a dynastic succession struggle for the throne of Spain. Selim III’s 
connection to the constitutionalist era was a real one as his reform program represented the first 
real attempt of breaking up with this era and even so he had to present this not as such to appease 
the constitutionalist Ottomans.  
245 For Louis XIV’s portraits being shared as gifts with political purposes see Posner, "The 
Genesis and Political Purposes of Rigaud's Portraits of Louis XIV and Philip V." Also see; Dedo 
von Kerssenbrock-Krosigk,"Glass for the King of Siam: Bernard Perrot's Portrait Plaque of King 
Louis XIV and its Trip to Asia," Journal of Glass Studies (2007): 63-79. 
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aims could not get a painting depicting him governing alone which Louis XIV had in the hall of 

Mirrors of Versailles.246 The history books on the left of Selim III were a stark reminder of what 

would happen if he attempted to do so. They told the stories of the regicides of Ottoman sultans 

who breached the ancient Ottoman Constitution and that of Chinese emperors who violated 

ancient Chinese Constitution as well as the janissary’s dreams of establishing their own republic 

(cumhur cemiyyeti). Apparently, reading them and seeking ancient origins of legitimacy for his 

reforms did not save Selim III from becoming the victim of another regicide at the hands of the 

Ottomans who believed he profoundly upset the ancient Ottoman constitutional order.247 Selim 

III’s destiny was rather like that of Louis XVI. Perhaps he was also reading the executions of the 

rulers as he waited for his executors in his room similar to Louis XVI reading the execution of 

Charles I from David Hume’s The History of England.248 When the executors arrived, Selim III 

 
246 Blanning sees this portrait of Louis XIV as an undeniable proof of his absolutism that he 
challenges the most revisionist of the most revisionist historians who saw absolutism as a myth 
must not be able to deny. Tim Blanning, The Pursuit of Glory, 217. 
247 See the constitutional document prepared by the rebels for the original Ottoman Turkish text 
in Kemal Beydilli, "Kabakçı İsyanı Akabinde Hazırlanan Hüccet-i Şeriyye," Türk Kültürü 
İncelemeleri Dergisi 4 (2001): 33-48. My abridged translation: “Some of the dignitaries in the 
service of the state previously instituted a great illegal innovation with no precedence and 
previously never heard with the name New Order and a great oppression with the name New 
Revenue … all of them imitated the infidels in their house style and dresses and all other matters. 
Moreover, they reduced the Sublime State into the fundamental rules/constitution (kavaid) of 
Christian states and this way punished and reprimanded all the Muslims. They caused aversion to 
the corps which has been accepted and respected element of the Sublime State since ancient 
times with many elevated conquests and classes of glorious service…” “The aghas and soldiers 
of the corps stood up against the sultan with only pure intention of reforming the world. With the 
alliance of all the ulema and many dignitaries of the state, we suspended our 
subjecthood/obedience to the sultan Selim III according to sharia and kanun and gave our 
allegiance to the present Sultan Mustafa IV.” 
248 For Louis XVI’s preparation of death reading Hume see Tim Blanning, The Pursuit of Glory, 
195-203. 
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gave a last fight with his bamboo flute (ney) at his hand which broke into two and could not have 

saved his life but preserved his legacy with having an honorable death.249 

Until Selim III’s claims for absolute power in the late eighteenth century, “Ottoman 

absolutism” was defined by the constitutionalists as a set of practices to be avoided by the ruler. 

Constitutionalists were the winners of the political conflict during the Ottoman ancien régime. 

As the winners of the day, they wrote the history of their times from their political perspective. 

They provided the accounts of “Ottoman absolutism” as a set of practices of certain past sultans, 

especially the sultan acting as if he is the speaking law (lex loquens) and not subject to laws 

(legibus solutus).250 The culprit sultan in these accounts acted the way he wished, thinking 

whatever he does becomes the law, which for the constitutionalists was an unacceptable 

arbitrariness. This was something contemporary sultans must avoid or face deposition and 

regicide or an early death as a punishment from God similar to the idea of “Sic Semper 

Tyrannis” (Thus Always to Tyrants) found in the Western tradition.251 A description of 

“absolutist” tendencies and resistance to it were an important part of the identity of 

constitutionalists. Having spent a rather long space for a discussion of absolutism in this section 

 
249 Selim III was a great composer of classical Ottoman music and the story of his last moments 
were still orally told by the master during the first flute lesson of a new student. I have listened it 
myself in my first flute class.  
250 While the Ottomans made a constitutionalist turn with rejection of these notions of authority, 
their continental European contemporaries turned to the Roman law as it “extolled the authority 
of the ruler.” “‘What pleases the prince has the force of law’ was how one Roman law text put it. 
Other passages emphasized the right of the ruler to do as he wished ‘on his own volition (proprio 
suo motu), irrespective of legal constraints.” Ferdinand II used these notions to repudiate the 
terms of his coronation and deal with the “querulous diets of inner Austria” and renewing the 
constitution of Bohemia. See Rady, The Habsburgs, 128, 134-135. 
251 See Katib Çelebi’s obituary after the death of Sultan Murad IV at a young age. Katib Çelebi, 
Fezleke: Tahlil ve Metin I-II, ed. Zeynep Aycibin (İstanbul, Marmara University, 2007), 911-
912. Katib Çelebi states that sultan acted the way he liked. He did not pay attention to the law of 
his ancestors but thought he can create laws himself. Also See Mehmed Selim, “Terceme-i Şerh-i 
Mektub-i Tahir,” 114. 
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is justified because in some way absolutism is the constitutionalism’s other in the Ottoman 

context and constitutionalism as a term is not as much controversial as absolutism in the 

European context. While doing this, one should keep in mind that “absolutism” never became an 

Ottoman “reality” or put fully into practice before 1792. 

 

1.3. Constitutionalism 

 

Then the next question is how to define Ottoman constitutionalism in its own terms, 

while acknowledging it as absolutism’s other, and how it relates to European constitutionalism. 

For Giovanni Sartori who writes on the Western tradition, the term constitution emerged “with 

the decline of the age of Absolutism” as “people began to cast about for a word which would 

denote the techniques to be sued for controlling the exercise of State power.”252 Initially, it meant 

“a fundamental law, or a fundamental set of principles and a correlative institutional 

 
252 Giovanni Sartori, "Constitutionalism: A Preliminary Discussion," The American Political 
Science Review 56, no. 4 (1962): 860. Höpfl argues that in the sixteenth century “with no 
exceptions … the French term constitution, and for that matter its Latin source constitutio, its 
English homologue, and the German Satzung, all simply meant positive or made law, as distinct 
from custom.” Harro Höpfl, "Fundamental Law and the Constitution in Sixteenth-Century 
France," in Die Rolle der Juristen bei der Entstehung des modernes Staates, ed. Roman Schnur, 
(Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1986), 344. For the constitution with the meaning of enactment 
also see Sartori, “Constitutionalism,” 853. Burgess notes that the concept of constitution was not 
at the disposal of the common-law thinkers in the early seventeenth century during which sparing 
references to “constitution” could basically mean “character” or “nature.” He observes that “this 
conceptual tool seems to have emerged from 1641 onwards.” Glenn Burgess, Absolute Monarchy 
and the Stuart Constitution (New Haven/London: Yale University Press, 1996), 211. Stourzh 
maintains that “it was not until the Glorious Revolution that the term “constitution” was used in a 
fundamental act of state.” “from the time of the Glorious Revolution the golden age of the 
“British Constitution” must be dated.” Gerald Stourzh, "Constitution: Changing Meanings of the 
Term from the Early Seventeenth Century to the Late Eighteenth Century," in Conceptual 
Change and the Constitution, ed. Terence Ball, and J. G. A. Pocock (Lawrence: University of 
Kansas Press, 1988), 43. Thus, if we interpret Sartori’s statement as the decline of English 
absolutism rather than the French which was on the rise around this time, it would be reflecting 
the reality.  
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arrangement, which would restrict arbitrary power and ensure a “limited government.””253 Later, 

in addition to this initial terming, constitution came to include the meaning of any political or 

state order, which created an ambiguity that Sartori is critical of. Constitutionalism became the 

term used in the West to denote the initial meaning of constitution as a limited government.254 

The modern notion of Western constitutionalism involves a political system of checks and 

balances and a separation of powers under the rule of law that guarantees individual rights and 

liberties while enabling representation of the members of the political community.255  

The word constitutionalism did not exist in the early modern world. If we performed a 

litmus test of the term constitutionalism in the early modern era with using modern conceptions, 

we would fail to find much.256 However, as the term could not have appeared out of thin air, we 

should be able to track its origins and development in the early modern period. Indeed, many 

ideas behind our modern understanding of constitutionalism have been expressed by early 

modern Europeans.257 At the heart of Western constitutionalism lays the idea of a fundamental 

 
253 Sartori, “Constitutionalism,” 855. 
254 Ibid. 856-864. Stourzh notes that Aristotle’s politeia was first translated as “constitution” by 
Benjamin Jowett in the nineteenth century. Stourzh, "Constitution: Changing Meanings,” 36.  
255 Howell A. Lloyd "Constitutionalism," in The Cambridge History of Political Thought 1450-
1700, ed.  J. H. Burns and Mark Goldie (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 254. J. 
H. M. Salmon, “Constitutionalism,” in Europe 1450 to 1789 Encyclopedia of the Early Modern 
World Vol II, ed. Jonathan Dewald (New York: Thomson Gale, 2004), 45. 
256 Höpfl takes such a modern constitutionalist look into the sixteenth century France and fails to 
find an idea of a constitutional law in the modern sense. He maintains that French authors of the 
time did not clearly distinguish between ordinary laws and “constitutional laws.” Höpfl, “Law 
and Constitution in Sixteenth-Century France,” 352-356. Even Burgess who wrote on “Stuart 
Constitution” admits that “it is a little hard to see what ‘constitutionalism’ can mean to thinkers 
who were not interested in ‘constitutions’.” Burgess, Stuart Constitution, 211. Stourzh sees the 
modern conception of the constitution as an “American innovation.” He maintains that “the rise 
of the constitution as the paramount law, reigning supreme and therefore invalidating, if 
procedurally possible, any law of a lower level in the hierarchy of legal norms, including 
“ordinary” legislator-made law, is the great innovation and achievement of American eighteenth-
century constitutionalism.” Stourzh, "Constitution: Changing Meanings,” 47. 
257 Salmon, “Constitutionalism,” 45. 
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law that limits the government as pointed out by Sartori.258 In the words of Maddox, “limited 

government was emblazoned upon the political consciousness of the West as “constitution” long 

before there were written constitutions.”259 Maddox sees the foundation of Western 

constitutionalism in popular sovereignty. His view is that it was a tradition originating in the 

Greek nomos as a higher law and consecrated in the Roman jurisprudence “as the rule of right 

reason deriving from the universal law of nature.”260 He depicts what seems to be an unbroken 

“Western way” of constitutionalism” even when the word constitution dropped from popular 

usage for some time, similar to Hanson’s “The Western Way of War” critiqued by Lynn. In 

Maddox’s account, Christianity’s ideas of a covenant are enmeshed with medieval ideas of a 

contract with the ruler, which later finds itself secular uses in the contract theories of Hobbes and 

Locke. With the Magna Carta “the provisions of the law were enforced upon the king.”261 

Maddox seems to forget that for the medieval and early modern governments the dominant way 

of thinking was controlling the governed rather than controlling themselves or being 

controlled.262 Medieval European representative institutions emerged as tools of the kings in 

achieving their ends more efficiently through public consent rather than being products of a  

constitutionalist ideal of limited government.263 And, with the coming age of the monarchical 

 
258 However, Sartori sees the constitution becoming a vacant concept in the ancient times only to 
be appropriated in the modern era. For Maddox’s a critical response to Sartori doing a conceptual 
history see Graham Maddox, "A Note on the Meaning of ‘Constitution’," American Political 
Science Review 76, no. 4 (1982): 805-809. 
259 Graham Maddox, "Constitution," in Political Innovation and Conceptual Change, ed. T. Ball, 
J. Farr & R.L. Hanson (Cambridge University Press, 1989), 50. 
260 Ibid. 50-67. 
261 Ibid. 
262 Francis Oakley, “Medieval Constitutionalism,” in Handbook on Global Constitutionalism, ed. 
Anthony F. Lang and Antje Wiener (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2017), 35. 
263 Ibid. Some of these institutions such as English parliament and Polish Sejm also had 
lawmaking powers.  
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absolutism, the medieval constitutionalist theories and practices came to be seen as “archaic 

hindrances to the achievement of efficient government.”264  

The rise of fundamental law in the sixteenth century Europe coincided with intensifying 

religious conflict and rising absolutism. Borrowing from the earlier ideas of the Calvinist 

Hotman, the Huguenots promoted the idea of fundamental law in defense of their rights and 

privileges through “foundation-edifice” and “law-contract” metaphors.265 According to this 

interpretation, “Fundamental law was an ancient law established at the foundation of the 

monarchy. The foundation was a contract. The obligation to keep fundamental law was 

contractually incurred and rested on equity and natural law.” Imagining France as an elective 

monarchy with Estates being empowered to depose the kings justified the resistance to a ruler 

who became tyrant.266 The foundation-edifice metaphor depicted fundamental laws as the pillars 

over which the edifice of the commonwealth rose. If these were violated, the edifice of the 

commonwealth would collapse.267 

Over the course of sixteenth and seventeenth century different interpretations of 

fundamental laws emerged in Europe. Depending on the political and religious position of the 

 
264 Ibid., 44. For the end of medieval constitutionalism with its representative institutions with 
Bodin’s notion of sovereignty which precluded the sovereign ruler seeking consent of human 
agents in making public policy see Franklin, “Jean Bodin and the End of Medieval 
Constitutionalism.” 
265 Martyn P. Thompson, "The History of Fundamental Law in Political Thought from the 
French Wars of Religion to the American Revolution," The American Historical Review 91, no. 
5 (1986): 1103-1105. Also, Salmon, “Constitutionalism.” 45-46. While accepting that Huguenots 
invented the term “fundamental law,” Höpfl however maintains that “it was so far from being a 
sine qua non of Huguenot political thought, that most of those de la Religion seem never to have 
heard of it, and to manage without it, like most of their countrymen, until 1590s.” Höpfl, “Law 
and Constitution in Sixteenth-Century France,” 328. 
266 Thompson, "The History of Fundamental Law,” 1106. 
267 Thompson, "The History of Fundamental Law.” Höpfl maintains that “by the beginning of 
1577, the term loy fondamentale was seeping into usage, its path smoothed by the familiar idiom 
which represented religion (or piety) and laws and law-abidingness as ‘foundations’ or ‘pillars’ 
holding up the state.” Höpfl, “Law and Constitution in Sixteenth-Century France,” 343. 
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jurisconsults, fundamental laws were interpreted as solely ancient and customary laws or ancient 

laws and customs that included recent laws and edicts. For those who saw contracts not as laws, 

fundamental laws were not even laws per se. An ancient origin for fundamental laws provided 

support for rejecting innovation in law making, limiting legislation into solely a renovation or 

restoration of the ancient laws. From the perspective of fundamental laws as ancient immemorial 

laws, they were immutable and not enactments of the ruler. When conceptualized from a 

perspective of laws emerging as a contract between the ruler and Estates, they were viewed as 

edicts which could be unmade as they were made by the original parties of the contractual 

agreement.268 English conceptions of what the fundamental laws are varied between 

encompassing the whole common law and a more limited notion of the specific laws of a king.269 

Bodin’s theory of sovereignty created a rational challenge for the historical defense of 

fundamental laws. When fundamental laws were conceptualized as positive laws, they set a limit 

on the sovereign’s supreme power beyond the divine and natural laws, implying an imperfection 

of sovereign power. With a similar logic of sovereignty, Hobbes found the term fundamental law 

to be “thoroughly confusing.” He twisted the constitutionalist argument of fundamental laws 

 
268 Thompson, "The History of Fundamental Law.” I summarized this paragraph from 
Thompson. This idea of lawmaking influenced the conception of reform as well. For the 
medieval dynasties like Ottonians and Salians as well as Sigismund -elected general vicar of the 
Holy Roman Empire in 1396- and his contemporaries, the idea of reform revolved around the 
question of “how best to uphold justice and public order.” It meant “renovation or restoration of 
an idealized, lost former political order.” However, starting with the times of Sigismund and 
continued through early sixteenth centuries, there had been a shift in the understanding of reform 
from renewal to innovation, especially in order to respond to the problem of “how to overcome 
strife and protect the kingdom against external enemies.” Wilson, Heart of Europe, 397. Höpfl 
describes this legal conservatism that existed even in the seventeenth-century France as “old law 
was good law … any change in law was inherently dangerous … all ancient law, whether 
relating to subjects or to rulers, ought to be regarded as inviable ... the business of rulers was to 
interpret and restore old laws and to administer them, rather than to make new ones.” Höpfl, 
“Law and Constitution in Sixteenth-Century France,” 348. 
269 Thompson, "The History of Fundamental Law,” 1119. 
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limiting the sovereign into subjects being “bound to uphold whatsoever power is given to the 

sovereign.” Fundamental laws became a barrier against the dissolution of the commonwealth by 

ensuring the subjects obedience to the sovereign. Absolutists saw the fundamental laws as pacts 

in which the sovereign had the only a moral obligation to uphold. For the greater good of the 

people, the sovereign could overrule them. From the absolutist point of view, the sovereign’s 

will rather than fundamental law was the foundation of the state.270  

By the mid-eighteenth century, fundamental laws became further divorced from their 

ancient or contractual origins. For Montesquieu, they were the constitutions of the abstract forms 

of government, not related to specific historical circumstances or sovereign will. Rousseau 

pushed this divorce even further by proclaiming that there was no fundamental law that could not 

be revoked in a state including the social compact itself with the popular sovereignty of the 

citizens.271 With Rousseau’s interpretation, fundamental laws became subordinate to the 

sovereign will of the community. His ideas had the most profound effect on the American 

constitutional and republican tradition. The constitution was made with popular sovereign will 

and thus could be remade.272 

Written constitutions were not to be found in the European context before the late 

eighteenth century although “constitutional documents” appeared long before. In this era marked 

by an absence of written constitutions, we can talk about an “unwritten constitution” that was in 

a constant process of making and remaking despite constitutionalists often giving it an “ancient” 

outlook. Drawing a written constitution did not mean it would be fixed forever as the possibility 

of amendments and different interpretations would arise according to newly emergent matters. In 

 
270 Ibid., 1117. 
271 Ibid. 
272 Ibid., 1127-1128. 
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this sense a constitution is a “living thing” and open to change over time despite its conservative 

outlook. For the Islamic constitutional experience, Noah Feldman, a leading American legal 

scholar with an expertise in Islam, observes the existence of “a constitution that, like the English 

constitution, … unwritten and ever-evolving” and “a legal state”. It was a system “justified by 

law” and “administered basic government through law.”273 Khaled Abou El Fadl, a leading 

American Muslim legal scholar, points out the importance of experience and practice for 

constitutionalism but when he examines the Islamic tradition he focuses on its intellectual and 

legal sources to discover the possibility of Islamic constitutionalism rather than showing it as 

historical reality experienced at one point in Islamic history.274 For Abou El Fadl, the idea of a 

government bound by law, justice as a core constitutional value, and the concept of contractual 

governance in which the legitimacy of government depended on its ability to fulfill the 

obligations of the covenant it entered with the public were essential elements in Islamic tradition 

that would make constitutionalism possible. My examination of the Ottomans shows that all 

these elements were present in theory and practice. This constitutionalism was both an 

ideological and living tradition for the Ottoman Muslims and thus Islamic history also had an 

experience with constitutionalism.  

 
273 Feldman, The Fall and Rise of the Islamic State, 6. The constitution of the Holy Roman 
Empire was also similar to English and Ottoman constitutions. “Not only was the constitution 
never codified, but the mountains of official documents and public commentary added to the 
difficulty of defining it by providing endless exceptions to supposed general rules. The 
indefatigable Johann Jakob Moser wrote around one hundred volumes only to conclude that 
‘Germany is governed the German way’ … no major thinker advocated substantial change. Even 
during the most heated exchanges the situation was broadly similar to that in Britain after 1689, 
when Whigs and Tories worked within the same constitution whilst disagreeing over details.” 
Wilson, Heart of Europe, 277-278.  
274 Khaled Abou El Fadl, "The Centrality of Shari‘ah to Government and Constitutionalism in 
Islam," in Constitutionalism in Islamic Countries: Between Upheaval and Continuity, ed. Rainer 
Grote & Tilmann J. Röder (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012): 35-61. 
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Ottoman jurists and political writers had an understanding of the constitution of a state as 

a fundamental law limiting its power and determining the form of government. They used the 

term “ayin” which encompassed the religious rites and laws as well as the customary laws that a 

state was governed by accordingly.275 Ayin was also the fundamental law that defined the form 

of government such as a monarchy, thus having the meaning of the modern term constitutions 

used to translate Aristotle’s politeia as the forms of government.276 A twin concept used with 

ayin was “erkan,” (literally, the pillars) which could mean the dignitaries of the state only or all 

the four estates making the public, depending on the circumstances. For Katib Çelebi, a state’s 

constitution and pillars could not be disturbed if its laws (kanun) and order (nizam) was fortified 

on strong foundations (muhkem).277 On the other hand, Naima, a follower of Katib Çelebi, saw a 

change in the condition of states and unions necessary due to divine custom and sublime will. 

The states (devlet) could not always be firm and steady, as they were not always continuous on 

one path, they moved into diverse modes and new conditions every age.278 Under these changing 

circumstances, the order of a state became well arranged with collection of taxes and properties 

through a just law (kanun-i adl).279 Politics (siyaset) is the condition for the endurance of a state 

and since the siyasa shariyyah is more beneficial than the politics of reason, it has been applied 

 
275 See my discussion of Katib Çelebi’s definition of state in the next section. Ottoman court 
historian Naima whose official history of the Ottomans we can use as an “official” source for the 
content of the unwritten Ottoman constitution verbatim copied from Katib Çelebi. 
276 See Mahmud Efendi’s use below. He was the Ottoman Mufti of Athens between 1698 and 
1715. 
277 Katib Çelebi, İrşadü’l-Hayara ila Tarihi’l Yunan ve’r Rum ve’n Nasara, ed. Bilal Yurtoğlu 
(Ankara: Atatürk Kültür Merkezi, 2012), 100. For Lütfi Pasha’s view of pillars as the dignitaries 
only see Lütfi Paşa, Asafname, 56. “âyin-i erkan-ı Âli Osman.” (The customs of the pillars of 
Ottoman dynasty). 
278 Naima Mustafa Efendi, Târih-i Naʿîmâ, 26. 
279 Ibid., 24. 
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in the Islamic kingdoms.280 Thus, a siyaset based on sharia as the fundamental law would be the 

best remedy for the needs of changing times. 

Another term for the fundamental laws was “kaide-i devlet,” the customary base rule of a 

state which gave it its constitutional form such as a monarchy, aristocracy, or democracy and 

determined its rules of succession or election to the rulership and decision-making process.281 

“Kaide” meant both a customary rule and the base of a column. It was often used with “bunyan-i 

devlet” and “bunyan-i din,” that is, the edifice of the state and religion. Thus, the Ottoman used 

the foundation-edifice metaphor along with their foundations. The law-contract metaphor found 

its usage in the Ottoman understanding of a fundamental law through the concept of justice being 

the foundation of a dynastic state established through a contractual relationship between the ruler 

and dynasty around a fundamental law. When this relationship was broken with the sultan and 

dynasty’s deviation from justice, the fall of the sultan and dynastic state was imminent.282 From 

the sixteenth century onwards, the Ottoman conceptualized the sultanate “as an independent 

office with its own requirements and principles.”283 The sultan as the holder of the office had to 

comply with these requirements and principles. The rights of the sultanate and rights of the 

 
280 Ibid. 25. 
281  Katib Çelebi, İrşadü’l-Hayara, 46. In describing Venice as an aristocracy, Katib Çelebi tells 
“The state of Venice is (built) on this customary rule (kaide).” Katib Çelebi’s understanding of 
constitutions being customary is apparent as his title for his examination of Aristotelian 
constitutions of government is “The terminology of the customs (resm) of the states of the 
Christians”. Ibid., 45. See for another example the Ottoman translation of Louis XVI’s letter to 
prince Selim III. “El-hâletü hâzihi Devlet-i Aliyye-i Osmaniye kaide ü kanûnu üzere şehzâde ve 
vâris-i taht olan velîahd…” Presently, the prince and heir of the throne, heir apparent, according 
to the rules and laws of the Sublime Ottoman State.” Yıldız, "Şehzadeye Öğütler,” 259. 
282 For examples of this notion, see my examination of Mustafa Âli and Akhisari in Chapter 2. 
283 Hüseyin Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined: The Mystical Turn in Ottoman Political Thought 
(Princeton University Press, 2018), 90. 
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subjects were identified. These rights were perceived to be inalienable and must be respected 

strictly.284    

The foundation of Ottoman constitutionalism was the sharia representing divine 

sovereignty supplemented by ancient customary laws (kanun), representing different 

communities. These kanuns were in compliance with the sharia at least in theory. The term 

“ayin” as the constitution encompassed both the sharia and kanun. Muslim jurists extracted the 

sharia’s constitutional stipulations from the Quran and prophetic practices following the 

methodology of the legal school to which they belonged and the views of earlier scholars.  Thus, 

the sharia as the fundamental law was not “the making of the ruler” as put by Hallaq. According 

to Ottoman constitutionalist interpretation, the rightful kanuns which were in accordance with 

the sharia were not positive laws that were the making of a sovereign ruler but ancient customary 

practices that bound the sultans in power and the whole government apparatus.  With the notion 

that “the legal must lay in the sharia” as a convention of the “paradigmatic” Islamic governance, 

a custom started in violation of sharia could not find legality even if it became established. For 

example, Naima mentions how the commander in chiefs equipped with the extra-ordinary war 

time power of granting prebendal lands and government posts to people they wished would make 

their relatives and households possess them. As people saw this practice from each other, it 

became a “kanun” leading to oppression. As a result, Muhammedian sharia could not be applied, 

the sharia stipulated tithes could not be collected. No discipline and control (zabtu rabt) were left 

because the conditions of oppression and illegal innovation gained publicity. With disobedience 

to the orders of God and His Messenger, the rulings of the judges also became unfollowed.285 

Yet, Naima also provides examples of how kanun also limited the excesses of the sultan. When 

 
284 Ibid., 90. 
285 Naima Mustafa Efendi, Târih-i Naʿîmâ, 146. 
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Sultan Mehmed III tasked the janissary commander for the confiscation and sale of a janissary 

agha’s properties, the treasurer of the janissary corps, a mid-ranking officer, refused to comply 

with the sultan’s order as it violated the law book (kanunname) of Janissaries, a book which did 

not exist in paper but were part of the consciousness of the Janissaries.286 What we see in 

Naima’s examples is that the tension between the legal and political examined above added 

another dimension to the Ottoman constitutionalism. What Hallaq called “the administrative 

regulations” or “kanun” as denoted by the Ottomans became an additional site that was thought 

to be part of the body of fundamental laws limiting the powers of the government. Even when 

these laws were breached in real practice, the sharia remained the fundamental law limiting the 

kanun and being its ultimate source of legality. 

The development of an Ottoman kanun-consciousness based on the existence of a 

fundamental law limiting the government was another important part of Ottoman 

constitutionalism. Hüseyin Yılmaz observes that;  

“The gazi historians often voiced their resentment towards the empire by criticizing the 
institution of novel practices and invoking the Ottoman kanun as the configuration of 
state and society. Ironically, the idea of kanun as the founding feature of the Ottoman 
State was not the outcome of a developed Ottoman bureaucracy in the imperial age but of 
the gazi intellectuals who clinched to the idea of a fundamental law when they felt 
unfairly stripped of their earned privileges. Behind the idea of Ottoman kanun in the 
Ottoman historical and political thought was not the dynastic will or bureaucratic quest 
for order but the class-based claim for collective rights. These historians were not shy of 
detecting and shaming culprits who first breached the perceived fundamental law of the 
Ottomans.287 
 

With this kanun-consciousness centered around the notion of inalienable fundamental law, an 

unwritten Ottoman constitution was in making in late sixteenth century. This conception was 

 
286 Ibid, 237. Also, for Naima’s criticism of unrightful executions and confiscations see Ibid., 
314. When an execution and confiscation was carried out with a fatwa and resultant political 
order, Naima did not oppose. See Ibid., 309. 
287 Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined, 244. 
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made through the efforts of Ottoman constitutionalists who proclaimed that an Ottoman ancient 

law was laid down by Mehmed II as a compilation of the laws of his predecessors with the help 

of his grand vizier of ulema origin to be the foundation of his state. It seems that the early 

constitutionalists did not see the text of Mehmed II’s code if it ever existed, which allowed them 

to flexibly use it in their efforts of making an ancient constitution as a limit on the powers of the 

rulers and officials of their time.288 Law abidingness was essential for these Ottoman 

constitutionalists. A manifestation of Ottoman constitutionalism can be found in their use of 

being “kanunşinas,” that is being informed about the fundamental laws and law abiding, which 

was a must have quality of the state officials.289 

As part of the process of making of an ancient Ottoman constitution, late sixteenth 

century constitutionalists produced others texts such as the Law Book of China in support of 

their constitutionalist cause.290 The seventeenth century was a period of production of unofficial 

law books and codes, histories and mirror for princes by constitutionalists from different groups 

of the ruling elite, which presented the cumulative body of their customary laws as the ancient 

 
288 See my detailed discussion of this topic under Mustafa Âli in Chapter 2. Also, Baki Tezcan, 
"The ‘Kânûnnâme of Mehmed II:’A Different Perspective." The Great Ottoman-Turkish 
Civilisation 4 (2000): 657-65. Hüseyin Yilmaz, "Containing Sultanic Authority: 
Constitutionalism in the Ottoman Empire before Modernity," The Journal of Ottoman Studies 
XLV (2015): 231-232. 
289 For a late sixteenth century Ottoman grand vizier touting himself as “kanunşinas” in his 
letters to the sultan see Halil Sahillioğlu, Halil. Koca Sinan Paşa’nın Telhisleri." İstanbul: 
IRCICA (2004). Sinan Pasha’s harsh critic and contemporary bureaucrat scholar Mustafa Âli 
sees being kanunşinas as a requirement for anyone in the government service and court circles 
including the concubines. See Mustafa Âli, Nushatu’s-Selatin, ed. Faris Çerçi (İstanbul: 
Büyüyenay, 2015). 
290 Baki Tezcan, "Law in China or Conquest in the Americas: Competing Constructions of 
Political Space in the Early Modern Ottoman Empire," Journal of World History 24, no. 1 
(2013): 107-134. 
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laws that the sultans of their time had to respect.291  Not only did they envision the sultan to be 

bound by the laws but they also denied him the power to change it. Denying legislative and 

executive sovereignty to the sultans was one of the tenets of Ottoman constitutionalism before 

1792. Ottoman jurist scholars and judges like Ali bin Bali made a difference between the time of 

the Messenger when the majesty (şevket) of the sharia was possessed by the prophet alone, as the 

prophet acted with independence (istiklal) in legal sharia matters based on the revelation, and 

their present day when the majesty of the religion and nation was not only with the people of the 

government and rulers. All the Muslims and “unitarian” soldiers had an involvement in this 

majesty. Those who were granted the office as a trust must know that all the Muslims are 

partners with them in this trust and act accordingly.292 While the European absolutists were 

interpreting Bodin’s “majestas” as the undivided, independent and supreme powers of the 

sovereign king, the Ottoman constitutionalists held the view that only a prophet could be 

independent from the community as the earthly representative of sovereignty, which belonged to 

the divine sphere. After the prophet, the majesty of religion and religious law became the 

common property of the community along with the government based on it.  

The Ottomans also had an understanding of constitutional change. When the Russians 

intervened in the king elections of Polish Commonwealth by invading Poland and dictating their 

own candidate, the Ottoman legal document justifying the war against Russia explained the 

Russian action as instituting a New Order (nizam-ı cedid) by abolishing the Polish law of 

 
291 Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan is an example of a janissary attempt to define and preserve the 
corporate body of janissary corps and their legal autonomy. Katib Çelebi’s Tuhfet’ul Kibar did 
the same for the Navy. Katib Çelebi also used the Cathay as a perfect constitutional state and 
society. See my section on “Discipline and Control.” 
292 Ali bin Bali Cevheri, Tercüme-i Nisabü’l-İhtisab, 107. 
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succession.293 The Ottomans also called the first Ottoman enterprise of law making with a claim 

to absolute law-making powers for the sultan a New Order (nizam-ı cedid). The members of the 

opposition to this program which succeeded in deposing Sultan Selim III and abolishing the New 

Order were aware that it amounted to a change in Ottoman fundamental laws. They called the 

New Order “a great illegal innovation with no precedence and previously never heard of,” which, 

“reduced the Sublime State into the customary base rules (kavaid -plural of “kaide”-) of 

Christian states.294 Although the New Order program was centered around the notion of an 

absolutist ruler, they claimed that the reformist council of the sultanate’s legislative endeavor 

was in fact an attempt to turn the Islamic State into a republic, which apparently was a reference 

to Revolutionary France making a new constitution and laws based on popular sovereignty.295 

While being wary of such a constitutional change in the Ottoman polity and not having a written 

constitution themselves, their constitutionalist tradition enabled the Ottomans to be at ease 

engaging in constitution (nizam-ı dahili) writing activities in Istanbul for the Ionian Republic 

established in 1803 under the Ottoman suzerainty. Unsurprisingly, the main Ottoman concern 

during this process was to prevent the new Republic from resembling to the Revolutionary 

France.296 

The medieval constitutionalist legacy the Ottomans inherited came from the classical 

Islamic thinking on the constitutional authority. This thinking accepted God as the source of all 

authority and the sharia as the law of land. The Caliphate was the ideal form of government and 

 
293 Talbot, “A Legal and Diplomatic Justification.” 
294 Beydilli, "Kabakçı İsyanı Akabinde Hazırlanan Hüccet-i Şeriyye," 42. 
295 Yenidünya, “Atabegân-ı Saltanat,” 76. 
296 For this Republic and its constitution see Kahraman Şakul, “An Ottoman Global Moment: 
War of Second Coalition in the Levant” (PhD diss. Georgetown University, 2009), 395-413. 
Idem., “Adriyatik’te Bir Osmanlı Cumhuriyeti,” Derin Tarih (May 2012): 48-51. Ali Fuat Örenç, 
“Yedi Ada Cumhuriyeti,” TDVİA.  
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its office was an elective trust delegated by the community to its holder, the imam or caliph, in a 

contractual relationship.297 The caliphate degenerated into monarchy after the first four caliphs 

thus its treatment as an elective office became a legal fiction. As the sultans with temporal power 

came to rule most of the Islamic world, the Abbasid caliphs lost real power and became symbolic 

leaders of the community. Then the jurists furthered the legal fiction by including the sultans as 

receivers of their authority from the true caliph. As later comers to the Islamic political scene, the 

Ottomans inherited this legacy. Despite Lütfi Pasha’s attempt of removing the condition of 

caliph being from the Quraishi lineage, constitutionalist jurists like Akhisari preserved this 

condition as it weakened the sultan’s legitimacy while they could bolster their legitimacy as the 

inheritors of the prophet through their scholarly lineage.298 Seventeenth century Ottoman 

gentleman and traveler Evliya Çelebi, who was the nephew of Grand Vizier Melek Ahmed 

Pasha, a member of court cavalry forces and talented musician calling for prayers and reciting 

Quran for Sultan Murad IV, continued the Islamic legal fiction of the sultans receiving their 

authority from the true Abbasid caliph. Evliya had a two-tiered conception of caliph. One was 

the caliph found in the classical Islamic legal jurisprudence which for him belonged to the 

Abbasids. He also used caliph for the ordinary sultans who became successive rightful 

authorities for obedience with the election of the ulema.  

For Evliya, the election of a caliph was both a rational and religious necessity. Rational 

argument follows from the existence of oppression in the world. If the rule of the rulers was not 

prevalent in the world, the oppressors would have taken the properties of the ordinary people. 

The rulers make people safe from the oppression of the oppressors. Moreover, if a caliph was not 

 
297 March, “Constitutional Authority,” 179. Fadel, “Islam, Constitutionalism and democratic self-
government.” 
298 For a full treatment of this subject see my section on Akhisari. 
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elected, then Islam, faith and creed, and the divine order for the obedience to God and prayers 

could not have been enforced. The evident religion (Islam) would have fallen into disturbance 

and confusion. To back up his argument, Evliya refers to verse 40 from Surah Hajj in the Quran 

which refers to God sending a group of people to be a check on others.299 Even in the absence of 

the classical caliphate of the jurists, electing an ordinary sultan with power as caliph was 

necessary. The electors of the caliph were the Muslim ulema, but Ottoman constitutionalists 

included the Christians and Jews as the people whom the ruler has a compact offering protection 

in return for obedience. Their religious sites were listed in the Quranic verse Evliya used to 

legitimize the need for a caliph. Another constitutionalist text, Aşık Çelebi’s Miracü’l-Eyale, 

which offers us the extent of Ottoman notion of public law added three important constitutional 

documents related to Christians. One of these documents is the oaths of Prophet Muhammed to 

all the Christians that includes the content of the pact (ahd) he made with them. It offers 

guarantees of a consensual taxation for the ordinary Christians, full autonomy for the clergy and 

tax immunity, protection of property rights and Christian lives, and immunity from 

conscription.300  The second document was the oath Christians took promising to fulfill their part 

 
299  “(They are) those who have been expelled from their homes in defiance of right, — (For no 
cause) except That they say, “Our Lord Is God”. Did not God Check one set of people by means 
of another, there would surely have been pulled down monasteries, churches, synagogues, and 
mosques, in which the name of God is commemorated in abundant measure. God will Certainly 
aid those who Aid His (cause); —for verily God is Full of Strength, Exalted in Might, (Able to 
enforce His Will).” Quran. 22:40. Yusuf Ali translation. Evliyâ Çelebi, Evliyâ Çelebi 
Seyâhatnamesi X, 40. 
300 Aşık Çelebi, Miracü’l-Eyale, 192-194. Aşık Çelebi provides both the Arabic original of the 
document and his Ottoman translation. The most interesting part of this agreement is the 
consensual taxation and the prophet promising not to force the Christians for taxation. It 
stipulates that Christians should pay their taxes with a peace and comfort of heart and as much as 
their hearts would be content with. “Harac vermesinler illa gönülleri hoş olduğu mertebe 
versinler onlara cebr ve ikrah olunmasın.” From the document it appears that Christians were 
also promised a legal autonomy. The document mentions Christians cannot take a Christian wife 
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of the compact during the time of Caliph Umar.301 A third document after these two is a letter of 

Prophet Muhammed to Amr bin Hazm, his governor to Yemen, which instructs him to treat both 

his Christian and Muslim subjects with moderation and protect the subjects and their properties 

against oppression as well as setting the terms of taxation.302 Thus, the Ottoman 

constitutionalism with its understanding of fundamental law encompassed both the Muslims and 

Christians in a contractual relationship with the ruler. While lacking a representation in the 

election of the caliph, the non-Muslims were also part of the contractual agreement that formed 

the Islamic government under the authority of the caliph.  

Evliya was keen to show that the Ottoman sultans were legitimate both by being 

appointed by the Abbasid caliph and elected by the scholars of the Rum. According to Evliya, 

Yıldırım Bayezid sent an ambassador to caliph Mutevekkil asking permission for the renewal of 

oath of allegiance (tecdid-i biat) as the caliph’s blessing. The caliph replied with congratulating 

Bayezid and wishing him well as well as sending a patent of the office (menşur) and a prayer 

rug. In Evliya’s account we do not find a legal transfer of the office of caliphate to the Ottoman 

dynasty even after the Ottoman conquest of Egypt where the Abbasid caliphs lived after the fall 

of Baghdad. After the conquest, Selim Shah had a religious recluse with caliph El-Mutevekkil 

Alallah’s son El-Mustemsik Billah Yakub. Then El-Mustemsik travelled to Istanbul with the 

sultan where he received many gifts and blessings. As the El-Mustemsik was living in Istanbul, 

Selim I passed away. Suleyman I’s coronation ceremony took place at the tomb of Ebu Eyyub El 

Ansari where El-Mustemsik made him wear the sword of caliphate and Suleyman presented his 

oath of allegiance to him. When El-Mustemsik’s father died in Egypt, he arrived at Egypt with 

 
of a Muslim man with force for a matter which implies they could use force within the 
community in dealing with their own matters.  
301 Ibid. 195-196. 
302 Ibid.197-198. 
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glory and many blessings and succeeded his father as a caliph. Evliya does not mention another 

caliph after El-Mustemsik, which implies that the caliphate in the legal sense came to an end.303 

The end of historical and legal caliphate, however, did not spell the end of the idea of caliphate. 

Having difficulty in legitimizing juristic claim to caliphate for the Ottoman sultans, the Ottoman 

conception of caliphate took “a mystical turn” with a more egalitarian understanding of the 

traditional institution.304 Interpreting caliphate as the viceregency of God created an equalizing 

effect between the caliph sultan and his subjects. Now caliphate was no longer exclusive 

designation for the rulers as both the sultan and subjects could reach to the same status.305 

Elective rulership and a community of binders and unbinders electing the ruler was 

another tenet of Ottoman constitutionalism with its paradigmatic Islamic inheritance. Court 

historian Naima’s official history of the Ottomans, which can serve us as a source for the 

Ottoman unwritten constitution in the absence of a written one, called the ulema as the possessor 

of the binding and unbinding of the matters and a model for the mankind to whom the public 

makes its recourse.306 In Evliya Çelebi’s narration of Ottoman dynastic state, the dynasty’s 

origins laid in the council of ulema of the Rum who elected Ertuğrul as a caliph, which Evliya 

uses as a rightful leader of the community of Rum rather than the leader of the global caliphate 

of the ummah. After Ertuğrul, ulema elected Osman as the next caliph after which Saljuk 

dignitaries offered him their oath of allegiance.307 The electoral process continued during every 

succession ulema of Rum electing each Ottoman sultan as the rightful authority to whom the 

community must obey (ulu’l emr). Until Mehmed II, Ottoman rulers elected by ulema were 

 
303 Evliyâ Çelebi, Evliyâ Çelebi Seyâhatnamesi X, 30. 
304 Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined. 
305 Ibid., 193. 
306 Naima Mustafa Efendi, Târih-i Naʿîmâ, 38. “sahib-i hallu akd-i umur ve mukteda-i enam ve 
merci-i cumhur.” 
307 Evliyâ Çelebi, Evliyâ Çelebi Seyâhatnamesi X, 56. 
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called caliphs and lords (beğ) which was a title used for other local leaders. Ulema of Rum used 

the title of sultan for the first time for Mehmed II because he was a scholar (alim) himself in 

addition to being a holy warrior (mucahid), and wore an ulema hat, unlike his predecessors who 

wore lavish crowns, while administering his council.308  Thus, becoming a true sultan rather than 

a first lord among equal lords was possible only with the quality of being and acting like a 

scholar and receiving the electoral backing of the ulema.  

Throughout the constitutionalist era, the ulema represented a strong consciousness of 

their possession of the power of binding and unbinding the rulership. When the ulema decided 

that the conditions of the contractual relationship with the ruler broken, they acted to depose the 

sultans.309 Ottoman jurisconsult Karaçelebizade’s encounter with Sultan İbrahim I provides a 

good example of this. When Karaçelebizade entered to İbrahim’s room to depose him with a 

group of dignitaries and members of the ulema, the sultan asked “O the traitors, what are you 

doing? Am I not the padishah?”. Showing an awareness of the mufti’s leadership and authority 

the sultan continued by challenging it; “Did not I make you a mufti, why you are doing this to 

me now?” Karaçelebizade’s answer was self-possessed. He maintained that it was God who 

made him a mufti, not the sultan. The sultan destroyed the world by not showing attention to the 

matters of the sharia and religion. Spending his time playing games and in ignorance and with 

 
308 Ibid., 41. 
309 Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire, 73. An example Tezcan gives for the seventeenth 
century summarizes the political and legal power of the aristocratic ulema families. Mufti 
Abdurrahim Efendi issued the legal opinion for the execution of Sultan İbrahim I and oversaw 
the execution. His son Mehmed, Chief Justice of Anatolia, gave affirmative answer for the 
deposition of İbrahim’s son Sultan Mehmed IV when the grand mufti brought this matter to the 
consultative assembly. Chief Justice Mehmed’s son, thus Abdurrahim Efendi’s grandson, Yahya 
was elected as the Chief Justice of the Anatolia in 1703 by the rebels and took part in the 
deposition of Sultan Mustafa II. In Tezcan’s words; “Thus, Mustafa II came to be deposed, 
among others, by a jurist whose father had deposed his father and whose grandfather had 
deposed and executed his own grandfather.” Ibid., 6. 
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spreading bribery, he made the oppressors prey upon the world and wasted the public treasury of 

the Muslims. Thus, the contractual relationship with the sultan was broken and Karaçelebizade 

played his unbinding role by deposing the sultan and later played a key role in executing him.310 

The ulema’s bastion of actual power in addition to their juristic power in the Ottoman 

constitutional architecture were the Janissaries. The ulema’s classical role of being a check and 

balance on the executive authority of the sultan’s became much stronger during the Ottoman 

constitutional era with the backing of the Janissaries.311 In addition to including the army in the 

Ottoman king-making process by presenting the soldiers as entering into a contractual 

relationship with the sultan in which the sultan was a mere deputy and earned his title the great 

lord (hunkar) through the blessing of the Janissaries, Evliya depicts ulema-janissary alliance as a 

bulwark against pharaohic tyranny. For this he focuses on Egypt -which he treats as an ancient 

polity- with an ancient fundamental law which continued its old political structure even after the 

Ottoman conquest. Egypt continued to have a ruler (hakim) which became the Ottoman governor 

after the conquest. Against the ruler stood the alliance of soldiers and scholars since the ancient 

times of the Pharaoh. During the Ottomans era, the Janissaries (kul) and ulema played the role of 

limiting the power of the governor by occupying the prime seat in the administration (tasaddur). 

The ruler became a captive in his palace, many times deposed and even executed by them. For 

Evliya, this was something positive as opposed to the absolutist account of the Science of Politics 

and Government examined in the previous section. Evliya maintained that if the ulema-kul 

alliance did not prevail over the ruler and they became defeated by him, then the order and 

 
310 Emecen, İmparatorluk Çağının Osmanlı Sultanları – II, 347. 
311 In her long review article to Noah Feldman’s book, Molly Greene makes this point. The 
power of Janissaries added another dimension to the ulema’s power limiting the executive we 
find in Feldman’s account. Molly Greene, "Goodbye to the Despot: Feldman on Islamic Law in 
the Ottoman Empire," Law & Social Inquiry 35, no. 1 (2010): 219-242. 
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arrangement of Egypt would have been disturbed due to tyranny (zulm). The countryside would 

have been devastated with oppression. The revenues of the royal treasury and hajj procession 

could not have been collected with such devastation. Evliya finds the ancient constitutional 

origin of this form of limited government in Egypt, which he claims to reach to the times of the 

pharaoh, in Selim I’s customary law book. After the conquest, Selim I surveyed (tahrir) Egypt, 

which was the Ottoman practice of collecting and compiling ancient customary laws and 

practices; and designated all the important matters and necessities as well as the salaries, food 

and drink allowances of the Janissaries. For Evliya, any deviation from this ancient practice 

meant breaking the law and would lead to a rebellion as a result of the breaking the contractual 

relationship. When Defterdar Ahmed Pasha attempted this in late seventeenth century with a 

project of another survey which would have increased the tax revenues the ruler collects, he 

faced rebellion and deposition. For the people of Egypt, a survey meant a break with the ancient 

survey and the customary laws it endorsed. In a last-minute attempt to save his post, Pasha took 

an oath that he would not do what the public was afraid of. He promised that he would not 

engage in oppression, would never spell blood unrightfully, would not take anyone’s properties, 

and would not break anyone’s honor because he was not a tyrant (zalim). This shows how in the 

Ottoman political consciousness an intervention into the ancient arrangement of the realm with a 

new survey equaled tyranny and violation of fundamental rights advanced in the aims of the 

sharia (maqasid al sharia) tradition.312 The link between “absolutism” and cadastral surveys 

James Scott observes for the Early Modern Europe was evident for the Ottomans too. Similar to 

 
312 Evliyâ Çelebi, Evliyâ Çelebi Seyâhatnamesi X, 522. For an article in support of Ottoman 
constitutionalism with showing the prevalence of the rule of law in Ottoman Egypt in the case of 
the deposition of Defterdar Ahmed Pasha without reference to Evliya Çelebi see James E. 
Baldwin, "The Deposition of Defterdar Ahmed Pasha and the Rule of Law in Seventeenth-
Century Egypt," Osmanlı Araştırmaları 46, no. 46 (2015): 131-161. 
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the combined opposition of French aristocracy and clergy which prevented a national cadastral 

survey of France planned by Jean-Baptiste Colbert, “the great “centralizer” of absolutism,” the 

ulema-janissary alliance over the ruler prevailed one more time in the Ottoman domains and 

deposed Ahmed Pasha, thwarting his plans of the survey once and for all.313  

One of the hallmarks of the Ottoman constitutionalist era was indeed the end of detailed 

land surveys conducted to collect the local customs and assess the taxation capacity of the 

provinces for “the sultan to be informed about it.”314 The last major land surveys were made 

during the early reign of Sultan Murad III who at the time entertained the idea of ruling directly 

without a grand vizier. Unsurprisingly, the Sultan has been a major target of the Ottoman 

constitutionalists for his “absolutism.” According to Ottoman historian Selaniki -known for his 

interest in constitutionality-, Grand Vizier Ferhad Pasha banned the practice of “tahrir” and 

introduced the principle of conducting surveys every thirty years if a necessity emerged during 

his first term in the office (1591-1592) that corresponded to the late reign of Murad III.315 Major 

land surveys did not take place in the seventeenth century except when the Ottomans conquered 

 
313 According to Scott, cadastral surveys “threatened to destroy a great deal of local power and 
autonomy. It is no wonder, then, that they should have been vigorously resisted. In the 
eighteenth-century European context, any general cadastral survey was by definition a gambit of 
centralization; the local clergy and nobility were bound to see both their own taxing powers and 
the exemptions they enjoyed menaced. Commoners were likely to see it as a pretext for an 
additional local tax.” James C.  Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the 
Human Condition Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 48-49. 
314 Mehmet Öz notes this emphasis on information collection for the ruler in Ottoman archival 
documents. As a modern scholar, he feels the need to add “state” in parenthesis next to the word 
ruler. Mehmet Öz, “Tahrir,” TDV İslam Ansiklopedisi. 
315 Ibid. However, a small number of land surveys were conducted during the early reign of 
Ahmed I (1603-1617). Ferhad Pasha formerly served as the commander of Janissaries. For the 
eulogy of Ottoman constitutionalists like Mustafa Âli after Ferhad Pasha’s execution and Cornell 
Fleischer’s remarks about Selaniki see my analysis in Chapter 2.  
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a new land like the island of Crete.316 The penners of the Kanunname of Crete which was written 

as an introduction to the survey register felt the need to justify the survey as a “conduct of the 

Rightly Guided Caliphs as necessitated by the prophetic custom.” In addition to relying on the 

authority of these founding figures of Islam, they supported the legitimacy of their effort with an 

emphasis on the authority of jurists. The authors maintained that whatever stipulated as taxes in 

the text were copied from the books of “fiqh” (Islamic jurisprudence).317 This scrupulous quest 

for justification of land surveys as well as Evliya’s story of a mass resistance to a new survey 

attempt in Egypt points out why and how the end of surveys were related to Ottoman 

constitutionalism and its conception of immutable ancient laws guarding the rights and privileges 

of the Ottomans.  

Based on his experience in Egypt, Evliya wrote an advisory note (vasiyetname) for the 

rulers of Egypt which represented the main conventions of Ottoman constitutionalist thought. He 

warned the viziers that the geographic and historical nature of Egypt would give the ruler 

tyrannical and arrogant tendencies of a pharaoh. The ruler must be aware of this and rule with 

 
316 However, there were surveys to make assessments for the extraordinary wartime taxes 
(avarız) and poll tax collected from the non-Muslims.   
317 Elias Kolovos, "Beyond ‘Classical’ Ottoman Defterology: A Preliminary Assessment of the 
Tahrir Registers of 1670-71 Concerning Crete and the Aegean Islands," in The Ottoman Empire, 
the Balkans, the Greek Lands: Toward a Social and Economic History Studies in Honor of John 
C. Alexander, edited by Elias Kolovos, Sophia Laiou and Marinoss Sariyannis (Istanbul: The Isis 
Press, 2007), 204, 207. The form and nature of the Kanunname of Crete was also different than 
the kanunnames we have for a century earlier. It was merely listing the taxes stipulated by sharia. 
See Molly Greene, "An Islamic Experiment? Ottoman Land Policy on Crete," Mediterranean 
Historical Review 11, no. 1 (1996): 60-78. Greene sees ideological as well as practical reasons 
behind this development. Greene and Elias explain the phasing out of land surveys with the 
declining importance of “timar” (prebend) system. However, Evliya Celebi’s account clearly 
establishes the link between survey, increased taxation and tyranny. This as well as Selaniki’s 
remarks shows the link between rise of Ottoman constitutionalism and the decline of “tahrir.” A 
more detailed study of this topic using literary and political sources would lead us more clues on 
this link.  
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love and compassion, having good relationship with everyone.318 The ruler must rule by law 

referring all the affairs of the Muslims to the noble sharia. Evliya warns against any thoughts 

about ruling by force because if the ruler has a private army of ten thousand soldiers it would be 

like a drop in the ocean and a point in the sun in the vast lands of Egypt. If he brings twenty 

thousand soldiers, then the lands of Egypt could not support that many soldiers and it will be a 

sure path to tyranny and rebellion.319 Evliya’s account represented the dilemma of Ottoman 

constitutionalists when they sought military reform. That is, how to increase military power 

without upsetting the constitutional order. An increase in the military power would lead to an 

increase in political power which could in turn harm the legal and constitutional balances and 

carried the potential of creating tyranny and oppression. With the economic resources and 

structure of the Ottoman domains, reaching to a balance was a difficult task. Being wary of the 

outcome of disturbing the prevailing order, some constitutionalists took a conservative approach 

to reform and resisted it. Thus, the Ottoman notion of limited government had its origins both in 

a deep belief of fundamental rights and privileges embedded in an ancient constitution and the 

practical limitations of the times and land. 

 Ancient Greece and Ancient Persia became other polities the Ottoman constitutionalists 

turned into to make a constitutionalist case for their times. Juxtaposing Greek democracy with 

Persian tyranny and the consequences for these regimes, Mahmud Efendi, Mufti of Athens 

between 1698 and 1715, presented Athenian democracy as a model to attain both good 

 
318 “Vasiyet-name” tradition in the Ottoman political writing based on ancient wisdoms was 
directly related to the notion of ancient laws collected in “kanun-name”s. The most famous of 
these was the “vasiyetname” of Aristoteles to Alexander the Great.  Katib Çelebi, a 17th century 
Ottoman polymath and a court cavalry like Evliya Çelebi, wrote his own vasiyetname for the 
Ottoman Navy which was a collection of the navy’s ancient customs and practices. Evliya’s 
vasiyetname for the rulers of Egypt also has this form of advising the ideal government based on 
an ancient fundamental law. Ancient laws and ancient wisdoms were two sides of the same coin.  
319 Evliyâ Çelebi, Evliyâ Çelebi Seyâhatnamesi X, 219. 
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governance and a strong disciplined army which could withstand the attacks of despotic enemy 

states.320 While examining ancient Athenian example, Mahmud Efendi presented it in similar 

terms with classical Islamic constitutional model of elective rulership. After seeing how the 

sultans have excessive expenditures, spending most of the tithe (aşar) and levies on their own 

men, harem and servants and nobody was capable of giving them good council, the people of 

Athens abolished the constitution (ayin) of sultanate. Electing a ruler (hakim) for the executing 

of the ordinances (ahkam) with the opinion (rey) of all and nominating him a sufficient number 

of sufficient men and a limited budget was the reasonable and appropriate way.321 They made a 

new constitution with the condition: “If the ruler does not tend to tyranny, oppression or 

corruption and if he never does a business without justness and justice, and without the opinion 

of the people of consultation, a new ruler will not be elected until he dies. If he tends to tyranny, 

oppression and bribery, then he should be dismissed with the opinion of all and another ruler 

shall be elected in his place.”322 After this, since the ancient days, Athenians elected their rulers 

(hakim) and commanders (umera) from among those who had the merit for rule and trusteeship 

(velayet). They never became subjects of a king when following this ancient practice. Unless the 

 
320 Gülçin Tunalı, “Another Kind of Hellenism? Appropriation of Ancient Athens via Greek 
Channels for the Sake of Good Advice as Reflected in Tarih-i Medinetu’l-Hukema” (Phd. Diss., 
Bochum, 2013). The full text of The City of Philosophers included in Tunalı’s Phd dissertation. 
Tunalı focused on Mahmud Efendi’s Hellenism and networks but did not realize what was the 
fundamental issue at hand for him. She also realized it was in the genre of Advice for Princes but 
the only points she makes for this genre in Mahmud Efendi’s book is his recommendation for 
consultation and justice which were the classical themes of the genre. Tunalı’s work shows how 
one can remain blind to the most important issue for the Ottoman jurists when s/he does not 
make a comprehensive reading of the Ottoman constitutionalist history over two hundred years 
with the right tools and questions.  
321 The reasons Mahmud Efendi gives as what made the Athenian to replace the sultanate with 
democracy resonates with the criticisms levelled at the Ottoman Sultanate of his time and thus 
suggests a democratic revolution as the appropriate way for the Ottomans. 
322 Ibid., 244. 
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elected ruler made a major hideous act, they kept him in power for lifetime.323 After the 

elections, nothing administrative was executed with regards to the order of the country, general 

affairs, appointments and dismissals and capital punishments without the unanimous decision of 

all the notables and dignitaries. The actions of the rulers and commanders were through the 

decision (rey) and measures (tedbir) of the all and they never acted with their own opinion alone. 

This prevented oppression and tyranny and the people of Athens spent their times in 

prosperity.324 The decline and fall of Athens happened when they deviated from this ancient 

practice by shortening the terms in office and increasing the number of elections and those who 

were elected which led to the takeover of the Roman emperor.325  

 Writing during the Ottoman wars against Venice and Habsburgs of (1715-1718), as the 

Ottomans reflected on their form of government and ancient laws, Mahmud Efendi used Athens 

as an ancient model polity which can make legal innovation while preserving its fundamental 

laws. Representing a continuation of the Ottoman constitutionalist sensibility of denying 

legislative sovereignty to a sultan, Mahmud Efendi came up with a model of ulema democracy 

leading the legal change and reform. He depicted the Academy as a medresa and the 

philosophers like the ulema. Medresa was financed by the government but worked 

independently. It was a center of knowledge (ilm) where the philosophers (muderris/hukema) 

both produced knowledge and educated people. The production of knowledge included changing 

the canons (kavaid), which were no longer found beneficial, and adopting new ones for peace. 

 
323 Ibid., 211. 
324 Ibid., 244. 
325 Ibid., 211. 
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All the government and judicial positions in Athens were filled with the graduates of this 

“medresa.”326  

Apart from the medresa, the main government body (divan) was administered by the 

philosophers. Five hundred philosophers would come together in the big divan hall to rule and 

adjudicate matters according to their canons (kavid) and kanuns. Mahmud Efendi’s divan of 

Athens were like the Ottoman Divan which acted both as the highest court and the government.  

Philosophers working at this divan were people of wisdom (hikmet) and good measures (tedbir), 

that is both having knowledge needed for judicial matters and capacity for political affairs.327 

The elected rulers were also from the class of philosophers. Mahmud Efendi granted law-making 

power to a ruler only when he came from the class of philosophers and was elected and could be 

deposed by the people who elected him, if the laws he made were not beneficial. Moreover, 

Mahmud Efendi saw the ideal law-making process and the production of knowledge connected, 

examining them together. The legislation of the rulers was also not like enactments of a 

European sovereign, but of a Muslim jurist writing law books. A separation between knowledge 

and law-making caused oppression and abolishment of those laws. A ruler named Diko who was 

not a philosopher innovated a new law (kanun-ı cedid) which included oppressive rules and 

levies. Diko exercised unbearable criminal punishments (had) and executed people for the things 

which did not require killing. Thus, Athenians elected a new ruler who was a polymath 

philosopher not to be found anywhere else on the earth.  He abolished the laws of Diko and 

innovated (icad) a law which was based on gentleness (rıfk). People loved him and gave consent 

to his actions and Athens became prosperous one more time.328 Another ruler named Suleyman, 

 
326 Ibid. 255-256. 
327 Ibid., 287. 
328 Ibid., 245. 
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withdrew from administrative matters and spent his life in seclusion, writing (telif) law books 

(kanunname) on the sciences of administration, good measures and order of the country. His 

successors applied these laws, and nobody bothered him in his retreat.329 

Writing at a time of war as a reflection on the problems of his day, Mahmud Efendi’s 

focus was the military. Democracy as a best form of governance with a discipline attained 

through its legal system was also a means to have a strong army which could withstand against a 

despotic enemy with a much larger army. Mahmud Efendi’s book was an attempt to reconcile the 

basic Ottoman constitutionalist tension between the need for a stronger and disciplined military 

which would lead to increase in political power and limiting this power so that it would not 

disturb the domain of the legal. Apparently, Mahmud Efendi thought this could be attained if the 

control of the political is given totally to the possessors of the legal power, the ulema. In order to 

show how a disciplined and efficient army could be attained in a democracy, Mahmud Efendi 

tells the stories of ancient Athenian wars with the Persians. He portrays the Athens as a 

democracy with an ordered (muretteb) but small army of thirty thousand soldiers against the 

despotic Persian shah’s army of three hundred thousand. The Athenian army was organized as 

battalions (bölük) with a clear structure consisting of commanders and officers of different ranks. 

They had drill halls and military barracks where they exercised regularly as an ancient practice. 

In Mahmud Efendi’s account the most important buildings of Athens were medresas and military 

barracks. The philosophers constantly engaged in conversations on military engineering 

(hendese), fortifications, drills (talim) and military customs (resm) at these places. No other 

nation on earth had the ideal Athenian system of the time in ancient times because all of 

Athenian affairs were governed with the public consultation. The military class never exceeded 

 
329 Ibid., 255. 
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their limits and the duties and allowances given to them. As opposed to Athenian democracy, 

despotic systems of Persians and Mystrasians created a lack of discipline and oppression. Their 

lands were never free of revolutions and the order of their countries were constantly disturbed. 

While Persians had an initial success, this was short-lived due to the lack of discipline and 

engaging in plunder which led to the dispersion of Persian soldiers. Starting with three hundred 

thousand they had only forty thousand soldiers left when they arrived at Athens. With a better 

discipline, ordered Athenian forces defeated the Persians.330  

Synthesizing the elements of paradigmatic Islamic governance with political toolbox of 

the ancient Greek Western tradition, Mahmud Efendi’s agenda of reform provides us another 

example of the Ottoman constitutional limits. Mahmud Efendi’s attempt of reconciling the 

Islamic model with the Greek remained within the siyasa shariyya tradition examined in the first 

section of this chapter as his terminology came from this tradition. Religious knowledge (ilm) 

which is the foundation of sharia in the Ottoman Islamic tradition was at the heart of this 

enterprise. He used the limits of God (had), religious ordinances (ahkam), canons (kavaid), 

medresa, ulema teachers of medresas (muderrirs), and good measures (tedbir).331 His analysis 

also carried the tension between “the oppressive political rules vs gentle rules of sharia” we saw 

before. This tension was resolved in favor of the latter with the public’s intervention when things 

went bad. His conception of public even when he called them “all of them” included only the 

ulema and state dignitaries who were medresa graduates. This class also had a total control over 

the army including administration of its tactical and disciplinary institutions. Thus, he came up 

with a model of ulema democracy which allowed legal change and stronger army only if these 

 
330 Ibid. 257-260, 273-274, 275-279, 286-287. These are few examples of this topic which is 
recurrent throughout the text. 
331 Ibid., 255-256. 



 122 

remained under the juristic and political control of ulema. This did not entail legislative or 

military sovereignty for an unelected sultan who was only a holder of temporal power. Even 

when an elected ruler “innovated” (icad) laws, this was like the activity of traditional Muslim 

jurists through writing books of law rather than legislation as enactments of the ruler. Thus, a 

change in Ottoman fundamental laws in favor of allowing legal change with the authority of 

ruler could be allowed only if this authority was founded on the sharia and the ulema as its 

interpreters. Mahmud Efendi’s reform agenda contrasted with the absolutist reform agenda of 

The Science of Politics and Government as it aimed to expand the divan while bringing it under 

the authority of the ulema and dispensing with the sultan. However, it also did not entail the 

popular sovereignty of Rousseau which saw all the laws including the fundamental laws as the 

manifestation of public will. Paradigmatic Ottoman governance would allow for legal change 

only if the sharia within its own logic of development in the medresa controlled by jurists 

remained as the fundamental law of the land and expanded to include a total political control of 

the Ottoman state by the ulema. Mahmud Efendi’s agenda of reform was never implemented by 

the Ottomans, but it is a good example of showing the Ottoman ulema’s mentality confronting 

the need for military reform. Without getting a total control of the government, the Ottoman 

ulema continued its old constitutionalist path of denying legislative authority to the sultans and 

creating an image of frozen sharia with the gates of ijtihad being closed until the major New 

Order reform program that started in 1792. After examining the theoretical aspects of Ottoman 

constitutionalist tradition, we will examine how this theory was put into practice.  

Over the course of the sixteenth century, the ruler-centric political writing transformed 

into a vizier-centric notion of government.332 The sultan’s executive authority was delegated to 

 
332 Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined, 79. 
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the grand vizier who was his absolute representative (vekil-i mutlak) and was fully independent 

(istiklal-i tam) in his decisions and policies as the head of the state. The grand mufti was the head 

of the religion, that is, the ulema, class of jurists and judiciary. The sultan was considered to be 

the titular head of both the state and religion but his power was limited to the appointment of the 

grand vizier and grand mufti.333 The sultan’s seal was entrusted to the grand vizier and his royal 

monogram was used at the head of the documents about the important decisions concerning the 

state. Royal orders sent to the officials and sharia courts used first person pronouns in the name 

of the sultan but he was expected not to interfere with the independence of the grand vizier in his 

policymaking process and the grand mufti in his juristic activity.  According to the Ottoman 

constitutionalist understanding of Ottoman kanun, the sultans were to accept all the decisions the 

grand viziers submitted to them.334 The Ottoman sultans started isolating themselves in the 

palace and cutting their public contacts with the start of Mehmed II. The process of royal 

isolation was complete by the late sixteenth century and grand vizierial letters (telhis) became the 

new form of bureaucratized contact between the sultan who was confined to his palace and the 

grand vizier who now had an office separate from the sultan’s palace. The grand vizier held his 

own divan council meetings at his palace where the executive and judicial matters were 

discussed and decided upon.335  

Royalists who wanted the sultan to personally oversee the state matters criticized the 

sultans marrying of their daughters to viziers which they saw as helping the viziers to become the 

 
333 Yılmaz, "Containing Sultanic Authority,” 234-239. Hezarfen Hüseyin Efendi, Telhîsü’l-
Beyân fî Kavânîn-i Âl-i Osmân, ed. Sevim İlgürel (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Yayınları 1998), 
197. 
334 Lütfi Paşa, Asafname, 58. “Ve padişaha vezir-i ekber arz ittiği umur dönmemek gerekdür.” 
335 Pál Fodor, “Sultan, Imperial Council, Grand Vizier: Changes in the Ottoman Ruling Elite and 
The Formation of the Grand Vizieral “Telhis”,” Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum 
Hungaricae 47, no. 1/2 (1994): 67-85.  
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“partners of the sultanate.”336 The sultan’s response to their loss of power in favor of the grand 

viziers was to increase the frequency of grand vizierial appointments which limited the terms of 

grand viziers. However, even when the sultan was making an appointment for the post of grand 

vizier, he was bound by the unwritten Ottoman constitution according to which a second level 

vizier (vezir-i sani) was to be appointed as the grand vizier. While considering a new 

appointment, the sultan also consulted with the grand mufti about the legality and practicality of 

the appointment.337 Sacking a grand vizier could also result in his execution but this depended on 

the legal opinion of the grand mufti. It was mostly the result of the rivalry between Ottoman 

vizierial households that acted as political parties in which a vizierial household coming to power 

wanted to make sure that the threat to its power by its predecessor was eliminated rather than the 

sultanic wish or order to kill a grand vizier. For the grand mufti to issue an opinion for the 

execution, there usually needed to be a charge and evidence of treason resulting from poor 

decisions during wars or oppression of the public. A grand vizier who was charged with treason 

for his decisions and facing execution could respond by maintaining all his decisions were 

approved by the sultan and documented in the letters they exchanged that he meticulously 

collected and preserved, and save himself even though the sultan had no alternative but accept 

the grand vizier’s decisions according to the unwritten Ottoman constitution.338 Despite the high 

turnover of grand viziers, the Ottoman constitutionalist era also witnessed strongman grand 

viziers like Köprülüs and Koca Ragıb Pasha monopolizing the office of grand vizier for almost 

forty years in the in the case of the former and six years in the latter.  

 
336 Muhammed Bin Muhammed El - Gazali Nasayihü'l – Mülük, ed. Turgut Tok (Bilgeoğuz 
Yayinlari, 2009), 204. This text originally belongs to Ghazali, but the Ottoman translation was an 
appropriation dealing with the needs of its era with additions and comments. 
337 Naima Mustafa Efendi, Târih-i Naʿîmâ, 131. 
338 Ibid., 217. 
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Another element of the Ottoman constitutionalism in practice was the importance of 

consultative mechanisms during the decision-making process. Councils of consultation (meclis-i 

meşveret) was the main mechanism where the decisions were made at all levels, such as 

ambassadorial delegation travelling outside the borders of the state, the decisions to make war 

and peace, or decisions concerning the markets. The servants of the state as well as the ulema 

were natural members of these councils.339 A look into the Ottoman official court histories such 

as Naima would show how calling the council of consultation before every important decision 

was a routine practice in Ottoman governance.340 By the seventeenth century, the council became 

a venue to discuss perhaps the most important constitutional matter in a monarchy: succession 

and deposition, in the event of a sultan not fulfilling his constitutional duties. The council met to 

discuss deposing Sultan İbrahim I. In the aftermath of a series of Ottoman defeats, the council 

met again to deliberate on Sultan Mehmed IV’s deposition and the sultan’s royal rescript for 

abdication in favor of his son Mustafa was not accepted. With the legal opinion of the grand 

mufti, Mehmed IV was deposed and Suleyman II acceded to the throne as a result of the 

council’s decision. When Suleyman II died of natural causes, the council once again and decided 

Sultan Ahmed II to be the next ruler.341  

During the seventeenth century even the august council (divan-ı humayun) where the 

important state matters were decided upon became more inclusive of the growing Ottoman 

“political nation.” It increasingly had members coming from the merchant and artisans’ class as 

 
339 Yılmaz, "Containing Sultanic Authority,” 245-258. For the account of consultative assembly 
that refused the sultan’s order to fight against Russia in 1792 and the “constitutional document” 
sent to the sultan see Ali Osman Çınar, “Mehmed Emin Edib Efendinin Hayatı ve Tarihi” (Phd. 
diss., Marmara University, 1999): 242-247. 
340 Naima Mustafa Efendi, Târih-i Naʿîmâ, 111, 144, 238, 266, 292, 583. 
341 For these examples see Emecen, İmparatorluk Çağının Osmanlı Sultanları – II and Özcan, 
İmparatorluk Çağının Osmanlı Sultanları – III. 
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well as the sons of medical doctors which were represented in the titles of the Ottoman viziers 

such as Hekimoğlu (son of the doctor) and Etmekcizade (from the family of bread makers).342 

The divan also expanded into a new form called the council of the foot (ayak divanı). The first 

demand of soldiers and public who had grievances was calling “the council of the foot,” which 

apparently got its name from bringing the sultan and all important state officials, judges and 

jurisconsults to the feet of the public who were normally seen as the feet by the dignitaries who 

thought themselves as the head, where their grievances would be heard and a collective decision 

about the issues at hand was made.343 The council of the foot acted like Ottoman Estates General 

where the ancient Ottoman laws were “discovered,” “remembered” and reiterated with the 

consensus of all the attendees which would end with an oath taking that was notarized in a shari’ 

legal document (hüccet) and a royal decree, which told a narrative story of consensual decision 

making rather than the sultan giving an order. These documents did not include the behind the 

closed-door negotiations to reach a consensus, but they still tell us a lot about the nature of 

Ottoman constitutionalist politics.  

 
342 For the changing profile of the viziers see Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire, 195-196. 
There is famous dialogue reportedly taken place between the sultan and Hekimoğlu Ali Pasha 
which showed their struggle over power and authority. Unpleased with Hekimoğlu’s policies, 
Sultan Osman III asserted that he could dismiss the pasha and appoint another Ali, Chief Warden 
of Porters as the grand vizier which would be exceeding the limits of sultanic authority and abuse 
of power according to Ottoman constitutionalists. Hekimoğlu responded, “you might but that 
person will never be Hekimoğlu Ali Pasha, he would be called Porter Ali Pasha.” With Ali 
Pasha’s reference to his father’s occupation as the head of the Ottoman doctors, his own 
successful past record as a grand vizier as well as the importance of the public perception of the 
appointments made to the post of grand vizier, this dialogue shows how a grand vizier was 
conscious of his power and authority originating from sources other than that of the sultan’s will.  
343 For Evliya Çelebi’s account of an “ayak divani” during the reign of Mehmed IV see Evliyâ 
Çelebi, Evliyâ Çelebi Seyahatnâmesi 5. Kitap, ed. İbrahim Sezgin (İstanbul: Yapı Kredi 
Yayınları, 2001), 9. Evliya apparently feels sympathetic to the “kul” soldiers who called for the 
divan. He presents them as the voice of the Anatolian subjects suffering from oppression and 
fleeing their lands even for “infidel” Persia to escape from the tyranny. 
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The text of such a royal decree from 1632 found in Katib Çelebi’s history and the 

historian’s account of the unfolding of the events show how this constitutional consensus seeking 

mechanism functioned. The problem at hand which led to the assembly was the Court Cavalry 

Corps obtaining an excessive number of appointments to collect taxes with the name service 

(hizmet) during the peace years, although this had to be practiced only during the war for the 

extraordinary needs of the army by a limited number of cavalry soldiers. According to the text of 

the royal order, the assembly took place in the presence of the sultan in the square of Sinan Pasha 

Palace. All the viziers and members of ulema, people of divan, notables of the sultanate, 

janissary officers, commanders of the six battalions of the court and elders of the cavalry forces 

took their places. The meeting started with sultan sitting on his “justice dwelling throne” and 

asking, “how is the ancient law in this matter?” All the senior and lower ranking attendees of the 

meeting set themselves to answer in unity and informed the sultan that “As of truth, since the 

ancient days, when there was a campaign, three hundred military lieutenants were earmarked for 

service. However, for the last couple of years, more than the designated number of lieutenants 

were earmarked and it was not prevented due to negligence. When there was no need for this 

service during the years without a campaign, with a union and alliance among them, they made 

service registers written in the Sublime Threshold. Not only they took all the services, but they 

also behaved unjustly towards the properties of the pious foundations of the Muslims and the 

Exchequer. With their oppression and tyranny towards the subjects, the world became destroyed. 

After today, it is from the necessities of the religion and state and important matters of the 

sultanate that it should be acted upon the known laws (kavanin-i muayyene), the unlawful 

imposition (vaz-ı munker) in violation of the kanun that they made with their union and alliance 

should be abolished, and the pious foundations of the Muslims shall be protected from their 
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oppression and tyranny, the subjects shall be defended from suffering, and public treasury of the 

Muslims shall be guarded from their harm.” After this information and advice, the commanders 

and elderly of the court cavalry forces responded “We have ceded to demand the services 

earmarked for the lieutenants of the cavalry other than the ones given by the ancient law and 

acting against the wishes of the sultan with a union and alliance among us. An alliance and 

consensus reached among us that if an imposition against the noble sharia and beneficial kanun 

appears from one of us and if an offer made from our side with a union and alliance against the 

wishes of the Padishah, let him and us be punished according to noble sharia.” All the 

commanders of the corps and janissary officers made a solemn promise and compact (ahdu 

misak) “if our felicitous Padishah orders an oppressor to be taken from our corps and if we do 

not punish him according to the order, let the curse of the God and His Prophet and all angels 

and ummah of the Muhammed be upon our corps.” Then a notary legal document according to 

sharia was drawn with grand vizier, grand mufti, two viziers and head of the descendants of the 

prophet acting as witnesses. A royal order with sultan’s monogram including the text of the 

minutes and the oaths taken at the assembly was written.344  

Though the council of foot lacked the legislative function of European representative 

assemblies like English parliament and French parlament as the Ottoman constitutionalism 

precluded monarchical state sovereignty, it became a platform of the constitutionalist politics as 

the highest consultative and executive assembly. Ottoman sultans of the constitutionalist era 

were not making laws. The recourse to the law was made as a communal act of remembering the 

orally transmitted ancient laws and ordinances of the sharia in an age in which kanun became the 

“common property” of all. The sultan acted as a figurative head of the Ottoman state sitting on 

 
344 Katib Çelebi, Fezleke II, ed. Zeynep Aycibin (İstanbul: Çamlıca, 2016), 721-723. 
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his throne and opening the session with his question and letting it proceed without further 

intervening. The sultan’s refusal to come to the feet of the public and gather the council would 

risk an outright rebellion and dethronement, which was included as a threat to him in the public’s 

demand of assembling a council of the foot. The council of the foot also had the potential of 

causing the sultan his throne and life so he was reminded by a dignitary to perform his Islamic 

ritual cleansing ablutions before coming to the meeting so that he could give his last breath 

ritually clean in the event of facing execution. These examples as well as the political theory 

behind them which I examined above show the strength of Ottoman constitutionalism as the 

continental Europe made an absolutist turn. After analyzing the absolutism and constitutionalism 

in European and Ottoman contexts and promising that the noun state will not be overlooked, I 

will examine the conceptual development of the state in the next section.   

 

1.4. “The State” 

 

The rise of absolutism in Europe during the Military Revolution was intertwined with the 

conceptual development and rise of the centralized state. Absolute monarchy became the 

emblematic form of governance across much of Europe.345 The phenomenon of "European state 

discipline" - as termed by Hallaq - was forged during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

under the reign of absolutist monarchs.346 It was also a period in which the state came to be the 

“master noun” of political analysis.347 Before examining Ottoman political literature to see how 

the Ottomans were dealing with the problem of discipline and control when European state 

 
345 Peter R. Campbell, "Absolute Monarchy.” 
346 Hallaq, The Impossible State, 99-100. 
347 Quentin Skinner, "The state," in Political Innovation and Conceptual Change, ed. Terence 
Ball, James Farr, and Russell L. Hanson (Cambridge University Press, 1989), 90-131. 
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discipline was in the making, it would do well to examine European and Ottoman notions of 

state and its conceptual development. Here, following Quentin Skinner, I will briefly introduce 

the conceptual development of the state in Europe and the process by which the term came to be 

used in its modern sense and use it as a comparative framework to examine the conceptual 

development of the state in the Ottoman world. 

Skinner sees four preconditions for the acquisition of the modern meaning of the term 

state. The first precondition is envisaging the political sphere as a distinct branch of moral 

philosophy, which was made possible with the recovery of Aristotle's Politics. The second is 

justifying “the independence of each regnum or civitas from any external and superior power to 

be able to conceive of the state as the main subject matter of practical philosophy.” The third 

precondition is that “the supreme authority within each independent regnum should be 

recognized as having no rivals within its own territories as law making power and object of 

allegiance.” This precondition presupposed a “unitary image of political sovereignty” and 

presented a challenge to the seigniorial and ecclesiastical jurisdictions. The legist supporters of 

absolutism who dismissed legal and jurisdictional powers of the Church endorsed this notion of 

undivided sovereignty. The last precondition was the belief that the “political society” exists for 

“political purposes.” The Reformation contributed to the realization of this precondition with the 

crystallization of a modern and secularized concept of the state that precluded the duty of 

upholding any particular faith from the powers of the state.348 

After presenting these preconditions for the conceptual development of the modern state, 

Skinner examines the conceptual shift in the meaning of the word “state,” or “stato” in Italian. It 

was a shift in meaning from treatment of public power in charismatic and personal terms related 
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to the ruler to one of a public power as “both supreme and an impersonal form of authority.” 

Initially, the term state was used to denote the status, standing and stateliness of the ruler. As part 

of this personal understanding of the state, Renaissance era European mirror for prince’s genre 

examined what a prince should do to maintain his state. For Skinner, the state acquired its 

distinctively modern meaning in the late sixteenth and seventeenth century with its conception 

“as a form of public power” or “impersonal form of political authority,” “separate from both the 

ruler and ruled, and constituting the supreme political authority within a certain defined 

territory.” With its new meaning the state became the “master noun” of political argument as an 

inescapable reality by the eighteenth century.349 

While Skinner has a certain view of what a modern conception of state is, his later work 

on the genealogy of state shows that “the concept has been the subject of continuous contestation 

and debate.” Rather than tracing a smooth path of the development of the state as he previously 

did, he identified absolutist, populist and fictional theories of state which were the main objects 

of contestation and debate starting in the sixteenth century. In Skinner’s view, absolutist theorists 

stressed the king’s absolute authority over their states as a divine right. The mass of people was 

“subject to sovereign power as the body of the whole state.” Proponents of populist theory were 

critical of the absolutist theory and used the term state to refer to “the body of people viewed as 

the owners of sovereignty themselves” rather than “a passive and obedient community living 

under a sovereign head.” In the fictional theory, the state is “a person distinct from both rulers 

and the ruled” and “the sovereign upon whom the powers of the state are conferred is merely 

personating the state.” Therefore, it is the “person of the state who must be regarded as the 

possessor of sovereignty.” Apparently, Skinner is a proponent of this fictional theory of state 

 
349 Ibid. and Skinner, “The State”. Also see Collins, The State, xi-xiv. 
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which constitutes what he sees as the modern concept of state. Yet he is also aware of the 

prevalent views of seeing the state as simply a government apparatus or as the executive arm of a 

ruling class, which he sees as views overlooking the idea of the state as a system of perpetual 

security or “corporate persona ficta” that is beyond government or a class.350   

James Collins also recognizes the confusion over the definition of the state in the context 

of France as Antoine Furetiere and Académie Française both presented it as “meaning simply 

government”, or form of government, or of a political community, and a synonym for the 

political community itself” in the late seventeenth century. For Collins this was something “the 

royal government sought to play on to get the French people identify the state with the 

commonwealth.” The approach of Collins also raises questions about the “impersonality” of the 

state found in Skinner’s analysis. He stresses that although the French state became mature and 

 
350 Quentin Skinner, "A Genealogy of the Modern State," in Proceedings of the British Academy, 
vol. 162 (2009): 325-370. Here Skinner seems to have been responding to the critics of his 
approach on the state in The Foundations of Modern Political Thought. For a summary of these 
critics accusing Skinner abandoning the methodology he set for his analysis when it comes the 
state see; Cary J. Nederman, “Quentin Skinner’s State: Historical Methodology and the 
Formation of a European Tradition,” in Lineages of European Political Thought: Explorations 
along the Medieval/modern divide from John of Salisbury to Hegel (Catholic University of 
America Press, 2009), 13-28. Nederman on the other hand views Skinner as sticking to his 
methodology but missing out the historical context with his atomistic focus on scattered 
historical events behind certain ideologies and supposed intentions of the authors. According to 
Nerdman, this led Skinner to miss the historical process of state formation. Nederman finds fault 
with Pocock’s methodology as well which he seems subtly similar to that of Skinner despite the 
disagreements between the two. He claims that what Pocock did was engaging in language 
games. Nerdman sees the gap between the theory in the history of political thought of Skinner 
and Pocock and the actual practice wide. He claims that Skinner’s vision of history is artificial 
and narrow. He maintains that “What is required, in effect, is the integration of a constellation of 
available historical information -political, social, economic, intellectual, biographical- into a 
coherent picture of the setting in which a text was composed.” Ibid. 24. The impact of Skinner 
and Pocock on my views and analysis is evident. Despite having a focus on the history of ideas, I 
tried to complement it with discussing practical reality especially when examining the Ottomans.  
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less personal during the eighteenth century than the French state of the seventeenth century, it 

still remained “highly personal” as “the royal prerogative retained such broad scope.”351  

With all the confusion about the definition and nature of the modern conception of the 

state, we can identify one characteristic of it that would be accepted by both Skinner and Collins. 

That of the sovereignty of the state. Whether exercised by a king or parliament, the power of 

making laws was the distinguishing feature of the modern state crystalized by Jean Bodin’s 

notion of sovereignty.352 In addition to making positive laws, issuing coinage, conducting foreign 

policy, and authorizing the military force all became hallmarks of sovereignty and attempts to 

monopolize these features were part and parcel of the project  of “absolutism.”353 Sovereignty as 

the hallmark of a modern state is also what made the European conceptions of state 

fundamentally different from their Ottoman counterpart. Hence, I will examine next the 

evolution of the Ottoman conception of state.  

Wael Hallaq claims that the state in the modern sense was a concept alien to the Islamic 

tradition and an “Islamic State” is an intrinsically impossible one. To demonstrate the historical 

absence of the concept of the state, Hallaq looks at the Arabic term “dawla” which came to be 

used to refer to “the state” in the nineteenth century. Dawla originally meant “occurrence of 

something consecutively” and began to be used as “effective power that emanates from 

successive dynastic rule.” Hallaq claims that juristic works of Islam never had a discourse on the 

dawla over eleven centuries and the sultan as an abstract concept remained to be the main 

 
351 Collins, The State. 
352 Skinner, “The Genealogy of the Modern State.”  Collins, The State. Campbell, “Absolute 
Monarchy.” Also see Rowlands, The Dynastic State and the Army under Louis XIV, 6-7. 
Rowlands refers to an earlier book of James Collins. 
353 Guy Rowlands, “Response to Jim Collins' review of Guy Rowlands, The Dynastic State and 
the Army under Louis XIV: Royal Service and Private Interest, 1661-1701,” H-France Review 
Vol. 5 (January 2005), No 8.  
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reference as the government or executive power. Naturally, there was no theory of a state for a 

state that did not exist.354 Hallaq’s claims have some truth to explain the reality until the late 

sixteenth century when the dictionary of Vankulu Mehmed Efendi described it as “alteration in 

authority and kingdom/dominium consecutively” but his approach overlooks the Ottoman 

experience during the later early modern centuries when the very concept of state was maturing 

in Europe.355 To fill the gap in Hallaq’s account, I will briefly examine the evolution of the 

concept “devlet,” the Turkish cognate of the Arabic word dawla, in Ottoman political writing. 

This will show that the state was also conceptually developing in the Ottoman world, obtaining 

new usages and gaining new meanings. 

Late fifteenth century Ottoman statesman and author Tursun Bey whose work, “The 

History of the Father of the Conquest” became a classic both as a history and representation of 

political parlance of its era, uses devlet as the politico-religious power and structure associated 

with the household of the sultan, literally gate (kapu).356 Tursun Bey has an understanding of the 

state as government as he speaks of people of the states (erbab-ı düvel). He mentions himself 

gaining access to the conversations of the pillars of the state (erkan-ı devlet) through his 

secretarial service that made him finally the Treasurer of the sill (eşik) of the state, again echoing 

the state as a gate which has a sill. Tursun Bey’s prayer for the crown of the state to illuminate 

on the head of the king and the king’s body being permanent on the throne of the sultanate 

suggests that he had a conception of state and sultanate being separate from an individual king. 

 
354 Hallaq, The Impossible State, 62-64, 190-191. For this earlier notion of dawla also see 
Hüseyin Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined, 101-102, 157. 
355 Vankulu Mehmed,Tercüme-i Sihah ül-Cevheri, ed. İbrahim Müteferrika (Istanbul: Dar üt-
Tibaat il-Mamure, 1729). 
356 Tursun Bey, Tarih-i Ebü'l-Feth, ed. A. Mertol Tulum (İstanbul: İstanbul Fetih Cemiyeti, 
İstanbul, 1977). 
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Yet his notion of devlet still remained personal and dynastic, and carried the connotations of 

fortune and stateliness. His focus and main subject matter throughout the text is not the “devlet,” 

but the king, with strong emphasis on the king’s body (vücud) and self (zat) and the sultanate. 

What is needed for the order of the world is the presence of the holy body of the king who is the 

shadow of God on earth. The devlet was portrayed as a fortune and power given by God to the 

Ottoman dynasty which was peerless among the dynasties of other kings as exemplified by the 

statement that, “no eyes saw such a “devlet” and no ears heard of such a household (kapu).” The 

king’s duty in return for divine ordination was to establish justice by applying the sharia and 

protecting its limits (hudud) and applying customary laws (kanun-ı örf) as part of siyaset, 

improving the condition of the country, and arranging soldiers and weaponry and organizing the 

battle lines and regiments.  

In 1599, more than a century after Tursun Bey’s work, Ottoman constitutionalist 

statesmen and prolific author Mustafa Âli wrote his “Epochs of Unbinding and Binding” (Fusul-i 

Hall u Akd), a history of Islamic dynasties between 622 and 1599. In this book, devlet is the 

central concept of Mustafa Âli and it successively changes hands along with the dominions 

(mulk) between dynasties until the rise of the Ottomans.357 Mustafa Âli uses devlet as a politico-

religious power and structure arising with a ruler and dynasty’s hold on dominions (mulk) as a 

result of a contractual bond established between the ruler and subject population. The title he 

chose for his book and his target audience stated in the preamble points out this contractual bond 

as the basis of a state and his aim of empowering the subject population as a constitutionalist 

writer. In Islamic legal theory, “ahl al hall u akd” (people of binding and unbinding) is a term 

used to refer to those charged with entering into said contractual relationship and ending it. 

 
357 Gelibolulu Mustafa Âli, Füsul-i Hall ü Akd ve Usul-i Harc ü Nakd ed. Mustafa Demir 
(İstanbul: Değişim Yayınları, 2006).  
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Mustafa Âli states that he wrote his book to show how binding and unbinding of this (politico-

religious) contract is made and he chose vernacular Turkish for this so that ordinary people could 

understand it.  

Throughout the text, Âli sees the injustice of the ruler as a reason for the “people turning 

away their faces from the ruler,” that signifies the end of the contractual bond, which results in 

the eventual fall of the ruler and dynasty and their loss of the dominions. With this, the state 

(devlet) changes hands and passes on to a new dynasty. Âli continues to use devlet in the sense of 

implying personal notions of power and luck such as a ruler arriving at “devlet” or at the times of 

a ruler’s devlet. For Ali, devlet is also connected to a political structure, which he expresses as 

the edifice of the state (bunyan-i devlet) that would be consolidated with strong sharia. The 

connection of state as a government apparatus to a gate, that is a political household, also 

continues as one can “come to the gate of the state” (der-i devlet) but it seems to be weakened as 

it appears on only one occasion. Âli does not use state to describe a particular form of rule. He 

utilizes the terms caliphate and sultanate as forms of rule that can exist in a state and dominion.  

While Âli intends to show to the subject population the temporal nature of a state, he also 

aims to teach to the ruler of his time how the Ottoman State can be maintained, as he is the 

“well-wisher of the state and religion.” He sees the constitution of Ottoman state as an ancient 

law laid down by Mehmed the Conqueror and Grand Vizier Mahmud Pasha. When Mehmed II 

asked to his grand vizier if the state and dominions of the Ottomans would fall one day, Mahmud 

Pasha responded that the only dominions that do not fall are the dominions of the transcendent 

King, God, but the possibility of the fall of Ottoman state and dominions would happen if the 

succeeding sultans do not respect the (ancient) laws compiled by Mehmed II and himself and 
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claim that they can lay down laws of their own. Âli sees his time as the time of abandonment of 

old ways and the fall of the state and dominions as a looming threat.358 

Half a century after Mustafa Âli, in the works of Ottoman polymath Katib Çelebi, we see 

the elaboration of Ottoman constitutionalist view of the state and the weakening of the 

relationship between the ruler and state. Katib Çelebi states, “The state (devlet), which means 

authority (mulk) and rule (saltanat), is a union of human beings according to a specific rite and 

laws (ayin),” that is, a constitution.359 There is a confusion over the community in Katib Çelebi’s 

definition as he has both a larger notion of four pillars of the state as the military, ulema, 

merchants and artisans and the peasants and a narrow one that includes the sultan, vizier, mufti 

and the notables of the state (ayan-ı devlet). This reminds one the confusion in France about the 

“political community” mentioned by Collins as it both helped to get the people identify 

themselves as members of this community, but also allowed royal government and elites to keep 

the governance as their business. As a scribe and member of the Ottoman elite, Katib Çelebi’s 

concern is also with the narrow group that makes up the community. He wants this community 

“to have one voice and one direction to observe the good (maslahat) of the state and the voices 

of opposition to be intimidated.” As a constitutionalist, he downplays the role of “the figurative 

king who is just the deputy of God” and calls obedience to God who is the real King, the 

Possessor of domains, who in reality owns the treasury, soldiers and the subjects and calls the 

 
358 Mustafa Âli, Füsul-i Hall ü Akd, 142-143. Also, for the interpretation of this event as part of 
the making of an ancient Ottoman constitution see Tezcan, “The ‘Kânûnnâme of Mehmed II’.” 
See my examination of Mustafa Âli in Chapter 2. I show that Mehmed II’s compilation of 
ancient laws, if it ever happened, did not amount to legislative sovereignty in the modern sense.  
359 Katib Çelebi, Düsturu'l-amel li-ıslahi'l-halel ed. Ensar Köse (İstanbul: Büyüyen Ay 
Yayınları, 2016), 137. Ottoman official court historian Naima verbatim repeated this definition 
of the state in the beginning of the eighteenth century. See Naima Mustafa Efendi, Târih-i 
Naʿîmâ, 4. 
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narrow community to protect the state.360 He does not shy away from showing his preference of 

aristocracy among the Aristotelian forms of rule as the best form of rule for a state over that of 

the monarchy which was the form of government of the Ottomans in his time.361 

While confusion over the constituents of this community in Katib Çelebi’s definition of 

the state is similar to that found in European thinking on the matter, the nature of this confusion 

differs slightly as Çelebi’s conception of said community is “politico-religious” as opposed to 

merely political. Katib Çelebi couples the state with religion as the object of service. The 

community should be a well-wisher and in service of religion and state (dinu devlet). The three 

main forces in this community also point to its politico-religious nature. The community is 

conceived of as being akin to the human body with the sultan its speaking soul, the vizier its 

faculty of reason, and the mufti its faculty of intellect. The order of the community and the 

humors of the (body of) state were viewed as interrelated. The cure for the ills of the body politic 

also being seen as having a religious origin. Katib Çelebi declares that the medicine of governing 

according to sharia (siyaset-i şeriyye) of the Prophet Muhammed is sufficient to reform the 

humors of the state and dominions but also sees a need for observance of ancient laws that are 

compatible with sharia. The word “ayin” in his definition of the state also shows the politico-

religious nature of the community that make up the state. “Ayin” literally means religious rites 

and practices and customs as well as the religious and customary laws. When talking about the 

“ayin” of the sultanate in the State of Spain in his book on the History of the Greeks, Romans 

and Christians (İrşadü’l-Hayara ila Tarihi’l Yunan ve’r Rum ve’n Nasara), Katib Çelebi 

 
360 Ibid., 155-160. 
361 Katib Çelebi, İrşadü’l-Hayara ila Tarihi’l Yunan ve’r Rum ve’n Nasara ed. Bilal Yurtoğlu 
(Ankara: Atatürk Kültür Merkezi, 2012), 46, 97-100. 
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explains this as “their old laws and sharia” that regulates their affairs.362 “Ayin” was also used in 

the Ottoman treaties with European states with the meaning of religious and customary practices 

and laws European communities living in the Ottoman domains were entitled to observe as part 

of their extraterritorial rights.363 Therefore, the conceptual development of state in the works of 

Katib Çelebi displayed the Ottoman peculiarity of the state’s connection to the religion rather 

than a secularization observed by Skinner in the European literature of the time or Marinos 

Sariyannis for the Ottomans.364 

Writing a quarter-century later, Hezarfen Hüseyin Efendi, who was a scribe and a 

follower of Katib Çelebi, explains the relationship between the state and religion further. In his 

book the Laws of Ottoman Dynasty, Hüseyin Efendi maintains that the affairs of the state are 

built upon religion. The religion is the origin (asl) and the state is built as its branch (fer).365 In  

using the terms “asl” and “fer,” Hüseyin Efendi alludes to the method of analogy in Islamic 

jurisprudence in which “fer” is a new case on which a ruling is needed and “asl” is the original 

case on which a ruling exists and will be extended to the new case with analogy.366 By doing so, 

Hüseyin Efendi implies the conceptual development of the state as a new legal ruling (hukm) and 

as the extension of the religion. He sees the “şeyhülislam” (grand mufti) as the absolute leader in 

the matters of religion and comes before the viziers simply because the religion is the origin. The 

 
362 Katib Çelebi, İrşadü’l-Hayara, 88. Also see my previous section on Constitutionalism for the 
meaning of “ayin” as the constitution.  
363 For a compilation of Ottoman treatises with Europe see, Muâhedât Mecmuâsı (Ankara: TTK 
Yay, 2008). 
364 Sariyannis evidently misreads and misinterprets Katib Celebi’s definition of state. He reads 
the word “nev-i” as “nev” so instead of “specific” or “a kind of” he translates it as “new” which 
is the meaning of “nev.” Marinos Sariyannis, "Ruler and State, State and Society in Ottoman 
Political Thought," Turkish Historical Review 4, no. 1 (2013): 101. 
365 Hezarfen Hüseyin Efendi, Telhîsü’l-Beyân, 197. 
366 Sariyannis seems to be unaware of the use of these terms in Islamic jurisprudence so he 
continues to misinterpret the relationship between state and religion with a literal reading of 
these words.  
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head of the religion alone is the şeyhülislam, the head of the state alone is grand vizier and the 

head of both is the king. The noun state used here denotes the government headed by the grand 

vizier. With reference to the state beyond the government, which includes the posts (makam) of 

both grand mufti and grand vizier, Hüseyin Efendi uses “Sublime State” (Devlet-i Aliyye) or 

“Sublime Ottoman State”. 

The examples of the usage and definition of state examined here shows the Ottoman 

constitutionalists’ contribution to the conceptual development of the state as it served their aim 

of limiting royal prerogative and separating the state from dynasty and is reminiscent of  

Skinner’s argument about the republicans’ contribution to the conceptual and theoretical 

development of the state in Europe. The initial stance of Ottoman absolutists was to focus on the 

ruler at the expense of the state, or neglect and avoid the state in favor of the ruler.367 By the first 

third of the eighteenth century, however, the state became a reality and unit of analysis that even 

the absolutists could not overlook, although they continued to emphasize the state’s relationship 

with the ruler and the ruler’s stateliness. From the seventeenth century onwards the words 

“devlet” in Ottoman and “dawla” in Arabic was used with respect to the states in Europe as well 

as the Ottoman state. Eighteenth century Ottomans perceived the diplomacy clearly as an 

interstate activity managed by the bureaucracies of respective states as much as an official 

relationship between the rulers.368 The Ottoman peculiarities however made this development 

 
367 For the text of an absolutist account from 1696 which avoids using the word and concept of 
state see Belkis Altunis Gursoy, “Siyasetname Huviyetinde Bir Esaretname” Erdem 60 (2011): 
93-114. The original manuscript is located in Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, ms. Turc suppl. 221. 
According to the note at the beginning of the manuscript mentioned by Gursoy it is part of the 
library given to Monasterio Sancti Germani in 1720. 
368 Katib Celebi’s History of Christians mentioned above is a notable example from the 
seventeenth century. Evliya Celebi also used the word devlet for the Christian European states. 
Ottoman ambassadors reports from the eighteenth century show this perception of interstate 
relations as well as presenting their constitutionalist vision of the Ottoman state. For a full 
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distinct from the European experience, which would become evident upon examination of 

Skinner’s three preconditions vis-à-vis the Ottomans. 

The Ottomans inherited the legacy of Islamic philosophy and the division of practical 

philosophy into three branches including ethics of the self, household administration and politics. 

These three branches were examined separately in a single book under the title of Ethics. 

Taşköprizade Ahmed Efendi’s commentary on the Ethics of fourteenth century philosopher 

Adududdin el-Ici written in 1540 and Kınalızade Ali Çelebi’s Ethics written in 1565 are the first 

notable examples of comprehensive books of ethics from the Ottoman milieu that reflects the 

legacy of the broader Islamic heritage.369 The main focus of the branch of politics in these works 

is that of administration of the city. “Devlet” found its way to Kınalızade’s Ethics but his focus 

remained upon the ruler and the city. Kınalızade’s notion of the devlet was similar to that of 

Mustafa Âli’s and carried dynastic and personal connotations along with notions of 

administrative structure and government. Taşköprizade uses “devlet” similarly to Katib Çelebi as 

reference to a community that is in unity and sees it associated with the authority (mulk) but 

continues to focus on the forms of the cities and duties and conduct of the rulers.370 

 
reference to these reports see my section on “Discipline and Control.” and for a detailed 
examination my Chapter 4. 
369 Taşköprizade Ahmed Efendi, Şerhu’l-Ahlaki’l-Adudiyye (İstanbul: Türkiye Yazma Eserler 
Kurumu Başkanlığı, 2014). Kınalızade Ali Çelebi, Ahlak-ı Alai ed. Mustafa Koç, (İstanbul: 
Klasik Yayınları, 2007). 
370 For Taşköprizade’s use of devlet Taşköprizade Ahmed Efendi, Şerhu’l-Ahlaki’l-Adudiyye, 
233. Interestingly, Taşköprizade also discusses “free cities” which have no rulers and ruling 
themselves and sees this as the best form of rule from the perspective of those who live in them. 
Mufti of Athens, Mahmud Efendi’s later work -which I examined in the previous section- 
offering ancient Athenian democracy as a model for the Ottomans is a continuation of this 
tradition of seeing democracies good for the populace. Ottoman authors writing in the genre of 
ethics also saw the democracy as the most conducive form of government for facilitating 
economic welfare.  
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Katib Çelebi continues the triple division of practical philosophy in his bibliographical 

dictionary of books and sciences, Keşf el Zunun.371 This division was maintained in the Kevakib-i 

Seba (Seven Stars), which was written by an anonymous author who was a member of the ulema 

in response to the demand of France from Sublime Eternal State to list and explain the sciences 

available among the Hanafi Muslims in 1741.372 The author saw the benefit of politics (siyaset) 

as knowing the virtuous civic union, which he uses interchangeably with state (devlet), and saw 

the aim of studying it as being to know which ways it could fall and how to prevent this. For him 

the greatest cause of a state changing hands was a harm to appear to one of the pillars of sharia. 

This view reflected the continuation of the attitude of the Ottoman authors of Ethics such as 

Taşköprizade and Kınalızade who as jurist consults used the genre of practical philosophy to 

make a legalist case in defense of sharia and opposed to the “political” (siyaset) as a law-making 

power or ruler’s right of ad hoc discretionary punishment for criminal matters. Taşköprizade and 

Kınalızade were the supporters of a purely shari’ view in the old tension between sharia and 

siyaset examined in the first section and opposed to siyaset as the laws of the ruler. They 

interpreted siyaset as administrative politics/policy making, an executive function with no law-

making powers attached.373 For Kınalızade, being capable of engaging in ijtihad (arriving at new 

 
371 Katib Çelebi Keşf-el-Zunun eds. Şerefettin Yaltkaya and Rifat Bilge (Ankara: Türk Tarih 
Kurumu, 2014), 676. 
372 Anonymous, Kevakib-i Seb’a Risalesi eds. Nasuhi Ünal Karaarslan (Ankara: Türk Tarih 
Kurumu, 2015), 47. 
373 Kınalızade Ali Çelebi, Ahlak-ı Alai, 407-408, 484-485. In Taşköprizade’s account sharia 
should be the fundamental law of a city and state (devlet). He opposes use of punishments that 
was not included in sharia such as killing those who showed excess in doing evil, which was 
known as “siyaset” in the Ottoman terminology, unless it is a crime for which sharia stipulated 
capital punishment. He restricts the making of legal opinions to “mujtahid/muctehid” 
jurisconsults. He uses “siyaset” only as laws of wisdom (kavanin-i hikemiyye) that complies with 
sharia and interprets as the administrative policy making. Taşköprizade’s coining of laws of 
wisdom are similar to what Hallaq calls “administrative regulations” but his warning against use 
of non-shar’i extrajudicial measures in criminal law and attempt to restrict siyaset into the 
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legal rulings based on the sharia) was among the prerequisites of a caliph whereas being a 

“political” leader did not automatically mean that one was capable of engaging in ijtihad. The 

capacity for ijtihad could be obtained only through scholarship as a jurisconsult. While 

Kınalızade used caliphate as the ideal form of government he also accepted the presence of king 

(padişah) and sultanate without the capacity of ijtihad who was thus unqualified to be a caliph 

and whose form of government could not be called caliphate.374  

Ottoman commentators on el-Ici’s Ethics (Ahlak-ı Adudiyye) after Taşköprizade also 

came from the jurist scholars who defended the supremacy of the sharia as late as 1774.375 The 

political branch of the practical philosophy found in these works itself was a synthesis between  

the concepts and frameworks of the Greek philosophical tradition and Islamic jurisprudence 

(fiqh) married to  “Islamized” productions from the Persian advice genre. Within the Ottoman 

ethics tradition, as a corroboration for Hallaq’s view of a paradigmatic Islamic governance, the 

moral held the central domain and God remained “the only sovereign” as “the ultimate source of 

moral authority”, and the aim of the authors were to produce the “morally formed” “sharia 

subjects.”376 Therefore, the study of politics as a distinct branch of practical philosophy with a 

morally grounded sharia centric worldview was not a venue for the Ottoman authors 

contemporary to Jean Bodin and Thomas Hobbes to develop political theories of sovereignty of a 

state. This takes us to Skinner’s second and third preconditions concerning the sovereignty of the 

state.  

 
domain of executive policy making reflects the tension between sharia and siyaset, which Hallaq 
overlooked. Taşköprizade Ahmed Efendi, Şerhu’l-Ahlaki’l-Adudiyye, 236-244. 
374 Kınalızade Ali Çelebi, Ahlak-ı Alai, 409, 474-475. 
375 İsmail Müfid İstanbuli, Şerhu’l-Ahlaki’l-Adudiyye (İstanbul: Türkiye Yazma Eserler Kurumu 
Başkanlığı, 2014). 
376 See Hallaq, The Impossible State, 156-162. Hallaq’s concluding chapter is “The Central 
Domain of the Moral”. As before, Hallaq overlooks the Ottomans and the Ottoman Ethics 
tradition. 
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The state indeed became the main subject matter and unit of analysis by the early 

eighteenth century in reform treatises, ambassadorial reports and mirror for prince’s literature 

after a gradual process of being used as such along with a competing focus on the sultan 

spanning the seventeenth century. But the state was never the lone subject matter and never 

gained its independence from religion. The “religion and state” (dinu devlet) was the twin 

concept that sat at the center of all political texts, replacing the use of the “religion and sultan as 

twins” found in the Islamic literature since the twelfth century.377 Despite seeing the public laws 

of the European states as being founded on reason alone and made by kings, the Ottoman 

understanding of state tied to religion nevertheless characterized  their view of European 

states.378 For the Ottomans, the European states were the states of the Christians and, thus, 

reforms following a European model were interpreted by detractors as transforming the Islamic 

state into a Christian state.379 When they looked to the states of the Muslims, the Ottomans paid 

 
377 For Imam Gazzali’s use in the twelfth century see Gazzali, El-Iktisad Fi’l-itikad, ed. Osman 
Demir (İstanbul: Klasik Yayinlari, 2012), 192. But a seventeenth century Ottoman translation of 
Ghazali’s Mirror for Princes which makes the same twin use repeated this earlier conception. See 
Muhammed Bin Muhammed El - Gazali Nasayihü'l – Mülük, Ed. Turgut Tok (Bilgeoğuz 
Yayinlari, 2009).  For the integrity of the sphere of “religion” that encompasses “the city” but 
precludes a notion of secular associated with it see Ahmed, What is Islam?, 195-197. “the 
Sultanate represents a (re-)ordering of the world in terms of Islam in which the religious-secular 
distinction is not present.” Ibid. 223. 
378 For example, see Katib Çelebi, İrşadü’l-Hayara, 45. Katib Celebi’s title is “The terminology 
of the customs of the states of the Christians.” Katib Celebi also sees the institutions under the 
religious authority in the Christian states similar to the Ottoman case by including the courts as 
part of the religious institutions. This shows that the Ottoman understanding of rational law 
making in seventeenth-century Europe was limited to public law and did not include civil law. 
Ibid. 45-53. 
379 I have made this point several times previously with references to the New Order reform 
program. See those discussions for the full references. 
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attention to the specific creed of the ruler of that state and the Islamic legal school its people 

adhered to, praising states deemed “very Sunni” or “zealously Sunni” and “unitarian.”380 

By the early eighteenth century, the Ottomans began to refer to their state as the “Sublime 

Eternal State,” a conception that ran contrary to the temporal state conceived of by Hallaq, as 

well as Islamic State - which Hallaq contends never existed. Representing the continuation of 

their unitary conception of the state and religion, the Ottomans also prayed for the continuation 

of the religion and state (devam-ı dinu devlet). An instrumental approach to the state meant that 

the interest in it was only to uphold the religion and community of Muslims rather than to 

continue the existence of the state for its own sake, and the sublimity and eternity associated with 

it resulted from its association with the religion. The concept of the commonweal or, “maslaha” 

(interests of the state) was prevalent across eighteenth-century political writing but this was 

never thought to be the good of the state alone. The good of the state was equated to the good of 

the religion (dinu devlet maslahatı) and good of the servants of God (maslahat-ı ibadullah) as 

 
380 Evliyâ Çelebi, Evliyâ Çelebi Seyâhatnamesi X, 47. “Devlet-i May Bornuç: Gayet Sünni 
Hanbeliyyüt mezheb melikdir. Kavmi dahi kezalik mümin-i muvahhid kavimdir … Devlet-i Âli-i 
Derbendiyan: gayet sünnilerdir … Devlet-i Âli Şamhaliyan. Gayet mutaassıb Sünni…” Ibid. 34. 
Moghuls receive a particular praise from Evliya, apparently, due to their Chinggisid heritage, 
which Evliya has a great admiration for. He calls their state ancient (kadim). Evliya claims that 
they became Muslim at the time of the prophet Muhammed after receiving a letter from the 
prophet. Evliya’s depiction of Moghuls becoming Muslim with a direct connection to the prophet 
adds another dimension to their legitimacy. So, it is not only a Chinggisid legitimacy but also 
prophetic. He stresses their adherence to Hanafi madhab and calls them padishahs with great 
glory and possessor of enormous lands. Evliya’s interest in the creed and Islamic legal school of 
Islamic schools might be related to what the historians call “confessionalization” in the 
seventeenth century Ottoman state. For the confessionalization and Ottoman “sunnitization” see 
Derin Terzioglu, "How to Conceptualize Ottoman Sunnitization: A Historiographical 
Discussion," Turcica 44 (2012): 301-338. For a study critical of the application of 
confessionalization argument borrowed from European historiography to the Ottomans see Yasir 
Yılmaz, “Confessionalization or a Quest for Order? A Comparative Look at Religion and State 
in the Seventeenth-century Ottoman, Russian and Habsburg Empires,” in Ottoman Sunnism: 
New Perspectives, ed. Vefa Erginbaş (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009), 90-120. 
Yılmaz makes a case for the importance of politics over religion in reading the Ottoman history 
during what historians like Terzioglu see as “the age of confessionalization.” 
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the state was thought to be the upholder of the order in which the existence of the religion and 

the community of believers could continue.381   

The state was conceptualized as an executive apparatus with no inherent law-making 

powers. The law-making power of the sultan was increasingly being rejected even in the sphere 

of public law by the seventeenth century in the reform treatises, mirror for princes, and histories 

in addition to the ethics genre. Public law became a negotiated space with sharia at its center and 

different interpretations of customary laws by different groups such as Janissaries, civil 

officialdom and local notables existing alongside the sharia. This led to the appearance of legal 

stagnation with each group laying claim to a certain (sometimes competing) set of rights based 

on an unwritten ancient “bill of rights” and constitution.382  

Because the state was intertwined with religion, any fundamental change in the nature of 

the state through a change in public laws required a change in the interpretation of religion and 

religious laws through “ijtihad/ictihad” and a new interpretation of the customary laws of the 

state, which amounted to a constitutional change. The reform treatises written after 1792 when a 

consensus among a circle in the ruling elite emerged in favor of a new order reflected this 

dilemma and sought to legitimize a change in public law by empowering the sultan to make 

laws. 383  Even then there was no discussion of a change or codification in private law or family 

 
381 Naima Mustafa Efendi, Târih-i Naʿîmâ, 103, 105. Nuʼmân Efendi, Tedbîrat-ı Pesendîde: 
Beğenilmiş Tedbiler. (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1999). Çınar, “Mehmed Emin Edib 
Efendinin Hayatı ve Tarihi”, 242-247. Enver Ziya Karal. Selim III'ün hat-tı hümayunları: Nizam-
ı cedit, 1789-1807 (Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1988), 114. Selim III.’ün Hatt-ı 
Humayunları (Ankara; Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1999), 135. There were also other but less 
frequent usages such as “Islamic Sultanate” and “Muhammedian State.” 
382 For this see Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan, Tuhfet’ul Kibar and Ummu’l Gaza. I examine these 
sources and provide full references my section on “Discipline and Control.” 
383 We see this understanding first in İbrahim Müteferrika in 1730s who aimed to equip the 
sultan with the power of ijtihad as the renewer (mujaddid/muceddid) of the time and also 
empower with the authority of kanun as the second constituent of Ottoman public law. For a 
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law through either the sultan or the state’s direct involvement. On the contrary, Ottoman authors 

disapproved of the increasing involvement of Enlightenment era kings outside the domain of 

public law such as in the case of Austria and Russia.384 There was no Church for the Muslims of 

the Ottoman world but, until the late nineteenth century, the sharia court system under the 

control of ulema remained the ultimate venue of dispute resolution with open access for non-

Muslims while communal mechanisms of dispute resolution outside the court system always 

existed. 

As the political could not find a space for separate existence, the existence of a separate 

“political community” was also not possible. Civil officialdom, or “efendi’s” of the eighteenth 

century, might be considered as a “political community” as they were called the servants of the 

state but their primary source of identification was religion rather than the state and they 

perceived their primary duty as being a religious one in essence so there was no “political 

community” held to exist only for political purposes.385 As my analysis of Katib Çelebi above 

suggests, efendi’s should be characterized as a “politico-religious” community. In fact, the 

members of the legal community also carried the title of efendi and served the state and religion 

along with members of civil officialdom. A legal religious community of jurists (ulema) was the 

 
discussion of Müteferrika on this issue see my section on “Discipline and Control.” Tatarcık 
Abdullah Efendi did the same in 1792. 
384 See the reports of Ottoman ambassador to Austria Ebubekir Ratib Efendi and to Russia 
Mustafa Rasih Efendi. Ebubekir Ratib Efendi, Büyük Layiha and for a full text of Mustafa Rasih 
Efendi’s report see Uğur İyigünler, "Mustafa Rasih Efendi’nin Rusya Sefâreti ve Sefâretnâmesi" 
(MA thesis, Kırıkkale University, 1998). 
385 For the role of Efendi’s in the eighteenth-century Ottoman central administration see Norman 
Itzkowitz, "Eighteenth century Ottoman realities," Studia Islamica 16 (1962): 73-94. The reports 
of Ottoman ambassadors from the eighteenth century who were the efendis in the true sense 
prove the point I am making here. According to Cemal Kafadar, preceding the 17th century was 
the age of çelebis who were learned gentlemen who often took part in scribal service. However, 
for them the primary source of identification was religion. Hasan Kafi Akhisari, in his treatise on 
the etymology of the word çelebi, explains it as being derived from the Turkish word for God, 
Çalab. See Hasan Kafi El Akhisari, Risale fi lafzı çalab, Süleymaniye Library, Esad Efendi 3814. 
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highest community in theory as they were the interpreters of religion and in reality, they were at 

least on equal footing with the “politico-religious” community of dignitaries.386 The politico-

religious community relied on the jurists for the provision of legitimacy and legal authorization 

for their acts, and the legal community relied only on the practical power of the politico-religious 

community to enforce the laws. But the jurisdiction of the ulema did not end here. The jurists 

and judges from the class of ulema played a central role in every administrative and decision-

making process from interstate politics into the matters of local civil administration. The 

presence of “civil officials” with ulema training even as high as at the post of grand vizierate 

complicated the things even further.  

                                                                                
                         

1.5. Discipline and Control (Zabtu rabt)  

 

In our search for the Ottoman perception of and response to the disciplinary revolution in 

Europe, “discipline and control” is the last pair of key concepts we need to explain in our effort 

to develop a conceptual framework to examine Ottoman political writing dealing with these 

concepts and associated challenges. Accompanying a technological revolution, disciplinary 

revolution enabled an effective use of the new guns of the “Military Revolution” in Europe. 

Understanding the Ottoman difficulty of coming to the terms with disciplinary revolution at the 

discursive level and this being a factor behind a limited military adaptation necessitates 

understanding the distinct European experience. Here I will first examine the social disciplining 

that emerged in Europe and then introduce the terminology used by the Ottomans to explain this 

phenomenon with reference to European and Ottoman contexts. 

 
386 Hezarfen Hüseyin Efendi, Telhîsü’l-Beyân, 197. 
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Theories of social disciplining have gained increasing popularity with the works of 

Gerhard Oesterich and Michel Foucault.387 Disciplining in Foucault’s words was “the conduct of 

conduct,” or, as per Gorksi’s explanation, “the control of behavior and the shaping of 

subjectivity” “through a network of practices and institutions.”388 It is “a mechanism of power 

that regulates the behavior of individuals in the social body” through surveillance and 

supervision.389 While the origins of disciplining was in the monasteries, its spread into the 

society started with the establishment of professional standing armies with the military barracks 

as the disciplinary institution.390 Intensive training and drilling was a method for arranging 

uniformly dressed and armed soldiers’ bodies regularly in space and time and attaining the 

uniformity of mass behavior. Incessant close order drill was seen as the way to inculcated 

automatic and unthinking obedience essential for a disciplined army acting with perfect 

precision.391 The disciplining operations over the bodies of the soldiers aimed to create docile 

bodies, which coordinated with one another in making geometrical formations and firing with 

utmost precision. According to John Lynn, with such disciplining achieved through drill, 

European armies gained “the battle culture of forbearance...best described as a time-specific 

ancien régime or absolutist phenomenon, dominant from the mid-seventeenth century through 

the late eighteenth century.”392 

 
387 Robert Van Krieken, "Social discipline and state formation: Weber and Oestreich on the 
historical sociology of subjectivity," Amsterdams Sociologisch Tijdschrift 17 no: 1 (1990): 3-28. 
388 Gorski, The Disciplinary Revolution, xvi. For Foucault’s original choice of French word 
“surveiller” and its translation as discipline into English see the translator’s note in Michel 
Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. (Vintage, 1977). 
389 Clare O’Farell Michel Foucault (London: Sage Publications, 2005), 133 
390 Oestreich, Neostoicism. Foucault, Discipline and Punish. 
391 McNeill, Keeping Together in Time. 
392 John A Lynn, "Forging the Western Army in Seventeenth-Century France," 55. 
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European kings of the era of “absolutism” such as Louis XIV, Frederick William I, and 

Frederick II showed a close attention to the training and drills of their armies and were obsessed 

with establishing discipline in their armies.393 Notwithstanding his aim of “cutting off the king’s 

head,” Foucault uses French and Prussian imperial ordinances and regulations as his primary 

sources to show the process of carrying out disciplining operations in creating docile bodies of 

soldiers. Foucault's source base points out the efforts of European kings in disciplining the army. 

This unites Foucault with the historians of social disciplining such as Oesterich and Gorski who 

highlighted the role of the kings in this process. For Oesterich, the most effective achievement of 

absolutism was the establishment of social discipline with the contribution of Neo-Stoicism, 

which was achieved by the principle means of “monarchic discipline and modern state 

authority.” The era of absolutism “saw a plethora of regulations and prescriptions for the conduct 

of public and private life” that aimed “to control and regulate daily life.” It was an era in which 

the idea of “good police” was directly linked to the notion of discipline that was established 

through police ordinances of the sovereign princes. Similar to Foucault, Oesterich points out the 

role of the army in spreading the discipline to society:  

“The army of the absolute states was the first great institution which not only devised 
rational methods of creating uniform mass behavior artificially by means of military 
discipline and other devices for overcoming fear, but also used these methods for 
educating large masses of men to act and if possible think, in the way prescribed.” “In the 
army of the absolutist state the “socio-psychological forms of obedience” and bourgeois-
monarchic discipline were established by training and drilling.”394   

 

Royal reglements specified every command and every moment in intense drills overseen 

by officers. In “one of the purest manifestations of absolutist monarchy,” Prussia as dubbed by 

Gorski, the result was an army like “the best made watch” with a “brutal discipline” after the top 

 
393 Ibid. 47-50. 
394 Oestreich, Neostoicism, 258-272. 
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to down disciplinary revolution of Frederick William I, and a state with a “barracks like 

character” by the reign of Frederick II:395   

“One needed a healthy, numerous, and disciplined population from which to draw good 
fighting men; one needed a numerous and productive people to get the revenues needed 
to arm and sustain these men; one needed a sober, ordered and industrious population to 
keep production high. Governments were more and more concerned to make over their 
subjects in a more thoroughgoing way, not just to maintain order, and prevent riots but to 
participate in the ever-higher stakes of the balance of military power in Europe.”396 
 

 Among the theorists of early modern disciplining, Weber ignored the relationship 

between discipline and the state, Foucault repressed the link between religion and discipline, and 

Oestreich, while focusing on the subject of discipline and state-building, took a top-to-down 

approach.397 Gorski added to these theories by showing how important bottom-up disciplining 

was in the early modern European Disciplinary Revolution. The “reconstructive” agendas of 

Neo-Stoicism and Calvinism in the formation of disciplined subjectivities through self-

disciplining not only created a bottom-up channel for disciplining but also found appeal among 

government officials eager for disciplining technologies that would bring obedience into their 

subjects and order to their polities.398 Loughlin notes that “the idea of a state as a disciplinary 

institution became a central motif of seventeenth-century political thought” and posits that the 

early modern period can be “characterized as the institutionalization of social disciplining.” The 

plethora of ordinances, regulations, codes, and prescriptions governing the behavior and conduct 

 
395 Gorski, The Disciplinary Revolution, 96-97. Derek Beales, "Philosophical Kingship and 
Enlightened Despotism," 506.  
396 Taylor, A Secular Age, p.103 
397 Loughlin, Foundations of Public Law, 416 
398 See Taylor for the “reconstructive” agendas of reform, how Neo-Stoicism and Calvinism 
offered similar schemes and why such bottom-up disciplinary schemes were eagerly embraced 
by the elites. Taylor, A Secular Age. 
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of public and private life were not only promulgated and promoted by the central authorities 

alone but also by the Church, townships and boroughs.399  

Whether it was carried from above or below, the result of disciplinary revolution was the 

creation of a “disciplined polity” according to Gorski and in the words of Hallaq “European state 

discipline” or as Charles Taylor put it, the “the rise of the disciplinary society.”400 According to 

Hallaq it emerged as an ordering apparatus with the rise of powerful, absolutist European 

monarchs and the rise of the modern sovereign state that controlled the legislation behind this 

apparatus. European state subjects were initiated by drilling not only the bodies physically but 

also the ideas and ideals on the bodies mentally according to the laws and ordinances of 

absolutist kings. Hallaq contrasted this European development with the “paradigmatic Islamic 

governance” based on a “paradigmatic sharia” and morality that could not accommodate 

absolutism and a top to down disciplining apparatus as the “constitutive difference is the absence 

from Islamic paradigm of a monarch or state that controlled legislation.” “Islam never knew 

conscription” and a modern “Islamic State” was “the Impossible State”. Hallaq accepts that 

every society needs an ordering apparatus and sees the order in Islamic societies as “technologies 

of the self” that created “Sharia subjects” through mastery gained over body with a self-to-self 

internal exercise as opposed to the “technologies of body” carried out by European disciplinary 

institutions that created “state subjects.”401  

While Hallaq is silent about the Ottoman response to the Military Revolution, his 

essentialist argument extends to all Islamic polities and, according to his analysis, it must be 

impossible for Ottoman Muslims to create a disciplined standing army through conscription of 

 
399 Loughlin, Foundations of Public Law, 411. 
400 Gorski, The Disciplinary Revolution, xvi. Hallaq, The Impossible State, 99-100. Taylor, A 
Secular Age, 90-145. 
401 Hallaq, The Impossible State, 93, 98-112. 
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ordinary free Muslims that would engage in incessant close order drill as the paradigmatic 

Islamic governance could not accommodate absolutist monarchs and modern sovereign state, and 

Islamic notion of “technologies of the self” would oppose “technologies of the body.” To test 

Hallaq’s argument and compare the Ottoman experience with Europe, we need to seek answers 

to the questions of what constituted Ottoman notions of ordering, and the conceptual framework 

the Ottomans used to describe ordering operations, and whether a notion of top-down or bottom-

up disciplining existed in the Ottoman political parlance.  

Indeed, similar to their European contemporaries, the Ottomans were preoccupied with a 

desire for order, which they called order of the world (nizam-ı alem), later used interchangeably 

with order of the communities (nizam-ı umem) and order of the state (nizam-ı devlet).402 “Nizam” 

literally meant to string pearls or stones on a thread such as to make a prayer bead and also the 

arrangement as a thread.403 The order of an army was also described using the word “nizam.” 404 

An orderly social or military organization would have its elements, that is, subjects and soldiers, 

 
402 Contrary to the claim of Virginia Aksan “nizam-ı alem” never disappeared from the political 
parlance. It existed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and survived even into the 
nineteenth century and found itself a paramount place at the preamble of the first codification of 
Islamic law, the Ottoman Majalla. Virginia H. Aksan, "Ottoman Political Writing, 1768–
1808," International Journal of Middle East Studies 25, no. 01 (1993): 53-69. For the use of 
“nizam-ı umem”, see İbrahim Müteferrika. For “nizam-ı devlet” see the treatise of Mehmed 
Pasha. Tatarcık Abdullah Molla also used “nizam-i devlet” in 1792. Also see Gottfried Hagen, 
"Legitimacy and World Order," in Legitimizing the Order: The Ottoman Rhetoric of State 
Power, ed. Hakan T. Karateke and Maurus Reinkowski (Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2005), 55-83. 
Hagen misses the later identification of the order of the world with order of the communities and 
the state as well as its relationship with discipline and control. 
403  Vankulu Mehmed, Tercüme-i Sihah and Mütercim Asım Efendi, El-okyanusul-basit fi 
tercemeti'l-kamusi'l-muhit: Kamusul-muhit Tercümesi (İstanbul, Türkiye Yazma Eserler Kurumu 
Başkanlığı 2013). 
404 Zülfikar Efendi’s embassy report and the treatise of anonymous author examining 
conversation between the Ottoman and Christian officers, and İbrahim Müteferrika. Zülfikâr 
Efendi, Zülfikâr Paşa'nin Viyana Sefâreti ve Esâreti, 1099-1103/1688-1692: Cerîde-i takrîrât-i 
Zülfikâr efendi der kal'a-i beç, ed. Mustafa Güler (İstanbul: Çamlıca, 2007). Faik Reşit Unat, 
"Ahmed III Devrine Ait bir İslâhat Takriri Muhayyel Bir Mülakatın Zabıtları," Tarih 
Vesikaları 1 (1941): 107-121. İbrahim Müteferrika, Usûlü'l-hikem. 
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arranged like bead stones on a thread, everyone being in their rightful place. The key to order 

was seen as being under “zabtu rabt,” that is discipline and control.” “Zabtu rabt” was also used 

to denote orderliness. Zabtu rabt was a conjoined form of the Arabic words “zabt” and “rabt.” 

Zabt means guarding, keeping hold of, protecting and preserving an object with a sense of 

judgment (rey), discernment (basiret), thoughtful management (husn-i tedbir) and patience.405 It 

also has the meanings of holding firmly, restraining, controlling, mastering, seizing by violence, 

seizure, grasping, understanding, and taking down in writing.406 The Ottoman word for army 

officer was “zabit,” derived from “zabt,” literally meaning  possessor of judgment capable of 

guarding, keeping hold of, protecting and preserving an object.407 When used as an officer it 

meant controller and one capable of command and keeping discipline. Rabt means a binding, 

connecting, fastening and “rabıta,” the bond, connection, orderly arrangement and congruity. 

“Rabıtalı,” that is with “rabıta,” means “in good order, regular” and “rabıtasiz” means 

disordered and irregular.  

“Zabt,” “rabt” and “zabtu rabt” used both as discipline and control achieved at the 

individual level giving rise to a bottom-up ascending order and obtained through command in a 

top-down hierarchical descending order. In the Sufi literature on asceticism, zabt was used to 

denote the control one attains over his own carnal soul and “rabita” was the connection a dervish 

established with God through his sheikh and the prophet and the operation of “zabtu rabt” 

 
405 Vankulu Mehmed, Tercüme-i Sihah and Mütercim Asım Efendi, El-okyanusul-basit. 
406 For English translations I use Redhouse Lexicon published in 1890. James William 
Redhouse, A Turkish and English lexicon: showing in English the significations of the Turkish 
terms. (Constantinople: American mission, 1890) In the light of primary sources I examined 
from the period of 1600 and 1800 and Vankulu and definitions in Mütercim Asim Efendi’s 
dictionaries, it seems that by 1600 these words attained their standard meanings that survived 
into late nineteenth century. 
407 Vankulu Mehmed, Tercüme-i Sihah. 
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belonged to what Hallaq calls “technologies of self” for formation of subjectivity.408 The 

alternative to this operation was the top-down disciplining through husn-i siyaset (good police) 

by the rulers and officers of the subjects and soldiers. This was akin to the social disciplining and 

formation of subjectivity in Europe examined by historical sociologists, with the exception that 

the Ottoman constitutionalism being a bulwark against monarchical or state legislation that 

would have provided the framework of this operation.409 As the former included one’s own 

willing submission and exertion of mastery over his body and soul it did not bear the tensions 

and challenges of the latter, which included one’s subjugation to an external, higher worldly 

authority in the formation of his subjectivity.410 It was the latter that the Ottoman authors took 

pains to come to terms with in their search for the establishment of order and discipline in the 

army and society. The historical tension between the “political” and “legal,” siyaset and 

shari’/sharia, sat at the center of this search. There was an unease resulting from alternative 

visions of government, one which envisioned the government’s intervention in the community as 

an exception rather than the rule and another that entailed a permanent “conduct of the conduct” 

that had to be legalized and justified through sharia.  

The exceptional nature of government intervention in the community was elegantly 

summarized in Grand Vizier Koca Sinan Pasha’s didactic letter to the sultan where he stated:  

“These non-Muslim subjects (reaya) and the mankind (beraya: free citizens of the 
Muslim state) are trusts to us from God. We should leave (for the other world) while 
leaving them as we found them (in their original condition) so that we will have the 
ability to answer questions in the hereafter. We know the stories of the past sultans with 

 
408 For this Sufi conception of discipline and control that some Ottomans hoped to utilize in an 
Ottoman disciplinary revolution see my analysis of Mustafa Âli’s works in the next chapter. 
409 For a constitutionalist vision of “husn-i siyaset” that precludes monarchical or state legislation 
see Akhisari, “Usul’ul Hikem.” For an attempt to include legislation see my discussion of 
İbrahim Müteferrika’s agenda of reform below.  
410 For a similar tension in the European public law see, Martin Loughlin, Foundations of Public 
Law (Oxford University Press, 2010), 407-408. 
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decisive evidence. … The stateliness in this world and in the hereafter will be possible 
only with justice.”411  
 

Sinan Pasha also highlighted how he worked towards reforming the world around him like no 

one else did before, but his understanding of reform entailed returning the world to its original 

state according to sharia and customary laws while eliminating the illicit innovations, rather than 

a top-down attempt at disciplining and transforming the condition of the people for the better 

with a progressive mindset.412 For the ordinary people to be left in their original condition alone, 

there was one group that Sinan Pasha wanted to control (zabt) - the Janissaries. Yet the Pasha 

frankly admitted that Janissary Corps could not be controlled as the “traitors” register thousands 

of new Janissaries, resulting in dishonorable and mannerless people mixing among the servants 

(kul) and leading others astray all the while depleting the public treasury.413 Those who mix 

ordinary people into the ranks of the Janissaries disturbed the world order (nizam-ı alem) and 

made the Janissaries immune from control (zabt). Sinan Pasha maintained that he worked hard to 

establish  a perfect order (nizam-ı tam) in every matter to but pragmatically accepted that leaving 

newly registered Janissaries in the rolls was the best course of action as they could not merely be 

purged without causing greater destabilization and destruction.414 Despite being an absolute 

deputy of the sultan, acting with complete autonomy, and being considered no less than the full 

 
411 Koca Sinan Paşa, Koca Sinan Paşa’nın Telhisleri, ed. Halil Sahillioğlu (İstanbul: 
IRCICA 2004), 9. The explanations in parenthesis are mine. Telhisat is perhaps the closest one 
can get into the mindset of Ottoman grand viziers as they were private letters not aimed for 
public consumption. Although the fact that grand veziral telhis being copied later by their 
supporters to teach the good conduct and defend the legacy of their patrons might raise questions 
about their authenticity, the mere fact that minimal government intervention in the society being 
represented as the ideal state of affairs supports my point about its place in the Ottoman 
constitutionalism. 
412 Telhis, p. 7 and p. 9.  
413 Telhis, 12. p. 20. For the rest of this section, I will name the Telhis number first followed by 
the page it appeared in the publication.  
414 Telhis 12, p.20.  
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trustee of the realm and dynastic state (emin-i mulk ve devlet), the control and disciplining of the 

Janissaries presented an overwhelming challenge he professed he was incapable of handling 

alone without the help of the sultan.415 However, Sultan Murad III himself appeared equally 

powerless. He expressed his frustration that instructions for newly appointed janissary 

commanders to maintain the order of their ranks by not allowing foreigners to infiltrate janissary 

were hardly ever heeded. At one point, in his exasperation, he stated that he will simply punish 

and possibly execute the commander if his words are not heeded. But apparently his threats 

remained only on paper and the single most important issue preoccupying the sultan was that of 

the “public opinion” of the Janissaries, writing frequently to his grand vizier about his fears of a 

looming janissary uprising. The Sultan was afraid of the Janissaries possibly refusing his food 

during the Eid ceremonies thereby expressing  their discontent with the government and 

potentially escalating into rebellion and asked his grand vizier to take a good measure (tedbir) to 

prevent it from happening.416 He mentioned petitions written to him from the mouth of 

Janissaries about their discontent and also talks/gossip he heard about janissary displeasure with 

their commander.417  A possible alliance between sharia judges and Janissaries appears to have 

concerned the Pasha and Sultan most who saw this as a cause for a great sedition.418 The Pasha 

attempted to calm the Sultan by telling him about his knowledge of the matters and efforts of 

control such as placing spies among the Janissaries and appointing a commander that Janissaries 

were satisfied with but also sometimes played into the fears of the sultan by reminding him how 

the viziers before him led the soldiers to attack the state council (divan) and almost caused 

 
415 Telhis 153 p. 197-199 and Telhis 66, p. 96 
416 Ibid. This issue appeared frequently throughout the Telhisat. Also see Kafadar, “Rebels 
without a Cause?” for the symbolic importance of the food offering ritual in the contractual 
relationship between the sultan and Janissaries.  
417 Telhis 29 b, p.40. 
418 Telhis 18, p. 28. 
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dethroning of the sultan. Of course, the Sultan’s anxieties and resultant requests to attend to the 

affairs of the Janissaries never ended. He kept asking if Janissaries were pleased with their 

commander and if their salaries were paid. The Pasha in turn highlighted the dismal state of the 

treasury and how he cannot make ends meet and pay the Janissaries despite his best efforts and 

asked for help from the sultan in this regard. Indeed, along with the treasury the condition of the 

highest office holders in the Ottoman state, the Sultan and Grand Vizier, looked miserable as 

they were incapable of disciplining and controlling the army, reminding one Mustafa Âli’s 

depiction of how these top offices must be undesirable for anyone.419 This is particularly startling 

as the Ottoman constitutionalists depicted Sultan Murad III as an “absolutist” who even wanted 

to establish direct rule without appointing any grand viziers and as regularly interfering in the 

affairs of the grand vizier and making appointments to posts himself rather than simply 

approving the vizier’s picks. Even the quintessential “absolutist” sultan in the Ottoman sphere 

was still far from actually enjoying absolute authority and power either in theory or reality.420  

Ottoman political and legal thought, customs and practices of the time set a limit on the 

sultanic and vizieral attempts of disciplining and control through political means and apparently 

made the top-down attempts at control very difficult. Sinan Pasha stated his minimalist 

philosophy of governance as “leadership stands with siyaset” but for him siyaset was acting with 

discernment, wise measures (hakimane tedbir), sound reason (eyu rey) and moderation and 

fairness (insaf) in accordance with the law rather than frequent use of executions. His vision 

 
419 In line with his constitutionalist agenda, Mustafa Âli normalized the post of sultan and treated 
it like any other offices while others writing in the Hasbihal literature previously started their 
discussion with the office of grand vizier. See my discussion of Mustafa Âli in the next chapter.  
420 Pal Fodor misinterprets Sinan Pasha’s frequent conversation with the sultan about matters like 
janissary salaries and order as part of a convention. However, it appears to be the result of the 
pasha and sultan’s fears and desperation and inability to do something alone. Fodor, “The Grand 
Vizieral Telhis.” 
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included governing with custom, consent and consensus. The consent of Janissaries was sought 

in the appointments of their officers. Pasha pronounced that it is necessary that appointments are 

made through the approval of all of them and according to their (Janissaries) laws. When this 

happens, the Janissaries in turn would show their approval of the appointments by clapping 

hands and carrying out their service with their hearts and lives.421 For the appointment of a 

janissary commander an extra level of attention was given, and qualifications of different names 

were discussed between the Sultan and Grand Vizier with the latter emphasizing the need for an 

active and energetic commander.422 The customs of the particular community determined the 

promotions as in the case of the appointment of the commander of court cavalry cadets. When 

the commander died, a bureaucratic appointment was made according to their way and path 

(yollari ve tariykla) in which every officer was promoted one rank up all the way to the top.423 

The Pasha was keen to act in different matters with the joint opinion and sound judgement of all 

(cumlenin reyi), without specifying who were included in this group.424  

The communication between Sinan Pasha and the Sultan provides us real world examples 

of the ideological, legal and actual limits on the powers of the Ottoman government in interfering 

with the matters of society and the military. The political literature I will examine will 

corroborate this by showing that the question of what the limits on the ruler’s and government’s 

authority should be and how to preserve the communal autonomies while establishing discipline 

and control was an essential part of Ottoman search for a method of “good police” (husn-i 

siyaset). Ottoman discussions of military reform revolved around these questions and carried the 

 
421 Telhis 23, p. 35. 
422 Telhis 11, p. 19. 
423 Telhis 82, p. 118 
424 Telhis 4. p. 7 
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signs of aforementioned tensions between the “political”, “legal,” constitutional architecture and 

different notions of disciplining.  

In support of Hallaq’s thesis, the constitutive difference for the Ottomans who inherited 

the “paradigmatic Islamic governance” from the Europeans was the absence of a monarch or 

state that controlled legislation behind the ordering apparatus in the Ottoman polity. When the 

European monarchs attempted to bring discipline and control into their armies and societies 

through promulgated laws and ordinances in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the 

Ottomans differed in the marked absence of such laws and ordinances before 1792. Ottoman 

reformist authors of the 1790s noticed this difference. In order to lay a legitimate ground for their 

reform agenda, they projected the promulgation and presence of such laws into the sixteenth 

century Ottoman “golden ages.” These late reformists experienced difficulty in explaining the 

later “abandonment” of legislative activity, attributing it to “lethargy” or “forgetfulness.”   

The Ottomans established a relationship between laws and discipline and control as their 

European contemporaries but as a result of triumphant Ottoman constitutionalism and 

“paradigmatic Islamic governance,” their notion of law and the legal centered around the defense 

of an uncodified sharia and ancient law (kanun-ı kadim) in congruity with sharia which was laid 

down in an ancient past, and the denial of legislative authority to later rulers to change these 

laws. The sultans also mostly accepted this as they referred to unspecified ancient law (kanun-ı 

kadim) as the laws that themselves, bureaucracy and Janissaries must obey.425 The sultans who 

challenged this and had absolutist ambitions became victims of regicides and if not then a 

 
425 For sultan Murad III’s views about ancient laws determining his and bureaucracy’s course of 
action see Sinan Pasa, Telhis 131 p. 171. See Sultan Mahmud I’s letter to the Janissaries. BOA. 
HH 6/184 (According to the classification of the Prime Minister’s Office of Ottoman Archives). 
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common target of the Ottoman constitutionalist literature during their lifetime and even more so 

after their deaths. 

Behind the façade of frozen public law, the need to accommodate change over time was 

achieved by presenting the ancient laws as always immemorial and up-to-date as a body of 

customary laws and part of the unwritten common memory and history of the community.426 The 

only surviving books of laws for the Janissaries, Ottoman Navy and Bombardier Corps 

(humbaracı ocağı) attest this as they are not the codified books of law sanctioned by the 

monarchical or state authority but written by the partisans of the Ottoman constitutional conflict 

as a fusion of the forms of books of laws and the history of the respective communities.427 A 

similar law book for Ottoman archers was written by the head of archers -himself a partisan in 

this conflict- was ratified by the sultan in late seventeenth century but only after the urging and 

pressure from the community of archers themselves who wanted to enjoy an extra level of 

protection in their fight with the “intruders” to their field, rather than a top-to-down legislating 

attempt. As a result, the so-called law book looked more like a guild regulation focused on 

protecting group privileges than a set of objectively formulated laws.428 The authors of these law 

books aimed to preserve the legal autonomy and corporate structure of these corps against 

outside intervention by compiling and presenting the ancient laws of their respective 

 
426 I borrow this interpretation from Pocock. Previously Baki Tezcan used it in the Ottoman 
context. J. G. A. Pocock, The Ancient Constitution and the Feudal Law: A Study of English 
Historical Thought in the Seventeenth Century: A Reissue with a Retrospect (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987). Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire, 50. 
427 For Janissaries see “Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan-i Dergah-i Ali” in Ahmed Akgündüz ed., Osmanlı 
Kanunnameleri ve Hukuki Tahlilleri, vol. 9/1 (Istanbul, 1996), pp. 127–268, facsimile 269-397. 
For the navy see Kâtib Celebi, Tuhfetü'l-kibâr fî esfâri'l-bihâr ed. Orhan Şaik Gökyay (İstanbul: 
Kabalcı, 2007) For the bombardier corps see Bayramoglu Ali Ağa, Ümmü’l-Gaza ed. Salim 
Aydüz and Şamil Çan (İstanbul Türkiye Yazma Eserler Kurumu Başkanlığı). 
428 For the law book of archers see Abdullah Efendi, Atıcılar Kanunnamesi, ed. tr. Halim Baki 
Kunter, "Atıcılar Kanunnâmesi," Türk Tarih Vesikaları Dergisi (1942): 253-274. I examine it in 
detail in Chapter 3.  
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communities. They were seeking to initiate reforms that would bring discipline and control 

(zabtu rabt) through a process taking place within these corporate bodies according to their 

ancient customs rather than new legislation dictated by the sultan.429  

Even a strongman grand vizier like Kara Mustafa Pasha from a mighty dynastic grand 

vizierial family and head of the state (devlet) according to Ottoman convention needed to 

commission a law book about the ancient laws governing Ottoman bureaucracy when he felt that 

his authority was breached by the Grand Mufti -who was the head of the religion according to 

the same convention- contrary to the Pasha’s apparent belief of his superiority, rather than 

simply ordering the copying of an already existing code or initiating a legislative process through 

sultanic power to endorse his point of view.430 Indeed, Abdurrahman Abdi Pasha who wrote this 

 
429 Burak Kadercan posits the Ottoman historical timing having Janissaries as a standing army 
before the Europeans had anything close to it and its strong corporate identity as an explanation 
for Ottomans missing the Military Revolution. Kadercan’s study is not informed by primary 
sources and focuses only on the institutional aspect of the question of military reform at the cost 
of ideology but still it captures a certain aspect of the Ottoman experience with military reform. 
Burak Kadercan, Strong Armies, Slow Adaptation: Civil-Military Relations and the Diffusion of 
Military Power," International Security 38, no. 3 (2014): 117-152. This “law compiling” attempt 
of Ottoman authors reminds one the late seventeenth and early eighteenth-century France where 
the Burgundian lawyers and jurists compiled the ancient customary laws of their city when the 
autonomy and corporate body of their city were threatened by the absolutist king and state. They 
turned into custom to limit the king's absolute power and legislative sovereignty. See Michael P. 
Breen, Law, City, and King, 185-191. For similar partisan attempts of compiling laws in 
thirteenth century Holy Roman Empire see Wilson, Heart of Europe, 607. Wilson highlights that 
“they were really partisan attempts to describe how the Empire worked rather than actual law 
codes. Ibid., 607. The name of one of these compilations, Mirror of the Saxons, points out the 
similar Ottoman practice of writing law compilations that were in the form of Mirror for Princes. 
However, with an increasing interest and training in Roman law, territorial legislation that 
included police measures regulation wide aspects of everyday life emerged in Holy Roman 
Empire in the fifteenth century. Ibid. 607-608. 
430 ʻAbdurraḥman ʻAbdī, Abdurrahman Abdi Paşa Kanunnamesi, ed. H. Ahmet Arslantürk 
(Okur Kitaplığı, 2012), 21-22. A recent study by Yasir Yılmaz examines Kara Mustafa Pasha’s 
rise to “the most powerful executive authority in the empire” but it ignores apparent challenges 
to the pasha’s authority. Yılmaz seems not to be aware of Abdurrahman Abdi Pasha’s law book 
which I base my arguments on, and instead uses only Abdi Pasha’s history. Yilmaz argues Kara 
Mustafa cemented his power during his deputy grand vizierate under Fazıl Ahmed Pasha 
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book on the orders of Mustafa Pasha made the absence of such a written code of laws evident in 

his preamble where he states that some of the procedures of the Ottoman sultans were forgotten 

due to the passing of time and the disappearance of those who knew those laws (inkiraz-ı kanun-ı 

şinasan). Abdurrahman Pasha maintains that Kara Mustafa Pasha saw the need for the 

compilation of those old forgotten laws along with the ones in practice in his day and gave this 

task to him. Almost a century before Abdurrahman Pasha wrote his law book, Koca Sinan Pasha, 

one of the longest serving Ottoman grand viziers, also touted himself as someone who knows 

and applies the old laws better than anyone else in his private letters to Sultan Murad III.431 

Experience in public service rather than learning laws from a code is what appears to have 

mattered most for Pasha as he flaunts himself with his learning of the manners of the sultanate 

through his long service and how many viziers he saw, not how many law books he read, if there 

was any. Even in a matter regarding the application of shari’ capital punishment Pasha’s 

emphasis on experience was stark though he also showed his skills of shari’ legal reasoning, a 

skill that perhaps he gained through practice.432 Sinan Pasha seems to be overly confident in his 

legal learning by doing experience that oftentimes the sultan complained about Pasha’s 

reprimanding him and teaching him sharia, here with a general meaning of legality.433 

Apparently, Sinan Pasha also sought consensus and legal support in matters that are controversial 

rather than simply relying  upon his knowledge  alone, such as in abolishing the “innovation” of 

the wine taxes, which evidently had opponents including the sultan himself, in order to adhere to 

 
partially through his efforts and partially owing to his Köprülü household and was unrivalled 
when he assumed the grand vizierate. See Yasir Yılmaz, "Grand Vizieral Authority Revisited: 
Köprülüs’ Legacy and Kara Mustafa Paşa," Mediterranean Historical Review 31, no. 1 (2016): 
21-42. 
431 Koca Sinan Pasa, Telhis, p. 84. 
432 Telhis 151, p. 193. 
433 Telhis 37, p. 52. “Bana nasihat idub şeri talim idersin.” 
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sharia strictly. Sinan Pasha emphasized that abolishment was a unanimous decision and enjoyed 

mufti’s favorable legal ruling. Pasha’s move supports my other claim about Ottoman 

constitutionalism limiting royal authority, in this case even for a sultan like Murad III who has 

been portrayed as having absolutist tendencies by the Ottoman constitutionalist authors.434 

According to the Pasha’s understanding and portrayal, the kanuns were not a set of codified 

sultanic laws but bureaucratic customs that had a lot to do with practice. For example, Sinan 

Pasha criticized civil officials who repealed laws demonstrating that there was no sovereign 

legislative body with the unilateral power to make and repeal laws in the constitutionalist 

Ottoman state.435 As for the Sultan, obeying the ancient laws were the best course of action as 

even a seemingly minor deviation from this would later become a source of regret. There is no 

indication of these laws having been codified somewhere or the Sultan attributing a legislative 

authority to himself.436  

Koca Sinan Pasha and Abdurrahman Abdi Pasha’s works attest to the fact that even for 

the highest echelons of the Ottoman state the constitutive and procedural laws governing their 

affairs were not kept in a codified law book but instead existed as common knowledge of the 

community, practiced, narrated and orally transmitted through real people in real time.  The 

books of laws functioned primarily to allow for said laws to be learned and remembered. Writing 

laws was a private exercise, even when done upon the orders of the head of state, with the law 

books called by the names of their authors. Abdurrahman Pasha’s work came to be remembered 

with his name as the Law Book of Abdurrahman Abdi Pasha rather than the Law Book of the 

 
434 Telhis 5, p. 9. For an example of such a criticism of Murad III’s behavior see Kavanin-i 
Yeniçeriyan.  
435 Telhis 55. “Bunlar şimdi bu kanunu kaldırıp.” 
436 Telhis 131, p. 171. “Tarz-i ahsen ve kanun-ı kadimden çıkılmak sonunda nedamete 
muncerdir. Gerçi az gorinur fe-amma sonu nedametdir.” 
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Ottoman State. And Pasha’s book represented just one point of view as Hezarfen Hüseyin Efendi 

who wrote his own private book of the Laws of the Ottoman Dynasty with the lead of the Grand 

Mufti where, while admitting the superiority of grand vizier in the state, he suggested a nominal 

superiority of the grand mufti because of his spiritual leadership in matters of religion.437 

Whether it be for the highest offices like the grand vizier and grand mufti or the Janissary Corps, 

bombardier troops, navy and archers, the laws governing their affairs were of a customary 

nature, contested, and reflections of the partisan subjectivities of those who held specific offices 

or were members or supporters of particular  interest group communities. Thus, any attempt at 

reform aimed at disciplining and controlling had to account for such a notion of customary 

ancient laws and was necessarily limited in the extent to which these laws and their partisan 

interpretations accommodated change.  

The anonymous author of Laws of the Janissaries (Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan) recognized the 

role of the officers (zabit) in bringing about discipline and control to the corps and presenting a 

clear administrative organization which signaled a view of descending order disciplining but 

without precluding an ascending order disciplining as he reminded the Janissaries of their ancient 

customs as an ordering apparatus of their community which he expected them to submit 

willingly and the officers to act as supervisors and trainers in this process. Similarly, Katib 

Çelebi saw the officers (zabit) as essential for the control and discipline of the army (zabtu rabt) 

and viewed the discipline and control as linked to an underlying body of laws. He stated that the 

control of the superior ranks of the lower in a hierarchical order from the commander in chief to 

 
437 Hezarfen Hüseyin Efendi, Telhîsü’l-Beyân, See my section on the “state” in this chapter for 
Hezarfen’s conception of state and religion and grand vizier and mufti as their heads 
respectively.  
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the lowest rank is among the kanuns of organization of soldiers.438 In his description of Cathay 

as the perfect model of a constitutionalist society, he mentioned the role of the officers in the 

control and discipline of the army with great admiration. Accordingly, the control and discipline 

(zabtu rabt) the officers have on their soldiers were to such an extent that within an hour they 

could gather and arrange fifty thousand soldiers armed and dressed, ready to fight. To show how 

such a control and discipline was established, Katib Çelebi provided an account of the close 

order drill and regular training in the army of Cathay, which was a harbinger of the Ottoman 

standard account of the European drill in the eighteenth century.439 Katib Çelebi clearly 

recognized the importance of drill but aimed to accommodate it within his constitutionalist 

vision, which excluded sultanic intervention and monarchical legislation in this process. 

While recognizing the role of underlying laws in discipline and control, Katib Çelebi’s 

notion of administrative laws and regulations were a cumulative body of customary laws going 

back to ancient times and precluding the intervention and legislation of the sultans of the time. 

Katib Çelebi and the anonymous author of Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan attributed a legislative role to a 

ruler in military laws in a distant past, but this was one limited to collaborating with either a wise 

prophetic philosopher as in the case of Cathay or with jurists and saints in the case of the 

Ottomans who made sure that said laws corresponded to the sharia. After such a limited role for 

 
438 Katib Çelebi, Fezleke, 1042-1403. Indeed, the word officer in Ottoman Turkish is the subject 
form of the word to control (zbt). Katib Çelebi complains about the lack of this control and 
officer system in Ottoman central cavalry corps. He claims control exists in Janissaries although 
he admits that it is not a strict system of ranks but in every company, there is a control based on 
the time of entry into the company with elders controlling the rest.  
439 Katib Çelebi, Cihannuma (Istanbul, Müteferrika Press, 1732) The first Ottoman accounts of 
close order drill coming from Cathay, a place the early modern Ottomans and European confused 
with China, points out the Ottoman awareness of the reforms of general Chi Chi-Kuang (1587) 
who introduced the close order drill into Ming armies. For Chi’s efforts see McNeill, Keeping 
Together in Time. Katib Çelebi had never been to China and his account came from a late 
sixteenth century Ottoman source. For the place of this source in the Ottoman constitutional 
struggle in late sixteenth century see Tezcan, “Law in China or Conquest in the Americas.” 
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the sultanic authority in the ancient past, the laws attained the status of customary laws and 

evolved over time through experiential learning. Even this did not solve the tension between the 

political and legal as after denying the sultan legislative authority, and limiting the kanun to 

uncodified administrative regulations and customary laws he compiled, Katib Çelebi took pains 

to prove their compatibility with sharia and find a place for their existence within sharia as 

“siyaset-i şeriyye” of the Prophet Muhammed, that is the politics and policing practiced by the 

Prophet. Resolving this tension while developing a reform agenda had been the fundamental 

theme in Katib Çelebi’s corpus.440    

Ottoman adaptation of Abbasid Vizier Abdullah’s letter to his military commander son, 

Tahir, found in Ibn Khaldun’s Muqaddima provides another example of the influence of the 

historical tension between sharia and siyaset in trying to come to the terms with social 

disciplining and establishing discipline and control in the army. Sheikh al Islam Damadzade 

Ebu’l-Hayr Ahmed Efendi who wrote a commentary on this letter in 1718 in Arabic, alongside  

his translator and commentator Mehmed Selim Efendi, sought a religious renewal and revival 

that would bring order to the religion and state (nizam-ı dinu devlet).441 This goal however did 

not include a vision of government intervention in society or the conduct of the conduct based on 

state or monarchical legislation. They saw the siyaset as the administration of the subjects and 

managing (tedbir) matters of the country through consultation (meşveret) with justice based on 

sharia. The ruler’s authority was limited to establishing justice through upholding the limits of 

God (hududullah) in criminal law, that is, what the later literature saw as the rights of God 

 
440 See the bibliography for Katib Çelebi’s corpus that deals with this theme and my examination 
of his constitutionalist agenda of reform in detail through a close reading of his works in the next 
chapter. Even in Tuhfet’ul Kibar, which ought to be solely a book of the history and customary 
laws and practices of the navy, the discussion of sharia and its relationship with kanun is central. 
441 Damadzade, “Şerhü Vasıyyeti Tahir” and Mehmed Selim, “Terceme-i Şerh-i Mektub-i 
Tahir.” 
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(huquq Allah), and maintenance of an army.442 The authors opposed the use of reason (rey) in 

criminal matters (ukubat), defended the use of the punishments set forth by sharia alone and 

warned against using “evil innovations” (bidat), that is the practices unfound in the laws and 

traditions of the Prophet. They proclaimed that the sultan should never take the abominable 

words of “I am the sultan; I can act the way I wish” to his tongue. Indeed, the rejection of the 

sultan as “legibus solutus” was at the core of the Ottoman constitutionalist literature which 

severely criticized the sultans that allegedly saw themselves above the law and thought they can 

act the way they like as the ruler, and their acts will become the law.443  

The disciplining operation the Damadzade and Mehmed Selim envisioned included the 

sultan himself and his soul as the object of it rather than a -top-down- technologies of the body as 

part of social disciplining. The sultan should “control (zabt) his soul and tie (rabt) the horse of 

his free will into the tent-peg of mildness, gentleness, staidness and calmness.” In the 

management of the country, the sultan should have piety (takva), fear of God (haşyet) and 

contemplation (murakabe). He should have a good opinion of people, toleration, mercy and 

generosity with the conduct of giving more and collecting less. The ordering of the soldiers was 

the extension of this vision of good governance. The sultan should arrange the matters of the 

soldiers according to the needs of their ranks and straighten the curved lines of the soldiers. He 

should increase the sustenance of the soldiers and make their food ample. While doing this, 

 
442 For huquq Allah and huquq al ibad debate see Johansen, “Function and Limits of the 
Absolute Character of Government Authority" and Hallaq, “On Huquq Allah/Huquq al-Ibad 
Continuum.” French constitutionalists of the absolutist era were also keen on limiting the powers 
of the king to the judicial field while the absolutists emphasized a legislative sovereignty of the 
king. Breen states that the “traditional, constitutionalist view” was “king as a “judicial 
monarch.”” See Breen, Law, City and King, 180. 
443 Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan attributes this saying to Sultan Murad III and criticizes him for that. 
According to Mustafa Âli whom I will examine in the next chapter, acting this way would lead to 
the fall of a dynastic state.  
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showing moderation, grace, kindness, and compassion would result in increased obedience and 

purity of the love of the soldiers for the sultan. For the exaltation of the state, protection of the 

soldiers and subjects with justice and showing compassion is sufficient. 

Ottoman absolutist authors, while being overshadowed by the constitutionalists and being 

few in number prior to 1792, also recognized the link between the form of government, 

legislative authority, laws, and discipline and control. An Ottoman contemporary account of 

Louis XIV’s “absolutism” from 1696 presented it as a model for the Ottomans to create a large 

standing army of half a million soldiers and establish discipline and control over the country and 

army.444 The anonymous author presented the personal rule of the king of France as the reason 

behind French success. For him “the Sun King” was a reformer who established a level of 

discipline and control that never existed before in France. He made no references to the “State” 

of France but had a strong emphasis on the king and his total central control of the country and 

society. The King was “the vizier of himself,” knew everything, decided everything, made all 

appointments and led his army. He was very charismatic and visible but also “useful to the 

country” which together ensured obedience. The laws belonged to the King, that is, they were the 

“King’s sharia”, and he was above the law except family law and property laws of aristocracy 

enabling inheritance and had the right to pardon anyone he wished. The courts were also under 

the authority and control of the King.445 The author was aware that what he claimed to have 

 
444 Kitab Fevaid al Muluk, Description de la France et de la ville de Paris, rédigée, sans nom 
d'auteur, sous la forme d'un dialogue qui se tint en Égypte entre un haut fonctionnaire du Divan, 
nommé Ahmed Agha, et un personage nommé Soleïman, qui avait été prisonnier chez les 
Chrétiens. BNF, Supplément turc 221. According to the note at the beginning of the manuscript 
mentioned it is part of the library given to Monasterio Sancti Germani in 1720. For the 
transliteration of the text of this treatise see Belkis Altunis Gursoy, “Siyasetname Huviyetinde 
Bir Esaretname” Erdem 60 (2011): 93-114. 
445 While the Ottoman author was right in noticing the new level of control Louis XIV came to 
establish in France, his descriptions of Louis XIV’s absolutism largely represents the old 
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observed in France was markedly different from what existed among the Ottomans as he stated 

that French laws and customs were the exact opposite of their Ottoman counterparts. While a 

discussion of laws and customs were made with an emphasis on the King’s legal authority, legal 

discussions still remained minimal and everything in France was described with respect to the 

King rather than laws which was a juxtaposition of the opposition to the independent and 

arbitrary action of the rulers who saw themselves above the laws in the accounts of Ottoman 

constitutionalists.  

The “absolutist” author of the treatise on Louis XIV’s France did not address the question 

of how the Ottomans could accommodate a “king’s sharia” when the sharia, founded upon divine 

sovereignty rather than the sovereignty of the king, was the fundamental law of the Ottoman 

state and society. Another absolutist, İbrahim Müteferrika, however, was aware of the challenge 

this situation presented and attempted to deal with it in his corpus.446 Müteferrika observed the 

new level of discipline and control (zabtu rabt) European kings and states established in their 

armies which he called a “New Order” and described it as being in stark contrast with the order 

of the ancients. For Müteferrika the New Order was the reason behind the spread of the 

Christians globally and the setbacks the Ottomans experienced. He noticed that this order was 

based on the laws of reason because the “Christian nations did not have rules of sharia 

appropriate and necessary for the order of their conditions in the books they think that are Bible 

and Torah.” This recognition however presented Müteferrika with the challenge of 

 
orthodoxy of absolutism in European historiography. For a discussion of absolutism in the 
French and European contexts see the section on “Absolutism and Constitutionalism” above.  
446 İbrahim Müteferrika, Usûlü'l-hikem. İbrahim Müteferrika, “Vesilet-ut Tibaa”, Ismāʻīl Ibn-
Ḥammād in al-Ǧauharī, Mehmed (Vankulu.), and İbrahim Müteferrika, Tercüme-i Sihah ül-
Cevheri. (Istanbul: Dar üt-Tibaat il-Mamure, 1729.) İbrahim Müteferrika and Nazmizade 
Murteza, Gülşen-i Hulefa Bağdat Tarihi 762-1717, ed. Mehmet Karataş, (Ankara: Türk Tarih 
Kurumu, 2014). 
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accommodating a change in Ottoman laws to enable the same level of discipline and control 

while upholding the view that sharia is sufficient for the order of the condition of the Muslims 

and “for solving all the cases that would appear in their affairs, and make them discern the right 

and wrong until the end of the times” as well as maintaining that the sharia is compatible with 

laws of reason. Müteferrika’s solution was to employ an Islamic conceptual framework and 

discourse of reform, relying on the concepts of tecdid/tajdid, islah, ihya and ictihad/ijtihad that 

the Ottomans inherited through the Islamic tradition. He interpreted them creatively to lay the 

foundations of a New Order that would bring about the discipline and control of the Christians 

into the world of Ottoman Muslims. 

Müteferrika stated that the challenges Ottomans faced in the past became a reason for 

continuous renewal (teceddud, tecdid) of the state and religion for the Muslims. He saw this as 

reforming (islah) the religion and state through revival (ihya) of the traditions of the Prophet. He 

interpreted the siyaset as a set of prophetic laws existing along with the sharia that were also 

legislated by the Prophet Muhammed and made both of them appear like a codified set of laws. 

Yet he was also aware of the change of times and the need for change to address newly emerged 

matters and added the fourth concept of “ictihad/ijtihad,” i.e., the reasoning of a qualified jurist 

for new matters that did not exist in the times of the Prophet and earlier generations based on the 

Quran, the Prophet’s traditions and consensus of the Muslims. Since the Prophet was no longer 

alive, Müteferrika looked at the caliph of the time as the Prophet’s successor to carry out the 

renewal of the religion and state through ictihad/ijtihad.  

Unlike the European enlightenment philosophers who turned to the European kings and 

princes with their power to change the public law as the leader of reforms they envisioned, 

Müteferrika could not automatically assume that the sultan had such authority and power since 
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the Ottoman constitutionalism long denied it to the sultans.447 Therefore, Müteferrika invoked  

the Islamic concept of  the “muceddid,” (a renewer who comes every century to renew the 

religion and is also a “muctehid” qualified to make ictihad) for the caliph sultan to empower him 

with the authority to change the public law.448 As Müteferrika used the laws of siyaset of the 

Prophet along with his sharia, he saw the kanuns of the earlier Ottoman sultans as the laws of 

siyaset existing along with sharia as the second constituent of the Ottoman public law through  

which he aimed to facilitate change. In contrast to Ottoman constitutionalists, Müteferrika 

interpreted the kanun as sultanic legislation and codification and did not attribute any customary 

sources to it. Yet he was aware of the historical tension between shari’/sharia and the 

political/politics and the tension inherent in his interpretation.  He claimed that former Ottoman 

sultans issued beneficial laws (kavanin-i hayriye) and rules of discipline and control (kavaid-i 

zabtu rabt) for organization of soldiers and rules of police/politics (kavaid-i siyasiyye), not as an 

opposition to sharia or because the sharia was insufficient. The sultans did so because they 

observed the enemy’s attachment to strong regulations (nizam-i kavi) and that these regulations 

gave solidity to their soldiers with the organization of their lines and they needed to enact these 

laws to force the implementation of the sharia and preservation of the boundaries set by God and 

to increase the ferocity of soldiers in fighting and killing. For the Ottomans to catch up with and 

surpass the Christians by establishing a new level of discipline and control and creating a New 

Order army, the Ottoman sultan simply should bring back the old laws that are still useful and 

 
447 For European philosophers who looked at the princes and kings see Derek Beales, 
"Philosophical Kingship and Enlightened Despotism," The Cambridge History of Eighteenth-
Century Political Thought (2006): 497-524. 
448 For muceddid also being a muctehid in the Islamic tradition see Hallaq, "Was the Gate of 
Ijtihad Closed?”. 
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correct them according to the needs of the times and enact new ones as well as foster religious 

renewal as the muceddid of the time through ictihad/ijtihad.   

Despite the Islamic rhetoric he used, Müteferrika’s agenda of reform was revolutionary 

for his day and did not have much following. It was discovered only after the major shock the 

Ottomans experienced in the War of 1768-1774 with Russia and his ideas had to wait until 1792 

to be fully incorporated into the works of the authors of Ottoman reform treatises.449 An 

examination of the works of his contemporaries attest to this. While Müteferrika dreamed of 

ictihad/ijtihad under the rule of a renewer sultan, Ebu Sehl Numan Efendi, a judge and jurist-

scholar who assumed important posts in the Ottoman diplomatic missions in Iran and Austrian 

frontier and became a military judge during the war against Russia in the late 1730s, declared 

that the gates of ictihad/ijtihad were closed.450 For him the figure whose demands amounted to 

the endeavor of ictihad/ijtihad and religious revival was Nadir Shah of Iran whom he saw as a 

tyrant. Nadir Shah killed all his opponents from the ruling class including the head of the jurist 

scholars and created a self-styled state of his own (Devlet-i Nadir Shah). He wanted to kill all his 

soldiers to replace them with a new army resulting in his death at the hands of his soldiers. 

Numan Efendi’s account was a stark reminder to those who might have entertained an absolutist 

agenda of reform like Müteferrika.  

In contrast to the lone voice of Müteferrika, views similar to Numan Efendi’s were 

repeated in the numerous works of constitutionalist efendis who controlled the state in the 

 
449 For the rediscovery of Müteferrika’s work in the aftermath of the 1768-1774 war see the 
treatises of Historian Asim and and Penah Efendi. Hüseyin Namık Orkun, “Koca Sekbanbaşı 
Risalesi,” Türk Hukuk Tarihi (1935): 416. Aziz Berker, "Mora îhtilali Tarihçesi veya Penah 
Efendi Mecmuasi,” Tarih Vesikalari (1942). For an Ottoman absolutist agenda of reform which 
shares Müteferrika’s agenda and discourse after 1792 see Tatarcık Abdullah Molla’s treatise. 
Besim Özcan, “Abdullah Efendinin Layihası.” 
450 Ebu Sehl Numan Efendi, Tedbirat-ı Pesendide.  
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eighteenth century.451 The concern of these authors was not to seek reform but to maintain the 

glory of the state and religion by preserving its ancient laws and practices. In line with their 

constitutional views, they stressed the “unchangeable” nature of sharia and ancient nature of 

kanun thereby denying the legislative authority of the sultan. Respecting these two constituents 

of Ottoman public law was essential for the preservation of the politico-religious order. At the 

same time, they observed the changes happening around the Ottoman world and the rise of new 

rulers such as Nader Shah, Frederick II and Peter I and the new state formations associated with 

these rulers. They saw a link between change in laws, new state formations, which they literally 

expressed in Ottoman Turkish with concepts such as “devlet-i muhdes” (a new state) and “devlet-

i mustecidde” (innovating state), and military reform. In their accounts of Europe and Russia, 

discipline and control in standing armies acquired through military training and drills became the 

distinguishing feature of a new “absolutist” state formation.  

Rather than presenting the rulers they observed as models for the Ottoman sultans and the 

state formations as a model for the Sublime State, these authors used their examples either to 

show the dangers of accumulation of power in the hands of a single ruler, that is, tyranny in the 

case of Nader Shah and oppression in the case of Frederick II, or not being successful in 

elevating a state into a great power status even with major and destructive reforms undertaken by 

an absolutist ruler as in the case of Peter I. They associated the new with oppression, slavery, 

destruction, and poverty exemplified in the accumulation of power under a single ruler who 

 
451 I will be examining them together. Here is the list of the authors I base my argument on. 
Tavukcubaşı Mustafa Efendi, “Istılah-ı Nemçe”. Ebu Sehl Numan Efendi, Tedbirat-ı Pesendide. 
Mehmed Emni Efendi, Mehmed Emnî Beyefendi (Paşa)'nin Rusya Sefâreti ve Sefâret-nâmesi, ed. 
Münir Aktepe (Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1974). Şehdi Osman Efendi, Rusya Sefâretnâmesi: 
1757-1758, ed. Türkan Polatcı (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 2011). Ahmed Resmi Efendi, 
Sefaretname-i Ahmed Resmi (İstanbul: Matbaa-i Ebüzzıya, 1886). Ahmed Resmi Efendi, Viyana 
Sefaretnamesi (İstanbul: Matbaa-i Ebüzzıya, 1887). 
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carried out military reforms and created a new army. Unimpressed by the newly emergent rulers 

and new state formations, the Ottoman authors focused on the perfection of Islam and ancient 

nature of the Sublime State; and the stability and eternality it attained and its superiority over its 

enemies. They depicted frank accounts of the lack of discipline among the Ottoman soldiers 

along with Ottoman army’s contrasting nature with European and Russian armies but continued 

to defend the Ottoman ways. They presented the adherence to the religious and ancient laws, 

reliance upon God’s help, skillful use of arme blanche coupled with the bravery of the Ottomans 

as sufficient responses to disciplined new armies of their enemies.452 

While they claimed the superiority of the Sublime State over its enemies, the continuous 

emphasis on its eternal and stable nature and the defense of its superiority suggests that these 

authors either felt doubt about these claims or needed to erase the doubts emerging in their polity 

as well as the world outside the Ottomans. A discussion of the new was unavoidable even for the 

authors whose purpose was to preserve the old order. Their visits to Russia and Europe seem to 

have made this defensive mood sharper as they faced the challenge of making sense of what they 

observed and what existed or what they wanted to see in existence back home, as well as the 

challenges of the officials of the states they visited to notions of Ottoman superiority. It seems 

that the sense of flexible interpretation of the ancients we found in Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan and 

Katib Çelebi’s works in seventeenth century was disappearing in eighteenth century as the pace 

of the change outside Ottoman domains and the challenge of the new intensified and the ancient 

order appeared to be under increasing threat. This might also explain the motivation for 

 
452 Similar beliefs persisted even among some of the leading enlightenment thinkers in Europe 
until the mid-eighteenth century. See Armstrong Starkey, War in the Age of Enlightenment, 
1700-1789 (Greenwood Publishing Group, 2003) and Gat, Azar. The Origins of Military 
Thought from the Enlightenment to Clausewitz (Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1989). 
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arguments in favor of the “freezing” of sharia through closing the gate of ictihad/ijtihad or 

making a case for bravery, pure force and divine help over discipline, tactics and technology. 

 

1.6. Conclusion 

 

I started my dissertation by expressing my aim of understanding the political and 

psychological barrier V. J. Parry pointed out in explaining the Ottoman failure to borrow 

European tactics of warfare along with the disciplinary framework associated with the 

application of these tactics. Here I will recap by bringing the religious, political and 

psychological dimensions together. The key concepts introduced in this chapter and the voice 

given to the Ottoman participants in the debate over military reform in the light of these concepts 

help us to map the minds of the Ottoman authors and understand their major concerns and 

challenges in discussing reform. Indeed, the tension between the legal and political, the 

triumphant Ottoman constitutionalism, Ottoman fears of absolutism, and the defense of Ottoman 

constitutional state with its vision of paradigmatic Islamic governance shaped the Ottoman 

approach to the problem of discipline and control.  

While the ascetic training and “political” disciplining differed in their ordering 

apparatuses, there was a common fear at the center of both. Ascetics’ fear was remaining an 

absolute slave of (abd-i memluk) of their own carnal souls.453 The Ottoman constitutionalists 

 
453 For this theme and use of “abd-i memluk” in this context see the works of Sufi Sheikh 
Muhammed Sadık Efendi (1724-1794) who wrote numerous treatises for his disciples who were 
in the “service of the king”. Sadık Efendi’s treatises included recurrent references to “political” 
terminology used in the context of technologies of self. Muhammed Sadık, Risale-i Mahbub ed. 
Yusuf Turan Günaydın (İstanbul: Büyüyen Ay Yayınları, 2013), 46. Sadık Efendi also made a 
case for sharia and ancient laws. He called for obedience and docility to be shown towards God 
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who were critical about the disciplining operations they observed in the European armies in the 

eighteenth century on the other hand noted that this turned the subjects into absolute slaves of the 

ruler.454 Their unease with and opposition to military reform that would establish a well-drilled 

disciplined army was not the result of the “fanaticism of the Turks who refused to take lessons 

from the Europeans” as claimed by McNeill, but reflected John Locke’s view of absolutism as 

equal to arbitrary rule and an attempt to enslave the population.455 It was perhaps similar to the 

refusal of close order drill by Athenians when Spartans were practicing it and the disappearance 

of drill among the Republican Romans. McNeill attributes these developments to Athenians’ fear 

of drill infringing their liberty and personal initiative, and to Republican Roman reality, which “a 

fully professional soldiery living in regular cantonments” did not fit rather than the dominance of 

fanatical groups among the Athenians and Republican Romans.456 Showing this resemblance 

between the Ottomans and Ancient Greeks, in 1738, the Ottoman Mufti of Athens, Mahmud 

Efendi, wrote a History of Ancient Athens making a case for a constitutionalist democratic city 

state with a small citizen militia. His account of Athens winning over the large central armies of 

“absolutist” Persia as a model for reform resonated with the Ottomans who experienced 

difficulty against the “absolutist” European armies leading to calls for change along the 

“absolutist” lines.457 And when Ottoman Janissaries refused the European close order drill 

claiming that they did not need to be taught how to walk and march, or guards of the Bosporus 

started a rebellion after an attempt to dress them uniformly in the European fashion even as late 

 
and downplayed the role of sultan while exalting Sufi masters as the real sultans and axis of the 
world. 
454 Tavukcubaşı Mustafa Efendi, Mehmed Emni Efendi and Ahmed Resmi Efendi provide 
notable examples of this view in their ambassadorial accounts. 
455 McNeill, Keeping Together in Time, 142. For Locke’s view of absolutism see Wilson, 
Absolutism, 58. 
456 McNeill, Keeping Together in Time, 116, 121. 
457 See Mahmud Efendi, Tarih-i Medinetul-hukema. 
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as early nineteenth century, their resistance was to a disciplining operation over their bodies that 

would interfere with their subjectivity and take away their freedoms.458  

The foundation of Ottoman subjectivity formation and notion of freedom was morally 

grounded in the sharia, which prioritized the community over the ruler and the state, and 

provided room for communal customs and autonomy, allotting a limited role to governmental 

authority. While Hallaq did not use any Ottoman sources and failed to examine the Ottomans in 

particular his arguments and conceptual toolkit, with modification and adaptation, can still help 

us to understand and examine this Ottoman notion of subjectivity and freedom with its roots in 

paradigmatic Islamic governance. Hallaq’s main shortcoming was depicting a picture of frozen 

paradigmatic Islamic governance with a stagnant ordering apparatus in contrast to his picture of 

dynamic and modernizing Europe that gave rise to European state discipline as a new ordering 

apparatus. As the participants of the world order and residents of Europe, Ottoman authors 

however could not rely solely on an unchanging paradigmatic foundation. Ottoman writers had 

to deal with the rise of “absolutist” modern sovereign states with a new level of discipline and 

control over their armies and societies in Europe as it presented a serious challenge to Ottoman 

power. In a world in a constant state of flux, the Ottomans had to reexamine, reinterpret, reiterate 

and defend the paradigmatic elements of their vision while taking into account the developments 

beyond their borders. These efforts gave rise to Ottoman constitutionalism which interpreted, in 

 
458 Ali Yaycıoğlu’s recent article also makes a similar point about janissary rejection over the 
attempts of disciplining but his analysis lacks the depth of the framework I developed and the 
tension I noted between sharia and the siyasa which helps us to understand it better. Thus, his 
account does not offer us the general picture and explanation I have for the difficulties the 
Ottomans faced in devising an agenda of reform and conducting it. See Ali Yaycıoğlu, 
"Guarding Traditions and Laws—Disciplining Bodies and Souls: Tradition, Science, and 
Religion in the Age of Ottoman reform," Modern Asian Studies 52, no. 5 (2018): 1542-1603. 
Also, I would like to add that I wrote the first draft of this section as part of my second-year 
research paper in the PhD program with this particular point long before Yaycıoğlu’s article was 
published.  
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the light of “bellicist” models of state formation that highlighted the link between absolutism and 

successful adaptation into military revolution, became a bulwark against major military reforms 

in the long run until the Ottomans experienced a series of major external shocks.  

With all the Ottoman dynamism and attempts of accommodating change without 

upsetting their constitutional vision, the conceptual framework developed above, and 

examination of Ottoman sources shows the steep difficulty, if not impossibility in reconciling 

modernity and paradigmatic Islamic governance. This is a conclusion that should have become 

clear not only with my examination of the key concepts above with reference to Ottoman sources 

but also the continuing struggle between modernity and paradigmatic Islamic governance among 

Muslims living in lands once controlled by the Ottomans more than a century after the collapse 

of the Ottoman order. The difficulty that Ottoman Muslims experienced in trying to come to 

terms with modernity continues to this day and there appears to be no end in sight for this. With 

the conceptual framework I developed above and in the light of my initial conclusions, over the 

course of the rest of this dissertation, I will be examining in detail how Ottoman authors dealt 

with the challenges of early modernity with respect to the question of military reform between 

the years of 1592 and 1807. 
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Chapter 2: Ottomans between Military and Constitutional Revolutions I: The Founding Father’s 

Formulation of the Ancient and Novel (1592-1606) 

 

2.1. Mustafa Âli: The Founding Father of Ottoman Constitutionalism and the Making of an 

Ancient Ottoman Constitution 

Tâze dilber sevse âşık eski derdin tâzeler 
Tâzeler keyfiyyetin erbab-ı ‘ışkun tâzeler 

—Mustafa Âli459 
If the lover falls in love with a new beloved,  

he will refresh his old suffering 
The new fresh ones will refresh 

 the matter, quality and the state of affairs of the people of love 
 

 

2.1.1. The Modernity Conundrum: Âli and the Military Revolution 

 

Geoffrey Parker’s seminal book The Military Revolution: Military Innovation and the 

Rise of the West 1500-1800 starts with a quote from Sir Roger Williams who in 1590 was writing 

on the crucial difference between the wars of Williams’ time and all the preceding wars with 

respect to new defense mechanisms. Had Parker looked to the Ottoman contemporaries of 

Williams, he would have found similar discussions. The Ottoman bureaucrat intellectual Mustafa 

Âli (1541-1600) is one such author. Lamenting the bygone times of Ottoman glory and power, 

Âli ends his monumental history Künhü’l-Ahbar (The Essence of Historical Reports) with Sultan 

Mehmed III’s campaign against the Habsburgs in 1596. Âli sees the losses the Ottomans suffered 

during the Long War (1593-1606) markedly different than all the previous Ottoman failures and 
 

459 Mustafa Âli, Nushatu’s-Selatin, ed. Faris Çerçi (İstanbul, Büyüyen Ay, 2015), 429. 
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perceives the conquest of the modest fortress of Egri in Hungary equal or perhaps even more 

important than that of the Constantinople by Mehmed II because of the new defense methods and 

technologies. He implies that the Ottoman victory at Haçova was a onetime event stemming 

from divine help not necessarily to be repeated with the present disorderly and unjust condition 

of the Ottoman state and army facing disciplined enemy armies with firearms operating under a 

just political regime.460 I contend that Âli’s such depiction of this campaign was not just a 

dramatic literary account as Jan Schmitt sees it. We will neither do justice to Âli by reducing him 

to a follower of a distinct Ottoman Way preoccupied mostly with his career advancement nor by 

projecting his views just as a mishmash of a nostalgia for the past and disillusionment of his 

present due to not getting sufficiently promoted in the bureaucracy, if we follow Fleischer’s 

account.461 Both of these approaches deny Âli the agency for an original political thought and 

possession of a general reform agenda as a response to the challenges of early modern world 

especially with respect to the Military Revolution. Âli was a contemporary of Justus Lipsius 

(1547-1606), who also addressed the same confluence of politics, army, discipline and morality 

with a reformist vision. He was also a contemporary of Jean Bodin (1530-1596), and like him Âli 

was engaged in historical legal analysis with a constitutional methodology focused on the 

“‘fundamental’ laws at work in the public realm.” Like an Edward Coke (1552-1634), Âli was 

 
460 Âli’s account of the campaign of Egri is available only in a limited number of Künhü’l-Ahbar 
manuscripts. The ones I used for my study are Suleymaniye Library, Nuruosmaniye 3409 and 
Süleymaniye Library, Halet Efendi, 598. “Devlet-i Osmaniyye’de dahi bu makule inhizam olmuş 
değildi.” “ …fethi mevsulu Fettah-ı hikmet mukba-i mutlakın inayetüne mevkuf bir atiyye-i 
guzin” “Eğri fethini Huda kıldı ata bade izin isteburun ğaretini / Gördi Hak askeri mensura reva 
ruhını ceddi Ebu’l-Feth’in o şah / Kıldı bu fethle tekrar ihya cümle gerrub melain didler kutlu.” 
“Ez-zulmu nadir el etvar iken ceman cünud-ı muvahhidin temellüküne dahil ve cüyuş-ı mevhuşı 
müşrikin tasarruflarında zail kılınmış” See my discussion below for Âli’s description of the 
discipline of Habsburg armies.  
461 Jan Schmidt, Pure Water for Thirsty Muslims: A Study of Muṣṭafā ʻĀlī of Gallipoli's Künhül-
aḫbār (Leiden: Het Oosters Instituut, 1991). Cornell H, Fleischer, Bureaucrat and Intellectual in 
the Ottoman Empire: The Historian Mustafa Âli (1541-1600) (Princeton University Press, 1986). 
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involved in the making of an ancient constitution at the eastern end of Europe. But to this day, he 

has not received the treatment he deserves, as a thinker on par with these great European 

contemporaries.462 Living in the warlike early modern Europe, Âli was proud of his own military 

experience and saw “the art of war” as a “workshop that is a scene of difficulty and its masters 

having good measures and its tools being swords, arrows, muskets and cannons, and its order and 

the attention to its tools and causative functioning being dependent on informed spies and guides 

of perfect qualities” and the system of musket use “as a science that some soldiers love.”463 Thus, 

Âli was an avid military observer who had a causation-driven “scientific” approach to the war 

and his histories included information one could find in the works of military manuals of the 

European military theorists.464 Reducing his accounts of warfare into a literary exercise would 

not do justice to him. After my close reading of Âli’s works in totality and in dialogue with the 

ideas of his European contemporaries, I argue that he understood the main features of the 

Military Revolution and developed a constitutionalist agenda of reform that empowered the 

public and promoted bottom-up disciplining operations through moral technologies of the self 

that would allow for limited top-down disciplining.465  

 
462 For Bodin’s methodology see Loughlin, Foundations of Public Law, 56-62. 
463 “Ve sanat-ı ğaza bir karhane-i suubet nümadur ki üstadı merd i hoş tedbir ve edatı alat-ı tiğ u 
handeng ve mühimmat-ı tob u tüfeng idügi ruz-ı ruşen zahir ü müstenir olub bu karhaneye nizam 
ve esbab ü alatına kıyam sadıkul ahbar casuslarla ve ehli vukufü kamilü’l-iyar bedrekarlarla 
mümkindir.” Nush, p. 380. “heyet-i silahşörlük fünununda arz-ı mahabbet.” Nuruosmaniye 3409, 
fol. 450. 
464 Mark Stein recently pointed out Ottoman histories as an alternative for Ottoman 
understanding of war as military manuals found for the European history are absent for the 
Ottomans. Mark Stein, "Ottoman Observers of Ottoman War in the 17th Century," in Ottoman 
War and Peace, ed. Frank Castiglione, Ethan L. Menchinger and Veysel Şimşek (Brill, 2019), 
63-71. 
465 For Ottoman historian Pecevi’s awareness of the Military Revolution see Colin Imber, 
"İbrahim Peçevi on War: A Note on the ‘European Military Revolution,’" Frontiers of Ottoman 
Studies: State, Province, and the West 2 (2005): 7-22. Peçevi and Âli were both alive during the 
Long War. However, Peçevi wrote much later than Âli.  
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While recognizing the revolutionary nature of the novel -similar to Sir Roger Williams - 

and the need for change, Âli was also equally aware of the difficulty of breaking with the past 

and its burden in order to move forward which he expressed in the couplet I quoted at the 

beginning of this chapter. For Âli, loving the new was like falling in love with a new beloved 

which would only refresh one’s old wounds and suffering. At the same time, the new would 

bring a fundamental change in one’s matter, quality and state of affairs. This would be good as a 

source of reinvigoration and renewal but would also be challenging like any fundamental change 

in one’s character would be, that is if such a change is ever possible. The change could also be 

equally devastating which Âli describes as the destruction of his memories and old rose garden, 

which the rose, that is the new one, does not know and still wants to oppress him. Since she is 

new and fresh, she does not know the freshness of the past feelings of the heart and the burden of 

fresh memories.466 Thus, the transition from the old to the new was not an easy one and may 

cause damage to one’s foundations. What long perplexed Ottoman reformist authors of the late 

sixteenth and seventeenth century seeking to devise a reform agenda was the potential for the 

new and novel to disrupt the fundamentals of the status quo and bring forth many pains and 

anxieties. Their constitutionalism was also a search for accommodating the new with minimal 

damage to the fundamentals, a quest for the new in the treasure trove of the old. It was the first 

Muslim encounter with early modernity and paradigmatic Islamic and Ottoman governance’s 

meeting with early modern governance where we see the incompatibilities between the two first 

emerging. The questions that Âli and his Ottoman contemporaries dealt with did not have easy 

answers and continue to baffle the Muslims to this day.  

 

 
466 “Yıkıldı hâtırım gülüm harâb oldı o gül bilmez 
       Yine cevr etmek ister tâzedür hatır gönül bilmez.” Nush, 429. 
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2.1.2. Military Revolution in Action: Âli as the Observer of the ‘Long War,’ (1593-1606) 

 

 Âli noted four things in the Habsburg military during the Long War (1593-1606) which 

are the main features of the Military Revolution thesis according to its proponents. These 

features, which he saw as missing in the Ottoman domains, were the revolutionary engineering 

and architecture of the Habsburg fortresses, the huge number of imperial forces as a result of the 

unique way they were recruited, the dominance of firearms among the Habsburg soldiers and 

their use in geometrical formations, and the discipline and order Habsburg soldiers attained with 

a firm control of the officers over the army in a legally bound and just political regime that made 

the effective use of these firearms possible. Âli depicted dramatic scenes from the siege of Egri 

and the following field battle of Haçova. He described Egri as a firm, strongly fortified and very 

high castle, a lofty circular building with bastions that rise by stages (mukarnes) with seemingly 

limitless walls and strong towers reaching to the heavens to which only the sun and moon can 

gain entrance. For him, it was a fortress with a strength never seen before and akin to the 

mystical mountain of Kaf.467  Âli also saw its design as something new. He couldn’t hide his awe 

and praised the architects and engineers who “innovated” (icad) its design and built it as 

unrivalled masters. The guns stored inside were beyond one could imagine with his mind and 

there was no end to its canons and ammunitions. The “cursed” ones inside had their weapons 

 
467 “Eğri nam hasnı hasni mahaz yesne” “Bir kala i refie-i pür bina imiş metaneti kuh-ı Kafdan 
nişan istihkamı / Ve imaretine kala i bu… buruc ı saht bünyad  bed neden nümune / Bi nihaye 
kasr ı zerefi handekı payi best kasr huznuk gibi taht tüsserade / Kal ve buruc ve matbakı ne sipihr 
mukarnes muallak gibi fark seryade yani taş ki / Taş-ı felek alaya hemser narin kalası hod gire 
nardan ser bülendü bedter.” Nuruosmaniye, 3409, fol. 449. “Eğri kalası gibi burç-ı metin ve 
hisarı sipihr ihsar ve hasnı hasin ki baduzandan gayri duhul mahali.” Nuruosmaniye 3409, fol. 
456. 
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ready and were ordered and disciplined.468 Thus, for Âli, Sultan Mehmed III’s conquest of it was 

equal to the conquest of Constantinople by the sultan’s namesake Mehmed II.469 

Along with the “revolutionary” nature of the fortress of Egri, the number of imperial 

forces the Ottomans faced during Sultan Mehmed III’s campaign amazed Âli. He noted three 

hundred thousand soldiers raised from across the Europe as far as France with a universal call to 

the arms (nefr-i am) in addition to fifty thousand soldiers of the Habsburgs who were all paid 

their dues on time and well provisioned.470 Âli claims hundred and fifty thousand of these 

soldiers were musketeers and two hundred thousand were cavalry.471 For the imperial forces’ 

 
468 “Anı icad iden benna ve mimar / Sezadır olsa kerra üstad setmar / Mühendisleri olur sanatda 
mezdur / Halelen payi best ve beşti mechur /Ana bad u zandan özge girmez / İçine şemsu 
kamerden gayrı girmez.” 
469 Künhü’l-Ahbar, Nuruosmaniye 3409, pp. 448-457.  
Indeed, the Habsburgs developed a new defense system on the Ottoman borderlands and 
modernized their fortresses with the help of Italian engineers after 1577. See Geza Palffy, "The 
Habsburg Defense System in Hungary Against the Ottomans in the Sixteenth Century: A 
Catalyst of Military Development in Central Europe," In Warfare in Eastern Europe, 1500-1800, 
ed. Brian Davies (Brill, 2012), 35-61. Geza David names the Italian engineer who fortified Egri 
as Alessandro da Vedano. See Geza David, “Egri,” DİA.  
470 With “nefr-i am” Âli appears to describe the Holy Roman Empire’s collective defense system 
and the utilization of small guard units of the princes and imperial cities and the territorial 
militias. A systematic drilling was introduced, and militias were reorganized in 1570s. The Long 
War was also the instance which the Reichstag “was most generous” with its Turkish Aid to be 
used against the Ottomans. Wilson, Heart of Europe, 450-451, 456. “Nefr-i am” was also used in 
the Ottoman domestic context to describe the times when the defense of the Ottoman domains 
become a collective responsibility of all able Ottoman Muslims. See my discussion of the topic 
below in section 2.1.12. 
471 Nuruosmaniye, 3409, fol. 450. Âli and his Ottoman contemporaries accounts for the number 
of imperial forces were inflated and varied from hundred thousand to three hundred thousand. 
See Feridun Mustafa Emecen, Osmanlı İmparatorluğu'nun Kuruluş ve Yükseliş Tarihi:(1300-
1600) (Türkiye İş Bankası Kültür Yayınları, 2015), 364. I see this as the dramatic effect the 
ongoing European Military Revolution had on the Ottoman observers. The rise in the number of 
imperial forces still did not much the numbers the Ottomans could bring to the battlefield but the 
discipline and order, use of firearms, countermarch tactics, and terrace italieane fortresses of the 
Habsburgs created this awe and the reason the Ottoman proponents of reform inflated the 
number of Habsburg forces might well be to shake the Ottoman self-confidence by convincing 
the Ottomans that even in terms of numbers they lost the superiority. Simon Adams also notes 
for the European contemporary accounts of “the understandable desire of the participants to 
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siege of Estergon, Âli’s numbers were more modest but still high, that is, fifty thousand 

Habsburg musketeers plus twenty thousand French musketeers.472 Âli noted the dominance of 

firearms among the imperial forces against the heavy weight of Ottoman cavalry forces.473 How 

the imperial forces used these firearms in tactical formations also did not fall short of Âli’s 

observant eye who depicted the imperial forces both on defense and offense. Accordingly, the 

guns stored inside Egri were beyond imagination and there was no end to its cannons and 

ammunitions. The “cursed” ones inside had their weapons ready and were ordered and 

disciplined. It was like a box filled with dangerous snakes which alluded to the similar Habsburg 

belief of the Ottomans which was proven to be wrong during the Long War.474 As for the field 

battles, while the imperial forces were on the offensive, Âli described them as being in “tabur” 

formation, orderly drawn up ranks in seven lines marching with a continuous heavy gunfire. This 

caused so much smoke to fill the skies to the degree that no one could see each other. The sound 

of gunfire made it impossible to hear anything else and winds even disappeared due to the 

strength of the gunfire.475 Here the meaning of tabur seems to be departing from the fifteenth and 

 
magnify the opposing army in order to glorify victory or justify defeat” See Simon Adams, 
"Tactics or Politics? “The Military Revolution ‘and the Hapsburg Hegemony, 1525-1648," 
in The Military Revolution Debate, ed. Clifford J. Rogers (Routledge, 2018), 254. Although the 
Ottomans won the day in Haçova, apparently Âli magnified the opposing army to show the 
change in the Habsburg military and how the Ottomans may not be as lucky next time.  
472 Nuruosmaniye 3409, fol. 439. 
473 Âli’s account on the Habsburg forces heavy reliance on firearms is also corroborated by 
modern archival studies. József Kelenik, “The Military Revolution in Hungary,” in Ottomans, 
Hungarians, and Habsburgs in Central Europe: The Military Confines in the Era of Ottoman 
Conquest, ed. Pál Fodor and Géza Dávid (Brill, 2000), 117-159. 
474 Yaru yarağı ise sevda-i mal hülyadan gayet çok / Toplarına ve cebalu şakkalarına nihayet yok 
/ İçindeki melayinin silahı hazır ve müretteb / Şol sur-ı ahı feraha benzer içi dobdolu yılan ve 
öşyan ve akreb / Eğerçi ki rifati uç metanetde hemtası nadir / fe emma nazargahi şehriyaride 
basit ard gibi hadid idüği zahir zira ki asakir desakir sitanı emvacı tufanı” Nuruosmaniye 3409, 
449. 
475 “Küffar-ı mecnise-i neciseni alayları görünmüş yani yedi ebnuh güruh  mekruh göstermişler 
ki evveli silahan ve ramahan cemi mükemmeli” “… bir tarafa zümre ile yürümüşler yüz elli 
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early sixteenth century Ottoman wagenburg forts. Now it referred to the tactical formation of 

infantry warfare based on countermarches and heavy incessant use of firearms, a definition 

which Pal Fador previously thought found its place in the Ottoman lexicon only in the late 

seventeenth century.476  Imperial forces firing while holding their ground equally impressed Âli. 

He described how “the army of unbelievers” fired without ever showing their heads from their 

fortifications covering the musketeer infantry. Âli regarded an arme blanche attack of the 

Ottomans on such fire-like defenses beyond the pale of sound reason and measures. Dying in 

such a way would not even be considered true martyrdom; rather, it would be just meaningless 

bravery in the pursuit of fame.477  

 
binden ziyade tüfenk endaz piyade kasd likayla likada ikiyüz bin süvar müsellah amade 
birbirlerine kemali ittifakla iktida her biri müteaddid tüfenkler terakkub ve ğıda ve altı binden 
füzun vira ğalacal nemun ceraatleri sam Nemçe atlusı namundaki küffar-ı layim ba serhem 
tüfenklerin ata ata ba cemuhum derya rezme bata bata aheste aheste yürümüşler sabık ez zikr 
taklı mısra gelince at başı beraber hemanan ve hem kab ve hem sermeydan cenge tekaddüm 
itmişler.” “Küffar bednam yürüyüş tarikinde hemanan hemvar olduğı gibi”  “istaburlarını istüvar 
idüb asker-i İslama mukabele ve mukatele yüzünden buluşmalarını bir ordu-i bi hisab ve şimar 
umumu üzere cemiyetlerine bais ve hücum ı külliyetle hareket-i külliyeleri” “küffar bed endişan 
kerrahı top ve tüfenkle asker-i İslamı tebaha kasd eylemişler” “Camlu ve tığ ve tüfenk cinsinden 
mükemmel silahla tencamlu bölük girir” “Ehli derdi peykan müzeyyen eyledi hunin siperleri 
açıldı bağı murekede zal cebde vird kerem oldı şöyle ateş harbiyle ruzgar kalmadı” “almağa 
bahirül iğtimam toplar ise rağd gibi gümlerdi” “Tüfenk fındıkları ise hod yağmur gibi yağardı 
silahı ve rımahı.” 
476 Pal Fodor, “Tabur,” DİA. Despite the infantry being the defining characteristic of tabur 
warfare, cavalry remained to play a supportive role to the infantry. See Âli’s reference to the 
cavalry along with infantry in the previous footnote.  For a study on the use of wagenburg lagers 
in the Eastern European warfare especially by the Russians but also with reference to the old 
notion of Ottoman tabur see Brian Davies, "Guliai-gorod, Wagenburg, and Tabor Tactics in 
16th–17th Century Muscovy and Eastern Europe," in Warfare in Eastern Europe, 1500-1800, ed. 
Brian Davies (Brill, 2012), 93-108. 
477 “Amma küffar-ı haksar ol günlerde asla taburdan baş göstermedi… gaziler tabur kurbuna 
vardular .. atlardan ve ademlerden olup avdet eylediler … askeri küffar kesir olmağub tüskürildi 
ve bir mikdar sıngunlık müşahade olundı… Tabur karşusına varub küffarın hurucuna katlandılar. 
Kimse belürmemeğin döndüler geldiler. Üç güne dek bu minval üzere beyhude hareket ü nehzat 
kıldılar. Dördüncü gün … küffarın metrisleri üstüne azimet kıldı … üç dört bin ademiyle çalışı 
çalışı şehid oldı. Bileşince giden dört bin namdardan bin kişi güçle kurtuldı … Yanar ateşe 
girmek muvafık-ı akl-ı kamil değildir ve anın gibi bahadır kendüyi tob u tüfenge siper kılmak 
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2.1.3. “Dominions That Do Not Fall Under Unbelief”: Envying the Discipline of “Infidels” 

 

The discipline and order of the Habsburg forces arising from their just and ordered 

government contributed to the effective use of firepower in tactical formations. Âli’s depiction of 

their military prowess served him as a model for the Ottomans to emulate though it did not 

include blindly borrowing Habsburg laws. His ultimate aim remained to establish sharia across 

the Habsburg lands. To describe Habsburg discipline and order and then contrast it with the 

condition of the Ottomans, Âli promotes a trope that became popular in seventeenth- and 

eighteenth-century Ottoman discussions of military reform. Having their confidence in their old 

ways increasingly questioned both by the Europeans and their domestic audience, Ottoman 

authors shared accounts of Ottoman officers or ambassadors having conversations with Christian 

Europeans in which they associated the discipline of European armies with a distinctive state 

formation based on legal foundations different than that of the Ottomans. They observed 

European ways during their travels or time in captivity and recounted it back home to offer a 

model for Ottoman reform or at least show what the consequences of reform entailed and their 

opposition to it. In Âli’s account, a certain Mustafa Çavuş, a high-ranking Ottoman official, was 

captured by the Habsburgs, given a chance to observe the Habsburg state, society and army 

closely, even having a conversation with the commander of Habsburg forces, and then was 

released to report on what he saw.478 Upon his return, Mustafa Çavuş had a conversation with 

Sultan Murad III and recounted his observations and conversations with the Germans. Mustafa 

Çavuş emphasized the discipline of Habsburg soldiers and the justice reigning in their lands. 

 
mutabık-ı rey-i şamil değildir. Yararlığa şehid oldı deyu şöhretden namdarlığla şu denlü gaza itdi 
deyü söylenmesi yeğdi.” Künhü’l-Ahbar, Nuruosmaniye 3409, fol. 439-440. 
478 Künhü’l-Ahbar, Nuruosmaniye 3409, fol. 407-408. 
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They had uncountable brave and courageous soldiers, massive amounts of grain and limitless 

stocks of provisions, abundance in treasury and excess of wealth and properties with which they 

paid the dues (ulufe) of the soldiers on time all the result of the emperor’s respect for justice and 

his subjects. Being aware of his military shortcomings, the emperor appointed his brother who is 

also as equitable, moderate and just (adlu insaf, adlu dâd) as he is as the commander (Mathias 

the future Holy Roman Emperor) and Habsburg soldiers were controlled by him along with three 

other commanders. In their conversation, Mathias challenged Mustafa Çavuş that “you are not 

capable of controlling and disciplining your soldiers (zabt) … even if a low-ranking janissary 

oppresses the subjects, you are not helpful to that oppressed one.” Supposedly, he even repeated 

the famous trope of Islamic political thought, “dominions would stay with unbelief but would not 

stay with oppression” in the hands of the ruler and dynasty. Accordingly, the dominions of a just 

but “unbeliever” king would be firm and permanent but a Muslim oppressor/tyrant ruler’s 

dominion and his hold over them would not be permanent and lasting. Using this conversation, 

Mustafa Çavuş then allegedly confronted Sultan Murad III as “to sum up o, my king, the 

country/dominions are lost (You lost control). The oppression of soldiers on the streets has 

reached the highest level. If your wish is the lasting of your kingdom/rule, set out on a journey to 

check it yourself rather than trusting your commanders.” However, Âli was not impressed with 

the result of this conversation. Rather than a fundamental shakeup of the Ottoman system, the 

sultan acted to save the day. The words of Mustafa Çavus became influential over the sultan who 

sent fifty million aspers (akçe) to his commander for the soldiers. If this payment was not sent, a 

falling out was about to happen among the Ottoman soldiers as they were telling each other 

“Why are we suffering from the hardship of not being paid? We can disperse, what else we can 

do?” 
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While the emperor and his brother generally observed equity, justice and moderation in 

their conduct, Âli particularly took note of the how executions as a political instrument (katille 

siyaset) constituted another dimension of establishing discipline and control in Habsburg army.  

He gave the example of the Habsburg siege of Estergon when fifty to sixty thousand German 

imperial soldiers did not even enter the Muslim orchards in the area when their commander 

threatened to execute those out of line. Until their victory, none among such a substantial number 

of soldiers touched the orchards, after which they were permitted to plunder. Mustafa Âli cites 

the maxim “leadership without politics is impossible” which we saw feature in Sinan Pasha’s 

repertoire in the last chapter, with a double meaning of both “moderation and equity” and use of 

executions when needed.479 Âli was against the excessive use of siyaset as a means of capital 

punishment and confiscation.480 Despite Sinan Pasha’s claims of his belief in politics as mercy 

and moderation, Âli regarded the exercising of the execution as a political instrument to be 

immoderate. Writing after Pasha’s death, Âli claimed the burden and sin of the executions under 

Sinan Pasha’s order departed with him.481 For Âli, discipline and control were not just a matter 

of criminal law. It was also a matter of individual rights and reforming the self through bottom-

up disciplinary mechanisms. Âli balanced the disciplining power of the government with a 

constitutionalist approach to law and a bottom-up disciplining of the self through moral 

technologies of the self. This balancing act constitutes the theme of my discussion of his thought 

and reform agenda throughout this section.  

 

 
479 Ibid., fol. 442. 
480 Ibid., fol. 435. 
481 Ibid., fol. 446. 
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2.1.4. Âli’s Perception of the Condition of Ottoman Army: Noble Janissaries vs Wicked Cavalry  

 

Mustafa Âli’s description of the Ottoman army falls into two categories beyond his 

general criticism of Ottoman soldiers: his praise for Janissaries and condemnation of timariot 

and, especially, court cavalry soldiers. One might suggest that serving twice as a janissary scribe 

might have made Âli biased in this conflict. We know from Sultan Murad III and Grand Vizier 

Sinan Pasha’s letter exchanges examined in the previous chapter that the appointment to the 

Janissary Corps was made after seeking their consent as well as the Janissaries’ takeover of 

control of the registry of new cadets into their ranks. Âli criticized the new practice of appointing 

Janissary scribes from among the ranks of Janissaries and wanted appointments made from the 

outside to prevent inflation in Janissary numbers. At the same time, as a two-time janissary 

scribe, he must have enjoyed the backing of the Janissaries and also played a role in their 

numerical inflation which the Sultan and Grand Vizier complained about.482 Both the desperation 

of the Sultan and Grand Vizier - who was Âli’s long-time archenemy and target – regarding the 

Janissaries and their deep fear of them drove them to satisfy the Janissaries. This further justifies 

Âli’s partisanship. As a constitutionalist, Âli would have surely had all the reasons to be a 

supporter of the Janissaries as a check and limit on the sultanic power. But we should also 

remember that Âli spent eight years in Bosnia which made him embrace the frontier gazi ethos 

based mostly on cavalry warfare.483 Thus, Âli’s fascination with disciplined and ordered infantry 

troops from the age of Military Revolution could also be a reason for his preferential treatment of 

 
482 For Âli’s criticism of this practice which he sees as a violation of the ancient laws see 
Künhü’l-Ahbar C.II, p. 94. 
483 Nush, p.439-440. 
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musketeer Janissaries who were more in line with the spirit of the age despite lapses in discipline 

and control.  

In Künhü’l-Ahbar, Âli devotes a special section to the cavalry with the title “The Evil of 

Wicked/Heretical Cavalry Forces.”484 He claims their lineage is the worst of reprehensible and 

they have no manners. All they do in the world is create disruption and mischief. They are the 

oppressors who destroy villages and make residents suffer and raid the meetings of the Ottoman 

divan making the sultan curse them. Cavalry soldiers who receive forty-fifty asper salaries are 

deprived of their blessings and are ungrateful. Wherever you see someone despicable and 

poverty stricken wearing a dirty turban and dress and ask which group he belongs, it would be 

summarily confirmed that he is from the central cavalry forces division.485 Whenever they set on 

the journey of a campaign, they usurp the properties and the honor of those on the way (raping) 

and still hope for conquest and success. None of their heads and commanders (aghas) are 

capable of controlling them. Âli regards the ruler of Islam as not being sanctioned with pen and 

sword. Whatever they do go unpunished and that is why they continue to be occupied with 

mischief and rebellion.  

Âli states the Janissaries are not like the cavalry forces.486 Their lineage goes to ancient 

veterans and they are everlasting and enduring in the matters of jihad. As a sign of Âli’s 

fascination with firearms, he praises the Janissaries for showing a desire and esteem for guns and 

making themselves famous for this drive. Although there are corrupt Janissaries, compared to the 

goodness of the good Janissaries, they are negligible. Unlike the disorderly state of cavalry 

forces with a salary of forty-fifty aspers, even the Janissaries who receive three-four aspers have 

 
484 Künhü’l-Ahbar, Nuruosmaniye 3409, fol. 431-432. 
485 Yet earlier in the Künh, Âli admits that the reason cavalry forces became poverty stricken 
recently is partially the profusion of wars. See Künhü’l-Ahbar C.II, 95. 
486 Künhü’l-Ahbar, Nuruosmaniye 3409, fol. 432. 
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an order in their conditions as they are still able to a have gilded knitted cap with a tassel on their 

heads, wired knots, elevated silver wired swords and make a living.487 

Âli devotes a special chapter to the importance of a commander’s ability to control his 

forces which he deems lacking among the Ottoman commanders of his time, especially his long-

time enemy Sinan Pasha.488 Âli’s notion of discipline and control encompasses the actions of 

military personnel both on the battlefield during the campaigns and in civilian life after the end 

of campaigns. He sees the need for discipline and control as a matter of reason and gives voice to 

“people of wisdom” who unanimously agree that “the commander who cannot control his 

soldiers could not be victorious.” Again, using the opinion of the Habsburgs for the Ottomans to 

make a case, Âli claims that the commander of the unbelievers sent an advisory letter to Sinan 

Pasha asking “How can the commander in chief who cannot control his soldier use the title of 

commandership? How can a commander who is not able make his soldiers have forbearance 

have a face?” Lacking discipline and control, the Ottoman forces faced defeats during the Long 

War in Hungary and Wallachia which Âli claims that had never been seen before during 

Ottoman rule.489 Âli repeatedly calls the Ottoman soldiers, especially the cavalry, effeminate 

cowards (muhannes) fleeing the bold attack of the enemy. The dominance of cannon and musket 

fire in the battlefield like heavy rainfall reminded them of the scenes of doomsday and rendered 

the Ottoman cavalry forces ineffective. Ottoman soldiers on the flanks (cavalry) were “cowards 

whose chests burned with fear and started fleeing en masse.” While falling short of calling Sultan 

Mehmed III an “effeminate coward” outright, Âli depicts him as one. As the Habsburg soldiers 

reached Ottoman royal ammunition depots near the sultan’s tent and planted their flags, the 

 
487 Ibid., fol. 432-433. 
488 Ibid., fol. 442-443. 
489 Ibid., fol. 443. “Devlet-i Osmaniyye’de dahi bu makule inhizam olmuş değildi.” 
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sultan wore the mantle of the Prophet and started crying and praying to God not to be defeated 

by the unbelievers. It was only thanks to the divine help and last-minute efforts of the sultan’s 

servants and Janissaries that the fate of the battle was overturned.  

As for the discipline and control of the soldiers in civilian life, Âli refers to the early rule 

of the Ottomans. He claims that when a janissary made a small mistake his license was 

suspended, and he was imprisoned in the fortress. Those who became mischievous were not 

permitted and thrown into the sea overnight. Court cavalry troops were well controlled and were 

subject to imprisonment by commanders and governors even for minor crimes and were kept 

orderly (merbut). Now even the janissary officers were unable to control the soldiers. Those who 

wanted to exercise control were dismissed by the soldiers who said, “we do not want this.” The 

Court Cavalry Corps (bölük halkı) occupied the world with oppression. Saying that the judges 

cannot imprison them, they destroyed the cultivated, prosperous, inhabited lands and countries 

(memalik-i mamure) of the Ottoman domains. Âli described the devasted condition of Ottoman 

lands under tyranny in detail based on his observations during his time as the treasurer of the 

district of Amasya.490 Âli saw vast destruction, depopulation, and a huge drop in the livestock 

population - from four to five hundred to just two in one example due to a disease. He witnessed 

places in which even the dead could not be buried as there was no one left to do this, corpses 

remained laying in the open. People were ploughing their lands themselves with the plows 

instead of using oxen. Some were digging with hand hoes and planting seeds. Âli again relied on 

the opinion of the people of intellect/reason to explain the total collapse of Ottoman rural and 

military order thereby enduring defeats, leading to a loss of honor and experiencing an existential 

crisis which he claims was something the Ottomans never experienced in their history before. 

 
490 Ibid., fol. 437-438. 
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They contended that “the reasons for this are the commander being inauspicious and shameless, 

the low quality of our soldiers, the class of scholars (ulema) being ignorant, the people of market 

not respecting the prices of the day and being merciless. Otherwise such a weakness of the heart 

of the Muslims has never been seen when the religious zeal was firm.” Âli thinks it is a result of 

people not paying attention to piety, righteousness and compassion. People of the market and 

merchants were not respecting the fixed prices, charging five aspers for something worth one 

asper. The politics of the marketplace came to naught. Since cavalry and janissary forces also 

became the people of the marketplace, they also started to buy and sell as they observed in 

others. As a result, God created scarcity and defeats.  

 

2.1.5. Bringing the World Order Back: Âli’s Agenda of Reform 

 

Observing that the world order (nizam-ı alem) was upset, Âli worked on creating a 

program for bringing it back. He did not just depict an image of total degeneration of the 

Ottoman state and society and diagnose the problem; rather, he developed a comprehensive 

agenda of reform that included bottom-up social disciplining through moral technologies of the 

self and top-down disciplining through a regime of law and order under a constitutional limited 

government. We can find Âli’s vision of the former in his works on Sufism, and the latter in his 

constitutionalist histories, advice for princes and book of manners. It is no surprise that Âli wrote 

his constitutional history and a rewrote his book Riyazu’s-Salikin on Sufi ascetic disciplining in 

1590s when he was also depicting an image of total collapse, we saw in my above examination 

of Künhü’l-Ahbar. So, I will first examine Âli’s constitutionalist views on the governance of the 
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state and society and then the Sufi mystical governance of the self before bringing them together 

to present Âli’s comprehensive agenda of reform for the Ottomans and its destiny.   

 

2.1.6. A Constitutionalist Reading of Islamic History 

 

Âli described the state as a revolving thing, akin to a turnstile, waterwheel, thread-mill 

revolving according to certain rules and laws.491 In Fusul-i Hall u Akd ve Usul-i Harcu Nakd, 

which is a history of Islamic dynastic states, he set onto explain what these rules and laws were 

and how the state and dominions changed hands according to them.492 Âli’s keenness to show the 

public’s role in state-making is seen in the title selection of his book which highlights “the 

epochs of binding and unbinding” (fusul-i hall u akd,) that is, when a contractual relationship 

between the ruler and the public legally entitled to recognize his rule (people of binding and 

unbinding) was made or unmade. Rather than telling a detailed of the histories of the states he 

examined, Âli focused on the fall and rise of each dynastic state with its adherence to and 

deviation from justice. For Âli, it was public approval and disapproval in the form of a 

contractual relationship, which gave rise and fall to a state. The contract was broken when the 

dynasty deviated from justice. Clearly showing that he wanted to empower the public of his day 

in the kingmaking process, Âli emphasized that he wrote his history in vernacular Ottoman so 

that it would be read and understood at public gatherings.  

 
491 Mevaid, 306-307. 
492 Gelibolulu Mustafa Âli, Füsul-i Hall ü Akd ve Usul-i Harc ü Nakd, ed. Mustafa Demir. 
(İstanbul: Değişim Yayınları, 2006). 
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Âli’s world experienced what a modern historian called “the expansion of the political 

nation”, and Âli was eager to empower the public for his constitutionalist agenda of reform.493 In 

Fusul, we see this as Âli repeats the phrase “were embraced as a king (by them)” (padişah 

idindiler) many times to emphasize the role of the public as king makers. It was the public who 

decided whom to embrace as their king or turn their faces away from him. The public came 

together, attacked tyrant rulers, killed them and enthroned someone else when sultans became 

hated by the public and disrespected the laws of their predecessors and ancestors. When people 

of the world demand and will a person to ascend to the throne due to his good administration and 

justice, he would become the king even if he was an “unsightly Arab slave.”494 Writing at a time 

when he and the Ottomans in general deemed a lady unfit to rule, Âli stated how the people’s 

power and will were so strong that they could even enthrone a lady. Ulema also acted as part of 

this king-making public process and brought sultans down from power. In the case of Monla 

Nasir Tusi, he even unseated the caliph and ended the caliphate. Ascending to the throne through 

public power, the sultans on their part had to prove their knowledge of governance (ilmi 

salatanatı isbat), make themselves beloved, avoid errors in reasoning, and taking appropriate 

measures (reyi tedbirde taksirat) if they wanted to protect their throne. The persistence of 

kingship became manifest if the dynastic state respected sharia, favored the sages and showed 

care for the path of justice. 

 
493 For the “expansion of political nation” see Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire. 
494 Fusul, 116, 131.  
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2.1.7. The Missing Sovereignty: A Ship of the State Sailing in Stormy Waters with no 
Legislature 

 

Besides laying the popular consensual and justice based constitutional foundations of a 

state, Âli depicted the organization of his ideal government which he called “devlet.” Âli saw the 

state like a ship sailing in tumultuous waters in an apocalyptic scene similar to the times of the 

Great Flood under the glorious leadership of the Sultan who is “from the progeny of Noah.”495 

Âli’s portrayal reminds one of his contemporary Jean Bodin (1530-1596)’s preface to 

République  which starts with “explaining how he has written this treatise on the commonwealth 

because the “ship of state, rocked by a violent tempest, is in imminent danger of foundering.”496 

Âli’s conception of the kingship and state, however, is reminiscent of the Huguenot doctrines of 

legitimate resistance which is seen as the reason behind Bodin’s reactionary shift towards 

absolutist conception of sovereignty. From my reading of the Fusul above and Âli’s ancient 

constitutionalism below, it appears that the Huguenot François Hotman (1524-1590) who 

uncovered an ancient constitution in which “kings had been elected, bound by law and, and were 

created by the ultimate authority of the people meeting in the public council of the realm” and 

Âli had a similar vision.497 In Âli’s ship of the state, although the sultan was elevated to a 

mythical height, he was deprived of the actual powers as he was not among the five people who 

actually sailed it. First among the mariners was the grand vizier who is the esteemed captain 

(reis-i muhterem) to this ship (zevrak. -also meaning Sufi hat) and the virtual king, followed by 

the judges of the courts full of wisdom who are the people of the law (sharia) and the sailors and 

 
495 Künhü’l-Ahbar, Nuruosmaniye 3409, fol. 447-448. 
496 Loughlin, Foundations of Public Law, 65. 
497 Ibid., 64-65. (For Hotman and attribution of Bodin’s shift to his reaction to the doctrines of 
Huguenot writers). 
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knower of the seas of the world.498 The Chief Treasurer is the possessor of numbers and chief 

warden (odabaşı) of laudable qualities safeguarded the provisions. While recognizing the grand 

vizier as the captain of the ship, Âli attached to a special importance to the chief scribe (reis’ul-

kuttab) who is from the people of the pen and steers the rudder. Âli called him the anchored most 

beneficial servant, auspiciously in front of the sailing ship to show that the stability of the state 

was facilitated by the scribes. Towards the end of Künh when he was discussing the change of 

grand viziers, Âli states that the world order and the order of the human beings are made nearer 

and honored through the service of scribes.499 In a world where quick turnarounds of grand 

viziers was common, it was the books and services of the scribes which became the anchor of the 

ship of the Ottoman state ensuring its continuity. 

Âli mentioned the janissary commander “who is the controller of the people (zabit-i 

umem)” and other pillars of the state/notables (erkan-ı devlet) under these top five in the 

ship/Noah’s ark (fulk) of heavenly rank as those who use different tools are like the servants of 

the people of high endeavors and grace.500 Apparently, the grand mufti (sheikh al Islam) who had 

the highest authority in interpreting the sharia is not included in the state. Unlike Bodin’s 

commonwealth, Âli’s dawla/devlet had just the executive and juridical branches of the 

government but no conception of the legislature. He did not mention legislation as part of the 

activities of the ship of the state. Âli’s Ottoman dawla was not a modern sovereign state but just 

an executive government that also operated the court system. 

Âli’s metaphor of the state as a ship sailing in the waters of apocalyptic times in Kunh 

connects with his constitutional history Fusul as the ship ran the risk of sinking. Elsewhere, Âli 

 
498 Künhü’l-Ahbar, Nuruosmaniye 3409, fol. 448. For grand vizier as the virtual king (padişah-ı 
manevi) see Künhü’l-Ahbar C.II, p.88.  
499 Künhü’l-Ahbar, Nuruosmaniye 3409, fol. 458. 
500 Ibid., fol. 448. 
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did not hide his disdain for sea voyages which he saw as very dangerous and with a high risk of 

death.501 Thus, with his emphasis on the fall and rise of the states in Fusul and depicting the 

Ottoman state as a place where the justice-based contractual relationship with the public was 

broken, Âli’s use of the ship metaphor is more telling. For the ship not to run aground, Âli 

wanted able people to fill the positions of the sailors. If everyone did his job well, things would 

run smoothly. For example, if the warden is a person of understanding and a good tax collector, 

it is easy to facilitate the provisions of everyone in the ranks. Times were difficult, but Âli still 

had hope. Even if the winds are blowing from the opposite direction, as long as the captain, the 

sailors and the steerer are superior in their positions/floors, the fear of surging waves of the seas 

would not affect those who sit on the ship (zevrak-nişin).502  

 

2.1.8. A Sultan ‘Sometimes Lowlier than a Lowly Subject’ and the Slaves No More: Âli’s 
Equalizing Intervention into Ottoman Politics 

 

While Âli elevated the sultan to a mythical height and made him disappear from the 

scene of the ship of the state thereby reducing him to a figurative head captain while the steering 

of the state was in the hands of the grand vizier and the anchor in that of the chancellor/chief 

scribe, he also brought the sultan down to the earth to the level of the members of the ruling class 

by treating the sultan’s post just as one of the many posts of the state. Prior to Âli’s work, the 

Ottoman “hasbihal” literature which examined and often critiqued different political and social 

classes started with the grand vizier. Âli, on the other hand, started with the sultan reminding the 

 
501 Mevaid. Unfortunately I cannot access to my copy of Mevaid due to Covid lockdown to make 
a specific page reference.  
502 Künhü’l-Ahbar, Nuruosmaniye 3409, fol. 448. 
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sultan’s lowliness despite being at the zenith of the society.503 He did not shy away from 

addressing the sultan directly as “You are more sorrow-troubled than a beggar,” “That there are 

days when you are lowlier than a lowly subject,” reminding him of the threats to his throne 

coming from his sons and others as “if they unite and scheme for your throne” and “If the 

soldiery shows rebellious behavior.” There was no escape even if the sultan voluntarily abdicates 

because he still has “to drink the cup of torturing insecurity (lit., insecure anguish).” Âli reminds 

the sultan that he cannot trust anyone including his relatives and his dependence on the service of 

the strangers would also not bring any relief. He will carry his problems on his own, “bending 

down at both ends like a bow” and “crushed under the enormous weight of business”. He could 

not even find an escape in wine as then “the learned men (ulema) start to interfere and scold.”504 

Âli also challenged the notion that the members of the Ottoman ruling class of his day on 

whom the sultan had to rely on were the slaves of the sultan. Instead, he maintained an equality 

between the sultan and his “slaves.” He reminds the reader that God is the real Lord, and the 

sultan is only the metaphorical/figurative lord and his slaves are only “metaphorical” slaves, not 

legal slaves. Âli held that the sultan and the people of his gate are equal to him as slaves of God, 

all as people at God’s gate rather than the sultan’s.505 Âli claimed the slavery of the military class 

had no legal basis in divine law to begin with and sought to dispense with it by bringing it under 

the control of sharia courts. He asserted that the service of janissary officers appointed to collect 

boys from (the non-Muslim families) is a violation of sharia but it was chosen as a practice in the 

 
503 For the uniqueness of Âli in starting with the sultan see Hanife Dilek Batislam, Hasbıhâl-i 
Sâfî (Kitabevi, 2003). For the hasibal literature see Ali Emre Özyıldırım, “Hasbiah,” Brill 
Encylopedia of Islam 3. 
504 Direct translations in brackets belong to Andreas Tietze. See Andreas Tietze, “The Poet as 
Critique of Society: A 16th-Century Ottoman Poem,” Turcica 9, no. 1 (1977): 146-147. For the 
Ottoman Turkish transliteration see İ. Hakkı Aksoyak, Gelibolulu Mustafa Âlî Dîvânı (Kültür ve 
Turizm Bakanlığı Yayınları, 2018), 466-468. 
505 Nush, 472. 
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past out of necessity of those times in order to increase the number of the people of Islam. 

Despite the kanun of not taking the sole son of a family and taking only one son from the 

families with multiple sons during each assignment, an evident oppression and hideous injustice 

in actual practice emerged. If the parents reminded the collecting officers the kanun, they were 

tortured severely. Âli’s solution to this blatant oppression – which was contrary to the sharia 

form the outset and even to the customary procedural kanun – aimed to bring this “service” of 

collecting young boys under the authority of sharia courts with an order of the government.506 

Âli does not explain how a sharia court could carry out an order which violated sharia. From his 

opposition to the slavery of the ruling military class as well as his defense of aristocratic 

inheritance of the offices and their income sources through generations, we can surmise that Âli 

wanted to end the age long devşirme practice of collecting young boys by bringing it under the 

authority of the divine law. The lack of entry of new cadets would have indeed secured the 

inherited position of the progeny of the present members of the military and furthered the aims of 

the aristocratic constitutional state Âli had in mind. In this state, the sultan was elevated to a 

transcendental level and stripped of real powers but at the same time also brought back to the 

level of his subjects and members of the ruling class in reference to the divine law.  With an 

egalitarian approach to the dinner table whose order also showed one’s place in the hierarchical 

order of the society in his times, Âli denounced the Ottoman sultans who said “we are kings, so it 

is not permissible for others to sit on the dinner table with us” thereby acting against the law by 

abandoning the customs of the Prophet.507 Âli’s ideas of the equality between the sultan and his 

 
506 Nush, 392. 
507 Mevaid, 332. Indeed, the administrative laws attributed to Mehmed II but textually appeared 
only in the early seventeenth century starts with the ordering of the dignitaries in sitting and 
standing after the preface of the author. See Anonymous, Atam Dedem Kanunu: Kanunname-i 
Âli Osman, ed. Abdulkadir Özcan (İstanbul: Kronik Kitap, 2017), 5. The publishers attributed the 
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“slaves,” represented a fundamental shift from the times of the Suleyman I when legally even the 

grand vizier could be considered a slave and thus his testimony at the court could be dismissed, 

forcing the sultan to free the grand vizier first as occurred in a legal battle between the Chief 

Justice Fenarizade Muhyiddin Efendi (d. 1548) and Grand Vizier İbrahim Pasha.508  

Perhaps due to coming from a family with a slave background himself, Âli also 

sympathized with the slaves of his time.509 He saw the purchased slaves as the group to be shown 

mercy and compassion most after the orphans as “they have been separated from their mothers, 

fathers and homelands. They are sad and heartbroken by always facing the calamities of the 

condition of bondage and slavery and being in the possession of obstructers, masters and 

controllers. If they die, there would be no one to cry for them except their masters. Their hearts 

wish such things that they would not acquire. They have no relatives or partners in the world.”510 

Âli even sided with Ferhad Pasha who also sympathized with the slaves and apparently had a 

negative opinion of the capturing of slaves during the war and saw the enemy doing the same to 

the Ottomans as an earned retribution.511  One of the two shari’ legal commentaries he wrote was 

 
authorship of this text to Mehmed II but since it is doubtful authenticity and I do not see 
Mehmed II as its author I chose to call the author anonymous and did not use Mehmed II in my 
reference to avoid a misunderstanding about my approach.  
508 Mehmet Gel, "Kanüni Devrinde “Müfti” ile Rumeli Kazaskeri Arasında Bir “Hüccet-i Şer 
‘iyye” İhtilafı Yahut Kemalpaşazade-Fenarizade Hesaplaşması," Osmanlı Araştırmaları 42, 
(2013): 72. 
509 For the slave background of Âli’s father see Fleischer, Bureaucrat and Intellectual, 13-16. 
510 Mevaid, 385. 
511 According to Âli’s account, the ulema and soldiers/veterans came to Ferhad Pasha and told in 
tears “Unbelievers of Moldovia captured our wives and virgins and used them as wine servers in 
their gatherings of vice and debauchery shattered and broken the cups of our honor and shame.” 
Ferhad Pasha in turned answered in a moment of rage without thinking about its legal 
implications: “Was it good that you imprisoned the people and children of the unbelievers and 
used them? Is it strange that they use your virgins and wives?” Ferhad Pasha could not think that 
this statement would be equal to blasphemy (kufr) in a moment of anger and rage. Sheikh al 
Islam Bostanzade Muhyiddin took bribe from Ferhad Pasha’s enemy Sinan Pasha and ruled for 
the blasphemy of Ferhad Pasha and the need for his execution. Ferhad Pasha was imprisoned in 
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on the book of manumission in al-Hidaya that he proudly mentioned in his autobiography.512 He 

saw the castration of the males to make them eunuchs for the Ottoman harem service a violation 

of sharia which could be a reason and excuse for the eunuchs not to follow sharia when they 

become government officials.513 Yet he also cautioned the slave servants, especially the ones 

who are paid and dressed well, against escaping from their metaphorical masters as this would be 

a denial of their blessings and potentially lead to being sold as new slaves which would mean 

starting all over again. Instead, he recommended waiting patiently and becoming a king like 

Prophet Joseph.514 The slaves could wait, work and buy their freedom from their masters. Any 

act that helped the slaves in this was praiseworthy. When Şemsi Pasha’s moved to Üsküdar on 

 
Yedikule and then strangled into death and his estate was confiscated. Âli saw Ferhad Pasha’s 
execution wrong both on pragmatical and legal grounds. He claimed all the people of wisdom 
and the possessors of intellect unanimously agreed that it was not a sound judgement to execute 
Ferhad Pasha at such an important time of necessity. It was not wise to kill him and thereby 
dispersing his “household” of five thousand when they were staying united rather than using in 
many services on the Persian lands. But if the pragmatism left aside, in the times of the old 
Sultans such executions and confiscations were seen as the against the rulings of the Hanafi legal 
school. (Muhalif-i madhab al muruwwat/literally; against the path of happiness). Künhü’l-Ahbar, 
Nuruosmaniye 3409, fol. 434-435. 
Therefore, despite Âli and Ferhad Pasha’s negative views of slavery, it was still part of sharia 
and a direct opposition to its practice would lead to blasphemy charges for opposing the divine 
law. Yet according to Âli’s account, Ferhad Pasha’s execution was not accepted in the public 
conscience and Sinan Pasha came to be called as the murderer of Ferhad which apparently made 
a reference to the lover Ferhad in the epic love story of Ferhad and Shirin. The date of Sinan 
Pasha’s death was also immortalized with the statement “With his plot, he killed such a rational 
and knowledgeable vizier like Ferhad Pasha”. (When the numerical values of the Arabic letters 
in Ottoman Turkish script of this statement was added it gave Sinan Pasha’s death). Künhü’l-
Ahbar, Nuruosmaniye 3409, fol. 447. 
512 Nush, 418. The other commentary he wrote was on the book of pilgrimage. Unfortunately, I 
could not locate these commentaries. 
513 Nush, 394. According to Âli’s account Mesih Pasha was telling “My testicles were not 
removed with sharia, why should I attend this matter according to sharia.” Despite agreeing with 
the act of castration being a violation of sharia, Âli also saw pasha’s refusal of applying sharia as 
an act of apostasy. Yet, Âli’s examples of Mesih Pasha as well as Ferhad Pasha point out to a 
growing disapproval of the Ottoman practices of slavery among the members of the Ottoman 
ruling class as well as in the public consciousness.  
514 Mevaid, 362-363 
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the Asian side of the Bosporus, many state dignitaries made frequent sea trips. It created a great 

opportunity for the slave boatmen carrying passengers to make money in order to buy and gain 

their freedom from their masters more swiftly. In Âli’s world, helping a slave gain his freedom 

was a source of well-earned fame which he thought Şemsi Pasha earned despite being a man of 

“evil nature” otherwise.515 Apparently, it was a world in which the slaves gained freedom and 

became even better off than the children of their former masters. Âli recommended to the 

purchased slaves who gained freedom and wealthy through their master’s blessings to help their 

deceased masters’ children and buy them fief lands, keeping in mind that although their 

metaphorical lord died the real Lord is eternal.516 Despite his aristocratic ideology as well as his 

position that only people of certain ethnicities like Bosnians, Croats and Hungarians were fit to 

rule while deeming Turks, Arabs, Kurds and Albanians totally unsuitable to be the members of 

the ruling class, Âli also had humanist leanings. He saw the people of his time as brothers with 

respect to their humanity, as loving and sincere friends because of their familiar habits and 

relationships, and as neighbors due to their proximity. Human beings are also connected by flesh 

and blood with respect to the nearness of their genealogy. Thus, he concluded that slave or non-

slave alike all human beings must be treated well.517 With all his “humanism” and sympathy for 

slaves, Âli, and Ferhad Pasha for that matter, could not be considered “abolitionists” as the sharia 

which was the supreme and fundamental law of the land in their times accepted slavery and even 

the suggestion of enslavement being morally wrong as done by Ferhad Pasha could easily lead to 

 
515 Nush, 466. 
516 Mevaid, 339-340. 
517 Nush, 470. Mevaid. 
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blasphemy charges and one’s execution.518 Nevertheless, Âli’s views on this issue are relevant 

for the purposes of my study as it offers more evidence for his constitutionalist position and 

agenda of reform that described a disciplining process while limiting the royal power. Âli’s 

assertions regarding the equality between the sultan and his “slaves” and the need to phase out 

the enslavement of young boys for the ruling class serves this constitutionalist vision of reform. 

The latter would do strengthen the already existing aristocratic transfer of membership in the 

ruling class while the former would level the playing field of the political arrangement. When the 

sultan and the soldiers are equal, a top-down disciplining operation with absolutist implications 

would not have been possible. 

 

2.1.9. “Law in China”: An Eternal Constitutionalist State Which Can Bring Discipline and 
Innovate 

 

Âli took a constitutional approach to history similar to one in Fusul when he examined 

Cathay in his Künhü’l-Ahbar.519 For Âli, Cathay served as a mirror on how to be an ideal 

constitutionalist polity with the rule of law and limits on monarchical authority that could 

facilitate change in military laws without upsetting its fundamental laws and having a disciplined 

and ordered army and society. He reveals his legal constitutional focus at the beginning of his 

treatment. He claims that the difference between his approach in Künh on Cathay from previous 

world histories was his focus on its rules and laws based on Khitayname which had previously 

 
518 For an erudite study of Islam and Slavery and especially the moral dilemmas the historical 
legal acceptance and practice of slavery poses for the Muslims see Jonathan AC. Brown, Slavery 
& Islam (London: Oneworld Academic, 2019).  
519 Künhü’l-Ahbar, Milli Kütüphane 68, pp. 134-166. This is the only extant manuscript of 
Künhü’l-Ahbar which has Âli’s account of Cathay.  
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been overlooked in them.520 In Âli’s depiction of China, we also see one of the main tenets of 

European constitutionalism which is the existence of a realm with fundamental laws independent 

of the monarchy. He depicted Cathay as a realm in which the dynasties and emperors came and 

went according to an unchanging constitutional law of change of kings (kanun-ı tagayyur-i 

hakan) but the realm remained. “Mulk-i Hitay” (the realm of Cathay) changed hands. Dynasties 

ended sometimes due to the end of the family line. But in Cathay, emperor ascended through 

merit. An emperor who committed three mistakes in a row would be overthrown and the 

 
520Künhü’l-Ahbar, Milli Kütüphane 68, p. 134. Ali Akbar Khatayi wrote his Khitayname during 
Selim I’s reign and presented it to Suleyman I. For an analysis of Khitayname’s entry into 
Ottoman political thought offering a Chinese model for the Ottomans see: Kaveh Louis 
Hemmat, “A Chinese System for an Ottoman State: The Frontier, the Millennium, and Ming 
Bureaucracy in Khatāyī's Book of China” (PhD diss., The University of Chicago, 2014). For 
Hemmat’s claim that Khitayi had a “radical political vision in which the civil officials, rather 
than the emperor, are the true rulers” see Kaveh Louis Hemmat, "Citations of ʿAttār and the 
Kanz al-Haqāyeq in ʿAli Akbar Khatāyi’s Book of China: A Sufi Path of Bureaucracy." Iranian 
Studies 51, no. 5 (2018): 667-691. Hemmat argues that Khitayi’s vision was informed by Sufism, 
especially the oneness of being doctrine of Ibn Arabi that supported an egalitarian political 
doctrine. Hemmat also points out that Khatayi’s work anticipated the political developments 
examined in Tezcan’s Second Ottoman Empire. My reading of Âli shows his similar vision of 
limited government but Hemmat’s interpretation of kanun as the secular man-made laws and 
Chinese example being used in the Ottoman context to support this idea do not apply to Âli’s 
case and context which will become clear during my analysis later in Âli’s making of an ancient 
Ottoman constitution and strong Hanafi shari’ legalism. Also, my analysis of the Ottoman 
political thought is based on a much richer primary source textual base even just for Mustafa Âli 
rather than one book like Khitayname alone which Âli clearly read and copied from. Recently, 
Pınar Emiralioğlu claimed that Khitayname’s entry into the Ottoman world “has to be viewed 
and interpreted in the context of Ottoman claims to universal sovereignty and the simultaneous 
rise of geographical consciousness among the sixteenth-century Ottoman literati, politicians and 
image-makers.” Emiralioğlu’s use of the concept of sovereignty is very uninformed. She 
probably means a world domination based on power which has nothing to do with the meaning 
of sovereignty in the legal and political thought. One of my principal arguments in my 
dissertation is the missing sovereignty in the Ottoman state which puts even its statehood in the 
modern sense into question let alone being able to project sovereignty universally.  See 
Emiralioğlu’s article for her misinformed approach to sovereignty. Pınar Emiralioğlu, 
"Relocating the Center of the Universe: China and the Ottoman Imperial Project in the Sixteenth 
Century," Osmanlı Araştırmaları 39, no. 39 (2012): 160-187. Baki Tezcan’s article remains to be 
the most informed study on the relationship between Ottoman kanun and the Ottoman reception 
of Khitayname but he misinterprets Âli’s appropriation of it which included reformism rather 
than a blind traditionalism. I will be showing this later in this chapter.  
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emperorship according to Chinese constitution (kanun) would not be passed to anyone from his 

progeny. Other nobles took over and established their dynastic rule and Cathay still remained 

intact. Âli emphasized the transitory nature of kingship and the eternal realm. The realm and 

state became one and lasted for the past four thousand years which perhaps gave hope to Âli for 

the continuation of the Ottoman realms without the Ottoman dynasty at a time when the Ottoman 

ship of state was in a grave danger of floundering.  It appears that Âli was not particularly 

worried about the Ottoman dynasty falling from power based on his description of dominions 

changing hands in Cathay or the Islamic world with the realm and its laws remaining intact. 

Moreover, his sympathies and praise for the Crimean Tatar dynasty with Genghisid lineage gave 

him hope for the possibility of a smooth dynastic transition. Crimean khans belonging to a 

lineage with higher legitimacy to rule than the Ottomans presented an alternative for the kingship 

to be maintained with merit and the election of public in the Ottoman realms. With this historical 

constitutional analysis of past and present dynastic states, Âli warned the Ottoman sultan and 

dynasty about the dangers they are facing and their need to change the course if they wanted 

their reign to continue.521 Examining Âli’s political thought, we see the harbinger of Ottoman 

constitutionalism of the seventeenth century that considered the belief in the public’s (i.e. people 

of binding and unbinding) role in kingmaking which led to the dethronement of the sultans who 

deviated from sharia and ancient laws as well as carried out multiple regicides. This was all in 

the making by the late sixteenth century.  

For Âli, Cathay also served as an example of how to attain military and social 

disciplining despite being a constitutionalist state. Without changing the fundamental laws, there 

 
521 Fusul, 143. “Muhassıl-ı kelam her tarik muhtell oldı. Iyazen billah zeval i mülk i devletden 
havf ü ihtiyat kibaru sigara lazım geldi … Sebeb-i zeval-i mülk-i devlet olan maddeleri hakikati 
ile tetebbu idüb lisan-ı kaleme alub söyledim … Hudayı Yekta manzur ı padişahi olmasını 
müyesser ide. Yani  ki fasil fasıl okuyub mazmunı ile amel etmelerini mukadder ide.”  
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was enough flexibility to change the laws governing the military affairs. Cathay was an example 

of enabling top-down control and disciplining when there were limits on royal power and 

fundamental laws preventing excesses. In Âli’s Cathay, the emperor had a control (zabt) over a 

disciplined army with a law (kanun) based well-defined hierarchical structure. Fifty thousand 

soldiers could gather in an hour.  The city population was like a citizen militia. Every day they 

gathered in military order to salute the emperor sitting on his throne. If the emperor did not show 

up to the event, he was dethroned. Despite living in an ancient realm with ancient laws, people of 

Cathay also showed flexibility in changing their laws which gave longevity to their state. 

Previously, Cathay had a law according to which anyone who fled the battlefield would be 

executed, even if a hundred thousand soldiers fled, all of them would have been executed. 

However, the harms of this law were seen in a war in which the enemy forces waged a shock 

attack while the soldiers of Cathay were busy forming their ranks (alaylarin düzmeğle mesgul 

iken), killed numerous soldiers and took the emperor as captive. After this event, Cathay changed 

its laws and stipulated that emperors will not go to battlefield and instead send a commander. 

When peace was possible, they were not going to stubbornly wage war. Perhaps an allusion to 

the long inconclusive Ottoman wars with the Habsburgs and Safavids and the collapse of urban 

and rural order, Âli claims, in his present day both the soldiers and subject population of Cathay 

are in peace (huzur) and comfort (rahat) because they do not see fighting as permissible and 

instead seek tranquility and public order.522  

 

 
522 For the development the idea of “huzur” in sixteenth century see Buzov, “The Lawgiver and 
his Lawmakers”. For the development of the idea of “rahat” see Marlene Kurz, Ways to Heaven, 
Gates to Hell: Fażlīzāde ʿAlī's Struggle with the Diversity of Ottoman Islam (EB-Verlag, 2011). 
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2.1.10. “Laws Since the Time Immemorial”: The Making of an Ancient Ottoman Constitution as 
a Stable Ground for Reform 

 

Cornell Fleischer observes a widespread interest in “constitutionality” in the late 

sixteenth century, during which Âli produced most of his works.523 Baki Tezcan sees Âli as the 

chief proponent of an Ottoman ancient constitutional project that proved to be successful, which 

put forward the “Laws of the Mehmed II” as an “effective constitution,” in the words of 

Fleischer.524 Building off of this reading of Âli as having a constitutionalist tendency, I argue 

that Âli sought to establish a stable ground for his agenda of reform, while also limiting the 

powers of the sultan. He did so by formulating an ancient Ottoman Constitution based on kanun 

in accordance with sharia.525 Constitutionalist though he was, Âli should not be mistaken for 

those who espoused a “traditionalist methodology,” defending the old, in opposition to an 

“experimentalist royalist absolutist” project endorsing the new – which sought to extend from the 

domain of law and politics to the sciences. Baki Tezcan describes this methodology as merely 

being concerned with “tying the hands of the sultan.”526 Despite the importance of tradition in 

Âli’s thought, he also embraced experimentalism, not only in the political sphere but also in 

medicine. He touted his works as having a novel and strange style. Rather than sharing stories 

with questionable authenticity, as older books did, Âli provided his own “authentic account” of 

events based on experience.527 He displayed an unapologetic self-pride in his works: while 

 
523 Fleischer, Bureaucrat and Intellectual, p. 200. 
524  Tezcan, “Law in China”. Fleischer, Bureaucrat and Intellectual, 198. Fleischer, however, 
does not see the laws of Mehmed II as an invented tradition or part of a later project. 
525 For Âli’s role in ancient constitutionalism bereft of reformism see Tezcan, “Law in China”.  
526 For Tezcan’s arguments see Tezcan, “Law in China”. Also, Baki Tezcan, "Some Thoughts on 
the Politics of Early Modern Ottoman Science," Osmanlı Araştırmaları 36, no. 36 (2010): 135-
156. 
527 Nush, 484-485. 
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covering a wide range of areas – from history to politics, spiritual sciences and etiquettes of 

civility – his works were also ego-documents in a modern sense. He was proud of his education, 

which blended the rational sciences (ulum-ı akliyye) with the transmitted sciences (funun-ı 

nakliyye).528 Heralding similar remarks of Katib Çelebi half a century earlier, he yearned for 

bygone times, when scholars were philosophically-oriented and produced authentic works of 

their own, rather than focusing on merely copying and translating.529 Âli praised the medical 

doctors and surgeons who came up with new cures not written in extant books of medicine and 

disparaged those who simply memorized a few books but lacked experimental knowledge. He 

applauded the experimental knowledge that resulted in Doctor Yakub’s medications, a Jewish 

convert into Islam, and he admiringly recalled a Venetian surgeon’s experiments that he 

witnessed on a cadaver. To Âli’s disappointment, this experimentalist medicine was unique to 

the Franks of his time; such doctors were absent in the lands of the Rum.530 Âli went so far as to 

include these doctors among the noteworthy people in his section on obituaries of the year. He 

reserved a separate section for them, as he did for the religious scholars and dignitaries, which to 

my knowledge is a first in the history of Ottoman writing.531 Despite all his emphasis on the 

ancient laws, Mustafa Âli had a modern sensibility, enthusiastic regarding the new times and its 

needs, no matter how painful the changes it would necessitate may be. In the couplet I quoted 

before, he compared his dilemma to falling in love with a new beloved while not being able to 

break up with the suffering of the past.532 While capturing Ottoman ancient constitutionalism as 

well as the customary nature of kanun well, Tezcan’s works largely interpret Âli and his 

 
528 Nush, 417. 
529 Nush, 354. 
530 Künhü’l-Ahbar C.II, 222. Nush, 410-412. 
531 Künhü’l-Ahbar C.II, 221-224. 
532 Nush, 429. 
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constitutionalist contemporaries as a reactionary force. Tezcan thus overlooks their reformist 

underpinnings and their search for how to accommodate the new. 

A discussion of Âli’s conception of an Ottoman constitution as having a basis in ancient 

kanuns should begin with what the kanun represented to him. The basis of Âli’s notion of kanun 

was that it was largely an orally transmitted unwritten set of customs. It did not entail a set of 

written laws that the state or ruler would then enact, the way one expects with modern 

legislation. Twentieth century Ottoman historians often fail to grasp this fact, as they project 

their modernist legal outlook onto their understanding of Ottoman kanun. They do so partially 

because they are acting within the episteme of modernity and partially because they wish to 

locate Ottoman origins to which they can then trace their modern state projects, whether 

secularist or Islamist.533 Tezcan offers an examination of the Ottoman understanding of the 

kanun through the ideas of Lütfi Pasha, who shared the world Âli grew up in and was influenced 

by. Tezcan correctly contends that the kanun, in some uses by Lütfi Pasha, “can be replaced with 

the Arabic term sunnah – “in the sense of habitual practice, customary procedure or action” – 

and in others, can be thought of simply as what is necessary, permissible, lawful, legal or 

regulation.534 Indeed Âli also shared this understanding of kanun, even using the term kanun in 

 
533 Secular historians like Halil İnalcik and Islamist ones like Ahmed Akgündüz agree on this 
view of kanun while disagreeing whether kanun was a secular or Islamic legislation. See 
İnalcik’s entries “Kanun” and “Kanunname” to Brill’s Encylopedia of Islam. Also, Akgündüz’s 
introduction to his compilation of “Ottoman laws.” Ahmet Akgündüz, Osmanlı Kanunnameleri 
ve Hukuki Tahlilleri-1: Giriş ve Fâtih Devri Kanunnâmeleri, Vol. 1. (İstanbul: Osmanlı 
Araştırmaları Vakfı, 2006). Fleischer continued this modernist look into kanun and saw it as “a 
corpus of secular legislation. Fleischer, Bureaucrat and Intellectual, 192. I wrote my 
comprehensive paper for my Islamic Law and Legal Studies minor on how the politics shaped 
the approaches taken in Ottoman and Islamic legal history writing in the modern Turkey. I am 
planning to revise and publish it in the near future.  
For the limiting effects of operating within the episteme of modernity see Wael B. Hallaq, 
Restating Orientalism: A Critique of Modern Knowledge (Columbia University Press, 2018). 
534 Tezcan, “Kanunname of Mehmed II,” 659. Tezcan, “Law in China,” 116-117. 



 213 

place of Prophet Muhammed’s sunnah, which he saw as unadulterated like the Prophet’s 

sharia.535 Âli’s notion of kanun as sunnah can also be seen in how he authenticated his 

statements about certain kanuns and the terminology he used to describe changes in them. For 

the laws of the ulema, Âli’s source was chancellor Celalzade Mustafa, who passed them on to 

him orally (by takrir), sharing them just as he had heard them through a chain of transmission 

reaching back to the ancient chancellor Seydi Bey. If there had existed a law book of Mehmed II 

containing the rules that was utilized by the Ottoman government, it would have been in the 

safekeeping of Chancellor Celalzade and he would have utilized it himself. Rather than reading 

the laws from a book, however, he transmitted them to Âli orally, just as the sunnah of the 

prophet is narrated. When narrating, he would offer a depiction (tasvir) and say, “‘the kanun of 

the Father of the Conquest’ is like this.”536 

Âli characterized changes in the customary kanun practices as either “beneficial 

innovation” (bidat-i hasene) or “improper innovation” (la-munasib bidat). These terms again 

alluded to the terminology used to describe innovations for matters not existent amongst the 

customs of Prophet Muhammad.537 Making the customary foundations of his notion of kanun 

clear, Âli used the terms “right/straight/correct customs” (adet-i kavime), “ancient customs” 

(adet-i kadime) and “ancient law” (kanun-ı kadim) interchangeably.538 When writing about the 

laws of Mehmed II, Âli was not referring to certain articles of a code, but describing a set of 

customary practices. He thus used statements, such as: such-and-such “is the customary/habitual 

law” (kanun-ı mutaddir), “is the custom/habit” (adetdur), “is the customary rule” (kaidesidur), 

“is observed and respected” (meri’dur), “is in force currently” (caridur), and “became 

 
535 Künhü’l-Ahbar C.II, 83. 
536 Ibid., 79. 
537 Ibid., 91-92. 
538 Nush, 363, 364. 
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established” (mukarrerdir) when describing a particular practice.539  For him “modes and 

manners, and rites and customs” (tavru ayin) were identical to the kanun.540  

According to Tezcan, this customary nature of kanun – in the words of Pocock, 

“immemorial it was, equally always up to date,” – gave it an elusive nature and made it unstable 

ground by which to defend the threatened interests of the traditionalist established Ottoman elite 

that Âli belonged to. In the face of socioeconomic changes in the late sixteenth century, newly 

enriched elites were keen on entering the Ottoman ruling class.541 Indeed precedence alone was 

no longer sufficient for determining correct conduct. Whereas previously, the true ancient act 

was what mattered most, now the very understanding of what was ancient and true was being 

contested. Âli noted, for example, that the embellishers of the sultan’s court cited a precedent-

based kanun line of defense against his demands for the decoration of his book. Âli recounted “If 

its reality (vechi) is asked, they answer as it has been happening this way (ola gelmişdir). But it 

was not this way in the time of the ancient sultans.”542 In Mevaid, he recognized the innovations 

made in kanun, stating, “it is answered ‘it is not a kanun from the ancient times’ (it is not an 

ancient law), that is, it is allowed as ‘a good innovation.’” But he also observed that even after an 

innovation was accepted as beneficial, it was not easy for it to be practiced. He noted, 

“[Although] it has not been happening this way, if it is ordered to do so they still have many 

excuses.”543 For Tezcan, as the legitimacy and immutability of the kanuns which defended the 

old interests of the elite became increasingly challenged and questioned, Âli’s creation of an 

 
539 Künhü’l-Ahbar C.II, 87-88, 98.  
540 Ibid., 73. 
541 Tezcan, “Law in China” and Tezcan, “Kanunname of Mehmed II.” Also see John GA 
Pocock, "Burke and the Ancient Constitution—a Problem in the History of Ideas," The 
Historical Journal 3, no. 2 (1960): 125-143. 
542 Nush, 338. 
543 Mevaid, 278. 
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ancient constitution based on the laws of Mehmed II was an alternative. Tezcan described it as 

an attempt “to invest a powerful sultan of the past with the quality of a founder of laws, and thus 

ground the Ottoman kanun on definitive royal will rather than elusive custom.” It was “freezing” 

the custom in an ancient past in the “definitive constants” of the laws of Mehmed II.”544 After 

making a reference to Pocock and ancient constitutionalism and indeed capturing an Ottoman 

reality, Tezcan stops there. He does not engage in a dialogue with English ancient 

constitutionalism, which I believe can offer us more insights into similar Ottoman developments. 

Here, I will offer an Ottoman story in dialogue with English ancient constitutionalism. I will 

thereby challenge both Tezcan’s reading of “definitive royal will” as the origins of an Ottoman 

ancient constitution, as well as his reading of this constitutionalist project as a defense of old 

class interests alone, freezing customs and arresting social change.545   

In the Künhü’l-Ahbar, which constituted the first stage of Âli’s making of an Ottoman 

ancient constitution, Mehmed II does not appear as a legislator but rather as someone who 

declared and confirmed the ancient laws in a medieval constitutionalist sense.546 He was not 

alone in this effort, as Mahmud Pasha – regarding whom Âli was keen to mention that his ulema 

origins linked him to the class of jurists – acted with him. Âli called their effort a “designation of 

the regulations of the scholars of prophetic sharia” by which they were “setting forth clearly the 

laws of the pillars of the Muhammedian State.”547 Âli’s Mehmed II was far from the powerful 

sultan of the past that Tezcan found, but a ruler fearful of losing his kingdom, a fear Âli linked to 

 
544 Tezcan, “Kanunname of Mehmed II,” 661-662. 
545 For an insightful examination of English ancient constitutionalism from which I benefited a 
lot see Corinne C. Weston, "England: Ancient Constitution and Common Law," in The 
Cambridge History of Political Thought 1450-1700, ed.  J. H. Burns and Mark Goldie 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991): 374-411. 
546 For medieval constitutionalism in this sense see Weston, “Ancient Constitution.” 
547 Künhü’l-Ahbar C.II, 108. “Tayin-i kavanin-i ulema-i şer-i Nebeviyye” and “Tebyin-i 
kavanin-i erkan-ı devlet-i Muhammediyye.” 
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Mehmed II’s attempt to declare laws. In the words of Âli, Mehmed II “has always been 

precautious of the fall of the kingdom and he always showed attention to winning the hearts of 

the soldiers and subjects.”548 This view connected the constitution-making project of Künhü’l-

Ahbar to that of the Fusul, which represents the second stage. We have previously linked Âli’s 

constitutional approach in Fusul to the history of “Islamic states,” built upon a contractual bond 

between the ruler and ruling dynasty and the public based on justice. Here Âli describes Mehmed 

II as worried about the public perception of his rule and that of his Ottoman monarchical state 

which led the sultan to declare laws that would bound both him and his successors. This was a 

key method of stabilizing their rule: by ensuring the continuation of their justice-based public 

mandates. Âli’s attempt echoed English ancient constitutionalists. They claimed, “Englishmen 

never believed that the king of England could violate the laws and overturn the state at his 

pleasure without making himself thereby liable to punishment. (This) clearly appears from the 

laws of St. Edward.”549 Âli’s theory of a contractual relationship with roots in an ancient 

Ottoman constitution was in line with the Whig claim that: “The noble transcript of the original 

contract, the confessor’s law, … shows, that if a king does not answer the true end for which he 

was chosen, he loses the name, or ceases to be king.” Similar to the English constitutionalists – 

who based the office of the king in the so-called laws of the holy Edward and interpreted this as 

a sign of an original contract – Âli treated the sultan’s post as an office similarly steeped in 

ancient tradition, as examined above.550 

 
548 Ibid., 85. 
549 Weston, “Ancient Constitution,” 386. 
550 Weston, “Ancient Constitution,” 386-387. Also, for this contractual relationship be an 
important tenet of European constitutionalism see Howell A. Lloyd "Constitutionalism," in The 
Cambridge History of Political Thought 1450-1700, ed.  J. H. Burns and Mark Goldie 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991): 260-264, 268-273. 
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In the end of his Fusul, Âli noted how Mehmed II and his vizier Mahmud Pasha 

contemplated deeply to make a good decision (husn-i tedbir) before declaring (vaz etmişlerdir) 

an ancient law (kanun-ı kadim). Thus, when Mehmed the Conqueror and Mahmud Pasha laid 

down a law/constitution, they were simply restoring an ancient fundamental law. Their task was 

to compile earlier laws and customs rather than to draft any new acts of legislation. Similarly, the 

Whig interpretation of the Laws of the Confessor was that they were simply confirming 

immemorial laws of the community of Englishmen.551 If the laws declared by Mehmed II were 

already ancient at the time of his declaration, the sultan was no longer the human source of the 

laws, but just a compiler. While the declared laws were immemorial, Âli saw a novelty in the 

way they were brought together. He claimed that none of the sultans before Mehmed II made the 

effort to conceive of law similarly. We can see him here implying that the reason behind the fall 

of previous rulers and dynasties – described throughout his Fusul – was that they lacked a formal 

commitment to laws bounding the affairs of the sultans and their dynasties. Âli contends that as 

soon as the importance of the kanun was acknowledged – to avoid falling into the trap of 

dynastic collapse – everything was finally laid down according to its appropriate place (yerlu 

yerine her nesne vaz olundı).”552  

No matter how “novel” Âli saw Mehmed II and Mahmud Pasha’s laying out of an ancient 

constitution, he clearly did not see it being done in the form of a text.553 The so-called Laws of 

Mehmed was not a statute in the modern sense, just as the Magna Carta was not.554 It was not a 

made law. Based on my examination of Âli’s understanding of kanun above (based on his 

description of the laws of Mehmed II), it becomes clear that these laws were a set of customary 

 
551 Weston, “Ancient Constitution,” 379-380. 
552 Fusul-i Hall u Akd, 142. 
553 Baki Tezcan proves this point in his article. Tezcan, “Kanunname of Mehmed II.” 
554 For Magna Carta not being a statute see Weston, “Ancient Constitution.” 
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laws. They were orally transmitted like a story, not articles spelled out in a statute. Just as the 

laws of Edward the Confessor could not be found in the parliament rolls, the original text of the 

laws of Mehmed II, if it ever existed, is nowhere to be found. A law book of Mehmed II came 

into existence in 1620, just as the first extant copy of Âli’s Kunh al Ahbar was being prepared, 

and three years before Selden published the so-called laws of William I, which “were said to be 

much the same as the Confessor had observed.”555 Yet, as shown by Tezcan, the only custom Âli 

refers to as having been written from amongst Mehmed II’s laws was not included in this law 

book of Mehmed II. This is further proof that the modern claims about Âli seeing the text are 

unfounded and that the authenticity of the text which came into being is doubtful.556 This custom 

that Âli claims to have been written formed the basis of the Ottoman Janissaries’ power to reject 

top-down discipline and provided the basis for their defense against military reform. According 

to this law, all Janissary commanders and officers, whether senior or inferior, were to be 

appointed from among the ranks of the Janissaries. This meant that the Ottomans could not 

develop an officer corps separate from the common soldier, which was the backbone of the 

modernizing armies of the Military Revolution age.557 Instead the Ottoman Janissaries 

maintained their “democratic” Landsknechte-like guild structure and corporate identity, which 

allowed only for mechanisms of collective consensual self-disciplining. The only supposedly 

written law of the Ottoman ancient constitution thus prevented any attempts by absolutist reform 

to have a disciplined state-commissioned army. The Ottomans did not have the parliament of the 

 
555 Weston, “Ancient Constitution,” 384. Fleischer makes this point about the common time both 
texts were produced. See Fleischer, Bureaucrat and Intellectual, 200. Tezcan, “Kanunname of 
Mehmed II,” 665. For the text of this law book see Anonymous, Atam Dedem Kanunu: 
Kanunname-i Âli Osman. 
556 Tezcan, “Kanunname of Mehmed II.” 
557 Künhü’l-Ahbar C.II, 94. 
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Englishmen, but they had a similar immemorial institution with its own ancient customary laws. 

There was a place in the ancient Ottoman constitution that limited the authority of the king.558 

In order to obscure any royal imprint on the Ottoman ancient constitution, Âli pushed the 

origin of the ancient laws even further back in time, just as Coke and other English ancient 

constitutionalists did when creating their cult of the Laws of holy Edward. They claimed these 

laws actually existed even before Edward.559 For Âli, kanun could be traced back to to Genghis, 

and even as far back as the Prophet Muhammed. He referred to this idea in the final section of 

the customary laws of the ulema arranged by Mehmed II.560 Before attributing a “novelty” to 

Mehmed II’s act of laying down ancient laws in Fusul, in Künh, Âli examined the example of 

another supposed “lawmaker,” Genghis Khan. His laws – yasa – became a contentious matter in 

the post-Mongol world, adding to the tension between siyaset and sharia. As we have previously 

seen, Chief Justice Kınalızade Mehmed Efendi, one of Âli’s mentors who read Âli’s works, 

dismissed the laws of Genghis because they were manmade and based on reason alone, thus, 

argued for the supremacy of sharia in his book on ethics.561 Âli, however, was sympathetic of 

Genghis lineage, which he saw at least as equal to the Ottomans in terms of the status of the 

Crimean khans and Ottoman sultans and perhaps even superior in terms of the historical 

legitimacy to rule. He thus took on the matter of the laws of Genghis differently and made them 

part of his ancient constitution, while also domesticating them on the fronts of both customary 

law and religious law. Âli’s fiction of Genghis envisioned him as a Muslim concerned both with 

the perpetual victory over enemies of the religion and with the continuation of the kingdom of 

 
558 Baki Tezcan also draws an institutional similarity between the English parliament and the 
janissary corps but his analyses are not informed by the similar legal foundations of both 
institutions. See Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire. 
559 For the attempt of Coke and his disciples see Weston, “Ancient Constitution,” 384. 
560 Künhü’l-Ahbar C.II, 85. 
561 For Âli and Kınalızade’s meeting and relationship see Fleischer, Bureaucrat and Intellectual. 
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his lineage, particularly when giving advice to his children on his deathbed. Âli twisted the 

narrative of Genghis Khan, making yasa disappear and replacing it with the idea of kanun. 

Genghis was no longer a legislator in his own right, but a follower of ancient kanuns, akin to a 

Sufi disciple – “salik olduğu” in the words of Âli. He presented the last will of Genghis as 

intended to protect the kanuns. Âli’s Genghis used the terms “kanun” and “custom” 

interchangeably in his speech, stating that if his successors ever annul or violate any of them, the 

fall of the state will inevitably result. As an avid reader of Ghazali’s works – reading, translating, 

and commenting on them himself, as well as recommending others to read them – Âli then 

alluded to the Ghazalian notion of the sultan and religion as twins. He found the same idea in 

Genghis’s words, who described the kanun and sharia as twins (even using the same word – 

“teveman” – that Ghazali used).562 The role of the kanuns of Genghis khan was simply to 

complement sharia so that “the victory over the enemies of the religion will be perpetual.” In this 

interpretation, kanun was not a set of written laws, but simply an articulation of the way the 

ancestors governed. If a ruler undoes or demolishes this way, his actions would be the result of 

either the loss of his dominions or of his leadership.563   

Âli recounted a conversation between Mehmed II and Mahmud Pasha similar to the one 

between Genghis and his children regarding the endurance of a dynastic state. The sultan asked, 

“God forbid what is the possibility of the fall of our kingdom/dominions would be after adhering 

to this law?” Mahmud Pasha’s answer contained what Âli and his contemporaries complained 

about happening in the Ottoman domains.  

“The only kingdom which does not fall is the kingdom of the Sublime King (God). But 
according to the path valid among the sultans of weak condition (selatin daif’ul hal 
meyanında) there is no laws stronger and firmer than the one we laid down (bizim 

 
562 For Âli’s recommendation of Ghazali’s Ihya to be read see Künhü’l-Ahbar C.II, 78. 
563 Künhü’l-Ahbar C.II, 81. 
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koduğumuz kanundan esbet ve muhkemi yokdur). Consequently, after all this firmness the 
possibility of the fall of the kingdom and dynastic state (zeval-i mulk-i devlet) is certain 
from two aspects. First, from your progeny a king comes and does not adhere to the law 
and says “What is the kanun? I did it and it became kanun.” Second, outsiders mixing 
into our military and causing disorder to the class of kuls. Sultan Mehmed liked Mahmud 
Pasha’s words and said: “You are telling the truth.” 
 

Murad III seems to be the sultan from the progeny of Mehmed II whom Âli had in his 

mind while recounting this conversation. He reportedly said, “I did it and it became kanun,” 

drawing the backlash of Ottoman constitutionalist authors, who disapprovingly quoted him in 

their political tracts.564 In Nush, Âli accuses him of treason. He explains that the sultan is given 

the deputyship of the public treasury at the time of the creation of the world. Subjecthood is a 

trust from God bestowed upon him. Thus, his not looking after this public trust, accepting 

oppression, and giving offices to those who do not deserve them, is equal to treason. He cannot 

cite ignorance and being uninformed as an excuse in this matter in any way.565 Âli maintained, 

“If the imams and caliphs before “us” acted this way, religion and state would have fallen; such 

an independence wouldn’t have been possible.” Part of the constitutional duty of a Muslim king 

is to facilitate the comfort of the poor and increase the richness/provisions of soldiers, who 

receive divine help. According to Âli’s reading of Ottoman history, what distinguished the 

earlier Ottoman sultans from the others was not just that they had an abundant number of 

soldiers, but that they ensured they were well-equipped with cannons and firearms and that they 

were disciplined and a uniform unit. One of the requirements of the sultan as the deputy of God 

(halife-i halikul alem) was to assign posts to officials according to their capacity, as well as to 

guarantee that salaried and landed soldiers – who have the zeal inspired by Islam – were well-

 
564 See for example, Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan. But as I have shown based on Telhisat of Sinan 
Pasha in the previous chapter, Sultan Murad III was also keen to follow the ancient laws.  
565 Nush, 283 
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armed and equipped.566 Finding these basic constitutional duties unobserved in his day, Âli 

considered the fall of the Ottoman state to be imminent. His reform agenda aimed at reviving 

these lost qualities in line with the needs of the times.   

In order to guarantee that posts would be granted only to those who truly deserved them, 

Âli defended a kanun-based aristocratic constitutional state. He called for the passing of the posts 

to the sons of their holders, thereby continuing the light of the “hanedan” (dynastic noble 

families) as in the earlier days. During past sultans’ reigns, if a member of the aristocracy 

committed a crime, he would be punished – even to the extent of being executed – but his post 

and land (mansıb ve dirlik) would still be passed to his best son. If his only heir was a young 

child, the sultan would appoint a deputy to fill his post until the orphan was old enough to 

assume it. This “kanun” motivated soldiers to sacrifice their lives and fight with their best effort 

during wars. Dismissal is a calamity (bela) limited to Satan.567 Âli saw this aristocratic 

inheritance as part of the ancient constitution. The disorder rampant around him was thus a result 

of not respecting the kanun and of assigning posts at whim while saying, “we gave the post and it 

became the path (tarik),” instead of telling undeserving appointees that it was not their path.  

While Âli defended the ancient constitution as providing a stable basis for reform and 

sufficient limitation of royal authority, he was also pragmatic in his approach, believing that 

kanun had the ability to change. For Âli, kanun had a customary nature and cumulative character, 

despite its being fixed and unchanged.568 His description of the laws of Mehmed II in Kunh 

included not only the ancient laws, but also later amendments and institutions created by new 

 
566 Ibid., 328. 
567 Ibid., 341.   
568 Fleischer who sees kanun as the dynastic law, notes this point as “dynastic law, though 
cumulative, allowed for innovation and variations as need arose.” See Fleischer, Bureaucrat and 
Intellectual, 198. My interpretation of Âli’s view of kanun depart from Fleischer by focusing on 
its customary law origins and form. 
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laws. As the laws were customary rather than the products of “definitive royal will,” those who 

had the power to change the laws and institute new ones also varied. They ranged from a grand 

vizier like Rüstem Pasha – who allowed sharia judges to become treasurers – to Safiye Sultan, 

the concubine of Sultan Murad III and mother of Mehmed III – who turned the medresa tradition 

upside down by appointing a scholar from highest ranking Suleymaniye medresa as the head and 

giving him the right to issue many other scholarly licenses.569 The sultans were also integral to 

this process of adapting cumulative customary laws. Âli sometimes expected them to adhere to 

old laws, but when beneficial, he expected them to instead adopt new practices.  He saw no 

contradiction in stating on one page, “If the king of Islam gives order to this path, applies the law 

(kanun) which has been in place since earlier times, and pays full appreciation for the choice of 

his ancestors…” but then stating on the next page, “Wish that the sultan decrees a new just law 

(kanun-ı cedid-i madilet-asar) that when the salaried soldiers of a frontier became fief holders, 

then they are given fiefs from that frontier… This became controlled in the royal kanun rescript 

(kanunname-i humayun).”570 Sometimes he defended a new law for practical reasons, as it 

correlated to his own agenda of reform, despite violating the old kanun. At other times, he still 

criticized a change in the kanun – or rather, what he claimed was a change in the kanun based on 

his understanding of what the ancient kanun was – and saw the new kanun as a violation. He 

claimed that past sultans “with some distinguished customs…and especially with some new 

beneficial customs (nev ayin-i hasene) and beneficial laws (kavanin-i mustahsene), made effort 

for their sun of felicity to be elevated at the tower of equity (nasfet/nisfet) and justice (adalet).571 

Again, he criticized giving governorates to the sons of viziers during the term of their vizier 
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fathers, claiming this was not part of past kanun, thereby implying that it is a new, unbeneficial 

kanun.572 He then stated, “[There] should not be an evasion from the selection of the elderly and 

the employment of the wise men by saying ‘this is not an ancient law (kanun-ı kadim 

değildir).’”573  

Âli saw justice and equity among the sources of law and wanted these principles to be 

followed when adopting new customary practices. He expressed this belief in his maxim, “[In] 

all conditions, the laws of justice and equity with moderation is preferable”.574 Equity as a source 

of law still remained within the boundaries of sharia; kanun, as “the tower of justice and equity,” 

rose over it.575 However, in the absence of monarchical legislative sovereignty in the Ottoman 

polity, and with upholding ancient constitutionalism being so crucial to him, this idea of his did 

not contain the implications of broadening absolutist royal intervention that led Coke to 

emphasize common laws’ supremacy over the equity.576 Thus, Âli was not opposed to legal 

change, even acknowledging the need for it. His concern was with how exactly change would 

occur and whether it would be a beneficial change. As we saw in his example of the change in 

the military laws of Cathay – through a manner in which their ancient constitution remained 

intact – Âli was in favor of the change as long as the fundamental laws remained the same. His 

attempt to identify an Ottoman ancient constitution was an attempt to lay the foundations of 

reform without upsetting the fundamentals. 

For Âli, the only unadulterated laws were that of the sharia of Ahmed -another name for 

prophet Muhammed- and the kanuns of the prophet Muhammed. In the laws of Mehmed II, 

 
572 Ibid., 358. 
573 Ibid., 324. 
574 Ibid., 339. “Alâ küll-i hâl kânûn-ı nasfet ü itidal racihdür.” 
575 Ibid., 313. 
576 For Coke’s view on equity and his battle with James I see Mark Fortier, "Equity and Ideas: 
Coke, Ellesmere, and James I," Renaissance Quarterly 51, no. 4 (1998): 1255-1281. 
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while Âli saw them as a stable foundation, he also identified examples of unintended 

consequences. He used these instances to demonstrate how customs, based on human input, 

could be wrong, as human beings could err. Despite characterizing Mehmed II as the founding 

father of the Ottoman “constitution” and ascribing to him good intentions, Âli criticized Mehmed 

II for declaring harmful kanuns, also describing him as the disrupter of the kanuns of the learning 

class and scholarship.577 Thus, the ancient kanuns of the ulema were disrupted even by the 

limited intervention of Mehmed II, who only designated certain customs based on ancient laws. 

Though this might seem contradictory, and contrary to Âli’s intention to formulate a constitution 

based on ancient Ottoman laws, it is consonant with his constitutionalist agenda of limiting 

sultanic power and denying legislative sovereignty to the sultans. This takes us back to the sharia 

as the paramount law in a Muslim polity, an idea that also informed Âli’s opinions and agenda of 

reform in a fundamental way.  

 

2.1.11. A City under the Threat of Losing its Defensive Walls: Protecting the Unadulterated 
Sharia against the Corruption and the Jurisprudence of Reason 

 

Âli was a legalist who saw the sharia as the supreme law; he believed kanun would 

ideally not be in contradiction with it but would support sharia and religion. He recognized 

violations of the sharia in certain Ottoman government practices and sought to eliminate them by 

bringing them under the authority of sharia law. He considered the “holy sharia and customs of 

the predecessor veterans” as a pair. For Âli, true kanun would and should serve the interests of 

 
577 Mevaid, 313.  
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religious law, religion and the community of believers all at once.578 Thus, a violation of kanun 

in the taxation of land would lead to unlawful, religiously illicit (haram) income in the shari’ 

sense. The protection of the public treasury of the Muslims was the primary goal of the king of 

Islam. He should promote order by relying on the kanuns of his great ancestors, implementing 

them with attention to detail, utilizing them to protect a legal financial trust in order to serve the 

wellbeing of Muslims.579 The only way for a sultan to ensure that he is acting true to his being a 

shadow on the earth is for him to obey the sharia.580 Even if it were to be detrimental to the 

treasure, these kanuns could not be in contradiction with the sharia. This is why, despite the 

possibility of it leading to lost revenue, Âli called for sharia legal procedures to be followed even 

in the collection of overdue payments to the treasury.581 He also disapproved of the practice of 

tax-farming, which he saw as a violation of the sharia and the customs of the prophet. In his 

aristocratic constitutionalist vision of government, Âli instead sought a direct management of the 

tax sources by the people of the gate of the sultan.582 As I previously examined, he also saw the 

enslavement of young boys by the ruling class as a violation of the sharia. He wanted to end this 

practice definitively by bringing it under the authority of sharia courts. In order to achieve order 

amongst the people, Âli considered it necessary to promote consistent implementation of the 

sharia and divine orders – a goal that required the class of scholars to be in good order first.583  

Substituting the state with the ulema as the defensive walls of the garden of the world 

found in Kınalızade’s circle of justice, Âli asserted that a world without the ulema would be 

 
578 Nush, 358. 
579 Ibid., 364-365. 
580 Mevaid 295. 
581 Nush, 393-394. 
582 Ibid., 409 
583 Mevaid, 313. 
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defenseless, like a city without walls.584 Three decades before Coke declared that “religion and 

learning” were “the main Pillars which support the Kings Crown,” Âli wrote that the virtuous 

ulema were the pillars and upright, perpetual columns supporting the religion and state.585 The 

Ulema are the basis of the stability of the dominions and the religion. By occupying themselves 

with kindling the candles of the sharia, the ulema helped to define its boundaries and guide 

people to the right way in the eyes of God.586 But Âli thought the ulema of his day had lost their 

order, causing disruption in the world order. He was particularly upset about the corruption of 

the sharia judges, who exchanged the carpet of the sharia and the customs of the prophet with 

worldly power.587 Despite the laws of the sharia being immutable, there were people who were 

not real scholars of sharia rulings (ahkam-ı şeriyye). They instead used the jurisprudence of their 

intellects (fiqh of their reason/fıkh-ı akl), ruling according to their “perverse judgement” (rey-i 

fasid). 588 There were attempts to go against the legal opinions of mujtahids, which Âli, as a 

strong Hanafi legalist, found totally unacceptable.589 Âli considered certain high-ranking 

government officials even worse, as they openly opposed applying the sharia, which amounted to 

committing apostasy in his eyes.590  As the ulema were the foundations and the pillars of society, 

and the sharia the supreme and fundamental law, the uprightness of the ulema was of paramount 

importance for Âli. Disorder amongst them threatened the very existence of the community, as 

they were the “walls of the city.” In the words of Charles Taylor, the city “was the site of human 

life at its best and highest,” a conception the Ottomans shared with the Europeans, the followers 

 
584 Künhü’l-Ahbar C.II, p. 68. 
585 Fortier, “Equity and Ideas,” 1261. 
586 Nush, 353. 
587 Ibid., 344. 
588 Ibid., 356. 
589 Mevaid, 293. 
590 Nush, 394. 
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of the Greek tradition.591 Only with the uprightness of the ulema could Âli’s agenda of reform 

have solid foundations. While he appreciated the justice and order of the Habsburg domains, Âli 

sought to solve the Ottomans’ problems by building his reformist agenda on the foundations of 

the sharia. Instead of copying Habsburg laws, he wished to expand the sharia to their lands, a feat 

that could not be accomplished if the ulema were not in perfect order. For Âli, the reign of justice 

alone was not sufficient unless it was coupled with the sharia. His ultimate aim was to spread the 

sharia to the rest of the universe. When justifying the Egri campaign, Âli noted that the aim of 

the Ottoman sultan and his viziers should be “annulling the religious customs and laws of the 

deniers of the truth.” The contemporary disorderliness of the Ottomans made Âli temporarily 

peace-minded, as he did not deem them fit to rule beyond their own domains. Otherwise, he 

believed that battles produced fragrance and depth for the garden of the sharia; i.e., they would 

invigorate Islam by spreading it outside of its current domains. 592  

 
591 Taylor, A Secular Age, p. 100. For the sixteenth century Ottoman ethical writing which 
examined politics in the discussion of city see my references to Kınalızade and Taşköprizade in 
the previous chapter.  
592 Künhü’l-Ahbar, Nuruosmaniye 3409, fol. 449. Grand vizier Koca Sinan Pasha whom Âli 
always reproached also shared Âli’s views of the ultimate aim of war. In his private letters to the 
Sultan Murad III trying to convince the sultan to spend money for the war efforts against the 
Spanish in support of the French from his private purse as the treasury was empty, Sinan Pasha 
stated “what a happiness is the establishment of the holy religion in the infidel lands.” However, 
Sinan Pasha also saw the war as a business and good investment. He wrote “The money is in 
essence for war. Jihad over unbelievers is such a blessed thing that if its pleasures are 
experienced it would not resemble to any other. You both make for the money you spent and 
gain extra worldly profits… Money and property are true money and property when the 
Muhammedian sharia is applied (in the infield lands). Opportunities are like the fogs; they will 
come and go.” Sinan Paşa, Telhis, 3. p. 5. However, Âli was critical of engaging in jihad for 
booty. He claimed those who engage in jihad for the booty will be deprived of the divine 
blessings associated with it. While not naming the person he had in mind directly, as Âli made 
these remarks while writing on the mistakes of the commander in chief/grand vizier, it seems that 
he was targeting Sinan Pasha as usual. See Nush, p.370. 
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2.1.12. A “Second Amendment” for the Ottomans: Sharia in the Service of Military Reform 

 

In order to rejuvenate the Ottoman army for future battles, Âli offered a new 

interpretation of the sharia, one he hoped would provide the basis for the formation of a large 

disciplined army. His plan involved a mass mobilization of the population (nefir-i am) through a 

sharia-based Sufi program of bottom-up disciplining. He received inspiration from observing the 

Holy Roman imperial army, which he thoroughly admired. Âli argued that engaging in jihad was 

not the duty of only those paid from the public treasury to do so, but the duty of all the people of 

Islam. He considered all people of his time to be tasked with engaging in warfare and serving in 

whatever way needed to exalt the name of God. He claimed not only that these obligations could 

be found in the books of the sharia, but that there was no doubt as to their certainty, as they were 

considered amongst the strong ordinances of the religion (nusus-ı katıa).593 Beyond the common 

people, Âli also maintained that it was sunnah for the rich to offer general help to the army of 

Islam. He possibly hoped that his saying so would be a means of the army benefitting from the 

wealth of the newly rich who were not already members of the ruling class, and thus not tasked 

with joining military endeavors. He cited the example of the prophet’s son-in-law Caliph Osman 

– who “exalted this sunnah” – as well as many other companions who followed this “order.” For 

those amongst the rich who abandon a sunnah, Âli warned that they would inevitably face a 

painful suffering. In fact, he considered this punishment to be obligatory, amongst the ordinances 

 
593 Nush, p. 479. “Beytül mal-i müsliminden vezayif-i muayyenesi olan mübarizin zümresinden 
ğayri amme-i ehli İslam ve kaffe-i enam-ı eyyam ğaza emrine memur … ila-i kelime-i ulya 
hidmetinde mecbul-i bazilül makdur oldukları ve bu zikr olunan hidemat-ı cihad ü ğaza 
mukabelesinde ücur-ı bi ğaye ve mesubat-ı mala nihaye buldukları kütüb-i şeriyyede mestur ve 
nusus-ı katia ile müberhen ü meşhurdur.” 
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of religion (farz), though he was referring to a divine punishment rather than a governmental 

intervention.594  

Despite Âli’s attempts to formulate obligatory religious legal foundations for the creation 

of a large, well-equipped army, the classical shari’ interpretation of how to gather troops for 

warfare was quite different. Traditional Muslim jurists accepted jihad as a “fard al-kifayah,” an 

optional obligation. Amongst these jurists was Al-Marghinani, the author of Al-Hidaya, the 

classical Hanafi legal compendium that Âli was proud to have written a commentary on. Hallaq 

defines “fard al-kifayah” as “an obligatory act that, once performed by any number of legally 

competent Muslims, is deemed discharged and ceases to be a duty for the rest.”595 The exception 

to this jihad being an optional obligatory act was when there was a “nefir-i am,” a general call to 

arms for all able-bodied men. Âli observed such a call from the imperial forces during the Long 

War (1593-1606).596 For a “nefir-i am” to be obligatory for Muslims from “the East and West,” 

however, it was also required that there be an actual or imminent enemy attack that threatened 

the Islamic territory in its entirety.597 Thus, this ruling would not apply to the Ottoman case, as it 

was the Ottomans who instigated the battle at the start of the Long War and throughout the 

seventeenth century, including the Siege of Vienna. The Habsburgs, on the other hand, always 

wanted to pacify the Ottomans and sought an amicable solution to border skirmishes. Âli’s aim 

of realizing universal conscription could not be justified by the classical interpretation of the 

sharia, despite his claims otherwise. There was no actual need for it – unless the Ottomans were 

 
594 Nush, 403. 
595 Ibn Humâm al-Hanafi, Fath al-Qadir ala al-Hidayah sharh Bidayat al-Mubtadi vol. 5 
(Beirut: Dâr al-Kitab al-Ilmiyah, 2003), 421-422. I am using the text of Al-Marghinani’s Al 
Hidayah from Ibn Humam’s commentary on it which contains the original text fully. For Âli’s 
pride in reading and writing a commentary on the books of pilgrimage and manumission see 
Nush, p. 418. See Hallaq, The Impossible State, 94, 216. 
596 For “nefr-i am” in Hidayah see Ibn Humâm al-Hanafi, Fath al-Qadir, 423-424. 
597 Ibn Humâm al-Hanafi, Fath al-Qadir, 423. 
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interested in starting a battle that would then spark an all-out attack of the imperialist forces on 

the Ottoman territories, thereby threatening the Ottoman territorial integrity. As there was also a 

weak legal basis for it, we should search for another explanation for Âli’s quest to realize a 

society in arms. I argue that his desire can be explained by understanding him to have had a 

sharia-consciousness – aiming to spread the sharia globally under a new reality of an increased 

military sizes during the era of the Military Revolution. Additionally, he saw a citizen army as a 

possible means to support constitutionalism in domestic politics.  

The Hidaya describes jihad as a perpetual (optional) obligatory activity (fardan baqiyan) 

that will last until the end of times, aimed at honoring the religion of Allah and removing evil 

from amongst the slaves of God. Fath al Qadir adds as legal bases that there is a consensus of 

the ummah on this issue as well as a Quranic order to fight until “the mischief is removed from 

the earth.”598 With this legal foundation in mind, Âli called upon Muslims to “not abandon their 

religious zeal, not leave their vengeance for blood feud with the enemy and continue their jihad 

until the people of error disappear from the earth.”599 The military inflation in Europe that started 

in the sixteenth century, the accompanying disciplinary revolution, and the difficulty the 

Ottoman armies faced against the Habsburgs, all appear to have made Âli aware of the need for a 

society-wide mobilization if the sharia was going to be spread globally through conquests. 

Moreover, Âli’s contractual theory armed the public with an ancient constitution and the legal 

power of king-making. Adding the ability of the public to be armed with the tools of warfare 

would strengthen their check on royal power. Perhaps Âli’s intent was akin to what the framers 

of the second amendment of the American constitution envisioned: “a check on federal power” 

and a “last coup de grace” that would enable the states to “thwart and oppose the general 

 
598 Ibn Humâm al-Hanafi, Fath al-Qadir v.5, 421-422. 
599 Riyaz, 102-103. 
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government” as well as enshrine “the ancient Florentine and Roman constitutional principles of 

civil and military virtue.”600 Âli’s fascination with the citizen-based, militia-like army of the 

Cathay constitutional state supports this interpretation. He apparently saw their constitution as a 

good model for the Ottomans, as it allowed for the deposing of emperors who broke the law. The 

conception of the army and warfare in Al-Hidaya and in other Islamic legal commentaries in 

which Âli sought to find justifications for his views provides further corroboration. The Islamic 

model army was that of a citizen militia. It was not a standing army of the central state or ruler, 

but was privately armed. If possible, mounted Muslim individuals who joined the war effort were 

requested to bring their own equipment and animals. The Siyar section of Islamic legal 

compendiums focuses on the distribution of booty to this mass of men; distribution is directly 

proportionate to how much they contributed to the war effort with their own equipment and 

animals. But if it were not disciplined, such a large armed force would have created problems at 

home, and would have found it impossible to win battles against external enemies. 

Âli was keenly aware of the difficulty of reviving Islam and spreading the sharia by 

relying only on outward jihad. The Ottomans were weak and there was a strong need for 

discipline and order throughout Ottoman society and its army. Âli therefore penned many works 

on Sufism, calling for a spiritual revival through sharia-based inner jihad before the Ottomans 

could successfully engage in outward jihad. Âli’s belief in the viability of Sufi methods of 

disciplining to lead to successful revival and reform seem to have been influenced by Sheikh 

Yayabaşızade Hızır Hüseyin Efendi of the Halveti Sufi order and his janissary disciples.  

 
600 Patrick J. Charles, “Second Amendment” Encyclopedia Britannica. Also see Patrick J. 
Charles, The Second Amendment: The Intent and its Interpretation by the States and the Supreme 
Court (McFarland, 2009). The Second Amendment stipulates that “A well regulated Militia, 
being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, 
shall not be infringed. 
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Yayabaşızade had served as preacher in the mosque of the Janissary Corps. He and his janissary 

disciples were martyred at the tabur battle in Haçova during the Long War after fighting with 

valor and discipline while the majority of the Ottoman army was on the run.601 The methods 

Sufis like Yayabaşızade and his disciples disciplined themselves, which I will be discussing next, 

were part and parcel of Âli’s agenda of reform. We cannot understand how he sought to bring 

discipline and order to the government, society, and the army without understanding these Sufi 

teachings.  

 

2.1.13. The State as a Sufi Covenant: Creating an Ordered Army and Society through Bottom-up 
Ascetic Disciplining 

 

In Nush, Âli uses Sufi terminology to describe the state, calling it a central dervish 

convent (asitane) and Sufi lodge (dergah).602 In this Sufi conception of the state, Âli described a 

minimalist approach to governance, whether on the part of the ruler, a holy warrior or an 

 
601 Künhü’l-Ahbar, Nuruosmaniye 3409, fol. 453. Hızır Hüseyin Eendi’s father Ilyas was the 
commander of a janissary battalion of foot soldiers. Hüseyin Efendi also entered to the janissary 
corps and received his first training there. He subsequently studied with scholars and received a 
license to teach and joined the class of ulema as well. He served as the imam of the janissary 
battalions’ mosque. He became a sheikh of the Halveti order and at the same time taught hadith 
at the medresa. Biographer Nevizade stresses how Hızır Hüseyin Efendi attained the perfection 
of humanity through ascetic training. To stimulate and excite the people of war, he reminded 
them the virtues of jihad. He preached and counseled the soldiers to strengthen the valor placed 
hearts. During the tabur warfare at Haçova he and his hundred disciples burst into the lines of the 
Habsburg army. He became entrapped among the enemy lines and died as he fought whirling 
like a dervish. Hızır Efendi’s importance for the Ottomans can also be seen from Nevizade’s 
long entry for him. In addition to his expertise in the sciences of hadith Neviazade mentions his 
skills in Quranic exegesis. His successor Bosnian Hüseyin Efendi also came from the military. 
He was trained at the palace as a court cavalry. Nevizade Atayi, Hadâ’iku’l-Haka’ik fî 
Tekmileti’ş-şakâ’ik (İstanbul: T.C. Türkiye Yazma Eserler Kurumu Başkanlığı, 2017): 1239-
1241. 
602 Nush, 327.  
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ordinary artisan, that precluded a top-down disciplining. Muslims were to instead discipline 

themselves through mechanisms of Sufism. Âli advises the sultans to respect the path of their 

predecessors in obeying the law and facilitating justice, referring to these as part of “Sufi 

practice.” In his words, they should be “following the Sufi religious career with that path and 

manners of ascetic self-discipline.”603 He concludes Nush by advising the sultan to learn the 

essence of the science of tasawwuf to the same extent as a scholar.604 For the commander-in-

chief, whether it be the sultan or grand vizier, Âli recommends that he improves his condition by 

disciplining and controlling (rabti zabt) his soul and desires.605 As part of his agenda of reform – 

aimed at disciplining society at large, not just the sultan and grand vizier – Âli wrote a Sufi 

treatise Riyazu’s-Salikin, Gardens of the Sufi Travelers. He also translated Imam Ghazali’s 

Ayyuha’l-Walad (Letter to a Disciple) as Tuhfetu’s Suleha (Gift for the Righteous), adding on his 

own commentary.606 Past scholars have mostly overlooked these chief works of Âli’s, failing to 

connect them to the rest of his works and his agenda of reform. In my examination of them, I 

will treat both treatises as Âli’s original works and reflection of his own voice. I believe they 

reveal Âli’s own opinions, despite including translation. He was not commissioned to do them, 

but instead picked works himself that would fit his agenda of reform and support his cause.607  

 
603 Nush, 313. “Ol tarika-i marziyye-i ahlak-i raziyye ile mesluk tutalar.” 
604 Ibid., 483. 
605 Ibid., 369. 
606 Gelibolulu Âli, Riyâzü’s-Sâlikîn, ed. Mehmet Arslan and İ. Hakkı Aksoyak (Sivas: Dilek 
Matbaacılık, 1998). Mustafa Âli, Tuhfetu’s-Suleha, ed. Denizhan Yıldızan (Muğla: Muğla 
Üniversitesi 2009). For the Arabic text and English translation of Ayyuha’l-Walad see Al 
Ghazali, Letter to a Disciple Ayyuha’l-Walad ed. Tobias Mayer. (Cambridge: The Islamic Texts 
Society, 2005). 
607 Hüseyin Yılmaz makes a similar point which supports my treatment of Tuhfetu’s Suleha as 
Âli’s work altogether. “Translations had an added value for political writing by enabling the 
translator to convey his own ideas under the names of more authoritative figures in Islamic 
learning and Sufism.” Yılmaz, Caliphate Redefined, 47. 
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The early modern era witnessed what Charles Taylor calls “the proliferation of modes of 

discipline, of ‘methods,’ of procedures.” Some of these emerged in the field of the individual – 

such as “methods of self-control, of intellectual or spiritual development” – while others 

involved inculcation and imposition through hierarchical control. 608 A novel genre emerged, 

motivated by the ideal of civility, aimed at the self’s reconstruction through “programs and 

methods of ‘self-fashioning’” that treated “our own baser nature as raw matter to be controlled, 

reshaped, and in certain cases eliminated in order to impose a higher form on our lives.”  The 

spiritual exercises of Ignatius of Loyola, for instance, centered around meditation aimed at a 

spiritual change.609 Lipsius, on the other hand, formulated an ethical theory of reconstruction that 

can also be applied to the political-military sphere, with his Christianized Stoicism tending 

towards the Stoic side more.610 Lipsius’ ideas were impactful on “the people with military and 

governmental responsibility,” motivating them to launch  “programs of military and social 

reconstruction” towards the end of sixteenth century. This was “because his ethical view called 

for active intervention in public life, and because he provided the key notion of discipline.”611 

“Society was to be disciplined … with the aim of inducing self-discipline … to create a 

population from which obedient and effective soldiers could be draw, and the resources to pay 

them and arm them.”612 For Lipsius, the goal of the training was “not only to produce the 

discipline of coordinated movement and obedience to command, but also to make the soldier 

over morally, and inculcate a professional ethic of service and self-control.”613 As a 

contemporary of Lipsius, Âli also dealt with similar problems and crafted his own program of 

 
608 Taylor, A Secular Age, 111-112. 
609 Ibid., 112. 
610 Ibid., 115. 
611 Ibid., 117-118. 
612 Ibid., 111. 
613 Ibid., 118. 
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disciplining. He aspired that it be reconstructive at the level of the individual, while also being 

applicable to the political-military realm. After examining the legal and political framework in 

which Âli developed his method of disciplining at the individual level, I will now turn to 

analyzing Âli’s program to inculcate a disciplined moral self.  

Ghazali’s project of reviving Islam “through its mystical dimension” fit into Âli’s agenda 

of reform.614 Wael Hallaq described the utility of Ghazali in his work. Âli found what Hallaq 

called “a commentary on … the technologies of the self” in Ghazali and benefited from what 

“Ghazalian discourses” “of mystical Sharism,” creatively incorporating them into his own body 

of works.615 The world Âli lived in was just as Hallaq described: “a reality in which mainstream 

mystical Sufism and Sharia were entwined, amalgamated, and merged into a unified field of 

discursive and technological practice.”616 Observing a breakdown of the world order around him, 

Âli naturally sought to bring back order at home. He would do so by cultivating what Hallaq 

termed “sharia subjects” or “shar’i moral subjects,” with moral technologies of the self within a 

“Shari-Sufist orthopraxis.”617  

Both his Riyaz and Tuhfe are laden with military and political terminology, similar to 

Lipsius’ works on disciplining. Âli twisted the latter’s work into a moralist legalist mystical 

discourse involving a seeker’s battle with his own self in seeking to control and discipline his 

 
614 The expression in brackets belong to Tobias Mayer. See Tobias Mayer, introduction to Letter 
to a Disciple Ayyuha’l Walad by Al-Ghazali (Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 2005), xx. 
615 For Hallaq’s usage see The Impossible State, p. 135. 
616 Hallaq, The Impossible State, p. 133. 
617 A new article by Nir Shafir claims a moral revolution happening with the pietistic turn of over 
the sixteenth and seventeenth century which created a new political regime of morality with a 
new political subjectivity based on individual morality. Shair seems to be totally unaware of 
Hallaq’s important take on sharia subjectivity and its relationship with the political going as far 
back as Imam Ghazali which Mustafa Âli could readily draw upon and adopt to the needs of his 
times, that is a new disciplinary framework for the army and society required by the Military 
Revolution. See Nir Shafir, "Moral Revolutions: The Politics of Piety in the Ottoman Empire 
Reimagined," Comparative Studies in Society and History 61, no. 3 (2019): 595-623. 
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carnal soul.618  Tuhfe labels this battle of the Sufi traveler who took the path of disciplining as 

“politics of the commanding soul” (which commands the self to evil). He is governing his soul, a 

task in which sharia must be the primary guide.619 To find the right path, one also needs a sheikh, 

who will guide him to it and train him, resulting in all useless traits leaving his heart.620 Tuhfe 

calls for a jihad with the soul until it becomes obedient and submissive (muti vu munkad) to God. 

For this, one must forsake any acts that do not conform to sharia.621 Borrowing from Ghazali, Âli 

gives the example of a brave man sitting in the field with his weapons and asks if these weapons 

offer him any protection against an attacking lion if he fails to use them. The weapons 

themselves cannot ward off the evil of the lion, he explains. Thus, knowledge without action and 

without accompanying prayers is equivalent to having weapons but not using them, even if one is 

brave.622 According to the Tuhfe, whose primary audience is the ulema, the aim of the student of 

knowledge who takes the Sufi path should be to revive the pure sharia of the prophet, to purify 

his manners, and to break the carnal soul that commands him to do evil.623 His words and affairs 

must always be in accordance with the sharia, abiding by all of its commands and prohibitions.624 

He should always act in accordance with his soul, helping it be victorious over his flesh, 

restricting defeat only to his flesh. In other words, he should always make his flesh experience 

defeat by not giving it what it wants.625 Entering this path requires working hard and becoming 

victorious over the carnal soul and Satan, cutting the lust of the flesh and the desires of the carnal 

 
618 Âli’s contemporary Justus Lipsius’s work on Christianized Stoic disciplining was also “full of 
military metaphors.” See Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, 116. 
619 Tuhfe, 24 a-b. 
620 Ibid., 21 b. 
621 Ibid., 34 a. 
622 Ibid., 5a. 
623 Ibid., 9b. 
624 Ibid., 14b. 
625 Ibid., 11a. 
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soul with the sword of “riyazet” (the mortification of the flesh, ascetic discipline).626 As it is not 

permissible to have animosity towards anyone except Satan, the traveler should single out Satan 

as his enemy and wage jihad against him alone.627 After the completion of his purification 

process, the reformed, disciplined student of knowledge – the scholar – could work on reforming 

and disciplining broader society. But this again was a method of bottom-up disciplining, 

requiring seekers to surrender themselves willingly to the sheikh, rather than a top-down method 

of disciplining by the government, the latter of which scholars must shun. Âli’s vision of moral 

reform and disciplining for the larger public could be found in his Riyazu’s-Salikin, a manual for 

the seeker to educate himself about the main concepts of ascetic disciplining and to receive 

practical advice on how to follow the path of disciplining. Âli describes this book by saying, 

“[Its] foundations are symbols of tasawwuf, and its essence is purely disposal,” that is, the 

disposal of one’s carnal soul in order to attain discipline and control.628 

In Riyaz, Âli links the process of self-disciplining to that of social disciplining. He calls 

on the Sufi traveler not to disturb the union in the community and to know that friendly social 

intercourse was a key means to unity. For Âli, the most natural place for this union was the 

communal prayers.629 Âli then takes a mystical spiritual approach to all other prayers, seeing 

them as a link between the individual and society, with separate chapters for each, which he calls 

“gardens.” In the first “garden,” Âli examines ritual prayers, fasting, alms giving, recitation of 

the Quran, pilgrimage, jihad, pronouncing the profession of God’s unity, the revival of the 

nights, and protection of the tongue, chapter by chapter.630 The second “garden” is an 

 
626 Ibid., 15a. 
627 Ibid., 20b. 
628 Nush, 423. 
629 Riyaz, 80. 
630 Ibid., 78-122. 
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examination of Sufi terminology and techniques to train heart: the essence of travelling, 

changing one’s manners, purification of the soul, of the heart, and of the spirit, disciplining and 

inner jihad, contemplating the divine essence, and divine love.631 The last section is on the traits 

and practices of a traveler, which are repentance, pious asceticism, placing one’s trust in God, 

contentment, devotional reclusiveness, constant attendance to the remembrance of God, turning 

with one’s heart and mind toward God, patience, vigilant contemplation, and resignation.632    

Âli’s mystic moralism and efforts of revival through disciplining is based on the sharia. 

He proclaims that one who is obedient to the laws of the blessed sharia would find the power to 

be elevated in both worlds. The intellect should guide the seeker to the sharia, as the intelligent 

one is the one who practices both the origins and branches (aslu fer) of what the sharia orders.633 

As for discipline and control (zabtu rabt), Âli recommends reading the Quran, which would tie 

(rabt) the created to the Creator. Those who memorized it would have control (zabt) when they 

found themselves in slippery or risky places, states or affairs that usually cause one to fall into 

error.634 There is also a need for a spiritual guide, as the control (zabt) of the lion/brave man is 

possible only when connected to the chain of the sheikh. A spiritual guide is like a goldsmith, 

and the dervish monastery is his crucible.635  

Âli uses Riyaz to prepare seekers for jihad – with the aim of reviving Islam and spreading 

the sharia – by teaching them self-disciplining as a prerequisite for bravery and forbearance. 

Riyaz calls upon the travelers of the spiritual path (salik) to exert themselves when engaged in 

battle and jihad, a task ordered in many verses of the Quran, making it amongst the most decisive 

 
631 Ibid., 122-166. 
632 Ibid., 167-211. 
633 Ibid., p. 121. 
634 Ibid., p. 94. 
635 Ibid., pp. 142-143. 
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requirements of canon law (nas), with a clear, unambiguous legal basis.636 Âli challenges them, 

“[If] you are a traveler, conform to this order, draw your sword against the infidels.” As a 

remedy to the problems of the Ottoman military he described in the Kunh examined above, Âli 

emphasizes forming and keeping linear lines on the battlefield without being afraid. Âli berates 

cowards (muhannes) and calls upon travelers to be brave, desiring martyrdom and paradise. He 

warns against showing any reverence to cowards, the ones among whom there is no firmness in 

war. For Âli, if one engages in battle and jihad, he should be united with the brave. As an 

example of the fear caused by the enemy’s use of firearms, Âli took a jab at his rival janissary 

poet, Yahya, who, according to Âli’s depiction, became fearful amidst the fire of the Franks, but 

then proudly proclaimed how he engaged in battle bravely on the Frankish borders as a Sufi 

“mujahid.”637 Apparently for Âli, bravery when enduring the many sufferings one encounters 

when disciplining oneself on the spiritual path would carry over to the battlefield. Thus, he offers 

ascetic self-disciplining as a solution to the Ottoman problem of insufficient military discipline.  

Identifying the loss of religious zeal as another reason behind recent Ottoman military 

defeats, Âli works on cultivating this zeal in the hearts and souls of Muslims in a disciplined way 

in his mystical works. Âli beseeches the travelers not to abandon the religious zeal, to sustain the 

feeling of vengeance against the enemy, and to engage in jihad until the “people of error” 

disappear. Aware of the importance of fortified positions in the new infantry-based warfare with 

firearms as we saw in the Kunh above, Âli calls upon the Sufi warrior to “let the trench of 

destiny be a sun for his last night” in his Riyaz. He tells them they should be ready to die, and 

 
636 Ibid., p. 100. 
637 Ibid., 100-104. Nush, p. 439-440. 
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reminds them that those who fight against the enemy of the religion will meet the veterans in 

paradise.638  

 The key to obtaining discipline, firmness and bravery on the battlefield was ascetic self-

disciplining. Not everyone could control (zabt) that dragon of the carnal soul, just as every rope 

could not control that lion. But when one finds success in the purification of the soul, then the 

kingdom of the body will also attain order, and the soul and the spirit will be able to realize their 

aspirations. The fortress of the flesh would be deserted by the enemy and instead cultivated by 

the cash of miracles. Âli compares the process of purification to a battlefield full of fire. The fire 

of purification is laden with flames; the guidance of mischief is destroyed by it. The ladies will 

be divorced from all their sparks, and smoke will fill all space between the skies and the earth. 

The clouds will burn in the fire like the color of rose; the sun will make the depths of the fire its 

abode. If the seeker trusts his enemy, he must know that his head will be sold in the market of 

annihilation.639 

In his chapter on ascetic disciplining (riyazet), Âli calls upon the seeker to discipline 

himself so that the garden of his body would find benefit in the spring of perfection.640 By 

purifying one’s essence with the water of disciplining, one would find himself in the sea of good 

manners (edeb). Those who purify themselves with the water of disciplining would stand up for 

the prayer of love. Âli encourages his Sufi brothers to travel (eyle suluk) in this manner so that 

they do not condemn themselves to hell by oppressing their bodies. As a result of disciplining, 

one will find himself filled with the divine light of the Truth and Reality. All those who practice 

ascetic discipline are like two-sided mirrors; all those in the realm of possibility can be seen from 

 
638 Riyaz, 102-103. 
639 Ibid., 153-155. 
640 Ibid., 149. 
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all of their sides. Their skin is drowned in the sea of light. Âli calls upon the seeker to travel 

according to this method of disciplining (riyazat).641 

In Riyaz, Âli devotes a chapter for inner jihad, separate from his chapter on outer jihad 

against the “unbelievers.”642 Here, he develops a different conception of the holy warrior 

(mujahid), one based on love. Âli conveys that there are many mujahids on the path of love, all 

of them exemplary models. Whoever becomes a mujahid is brave, is living his life for a cause, 

and is distinguished from amongst the people of love. This distinguished sheikh is a true 

mujahid, and the enemy of the religion should heed his words. “Let him make his sword of 

tongue/speech/language laden with flames, let him strike altogether malevolent fleshes. Let him 

fulfill his jihad with exertion; do not make the sword of actions sleep.” Âli again brings attention 

to God’s order in the Quran to “wage jihad,” but this time referring to inner jihad. He says it is 

necessary for both Sufi sheikhs and the general public to obey this call. Drawing the seekers’ 

attention to the true king, Âli declares that the decree of the King (God) will be sealed with 

striving, the act of jihad (jahd: striving).643  

Âli devotes the conclusion of Riyaz to the artisans, the people of the market, and to the 

cavalry, two main groups he blames in his other works for disorderliness and the loss of Muslim 

zeal. This is how he incorporates his vision of moral, mystical self-disciplining within social 

disciplining. Âli describes how an artisan’s training can be seen as a Sufi practice. The art of 

artisans is a service to the religion and to the community (millet). They should be vigilant in 

preserving the religion, the true tradition they should stand up for. In every profession, there is a 

saint whose hands are at the service of that particular art. An apprentice’s training under his 

 
641 Ibid., 149-153. 
642 Ibid., 153-157. 
643 Ibid., 154. 



 243 

master is a form of Sufi disciplining under a sheikh. After his disciplining is complete, he will 

become the successor of his master. Âli considers this process a hidden form of travelling; the 

successor is also a traveler of the path. As a service to his religion and his community, he will 

assume the trust of passing down the disciplining process and the skills he learned to others.644  

After expounding upon a bottom-up self and social disciplining program, Âli ends Riyaz 

with a note on top-down control by the ruling class of society.645 Self-reformed individuals living 

in a society under a government would still require top-down control in order to achieve global 

order. Âli recommends a well-defined administered structure, in which every superior control his 

own inferior, down to the level of individual cavalry. This chain begins with the sultan 

appointing a grand vizier and making everyone else, whether low-raking or senior, subject to his 

orders. Some become governors, while others become the administrators of the sub-provinces 

who cavalry forces follow. Every unit has an officer (zabit) and a commander (agha). Every 

individual has a superior overseeing him (mihter-i bînâ). Female slaves of the harem respect 

their agha’s. The business of women would become to control the servants and the laws of the 

house (kavanin-i dar). For all notables, these would be firm conditions and a way to ensure that 

the people of order (ehli nizam) would never experience any disturbance. The middling people 

would be assigned to control the ordinary people in order to achieve public peace.  

 

 

 

 
644 Ibid., 211-212. 
645 Ibid., 213. 
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2.1.14. Conclusion: Âli’s Times and Legacy 

 

 My reading of Âli’s works in their totality demonstrates that Âli was aware that he was 

facing the realities of a new world, brought on by both early modernity and the Military 

Revolution. He crafted an agenda of reform to meet this challenge. Through it, he sought to 

balance the top-down discipline of a constitutionally limited government led by an aristocratic 

ruling class and the bottom-up Sufi discipline with political and military implications. The 

problems Âli dealt with were similar to the ones his European contemporaries – such as Lipsius, 

Bodin and Edward Coke – faced. His approach and conclusions, however, were different, as he 

remained within the boundaries of a constitutionalist paradigmatic Islamic governance. Bodin’s 

notion of sovereignty, “to give law to all in general and to each in particular, and to command 

them,” permeated across Europe.646 Lipsius did not have a Latin rendering of the concept of 

sovereignty akin to the legal theoretical foundations of Bodin, but the concept was central to his 

Politica according to Jan Waszink. Both Lipsius and Bodin accepted that the prince is ultimately 

“superior to the laws and not bound by them” and thus can break its stipulations.647 Even if the 

king violated divine and natural laws that he was not supposed to, this did not give the public the 

rights of resistance and disobedience. This is unlike Mustafa Âli’s contractual relationship 

between the ruler and the public. The king was responsible and answerable to God alone, as 

 
646 Julian H. Franklin, "Sovereignty and the mixed constitution: Bodin and His Critics," in The 
Cambridge History of Political Thought 1450-1700, ed. J. H. Burns and Mark Goldie 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 303.  For Bodin’s reception by the German 
authors see Robert von Friedeburg, "The Reception of Bodin in the Holy Roman Empire and the 
Making of the Territorial State." von Friedeburg maintains that Bodin remained a controversial 
figure in the Empire. Despite being influential on the authors writing on the issues of sovereignty 
and territorial state, they sparingly made reference to Bodin. His influence was more direct in the 
political than the legal literature. Ibid. 318-320.  
647 Jan Waszink, Justus Lipsius Politica. Six Books of Politics or Political Instruction (Assen, 
Royal Van Gorcum, 2004), 92-93. 
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expressed by the absolutists: “a king who was accountable to his people was no true king.”648 

The king of Bodin and Lipsius was no longer simply a supreme judge, but also a legislator whose 

“power permeates the entire commonwealth.”649 Weston points out that even in England, the 

notion of medieval constitutionalism bereft of modern sovereignty was not as strong as Pococok 

wanted us to believe. Bodin’s influence was felt even before the first English translation of his 

book, despite the strong ancient constitutionalist movement at the time. Towards the end of 

seventeenth century, 

“common law became clearly subservient to the modern theory of parliamentary sovereignty, 
its primary role thenceforth one of demonstrating that a sovereign parliament, in which king, 
lords, and commons made law as three coordinate estates, had existed on a constant basis 
time out of mind. Despite the seeming paradox ancient constitutionalists would now combine 
common-law language and reasoning with the advocacy of the modern theory of 
parliamentary sovereignty.”650 
 

This Bodinian notion of sovereignty spread even across the lands of the Holy Roman 

Empire, where its application should have been most complex due to the fractured structure of 

the empire.651 In Europe, therefore, the stage for the king’s and the state’s assertive sovereignty 

in military matters, as well as the discipline and control they wielded by exercising it, was set.652 

Continental European monarchs and their states could establish disciplined central armies under 

their control through the use of their sovereign power. England, where there was a resistance to a 

standing army due to its association with absolutism and tyranny, could rely on its navy to 

 
648 Johann P. Sommerville, "Absolutism and Royalism,” in The Cambridge History of Political 
Thought 1450-1700, ed. J. H. Burns and Mark Goldie (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1991), 350-358. Franklin, “Sovereignty and the mixed constitution,” 308. 
649 Waszink, Politica, 93. 
650 Weston, “Ancient Constitution,” 398. 
651 Franklin, “Sovereignty and the mixed constitution,” 309-328. 
652 For a discussion of this assertive sovereignty see my introduction to this dissertation. 
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protect the British Isles and project its power overseas.653 Lacking the modern notion of 

sovereignty in the paradigmatic Islamic governance and ancient constitutionalist tradition Âli 

operated in, the Ottomans, however, went through a military devolution, thus missing the 

Disciplinary Revolution. The Ottoman military response to the rise of disciplined European 

armies and military inflation was to increase the size of the Janissaries and employ musketeer 

mercenaries from vagabond subject populations. This proved to be disastrous.654 Increased size 

of the Janissary Corps was not reflected in the number of wars they participated in. Instead they 

became a socio-political corporation, active in urban economy, life and politics, but lacking the 

discipline and coherence of a modern army.655 Beyond failing to attain the discipline and order of 

European armies, rendering them ineffective against these armies, the Janissaries created 

disorder at home. We do not find a universal application of Mustafa Âli’s notion of “nefir-i am,” 

in which a recruitment of soldiers from across the Ottoman domains and a society in arms both 

aim to spread sharia in the world. In its place we find “nefir-i am” reflected in local inhabitants 

of disorderly mercenary hotspots taking up arms against these mercenaries, which led only to a 

further increase in the spread of firearms and rural disorder.656 While the Ottoman society 

increasingly became one in arms, thereby limiting royal power, it never attained the level of 

discipline and control that Âli envisioned, one inculcated through bottom-up mechanisms to 

 
653 For the late seventeenth century debates on standing army in England see Shawn Humphrey 
and Bradley A. Hansen, "Constraining the State's Ability to Employ Force: The Standing Army 
Debates, 1697–99," Journal of Institutional Economics 6, no. 2 (2010): 243-259. 
654 Gábor Ágoston, Empires and Warfare in East-central Europe, 1550–1750: The Ottoman-
Habsburg Rivalry and Military Transformation,” European Warfare, 1350-1750 in ed. Frank 
Tallett and D. J. B. Trim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 127. 
655 Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire. 
656 Halil İnalcik, "Military and fiscal transformation in the Ottoman Empire, 1600-1700,' 
Archivum Ottomanicum, 6: (1980): 283-337." Idem., “The Socio-Political Effects of the 
Diffusion of Firearms in the Middle East” in War, Technology and Society in the Middle 
East, eds. V. J. Parry and M. Yapp (Oxford University Press, 1985). 
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make up for this increased public power. Interest in Âli’s works burgeoned after his death. They 

became “best-sellers” and were included in all major library collections during the Ottoman 

constitutionalist era.657 His works attracted commentators, abridgers and imitators. Hezarfen 

Hüseyin Efendi – who wrote on Ottoman laws at the behest of the sheikh al Islam – also came up 

with his rendition of Fusul that included his introduction and some deductions.658 Thus, Âli’s 

constitutionalist defense of a contractual relationship between the ruler and the public, the trope 

of a constitutional polity with unchanging fundamental laws – which could also have innovative 

power in Cathay – and the making of an Ottoman constitution, all raged on. In the absence of 

legal sovereignty and definite legislated written laws of the Ottoman state, authors like Hezarfen 

Huseyin and Abdurrahman Abdi Pasha came up with their own versions of the law. Focusing on 

the ability of the Ottoman state to govern efficiently amidst a continuing battle between different 

power-holders and communities, their formulations of the law related to true ancient customary 

laws albeit in the 1670s, fifty years after the appearance of the first written text of the so-called 

laws of Mehmed II in 1620.659 When requisite sovereignty was absent even in theory, it could 

not be exercised in reality to create a disciplined state-commissioned army under the authority of 

the ruler and the state. Thus, Âli’s legacy represents the beginning of the long divergence 

between the Ottomans and Europe. 

 
 

 
657 For Künhü’l-Ahbar in Baki Tezcan’s compilation of early modern best-seller Ottoman history 
books see Tezcan, “The Politics of Early Modern Ottoman Historiography,” 167-198. 
658 Hezarfen Hüseyin bin Cafer el-Istankoyi, Telhisul Beyan fi Tahlisil Buldan, Hekimoğlu 
788/03. For his laws of the Ottoman dynasty see Hezarfen Hüseyin, Telhisul Beyan fi Kavanin-i 
Âli Osman. The sheikh al Islam had appreciated his earlier work on the laws of Cathay and 
wished for him to lay out the laws of the Ottoman state similarly.  
659 See my discussion of these two law books in the previous chapter under the section discipline 
and control. Also see my discussion of Hezarfen Hüseyin Efendi’s notion of state as the 
executive body without legislative authority under the subsection “the state” in the same chapter. 
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2.2. A Cautionary Constitutionalist Voice from the Frontiers: Hasan Kafi Akhisari’s 

Balancing Act between the Ancient and Early Modern Times  

 

"There is life and six things in it: war and death, love and play, work and 
faith. War and death are there, uninvited and closely conjoined like the 
patient with his disease, the dead with his grave, and the leper with his 
leprosy. Through love and play, we forget about war and death. Love 
awakens ecstasy and play creates carelessness, but both are short-lived 
like the change between night and day. What remains is work, which 
makes us forget about war and death, love and play. Through work and 
sweat, we realize there is no hoop to embrace the world. That awakens the 
faith to comfort man and explains to him why everything is unchanged 
and is as it is.” 
 
Akhisari’s friend and medresa teacher Skender Humo quotes Ibn Ataullah 
to his students at the courtyard of Gazi Husrev Beg’s mosque in Sarajevo 
in Enes Karic’s novel Songs of Wild Birds.660 

 

2.2.1. Introduction: Akhisari and the European Military Revolution 

 

        After the Battle of Keresztes (Haçova) in 1596, Hasan Kafi Al-Akhisari (1544-1615), an 

Ottoman jurist and judge from Bosnia who witnessed the battle, translated and commented upon 

his mirror for princes Usulü’l Hikem Fi Nizami’l- Alem (Wise Principles of the Order of the 

World) into Turkish, which he initially had written in Arabic earlier that same year.661 Akhisari 

calls the siege of Egri and the following “tabur” battle “a major event” (al waqia al uzma), “the 

greatest war” (gazvat al kubra) and “the greatest battle” (mareke-i uzma) that he witnessed, using 

 
660 Enes Karic, Pjesme divljih ptica (Sarajevo: Tugra, 2009): 69. 
661 Mehmet İpşirli, "Hasan Kafi el-Akhisari ve Devlet Düzenine Ait Eseri Usulü’l Hikem Fi 
Nizami’l- Alem," Tarih Enstitüsü Dergisi 10-11 (1981), 267-269. İpşirli’s version is not an 
edition critique but comes close to it as he combines two reliable extant manuscripts and an 
Ottoman print edition to create an Ottoman Turkish text with a sentence order. For a facsimile 
print edition of the Arabic original which is included in most of the manuscripts see Hasan Kâfi 
Akhisârî, Usûlü’l-Hikem fi Nizâmü’l-Âlem, ed. Kenan Ziya Taş (İstanbul: Doğu Kitapevi, 2011). 
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for the first time the word “tabur” to mean a new form of disciplined infantry fighting based on 

geometrical tactical formations. The Ottoman victory against all the odds earned Sultan Mehmed 

III the title of the second Mehmed II.662 For Akhisari, similar to his Ottoman contemporaries like 

Mustafa Âli, the Long War (1593-1606) became a scene to display (1) the innovation and 

utilization of firearms produced by European Christians over the “past fifty years” and (2) the 

culmination of a “revolution” (ihtilal) taking place since the Ottoman-Venetian war in which the 

Ottoman navy was defeated at Lepanto in 1571.663 Akhisari notes that the enemies of the 

Ottomans had invented (ihdas) new guns and cannons and had been using these new weapons 

excessively (ifrat). He calls this excess an exaggeration (mübalağa), echoing the Habsburgs’ 

belief that if they used excessive firepower in good order, they could defeat the Ottomans.664 He 

claims that Ottoman soldiers ignored obtaining and using new weapons during the war. Instead, 

they began to flee (firar) because they could not stand their ground against enemies who used 

their new guns and cannons. Akhisari places a strong emphasis on the dispersion and flight of 

Ottoman soldiers in the face enemy fire. Confronted with their technological advancement, 

Akhisari calls for the acquisition and utilization of these new weapons along with a more 

disciplined army to reverse the situation and give Ottomans the upper hand again. In order to 

solve the problem of indiscipline, which led to the flight and dispersion of the Ottoman soldiers, 

he wants the soldiers to be well-policed (hüsn-i siyaset) and controlled (zabt) by the sultan and 

 
662 Hasan Kafi El Akhisari, Nizamu’l-ulema ila hatemi’l enbiya, Süleymaniye Library, Kılıç Ali 
Paşa 753, fol. 295. Akhisari/İpşirli, Usûlü’l-Hikem fi Nizâmü’l-Âlem, p. 267. 
663 Akhisari does not name the naval battle but he starts the date of revolutions in 980 after the 
Hijrah that is shortly after Lepanto. It does not correspond to any other important date such as the 
change of a sultan or grand vizier and as Akhisari was writing in the context of another major 
war, Lepanto and its aftermath is the only candidate for his particular date.  
664 For this belief see Alexander Balisch, "Infantry Battlefield Tactics in the Seventeenth and 
Eighteenth Centuries on the European and Turkish Theatres of War: The Austrian Response to 
Different Conditions," in Warfare in Europe 1650-1792, ed. Jeremy Black (Routledge, 2017), 
215-232. 
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military commanders. He believes that victory will only come if the soldiers are completely 

submissive (kemal-i inkiyad) and obedient (muti) to those who are in positions of authority and 

can give orders.  

Akhisari thus recognizes two key elements needed for a Military Revolution, that is, 

technology and discipline. He saw the implementation of these features as a matter of wise 

politics, which in turn necessitated (1) delineating the limits of power and its top-down use as 

well as (2) coming up with ways to facilitate military discipline and order through bottom-up 

mechanisms that do not rely on hierarchical power. For Akhisari, sharia and customary laws as 

interpreted by jurists ought to serve as a constitutional check on the use of power and through 

good governance. They should also be a means of promoting reform (ıslah) and renewal (tecdid) 

that would bring about discipline and order. To set the parameters of this reform agenda, 

Akhisari wrote extensively in multiple genres ranging from political advice and biographies of 

scholars to creed and jurisprudence. His awareness of the revolutionary changes that endangered 

the old foundations of the Ottoman state made Akhisari focus on the foundations and principles 

of the Ottoman Islamic scholarly tradition, no more clearly expressed than in the wording of his 

titles.665 When the Ottoman Islamic paradigm came under threat, scholars like Akhisari sought to 

identify and analyze the paradigmatic elements of the tradition and made sure to include them in 

any solution they proposed. For them, returning to and fortifying the roots was the best way to 

accommodate new realities while still maintaining some sense of continuity.  

 
665 Akhisari, Usûlü’l-Hikem fi Nizâmü’l-Âlem. Akhisari, Ravzâtu’l-Cennat fî Usûli’l-İtikâdat, ed. 
Samer Alamaireh Istanbul: Istanbul University, 2014. Akhisari, Nûru’l-yakin fî Usûli’d-dîn, 
Suleymaniye library, Hamidiye 764, fol. 45-130. Akhisari, Şerhu Semti’l-vüsûl ila İlmi’l-usul, 
ed. Muhammed Mustafa Ramadan, Dar İbni'l Cevzi, 1431/2010. Hasan Kafi El Akhisari, 
Nizamu’l-ulema ila hatemi’l enbiya, Süleymaniye Library, Kılıç Ali Paşa 753. For a complete 
list of Akhisari’s works see Muhammed Aruçi, “Hasan Kafi Akhisari,” DİA. 
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        In recognizing the main features of a Military Revolution, Ahkisari’s treatise Usulü’l 

Hikem Fi Nizami’l- Alem became a standard reference for both Ottoman era authors and modern 

scholars writing on reform, “decline” and Ottoman military history. Whenever the Ottomans 

entered a major war or faced a military setback that sparked internal debates over reform, 

Akhisari’s text would continue to find renewed interest, most evident in its retranslation, 

adaptation, reproduction and sometimes outright plagiarism up until World War I.666 The 

Ottoman interlocutors of Akhisari, who experienced what I call the “modernity conundrum” as 

discussed in my section on Mustafa Âli, were well-aware of his political, legal and theological 

visions and their connection to his agenda of reform. This is why they put forward his ideas to 

support their politico-legal vision of reform in their own political contexts.  

Modern scholarship, however, does not examine Akhisari’s works holistically nor the 

ways in which it was received and adapted by later Ottoman scholars. Instead, they only focus on 

 
666 For such copies: 1) Hasan Beyzade Ahmed Paşa, Usûli’l-hikem fî Nizâmi’l-alem ed. Ensar 
Köse (İstanbul: Büyüyenay, 2017). Ahmed Pasha mostly plagiarized from Akhisari.  
2) Kadızade Mehmed Ilmi, Nushul Hukkam fi Sebebi’n-Nizam, Suleymaniye, Aşir Efendi 327. 
Kadızade Mehmed Efendi freely copied and plagiarized from Akhisari.   
3) Abdullah El Budini, Risale fi Nizam-ı Devlet El Budini, Esad Efendi 1865/01. El-Budini 
almost verbatim copied from Akhisari but twisted the text by changing firearms with bows. He 
added a new chapter on forbidding evil and commanding evil and broke Akhisari’s text into 
multiple chapters which he extended with more material. 
4) Abdulkerimzade Mustafa Iffeti, Tercume-i Usulu’l Hikem fi nizam’il Alem, Tertib-i Cüyuş, 
Topkapı, H. 624. It is an early 18th century translation commissioned by Sheikh al Islam 
Damadzade to fit into the works produced by the constitutionalist reformist circle around him. 
5) İbrahim Müteferrika. Usulu’l-Hikem fi Nizamu’l-Umem, Nuruosmaniye 3676. Müteferrika 
was heavily influenced by Akhisari but twisted his constitutionalist text to fit into his absolutist 
reform agenda.  
6) Muhammed Prozorac, Minhac an Nizam fi din al Islam, Gazi Husrev Beg Library 1325. 
Written in 1802 in support of Selim III’s reform program. It aims a Sufism based revival. The 
first section largely based on Akhisari’s Ravzâtu’l-Cennat and the third section on Usûlü’l-
Hikem fi Nizâmü’l-Âlem.  
7) Hasan Kafi al-Aqhisari, Nizam El-Alem, trans. Safvet-beg Basagic, 1919. Safet-beg Basagic, 
“the father of Bosnian renaissance,” translated Nizamu’l-Alem into Bosnian in the aftermath of 
World War I in 1919. 
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his recognition of the military changes happening during his time and thus fail to capture his 

political, theological and legal vision and its significance of his ideas on subsequent Ottoman 

generations.667 In reality, Akhisari’s works enjoyed considerable popularity during the twentieth 

century, especially in his native homeland of Bosnia as many were translated into Bosnian. 

Recently, Akhisari became one of the main protagonists in Pjesme divljih ptica, a novel written 

in the aftermath of the Bosnian Civil War by the Bosnian academic Enes Karic who reflects on 

the ways in which the Ottoman legacy continues to haunt Bosnian Muslims, especially with 

regards to the unsolved questions of modernity for the Muslims since the late sixteenth century. 

The story of Akhisari was not meant to just be a historical anecdote but rather was intended to 

depict the realities of life captured in Karic’s quote (prefaced at the beginning of this chapter). 

War and death and the upheaval it brought became a catalyzer for Akhisari to engage in work, 

namely, scholarship. Here he explored possible solutions to the political and military challenges 

of his day, much of which he wrote at the request of his beloved Sufi friends (ahibban) and 

Ottoman state dignitaries. As much as war stood for violence and killing, it also represented a 

time to engage in scholarly production according to Akhisari, who saw scholars as equal in status 

to warriors and martyrs on the Day of Judgement. For him, scholars engaging in scholarship 

represents a form of jihad and made the impact of war on his scholarly activities clear in his 

autobiography as well as prefaces to his works.668 Akhisari produced his major works during the 

 
667 Some notable examples for the scholars who have of this military-technological focus are 
Gábor Ágoston, V. J. Parry and Halil Inalcik. Referring to Akhisari with such a focus became 
generic in the Ottoman historiography of 20th and 21st centuries so it can be found almost every 
work writing on the era and the Ottoman history in general.  
668 Akhisari/İpşirli, Usûlü’l-Hikem fi Nizâmü’l-Âlem, 258. Nevizade also presents Akhisari as a 
warrior conducting actual jihad in the battlefield. Nevizade, Hadaik, 1490. From Akhisari’s 
biography of scholars where he also wrote the lives of his students, we can see that he also had 
“mujahid” (holy warrior) students taking the jihad of scholarship into an actual level of jihad in 
the battlefield. Hasan Kafi El Akhisari, Nizamu’l-ulema ila hatemi’l enbiya, fol. 296. 
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span of the Long War (1592-1606). He wrote Usûlü’l-Hikem fi Nizâmü’l-Âlem and its 

commentary as well as Şerhu Semti’l-vüsûl ila İlmi’l-usul—a long commentary on his short 

primer introducing the principles of Islamic jurisprudence—in 1596 during Mehmed III’s Egri 

campaign, Ravzâtu’l-Cennat fî Usûli’l-İtikâdat and Nizamu’l-ulema ila hatemi’l enbiya in 1600 

during Grand Vizier Damad İbrahim Pasha’s Kanija campaign and Nûru’l-yakin fî Usûli’d-dîn in 

1605 during Grand Vizier Mehmed Pasha’s Estergon campaign. While seeking to bring order to 

a world in upheaval, Akhisari found stability in his faith and love of the divine. In fact, his vision 

of reform centered around faith, which became the foundation of the (1) law as transmitted and 

interpreted by the jurists, (2) the foundation of all human actions striving to change for the better 

and (3) the foundation of the ruling class who administered worldly affairs in accordance with 

the law and in consultation with the jurists.669 This framework was to provide the ideal balance 

for attaining discipline and control through good governance both at the state level and at the 

individual level. The following discussion will examine this comprehensive vision of reform 

with a holistic reading of Akhisari’s works.    

 

2.2.2. Renewing the Foundations of World Order in the Ottoman Monarchical Commonwealth 

 

The title of Akhisari’s political treatise and his introduction indicate that he decided to 

write this treatise after witnessing the disruption of the world order and failed attempts of 

renewal.670 The order of the world depended on the orderliness of human beings, which could be 

 
669 For the foundations of religion, that is the science of faith, creed and theology, being the chief 
and origin of all other sciences see Akhisari, Nûru’l-yakin, fol. 46. 
670 “nizam-i alemin kaidelerini tecdid.” “Tecdid” (tajdid) become to be used for attempts of 
renewal and reform in Islamic history. For a discussion of “tajdid” and “islah” (reform, a term 
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facilitated by a manner (uslub) and fundamental rule (kaide) that regulated their affairs through 

controlling them and ensured the continuation of humankind. For Akhisari, this “fundamental 

law” was the division of society into four classes: the people of (1) the sword, (2) knowledge 

(ulema), (3) agriculture, and (4) commerce and artisanship. The earlier scholars and philosophers 

had come to this conclusion through divine inspiration (ilham) and help (tevfik), which for 

Akhisari are legitimate means of attaining knowledge whether in jurisprudence or political 

advice.671 From these four, the main class that could overcome the existing revolution (ihtilal) 

and manage the disturbance (teşevvuş) to the world order are the people of the sword. They 

ought to have a control (zabt) over the rest of the classes with justice (adalet) and good 

governance (husn-i siyaset) in consultation with the ulema and not show negligence in managing 

the army nor supplying their provisions. Akhisari sees the ruling classes’ failures in these areas 

as the reason behind the Ottomans inability to respond to the Military Revolution, thereby 

resulting in the upheaval of the world order in Ottoman domains. As a solution to the ills of his 

times, he recognizes the need for siyaset but wants it to be exercised in a limited manner only to 

attain discipline and control. The dynastic monarchical state (devlet) or kingdom (padişahlık, 

mulk) according to Akhisari is the best institution to implement this model of good governance. 

Yet, similar to the European thinkers of his time, Akhisari made the monarchy look like a 

“commonwealth” by including all four classes in the body politic. Akhisari claims the kingdom 

 
used by Akhisari later in his discussion as well) see John Obert Voll, “Renewal and Reform in 
Islamic History: Tajdīd and Iṣlāh,” in Voices of Resurgent Islam, edited by John L. Esposito, 
(New York and Oxford, 1983), 32-47. 
671 Akhisari/İpşirli, Usûlü’l-Hikem, 251. Nûru’l-yakin, fol. 47. Akhisari, Şerhu Semti’l-vüsûl, 49. 
Akhisari was proud of using discoveries (kashf) he made through divine inspiration and help in 
his works which always mentioned. 
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cannot exist with only one class alone, for it is dependent upon and subject to all four classes.672 

Thus, when he moves from examining the world order in his treatise to the order and 

arrangement of the kingdom and expresses concern with the continuation of the state, it is a 

concern for the continuation of the body politic altogether and the humankind from which it is 

built.673 The order of the world and kingdom therefore exists as a result of the orderliness of the 

condition of the human being.674  

 In his works on creed, Akhisari accepts monarchy as the new political and theological 

reality after the thirty-year rule of the four rightly guided caliphs.675 He justifies this transition by 

quoting a hadith in which Prophet Muhammed prophesizes the caliphate coming to an end. 

Muawiya became the first Muslim monarch and leader after the prophet’s grandson Hasan -who 

earlier had become the leader with the allegiance of the people of Iraq- handed over the power to 

him with his own free will (ihtiyar).676 Yet Akhisari also places constitutional limits on the 

monarch and monarchical state, maintaining the importance of the Muslim community as the 

foundation to monarchical authority. While obedience to the ruler is a matter of faith and by 

extension represents obedience to the prophet and God, this is not unconditional. The ruler’s 

legitimacy also relies on the consent of “the people of binding and unbinding” (ahl al hal wal 

aqd) that is formulized through a contract (akd). Because usurpers lack this legitimacy, rebellion 

 
672 “padişahlık yalnız bir taife ile olmaz belki askere ve ulemaya ve hukemaya ve bülegaya ve 
fukaraya ve ehl-i sanata mevkuftur … padişahlık cemi esnaf ile olur.” Akhisari/İpşirli, Usûlü’l-
Hikem, 258. 
673 “padişahlığın nizam ve intizamı,” Ibid., 254. 
674 “ademoğullarının halleri intizamı” “ahval-i beni Adem’in intizaminin binalarini muhkem 
eylemek.” Ibid., 249-250. 
675 For the importance of Islamic texts of creed as ‘political texts’ see: İhsan Fazlıoğlu, “Osmanlı 
Düşünce Geleneğinde 'Siyasî Metin' Olarak Kelâm Kitapları,” Türkiye Araştırmaları Literatür 
Dergisi 2, (2003): 379-398. 
676  Nûru’l-yakin, fol. 116. 
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against them is legally permissible.677 Even during the caliphal era preceding the monarchy, 

Akhisari emphasizes the presence of “shura” (a consultative electoral council) as a balance to the 

power of the king, a concept which has become popular in the modern era for those championing 

a democratic Islamic tradition.678 These were people who had the authority to pick which 

candidate should be the caliph. Only after a selection was made could the candidate then gain the 

consent of the general public. Appointing (nasb) an imam is a religious obligation (vacib) upon 

the entire Muslim community as stipulated in the hadith: “someone who dies without seeing the 

imam of his times would be dead in ignorance.” Akhisari’s ideal imam is an executor but not a 

legislator. He should be empowered with knowledge of putting the divine order into execution as 

well as protecting the borders of Islam and the oppressed, but he has no power over legislation. If 

no imam existed as the leader of the community, such necessities for the well-functioning of any 

polity could not be carried out. Akhisari states that the leader should be a person of trusteeship 

with absolute perfection, that is, neither a slave, prisoner of war, lady or mentally insane, all of 

which disqualifies a person from political administration and exercising authority over the affairs 

of people.679 Akhisari also maintains the condition of belonging to the Prophet’s Quraish tribe to 

be eligible to become the leader of the Muslim community long after the Ottoman authors like 

 
677 Ibid., fol. 97. 
678 Ibid., fol. 116. Modern attempts of finding a democratic Islamic tradition singled out “shura” 
along with ijtihad and ijma as the longstanding concepts affirmed by Islamic democracy. See 
John L. Esposito and John Obert Voll. Islam and Democracy (Oxford University Press, 1996), 
27. Also John L. Esposito and James P. Piscatori, "Democratization and Islam," Middle East 
Journal 45, no. 3 (1991): 434-435. 
679 As I examined in the previous section, Mustafa Âli gave examples of instances of the public 
electing leaders from ladies or slaves in his constitutional history to show the extent of the 
public’s power. Akhisari was more moderate in his constitutionalism and did not entertained 
such possibilities. 
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Lütfi Pasha dismissed this condition, thereby putting the legitimacy of the Ottoman sultans as 

rightful leaders into question.680  

Nevertheless, Akhisari was also a pragmatist and did not support change of power 

through rebellion and violence.681 Even if the ruler is dissolute and an open sinner, the imam 

cannot be dismissed from power according to the consensus of the early generation of Muslims. 

In fact, one can even pray behind such leaders and engage in jihad under their command. For 

Akhisari, carrying out the necessary functions of the government and community overweighs the 

personal religiosity of the ruler. He sees a greater common good (maslaha) in continued 

obedience rather than rebellion, which breaks up the community of believers and causes them to 

fall into a state of ignorance (jahiliyya). Akhisari’s call for political change includes requesting 

that people repent, ask forgiveness from God, change their own conditions and remove the 

oppression and tyranny from within themselves and against one other. This is because the 

tyranny that happens at the top level of the state results from the tyranny at the bottom level of 

the individual.682 To support this idea, he quoted the verse “God will not change the condition of 

the people until they change their own condition,” which he interprets as “if a community bases 

 
680Ravzâtu’l-Cennat, 87. 
681 For the development and place of pragmatism and utilitarian considerations of public good for 
the necessity of a ruler (imam) and obedience to him in the earlier Islamic tradition see Asma 
Afsaruddin, "Loyalty and Obedience to the Ruler: Religious Obligation or a Practical 
Necessity?," The Muslim World 106, no. 2 (2016): 368-371. For the evolution of the concept of 
obedience to the authorities that included different meanings of the authority from religious 
scholars to the political leaders and the point that obedience does not necessarily entailed 
political authoritarianism see Asma Afsaruddin, "Obedience to Political Authority: An 
Evolutionary Concept," in Islamic Democratic Discourse: Theory, Debates, and Philosophical 
Perspectives, ed. M.A. Muqtedar Khan (Lexington Books, 2006): 37-62. Akhisari’s 
constitutionalist approach to the government also did not entail an authoritarian rule as he legally 
accepted disobedience as an option in a limited manner but cautioned against it with pragmatist 
concerns. As I am showing throughout this section, instead of rebellion, Akhisari focused on 
microlevel change to bring out a macrolevel change and placing constitutional limits on the 
powers of the ruler.  
682 Nûru’l-yakin, fol. 98. 
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their interactions and relations on righteousness, justice and uprightness, then God will not 

remove His blessings, that is would not disturb their order and regularity.” Thus, a community 

suffering from political and military disorder must reform its inner conduct if it wants to change 

for the better.  

In order to show how a bottom-up change could be made possible in political affairs, 

Akhisari examines in his works on Creed the role of human agency in the management of 

worldly affairs and its relationship with the divine. While maintaining that God creates 

everything including all human actions, Akhisari also left a space for human agency through 

“kasb,” which he defines as any action which its benefit or harm returns directly to its actor. 

Though God creates all actions universally, human beings still possess their own freewill through 

“kasb,” making them thus responsible for the consequences of their actions.683 If they change 

their own actions through “kasb,” this means they can also change their condition and thus 

remove the political tyranny which they face. Along with taking action to change at the 

individual level, human beings must also wait in patience and pray to God for change. As 

Charles Taylor notes, religious reform for the early modern Europeans had a “public order 

component” in which “issues of religion, morality and good public order were lumped together; 

and many of their measures were overdetermined; one can’t neatly distinguish issues of religion 

from those of good civic order.”684 As an early modern jurist from eastern Europe, Akhisari joins 

his contemporaries in pursuing religious reform by focusing on the political theological 

foundations in order to establish public order. While striving to bring back the collapsed order 

into the Ottoman domains, Akhisari does not want to cause more mayhem by bringing down the 

monarchy itself, despite the problems with its legal and theological legitimacy.  

 
683 Ravzâtu’l-Cennat, 92-93. 
684 Taylor, A Secular Age, 104. 
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2.2.3. Constitutional Limits of Ottoman Monarchical State 

 

Because Akhisari sees the sultan (padişah) as the heart of the creatures of the universe 

similar in function to a heart in a body, he focuses on setting forth how the relationship of the 

sultan with the rest of the society should be. Ahkisari recognizes the executive power of the 

sultan since he wants it to utilize it in carrying out military reform. But he also seeks to place 

limits on it, wary that an absolutist outcome may possibly result. In his political vision, the 

power of sharia and the customary laws, that is, the ancient laws (kanun-ı kadim), ancient 

arrangements (tertib-i kadim) and ancient modes (uslub-ı kadim) as interpreted by the jurists, 

limits the sultan’s authority and power. The sultan and viziers as his deputies should keep people 

of every class in their boundaries according to divine and customary laws. Akhisari does not see 

these laws in conflict. The sultan’s guarding of the four classes according to the ancient 

arrangement meant controlling every class and making them steady and firm in their professions 

according to what the sharia requires. This arrangement would increase the orderliness of human 

beings and consequently increase the power of kingdom. If the sultan neither respects the sharia 

nor the ancient laws, however, then his kingdom would become weak, making it necessary to 

pass his rulership to a more worthy candidate.685 Nonetheless, true sovereignty only belongs to 

God, which Akhisari consistently emphasizes through his recurrent use of God’s name Al-Mulk 

(the King and possessor of sovereignty). As such, God can take the worldly dominion from 

whomever He wishes and give it to whomever He wishes.686 

Akhisari’s discussion of the law as a limitation to the power of the sultan included a 

universal notion of justice (adalet) that predates the Islamic era and goes back to the ancient 

 
685 Akhisari/İpşirli, Usûlü’l-Hikem fi Nizâmü’l-Âlem, 253. 
686 Ibid., 248. 
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times (kadim). Akhisari uses the Sassanid king Anushiruwan as the epitome of a just king and 

laments how Muslim sultans including the Ottomans do not attend to justice better than even 

“fire worshippers.” Akhisari presents this as an existential threat for the sultan and his dynasty 

because despite the legal limitations he places on rebellion, he sees public obedience to political 

authorities as fundamentally predicated upon the sultan administering justice.687 The relationship 

between rulers and subjects is contractual in nature, similar to what Mustafa Âli expresses in his 

work Fusul-i Hall u Akd —a book written on the principles of dynastic kingdoms and world 

order. Akhisari expresses his fears over the possibility of either the sultan losing his throne or the 

Ottoman dynasty losing the sultanate and its dominium (mulk) as a result of failing to uphold 

justice. This becomes a recurrent theme throughout the treatise to such an extent that Akhisari 

feels the need to pray to God for the sultanate to remain under the Ottoman dynasty even though 

its legitimacy to rule had been seriously questioned.688 Although Akhisari wants to show his 

loyalty to the sultan through recurrent prayers, his repeated reference to the possibility of the 

sultanate changing hands can also be interpreted as a veiled threat to sultans who transgress the 

limits of the law. Here again, Akhisari draws upon historical examples from the ancient times 

(kadim) such as the Sassanid’s who after transgressing the boundaries set by the universal notion 

of justice, became just another instance of a disappeared dynasty.  

 

 

 
687 Ibid., 256. 
688 For the serious threat and questioning of Ottoman dynasty during the reign of Mehmed III 
see, Feridun Emecen, "Osmanlı Hanedanına Alternatif Arayışlar,” in Osmanlı Klasik Çağında 
Hanedan Devlet ve Toplum (İstanbul: Timas, 2011): 45-46. 
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2.2.4. Sharia as the Jurists’ Law and the Missing Monarchical State Sovereignty 

 

       When Akhisari references examples from the ancient times as models of exemplary modes 

of conduct, he does not include any from the Ottoman era. This is all the more surprising since 

the term ‘kadim’ was used during his time to refer to early Ottoman practice, especially the eras 

of Mehmed II and Suleyman I, both of whom were known as “lawgivers” because they laid the 

foundations of ancient Ottoman public law. Akhisari’s intentional exclusion of these Ottoman 

“lawgivers” seems to emanate from his views about the source of legislative authority. While he 

is keen on limiting the powers of the sultan through divine and customary law as well as the 

universal notion of justice, no evidence exists of him attributing legislative powers to the sultan. 

According to Akhisari, it is only the people of knowledge (ulema), namely, the jurists, who hold 

the authority of the law in their own hands, proclaim the rules of sharia to all four classes, and 

rightfully oversee the enjoining of good and forbidding of evil in society.689 The ulema should 

serve as a check on the executive powers by showing them the legal and appropriate form of 

action. This is why he warns the Sultan and his vizier to never act independently based on their 

own judgment (rey) without first consulting the ulema and people of experience.690 In fact, he 

views the sacred knowledge that the ulema carry as one of the reasons that holds the world 

together, even more valuable than the justness of the sultans since the latter can only be achieved 

 
689 Another venue or research should be Akhisari’s sources for his Mirror for Princes among 
which he lists Zamakhsari, a theologian and legal scholar who was a follower of Mutazila, a 
school of thought known for its emphasis on rationality. Akhisari’s repeated use of “rey” that is 
the judgment or opinion echoes the debate in the Islamic history between two schools of thought, 
that is, People of Opinion (ahl ar-ra’y) and People of Hadith. People of “Rey” has later been 
identified with rationality and People of Hadith with pure imitation of the traditions of the 
Prophet. Akhisari sees the Hanafi school he belonged as giving importance to the “rey” and 
subtlety of intellect (dirayet) along with the prophetic reports.  
690 Akhisari extends the need for consultation in making judgments with “ictihad” (striving hard) 
to anyone who wants to attain success and divine help in his affairs. 
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if they consult the scholars and act according to the divine law.691 Despite their importance, he 

observed in his day a high level of disrespect of the ulema with many amongst the ruling class 

showing contempt for them and disregarding the sharia. To protect the station of the scholars and 

preserve the sultanate itself, he set out to reinstate the power of the ulema and sharia in the 

Ottoman system.692  

Akhisari maintains that the sharia will remain in effect until doomsday without any 

annulment.693 Even when Jesus returns again to the world at the end of times, he will rule 

according to the sharia.694 Akhisari holds that one’s faith is through the acceptance of the sharia, 

the denial of which is equal to apostasy.695 He also sees the sharia as the most supreme form of 

law such that refusing to put its orders into execution forebodes the impending fall of the 

kingdom.696 The ulema were responsible for the continuation of the sharia for as he states, “The 

sun of knowledge never sets nor falls from the hearts of the scholars. God sends a group from 

amongst the people who prudently deliberate over the canons of sharia (kavaid-i şeri) and the 

sources of Islam (mebani al Islam).”697  

This community of scholars started with Prophet Muhammed himself and continued 

onwards generation after generation until Akhisari’s times through an unbroken chain with an 

order, connecting every era directly to the prophet. Akhisari calls Prophet Muhammed a jurist 

(faqih) -but adds that even though God has the true legal sovereignty it is impermissible to call 

 
691 Akhisari/İpşirli, Usûlü’l-Hikem fi Nizâmü’l-Âlem 258. 
692 Ibid., 273. 
693 Ravzâtu’l-Cennat, p. 87. 
694 Ibid.,89. 
695 Ibid., 92-93.  
696 Akhisari/İpşirli, Usûlü’l-Hikem fi Nizâmü’l-Âlem, 261. 
697 Nizamu’l-ulema ila hatemi’l enbiya, fol. 274. 
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Him a jurist. -698 The prophet arranged the world affairs by raising the flag of the religious 

sciences, laying down the known verses and designating Muhammedian sharia. He declared the 

prophetic path and in doing so, made the religion of Islam manifest.699 After the prophet, his 

companions transmitted the sharia through unanimous reports, a type of narration in which its 

large number of transmitters precludes the possibility of uniting to fabricate a falsehood 

(tevatur).700 After the scholarly activity of the first four righteous caliphs as well as other earlier 

scholars, Abu Hanifa perfected the sciences of religion and laid down the way (al madhab) 

through his reasoning (rey) and ijtihad (“expanding all efforts to obtain a ruling through legal 

deduction” while using independent reasoning).701 

Akhisari uses Abu Hanifa’s definition of Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) of the self’s 

knowledge of what are in his interests and what are not.702 This definition contains not only the 

ordinances of the sharia, which consist of actions and practice (feriyye ve ameliyye), but also 

faith and conscience. Thus, the sciences of creed and tasavvuf are included as a part of fiqh.703 

But in its particular meaning as law, fiqh means arriving at and understanding the hidden 

meaning behind a ruling through legal reasoning (rey) and ijtihad, which requires expert 

perception (nazar) and deliberation (teemmul). Since there are no meanings that are hidden from 

 
698 Ravzâtu’l-Cennat, p. 78. 
699 Nizamu’l-ulema ila hatemi’l enbiya, fol. 275. 
700 Nûru’l-yakin, fol. 46. 
701 Nizamu’l-ulema ila hatemi’l enbiya, fol. 282. I borrow the definition of ijtihad in quotation 
marks from Musa Fuber but also add “the independent reasoning” myself which is an important 
part of ijtihad. Imam al-Juwayni Al-Jalal al-Mahalli, Sharh Al-Waraqat Al-Mahalli’s notes on 
Imam al-Juwayni’s Islamic Jurisprudence Pamphlet Trans. & Notes by Musa Furber 
(Islamosaic, 2014): viii-ix. 
702 This is with a literal translation. A better rendering of the Arabic “ma la-ha wa ma alayha,” 
could be what a person can do and what a person is obligated to do. 
703 Şerhu Semti’l-vüsûl, 68-69. 
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God, it is not permissible to call Him a “faqih.”704 This system of uncovering the meanings 

behind God’s rulings goes back to the Prophet rather than any state or ruler. It entailed a rather 

relativist approach to law, far from a legal positivism and definitive state legislation. Ijtihad is a 

type of non-absolute conjectures. All the jurists who used their ijtihad (that is, mujtahids) were 

considered correct in front of God in their guesses, regardless if they actually arrived at the right 

target or found the true hidden meaning. God gives those who were right two blessings and those 

who were mistaken one for their efforts.705 For humankind, eternal happiness can be attained 

through imitation (taqlid) and conforming to the prophetic sharia, which helps ornament the 

outward self with righteous deeds and the inner self with a true creed.706 

 

2.2.5. A History of One’s Own: Ulema as the Bastion of Constitutionalism in Akhisari’s 
Biographical Scholarly Genealogy   

 

To bolster the legitimacy of the ulema as the bastion of Ottoman constitutionalism and 

defend its position against the ruling class, Akhisari wrote Nizamu’l-ulema ila hatemi’l enbiya 

(The Order of Ulema up until the Seal of the Prophets), a book listing the biographies of Hanafi 

jurists in his scholarly lineage followed by his own autobiography and those of his students. 

Here, he maps his unbroken chain of scholarly lineage going all the way back to the Prophet. 

While the Ottoman sultan lacking Quraishi descent meant he had no theological legitimacy to 

rule, the scholars were the inheritors of the prophets, making them even equal to the Jewish 

 
704 Ibid., 68-69. 
705 Ibid., 292. 
706 Ibid., 59. 
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prophets in rank.707 This idea was apparently widespread among the Ottoman public of the 

constitutionalist era during which Akhisari penned his works. For example, Grand Mufti 

Sunullah Efendi during Akhisari’s time schemed to unseat Sultan Mehmed III and replace him as 

the sultan by instigating court cavalry rebellions because he believed that being a ruler is with 

preeminence which he had as a scholar.708  

In Akhisari’s intellectual lineage, his teachers had their own historical timeline going 

back to the end of the caliphate with the death of Ali and Hasan’s renunciation of his claim to the 

caliphate in favor of Muawiya. The transmission of knowledge happened between each of these 

scholars all the way up to Akhisari himself, which he captures through the formula: “X received 

the knowledge from Y and gained a deep jurisprudential understanding (tafaqqahu alayh).” Then 

Y passed this knowledge to Z who gained a similar deep jurisprudential understanding and 

passed it to the next generation. This formula continued until the times of Akhisari who received 

the knowledge from his teachers and passed it into his students.709  

The government also appears in this timeline of scholars after Kakani, whom Akhisari 

calls the maturity of the religion (kivam al din), moved to Cairo where he trained Babarti, who 

later became the Sheikh al Islam at the mosque of the Mamluk ruler’s medresa. Apparently, this 

constituted a fundamental shift in the timeline of scholars as this juncture Babarti became “the 

sheikh of the late scholars” for those after him. Akhisari thus makes a distinction between the 

early scholars and late scholars afterwards.710 Akhisari calls Babarti the last of the mujtahids 

(bakiyet’ul mujtahidin) and the perfection of the religion but he does not call the scholars after 

 
707 Nizamu’l-ulema ila hatemi’l enbiya, 274. Nûru’l-yakin, fol. 46-47. 
708 Emecen, "Osmanlı Hanedanına Alternatif Arayışlar,” 45-46. 
709 Nizamu’l-ulema ila hatemi’l enbiya, 281, 284, 288. This was Akhisari’s generic formulation 
he used for every scholar so I am giving a few examples which would suffice.  
710 Ibid., 287-288, 291. 
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him mujtahids anymore. At this point, Ottoman scholars enter into the picture when Babarti 

transmits his knowledge to Molla Fenari and Sheikh Bedreddin, two Ottoman students of 

knowledge who studied in Cairo, went back to Anatolia to receive appointments at the Ottoman 

sultan’s medresas and served as judges at his courts. Akhisari calls Fenari the renewer 

(mujaddid) of the 9th century after Hijrah. Although he does not mention Bedreddin’s later career 

as a Sufi mystic rebel who went against the Ottoman dynasty in order to establish his own rule, it 

was well known by his Ottoman audience.711 The trajectories of the ulema fell into two camps 

after the entry of the government into the historical timeline: either as renewers of the century 

but still part of the ruling dynastic state or as prominent rebels against it. In either case, it meant 

an increased profile of the ulema. This becomes even clearer in Akhisari’s account of Kemal 

Paşazade who became responsible for the renewal efforts that started in the 900s after Hijrah. 

Akhisari not only deprives the sultans from carrying the title of renewer by instead bestowing it 

upon the scholars, which Lütfi Pasha had previously granted the Sultan, but also he uses titles 

normally reserved for political leaders to call scholars such as Kemal Paşazade.712 Akhisari calls 

Kemal Paşazade the sultan of the moderns, the conclusive evidence of the imams of teachers, 

and the completion and perfection of the sciences of early and late scholars. Kemal Paşazade 

reached an extensive stateliness (devlet’ul vasia) by spending his times studying the sciences and 

producing scholarly works.713 Akhisari transfers the increased political power of the ruler and 

dynastic state during the “modern” times to the ulema who possess wide stateliness, the sultanate 

 
711 Ibid., 288-289. 
712 Though naming the sultans renewer (muceddid), Lütfi Pasha did not envision them as jurists 
arriving at legal conclusions with independent reasoning (ijtihad) but claimed that the practice of 
the earlier sultans he observed was merely imitating (taklid) with righteousness and justice the 
great “muctehids” who already made ijtihad. Lütfi Paşa, Asafname, ed. Ahmet Uğur (İstanbul: 
Büyüyenay, 2018), 79. 
713 Nizamu’l-ulema ila hatemi’l enbiya, 291. 
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and the true authority for renewal. Thus, it is evident who ought to have carried out true efforts 

of renewal during the time of crisis in which Akhisari lived.   

Without denying the historical reality of increased political involvement in the 

scholarship, Akhisari accommodates it without compromising the autonomy of the scholars. 

Despite the appointment of scholars to the medresas of the ruling class, Akhisari’s formulation 

of the transmission of knowledge remained the same, representing a personal link between 

scholars and their students. He makes no mention of students of knowledge graduating and 

receiving a diploma from the medresa of a sultan or vizier but rather only records who received 

knowledge from who. This method of education did not even require the existence of a medresa. 

Akhisari touts himself as conducting gatherings of knowledge and passing his teachings onwards 

to his students but never mentions the medresa as an institution. The official way to enter into the 

class of scholars (ulema) and thus be eligible to have teaching and judicial appointments was 

through the licenses given by the scholars who already had certain allotments. Akhisari made no 

references to the supposed laws of Mehmed II or Suleyman I in the regulation of ulema affairs. 

Instead, for him the ulema’s order relied on an ancient arrangement (tertib al kadim) and straight 

mode/manner (uslub al kavim) that existed before the Ottomans, the same terminology Mustafa 

Âli uses to define the ancient customary laws. In Akhisari’s ideal world, while the rulers entered 

into the scene after Baberti, their involvement remained limited to encouragement and 

sponsorship of scholars. A sultan could be the sultan of the world but to become the sultan of the 

scholars he had to go through the same process a student of knowledge goes through in gaining 

knowledge. Akhisari mentions only Mehmed II doing this and thus earning the title of the sultan 

of the scholars which he does not give for any other Ottoman sultans.714 Thus, Akhisari’s attempt 

 
714 Ibid., 289-290. 
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to prove the superiority of his scholarly legitimacy and accommodate the increasing involvement 

of the ruling class in ulema affairs without compromising the ulema’s autonomy is reminiscent 

of Taşköprizade’s work on the history of scholars, written to rival the histories of Ottoman 

dynasty and representing a response to the incursions of the rulers who harbored absolutist 

intentions.715 Indeed, the copy of Nizamu’l-ulema I use was bound together with Taşköprizade’s 

eş-Şakâ’iku’n-Nu‘mâniyye fî Ulemâi’d-Devleti’l-Osmâniyye as well as Ali bin Bali’s Al-Iqd Al-

Manzum fi Dhikr Afazil Al-Rum—which also had a similar aim—perhaps by an Ottoman 

constitutionalist who saw what was common between the three texts.716  

A personal note about his lineage, which Akhisari wants to be in historical record but also 

cleverly hides, demonstrates the limited power of the government even further. Akhisari 

mentions that during his studies in Çatalca, he had been honored to attend the lectures of a 

certain Mir Gazanfer al Cafer al Huseyni whom he calls his teacher and sheikh and praises as 

chief justice, the judge of Medina, chief of the scholars of Mecca and Medina and the teacher of 

the Indian Sultan Akbar Han. Excited about finding a connection between an Indian reformer 

ruler and Akhisari, I wanted to discover more about this personality. Yet my attempts proved 

futile as the only Gazanfer with a religious involvement during the time of Akhisari that I could 

find was Gazanfer Dede of the persecuted secretive Melami order in Vize, not too far from 

Çatalca in the Thrace. This Gazanfer had a son in law name Emir Osman who was a descendant 

 
715 This point for Taşköprizade was made in Ali Anooshahr, "Writing, Speech, and History for 
an Ottoman Biographer," Journal of Near Eastern Studies 69, no. 1 (2010): 43-62. I realized the 
similarity after reading Akhisari’s Nizam’ul Ulema. 
716 For an analysis of Ali bin Bali’s work see Gürzat Kami, "Understanding a Sixteenth-century 
Ottoman Scholar Bureaucrat: Ali B. Bali (1527-1584) and His Biographical Dictionary Al-’Iqd 
Al-manzum fi Dhikr Afazil Al-Rum" (master’s thesis, İstanbul Şehir University, 2016). 
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of Prophet Muhammed. Gazanfer’s grandson through Emir Osman was named Cafer.717 

Gazanfer was an important figure who was brought to Istanbul to be tried at the divan for his 

unorthodox views, but Ebussuud Efendi failed to find evidence to convict him.718 Emir Osman 

and Cafer both followed Gazanfer by becoming the sheikhs of the Melami order respectively.719 

For the praises Akhisari made for his supposed teacher “Mir Gazanfer El Cafer el Huseyni,” I 

found a profile which fits but with a markedly different name, El Mevla Mirza Mahdum. There 

is, however, close similarity between the meanings of Mirza and Emir.720 El Mevla Mirza 

Mahdum indeed taught a shah but it was not Shah Jihan but Shah Abbas II of Safavids. A scholar 

with the stature and meticulousness of Akhisari who wrote a biographical history of the scholars 

till the time of the prophet could not have made such an obvious mistake about the name of his 

own teacher, so finding Mirza Mahdum did not solve the problem. The seventeenth century 

Ottoman biographer Nevizade Atai’s praise for Akhisari as someone who “was skilled in and 

conforming to the sharia, piously scrupulous and abstinent,” “wore a black, rough, and badly 

made cloth (çul)” instead of the expected scholarly garb, “engaged in intensive ascetic 

disciplining (riyazet) and refused the miracles of Sufis,” which were traits of Melamis, helped 

me to solve this puzzle.721 Nevizade was known for his Melami affiliation, and praise for and 

vindication of his fellow Melamis included that of Gazanfer.722 His description of Akhisari’s 

approach to spirituality was apparently another example of a Melami writer secretively giving 

 
717 Nesrin Sofuoğlu, “Bayrami Melami Bir Şair Haşimi Emir Osman Efendi,” Dokuz Eylül 
Üniversitesi İlahiyat Fakültesi Dergisi 41 no.1 (2015): 165, 170. 
718 Nevizade, Hadaik, 431-433. 
719 Sofuoğlu, “Bayrami Melami,” 170. 
720 Nevizade, Hadaik, 881. 
721 Ibid., 1491. 
722 For Nevizade’s Melami connection see Aslı Niyazioğlu, Dreams and Lives in Ottoman 
Istanbul: A Seventeenth-Century Biographer's Perspective (New York and London: Routledge, 
2016). 
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clues about a Melami scholar he admired. But then who was “Mir Gazanfer el Jafer el Huseyni”? 

It seems that he was a fictive figure who Akhisari created by combining the three sheikhs of the 

Melami order, with which he was affiliated and whom he saw as his teachers. That is, the 

Gazanfer “mir” from Emir Osman and Cafer. Since Emir Osman was a sayyid, al Huseyni 

specified this link as well. And the reason Akhisari used Shah Jihan instead of Shah Abbas II of 

Safavids seems to be a further attempt of hiding his Melami connection as the lineage of the 

Melamis went back to the Safavids. Akhisari must have felt bad not being able to add his 

spiritual teachers into his scholarly lineage because of the persecution the Melamis faced and 

also their teachings that advised its followers to conceal the truth to avoid showing off. 

Nonetheless, he found a way to hide it into his text through a fictive character who alludes to the 

profile of another contemporary scholar. Apparently, his omission of Ebussuud Efendi from his 

biography of scholars had more to do with the latter’s persecution of Gazanfer Dede than not 

being a part of Akhisari’s lineage, which goes through Kemal Paşazade. For in other instances, 

he recounts the biographies of the scholars of the whole era, even if they did not constitute the 

branch his lineage came from. Akhisari’s secretive identity as a Melami scholar has been so 

successful that the government even appointed him as a judge and inspector in Bosnia, which 

was one of the hotspots for Melami activities, to go after the Melamis. Yet it also shows how 

limited the power and information base of the central Ottoman government was as well as 

demonstrates the untenability of reading seventeenth century Ottoman history as a scene of a 

clash between legally lax Sufis and Sharia minded scholars since such divisions do not hold in 

the face of figures like Akhisari who was both a Melami and sharia minded jurist scholar.  
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2.2.6. The Sultan and His Kuls: Reforming the Military of a Minimalist Dynastic State 

 

Akhisari has a minimalist conception of ideal government whose aim was to leave people 

where they initially were as part of his notion of achieving justice similar to what we found in 

Sinan Pasha’s views earlier. This justice-based political minimalism influenced his idea of 

reform to bring discipline and order to the Ottoman military, which has two dimensions: 

reforming military-civilian relations as well as those military affairs related to the actual warfare. 

Akhisari’s first focus is to reform the ruling military class’s conduct towards civilians by 

requiring the administration of justice and exercise of good governance. He holds that dispensing 

justice is from the religion and can only happen with the power of the ruler. Adopting the circle 

of justice, Akhisari maintains that “the kingdom and sultanate could not be sustained without 

soldiers, soldiers could not be sustained without property, property cannot be raised without 

prosperity of the provinces which required justice and good governance.” Thus, the continuation 

of the kingdom depends upon justice and good governance.723 This ideal minimalist government 

does not even keep a treasury but instead distributes its riches to the public.724 The auspicious 

from the sultans are those who are pleasant in their actions, aims and intentions, that is, those 

who are benevolent. When a king is not generous, his state will fall. A sultan who is generous 

can make the public his metaphorical slaves (kul) by “purchasing” their obedience through his 

good actions, which points to a shift in the meaning of kul from legal slaves to members of the 

body politic, which we saw earlier in Mustafa Âli. The shift in the meaning of kul can also be 

found in Akhisari’s translation of “hassa,” state servants who hold fiefs, from his original Arabic 

 
723 Akhisari/İpşirli, Usûlü’l-Hikem fi Nizâmü’l-Âlem, 254-255. 
724 For this “an ideal government without a treasury” “topos” in the early Ottoman historical 
writing and its later interpretation by the scholars in Taşköprizade’s Şakaik see: Ali Anooshahr, 
"Writing, Speech, and History for an Ottoman Biographer."  
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text into Ottoman Turkish as “hünkar kulu,” the kuls of the ruler.725 Akhisari complains about the 

oppression of this class and wants the sultan to end it. His minimalist vision does not entail the 

government’s involvement in public affairs but rather control of the military class, which started 

to interfere in the public affairs and oppress the people. While he recognizes that there is also a 

need to collect taxes, he opposes the use of force to do so. The reform of the kingdom and its 

dominions is only possible if the ruling class shows gentleness (rifk) towards its subject 

population even in matters of criminal law. The sultan should not act hastily in criminal 

punishments or else he would otherwise lose the trust of the people who would start to become 

fearful and hate him.726 Instead, the sultan should make himself loved by his subject through 

justice, keeping the roads of the provinces safe and restoring the rights of the oppressed by 

taking them from the oppressors, i.e., members of the ruling class. If a ruler is just, the enemy 

will not become victorious over him in any way.727   

Justice can only be attained if the sultan delegated every affair and business to those who 

merited it. A sign of the impending fall of a kingdom is that a sultan makes appointments 

according to his whims rather than sound judgement (rey) and consideration of the common weal 

(maslahat).728 Though Akhisari carefully places checks and balances on the executive powers of 

the sultan and sets constitutional limits to the royal prerogative, he does not dismiss it altogether. 

He criticizes the practice of delegating the sultan’s authority of making appointments as well as 

writing his monogram over state documents in the provinces and wants this authority to remain 

for the court only. However, when interpreted within the limitations he imposes on the executive 

powers of the sultan with his requirement to adhere to both the law and notion of justice, this 

 
725 Akhisari/İpşirli, Usûlü’l-Hikem fi Nizâmü’l-Âlem, 283. 
726 Ibid., 260. 
727 Ibid., 254-255. 
728 Ibid., 261. 
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makes Akhisari not an “absolutist.” Indeed, right after complaining about the delegation of 

authority to appoint and write the sultan’s monogram, which used to be reserved to sultan and his 

court, he prays that they act according to the right/straight/correct manner (uslub-ı kavim) and the 

ancient laws (kanun-ı kadim). This course action entails legal limits even on the appointment and 

fief granting authority reserved for the sultan and grand vizier. Akhisari’s aim appears to be to 

limit the excesses of the government officials in the frontier provinces like Bosnia by tying their 

hands for things they can legally do.  

Another check on the executive power of the sultan, which plays a role in Akhisari’s 

vision of reform, is the viziers. Akhisari wants them to constantly remind the sultan of the 

importance of certain matters and if the sultan remembers them himself, to help him by working 

to bring that matter, idea, or policy into fruition. He advises sultans to appoint wise and learned 

viziers who have the skills and expertise to reform (islah) every matter. In fact, he sees a traitor 

sultan who has impious viziers as a sign of the coming doomsday, a bold criticism of the figures 

of his day. He calls the grand vizier the chief lord of those who can contract and annul (seyyid’ul 

akd vel hal), that is, administer governmental affairs, and the trustee of the dynastic state, which 

is a repetition of the Ottoman conception of the grand vizier as the absolute deputy of the 

sultan.729 When signs pointing to the imminent fall of a kingdom appear, it becomes obligatory 

for the viziers and scholars to inform the sultan, so that necessary reforms can be made. 

Illustrating this scholarly and vizierial alliance for reform, Akhisari himself aims to attract the 

attention of the sultan through the reformist Grand Vizier İbrahim Pasha, who also was a 

 
729 Nizamu’l-ulema ila hatemi’l enbiya, 275, 296. 
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Bosnian and wanted Akhisari’s ideas to be understood and put into practice by the people of the 

state council (divan).730  

   Akhisari sees the sultan as necessary for controlling (zabt) the four classes of society, 

especially the army. His emphasis on the latter links his goal of military reform to his discussion 

of its political foundations. This matter is also the most urgent for the sultan because Akhisari 

sees the oppression of an undisciplined army left uncontrolled along with not applying the 

ordinances of the sharia as the two clearest signs that forebode the imminent collapse of the 

sultanate. Akhisari’s complaint is not about the intrusion of the commoners into the affairs of the 

ruling class, which we find in the Ottoman elite accounts like Mustafa Âli. On the contrary, it is 

about the military class forcefully moving the commoners such as Bosnian farmers and 

tradesmen to the frontiers to join the army and fight against the Habsburgs, causing a huge 

scarcity of goods, increase in prices and destruction of mosques where daily prayers came to an 

end. He sees this as an innovation (bidat) in violation of both the sharia and ancient laws. Thus, 

according to Akhisari’s interpretation, even the population living in the frontier provinces near 

the battlefield should not be called to join the war effort, which would only be legally 

permissible if those provinces were threatened with invasion (see previous section on Mustafa 

Âli), let alone a universal call to arms under “nefir-i am” as Ali imagined. Akhisari wants the 

sultan to control the four classes according to the sharia and ancient arrangement (tertib-i kadim), 

which means keeping everyone in their places and occupied with carrying out their 

responsibility. As opposed to Mustafa Âli’s proposal of a citizen militia-based army, Akhisari 

wants the military class to be responsible for the war. He suggests instilling better discipline and 

 
730 Ibid., 295. For the life and activities of İbrahim Pasha see Nezihi Aykut, “Damad İbrahim 
Paşa,” DİA. V. J. Parry, “İbrahim Pasha, Damad,” Brill EI 2. Süleyman Polat, “Damad İbrahim 
Paşa,” Brill EI 3. 
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bravery in the military as a means to overcome the need for a higher number of soldiers, 

claiming that well-equipped and disciplined Muslim soldiers can overcome twice as many infidel 

soldiers with divine help. Thus, when Akhisari argues that the four classes remain in their 

rightful places, he defends the interests of the commoners rather than the ruling military class.  

       Next, Akhisari concentrates on reforming those military matters related to actual warfare, 

specifically its technological and disciplinary dimensions. He sees the Ottomans as failing to 

respond to the challenge posed by the increasing use of firearms, which the Europeans have 

continuously developed. The Ottomans even went backwards from their previous utilization of 

such arms. These became as a cause of revolution (ihtilal) and disturbance (teşevvüş) that 

necessitated reform. This need required resorting to the powers of the sultan, which Akhisari is 

keen to limit to avoid an absolutist outcome. In his account, the sultan’s relationship with his 

soldiers is a conditional one of a contractual nature, with the sultan offering benefits in exchange 

for obedience— similar to his relationship with the members of the four classes in which he 

offers just rule in return for obedience.731 Akhisari wants the sultan to oversee these matters 

personally and inspect the condition of the soldiers, for which he finds a legal basis in religion as 

well in the ancient customs of past rulers such as Alexander the Great. The sultan must pay the 

soldiers directly (ulufe) or in kind through fiefs as well as provide an adequate number of rations. 

The sultan and his military commanders should also inspect the soldiers personally, paying 

attention to their numbers, conditions, guns and other tools of war and clothing to see if they 

used their income to obtain such military gear and keep written records of their findings. He sees 

this as the right way of policing and controlling soldiers, its absence being the reason for the 

soldier’s loss of discipline and their resulting oppression of ordinary subjects and failures on the 

 
731 Cemal Kafadar recognized this contractual relationship between the sultan and Janissaries but 
his account was not based on Akhisari. See Kafadar, “Janissaries and Other Riffraff.”  
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battlefield. Thus, Akhisari’s idea of an ideal military is not a central army of the state, which 

provides standardized weaponry and uniforms, but one that is made of individual soldiers 

responsible for obtaining military gear with the resources the government provides them. 

Akhisari sees the legal basis of this individual responsibility in the Quran. The sultan and his 

military commanders are simply in charge to ensure that this responsibility is met. Since 

European state commissioned armies with such features emerged half a century later, expecting 

Akhisari to have such a foresight is unfair. He deserves credit for observing the initial phase of 

the Military Revolution, the technological developments in firearms, their increased use by the 

Holy Roman imperial army and the disciplinary problem it caused for the Ottomans.  

While catching up technologically is essential for any success on the battlefield, military 

discipline also requires having better commanders. Akhisari wants commanders to implement a 

hierarchical method of control by entrusting groups of soldiers to oversee others, thereby 

creating the effect of having a commander in chief virtually present at every level of the army. 

Victory necessitates military cohesion, which can only be achieved through solidarity, unity and 

love between soldiers who are controlled and disciplined through a command structure. Better 

discipline also includes the power of convincing. Akhisari sees it as a requirement for the sultan 

and the commanders to convince soldiers to fight with patience and endurance. Religion and 

religiosity must play a role since religion orders its followers to be patient and enduring on the 

battlefield. Furthermore, righteous and pious soldiers are better disciplined and more deserving 

of God’s help. Akhisari recommends that soldiers have good faith (husn-i itikad) of God, resign 

to Him their affairs and trust in the miracles of the Prophet to achieve victor. This explains why 

he writes his works on creed in the context of war, laying down the principles of correct faith, the 

theological limits to the sultan’s power and the place of human agency in bringing about change. 
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But Akhisari recognizes that victory and discipline also require worldly measures. For this, the 

sultan needs to promise gifts to his soldiers, punish them for their mistakes and keep his 

promises if he wants victory. The sultan and his military commanders also should become an 

example to their soldiers by remaining on the battlefield, though Akhisari sees the need for the 

sultan’s actual presence on the battlefield only in extreme cases. As part of these worldly 

measures, Akhisari also sees the decision-making (rey ve tedbir) during battles as more 

important than the bravery of the soldiers. Wars are based on stratagems and tricks so a person 

should rely on the tricks he knows more than his bravery. Although the decision-making is part 

of the duty of the sultan and his commanders, it should be in consultation with others. Here 

Akhisari has a more “democratic” approach and suggests that every opinion might have some 

value. In fact, he sees a rational and prudent (akil) person in battle more important than one 

thousand cavalrymen. Prudent measures and decisions were as important as the state-of-the-art 

arms.732 

 

2.2.7. Conclusion: The Failed Dream of a New Ottoman “Civitas”  

 

All in all, Akhisari’s call to reform the Ottoman army by acquiring the firearms used by 

its enemies, obtaining discipline and using military stratagems as well as tactics demonstrate his 

 
732 The question of “rationality” in the Ottoman warfare deserves attention. Akhisari was not 
alone in recommending recourse to the reason in warfare. For other examples see the pseudo-
Aristotelian text Adab-ı Harb ve Uslub-i Ceng which I examined in Chapter 1 and a sixteenth 
century political conversation commissioned by the Venetians for Suleyman I purporting to 
consist of the advice of Sultan Murad II for his son Mehmed I, Nasihat-u Sultan Murad (Fatih 
Sultan Mehmed’e Nasihatler) ed. Abdullah Uçman (İstanbul Büyüyenay, 2015). This emphasis 
on rationality puts Virginia Aksan’s claim for the rationalization of warfare only later in the 
eighteenth century into question. 
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recognition of the main features of the Military Revolution. He hoped carrying out such a reform 

fraught with political and theological implications would not disturb the constitutional limits of a 

properly functioning government that he envisions. This was a fine balance. Its importance 

caused Akhisari to lay the constitutional foundations of the sultanate carefully and at length 

before discussing his ideas about military reform. As for the three questions raised about public 

law in the late sixteenth century, which Baki Tezcan explicates, Akhisari does not recognize the 

legislative power of the sultan. Instead, he wants to confine his executive functions to the domain 

of the sharia and ancient laws. The relationship between the divine and worldly does not seem to 

be in conflict, which explains his attempt to synthesize the sharia with the ancient laws and a 

universal notion of justice. Even the practices of pre-Islamic kings from non-Abrahamic 

traditions serve as an exemplary mode of conduct for governance and can bring worldly success 

without contradicting the sharia. With respect to the relationship between public law and social 

change, however, Akhisari adopts a conservative approach in which he wants everyone to remain 

within the boundaries of their classes. The sultan must be the one who facilitates this social 

organization if he hopes to prevent the fall of his sultanate. Akhisari holds such a stringent 

position only to protect the civilian population from the new demands of the ruling class rather 

than to prevent them from rising in the social hierarchy.  

Akhisari’s dreams of putting into practice his comprehensive reform agenda was never 

realized after the death of the Grand Vizier Damad İbrahim Pasha in 1601, who saw practical 

utility in Akhisari’s works for the state dignitaries. İbrahim Pasha was a reformist who wished to 

end the Long War and pursue reform at home, which costed him the grand vizirate a number of 

times. He finally was appointed grand vizier for life in 1601 after his epic conquest of Kanija but 

died soon after. Had he lived longer and pursued a reform agenda following Akhisari’s ideas, the 
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Ottomans might have found a Köprülü Mehmed Pasha to solidify the state fifty years earlier. But 

even the reformed Ottoman state would have been heading towards a different historical 

trajectory than its continental European rivals since it would lack legal sovereignty, a large 

treasury and the ability to recruit commoners into the army, all of which Akhisari is keen to 

avoid. The Ottoman constitutionalists turning to Akhisari’s works time and again during crises 

shows not only the recognition of a new and changing world but also the limits of the Ottomans 

in responding to this change. It is doubtful whether the Ottoman constitutionalist state, which 

could not raise taxes much, keep a central treasury, enact laws and conscript soldiers, would be 

faring differently than it did even with a better and “reformed” governance. Despite the Ottoman 

attempts to change and innovate, the Ottoman state fell much behind its European 

contemporaries and fared similar to other limited governments in continental Europe such as 

Poland and Venice.733 Had the Ottomans been an island state that enjoyed the protection of a 

channel, the results would still not have been different since it would still not have the scientific, 

commercial, financial and industrial revolutions under its ancient regime. Without these specific 

historical circumstances, and nineteenth century centralization and absolutism, it would probably 

not even survive until World War I.  

 Akhisari’s scholarly production comes to a close after the end of the Long War with his 

last work written during the siege of Kanija in 1606. Having lost hope of reforming the 

government, Akhisari seems to focus more on a bottom-up reform. He spent his life working as 

the judge of Akhisar as well as teaching law and religious sciences to the students of his area. 

 
733 For a comparison of Ottoman and European states revenue raising showing how miniscule the 
Ottoman central government was see; K. Kıvanç Karaman, and Şevket Pamuk, "Different Paths 
to the Modern State in Europe: The Interaction between Warfare, Economic Structure, and 
Political Regime," American Political Science Review 107, no. 3 (2013): 603-626 and K. Kıvanç 
Karaman and Şevket Pamuk, "Ottoman State Finances in European Perspective, 1500–
1914," The Journal of Economic History 70, no. 3 (2010): 593-629. 
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Nevizade credits him for establishing a city called “New Development” (Nevabad/Novosel) with 

a mosque, school and many foundations, which have survived to this day under the name Donji 

Vakuf.734 After losing his hopes of reforming the Ottoman monarchical commonwealth, Akhisari 

perhaps chose to create a model “civitas” with perfect order and discipline, the kind he 

envisioned for the Ottoman domains. Since the early modern era was a time that practically 

combined the goals of civility and religious reform, as Charles Taylor notes, setting the example 

of civility in a civitas with a religious foundation for a public-order minded scholar like Akhisari 

might have been the last option if he could not transform the Ottoman commonwealth. 

Akhisari’s earlier work defending the “çelebi” title for the Ottoman learned signals his concern 

with a new concept of urban civility that has divine origins in displaying good conduct. Çelebis 

formed the newly rising urban class as the children of jurist scholars and merchants, had their 

title derived from the Turkish name for God, Çalab. Their title meant Godly people obedient to 

God, which was a defense apparently against the attacks of elite authors like Mustafa Âli.735 As 

Taylor asks with regard to this practical combination: “How could it be otherwise in a 

civilization where good conduct was inseparable from religion?”736 At the outset of the 

seventeenth century, which Cemal Kafadar calls “The Age of Çelebi’s,” Akhisari was well-

aware of his times with a recognition of the Military Revolution and the coming of a new age of 

çelebis. Thus, his works became an important source for the Ottomans trying to make sense of 

the new and changing times.  

 
734 For Akhisar in Akhisari’s time and his connection to the city as well as the location of 
Nevabad as Donji Vakuf see Fazileta Hafizović, “Akhisar u Vrijeme Hasana Kafije/Akhisar in 
the time of Hasan Kafi," Novi Muallim 16, no. 64 (2016): 3-7. 
735 Hasan Kafi El Akhisari, Risale fi lafzı çalab Süleymaniye Library, Esad Efendi 3814. 
736 Taylor, A Secular Age, 103. 
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Chapter 3: Ottomans between Military and Constitutional Revolutions II: A Never-Ending 

Search for the New in the Treasure Trove of the Old (1606-1703) 

 
3.1. Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan: The Making of an Ancient Law for the Janissaries in the Age of 

Ottoman Constitutionalism 

 

           The end of the long Ottoman-Habsburg War of 1593-1606 with the Treaty of Zsitvatorok, 

in which the Ottoman sultan gave up his claim of superiority over Habsburg ruler and agreed to 

recognize him as “Caesar,” or the Holy Roman emperor, for the first time, marked the return of a 

heightened feeling of crisis among the Ottoman elites. By 1606 the Ottomans have been fighting 

incessantly for thirty-six years when the wars against the Safavids between 1570 and 1592 is also 

taken into account along with the Habsburg conflict. The long wars on two distant fronts put an 

enormous burden on the resources of the government. The Celali rebellions roaming the 

Anatolian countryside and continued problems with the Safavids added to the bleak outlook. 

Social, economic and military crises were coupled with a “constitutional” crisis. The rights and 

privileges enshrined in the unwritten ancient Ottoman constitution “kanun-ı kadim” (literally 

ancient laws) became hotly contested among the ruling class with a challenge from the 

commoners increasingly entering into their ranks and threatening the status and power of the old 

members. Ancient laws no longer sufficed by themselves to provide a stable ground for the old 

privileged classes to defend their rights and hold on the power as well as to maintain the checks 

and balances existing in the Ottoman constitutional order. Discontent with the challenge to their 

power and authority, these classes saw the entry of the commoners into their ranks and the 

sultanic “absolutist” policies aimed at the concentration of power at the court of the sultan as the 
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primary reasons behind the general crisis.737 The kanun as “habitual practice, customary 

procedure or action” and “legal and permissible” as found in Baki Tezcan’s interpretation and, as 

I have further elaborated in my previous discussions, became one of the hallmarks of the 

Ottoman constitutionalist milieu. The quest for stabilizing the customary grounds of the kanun 

created debates about what the kanun was and who could change it.738 Tezcan views the 

increasing references to the Kanunname (Law Book) of Mehmed II as part of a process of “the 

making of an ancient constitution” in the late sixteenth century by the Ottoman 

“constitutionalist” authors who did not appear to see the original text of the code as part of this 

process. For the constitutionalists, a law code purportedly laid down by a legislator founding 

father became a tool in limiting the power of the reigning sultan as well as a defense against the 

newcomers in the ranks of the ruling class.739 However, as I showed previously, the location of 

an ancient constitution “laid down” by a founding father did not entail a legislative sovereignty 

for the sultan and dynasty.  

       Tezcan also examines the uses of kanun in the Ottoman advice for kings’ literature to 

support his claims about the elusive nature of kanun and its customary origins.740 One of the 

texts Tezcan used in his works but did not examine it from this angle, although a text that is 

supportive of his thesis and directly related to his field of research is “Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan” 

also known as Kanunname-i Yeniçeriyan. This text includes a compilation of the “laws” of the 

Janissaries written around 1608 by a janissary from the old privileged aristocratic class within 

 
737 Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire, 51-54. 
738 Ibid., 50-51. 
739 Ibid. 
740 “The ‘Kanunname of Mehmed II:’ A Different Perspective,” In The Great Ottoman-Turkish 
Civilization Volume III, edited by Kemal Cicek et al. (Ankara: Yeni Türkiye, 2000), 657-665. 
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the Janissary Corps.741 Pol Fodor noted that it was a book of advice rather than a law book 

(kanunname) of Janissaries but he also did not examine it within the context of “the making of an 

ancient Ottoman constitution” found in the works of Tezcan with reference to other primary 

texts.742 Other modern scholars used Kavanin as a source of information about the Janissaries 

rather than a partisan political text. Gülay Yılmaz took the Kavanin at its face value as if it was a 

legislation in the modern sense. This made her to make claims such as devşirme “system was 

institutionalized under the Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan.”743 In her later works in which she examined 

different elements of the janissary system such as the conscription, training and diffusion of 

soldiers into the socio-economic life based on sharia court records and central government 

registers, Yılmaz continued to misconstrue the Kavanin as a text offering factual evidence about 

the supposed laws of the Janissaries, treating it like a statute law.744 Gábor Ágoston and Fodor 

also used Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan as a reference for the condition of Janissaries with regard to 

 
741 “Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan-i Dergah-i Ali,” in Osmanlı Kanunnameleri ve Hukuki Tahlilleri, vol. 
9/1 ed. Ahmed Akgündüz (Istanbul, 1996), pp. 127–268, facsimile 269-397.  “Kitab-ı 
Kanunname-i Yeniçeriyan,” in Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan (İnceleme Metin Dizin) ed. Özgül Özbek 
(Çanakkale Onsekiz Mart Üniversitesi, 2017), 96-224. The author mentions his grandfather Saka 
Mahmud serving as the agha of Istanbul janissaries for fourteen years during the reign of 
Suleyman I. I wrote this section first with an access to Akgündüz edition only. I revised it later 
using Özbek edition of Petrosian manuscript only during the Covid-19 lockdown when I lacked 
access to Akgündüz edition. 
742 Pal Fodor, “Bir Nasihat-name Olarak Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan (The Laws of Janissaries as a 
Book of Advice),” Beşinci Milletler Arası Türkoloji Kongresi: Tebliğler III. Türk Tarihi vol.1, 
(İstanbul: İstanbul Üniversitesi Edebiyat Fakültesi Basımevi, 1986), 217-224. 
743 Gülay Yılmaz, "Becoming a Devşirme: The Training of Conscripted Children in the Ottoman 
Empire," in Children in Slavery Through the Ages edited by Gwyn Campbell, Suzanne Miers 
and Joseph C. Miller (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2009), 120. 
744 Gülay Yılmaz, "The Devshirme System and the Levied Children of Bursa in 1603-4 
AD." Belleten 79, no. 286 (2015): 896-932. Gülay Yılmaz-Diko, "Blurred Boundaries between 
Soldiers and Civilians Artisan Janissaries in Seventeenth-Century Istanbul," in Bread from the 
Lion’s Mouth. Artisans Struggling for a Livelihood in Ottoman Cities ed. Suraiya Faroqhi (New 
York: Berghahn, 2015), 182-183. Apparently, Yılmaz is aware of the partisan works of the 
seventeenth-century Ottoman intellectuals but she does not list Kavanin among these texts. See 
notes 42 and 44 in Ibid. 192.  
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their training and weaponry.745 These authors have not examined Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan as a 

political treatise on military reform intertwined with a discussion on the constitutional 

foundations of the Ottoman State. Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan needs to be placed within the evolution 

of Ottoman discourse of military reform as part of the process of the making of ancient Ottoman 

laws in response to the challenges of the ages of the Military Revolution. This process continued 

long after Kavanin was written. Ottoman constitutionalists continued to copy Kavanin as a text 

of their ancient laws that the contemporary sultans did not have the authority to change when 

they felt their interests were threatened. Eighteenth and nineteenth century Ottoman reformers 

with an “absolutist” leaning, however, imagined the existence of ancient military laws enacted 

by the legislator founding fathers that gave order and discipline to the Ottoman army during the 

“golden ages.” They often twisted the early understanding of the Kavanin as the customary laws 

of the community recognized by the sultan into one laid down with a legislative sovereignty of 

the sultan in the matters of public and military law. They presented this as a model for the 

contemporary sultans to follow. Examining Kavanin, which is one of the earliest extant sources 

about the so-called “laws” of the Ottoman army, enables us to understand what the true nature of 

“the ancient laws” were rather than what the later authors wanted them to be and as well as the 

linkage between debating military reform and constitutional foundations of the Ottoman polity. 

 Relying on the internal evidence of the Kavanin, Akgündüz and Petrosian concluded that 

it was written in 1606.  Petrosian estimated the text he published to belong to the first half of the 

eighteenth century based on its script and paper.746 My examination of the text suggests that the 

more likely date for its first penning is 1608 and the manuscript Petrosian published was copied 

 
745 Ibid. Gábor Ágoston, Guns for the Sultan, 24.  However, these authors only mention 
Janissaries’ training in and use of firearms with reference to this source. 
746 The earliest extant copy I could access is Petrosian’s manuscript. There are two more copies 
in the Topkapı Palace Library which can possibly be produced earlier. 
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in the late 1720s or early 1730s. Both of these eras corresponded to wars with Safavids during 

which there was a heightened mistrust between the sultan and the army. Dealing with this 

mistrust is at the center the main text as well as the addendum made by the copyist Ibrahim bin 

Ismail with the accounts from the campaigns of Selim I and Suleyman II against Safavids, 

respectively, used to talk about their present day with a reference to the past. According to 

Kavanin’s account of Selim I’s Eastern campaign, the Sultan wanted to spend the winter in 

Anatolia after his successful war against the Safavids so that he could march against the 

Mamluks in the next campaign season. But the army suffered from scarcity of provisions and 

exhaustion - which hit the janissaries particularly hard as they were infantries on foot-, and thus 

wanted to return to the capital. The Janissaries went to the sultan as the representatives of the 

army asking, “did you bring us to these lands to be perished?”. This question enraged Selim I 

who decided to abolish the Janissaries by burning down their entire registers and executing all of 

them. But when he consulted with (meşveret) ulema and the righteous people about this they 

warned the sultan about the impossibility of his plans due to the high number of Janissaries and 

the unity among their ranks. Selim I then asked to the elderly if there was any way to disturb the 

unity of Janissaries. The elders advised him to conscript youth from the mischievous people of 

Trabzon for the Corps. The Sultan embraced this idea despite it being a violation of the kanun.747 

The story of the army challenging Selim I’s orders during the campaign in the East echoes the 

order Ahmed I sent to Kuyucu Murad Pasha on the instigation of his courtiers. The Sultan’s 

order in 1608 demanded the army under the command of Murad Pasha -who was of devşirme 

origin- in the East fighting against Celalis to spend the winter in the region and go on a campaign 

against Safavids in the summer. Facing similar conditions to the campaign under Selim I, 

 
747 Kitab-ı Kanunname-i Yeniçeriyan,106-108. 
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Kuyucu Murad Pasha returned to Istanbul in 1608 after “convincing” Ahmed I. When this 

context, the centrality of Selim I’s story in Kavanin as well as its reference to the problem of 

Celali’s after Ahmed I’s accession to the throne taken into account, it appears that the text was 

written in 1608 either when the army was in the East or shortly after its return to Istanbul. 

Apparently, it sought to show the goodwill of the Janissaries, offer an agenda of reform that 

would increase their discipline and assuage a court audience which entertained the idea of 

abolishing the Janissaries. The content of Kavanin and the context of its emergence reveals the 

existence of anti-janissary party even before Osman I’s succession to the throne in 1618 and 

embarking upon a plan to abolish the Corps. 

Ibrahim bin Ismail, the early eighteenth-century copyist of Kavanin, complements the 

story of Selim with that of Suleyman I in a campaign against Safavids in Nahcivan written as an 

addendum to the main text. In this story, Suleyman I consulted directly with the wardens of 

janissary regiments about the intelligence gathered regarding a night assault Safavids were 

planning and the proper tactical response instead of talking to the janissary commander alone. In 

a scene emphasizing Sultan’s direct and egalitarian relationship with the Janissaries, Suleyman I 

made the wardens sit in front of him despite their insistence to standing up of respect and talked 

to them directly while the rank-and-file soldiers waited outside the Sultan’s tent. Later, 

Suleyman I observed the march of his troops which filled him with awe and fear. His courtiers 

assuaged the sultan saying that “Ottoman soldiers are not the soldiers to be afraid of, please keep 

your heart content.”748 This addendum suggests that Ismail copied Kavanin either in the late 

reign of Ahmed III when there was a conflict with Iran along with the army’s discontent with the 

Sultan or early reign of Mahmud I when the hostilities on the Eastern front continued. The newly 

 
748 Ibid., 221-224. 
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enthroned was perhaps wary of his soldiers after seeing the deposition of his uncle. A 

reproduction of Kavanin with a story emphasizing trust and contractual relationship based on the 

service of the Janissaries in exchange for the blessings of the Sultan would have served as a 

means to establish trust between the two parties. Thus, the Petrosyan manuscript can be dated to 

late 1720s or early 1730s. 

        A close reading of Kavanin gives us the answer to question of the true nature of “Laws of 

Janissaries” and the intention of the author in penning his treatise.749 The anonymous author of 

the Kavanin claims that he is certain that the condition of the Ottoman subjects will become 

tranquil and the bodies of the Celalis will disappear from the world, and the world will become 

as cheerful as before if the Sultan Ahmed I examines the laws of his great predecessors and 

applies them during his rule. The author adds that his family had been serving in the Janissary 

Corps since the times of Mehmed the Conqueror, and he himself had served on active duty since 

the campaign of La Goulette (1574-1575). He states that he compiled the laws (kanun) and rules 

(kaide) of the Janissaries according to what he heard from his grandfathers and what he knew 

and practiced as a janissary following the advice of a saint, he met in the mystical world. He 

maintains that there is benefit if the laws and rules he wrote are taken up and acted upon. The 

author seeks a revival (ihya) of the Janissary Corps through making all its affairs correspond to 

the kanun. He imagines reform as a communal activity through bottom-up “moral technologies 

of the self” that would bring discipline and order to the Corps under the supervision of the 

Sultan. He argues that a kanun based revival of the Janissaries would reestablish the world order 

(nizam-i alem) and bring back the times of the conquests.   

 
749 Baki Tezcan claims that the main argument or idea of the Ottoman texts are to be found in the 
invocation and introduction sections. Baki Tezcan, "The Multiple Faces of the One: The 
Invocation Section of Ottoman Literary Introductions as a Locus for the Central Argument of the 
Text." Middle Eastern Literatures 12, no. 1 (2009): 27-41. 
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From the preamble, it appears that there was no codified text of janissary laws and rules 

that Sultan Ahmed I could refer to. Even as a literate janissary, throughout the text the author 

makes only occasional references to written records he saw, such as a royal decree about the 

creation of the post of elders consisting of four hundred Janissaries. This document was formerly 

preserved at the office of janissary colonels, but the author was doubtful about if that post or the 

document still existed.750 His emphasis on what he heard, saw, and practiced as his sources 

shows that, for our anonymous author, the customary origins of the kanun were important. 

Indeed, the author uses kanun and custom (adet) interchangeably. The kanun was the established 

custom as opposed to the innovations which he explicitly calls not being kanun.751 Accordingly, 

the training of janissary novices to instill the ancient customs (adet-i kadim) of the Corps that 

Kavanin describes was not a book-based process. During this training, the novices learned the 

laws and rules (kanun ve kaide) by seeing and applying them under the supervision of elders in 

the Janissary chambers. For the author, this was taking (ahz) knowledge directly from a master -

the same term Akhisari used for the oral transmission of knowledge among the ulema-.  He 

depicted the Janissary Corps like a Sufi order (tarik) in which the novices were instilled the 

manners (adab) of the path by the masters with an education that included intensive practices of 

ritual cleansing and prayers. The author calls the Janissary Corps as the Corps of the people of 

God, a term used for the Sufi saints.752 Janissary attire was the Sufi attire created from a mix of 

the attires of Mevlevi and Bektaşi gowns (kisve) and hats (sikke). In his account, even the 

sultan’s relationship with the Janissaries was of customary nature corresponding to Sufi customs 

and rituals. Sultan Murad I and Suleyman Pasha, the founders of the Janissaries according to 

 
750 Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan, 205. 
751 Kitab-ı Kanunname-i Yeniçeriyan, 133. “kanun değildir sonradan icad olunmuşdur.” (This is 
not kanun. This has been innovated later). 
752 “Yeniçeri ocağı ehlullah ocağıdır.” Ibid., 179. 
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Kavanin, themselves dressed in this Janissary Sufi attire to enjoy the spiritual blessings of this 

community and showing their membership. In the early modern Ottoman world, this was a sign 

of an egalitarian relationship between the dynasty and the Janissaries. In Kavanin’s presentation 

the ancestors of Sultan Ahmed I were part of this community whose practices and customs took 

its shape over time and were transmitted through generations as the Janissary kanuns through the 

guidance of saints.  

         For the author, custom was “always immemorial” but also “perfectly up-to-date.”753 In 

setting forward what is “kanun” and what is not, or what is legal and desirable and what is not, 

the author uses the immemorial aspect of the practice with references to these customs being in 

effect since ancient days (“kadim’ul eyyamdan beru”), ancient times (“kadimden beru”) and time 

without beginning (“ezelden”). Unlike Akhisari, the “ancient” of the author of Kavanin-i 

Yeniçeriyan is an Ottoman one rather than a much distant past predating even the advent of 

Islam. This makes sense as the author’s aim is to facilitate reform of the Janissaries who came 

into existence institutionally during the Ottoman era. Kanun as a set of habitual practices appears 

to be part of the unwritten common memory of the Janissaries that had accumulated since time 

“immemorial” -or at least since their establishment-. It seems that the author uses the elusive 

nature of the kanun to empower the janissary community in determining its own kanuns and 

limit the sultanic role in the formation of kanuns. The reference to “kadim” as an origin does not 

make the kanun a body of laws and customs frozen at a certain point in history. The author 

recognizes the change and evolution of the janissary kanuns over time with mentioning 

introduction of certain practices during the reigns of Sultan Murad I, Bayezid I, Mehmed II, 

 
753 Tezcan borrows this point from J. G. A. Pocock’s The Ancient Constitution and the Feudal 
Law. Because it also applies to the thought of the author of Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan, I am using 
this point raised by Pocock and borrowed by Tezcan for the Ottoman case. See Tezcan, The 
Second Ottoman Empire, 50. 
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Bayezid II, Selim I and Suleyman I that might have included royal sanction. Even when the 

author recognized the “legislative” involvement of the past sultan in laying down kanuns for the 

Janissaries, he placed restrictions on it and presented it as a power the past sultans shared with 

mystical authorities. One of these restrictions is the need for consultation. According to the 

author, the past sultans laid down customary laws in consultation with (meşveret) ulema and the 

virtuous people, viziers and janissary elders. For example, the kanun of child levy to recruit 

novices to Janissary Corps was laid down with the opinion (rey) of Hacı Bektaş Pasha and by 

means of Timurtaş Dede, a descendant of Sufi saint Hacı Bektaşi Veli and Emirşah, a descendent 

of Mevlana Celaleddin Rumi.754 The author mentions Sultan Murad I’s role in the establishment 

of this kanun only in his second reference to the origins of child levy later in the text.755 The 

pasha and saintly figures obtain a status even higher than the sultan in this initiation of the most 

important practice of the Janissary Corps, whereas the sultan’s role seems to be symbolic. In 

another example, the author recounts that Mehmed the Conqueror created the post of agha for 

Anatolian and Rumelian provinces to be filled by janissary elders through a royal decree in 

consultation with the ulema, the virtuous people, and the aforementioned janissary elders.756 It 

seems that the author was more comfortable recognizing a sultanic role in laying down kanuns 

when it perpetually benefited the Janissaries. Thus, the majority of the cases where Kavanin 

mentions sultanic role in starting a custom consist of the initiation of a cash or in-kind allowance 

for the Janissaries. This was a sign of the contractual relationship between the sultans and the 

Janissaries based on the sultan’s grants of blessings in return for the soldier’s service. 

 
754 Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan, 136-137. 
755 Ibid., 169. 
756 Ibid., 136. 
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Kavanin also presents the saints and mystical figures as the initiators of important kanuns 

that formed the janissary identity on their own account without a sultanic involvement. The 

creation of janissary attire by the descendants of Mevlana Celaleddin Rumi and Hacı Bektaşi 

Veli is such a remarkable example, especially given the significance of hats and gowns in 

defining one’s identity, status and place in early modern societies. Treating the saints as the 

initiators of janissary kanuns on their own right, the author prayed for them along with the 

sultans for their souls to rejoice for these efforts.757 Janissary commanders (ağa) were also the 

initiators of kanuns, that is new customs, without any reference to the sultanic involvement in 

this.758 While occasional reference to actual figures for the initiation of kanuns, Kavanin’s most 

common description of the establishment customary practice, was “it is made kanun” (kanun 

eylediler) without using a subject of the sentence that specifies an individual agency for this act. 

This usage blurred the role of sultans, ulema, saints and commanders in laying down customary 

laws and thus made the laws “common property” of the whole community. Therefore, in the 

examples and language of Kavanin, laying down kanuns appears not as an act of the sultan alone 

but as a joint communal process that included significant contributions from ulema, viziers and 

Janissaries and took the existing customs into account. These are not constituting examples of a 

modern notion of undivided legislative sovereignty, which emerged with Bodin, but that of 

ancient constitutionalism in which the community “finding” and designating its customary laws. 

The sultan’s involvement as part of the community does not make him a sovereign legislator 

acting independent of worldly authorities in making laws. Even that limited sultanic role was 

 
757 “Bu kanunları ihdas eden padişahlarun ve evliyaullahun ervahı şad ola.” Kitab-ı Kanunname-i 
Yeniçeriyan, 190. 
758 Ibid., 142. “Ağalar … kanun eylediler.”	
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confined to the sultans of the Ottoman “ancient” times but denied to contemporary sultans like 

Ahmed I. 

          For the author, the body of cumulative kanuns also has a precedential effect, which places 

a limit on royal prerogative. In recounting an encounter between Sultan Selim I and his vizier 

Piri Pasha, the author presents kanun as being above the authority of the sultan, although the 

Sultan did not respect it during this instance. According to this story, when the Sultan wanted to 

recruit Janissaries from the regions of Trabzon and Karman, Piri Pasha warned him that it was 

against the kanun, and that sultans before him never practiced it. The Sultan’s demands were in 

violation of the kanun that Janissaries must hail from certain ethnicities from the Ottomans’ 

European provinces.  The Sultan’s response was to ask, “Are you the one to teach me the 

kanun?” and strike the head of Pasha. The author of Kavanin does not approve this practice, and 

although a sultan carried it out, he sees it illegal as being against the kanun.759 Selim I made 

another “illegal” intervention into janissary affairs when a Persian archer as the head of janissary 

shooting halls after being impressed by his performance and no janissary could have beaten him. 

Janissaries did not allow him to wear their attire and thus showing that they do not accept him 

one of their own. For some time, this unnamed archer taught the art of shooting arrows to the 

janissary novices. However, this was short lived as a Janissary named Muhammed shot his 

arrows further than the Persian archer. The author claims that after this incidence one night the 

Persian archer suddenly fled to Persia.760 Apparently, this was a warning against illegal sultanic 

 
759 Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan, 142-143. This example was also given by Hüseyin Yılmaz as an 
evidence of the existence of a constitutionalism in the Ottoman Empire. See Yılmaz, Containing 
Sultanic Authority, 231-232. Tezcan gives another example in which according to the account of 
grand vizier Lütfi Pasha Selim I said: “he is not capable of changing the kanun, which is the 
cumulative practice of the former sultans.” Tezcan, “The ‘Kanunname of Mehmed II:’,” 659-
660. 
760 Kitab-ı Kanunname-i Yeniçeriyan, 188-189.	
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intervention in janissary affairs and a reform attempt using foreign experts whose loyalty would 

always be questionable and who could engage in treason all of a sudden. 

 Kavanin presents Murad III as another example of “despotic” sultan exceeding his limits 

and breaching kanun, and thus disturbing the world order. According to the story recounted by 

the author, a group of non-Muslim children came to Murad III during the circumcision 

ceremonies for his princes. They converted into Islam and asked to be registered as janissary 

novices. Sultan invited Janissary Commander Ferhad Pasha and ordered these children to be 

added to the registry books. Pasha responded to the Sultan saying that this would be a violation 

of the kanun. He supported his purely legalistic position with an explanation from a utilitarian 

perspective. These children had “impure” origins, raised as orphans without receiving good 

moral education and most of them were artisans. As they were children of Edirne, Bursa and 

Istanbul they have enjoyed the pleasures of urban life. Thus, they could not be trained as good 

soldiers. Pasha elaborated his stance with telling how allowing one-time exception for the Sultan 

would be dangerous. If each sultan violates kanun like this, then the world order (nizam-ı alem) 

would be disturbed altogether. The Sultan in turn protested Ferhad Pasha asking how come 

janissary officers could conscript novices and those conscripted by “the padishah of the world” is 

not admissible (makbul). Being enraged, Murad III issued a royal order (ferman) for the 

aforementioned children to be registered. Kanun-conscious Ferhad Pasha refused to implement 

the orders of the Sultan which were in violation of kanun, stating that during his time in office he 

would not have given consent to such a practice. In response, the Sultan sacked Ferhad Pasha 

and replaced him with Yusuf Pasha.761 After presenting the unlawful acts of Selim I and Murad 

III as the main reason behind the “corruption” of Janissaries, the author of Kavanin prays for 

 
761 Ibid., 114-115. 
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God to grant justice, moderation and conscience (insaf) to those who abandoned the ancient laws 

(kanun-i kadim). 

        While the author of Kavanin recognizes the limited legislative involvement of the earlier 

Ottoman sultans in the administration of the Janissaries as part of the community, he denies even 

this limited power to Sultan Ahmed I. Although the author calls the sultans as the highest souls 

of the world, and Sultan Ahmed I as the highest soul of all sultans, he does not attribute a 

legislative authority to the soul of all sultans of his time. The author’s advice for Ahmed I was 

simply to examine the laws of his great predecessors and apply them. He sees a link between 

knowing the laws and rules in detail and for the world to be reformed.762 By putting down what 

these laws and rules were, based on the customs of the sultan’s predecessors and the community 

of Janissaries before them since times “immemorial,” the author establishes his agenda of 

reforming Janissary Corps with a return to the past. He wants the reforms to be a process guided 

by the janissary customs and carried out under the authority of the sultan. Therefore, the 

discussion of reform is interweaved with a discussion of the constitutional foundations of the 

Ottoman polity and a concern for limiting the royal prerogative.  

       The anonymous author’s list of janissary laws includes the procedures of recruiting 

janissary novices, their acculturation and training, dress code, salaries and benefits, operation and 

access to the funds of janissary cash foundations acting as banks, promotions, retirement, the 

command structure and janissary bureaucracy, the duties of officers, punishment of Janissaries, 

and duties and practices during the wars. He draws a clear boundary between what is kanun and 

what is not and ends his treatise with a chapter on illegal innovations. The concluding chapter on 

illegal innovations lists the areas that the author sees having the most urgent need for reform 

 
762 Kitab-ı Kanunname-i Yeniçeriyan, 204. “kanun ü kaideler ale’t-tafsil bilmekde alemün 
düzelmesi mukarrerdir.” Also, Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan, 251. 
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through a return to the past practices. The main disappointment of the author seems to be the 

“corruption” of the recruitment system, which allowed commoners’ entry into the corps by 

purchasing “kul” status and the resultant disappearance of regular training. He wants to limit the 

recruitment to the children of Janissaries and new novices collected from certain Balkan regions 

from mainly Christian families through child levy system according to the ancient customary 

laws. By constructing janissary laws from janissary history and customs cumulated over time, 

the author attempts to provide a more stable ground to the customary practices of Janissaries. 

While his family origins and class interests must have surely played a role in this agenda of 

reform, the author also has a utilitarian perspective which he uses to back historical legal 

legitimacy of his arguments. He opposes the janissaries becoming artisans and artisans becoming 

janissaries with the only exception of those providing for the needs of the Corps because “those 

with an artisan’s craft would not go to a campaign for three-four aspers.”763 He opposes 

Janissaries becoming part of the retinues of local notables because this leads to using the political 

power of those notables to skip the campaigns.764 Being janissary was a noble status and the 

Janissaries of villager origins continuing to act like villagers debase this status and cause 

reputational damage.765 The sale of the status of “kul” which he sees a severe violation of kanun, 

leads to oppression of the subject population as those who paid for it want to make a return for 

their investment.766  

While portraying the Sufi ulema as the founding fathers of the Corps and janissary imams 

and reciters of call to prayers as important figures in the training and religious life of the 

Janissaries, he opposes excessive amount of ulema joining the Corps and the Janissary “square 

 
763 Kitab-ı Kanunname-i Yeniçeriyan, 110. 
764 Ibid., 192. 
765 Ibid., 149. 
766 Ibid., 138, 170. “Kulluk bey olınmak kanuna muhalifdir ve zararı çokdur.” 
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being filled with ulema hats” as this leads to decrease in military prowess. He wants to protect 

the distinctive status of Janissaries marked by their attire allowing Janissary imams to take part 

in processions with Janissaries wearing janissary coats while keeping their ulema hats.767 This 

did not entail a “secular” attitude as one of the two conditions for meriting Janissary status along 

with being the son of a Janissary (kul oğlu) was being religious and on the right path (mutakimu 

dindar). He expected the discipline of Janissaries to return with such pious and righteous (salih) 

officers controlling their Janissaries in a good manner (hoşca zabt).768 A bottom-up disciplining 

of Janissaries through moral technologies of the self that formed the pious Sufi janissary subject 

would be working together with the control of officers to whom the Janissaries submitted 

willingly. The Sultan’s role in this program of reform was limited to supervision by adhering to 

ancient janissary laws and not allowing the “foreigners” to enter to the Corps. Then the 

Janissaries who are the arms and wings of the Ottoman dynasty would be engaging in service of 

the dynastic state (devlet) sacrificing their heads and lives.769 If the Janissary Corps were revived 

according to its ancient customs, the world would be put in order. Then the Sultan’s would have 

no reason to be fearful of Janissaries and contemplate about abolishing the Corps.  

        Despite the conservative outlook of Kavanin, the author’s treatment of the use of firearms 

and janissary training, shows how Ottoman customary law responded to the challenges and 

successfully adapted during the ages of the Military Revolution. The changes brought by 

technological innovations seems to have found their way into the body of Ottoman “ancient” 

laws. While holding on the tradition and preserving the old customs, Kavanin also presents an 

 
767 Ibid., 116, 190. “Meydan içi sarıklı dolmuşdur.” “alay olub alaya binmek lazım geldükde 
mollılar örfin giyerler velakin saçaklı çuka abayı urunur kanun budur.”	
768 Ibid. 191. Also “zabtu rabt” (discipline and control) Ibid., 143. 
769 Ibid., 109, 204. “Devlet uğrında canu baş hizmet edeler.” “Yeniçeri ocağı â-li Osman’un kol 
ve kanadıdur.” 
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environment of cultural flexibility that provided room for the entrance of the new. The author 

recognizes the importance of musket and in his depiction even using muskets became an 

“ancient” law for the Janissaries. Yet, he also sees a need for the continued use of bows and 

crossbows. He maintains that giving a government-owned musket produced by the government 

appointed gun manufacturers to the Janissaries after the completion of their education and entry 

into the service of the sultan was a practice in the time immemorial (ezelden).  He complains that 

gun manufacturers no longer produce for the government and give priority to the private 

production although they continue to collect their salaries. As a result, Janissaries could not 

receive high quality muskets from the government (miri). Therefore, he recommends either the 

salaries of the manufacturers to be cut or they must start producing for the Janissaries again.770  

        The author also gives valuable information about two important aspects of the Military 

Revolution, i.e., regular exercise and drills, and the use of volley fire. He states that Janissaries 

were appointed as the head of exercise-halls (talimhaneci başı) in the ancient times to practice 

shooting arrows. Moreover, five exercise halls (talimhane) near the janissary barracks were built 

in the times of Sultan Bayezid II.771 Janissaries used to practice shooting arrows at the exercise 

halls. However, the author complains that exercise halls are unused and lie in ruins in his time 

such that now spiders are building their nets there. He recommends the exercise halls to be used 

again and the Janissaries to exercise with arrows every morning and night. In the account of the 

author, we also find evidence about how the introduction of musket into the Janissaries was a 

synthesis of the old and the new. The exercise halls for shooting arrows were also a platform for 

training in musket use. He states that there used to be targets put near the exercise halls for the 

 
770 Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan, 223-224. 
771 Ágoston mentions the building of a shooting hall (talimhane) in around 1572 for Ottoman 
gunners, sixty years after the end of Bayezid II’s reign but does not refer to Bayezid II’s 
construction. Ágoston, Guns, 35. 
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practice of firing muskets every Wednesday and Thursday, which were still kept by the training 

officers. Moreover, regardless of whether there was a campaign or not, every three or four 

months all the Janissaries gathered for a drill.772 The author uses the Ottoman word “yaylım” for 

volley fire. He states that Janissaries practiced volley fire (yaylım) in ranks of three or four. Then 

janissary companies fired with their muskets in order from the first company to the company 

sixty-one.773 Those who hit the target successfully were given a silver bowl or a gold coin. 

Moreover, fuse and gunpowder used to be given for the Janissaries to practice. The author 

proclaims that this is the kanun, but it has been forgotten for a long time. This shows that 

although the kanun has a customary nature, the abandonment of certain practices that became a 

kanun by the Janissaries such as exercising, drilling and possessing higher quality muskets 

produced and owned by the government did not make the kanun status of these practices null. 

Instead, the kanun became a tool for an agenda of military reform as a return to the “good old 

practices” through the efforts of the sultan. In giving kanun a status as a cumulative body of 

customary laws even above the authority of an individual sultan, the author also placed 

constitutional limits on military reform.  

 
772 The author’s remarks do not imply that the drills came to an end altogether. It suggests that 
drills are made before the campaigns, but he wants them to continue as a regular practice as 
before even in the absence of campaigns. The drills before the campaigns were mentioned both 
by Ágoston and Günhan Börekçi. See Günhan Börekçi, “Contribution to the Military Revolution 
Debate: The Janissaries Use of Volley Fire during the Long Ottoman-Habsburg War of 1593-
1606 and the Problem of Origins,” Acta Orientalia 2006 Nov 7; 59(4): 407-38. 
773 Günhan Börekçi who wrote an important article on the janissary use of volley fire using 
Ottoman narrative and visual sources establishes that Janissaries were using volley fire in 1605 
or perhaps even before. However, his sources do not use the Ottoman term “yaylım” for volley 
fire although they describe it in detail. Ágoston also examines this subject but he misses 
Kavanin’s use of “yaylım” as perhaps the first Ottoman source to do so. Kavanin’s reference to 
drills and utilization of volley fire as an old practice by 1606 supports the thesis that janissary 
use of volley fire goes back to much earlier and perhaps this practice was developed by the 
Ottomans for the first time. 
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The author’s depiction of the past developments suggests that for a successful change it 

had to be an act of the community rather than top-down imposition of the sultan. He put the 

emphasis on the community and sought for a change through communal action under the 

leadership of the sultan. Kanun was the law of community, not the will or enactment of an 

individual sultan. The author did not envision disciplining the Janissaries and making them drill 

with the force of sultan and sultanic legislation but rather sought a community effort in 

disciplining oneself through the “moral technologies of self” that included a willing submission 

to the authority of mystical figures. The sultan’s involvement in the reform as its leader was to be 

through reactivating the community based on the ancient laws by closing its doors to the 

intrusion of outsiders so that the community could reform itself as a return to its past ideal state 

willingly. The revival of the community with this reform effort was to reestablish the trust 

between the sultan and Janissaries and fend off the Corps from the attempts of abolishing them. 

  

3.2. Katib Çelebi’s Constitutionalist Agenda of Reform During the Mid Seventeenth Century 

Crisis  

 

            Mid seventeenth century marked another period of crisis for the Ottoman State. Ottoman 

attempts to seize Crete from Venice began a long and costly war with the Venetians between 

1645 and 1669 that demonstrated the limits of Ottoman power in the seas as well as on land. 

Ottoman polymath Katib Çelebi (1609-1657) was a witness of the early years of this conflict and 

the general crisis in the Ottoman State.774 He was a scribe, a lower ranking member of the 

Ottoman bureaucracy and the son of a member of Court Cavalry Corps. He attended to the 

 
774 For Katib Çelebi’s life and works see Gottfried Hagen, “Katib Çelebi” Historians of the 
Ottoman Empire, 2007. https://ottomanhistorians.uchicago.edu/en/historian/katib-celebi  



 300 

campaigns against the Safavids in his youth but the inheritance he bequeathed enabled him to 

devote his later years into scholarship. Katib Çelebi was a prolific writer and his works gained 

him fame and importance among the Ottoman elite beyond a simple scribe could have enjoyed. 

An agenda of reform with a sense of deep crisis and search for solutions characterizes most of 

Katib Çelebi’s works such as his Calendar of World History (Takvimu’t-tevarih), Summary of 

Histories, which is an Ottoman history between 1592 and 1655 (Fezleke-i Tevarih), History of 

Ottoman Maritime Campaigns (Tuhfetu’l-Kibar Fi Esfaril Bihar), and View of the World 

(Cihannuma), which is a historical geography.775 Katib Çelebi’s works have been popular among 

the Ottoman and modern scholars. Three of the seventeen volumes published in the first Ottoman 

printing press of İbrahim Müteferrika in 1730s were Katib Çelebi’s Takvimu’t-Tevarih, Tuhfetu’l 

Kibar and Cihannuma. During the Republican era, Katib Çelebi was portrayed as a forerunner of 

“Westernization”.776 Recently, Baki Tezcan used Fezleke as a reference for the historical 

information it provides while noticing its non-dynastic historical timeline. Gottfriend Hagen 

examined Katib Çelebi’s views and knowledge on geography as well as his legal views.777 These 

authors overlooked the relationship between Katib Çelebi’s views and presentation of history, 

geography and legal philosophy; and his political ideology and reform agenda except Tezcan’s 

reference to Katib Çelebi’s historical timeline independent of the reigns of sultans. In this section 

 
775 Katib Çelebi, Takvim’ut-tevarih, Süleymaniye Library, Abdullah Efendi no. 257. I am using 
the facsimile of this manuscript printed in 2009 by Turkish Historical Association. Katib Çelebi, 
Fezleke: Tahlil ve Metin I-II Ed. Zeynep Aybicin (İstanbul: Marmara University, 2007). Kâtib 
Çelebi, Deniz Savaşları Hakkında Büyüklere Armağan (Tuhfetü'l-kibâr fî esfâri'l-bihâr), ed. 
Orhan Şaik Gökyay (İstanbul: Kabalcı, 2007). Katib Çelebi, Cihannuma, Istanbul, Müteferrika 
Press, 1732. 
776 See the articles in the volume published on the 300th anniversary of Katib Çelebi’s death in 
1957. Kâtip Çelebi: Hayati ve Eserleri hakkinda İncelemeler (Studies on the life and works of 
Kâtip Çelebi), (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Yayinlarindan VII. Seri, No. 33, 1957). 
777 Gottfried Hagen, "Legitimacy and World Order," 55-83. Idem., "Kātip Çelebi's Maps and the 
Visualization of Space in Ottoman Culture." Osmanlı Araştırmaları 40, no. 40 (2012). 
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I will examine Katib Çelebi’s works as a corpus of military reform with taking the political and 

legal thought inherent in them into account.778 Katib Çelebi will appear to be another 

“constitutionalist” who sought an agenda of military reform in his works interweaved with a 

discussion of the constitutional foundations of the Ottoman state, which as we saw in his 

definition of the state in the previous chapter, was the union of community around a fundamental 

law (ayin). First, I will look at Katib Çelebi’s outlook of the events of history and his present day 

to show his sense of crisis and recognition of the realities of the ages of Military Revolution that 

led him to produce his works. Then, I will focus on Katib Çelebi’s usage of kanun as a body of 

customs and regulatory laws for the army and navy in his historical narratives. Next will be a 

discussion of Katib Çelebi’s legal and political thought around the questions raised about the 

public law in the Ottoman political thought. Finally, I will examine Katib Çelebi’s presentation 

of Cathay in Cihannuma, which would appear as a model or an “utopia” for the Ottoman reform 

if read in the light of Katib Çelebi’s other works. 

         Fezleke starts with the year 1000 (1591) according to Islamic calendar and is organized 

around the yearly occurrence of events rather than events during the lifetime of sultans. Baki 

Tezcan notes this and links it to the emergence of a new historical timeline independent of a 

royal timeline.779 A further evidence of the marginalization of sultans in Katib Çelebi’s account 

in line with his constitutionalist views is the obituaries added at the end of each year. Katib 

Çelebi gives barely a page to Sultan Murad IV, who was known for his “despotism,” and that 

section is filled with criticism, while members of ulema or pashas could easily receive an 

 
778 Katib Çelebi’s reform agenda could not be confined into military reform only. His reformist 
thought can also be examined from the angle of scientific and scholarly reform, but I will 
approach to Katib Çelebi in line with the general arguments and focus of this dissertation. 
779 Baki Tezcan, “The Politics of Early Modern Ottoman Historiography,” in The Early Modern 
Ottomans: Remapping the Empire,” ed. Virginia H. Aksan and Daniel Goffman (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 223-266. 
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obituary of a page or two with admiration. Given that a sultan’s death is not an event happening 

every year but there are many members of the latter group passing away each year, the difference 

between the space given to the biographies of the members of ulema and bureaucracy becomes 

even starker.780  

Fezleke’s start also corresponds to two years before the start of the Long Ottoman-

Habsburg War of 1593-1606. Katib Çelebi describes the battles of the Long War with a 

particular emphasis on the Battle of Keresztez of 1596. It shows how the Long War gained a 

permanent place in the imagination of the Ottomans half a century later after being depicted as a 

major shock and indication of revolution in military affairs in the accounts of its contemporaries 

such as Mustafa Âli and Akhisari.781 Far from being under the influence of fanaticism or 

conservatism stemming from their culture, in the account of Katib Çelebi, similar to Akhisari and 

Mustafa Âli, we see that the Ottomans were ready to accept the Habsburg superiority on the 

battlefield and explain its causes. According to Katib Çelebi, the Habsburgs conscripted a very 

high number of soldiers for the battle to the degree of it being excessive. All the Habsburg 

 
780 Katib Çelebi, Fezleke, Murad IV, 912-913, el-Mevla Sun’ullah bin Cafer el-Imadi, 588-589, 
Murad Pasha, 584-585. Osman II, 686-688. Katib Çelebi has a page and half obituary for Osman 
II but it is filled with the description of his death in the hands of rebels with a treatment an 
Ottoman royal family member never received before. It included strangling him, sexual abuse 
and cutting his ear. The obituary for Osman II also includes the list of his viziers, chief justices 
of Rumelia and Anatolia provinces and judges of Istanbul, another sign of Katib Çelebi’s 
conscious choice of allotting historical space to the political and judicial figures while depriving 
from royal figures of space. Katib Çelebi’s description of sultan’s brutal death can also be read 
as a reminder to a sultan who transgresses the constitutional limits set on him. Indeed, although 
Murad IV died a natural death at a young death, Katib Çelebi sees this as a result of his 
“unconstitutional” rule which I will be touching upon shortly.  
781 For the sources of Katib Çelebi see Bekir Kütükoğlu, “Katib Çelebi “Fezleke”sinin 
Kaynakları,” In Vekayinüvis Makaleler (İstanbul Fetih Cemiyeti 1994), 25-84. His sources 
included the histories of Hasanbeyzade Ahmed, Peçevi, Mehmed, Topçular Katibi Abdulkadir 
and Safi Mustafa. For Peçevi’s account of the Military Revolution see Colin Imber, “İbrahim 
Peçevi on War: A Note on the ‘European Military Revolution,’ in Frontiers of Ottoman Studies 
Vol. II, ed. Colin Imber et al. (London: I.B. Tauris, 2005), 7-22. 
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infantry were equipped with muskets and marched firing their muskets whereas Ottoman cavalry 

forces did not carry firearms (tüfeksiz). The Habsburg army had ordered lines (saff-ı muretteb) 

that seemed to have no end. Katib Çelebi thinks that it was not possible for the Ottoman soldiers 

to withstand such an enemy no matter how steadfast they were. Therefore, the Ottoman soldiers 

scattered under fire. He thinks the battle was won only because of Habsburg’s self-pride and 

confidence in their power and number. The Habsburg soldiers lost their order after beginning to 

loot the tents of the Ottoman camp while the Sultan did not leave the battleground. Katib Çelebi 

sees Ottoman victory as a result of divine intervention.  

Katib Çelebi’s depiction of the following battles during the Long War shows his 

observations of the changing balance of power between the Ottomans and Habsburgs. He claims 

that Ottomans soldiers never had the difficulty they experienced in the siege of Kanitza in 1600 

ever before in their history. Echoing trace italienne of the ages of Military Revolution, he 

explains in detail how well fortified Kanitza was, which made it impossible to penetrate with 

cannons. Ottoman soldiers fought for seven days and enemy won every single day. He explains 

the conquest occurred only with the help of God as the enemy left when there was no apparent 

reason to do this until their gunpowder depots took fire.782 Katib Çelebi’s description of Sultan 

Osman II’s campaign to Poland also shows no signs of Ottoman success on the battlefield. The 

Ottoman army marched six times towards the enemy with no major success. The Ottomans have 

been repelled under the enemy fire in the first five marches and the sixth had only a modest 

success. The Poles offered peace under which Ottoman vassal Moldavia was given the fortress of 

Hotin.783  

 
782 Katib Çelebi, Fezleke, 367-372. 
783 Ibid., 658-664. 
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The Ottoman campaign to take Crete, which started in 1645, was the most significant 

event that gave Katib Çelebi a sense of crisis and inspired him to write his works on history and 

geography. As a contemporary of the campaign, he recounted the wars on the island and the seas 

in his Fezleke and Tuhfetu’l Kibar.784 After 1645, the events of Crete became the dominant topic 

in Fezleke. For the fortresses on Crete, Katib Çelebi’s descriptions parallel his depictions of 

Hungary's Habsburg fortresses. In describing Hanya's fortress, he claims that intelligent men's 

intellect would be deficient in understanding how it was built, and there is no fortress alike in the 

Ottoman domains. He sees it impenetrable either with cannons or any other tools of warfare.785  

In Katib Çelebi’s account of Hanya's siege, Ottoman soldiers demonstrated their extraordinary 

bravery, and there was fierce fighting between them and the Habsburg forces. The soldiers sat in 

their trenches, shelled the fortress, and marched towards the fortress twice. Many Ottoman troops 

from all ranks were killed. He claims that the Ottomans realized that it was not possible to take 

the fortress with force. However, the besieged also saw that there was no end in the Ottoman 

attacks, and the fallen Ottoman soldiers were immediately replaced, so they eventually 

surrendered.786 Katib Çelebi’s description of Candia's siege draws an equally bleak picture for 

the besieger Ottoman army's conditions, which could not take the fortress during his lifetime.  

        Katib Çelebi’s account of Ottoman naval expeditions and naval wars with Venice during 

the Crete War shows an Ottoman navy struggling even to ship supplies to the Ottoman ground 

forces on the island. The Ottoman Navy could not even exit to the Aegean Sea from the strait of 

Dardanelles due to the Venetian blockade, and Ottoman galleys facing the Venetian Navy armed 

with galleons suffered heavy damage. Because the main Ottoman Navy under the command of 

 
784 Katib Çelebi mentions the difficulties of the Crete campaign as the reason, which led him to 
write Tuhfe’t-ul-Kibar. 
785 Katib Çelebi, Fezleke, 940-942. 
786 Ibid., 952. 
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the Grand Admiral lodged in Istanbul could not reach the island, Ottoman forces in Create relied 

on the help of the Ottoman galleys traveling from Anatolia, Balkans, and North Africa. The 

naval battles were very fierce. Katib Çelebi describes the scenes as the whole skies covered with 

smoke due to the intensity of cannon and musket fire.787 While depicting the naval expeditions 

during the Crete War, Çelebi has an observant eye for the galleons in the Mediterranean used by 

the adversaries of the Ottomans, noting especially the enormous size, fortress-like structure, and 

firepower of these vessels. But in his account, the Ottoman Navy galleons function only as cargo 

ships to carry soldiers and provisions before the initiation of a government project to use 

galleons in warfare. Using galleys, the Ottomans and their North African allies capture galleons 

and take them in tow to the Ottoman shipyards to be refitted.788 After the setbacks the Ottoman 

Navy encountered against the Venetian galleons, the Ottomans also attempted to build and use 

galleons. Katib Çelebi himself was against the construction of galleons and expressed his 

negative opinion when consulted by the Grand Mufti Abdurrahim Efendi.789 Katib Çelebi and his 

constitutionalist fellows like Karaçelebizade felt vindicated for their resistance to galleons when 

the first Ottoman attempt to transition into galleons failed both in the production and warfare 

stages.790 Çelebi himself seems to have enjoyed narrating the stories of the failure of Ottoman 

 
787 Katib Çelebi, Tuhfetu’l-Kibar, 144-158. Also, Fezleke. 934-1100. 
788	Katib Çelebi, Fezleke I-II ed. Zeynep Aycibin (İstanbul: Çamlıca, 2016), 430, 437, 442, 443, 
696, 743, 876, 877.  I used two versions of Katib Çelebi’s Fezleke, one unprinted and one 
printed, both edited by Aycibin in this section as I had access to different versions at different 
stages of writing. I will be referencing the later published version with its publication date added 
as Katib Çelebi, Fezleke I-II (2016) while the earlier unprinted version available at YÖK 
database simply as Fezleke.	
789 Tuhfetu’l-Kibar, 149. 
790 Katib Çelebi, Fezleke I-II (2016), 1038-1039. İdris Bostan, "Osmanlılar Niçin Kalyon 
İnşasından Bir Süre İçin Vazgeçtiler? (1656-1682)," Tarih Dergisi 71 (2020): 223-238. 
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galleys in the warfare.791 The seeming contradiction between Katib Çelebi’s awareness of the 

“Military Revolution Afloat” based on his description of the naval warfare and his opposition to 

galleons – which, along with the line-ahead formation, are presented as the hallmarks of this 

revolution by the modern scholars- necessitates an explanation.792 A look into questions raised in 

the scholarship about “The Military Revolution Afloat” in Europe would help us make sense of 

Katib Çelebi’s puzzling attitude.  

 First, the revolutionary changes in the naval affairs in the early modern era went hand in 

hand with many continuities with previous forms of naval warfare, which convinced some 

scholars to argue for a “transformation” rather than a “revolution.”793 Second, while the scholars 

agree on the technological change with the introduction and widespread use of sailing ships 

starting from the fifteenth century, they disagree on the timing of and reasons behind the 

associated tactical change. Especially, the established use of line ahead tactical formation coming 

much later than the large-scale use of sailing ships lend to different explanations. One view saw 

this as a result of the conservative mentality of the maritime communities. According to this 

explanation, the transition took place only when this mentality changed in the late seventeenth 

century with a new scientific worldview that sought to give an order to every aspect of the world 

and life became dominant.794 Another view highlights an experience-based transition gradually 

 
791	Çelebi mentions how these galleons flooded with water, lost their sails and burned down by 
the Venetians. The bravery of Ottoman marines could not help when faced with technical 
difficulties associated with galleons. Katib Çelebi, Fezleke I-II. (2016), 886-887.	
792 M. A. J. Palmer, "The Military Revolution Afloat: The Era of the Anglo-Dutch Wars and the 
Transition to Modern Warfare at Sea," War in History 4, no. 2 (1997): 123-149. Parker, The 
Military Revolution, 82-114. 
793 Louis Sicking, “Naval Warfare in Europe, c. 1330-c. 1680” in European Warfare, 1350–
1750, ed. Frank Tallett and David J.B. Trim (Cambridge University Press, 2010), 263. 
794 William Maltby, “Politics, Professionalism, and the Evolution of Sailing-Ship Tactics, 1650-
1714," in Tools of War: Instruments, Ideas, and Institutions of Warfare: 1445-1871, ed. John 
Lynn (University of Illinois Press, 1990). Tactical treatises on naval warfare are very rare in the 
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taking place as navies tested new tactics and evaluated their consequences rather than a change 

in mentality leading to the dominance of tactical formalism.795 Scholars also noted the political 

aspect of naval affairs and its connection to the prospects of maritime change.796 From the early 

uses of galleons onwards, their association with an assertion of royal power was evident. The 

most famous galleons of the sixteenth century were named after royal figures. They captured 

their contemporaries' eye with their enormous sizes as floating fortresses if not for their 

seaworthiness. Enormously costly royal galleys were maintained for a show of power, status, and 

prestige even when they proved not very useful in the sea wars.797 With this early legacy in 

mind, for the “old Commonwealth English men,” the transition into line ahead with sailing ships 

had “absolutist” implications. It entailed a larger and more expensive navy, which necessitated 

higher taxation through a centralized financial administration under an increased royal authority 

and state control. With the new system, the contractual relationship the “tarpaulin” officers 

enjoyed under the old system would be replaced by a direct administrative relationship, a 

professional cadre of gentleman officers had with the crown. This change was made possible by 

formalism enabling the gentlemen without the upbringing and lifetime experience of tarpaulins 

 
seventeenth century whereas many such treatises related to land warfare were written and 
published. Notable exceptions were Captain John Smith’s A Sea Grammar first published in 
1627 and reissued in 1652 during the Anglo-Dutch Naval War -not only a contemporary of Tuhfe 
but also markedly had a similar reason behind reissuing. – Palmer, “The Military Revolution 
Afloat,” 125. Paul Hoste wrote the first French naval tactical treatise in 1697 on the direction of 
Admiral Tourville in 1697. Maltby, “Politics,” 55, 60. This makes the strong tactical element of 
Katib Çelebi’s Tuhfe even more novel. A comparison of Tuhfe with its contemporaries would be 
helpful in delineating Ottoman and European naval mentalities of the time but I did not have 
time for this. 
795 Palmer, "The Military Revolution Afloat.” 
796 James S. Wheeler, "Prelude to Power: The Crisis of 1649 and the Foundation of English 
Naval Power," The Mariner's Mirror 81, no. 2 (1995): 148-155. Maltby, “Politics.” 
797 Henry Grace à Dieu, Grande Françoise, The Mary Rose, The Great Harry, The Elizabeth 
Jonas, Great Michael, Sovereign of the Seas (launched in 1637). Parker, The Military 
Revolution, 90-99. Sicking, “Naval Warfare in Europe, 249-252.	
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to conduct naval warfare based on formal tactical treatises. It would be channeling the resources 

collected with higher taxation into the gentlemen and thus enriching them while impoverishing 

the “tarpaulins” and ordinary subjects. Therefore, naval military reform was interlinked with 

“royal authoritarianism” that would come at the expense of coastal naval communities and the 

subject population. Seventeenth-century critics of “royal aggrandizement” perceived the link 

between war and increased taxation and thus oppression of the subjects.798  

         Katib Çelebi’s views of naval and military reform fall squarely within his European 

contemporaries who were wary of royal absolutism infringing the rights of maritime 

communities and leading to the subject population's oppression. As a constitutionalist, he 

opposed government oppression stemming from increased taxation and set on defending 

maritime communities' rights and privileges. Thus, in many ways, his penning of Tuhfetu’l Kibar 

resembles Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan as a partisan intervention into military reform debate in defense 

of a privileged community with an emphasis on its “ancient” laws. It is both a book of naval 

kanuns and advice drawn from the maritime community's customary history but supported with 

an emphasis on sharia that accommodated the customs of the communities. At a time when the 

prospects of major reform with sultanic intervention and imposition of top-down disciplining 

threatened the autonomy of the maritime community and its bottom-up ascetic self-disciplining 

mechanism through “moral technologies of the self,” Katib Çelebi -as a constitutionalist- 

produced Tuhfe to safeguard the maritime community’s old ways.799  Although he was not a 

member of Ottoman naval forces, he wrote a naval history of the Ottoman State after 

 
798 My summary from Maltby. See Maltby, “Politics,” 62-69. 
799 For didactic works to instill sharia based Sufi ascetic disciplining in maritime community 
using a naval language see the poems of Monla Muhammed and Zafi in; Andreas Tietze, "XVI. 
Asır Türk Şiirinde Gemici Dili (Âgehi kasidesi ve tahmisleri)," Türkiyat Mecmuası 9 (1951): 
113-138. The similarity between these works and Mustafa Âli’s Riyazu's-Salikin I examined in 
Chapter 2 is startling.  
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Constantinople's conquest in 1453 as creating a body of cumulative and immemorial customs 

with a strong emphasis on what is kanun and what is not. To bolster his position when telling 

what is kanun in a specific matter, Katib Çelebi also explains the reasons behind it and gives 

historical examples of the damages suffered due to their violation. In Tuhfetu’l-Kibar, kanun for 

Katib Çelebi is the set of time-tested customary practices that obtained the status of a body of 

laws. By compiling the laws of the Navy and drawing the lines of legality based on the 

cumulative body of customs of the navy itself, it serves to Katib Çelebi’s agenda of enabling 

reform while preserving constitutional limits on the royal prerogative. This political concern also 

becomes a limit on a change of customs whose change might lead to the strengthening of royal 

authority, even after bitter experiences due to adherence to the old customs. Accordingly, Katib 

Çelebi’s opposition to the transition from the use of galleys to galleons in the Ottoman Navy, 

although he meticulously recounts how galleys proved incapable in the face of Venetian galleons 

in the Dardanelles, could be linked to his concern about the possible absolutist implications this 

transition entailed.800 

The Ottoman Navy of Katib Çelebi’s time followed what prominent Turkish naval 

historian İdris Bostan called “Barbarosian Naval School.” Adherents of this school believed in 

the utility of galleys and preferred the continued use of galleys over a transition to the use of 

galleons in warfare.801 Their navy was a conglomerate of galleys built in the government 

 
800 While the previous scholarship explained the “delay” in Ottoman transition to galleons as a 
result of a late transition in Venice which was the main Ottoman rival in the Mediterranean, this 
explanation is not sufficient in the face of Ottoman opposition to galleons even after Venice 
made this transition. For an explanation based on a late Venetian transition to the use of galleons 
see İdris Bostan, Osmanlılar ve Deniz: Deniz Politikaları, Teşkilat, Gemiler (İstanbul: Küre 
Yayınları, 2010), 37-51. According to Bostan, Venetians rented their galleons from the English 
and Dutch. These galleons gave them superiority in the seas during the Crete War.  
801 İdris Bostan, "Kadırga'dan Kalyon'a (XVII. Yüzyılın İkinci Yarısında Osmanlı Gemi 
Teknolojisi'nin Değişimi)," Osmanlı Araştırmaları 24, no. 24 (2004): 67-68. 
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shipyards for the captains and named after them and the galleys of beys of Ottoman Northern 

African and the governors from Anatolian and Rumelian provinces. When the Navy under the 

leadership of Grand Admiral could not leave the Dardanelles, the galleys of these beys and 

governors became crucial to supply the Ottoman army on the island of Crete. These beys and 

governors could easily build galleys and sail in the Mediterranean. Building galleons, however, 

required a higher investment and advanced technological knowledge, which only the sultan or 

the highest-ranking viziers could have afforded and had access to.802 An Ottoman navy 

consisting of the sultan's galleons with marines waiting in the government shipyards in Istanbul 

would result in the rise of sultanic power. Sultan and royalists could use it to upset the 

constitutional balance in the Ottoman polity. It would also diminish the leverage and negotiating 

power of the governors and beys.803  

 
802 North African vassals of the Ottomans used galleons in seventeenth century earlier than the 
Ottomans, but I could not find any evidence of them producing galleons. The examples Katib 
Çelebi gives in Fezleke for these vassals show them capturing European galleons using their own 
galleys and sending to shipyards to be refitted. If they had a production capacity and extensive 
knowledge of these galleons, the Ottoman attempts of building, manning and using them should 
have been successful. Instead, the Ottomans suffered from deficiency of technical and tactical 
knowledge needed for the galleons. Even after the building of galleons, their captains were shy 
of using them and the Navy could not make an efficient use of them. This led to the Venetians 
capturing of almost all the Ottoman Navy in 1656 in the shores of Dardanelles. For this event 
and its long term social and cultural impact see Bostan, “Osmanlılar Niçin Kalyon İnşasından Bir 
Süre İçin Vazgeçtiler?,” 229-235.	
803 A recent article by Fikret Yılmaz provides evidence in support of my argument. Yilmaz 
shows the power struggle between the dynasty, high ranking kuls in the government and the 
Ottoman admirals of corsair background who settled in Besiktas in the early to mid-sixteenth 
century. The dynasty and kuls saw the palaces of these admirals and their customs as a challenge 
to dynastic and vizierial authority and responded to it with a counter campaign of investment in 
the area. Fikret Yılmaz, “Osmanlı Hanedanı, Kullar ve Korsanlar: Beşiktaş’ın Doğuşu ve İktidar 
Rekabeti (1534-1557),” Journal of Turkish Studies 52 (2019): 397-425. The sultan and kuls 
would have better means building more expensive and technologically demanding galleons while 
the naval commanders of corsair background would lack such means. I think the competition 
between the government and navy commanders provide a strong evidence for Katib Çelebi’s 
defense of galleys, and thus taking the side of the navy as part of his constitutionalist agenda of 
limited government power. 
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A transition to galleons also involved a top-down disciplining of the personnel that would 

crew these vessels, similar to the top-down disciplining of soldiers that a transition into an 

ordered standing army necessitated. A galleon hosted around five hundred sailors and marines 

who would need technical and tactical sophistication to act in unison not only among themselves 

but also with the personnel of other galleons in the fleet under a single command and signaling. 

All of this required intensive training and naval drills within the hierarchical structure of central 

command. It also entailed a large number of marines and sailors who would be forming a 

professional standing naval force. For Ottoman maritime community, with its autonomy in 

recruitment and bottom-up disciplining mechanisms, the new system meant a threat to their very 

existence and things as they knew it. It was natural for Ottoman constitutionalists to be wary of 

this outcome as top-down disciplining meant a stronger government and increased royal power 

and control. As yet another blow to Ottoman constitutionalists, a fleet of galleons with marines 

in Istanbul would be creating an alternative power base challenging the dominance of the 

Janissaries and Court Cavalry Corps, who were their bastions of power. The events of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries after the Ottomans were able to make a transition into the use 

of galleons proved this concern. Although the janissaries initially gained a strong foothold 

among the galleon marines (kalyoncus), they seemed to have lost this influence by the early 

nineteenth century. When not under the control of the Janissaries, having galleon marines in the 

capital city alongside the Janissaries were similar to creating an alternative standing army 

challenging their power -as attempted by Sultan Selim III and faced fierce resistance-. While 

Selim III could not use his New Order troops against the rebellious Janissaries, one of the groups 
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Sultan Mahmud II relied on to abolish the janissaries in 1826 were galleon marines along with 

his bombardier troops.804  

Early Ottoman experience with the production and utilization of galleons carried all the 

marks of potential “absolutism” that the constitutionalists were wary of. The first Ottoman 

galleon built in the seventeenth-century cost as much as four times that of building a galley.805 

The first Ottoman attempt at mass galleon production was not the result of a bottom-up decision 

but a result of the involvement of a small group of grandees around the sultan.806 A royal decree 

(ferman) put this decision into practice.807 The government’s assertion of power was apparent in 

the project's name, i.e., “government galleon” (miri kalyon). Grand Vizier Melek Ahmed Pasha, 

who sponsored the production of his own massive galleon, was the most notable figure of this 

initiative. When Pasha’s galleon banked during its launching ceremony and filled with water, 

Katib Çelebi as well as his fellow constitutionalist Grand Mufti Karaçelebizade -whom we saw 

with his constitutionalist ideas of political and legal authority and his kingmaking role in the first 

chapter- interpreted it as the result of the oppression (zulm) of subjects to finance its building. 

Condemning the royal project of building galleons, Çelebi maintained that because all of the 

 
804 For the galleon marines of eighteenth and early nineteenth century see Ali Fuat Örenç, 
“Kalyoncu,” TDV İslam Ansiklopedisi.   
805 This fact was noted by constitutionalist Karaçelebizade. Bostan, "Osmanlılar Niçin Kalyon 
İnşasından Bir Süre İçin Vazgeçtiler?,” 234. Government shipyard records also confirm this.	
Bostan, "Kadırga'dan Kalyon'a,” 84. 
806 According to Karaçelebizade this group was made of Grand Vizier’s Chief Warden Haydar 
Ağazade Mehmed Pasha, Grand Mufti Mesud Efendi, Chief Justice of Anatolia Esad Efendi and 
Chief Justice of Rumelia İbrahim Efendi. A detailed study of this group would delineate the 
connection between Ottoman ideas and political partisanship. It is beyond the scope of my 
dissertation which focused more on ideas. They convinced the sultan to issue the royal decree 
and go ahead with the public galleon project. Karacelebizade’s solution to the naval problems of 
the Ottomans was a classic example of Ottoman constitutionalism. A grand vizier totally 
independent in his affairs from the sultan embarking upon a reform program based on galleys. 
Bostan, “Osmanlılar Niçin Kalyon İnşasından Bir Süre İçin Vazgeçtiler?,” 234. 
807 “yirmi-otuz kıta kalyon ve burtun inşası içün ferman sudûr eyledi.” Katib Çelebi, Fezleke I-II 
(2016), 1028.  
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twenty to thirty galleons built following the royal decree relied on oppression, none had any 

utility (hayr).808 Katib Celebi’s remarks seem to have pointed out the Ottoman Navy’s defeat 

against the Venetian Navy in 1656 when all the Ottoman galleons were either burned down or 

captured by the Venetians. This event marked the end of the first Ottoman attempt to use 

galleons in warfare. As opposed to the start of the galleon project with the involvement of a 

small cadre of elites and royal sanction, its end was the result of a collective decision made at the 

consultative assembly (meşveret meclisi) with a large attendance.809 Thus, consultative assembly 

played its role as an important institution of the Ottoman constitutionalist era of participatory 

politics yet again. 

Examining Katib Çelebi’s treatment of naval/military reform with consideration for his 

European contemporaries' views and the milieu of Ottoman constitutionalist politics and 

reformist discourse, we can conclude that his opposition to the utilization of galleons was not 

stemming from conservatism or fanaticism. It resulted from his political and legal concerns as an 

Ottoman constitutionalist keen on limiting royal prerogative and preventing tyranny. These 

concerns made the use of galleys an “ancient” kanun not to be changed and to be defended in the 

face of plans for galleons. Working under this limitation, Katib Çelebi advises on the tactics to 

be employed with galleys facing stronger galleons such as keeping a long-distance until causing 

enough damage in the enemy galleons rather than advising a shift in Ottoman naval policies. 

Thus, Katib Çelebi’s ideal navy was like a militia power facing a large standing army hoping to 

 
808	“Zulm ile yapılan geminin hâli budur. Sâirinin dahi hâli niçe olsa gerek?” “Didikleri gibi sâir 
kalyonların dahi başına hayr gelmedi.” Ibid. 1038-1039. For Karaçelebizade’s remarks see; 
Bostan, “Osmanlılar Niçin Kalyon İnşasından Bir Süre İçin Vazgeçtiler?,” 233. The reason the 
Ottoman constitutionalists saw behind the failure Melek Ahmed Pasha’s galleon production 
echoes his niece Evliya Çelebi’s views of taxation and tyranny I examined in Chapter 1. Perhaps 
Melek Ahmed Pasha’s experience and later downfall played a role in the formation of Evliya’s 
ideas. 	
809 Bostan, “Osmanlılar Niçin Kalyon İnşasından Bir Süre İçin Vazgeçtiler?,” 235-236. 



 314 

achieve victory through hit-and-run tactics, which echoes the identification of militias with 

republicanism and large central armies with “absolutism.”  

        In line with Katib Çelebi’s agenda of limiting sultanic authority, the organization of the 

book is not based on the timeline of succession of the sultans. It tells a history of the Ottoman 

Navy under successive admirals and naval campaigns in the first section. Although the reigns of 

sultans were mentioned occasionally, the Navy attains its own historical timeline independent of 

the royal timeline. The second section includes chapters on the organizational scheme of the 

navy and fiscal units tied to the different branches of the navy to finance their expenses, the laws 

of sailing and going to campaigns, laws of engaging in naval wars, different kinds of the ships of 

the navy and the laws covering the production and maintenance of ships and marine hardware. 

The last chapter of the second section includes forty advises of Katib Çelebi for the Ottoman 

Navy. Although Katib Çelebi does not call this section a kanunname (law book), it has the form 

of an Ottoman of kanunnames with links to the literature of advice (nasihat) we saw in the Law 

Book of Janissaries. It is a reiteration and summary of the kanuns of the navy already discussed 

in the main text. The first extant Ottoman regulations of the navy in the form of a government 

document, which was prepared by admiral Mezamorta Hüseyin Pasha and issued as a royal 

decree in 1701 by Mustafa II, supports this point with its strong resemblance to Katib Çelebi’s 

list of advice.810 Katib Çelebi’s epilogue where he engages in a discussion about the root cause 

of the problems of his day as the abandonment of kanun, which I will examine shortly, also 

 
810 Bostan, Osmanlılar ve Deniz,185-189. These regulations came to be known as the 
“Kanuname of Mezamorta” rather than a sultanic laws or regulations. The first fragile Ottoman 
attempt to regulate the navy during the short reign of Mustafa II, which was a period 
characterized by attempt to rule by command through royal decrees that backfired and led to the 
sultan’s deposition, was actually no more than a collection of the customs of the navy and 
ordering the navy with a royal decree to adhere to them. Ottoman constitutionalism preserved its 
influence even during an era often dubbed as “Mustafa II’s absolutism.” 
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strengthens Tuhfetu’l Kibar’s appearance as a book on naval kanuns rather than a simple history. 

It shows how a discussion of reform was interwoven with an argument about the constitutional 

foundations of the Ottoman polity.  

       Examining the content of Tuhfetu’l Kibar reveals Katib Çelebi’s understanding of the 

nature of naval kanuns as the culture and tactics of the navy gradually accumulated over time 

gaining the status of law through time-tested communal practices. In Katib Çelebi’s account, 

every step in the voyages of the ships of Ottoman navy was determined by kanun. The departure 

from Beşiktas in Istanbul the stops in the Marmara, Dardanelles and Aegean Sea, the way the 

navy sailed, the duties of the reconnaissance vessels, the rules of engagement with enemy ships 

were all regulated by kanun. For example, when the Ottoman navy met the enemy armada as the 

fleet came nearer to Anatolian or Rumalian shores, they would pretend that they had not seen it 

and not engage in warfare. If the enemy was nearer to enemy lands, or both navies are in the 

open sea, the Ottomans would engage in battle according to kanun. For Katib Çelebi the logic 

behind this kanun is the fierce nature of sea wars, which would make the Ottoman marines take 

refuge on the land when facing a difficult battle rather than fighting with determination. When 

the Ottoman galleys meet the galleons of the enemy, the kanun is not to engage in fight from 

close but fire from distance and approach only after causing damage in enemy galleons. It is 

against the kanun for admirals to leave their ship and sail with boats around the navy. The laws 

of naval warfare in the Black Sea are different. Here the Ottoman galleys face Cossacks with 

much smaller chaika (şayka) boats and have no fear of them. So, the kanun of warfare with 

Cossacks is to engage in battle with them by forcing them to the open sea.811  

 
811 Katib Çelebi, Tuhfetu’l Kibar, 177-190. 
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        While Fezleke is a general yearly history rather than a history of an Ottoman institution, it 

shows Katib Çelebi’s perception of kanun are as a set of customary rules and laws of the 

Ottoman state and its institutions. These customs cover procedural laws to be followed during 

the enthronement of a sultan and processions following it, the appointments to the different posts 

of the bureaucracy, benefits different posts bring to their holders, or laws of the army and war. In 

Katib Çelebi’s treatment of military laws, the battlefield formation of right and left wings and a 

center, the arrangement of the commander and Janissaries and cannons, and the order of the lines 

was all based on the kanun.812 The soldiers from the six divisions waited the trenches,813 soldiers 

left the trenches and stood in lines,814 and the army marched in accordance with the kanun.815 

The number of cannons taken to the campaign was determined by kanun.816 The procedure of the 

surrender of the enemy was executed according to kanun.817 The senior soldiers’ control on the 

junior soldiers also relied on kanun.818 The provisioning of the soldiers,819 rewarding the 

Janissaries,820 the practice of Janissaries leaving their salaries to the treasury in return for 

timars,821 and appointments were done in line with kanun.822  

 
812 “iki tarafdan alaylar kurılup kānûn üzre mukaddeme ve yemîn ve yesâr safları bağlandı. 
Serdâr önüne yeniçeri alayı ve toplar dizilüp dahi ileride beyler ve çarhacılar yürüdi” Katib 
Çelebi, Fezleke, 726. “kānûn üzre tertîb-i sufûf”. Ibid., 236. 
813 “Altı Bölük kānûn üzre meteris beklerlerdi,” Ibid., 749. 
814 “alaylar saf saf hendekden taşra çıkup kānûn üzre durdılar.” Ibid., 754. 
815 “Anadolu Beylerbeyisi Osman Paşa yemînde ve Rumeli Beylerbeyisi Hasan Paşa ve Karaman 
Beylerbeyisi yesârda alaylar kurup kānûn üzre yürüdiler.” Ibid., 981. 
816 “Kānûn üzre elli altmış pâre darbzen top ve ‘asker ile mâh-ı mezbûrun on altıncı günü göçüp 
Edirne’ye doğru teveccüh idüp” Ibid., 846. 
817 “vire kānûnu.” Ibid., 860. 
818 “A‘lâ ednâyı zabt iderek vara vara cümlenin zabt u rabtı bir baş ve buğa müntehî olmak 
tedbîr-i saltanat ve tertîb-i cüyûş kānûnlarından bir kā‘idedir.” Ibid., 1042-1043. 
819 “Kapukuluna kānûn üzre zahîre tevzî‘inden sonra.” Ibid., 617. 
820 “kul tâ’ifesinin her neferine kānûn üzre biner akça in‘âm virildi.” Ibid., 303. 
821 “yeniçeriden niçe kimseler kānûn üzre ‘ulûfe bırağup tîmâr aldılar” Ibid., 835. 
822 “kānûn üzre dündar ta‘yîn olundı” Ibid., 890. 
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       Katib Çelebi also mentions the occasions when kanun was violated. In accordance with 

Katib Çelebi’s view of customary immemorial kanuns being above the sultanic authority, it was 

against the kanun for the whole army to come and stand near the trenches even if this was 

ordered by a royal decree.823 Appointing central cavalry forces for services in return for income 

generating fiscal units other than the times of war was in violation of kanun.824 Registering the 

newly recruited members of the cavalry forces in the central registers was against the kanun as 

their records must be kept separately and be added to the central records only with an inspection 

of their service after the campaign. Yet, while there was no need, using the war on Crete as an 

excuse, five thousand cavalrymen were recruited and registered in the central record books. 

Katib Çelebi describes the times of Crete campaign as the times when the kanuns of the Sublime 

State were abolished but does not tell who were responsible for this.825 Katib Çelebi claims that 

the state affairs become disturbed and confused as a result, and the order was damaged.826 Katib 

Çelebi ends Fezleke after few more pages. It does not have an epilogue or preamble with 

philosophical discussions like his other works but his discussion of the fate of kanun in his day 

serves as an epilogue and shows what Katib Çelebi was mainly concerned with in the last years 

of his life. We find Katib Çelebi’s philosophical discussion about the nature of kanun and what 

he sees as the root of the crisis in his day as a result of the violation of kanun in the preamble of 

Takvim-i Tevarih and the epilogue of Tuhfetu’l-Kibar.  

 
823 “cümle ordu meterise karîb gelüp konmak bâbında hilâf-ı kānûn fermân sâdır oldı”, Ibid., 
812. 
824 “sefer olmadığı senelerde mülâzım yazılmak kānûn değil iken”, Ibid., 829. 
825 “Devlet-i ‘aliyye’nin sâ’ir kānûnları ilgā olundığu gibi bu husûsda dahi beş bin neferi Girid 
bahânesiyle kānûn-ı kadîme ri‘âyetsiz deftere kayd itdiler” Ibid., 1085-1086. 
826“ umûr-ı devlet dahi bu kıyâs üzre muhtell ü müşevveş olup anınçün nizâma halel göründi”, 
Ibid., 1086. 
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        The epilogue of Tuhfetu’l Kibar is another example of how the discussion of military 

reform was interlinked with a discussion about the constitutional foundations of the Ottoman 

State. Katib Çelebi claims that the reason behind the overflow of enemies and the scarcity of 

wealth, and the disturbance of peace in the matters of soldiers, treasury and subject population is 

not because the Ottomans were not attending to the matters of causality governing the affairs of 

the world as laid down by God. This notion of causality appears to be a natural law set by God 

determining the outcomes of worldly actions. An analysis based on the causality in the world is 

something Katib Çelebi apparently borrowed from Islamic theology similar to Akhisari when he 

tried to open a venue for human agency in carrying out reform. Yet for Katib Çelebi, this 

possible avenue for human agency is closed as he states that the proper way to attend to the 

matters of causality is having recourse to the laws laid down by the predecessors, executing and 

respecting them. Thus, even the divine natural law is lost in a conception of inalienable ancient 

customary laws which are to be followed by the later generations as a natural course of action. 

When referring to the laws of the predecessors, Katib Çelebi stresses the role of the grand muftis 

in designating those laws instead of the sultans. He mentions grand muftis Kemalpaşazade and 

Ebussuud who strived hard to be careful about making those laws correspond to sharia and 

completing their shortcomings during the glorious times of Sultan Selim I and Suleyman I.827 

These grand muftis appear to be the figures bringing the old ancient customs under the authority 

of sharia.  

Alluding a common constitutionalist claim, Katib Çelebi maintains that those who came 

after these earlier generation of sultans and scholars thought that whatever they did would 

 
827 “hususen Sultan Selim-i kadim ve Sultan Süleyman han zamanı devletlerinde ulema-ı Rum 
Kemalpaşazade Efendi ve Ebussuud Efendi merhum ile ol kanunları şer’i şerife tatbikde dikkat 
ve kusurlarını tekmil babında nice say ve himmetler eylediler.” Katib Çelebi, Tuhfetu’l Kibar, 
379. 
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become kanun. New laws were laid down without regard to the proper way to attending the 

matters of causality, which as we know from his analysis must be following the ancients. In 

Fezleke, Katib Çelebi did not shy away from directly naming the sultans who acted “arbitrarily” 

and criticizing their breach of the constitutional limits set by the precedent kanuns. In his short 

biography for Sultan Murad IV, Katib Çelebi states that sultan acted the way he liked. He did not 

pay attention to the law of his ancestors but created laws himself. Although the sultan scared 

oppressors with execution and did not leave anyone in power to transgress their limits, he did not 

always act according to kanun and sharia. Katib Çelebi sees sultan Murad IV’s 

“unconstitutional” behavior as a reason for his death at a young age.828 Stretching the limits of 

siyasa at the expense of sharia meant an imminent divine retribution even when the worldly 

powers failed to stop a tyrant ruler. At the end of the epilogue of Tuhfetu’l Kibar, Katib Çelebi 

claims that procuring benefits and warding of the injury depends on applying the ancient laws 

(kanun-ı kadim) as much as possible. Similar to the author of Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan, Katib 

Çelebi limits the sultan’s role into learning the earlier laws and applying them. He argues that the 

condition of attending the matters of causality in a proper way is for the sultan to know those 

laws and apply them one by one with the sword of sharia (seyf-i şeriat) and laws of politics 

(kanun-ı siyaset). Thus, Katib Çelebi’s notion of siyasa did not entail a legislative sovereignty 

for the sultan. It was limited to an executive authority strictly following sharia and customary 

kanuns.  

       Yet, Katib Çelebi’s call for applying ancient laws does not mean that he was against legal 

change altogether. Hagen misinterprets Katib Çelebi by focusing only on Çelebi’s insistence on 

the ancient laws and overlooking the balanced view of Katib Çelebi and the reason behind his 

 
828 Katib Çelebi, Fezleke, 911-912. 
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insistence on adherence to ancient laws.829 Katib Çelebi was himself aware of the contradictions 

that arise from reducing the human agency into simply following the matters of causality as a 

divine natural law, and as a result adhering to unchangeable ancient laws, while also looking for 

a leeway for legal change that would accommodate the needs of a state which is at an older age. 

His juxtaposition of the possibility of legal change along with a call for the return to the ancient 

laws arise from his concern for keeping the sultanic authority in its constitutional limits, with the 

help of ancient laws, while also enabling reform that incorporates legal change. In his 

discussions of legal philosophy, Katib Çelebi places an emphasis on human agency, which is an 

evidence of his belief in the possibility of change through human action. Before making a call for 

return to ancient laws in Tuhfet’ul-Kibar, he has a long discussion of human beings’ capacity to 

make free choices in worldly affairs.830 He emphasizes that human beings have agency for 

making choices for the particular matters and God will create the consequences of these choices. 

According to Katib Çelebi, human beings are required by God to attend to the matters of 

causality and show observance for undertaking the means to reach to the ends. If the human 

beings do not fulfill their duty in this respect, then they would become guilty and face the 

consequences such as the overflow of enemies and scarcity of wealth. Also, after calling for a 

return to the ancient laws, Katib Çelebi adds a note to claim that this is not contradicting his 

arguments found in Takvim’ut-Tevarih about every state’s need to apply laws suitable for its 

condition for survival, that is the stage of its life in his division of three stages, suggesting a 

different set of laws to be applied at every age. In the preamble of Takvim’ut-Tevarih, Katib 

Çelebi again emphasizes the human beings’ capacity to choose and facing the consequences of 

 
829 Gottfried Hagen, Bir Osmanlı Coğrafyacısı İşbaşında, trans. Hilal Görgün (İstanbul: Küre 
Yayınları, 2016). 
830 Katib Çelebi, Tuhfetu’l Kibar, 376, 379. 
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their choices.831 He accepts that everything was written by God and is pre-determined but 

maintains that human beings still have agency.  

Katib Çelebi’s main concern is how to save a state (devlet) from decline through human 

agency. In focusing on the state as an impersonal body, rather than kingdom (mulk) and sultanate 

(padişahlık) associated with a sultan which were at the center of Akhisari’s concern, Katib 

Çelebi takes the constitutionalism of Akhisari even further. After dividing the lifetime of a state 

into three ages as growth, standstill and decline, he draws a parallel between an aging individual 

and an aging state in decline. The way an individual need to take necessary measures for his 

health, a state that reached to the stage of decline (inhitat) needs to take good measures to 

prolong its life. For Katib Çelebi these measures are producing just laws as he claims, and that 

the states which did not hesitate to produce the just laws, became associated with might in 

history. In line with his “constitutionalist” view, Katib Çelebi does not delegate the role of 

carrying out reform to the sultan but his ministers (ashab-ı vukela). He states that as an 

individual applies to a Jewish doctor to preserve his health, a state that reaches to the stage of 

decline needs to apply to the help of its ministers for endurance. Katib Çelebi sees the politics 

(siyaset) as the condition for endurance. He divides the politics into two. The rational politics, 

which is part of the practical philosophy and politics according the revealed law (siyaset-i 

şeriyye), which is based on the book of God, the traditions of the prophet and the divine rulings 

arrived through the prophet. Katib Çelebi states that the politics of revealed law are practiced in 

the Islamic world because they are more “enriching” (muğni). He claims that the sultans who 

acted in accordance with it received the help of the God and became successful and attained both 

the worldly and eternal happiness. Katib Çelebi also recognizes the usefulness of the rational 

 
831 Katib Çelebi, Takvim’ut-tevarih, 83-85. In the manuscript, two pages were numbered as one. 
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laws. He states that the reason behind the endurance of the states of “unbelievers” is their care 

and respect for the rational politics. To legitimize his case for the endurance of the states of 

“unbelievers,” Katib Çelebi refers to the maxim that “the world will not fall down with unbelief 

but with injustice”. He finally argues that all the legislation (vaz) and actions outside the circle of 

laws of rationality and revelation are a cause for the decline (zeval) of a state suggesting both 

needed to be considered to prevent decline. Katib Çelebi’s reference to applying to a Jewish 

doctor in which he implies an unpleasant experience for a Muslim to preserve his health before 

the discussion of the rational laws of the “unbelievers” which are the basis of the endurance of 

their states suggests that while seeing sharia more “enriching,” he might have entertained the 

idea of referring to the laws of “unbelievers” to save the Ottoman state from decline. Katib 

Çelebi’s examination of Cathay in Cihannuma as a state that has endured for thousands of years 

through rational laws (kanun) provides further evidence for this idea.832  

        Like many of his European contemporaries, Katib Çelebi makes a geographical 

distinction between Cathay and China.833 There is another distinction between Cathay; and 

China, Japan, India and Indonesian islands that stands out in Katib Çelebi’s descriptions. While 

he describes Cathay according to its kanuns, Katib Çelebi’s accounts of other places are 

according to their conditions (ahval) without reference to their laws. Katib Çelebi seems to be 

under the influence of the Law Book of China he used as the main source for Cathay, claiming 

that this book fits to Cathay rather than China. The Law Book of China was a translation of 

Khitayname of Ali Ekber, who travelled to China and wrote an account of Chinese geography 

 
832 Katib Çelebi, Cihannuma, 165-193. 
833 For the distinction Katib Çelebi makes and his treatment of China see Ibid., 154-165. 
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customs, state institutions and commerce in 1514, from Persian into Turkish in 1580s.834 Baki 

Tezcan examines the preamble of this translation and situates it within the context of making of 

an Ottoman constitution by Ottoman constitutionalists and using China as a perfect constitutional 

model where the power of law is above the power of the ruler.835 Katib Çelebi’s use of the same 

source with respect to Cathay with a small number of but important additions is a continuation of 

this constitutionalist tradition in the Ottoman political literature.  

       Katib Çelebi first explores the origins of the kanuns of Cathay and sees them in a 

philosopher vizier rather than royal authority which is in accordance with the role he delegated to 

grand muftis Kemal Paşazade and Ebussuud in designating the laws of the predecessors in 

Tuhfetu’l-Kibar and the ministers in taking the good measures and production of just laws to 

save a state from decline in Takvimu’t-Tevarih. Based on Khitayname, he claims that a female 

khan came to power in Cathay and there was a need to lay down laws to govern the country. A 

philosopher named Cin Kezin saw the incapacity of the khan and presented himself to the 

empress. The empress appointed him as her vizier. Kezin occupied himself with the maxims 

(kavaid) of philosophy (hikmet), reason (akl) and sagacity (firaset) in taking measures for the 

matters of the country and laid down laws (kanuns). He wrote down the laws on a book and 

requested that after his death whoever wishes to govern Cathay should act according to what is 

written in the book. These laws became a guiding principle (dustur’ul amel) and have been 

practiced for thousands of years. Apparently, these laws fall into the category of rational laws in 

Katib Çelebi’s discussion of the laws of “unbelievers” in Takvim’ut-Tevarih and reference to the 

 
834 Tercüme-i Tarih-i Nevadir-i Çin-i Maçin (İstanbul, 1270. A. H.). Also known as Tercüme-i 
Kanunname-i Çin ve Hıtay ve Hotan. 
835 Baki Tezcan, "Law in China or Conquest in the Americas: Competing constructions of 
political space in the early modern Ottoman Empire," Journal of World History 24, no. 1 (2013): 
107-134. 
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survival of laws of Cathay for thousands of years suggests endurance Katib Çelebi previously 

mentioned was brought to the states of “unbelievers” by their rational laws. 

      Katib Çelebi’s quotation from Law Book of China serves his constitutionalist agenda as 

this account gives the kanun a status above the royal authority even at the cost of closing the 

gates of legal change, at least in theory. Katib Çelebi claims that people of Cathay do not change 

or modify these laws. Opposition to these laws are a source of great guilt and imputation among 

them. For them the sin is abandoning the laws. Even if the person who opposed to it is the khan, 

they dethrone him, and the royalty is taken from his family.  

       Katib Çelebi also makes an important addition that did not exist in Khitayname to his 

description of Cathay. He claims that there are also the laws laid down by Genghis Khan, which 

is called yasa that were commonly accepted and respected among idol worshippers in Cathay 

and Mongolia (Tataristan). This addition seems to be a reference to an example given by 

Kınalızade Ali Efendi in 16th century to prove the superiority of sharia even for the worldly 

matters. Kınalızade considered revealed laws superior to human laws as he saw the former as 

permanent, which  can be seen in that the sharia being implemented almost a thousand years 

until his time and will continue until the end of the world and the latter transient for which the 

laws (yasa) of Genghis Khan provided an example with its disappearance after the fall of 

Mongols.836 Katib Çelebi’s addition indicates that the yasa of Genghis Khan survived in Cathay 

and Mongolia and in the light of his juxtaposition of sharia and rational laws, it suggests a need 

to refer to rational laws for endurance along with sharia despite his claims of sharia only 

governance being more beneficial for the governments of Muslims. 

 
836 Kınalızâde Ali Çelebi, Ahlâk-i Alâî, 407. Kınalızade’s work on ethics was the reference book 
for the Ottoman elite.  



 325 

          After a discussion of the origin of laws of Cathay and their status, Katib Çelebi examines 

Cathay state and society, according to his perception, as divided into titles of laws such as law of 

ranks, laws of festivals, law of appointments, law of soldiers, law of warfare, law of public 

duties. Law of soldiers depict a picture of a state-of-the-art army with perfect order and 

discipline and equipped fully with firearms. The division of army is noted as a source of the 

order and discipline. According to the law of soldiers, every ten soldiers in Cathay has a horsetail 

attached to a flagstaff as a sign of rank. Every thirty soldiers have three horsetails and one flag. 

The commander of every thousand soldiers is given one red horsetail, two drums, two double-

reed instruments, and a “nefir” (a tube-shaped musical instrument). The Cathay army also 

appears as fully equipped with firearms and provided well. Katib Çelebi states that every fifty 

thousand soldiers are given five thousand horsetails, two thousand flags, one thousand cannons, 

and fifty thousand muskets. They are granted salaries from the treasury of the khan and given 

fiefs.  

       Katib Çelebi also notes the visibility of the army in public as fifty thousand soldiers wait 

ready at every public sitting presided by the khan of Cathay or a governor (divan). Regular 

exercise and drill, which the author of Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan wanted the Ottoman Janissaries to 

perform as part of his reform agenda, are part of the kanuns of Katib Çelebi’s account of Cathay 

army. Every morning Cathay soldiers exercise with their war tools. They gather at the main 

square and separate into two groups. Two groups enter into a mock fight as part of their drill. 

Those who are fast to make their enemy fall are given promotions and prizes. They call this drill 

a game.     

       In Fezleke, Katib Çelebi sees the officers (zabit) essential for the control and discipline in 

the army (zabtu rabt). He states that the control of the superior ranks of the lower in a 
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hierarchical order from the commander in chief to the lowest rank is among the kanuns of 

organization of soldiers.837 In Cathay, he mentions the role of the officers in the control and 

discipline of the army with great admiration. Accordingly, the control and discipline (zabtu rabt) 

the officers have on their soldiers are to such an extent that in an hour they can gather fifty 

thousand soldiers armed and dressed, ready to fight. Although it is not common for Cathay 

soldiers to fight with the enemy, the soldiers and commanders are never left idle as part of 

disciplining and controlling them. Soldiers work on the construction of cities, fortresses and silt 

and clay. If there is nothing to do, they dig trenches around the cities and fortresses. Cathayians 

claim that if the soldiers are not registered and are not occupied with something, there would be 

disturbance (fitne).  

      In the section of laws of warfare in Cathay, Katib Çelebi describes the use of wagenburg 

formation in the wars according to laws.838 According to Cathay laws of warfare, Cathay soldiers 

line up their wagons and dig a trench around them in an hour. Their wars are demanding. 

Soldiers draw a line in front of them and wait ready with their muskets at hand in a perfect order. 

They first fire their cannons. Afterwards they fire six hundred thousand to seven hundred 

thousand muskets altogether. Katib Çelebi sees the defeat of Cathay army only in the absence of 

their wagenburg formation. He notes that enemies of Cathay could win only if could attack 

before Cathayians could line up their wagons around them. This means they can be defeated only 

when they are on the move or stopping to camp. Katib Çelebi also depicts the army of Cathay as 

 
837 Katib Çelebi, Fezleke, 1042-1403. Indeed, the word officer in Ottoman Turkish is the subject 
form of the verb control (zabt). Katib Çelebi complains about the lack of this control and officer 
system in Ottoman central cavalry corps. He claims control exists in Janissaries although he 
admits that it is not a strict system of ranks but in every company, there is a control based on the 
time of entry into the company with elders controlling the rest.  
838 Ottomans have also been using wagenburg formation since 15th century. See Pal Fodor, 
“Tabur,” Diyanet İslam Ansiklopedisi 39 (2010): 335-336. 
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an institution where there is no desertion of soldiers thanks to the power of their kanun. Among 

the Cathayians, desertion and death are equivalent. Even if one hundred thousand soldiers desert, 

all of them are executed according to kanun. As a result, they would not give even a carpet size 

land from their cities to their enemies and fight until all the soldiers die.  

         We do not know if Katib Çelebi really believed in the existence of Cathay as a separate 

place outside China although his main source Khitayname treated them as one in early 16th 

century. His criticism of Khitayname suggests he did. What concerns us more here is it became 

an “utopia” as the epitome of an ideal “ancient” state and society that lives according to laws laid 

down in the time “immemorial” but perfectly “up-to-date” and this “utopia” even survived to the 

eighteenth century Ottoman imagination long after this division ended in European 

scholarship.839 This enabled them to alleviate the tensions prevalent Katib Çelebi’s thought as on 

the hand he called for a return to the ancient laws and strict adherence to sharia in order to 

preserve the constitutional limits of the royal prerogative and act in accordance with divine will, 

on the other, he aimed to devise an agenda of reform that accommodates limited legal change. 

He openly expressed the apparently contradictory nature of these positions and took pains to 

reconcile them. Katib Çelebi’s description of Cathay’s army fully equipped with muskets and 

cannons and excelled in using them through exercise and discipline suggests that a change 

should have happened in the kanuns of Cathay at a near past rather than this being a kanun laid 

down thousands of years ago. Indeed, Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan also presented the production and 

use of muskets as well as exercising and drilling with them in the Ottoman army as an “ancient” 

 
839 For example, İbrahim Müteferrika who could read Latin and Hungarian and used European 
sources in his works printed Katib Çelebi’s Cihannuma without making any corrections on the 
division between Cathay and China. He even added maps that showed the geographic location of 
Cathay in the North of China and South of Mongolia. See Katib Çelebi, Cihannuma for 
Müteferrika’s world map located between pages 95 and 96 with no page numbers. 
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practice, a kanun, not being respected carefully by its contemporaries. Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan’s 

janissary author proposed reform as a return to this ancient practice. Katib Çelebi’s description 

of Cathay as an ancient society that did not deviate from these “ancient” practices also appears to 

be a part of his agenda of reform. He was well aware of the tension between a return to ancient 

laws and applying laws suitable for the age of a state according to reason and revelation. It was 

his concern for the preservation of constitutional foundations of the Ottoman polity that led him 

to seek the change in return to the ancient times. Cathay became a perfect instrument to alleviate 

his concerns and realize reform. Katib Çelebi’s description of Cathay army as a fully armed with 

muskets and cannons in Cihannuma bears a stark resemblance to his description of the Habsburg 

army in Fezleke and in his account of Cathay became a model for the Ottomans struggling 

against the Habsburgs and Venetians. Perhaps Katib Çelebi’s question that he wanted his readers 

to have an affirmative answer was “if Cathay as an ancient state could be also perfectly 

“modern” without upsetting its constitutional order, why the Ottoman state with a strong 

tradition of the ancient could not, with a return to its “ancient” laws?” Had I lived in the age of 

Katib Çelebi, I would have pointed out the nature of sharia and its place in the paradigmatic 

Islamic governance setting limits on the prospects of being “modern” without upsetting the 

paradigmatic constitutional foundations.  

 

3.3. Katib Abdullah Efendi on the Footsteps of Mustafa Âli and Katib Çelebi: The Making of 

an Ancient Ottoman Law of Archers 

 
 

I previously showed how the laws governing the Janissaries and the navy were of an 

“ancient” customary nature. For the former, they were put forward by a member of the 
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community conscious of his community’s autonomy and rights, apparently when he felt the need 

for discipline could bring outside intervention. In the latter example, Katib Çelebi as a private 

author evidently believed in the importance of preserving those laws in the face of change, such 

as the growing pressure for the transition from galleys to galleons in the navy. The marked 

absence of Ottoman royal military ordinances was also the case for archers who had their own 

ancient customary laws. We have a law book of archers at hand similar to Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan 

and Tuhfe thanks to the conditions similar to what led to the production the latter two. That is, a 

threat to the community’s autonomy, rights, and privileges with an outside intervention, and a 

changing world which endangered the very existence of the community in its “ancient” form. 

This challenge made the unwritten customary laws, with their elusive nature, insufficient to 

defend the rights of the community. Thus, after the community of archers’ long battle over land, 

entitlements, and authority with the guilds of bow and arrow makers, Katib Abdullah Efendi, the 

sheikh of Okçular Tekkesi and Okmeydanı (the Ottoman archers’ lodge and square), wrote the 

only surviving law book of archers (Kanunname-i Rumat/Atıcılar Kanunnamesi) as well as a 

history of the archers (Tezkire-i Rumat).840 These works are very similar to Katib Celebi’s 

Tuhfetu’l-Kibar and to the anonymously authored Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan in detailing the 

customs, traditions, and important figures of the community of archers, as well in providing an 

ancient origin story. Likewise, it reveals the bottom-up disciplining mechanisms of the 

community through “moral-technologies of the self.” Abdullah Efendi’s references to Mustafa 

Âli’s Kunh al-Ahbar as one of his two main sources, and praise for Katib Çelebi as “a virtuous 

learned scholar known with Mizan al-Hakk,” – a book where Katib Çelebi made a strong case for 

 
840 For the law book of archers see Abdullah Efendi, Atıcılar Kanunnamesi, ed. tr. Halim Baki 
Kunter, "Atıcılar Kanunnâmesi," Türk Tarih Vesikaları Dergisi (1942): 253-274. Katib Abdullah 
Efendi, Tezkire-i Rumat, ed. Saddam I. A. Bzour (Çanakkale Onsekiz Mart University, 2016). 
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the legality of the customs of the communities – supports my reading of his works. It also shows 

the strong connection of his agenda and works to the Ottoman constitutionalist tradition with its 

ancient constitutionalism and defense of bottom-up disciplining mechanisms. Apart from 

referring to Katib Çelebi’s Mizan, Abdullah Katib connects the archers lodge to Katib Çelebi 

through the latter’s son Yunus Çelebi, whom he mentioned as one of the greatest archers of the 

age in Tezkire.841 Yunus must have received this training at an early age, as being successful in 

archery depended on the development of certain muscles at an early age, perhaps with the 

inspiration and lead of his father who wanted his son to be disciplined through bottom up moral 

technologies of the self that he championed throughout his life with his constitutionalist agenda 

of reform. Similar to Katib Çelebi’s resistance to galleons, the archers’ lodge – where Çelebi’s 

son was a prominent member – resisted the primacy of muskets over the bows. These 

connections show that the making of an Ottoman law of archers was part of the Ottoman 

constitutionalist era during which Mustafa Âli and Katib Çelebi produced their works, which in 

turn played important roles in the creation of that constitutionalist order. The way the archer’s 

law book came into existence, as well as its nature, provides further evidence of the lack of 

dynastic legislative sovereignty and of the existence of constitutional limits on military reform, 

which are the main themes of my dissertation. 

 Katib Abdullah borrowed from the playbook of Mustafa Âli’s ancient constitutionalism 

in making the ancient laws of the archers. According to his narrative, the archers were an ancient 

community going back to the Prophet Muhammad’s companion Saad Ibn Ebi Vakkas, a heroic 

archer and the patron saint of Muslim archers, and even so far back as Adam who was the first 

 
841 Katib Abdullah Efendi, Tezkire-i Rumat, 145. 
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archer.842 They also had an ancient law and rules stemming from the tradition of Vakkas. After 

the conquest of Istanbul Sultan Mehmed II gave the land of Okmeydani (Arrow Square) to 

archers, under the supervision of his teacher Akşemseddin, as an endowed trust with strict 

stipulations for its use. The archers community used the training grounds at the square and the 

lodge for generations until a break sometime in the second half of the seventeenth century due to 

reasons which the sources do not explain well. At this point the guilds of bow and arrow makers 

claimed the land and lodge.843 They enclosed and designated certain parts of it as graveyards, 

selling as much as forty thousand graves and making huge profits. They also “illegally” obtained 

many endowment deeds made by generations of benefactors for the archers’ lodge and square as 

well as royal decrees protecting the rights of the archers. The guilds also claimed the authority of 

being referees for the practice of shooting arrows to set records or to match the earlier records. 

According to the ancient laws of the archers recounted by Katib Abdullah, the success in these 

practices would be followed by the shooter throwing a feast for the community and being 

granted the right to erect a stone with his name on it by the sheikh in a religious ceremony with 

rituals to mark his achievement. The guilds also claimed this authority which originally belonged 

to the sheikh of the archer’s lodge. As bow and arrow makers they were in the status of the 

servants of archers but “illegally” claimed authority over them. They became the winners in the 

initial round of this conflict by using their political and judicial connections. Archers under the 

authority of Sheikh Katib Abdullah Efendi stopped frequenting the square and the lodge. But 

they did not give up their claims. Their first attempt to reclaim their premises and powers was to 

 
842 The following discussion is based on Katib Abdullah Efendi, Tezkire-i Rumat, 58-68 and 
“Atıcılar Kanunnâmesi,” 260-274.  
843 Since I use Katib Abdullah Efendi’s works to tell the story of the making of an ancient law of 
archers, my account is based on only one side of the story. However, I approach to Katib 
Abdullah’s account critically and try to represent the whole picture. A further research is needed 
to fully represent the point of the view of the guilds. 
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obtain rulings in their favor from the sharia court of Istanbul; Katib Abdullah aimed to cut “all 

the resistance of every stubborn opponent with the sword of illustrious sharia and silence them 

all.” With a favorable ruling in their hands, the archers brought a deputy judge of the sharia court 

to the square to serve as a referee for the erection of new marking stones to challenge the guilds 

who claimed that they had the authority to referee. The guilds protested, claiming that “they have 

never seen erecting stones with sharia.” They petitioned the Grand Vizier Kara Mustafa Pasha 

who was preparing to leave the city for his Vienna campaign. The guilds’ complaint as quoted by 

Katib Abdullah revealed that it was not only the archers who had a claim to these ancient rights. 

The guild members argued that, “although the marking stones have been erected since the 

ancient days with our authority, this and that people erected a stone with the ruling of a deputy 

judge.” The guilds strategy was apparently to deny the legal or actual existence of the 

community of archers by calling them “this and that people” (falan filan). Abdullah Katib 

Çelebi’s strategy was to counter this claim with proving the legal and actual existence of their 

community by taking legal action in the court with his fellow archers. To substantiate their 

existence further, later he produced his legal and historical works after the archer’s success using 

the legal and political litigation processes.   

 The Grand Vizier invited the archers to a hearing and asked about the claim of the 

guilds. Abdullah Katib claims that the vizier was initially sympathetic to the archer’s claim but 

then, because he had made earlier promises to the guilds, referred the matter to the judge of 

Istanbul with the order to “let the bow makers, arrow makers and the archers gather in the square 

and be asked about the ancient rights.” The archers told the history of the sheikhs of archers 

making the rulings about the erection of stones, and meticulously recounted the continuous chain 

of the sheikhs. They argued that they “have never seen or heard of stones being erected with the 



 333 

ruling of the bow and arrow makers in this square, they absolutely have nothing to do with this.” 

The guilds responded with a counter claim that “whoever was the head of the bow makers, he 

erected the stone”. The deputy judge recorded the claims of both sides and the gathering 

dispersed. Abdullah Katib claims that “although everyone understood that the guilds could 

neither become sheikhs nor rule over the archers, the aforementioned vizier listened to the heads 

of the bow and arrow makers, and gave an executive order (ferman) for the erection of stones 

with their ruling.” The matter stayed as it was, and all the archers gathered for consultation 

(muşavere). They decided to wait in patience for some time as the head of the arrow makers 

guild was the stepfather of the son in law of the Grand Vizier who made his decision under the 

influence of his family links as well as of the many gifts he received. It seems that during this 

period of waiting the archers continued their lobbying efforts by reaching as far as the sultan, as 

Abdullah Katib states that “the sultan should have heard this matter.” As a result of this, the 

Grand Vizier asked janissary commander Mustafa Agha to oversee the matter and give a note to 

the side which is right (hak tarafa). Abdullah Katib mentions that Mustafa Agha himself was a 

member of the archers’ lodge and someone without any hostility towards them. Agha called 

everyone and heard the lawsuit. He told the bow and arrow makers that “you have no 

involvement in the square, you are just artisans making a living by selling bows and arrows to 

the archers. How come you can become a sheikh and the erection of the stones can be made with 

your rulings? There has never been a lawsuit more null and void than this one.” The guilds 

confessed and accepted the nullity of their claims. Agha gave a written note (tezkire) to the 

archers about the result of the hearing. The archers then went to the Grand Vizier, receiving an 

executive order for an end to the involvement of the guilds. They saved it in a safe box. To 

reclaim more than twenty endowment deeds and royal decrees that provided benefits to the 
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lodge, they called for another hearing (murafaa) in the sharia court. It became evident that all of 

these belonged to the archers who took them with the force (güç) of law. Abdullah Katib -sadly- 

recounts that they could not reclaim the lost fifteen years of revenue of the endowed 

foundations.844 He adds after this that he, “the poor servant” wrote a law book (kanunname) and 

stipulated with the opinion (rey) of all the archers that “whoever has stores/workshops, whether 

they be archers or bow and arrow makers, shall not be involved in the square and not called a 

sheikh or senior.” He explained the reason he wrote this was to prevent any possible future 

pestering of the community of archers. 

Apparently, the Kanunname of the archers was an attempt at securing the rights of the 

community of archers even further after a series of legal setbacks, followed by a turn of the tide 

of events in favor of the archers with their lobbying and persistence in legal battle. In the 

Kanunname, Katib Abdullah explains in detail the making of this law. He brought the 

“pehlivans,” (meaning hero or champion), that is, the archers who set a record, as well as his 

other disciples who work on such records (talib-i menzil) together for consultation (muşavere) to 

compile their ancient laws. This group included powerful figures such as Yusuf Agha, the chief 

black eunuch of the Sultan’s palace; Mustafa Pasha, the commander of Janissaries; Vizier 

Mahmud Pasha, the deputy of Grand Vizier in Istanbul; Vizier Mustafa Pasha, the admiral of the 

navy; high ranking officials from Janissaries such as the head of their shooting hall; prominent 

figures from the court cavalry forces; the treasurer; and Sufi sheikhs. Showing a special attention 

to the ethnic origins (cins) of the archers in his works, Katib Abdullah made sure that it is 

 
844 The Hanafi legal school’s rulings for not compensating for the loss utility was an important 
issue for the Ottoman proprietors. I showed this for the early nineteenth century in my master’s 
thesis. Even in the case of a store or house being occupied illegally for many years, if the 
property was not damaged there was no compensation for the years of occupation after the 
eviction.  
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mentioned to make the assembly representative of all the Muslim ethnicities deemed fit to be 

members of the ruling class according to Ottoman conventions – that is, Bosnians, Albanians, 

Circassians, and Abkhazians.845 This was an egalitarian fraternity, so mere disciples without an 

apparent political or religious power were also listed along with the notables. Even the sultans 

who showed interest in archery were subject to the same customary rules and laws. According to 

Evliya Celebi’s account, when Sultan Mehmed II came to the square during its foundation, he 

was initiated into the order like a simple disciple after serving the community food with his own 

hands like an ordinary servant.846 The Kanunname was written with the unanimous (muttefukun 

aleyh) approval (rıza) of all. The champions listed in the document declared that “this is the 

constitution (ayin) of ancient times (kadim) and of the predecessors (selef).” They became 

content (razı) with this and deemed it reasonable (makul). The Kanunname was ratified by the 

government with Sultan Suleyman II, Ahmed III, and Abdulhamid I’s seals being affixed over 

time to the top by the grand viziers. 

While being the product of the community of archers’ consensus about their ancient 

customs, and enjoying the backing of the sultan, the Kanunname laid its ultimate claim of 

authority upon divine laws and sovereignty rather than upon sultanic or popular sovereignty. It 

starts with a statement in Arabic that God taught archery to Adam, Abraham, and Ishmael. Then 

God made the ummah of Muhammed specialized in archery. He honored the ummah with 

 
845  There is only one Turk archer mentioned in the history of Katib Abdullah with a reference 
makes clear that this was extraordinary. Katib Abdullah himself was a Circassian. Members of 
these ethnicities could turn against each other as we see in Croatian Mustafa Âli attacking the 
officials of Albanian and Abkhaz origin. However, in Katib Abdullah’s account of the lodge, 
these ethnicities coexisted peacefully as brothers. For the “cins” solidarity of the Ottomans see 
Metin İbrahim Kunt, "Ethnic-regional (cins) Solidarity in the seventeenth-century Ottoman 
Establishment," International Journal of Middle East Studies 5, no. 3 (1974): 233-239. 
846 Evliyâ Çelebi, Evliyâ Çelebi Seyâhatnamesi İstanbul, ed. Yücel Dağlı and Seyit Ali 
Kahraman (İstanbul: Yapı Kredi Yayınları 2006), 73. 
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archery and victory over the enemies, by means of it. Prophet Muhammed shot arrows and 

ordered the ummah to shoot arrows. The patron saint of the archers, Ebi Vakkas, was the only 

person honored by the Prophet with the Prophet instructing him, “Shoot O Ebi Vakkas, let my 

father and mother be sacrificed for you.” This exhortation was apparently aimed to raise the 

status of the archers’ community by pointing out the nobility of the founding father of Muslim 

archers. Then the Kanunname quotes Quranic verses and Prophetic hadiths, which are the most 

authoritative sources of Islamic law, in support of archery. References going as far back as Adam 

and the very sources of Islamic law were invoked to substantiate its status as a religious 

obligation. Even its customary component was a continuous sunnah since the time of Adam, 

passing through the Prophet and Ebi Vakkas rather than simply being secular laws. Katib 

Abdullah asked his readers and disciples to revive this sunnah (ihya-i sunnet). The note added 

when Sultan Ahmed III’s seal was affixed on his behalf in 1703 did not include any signs of 

legislative sovereignty for the sultan but was rather a reminder of the divine and customary laws 

regulating archery. According to the note, shooting arrows “is the most honorable tool of warfare 

and jihad, being honored with the Quranic verse, “Against them make ready your strength to the 

utmost of your power” and the hadith, “Teach your sons archery and Quran”.847 It was a religious 

obligation (vacib) for the archers to exercise the foundations and branches of the laws according 

to the path of Saad-i Vakkas. The sultan ordered them to know the obedience to the rules and 

laws written in the Law Book of Archers (kanunname-i rumat) as the most important matter of 

all-important matters. Thus, the regulation of the affairs of the archers was not a achieved 

through top-down sultanic discipline, through the exercise of legislative sovereignty, but rather 

through the sultan simply ordering obedience to the divine law and prophetic sunnah as a result 

 
847 The verse is from Quran 8:60. Classical commentaries on Quran interpreted the strength 
mentioned in the verse as archery.  
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of the demand of the community of archers who had compiled their own ancient customary laws 

in a book. Such an order was part of the “commanding good and forbidding evil” duty of all 

Muslims. The sultan as the head and trustee of the Muslim community was acting as the ultimate 

community leader in the enforcement of the rules of the community of archers in the general 

public sphere. While the Kanunname prescribed self-enforcement within the community, the 

sultan’s ratification meant that they would also be enforced when the community ran into 

disputes with other communities. 

The Kanunname alluded to the constitutionalist legal terminology. It referred to the 

constitution and pillars (ayin ve erkan) of the archers. Whenever it stipulated a rule, it started as 

“the custom is this… (resm budur)” or “this affair is the ancient… (bu iş kadimdir).” Because the 

Prophet said, “The distance between two arrows is a land from paradise,” Arrow Square was a 

place from the heavens. The archers must obey its customs (rusum) and not act in violation of 

them. An Arabic note at the end of the Kanunname written by Katib Abdullah Efendi for the 

archers of Egypt in 1691 stated that, “What is required of the archers is that they obey the ancient 

laws (kavanin al kadim).”848 (That is to say, the path of Saad Ibn Ebi Vakkas.) Despite making 

claims for an ancient customary law as being part of divine law, the Kanunname also left the 

door open for future changes. If a beneficial custom (adet-i mustahsene) occurs, if it will not 

cause any harm to the constitution and pillars and only have benefit, then after the consent of all 

the registered champions and elders it should be added to the book – though only after 

considering the possible harms and determining that it is of universal benefit (faide-i kulliye). An 

 
848 The Egyptian archers’ connection to the archer’s lodge in Istanbul and its sheikh Katib 
Abdullah Efendi might be due to the Katib Abdullah’s Circassian ethnicity which he was proud 
of. Egyptian archers of Circassian origin might have felt a stronger bond to the main archer’s 
lodge in Istanbul under the leadership of one of their kind and be willing to enter under his 
supervision. 
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ancient customary law was open to additions in a similar way to the Prophet’s sunnah, which 

later could be complemented with beneficial innovations (bidah hasanah) but not harmful ones 

which would lead one to hellfire.  

Sheikh Abdullah Katib explained the conditions which led to the writing and approval of 

Kanunname. These conditions and the way he described them are similar to kanun- and sharia-

conscious Ottoman constitutionalists’ depiction of the world order being in upheaval due to the 

laws being forgotten.849 A similar event took place within the smaller world of the archers. 

Customary laws and rituals (ayin) of the square became disturbed and the laws of the square 

(meydan) became existent only in the language of some. Many disputes emerged as a result. 

Corruption (fesad), and many happenings (nice zuhurat) and upheavals (ihtilal) with regards to 

the possession of shooting ranges (menzil) emerged. Determined to solve these problems once 

and for all, Katib Abdullah stresses that he achieved writing this law book only after three-four 

years of relentless efforts after the archers’ initial success over their rivals, which means it can be 

dated to sometime between 1685-1686. The Kanunname contains the methods of determining the 

rituals for choosing the ranges, the conditions for being sheikh and his authority and limits in the 

square, the conditions for those who possess ranges and who are disciples working on acquiring 

one, and for those who merit but have not received one. It includes the spiritual and professional 

questions the sheikh asks when a stone is erected upon the range. It stipulates that the matters of 

the square, the food of the lodge, and other necessities of the science of archery would be 

recorded in a book from then on. Among the champions (pehlivan) who violates it will be 

accepted as “pathless” by them. The sheikhs would not allow them to sit with the community or 

even enter the lodge, and they would be forced to shoot alone. 

 
849 As my previous discussions showed, this tradition stared with Lütfi Pasha and crystalized in 
Mustafa Âli. 
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The disciplinary framework for the archers which Katib Abdullah describes in both the 

Kanunname and in Tezkire was bottom-up. It is based on the willing submission of the archer to 

his master to carry out disciplinary operations over his body and soul. The archer was 

conceptualized like a Sufi disciple, clasping the hand (kabza almak) of the master and giving him 

an oath of allegiance. After this, throughout his physical and spiritual development, the “talib” or 

disciple demanding the “menzil” (station and destination) – which was attained through spiritual 

and physical mastery, consisting of the purification of the soul and of shooting the target in the 

shooting range – followed his master. Islamic spiritual rituals were carried out at every step, 

from the shooting practices to the erection of the marking stones and to the holding of 

community feasts. Archers came to every event after taking ablutions of ritual and physical 

cleansing. Recitations from the Quran and of the Prophet’s hadiths accompanied every stage. 

The lives of the masters and of the disciples of archery was a sacrament in itself. The Tezkire 

pays special attention to those who had advanced knowledge of Sufism (tasawwuf) and who 

were known for their righteousness and piety.  

Sufi mechanisms of disciplining were coupled with the framework borrowed from 

Islamic criminal law, which was grounded in the siyasa shariyyah tradition. The terminology and 

structure of punitive measures used in the Kanunname mimicked this tradition. The punishments 

to be carried out by the community elders to those who broke the laws were called “tazir,” that is 

chastisement by the political authorities using their discretionary power as allowed by the jurists. 

If the elders’ reprimands and chastisements do not work, they would refer the matter to the 

minister of the square who would do his own “tazir.” Seniors were to oversee disputes and 

resolve them. All the champions should be humble before the decisions of their seniors and 

willingly accept them. Non-members entering the square and breaking its laws were to be sent to 
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the janissary agha for “tazir”. By making a compact as a community, the archers established a 

well-defined regulatory and disciplinary framework for themselves which aimed at closing the 

doors of outside intervention and preserving their autonomy. This was achieved under the 

authority of the sharia allowing certain customary practices to have the effect of law as long as 

they do not violate the sharia and are endorsed by the community. This understanding of law as 

the common-property, and corporate bodies like the archers and artisans’ guilds, dominated the 

Ottoman constitutionalist era. This was at odds with the modern state’s unitary framework which 

nineteenth century Ottoman reformers recognized and attacked most. To them, the elimination of 

such customary practices as well as of the associated corporate autonomies was laid at the 

foundation of the creation of a modern state with its “one law applies to all” structure.850 

The making of the Ottoman law of archers showed how a strong sense of legality imbued 

the early modern Ottoman constitutionalism. Sharia, and ancient customary laws in accordance 

with it, became the foundations of this constitutionalism. The functioning of dispute resolution 

mechanisms reflected this reality. Parties made their cases based on sharia and their ancient 

customs. Lobbying, coalition building, and gaining political support influenced the way conflicts 

were resolved as in modern democracies today, but this did not mean deviation from the 

formality of law nor from the reliance upon legal language. The involvement of political 

authority in the resolution of disputes concerning the public order did not preclude the use of the 

sharia with its courts and judges nor of the making of arguments based on its reasoning. As we 

can see in the Kanunname of Archers, the Ottoman kanun was not the making of the sultan – it 

was the common property of the community. When political authority was involved in a case 

 
850 I examined this topic in my master’s thesis. See Said Salih Kaymakcı, "The Sultan's 
Entrepreneurs, the Entrepreneurs’ Sultan: Beratlı Avrupa Tüccarı and Institutional Change in the 
Nineteenth Century Ottoman Empire (1835-1868)" (master’s thesis, Boğaziçi University, 2013). 
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what it sought was the answer to what the ancient law was rather than the making its own 

laws.851 While the power amassed by the litigants affected the determination of what the right 

ancient law was, legality permeated every step of the litigation process from the procurement of 

documents to the hearing of witnesses and to the making of arguments based on both customary 

and divine laws. Different social and corporate bodies seeking their rights based on their deep 

belief in a fundamental law defined the character of the Ottoman constitutionalist era. It also set 

a constitutional limit on the debating and conducting of military reform, which I will show next.  

Lastly, I would like to examine Katib Abdullah Efendi and his fellow archers as the 

interlocutors of the Ottoman military reform debate. Despite Katib Abdullah’s claims of the loss 

of interest among the archers which led to the demise of the community, only to be later 

“reborn”, the fact that the square was quickly filled by the guilds of bow and arrow makers 

indicates that the interest in archery continued even if it was practiced by members of different 

groups. The conflict between two groups organized as corporate bodies, and the initial fall of one 

of them, was perhaps due to some other political and religious reasons. This might be due to the 

rise of the puritan Kadizadelis who had a large following among the artisans’ guilds.852 The Sufi 

spiritual practices of the archer’s lodge, and their organization like a Sufi order under a sheikh, 

might have brought them into trouble with the Kadizadelis and led to the former’s loss of power. 

Their comeback when the Kadizadeli power waned after the failed siege of Vienna offers support 

 
851 Multiple examples I provide throughout my dissertation from the actual practice of the 
political authorities support this point. For examples see how Sultan Murad III asking to his 
grand vizier about the ancient laws, Sultan Murad IV asked about the ancient laws to the 
community in the divan of foot, Sultan Mahmud I asked his Janissaries to obey their ancient 
laws. Grand Vizier Mustafa Pasha followed the same practice of asking about the ancient laws 
rather than making a law in the case examined in this section. 
852 This topic requires a further detailed research. For the Kadizdeli/market connection see 
Marinos Sariyannis, "The Kadizadeli Movement as a Social and Political Phenomenon: The Rise 
of a ‘mercantile ethic’?," in Political Initiatives from the Bottom-Up in the Ottoman Empire, ed. 
Antonis Anastasopoulos (Crete University Press, 2012): 263-289. 
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to this idea. The high-ranking officials who took part in drawing up the Kanunname as well as in 

offering support to the community also provides evidence of the continued importance of archery 

rather than of a declining interest in it. Katib Abdullah’s history of the archers shows a strong 

janissary presence in the community of archers. Tezkire also reveals that it was a product of the 

military reform debate during the continuing war with the European powers after the failed siege 

of Vienna, which apparently included a discussion on the use of the effectiveness of bows. When 

the importance given to firearms threatened the use of bows, Katib Abdullah made a strong legal 

and rational defense of archery. With fresh memories of the fall of Budin, it tells how the archers 

fought vehemently down to their last arrow, not letting the enemy march even a single step and 

almost making them flee.853 Katib Abdullah is not opposed to the use of muskets, but he wants 

the Ottoman soldiers to continue using bows.854 Katib Abdullah maintains that all the conquests 

were made with bows. He gives the example of the Tatars of his time who still did not possess 

any canons nor muskets and who made a living with their bows only. He claims that the Tatars 

always enjoy divine help and become victorious for following the path of the Prophet.855 

Despite his rational reasoning for the continued use of bows, Katib Abdullah’s main 

argument is based on Islamic legal reasoning. He states how there are eight hundred hadiths 

attributed to the Prophet in defense of bows and arrows. While normally it was the companions 

who told the Prophet that they would sacrifice their mothers and fathers for him, the Prophet 

addressed the archer Saad the same way, showing the noble status of the profession. Katib 

Abdullah assured his audience of the effectiveness of bows with the Prophet’s saying that, 

 
853 Katib Abdullah Efendi, Tezkire-i Rumat, 133-134. 
854 Another archer Abdullah who is from Budin writing in 1703 took even a sharper position 
against the muskets and totally dismissed their usefulness. See Abdullah El Budini, Risale fi 
Nizam-ı Devlet El Budini, Esad Efendi 1865/01. 
855 Katib Abdullah Efendi, Tezkire-i Rumat,119. 
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“Whichever dominions have many archers will be immune from the enemy and from 

calamities.” He claims that no substantial results were obtained since the Ottomans abandoned 

archery and showed preference for muskets as this was disobedience to the words of the Prophet. 

The arm of Islam is the bow; the muskets can be used but there is no meaning in abandoning 

archery.856 Katib Abdullah refers to the opinions of the Hanafi and Shafii legal schools in favor 

of archery. For some Hanafis and all Shafiis the use of bows is a religious legal obligation.857 

These strong legal arguments based on the highest authoritative sources of the sharia, which was 

the fundamental law of the Ottomans, shows the constitutional limits of military reform which 

the Ottomans were bound with. Even centuries after the Ottomans adopted firearms, the 

paradigmatic Islamic legal element continued with strength. For the Ottomans wary of top-down 

disciplining taking away their freedoms and autonomy, a defense of archery was also a defense 

of their way of life and notion of law. When these Ottomans included the highest-ranking 

military and naval commanders as the members of the archers’ lodge, the constitutional limits on 

military reforms also meant actual limits set by the power holders. From the conflict over land 

and entitlement to endowments examined above, we can also surmise that this was also a fight 

over material sources. The demise of archery would also mean the loss of the lands the archers 

held as a trust and income from the endowments they benefited from since “ancient times.” 

Military reform which would spell the death of archery would also mean the loss of these 

material sources, which the archers resisted. The archers’ resistance ultimately proved 

successful, much like Mustafa Âli’s ancient constitutionalism which Katib Abdullah drew upon 

to support his agenda. Generations of Ottoman sultans and dignitaries joined the lodge, and the 

archers continued their importance and existence. Even Sultan Mahmud II, a neo-absolutist who 

 
856 Ibid.,119-120. 
857 Ibid., 67. 
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was able to abolish the Janissaries and end the constitutionalist era, joined the lodge and became 

a master archer in the nineteenth century.   

 

3.4. A Proud Ottoman in Vienna: Zulfikar Pasha’s Views of the Condition of Ottoman 

Military and State 

 

          The aftermath of the failed siege of Vienna in 1683 followed by more equally disastrous 

wars including the Imperial forces’ capturing of Buda in 1686 and the Second Battle of Mohács 

in 1687 led to another period for the Ottomans to discuss military reform. This was also a time of 

an increased interest in Europe in Ottoman political writing and a harbinger of reports on Europe 

becoming a genre in eighteenth century. Zülfikar Pasha who was sent by the Ottoman Empire to 

Vienna in 1688 to inform the Habsburg court about Sultan Suleyman II’s accession to the throne 

and to conduct peace negotiations during the ongoing war against Holy League wrote such a 

report after his return in 1692 and provided an account of his observations of the Habsburg army 

and the corresponding European envoys’ views about the Ottoman army.858 Zülfikar Pasha’s 

emphasis is on the good order of the Habsburg army, repeating the seventeenth and eighteenth 

century Ottoman authors’ preoccupation with ordered European armies.859 Observing Habsburg 

soldiers, he claims that no bravery could be hoped of them but they respect order very much.860 

Zülfikar Pasha sees the high number of commissioned and non-commissioned officers and the 

 
858 Songül Çolak, Viyana’da Osmanlı Diplomasisi: Zülfikâr Paşa’nın Mükâleme Takrîri, 
(İstanbul: Yeditepe, 2007). 
859 Zülfikar Pasha seems to be objective in his account of Habsburg army. For the military 
reform and change in the imperial army and wars with the Ottomans see Richard Bassett, For 
God and Kaiser: The Imperial Austrian Army, 1619-1918 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2015), 11-55. 
860 Zülfikar Pasha, Mükâleme Takrîri, 54. “Cenkcilerinin efradına bakılsa hiç yiğitlik memul 
olunmaz tertibe ziyade dikkat iderler.” 
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subdivision of army with different banners and flags at the roots of order. He lists corporals 

(kapural), captains (kapudan), colonels and generals. Zülfikar Pasha notes that officers who 

order the army, billeting officers and judges are different individuals. Soldiers are lined up by 

numbers, and every soldier must stay at his place at any time whether it is during the lodging, 

marching or battle. No one could go a step forward or backwards. Banners and flags are carefully 

carried, and subdivisions of Habsburg army do not mix with each other. The commands of the 

generals were carefully disseminated and those who did not listen were punished hastily.  

        Zülfikar Pasha does not give as much detail to the Habsburg military technologies as he 

does to the order and discipline of Habsburg armies, thus implying that he had not seen a great 

disadvantage for the Ottomans in this respect. He briefly states that Habsburg cavalry carry two 

matchlock (çakmaklı) guns and a sword while the infantry had long muskets (uzun tüfenk) and 

bayonets (şiş). He observed that although the Habsburg soldiers were not careful about personal 

hygiene, they kept their arms clean.861  

        While telling the order and discipline he observed in the Habsburg army Zülfikar Pasha 

does not articulate whether such an order was present in the Ottoman army. But the way he 

described the order and discipline in the Habsburg army shows that he thought it was not and he 

dreamed to have such an order in the Ottoman army. We cannot take Zülfikar Pasha’s remarks 

about the Habsburgs at face value, as he was an ambassador writing for his intended audience in 

the Ottoman court and might have wanted to push for reform in the face of repeated Ottoman 

defeats against the Habsburgs and their allies. He was introducing the organization of Habsburg 

 
861 Ibid., 54. Zülfikar Pasha was right in not being particularly impressed by the military 
technology of the Habsburgs as the Ottoman military technology kept up with the Habsburgs 
until late seventeenth and well into the early eighteenth centuries. Gábor Ágoston, "Firearms and 
Military Adaptation: The Ottomans and the European Military Revolution, 1450–1800," Journal 
of World History 25, no. 1 (2014): 85-124. 
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army to his Ottoman audience using the corrupted Turkish versions of Habsburg military 

terminology and as an observer; his interest was on the difference rather than the similarities and 

an idealized version of his observations. His report was not a reform treatise but still we can 

deduce his idea of reform intertwined to his political vision from his embassy account. Zülfikar 

Pasha’s conversations with European ambassadors and the Habsburg officials he reported on 

help us to complete the picture by adding the political dimension to his views about reform. In 

his report, Zülfikar Pasha conveyed the European views about the military state of the Ottoman 

State at the time and his response to these criticisms, which carried clues to his political vision, 

were part of an attempt to convince his European counterparts about the Ottoman strength. The 

Dutch and Venetian ambassadors pointed out recurrent Ottoman defeats and claimed that none 

were left from the Janissaries with the knowledge of warfare, pointing out their own recognition 

that until very recently the Ottomans had skilled soldiers. Zülfikar Pasha’s response to the 

European ambassadors shows that, at least at the level of his rhetoric, he did not believe in a 

major reversal of fortunes, for he claimed that Habsburg victories were a matter of luck (baht) 

limited only to the last six years and could be reversed as he saw the Ottoman sultan capable of 

raising new soldiers with his abundant sources.862 Zülfikar Pasha’s defense against the Habsburg 

officials focused on the strength and glory of the Ottoman State and sultan that had been proven 

historically in the “last four hundred and fifty years.” This was to be a common defense of the 

eighteenth-century Ottoman diplomats in European capitals. As they were faced with the reality 

of a new militarily and fiscally organized Europe, which was markedly different than the 

historical conditions the Ottomans had witnessed in their adversaries, Ottomans were left with 

 
862 Zülfikar Pasha, Mükâleme Takrîri, 80-81, 119. 
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their only option of making an argument of superiority based on the past, rather than the present, 

although this was the focus of their European interlocutors.  

Zülfikar Pasha does not seem to attempt to place any limitations on the power of sultan 

with a constitutionalist agenda. Instead, he used the figure of a mighty sultan with abundant 

resources and military expertise that would go campaign against the Habsburgs as the 

commander in chief and the duty of Ottomans in servitude/slavery to this warrior sultan 

(ubidiyyet) as a threat to convince the Habsburgs to agree to peace on the Ottomans’ terms. He 

referred to Ottoman State recurrently as the Sublime State (Devlet-i Aliyye), the Sublime 

Ottoman State that will reach to eternity (Devlet-i Aliyye-i ebed peyvend-i Osmaniye) and the 

Ottoman sultan as the greatest ruler of the Islamic lands, controlling Mecca, Medina and 

Jerusalem, and the sultan of the Ottoman dynasty (âli Osman padişahı), in which he associated 

the state with the Ottoman dynasty. Zülfikar Pasha’s characterization of the Ottoman policy did 

not mention the kingdom (padişahlık), which was the main concern of Akhisari but focused on 

the Ottoman state in line with Katib Çelebi. However, he had an emphasis on the strong and 

glorious sultan at the epicenter of this state. He used the “state” as an impersonal institution 

without reference to the sultan many times, but still, in his vision, the sultan was an inseparable 

part of that state. We do not know if Zülfikar Pasha held “constitutionalist” views in the past but 

was changed by the climate of crisis, but the examination of the following tract will show that 

the crisis during the war against the Holy League indeed led to a search of reform along so called 

“absolutist” lines. It seems that a group who dreamed a strong-man sultan to lead the army 

personally and to bring the Ottomans victory emerged in the late seventeenth century. Thus, the 

“absolutist” policies of Sultan Mustafa II were apparently not just the result of his narcissism but 

the consequence of a climate that included some Ottomans demanding such a sultanic figure. 
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Both Zülfikar Pasha and the anonymous author of the next “absolutist” treatise produced their 

works shortly before Mustafa II succeeded to the throne, which provides evidence for this 

climate of yearning for new leadership.863 

 

3.5. Louis XIV’s Absolutism as a Model for the Ottoman Reform 

 

Another political tract from the turn of seventeenth century is the account of an Ottoman 

soldier’s captivity in France between 1685 and 1693 and written in 1695.864 It was written at the 

height of a propaganda war around the figure of Louis XIV in Europe as a defense of the Sun 

King and presenting his “absolutism” as a model for the Ottomans.865  With its vernacular 

language and style of writing that flows when read aloud, this text appears to be written to be 

read in public gatherings at places like coffeehouses, thus presenting us evidence for the 

Ottoman participation into the European propaganda war for Louis XIV as well as being related 

to an Ottoman domestic reform debate.866 Cemal Kafadar referred to this tract for the first time 

as an early example of a serious attempt to compare “morals, political system and social life of 

 
863 For the narcissism argument see; Rifaat Ali Abou-El-Haj, "The Narcissism of Mustafa II 
(1695-1703): A Psychohistorical Study," Studia Islamica (1974): 115-131. 
864 Kitab Fevaid al Muluk, Description de la France et de la ville de Paris, rédigée, sans nom 
d'auteur, sous la forme d'un dialogue qui se tint en Égypte entre un haut fonctionnaire du Divan, 
nommé Ahmed Agha, et un personage nommé Soleïman, qui avait été prisonnier chez les 
Chrétiens. BNF, Supplément turc 221. For the transliteration of this text see Belkis Altunis 
Gursoy, “Siyasetname Huviyetinde Bir Esaretname” Erdem 60 (2011): 93-114. The original 
manuscript is located in Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, ms. Turc suppl. 221. According to the 
note at the beginning of the manuscript also mentioned by Gursoy, it is part of the library given 
to Monasterio Sancti Germani in 1720.  
865 A pro-Louis XIV campaign that became aggressive in 1680s met with an equally aggressive 
flood of attacks against him especially in 1690s. For this context see Burke, “Louis XIV, for and 
Against: The Propaganda War of the 1690s,” 58.  
866 For Ottoman public reading a book aloud practices see; Tülün Değirmenci, "Bir Kitabı Kaç 
Kişi Okur? Osmanlı’da Okurlar Ve Okuma Biçimleri Üzerine Bazı Gözlemler," Tarih ve 
Toplum: Yeni Yaklaşımlar 13 (2011): 7-43. 
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France with those of the Ottoman Empire” with an emphasis on military organization and an 

early example of the changing attitudes towards Europe.867 Suleyman was a slave of a janissary 

colonel in Egypt at the time of telling his story to an audience of high-ranking officers in 

Egypt.868 He caught the attention of the spectators by shooting seven earthenware jugs while 

riding a horse with a handgun. After hearing from Mustafa Agha, one of the officers who had 

also been a captive and spent five years in France, that Suleyman learned this skill in France, the 

audience found it difficult to believe such skills existed and being taught in France so they 

invited Suleyman to listen his story.869 Suleyman was afraid of his religious affiliation being 

questioned for telling his account of France with admiration but Ahmet Agha who led the 

conversation assured him that this would not be the case as although the religion of the French 

and the Ottomans is different, they share the same God. Throughout the text mention of the 

religion of France is almost entirely missing, possibly an attempt of the author to depict France 

 
867 Cemal Kafadar, "Self and Others: The Diary of a Dervish in seventeenth century Istanbul and 
First-person Narratives in Ottoman Literature," Studia Islamica (1989): 121-150. However, 
Kafadar did not examine the text further. He just listed it among the first-person narratives in 
Ottoman literature. 
868 Unfortunately, we do not know the author of this political tract. For the convenience, I will be 
using it as the account of Suleyman although it is unclear whether he is the author. 
869 Suleyman stated that he was captured in front of the fortress of Neuhaeusel in 1685 and given 
to a French engineer as a gift who was among the Austrian nobles. Suleyman claimed that this 
engineer has treated him very well and he was a servant rather than a slave because in France 
only the king can hold slaves. The engineer was very close to the King and participated in King’s 
travels and campaigns to all the fortresses and took Suleyman with him. Suleyman claims this 
gave him the chance to observe the condition of France closely more than even many Frenchmen 
who did not have this chance.  He wrote down his observations to a notebook. Suleyman does 
not give the name of the engineer. I could not find any information if Vauban went to 
Neuhaeusel or had a Turkish servant. Given that there are evidence for Vauban’s innovations of 
tir a ricochet and cavaliers de tranchee being imitations based on Turkish models used in the 
siege of Candia that he learned from an engineer who had been at that siege it would be 
interesting to find out more about Vauban’s Turkish connections and Suleyman’s captivity in 
France. Suleyman notes that the French were very hospitable towards him and even hosted him 
in the King’s palace, and always asked him about the customs and condition of the Ottoman 
Empire. For Vauban’s imitation of Turks see John A. Lynn, Giant of the Grand Siècle, 571. 
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in a manner more receptive by his Ottoman audience.  The first mention of religion was in 

relation to France being so wealthy, that even Louis XIV’s expulsion order directed against non-

Catholics had no visible impact on the nation’s riches. Interestingly, the author shied away from 

identifying the religion of Louis XIV by name. The second reference was to label Louis XIV as 

“Christian” (Nasara) rather than “unbeliever,” the more oft-used term when mentioning non-

Muslims from outside of Ottoman lands. There is also no reference to France as the land of 

“unbelievers”. The avoidance of the use of religious labels is mirrored by a lack of discussion on 

the role of religion in France and Europe more broadly, as if religion was non-existent.   

         The story is set in an “absolutist” framework centered on the King of France, a ruler who 

seemingly faces no checks and balances in the form of ministers or laws limiting his authority, 

and who negotiates with no one. The Ottoman account of the France of Louis XIV seems to fit 

better the old orthodoxy ideal type of “absolutism” than the “monarchical state” of James 

Collins, with his emphasis on the noun “state.”870 The term “state” (devlet), or anything close to 

it, was never used throughout the text, although it was in use in the Ottoman political literature of 

the time in reference to other Christian states. France (Françe) was used as a land or country 

(diyar), soil (toprak) and province (vilayet) but not as a state. There was what is inside the 

boundaries of France (Françenin içi) and people of France (Françe taifesi) but not the French 

state. What replaced the state for France was the king (padişah) of France at the center 

throughout the text but also no reference to France as a kingdom or sultanate (padişahlık). 

Suleyman observed the personal rule of the King of France but not a French state or “State of 

 
870 See Collins, The State in Early Modern France, the preface. Unfortunately, I did not have 
access to the rest of this book at the time of writing this section. 
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France.”871 Even sharia, the term for divine law laid down by the prophets in the Islamic tradition 

and used exclusively as Prophets’ sharia not the sultans’, is considered by the author to be within 

the realm of the French King.872 The King of France is the only person with the privilege to 

deem individuals “protected,” pardon death sentences, or own slaves. The king’s “absolute” 

power and ability to have a strict control (zabt) is depicted as the primary source of the strength 

of France. Suleyman claimed to offer a firsthand account of the King of France as the strongest 

ruler in Europe but even the members of the audience who appeared to be uninformed about 

France in general expressed their knowledge about the French king as having a great power and 

glory in Europe at the beginning of the conversation. To prove that the King of France was not 

only great but the greatest in Europe, Suleyman states that sun is the sign and seal of the King of 

France because he is akin to sun’s highness in the heavens, is the highest among the Christians, 

 
871 Collins observes an “immature” and “more personalized” monarchical state in France prior to 
1690. Suleyman’s stay in France was around this time and he might have been appalled by this 
“personalized” nature rather than the “impersonal” state. It might also be due to his agenda of 
reform aiming to bring back the sultanic authority to the central stage of Ottoman politics. This 
aim might have led him to focus on the king but overlook the “state”. The motivations of 
Suleyman (or that of the true author of this political tract) however do not change the “absolutist” 
outlook of the text. 
872 “He (the King) has no consent for a sentence outside his Sharia” (Şeriatinden taşra hükme 
rızası yoktur.) Although there is no direct reference to who the legislator is, the King appears to 
be the legislator in the context of this usage. In the Islamic tradition, Sharia is used as exclusively 
for the prophets not for sultans. In the text, the only area where there is a limitation on the French 
King with an origin outside of his power is family law, where monogamy is presented as the 
custom of the French binding even for the King. However, there is no mention of the Church or 
Church law throughout the conversation. Perhaps Suleyman referred to Code Louis as the King’s 
Sharia. Suleyman also does not mention the King’s relationship with God and God’s authority. 
Here I will be using “absolute” power of the king rather than “absolute” authority because in 
Ottoman political thought, the ultimate authority and sole sovereignty belongs to God (not 
mentioned in this political tract). One of the God’s name is “Al-Malik”, the Sovereign with 
kingdom (mulk). As I have shown in the treatise of Akhisari, “mulk” is also used for the kingdom 
of the rulers. 
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is the one who gives light to the stars, and is the one who takes light back: a broader metaphor 

for his absolute ability to determine the fortunes of people and states.873  

        Framing the story by beginning with an extraordinary performance in a shooting game 

and continuing with the mention of France’s military and the King’s role in it, the author engages 

in a political discussion of military reform in the Ottoman Empire veiled in stories of France. 

Giving center stage to the King of France throughout the conversation is another example of how 

military reform was intertwined with a discussion of the constitutional foundations of the 

Ottoman Empire. Suleyman presents France in sharp contrast with Ottoman Empire, repeatedly 

stating that “whatever customs and laws exist in the Ottoman lands have the opposite in France.” 

Juxtaposing the King of France with the Ottoman sultan, his listeners admit his claims in 

astonishment after pressing him with questions. Suleyman also stresses that France was not like 

this before and the King of France, Louis XIV, transformed it into its current form through his 

personal rule. By constructing France and its king as the antithesis of the Ottoman lands and 

Sultan, Suleyman’s account captures both his personal narrative and a critique of the Ottomans 

by providing a model of reform based on the example of the King of France.  

       Suleyman presents France as a compact country resembling an apple in shape with roads 

as safe as one’s own house, along with prosperous, densely populated villages. He notes when 

one looks out from a French village, they see twelve others, whereas in Ottoman lands 

neighboring villages are distant and separated by untamed nature. He further comments that 

France is a very rich, having a “mine of men” with Paris having a population three times that of 

 
873 For the official adoption of the adjective great for Louis in 1671 and its use in the propaganda 
war for him see Burke, “Louis XIV, For and Against: The Propaganda War of the 1690s.” 53-54. 
Burke notes that “LOUIS LE GRAND was often written in capital letters in the middle of a text 
in a lower case.” 
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Egypt.874 Suleyman states that France is so rich that even when King Louis XIV expelled non-

Catholics, of whom a large number subsequently migrated to England, the Netherlands and 

Austria along with their wealth, the richness of France was not impacted. According to 

Suleyman, the King of France collects four times the revenue of Egypt from Paris and ten times 

the revenue of Paris from the entirety France. Suleyman connects the wealth of France with the 

strength of the King’s military:  two hundred thousand cavalrymen, three hundred thousand 

infantrymen, and fifty thousand sailors only in the galleons of his navy, with many more in 

smaller ships.875 When the King engages in a campaign, he besieges three to four fortresses at a 

time.876 His fortresses on the frontiers are very strong with two to three layers of redoubts added 

in his time. Suleyman claims that he has seen more than two hundred fortresses fortified and 

bolstered by the King himself with plentiful soldiers and cannons to the extent that the heaviest 

enemy attack would not phase them.877  

         When asked to compare the French king to the Habsburg emperor, Suleyman states that 

the King of France fights with his own soldiers and treasury whereas the Habsburg emperor 

maintains only ninety thousand soldiers and depends on the help of the lords of his lands for 

 
874 A similar comparison was made in Académie Française (1694). See James Collins, The State 
in Early Modern France, xii. 
875 Although the size of the king’s army sharply increased under Louis XIV, Suleyman’s 
numbers are a bit inflated. According to the calculations of Lynn, during the Nine Years’ War of 
1688-1697, the French army had 420,000 soldiers on paper, but the discounted war high was 
340,000. Lynn, Giant of the Grand Siècle, 55. 
876 This seems to be an exaggeration. According to Lynn, French rarely conducted more than one 
siege at a time because Vauban’s principles of siege warfare required a high number of troops 
and were very costly in terms of money and material. Sequential sieges by the same army were 
more common. Ibid., 573-574. 
877 Suleyman’s remarks about the fortresses of the French King bear truth and remind the role of 
Vauban in the King’s efforts. For Louis XIV’s interest in fortresses and collaboration with 
Vauban see Ibid., Chapter 15. However, Louis XIV also demolished many fortresses in the 
interior of France while building new ones and strengthening the old installations along the 
frontiers. 
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fighting men and war financing.878 In contrast, in the unlikely event the French king requires 

further manpower, his subjects rush to his aid voluntarily. Suleyman sees the firm control of the 

King on his soldiers (zabt) as the reason behind his victories. Presenting Louis XIV as model 

military reformer, Suleyman states that there has not been discipline and control (zabt) in the 

French army in the past but has since been instituted under the present king. The King’s affairs 

always succeed because his soldiers are obedient (muti) to him.879 Similar to other Ottomans 

observing European armies, Suleyman also describes the chain of command he sees as the 

foundation of the control (zabt) in the French army. Suleyman divides the King’s army into three 

as the cavalrymen, infantry and dragoon. Among the two hundred thousand cavalrymen, two 

thousand are coming from aristocracy and form the elite forces of the king. For the rest of the 

cavalrymen a general (ceneral) is appointed for every five hundred. The general is given an 

assistant (yamak). Up to every five cavalrymen an officer (sahib-i derk) is appointed. Five 

hundred cavalrymen are divided into three groups. Every division has one hundred and sixty 

soldiers and called “escadron”. The infantrymen are called “regiment”. Every regiment has six to 

seven hundred “battalion” with each “battalion” having six hundred soldiers.  

         Suleyman was impressed by the order obtained through incessant practice and drill in 

French army. He observes that when French soldiers line up, they maintain order. An observer 

watching seven to eight thousand soldiers turning to the right and left and preparing their 

 
878 Although Louis XIV was successful to eliminate private armies and incorporate nobility in his 
large standing army, his finances were far from being perfect. His treasury faced shortages and 
he often had to borrow at interest rates higher than the official ones. Moreover, there were 
important contributions to his army from the estates general, local populations and officers. See 
Lynn. Suleyman’s numbers for the Habsburgs is close to their paper strength in 1687 when the 
Habsburg standing army had a paper strength of 88,795 and an effective strength of 77,736. See 
Hochedlinger, Austria’s Wars of Emergence, 104. 
879 This point also repeated by Lynn several times. He stresses that “personal reign of Louis XIV 
brought troops to heel as never before.”, Lynn, Giant of the Grand Siècle, 400.  
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weapons would think all of them are one. They practice (talim) day and night, and their lines are 

very straight. When they fire together it would be compared to a single musket fire. They have 

specific uniforms and flags for differentiation.880 The King does not want his soldiers to remain 

idle, so he organizes drills frequently in which the soldiers practice besieging fortresses, fighting 

from the trenches with muskets and cannons or marching towards the enemy.881 The training and 

education of the officers in the fortress garrisons also impressed Suleyman. He notes that 

aristocratic families send their children for training in the King’s army to be officers. These 

children receive training in firearms and other war tools similar to rank-and-file soldiers. They 

learn everything needed to become a commander including the names of the fortresses, horse 

riding and engineering (hendese). The princes receive a similar training and even if a nine years 

old prince succeeds to the throne, his education continues. Suleyman criticizes Ottoman practice 

of imprisoning the princes in the palace because he sees a good education of the prince as the 

first step of becoming a powerful ruler.  

         Suleyman states that French has as great willingness to fight and whatever is seen as 

burdensome in Ottoman lands is considered a blessing in France, which makes his janissary 

audience surprised as they believe avoiding campaigns would be better. According to Suleyman, 

some want this for personal advancement, but the main aim of the French is to serve the king and 

 
880 The use of uniforms increased in the army under Louis XIV but by the time of Suleyman’s 
account still not all the rank-and-file soldiers had uniforms. Ibid., 173-176. 
881 Suleyman’s observations about the order and regular drill of the French army are accurate. 
Louis XIV was concerned with the good order of his army. According to Lynn “no French 
monarch surpassed Louis XIV’s intense interest in drill.  Louis XIV wrote; “many more battles 
are won by good march order and by good bearing [contenance] than by sword blows and 
musketry … This habit of marching well and of keeping order can only be acquired by drill.” He 
personally commanded his soldiers during the drills. Ibid., 518. King’s close control of minute 
details and emphasis on discipline did not always receive praise. Saint-Simon wrote “He 
ceaselessly concerned himself with the most petty matters concerning the troops: clothing, 
armament, evolutions, drill and discipline, in a word, all sorts of base details.” Ibid., 400. 
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gain glory.882 French soldiers pray for their fortresses to be besieged so that they could fight. 

Before a campaign they all desire to enlist in the army, and this even causes fights among them. 

Contradicting his earlier claim that the King finances wars solely from his treasury, Suleyman 

notes that many officers come to the campaigns without any payments and spend from their own 

pockets to earn a reputation. Whenever the King is ready to battle, there is no possibility of them 

fleeing: they would rather die.883  

         In contrast to the Ottoman State where the grand vizier’s independence from the Sultan in 

making appointments and running the government was considered essential, with any 

encroachment on this independence by a sultan or grand mufti considered illegal, in Suleyman’s 

account of France, the King’s independence is emphasized.884 Listening the descriptions of 

Suleyman, Ahmed Aga exclaims that he no longer has doubt that the king of France is “the vizier 

of himself.”885 According to Suleyman, the men under the King’s authority could not act without 

the King’s royal decrees.886 Suleyman sees a direct link between the King’s information about 

everything in his domain and his firm hold (zabtu rabt) over his country as the absolute ruler.  

Nothing happens in France outside of the knowledge of the King. The King wants to know 

 
882 For the motivations of the French officers and rank and file soldiers see Ibid., Chapter 13. The 
motivation of the officers seems to come from their traditional aristocratic values and need to 
legitimize their noble status. For the rank and file the prospects of plunder and booty were 
minimized under the rule of Louis XIV as possible sources of motivation, a change accompanied 
by an increase in discipline and threat of punishment. Lynn claims that the army of grand siècle 
was a creator of national sentiments, which can explain Suleyman’s observations of the French 
willingness to fight.  
883 Louis XIV considered himself a soldier. He commanded nineteen sieges in the company of 
Vauban. However, he never commanded a field battle. Ibid., 292-293 and 560. Suleyman’s 
claims about the lack of desertion in the French army are not accurate. Despite all the measures 
taken for discipline, desertion of individual soldiers continued to be a fact. Ibid., 406. 
884 For the independence of the grand vizier see Yılmaz, Containing Sultanic Authority, 234-239. 
885 Apparently, this remark reflects of Louis XIV’s declaration of self-rule without a first 
minister after the death of Mazarin in the Ottoman State.  
886 Louis was able to assert his authority in the high command of his army only in 1670s. 
Lynn, Giant of the Grand Siècle, 293-303. 
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everything, even if it is just a penny spent from his treasury. He maintains clerks all over the 

country who record everything and keep him informed. To the astonishment of his audience, 

Suleyman claims that the King could even be woken from his sleep a number of times over night 

to keep him informed about important developments. Only the King knows the number of 

soldiers disturbed in different places.887 He keeps a daily account of the movement of his 

soldiers. The King constantly reshuffles his soldiers from one place to another and surprises his 

enemies with these moves. He can appoint sixty to seventy thousand soldiers one night for a 

duty, but no one would know this. Even the appointed soldiers would not know the appointments 

of one another.888 These moves would not cause harm or difficulty to the urban populations on 

the way of soldiers because the current King established a firm control (zabt) on his soldiers that 

did not exist in the times of previous kings.889  

       Not only does the King wants to be apprised of everything, but he also wants to avoid living 

in seclusion like the Ottoman sultans. The King has no harem and had only one wife but after her 

death he did not marry again.890 He is approachable even in his bedroom as there are members of 

the aristocracy accompanying him even in his most private space. The King is seen every day 

and frequently appears in public outside the palace with five or six thousand armed men in his 

company. Suleyman’s audience is surprised how the demand to see the King continues while he 

 
887 For Louis XIV’s almost panoptical system of knowing and watching everything and its 
practical limitations see Jay M. Smith, "" Our Sovereign's Gaze": Kings, Nobles, and State 
Formation in Seventeenth-Century France," French Historical Studies (1993): 396-415. 
888 Lynn calls the King’s close control as “micro-management”. In the king’s orders for the 
campaigns of 1683 and 1684 transmitted by his minister Louvois even the routes to follow and 
minor stops was detailed. After the death of Louvois, the King took even a more direct control of 
campaign management. Lynn, Giant of the Grand Siècle, 305. 
889 This is confirmed by Lynn. According to Lynn there was a considerable improvement during 
the reign of Louis XIV in French soldiers’ treatment of the urban populations when they were 
inside the borders of France. 
890 Apparently Suleyman hides many of the mistresses of Louis XIV and his “hidden” but known 
second marriage.  
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is so visible. Suleyman explains this with the personal attributes of the King such as his height, 

bravery, generosity, and utility to his country unlike any king before, thereby emphasizing the 

charismatic personality of the king rather than an “impersonal” state.  

         Suleyman notes that French laws (kanun) of appointment to the offices are not like that of 

the Ottomans. In France, only the king can make appointments. No one other than the king can 

dismiss someone from an office. Suleyman notes that in France, the revenue the offices collect 

do not cover the expenses, thus office holders often spend from their own pockets to supplement 

the shortfall. The offices are given for the esteem they bring to the holders. The offices often 

pass from the father to son out of the respect of the services of the father. For the treasury, the 

King appointed righteous men to manage varying expenditure categories. These treasurers 

regularly kept the King informed of expenditure levels. The treasurers were not from the military 

class. If a member of the military interferes with the treasury he would be dismissed 

immediately. The King makes the payments of his soldiers. The payments are made before 

campaigns in full and divided among the soldiers.891 French soldiers did not engage in the 

Ottoman practice of selling payroll checks. They could not engage in trade. The King carefully 

watches the registers and there are regular inspections to keep the number of active soldiers 

under control. The provisioning of the army during the wars is also the responsibility of the 

King. Before the start of a campaign the King would contract the provisioning to four or five 

merchants who would keep the army provisioned during the war.892 The janissary audience of 

Suleyman finds this surprising, as this would leave no room for the commanders to make profits 

 
891 This is again an exaggeration of Suleyman. Payments were made often late and soldiers in the 
campaigns had difficulty collecting their pays. Ibid., 153-156 
892 In reality there was a system of mixed provisioning including private contractors 
(munitionnaires), contributions of officers with noble backgrounds and extractions from 
localities.  
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from the campaigns under the disguise of provisioning, as was the custom in the Ottoman 

Empire. 

         Suleyman’s depiction of the military strength of France is similar to the Cathay of Katib 

Çelebi with an ordered and disciplined army exercising and drilling regularly, with excellent 

firearms skills. The fundamental difference between the two accounts is in the origins of such 

strength. In Katib Çelebi’s account it was a “constitutional” state with kanun above the khan of 

Cathay. In Suleyman’s presentation it is the personal rule of the King of France and his control 

(zabt) of his soldiers and country. Both Katib Çelebi and Suleyman have an agenda of military 

reform. Keen on pursuing an agenda of reform within constitutional limits, Katib Çelebi had 

lengthy discussions of law and its relationship with reform. Suleyman on the other hand focused 

on the personal rule of the king of France with no limits on his power. Katib Çelebi and 

Suleyman have different political visions but they unite in discussing military reform intertwined 

with a discussion of the constitutional foundations of the Ottoman polity.893 All the authors 

examined throughout this chapter were united in the need for discipline and order but differed on 

the techniques used in attaining it.  

 

3.6. An Anonymous scholar’s Mirror for a Prince: A Puritan Dream of “Absolutism” without 

Legal Sovereignty 

 

Scholars often describe Sultan Mustafa II as “a sultan with an absolutist political agenda” 

and his policies in alliance with his grand mufti Feyzullah Efendi as “a clear attempt to establish 

 
893 Because Suleyman saw the France as the exact opposite of the Ottoman Empire and presented 
an “absolutist” king of France, he inherently meant the Ottoman sultan was not. So Suleyman’s 
discussion of the King of France is actually a discussion about the constitutional foundations of 
the Ottoman polity that needed to change to achieve military reform.  
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royal absolutism.”894 Tezcan uses the term “royal absolutism” without due regard to its meaning 

in the European context, that is, denoting the legislative sovereignty of the ruler as the hallmark 

of sovereignty in the post-Bodin world. Mustafa II’s famous royal decree banning the use of the 

word “kanun” along with “sharia” is indeed a proof that he was not trying to exercise legislative 

sovereignty with an absolutist agenda.895 To the contrary, he was giving up even the only venue 

he might try to use for legislative activity had he had such an agenda. The Ottomans had to wait 

for Selim III to implement a major “absolutist” program based on legislative activity in the field 

of public law, making a claim for the absolute legislative authority of the sultan. Tezcan’s 

another description, which starts with “clearly,” suits better to explain the sultan’s program. 

“Mustafa II was interested in bringing the administration of his empire closer to his court at a 

time when the pasha households were taking it away from him.”896 Recently, Nir Shafir drew 

attention to Grand Mufti Feyzullah Efendi’s agenda of top-down reform found in his 

Nasihatname from 1702. Using the royal decrees of Sultan Mustafa II, Feyzullah Efendi set to 

“rebuild the empire” through a mass Islamic reeducation of the population, that according to the 

mufti’s view deviated from the sharia and sunnah.897 Mustafa II and Feyzullah Efendi’s policies 

eventually backfired, resulting in the dethronement of the sultan and the killing of the grand 

mufti by rebels. 

 Mustafa II’s policies also had a military component. He was among the few Ottoman 

sultans who routinely drilled his troops and also faced dethronement as mentioned above. Also, 

the Sultan personally led military campaigns in 1695, 1696 and 1697 against the Habsburgs to 

capture lost Ottoman lands. At the Battle of Zenta in 1697, the last such campaign ended with a 

 
894 Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire, 219-220. 
895 For the English translation of this decree see Ibid., 27. 
896 Ibid. 220. 
897 Shafir, "Moral Revolutions”, 608-612. 
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disastrous defeat for the Ottomans, spelling the end to their dream of recapturing Hungary. In 

addition, the defeat triggered observant Ottoman authors to reflect on the causes of the 

humiliating defeat. The Mirror for a Prince (Nasihat’ul-Muluk), written by an anonymous author 

in 1697, follows the framework of Akhisari, but amends his constitutionalist agenda of reform 

into a prescription for a top-down reform program implementable by the sultan. The prescribed 

reform program is far vaster than Feyzullah’s agenda of reeducation examined by Shafir. I argue 

that we can find the origins of Mustafa II’s policies dubbed as “absolutism,” including 

Feyzullah’s program, in this earlier treatise.898  

 Writing shortly after Battle of Zenta in 1697, the anonymous author explains the reason 

he wrote his Nasihat’ul Muluk as to explicate the causes of deteriorating change (tagayyurat), 

decay (halel), deficiency (zelel), disorder (fesadat), and the enemy’s overcoming over the 

Muslims since 1683. He lists his main sources for the matters related to sharia as Quran, hadiths 

and books of fiqh among which al-Nihaya a commentary on al-Hidaya. He adds for the matters 

related to the customs of the people (örf-i nas), he consulted with those who knows these matters 

better. At the end of his text, he explains these customary matters as the illustrious kanuns, the 

condition of the world and foreign world (alem-i hariciyye). Signaling the coming of the age of 

the world outside the Ottomans, especially Europe, being impossible to ignore in reform 

accounts, the author claims that for these customary matters, he met with people from most of 

the seventy-three nations of the world. He talked to them and questioned them repeatedly, and 

thus, discovered what the reasons behind the disturbances of the world were. His aim was for 

padishah, viziers and all the people of government seek the pleasure of God, read his book, and 

 
898 Nasihat’ul-Muluk, Süleymaniye Manuscripts Library, Nuruosmaniye 2637. 
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apply the rules contained in it. From the written sources of the text, as well as its heavy Arabic 

usage and the importance it attaches to ulema and religion, we can conclude the author belonged 

to ulema. His two main sources, Husameddin El Siğnaki’s Al-Nihaya and Ali El Kari’s hadith 

collection, along with his ideas make the author’s puritan leanings evident.899  

 Nasihat’ul Muluk views the first cause of the Ottoman’s problems as the sultan meeting 

with evil companions, being misled by them, and not delegating state affairs to those with merit. 

For this reason, the sultan is described as incapable of executing justice and the orderly 

arrangement of the people. Viziers and other officials the sultan delegated power exhibited a 

propensity for mischief, oppression and bribery. They do not oversee the affairs of the poor 

people and the senior ulema according to straight sharia. The subjects became disobedient as a 

result of the sultan’s incompetence. Although the author holds ulema highly in his ideal system 

of governance, he concedes that in his time it is hard to find ulema whose outward righteous 

appearance mimics the state of their hearts. The ulema with pure hearts who stays away from 

illicit activities, falsehood, and illegal activities are scarce. This point indicates that the author 

was someone from the circles of Feyzullah Efendi who alienated most of the ulema, relying only 

on his own ulema politico-religious household in administering the religious and political affairs 

he was involved in.  

The military class was eager to oppress, with every member engaged in oppression 

according to his power and means. They abandoned the five daily prayers and were negligent in 

the matters of religion. Apart from these religious deficiencies, the author elaborates on more 

worldly concerns: the military was incompetent in the use of (taallum) the tools of warfare. As 

 
899 Katib Çelebi notes that Sighnaki’s Al-Nihaya was criticized for reporting the opinions of the 
“salaf” only. See Cengiz Kallek, “el-Hidâye,” DİA. Ali El-Kari is also known for his puritan 
Salafi leaning. See Ahmet Özel, “Ali El-Kâri,” DİA. 
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such, we gain a clue regarding the origins of the ideas behind Mustafa II’s emphasis on military 

drills. Ottoman soldiers do not have forbearance during the time of war. The author states that 

since 1683, the Ottoman soldiers plunder the Ottoman army’s provisions and flee before even the 

campaigns start. This is because they are not afraid of the officers, and the officers are not 

content with their allotments, who instead consume the provisions of their solders themselves. 

The author sees the solution to these problems in the padishah controlling (zabt) and using 

(tasarruf) the four classes of society in the manner necessary to ensure they can execute the 

services they are charged with. Unlike Akhisari, the sultan is not portrayed as part of the four 

classes as a member of the military, but rather as above it in a disciplining and controlling 

position. Thus, he explicates the padishah’s source of authority and details the policies and 

techniques the ruler should adopt based on this authority. 

 To justify the monarchy, the author first mentions the hadith about the caliphate ending in 

thirty years after the prophet. He calls the current ruler padishah, the refuge of the universe 

(alempenah), and the shadow of God on earth, thus, an individual with the divine right to rule. 

The author also repeatedly mentions the noble body (vücud-ı şerif) of the padishah along with his 

kingdom (mulk), which are often promoted in royalist accounts. The worldly owner of the 

religion and the state (dinu devlet) was the ruler. He claims that in the world whatever the 

padishahs will would happen in a good manner with the help of God. Then, he argues that it is a 

religious obligation for all the four classes to obey whatever the padishah wishes, a twisting of 

the constitutionalist notion of conditional obedience in a contractual relationship into a 

requirement for absolute obedience. The author’s ideal padishah seems to be answerable to God 

alone. Thus, to create a limit on the actions of the padishah, the author focuses on otherworldly 

threats rather than the worldly institutional limits found in the constitutionalist accounts. He 
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reminds the sultan of the questioning on the Day of Judgement. The padishah will face heavy 

punishment on the Day of Judgement when God asks him about the matters of religion and state 

which were entrusted to him, as he is the worldly owner. While the author is almost obsessed 

with the existence of the body of the padishah in this world, he also mentions the brutal hellfire, 

in which the body of the sultan could not withstand. Even the ordinary people with much less 

responsibility could not bear the strength of the hellfire, let alone a sultan with the burden and 

responsibility of the religion and state. The sultan’s body is important in this world as a source of 

order but can also function as a burden for the sultan on the Day of Judgement.  

 The author’s vision of the ideal sultan answerable to God alone was still bound by the 

sharia. The sultan was surrounded by ulema and viziers who would be giving sound advice. He 

advises the sultan to engage in consultation before making decisions, especially with the few 

truly good members of the ulema who would never engage in treason. The sultan should 

supervise all affairs, executing ministerial appointments himself on the basis of merit only. More 

specifically, when the number of people or soldiers who would be controlled by an officer is ten, 

the sultan must make the appointment directly.900 The sultan’s control over the four classes was 

total. If someone refuses to belong to a class and conduct his designated business, the sultan 

could kill him.  

 Nasihat’ul Muluk’s program endorses a full application of straight sharia (şer-i kavim) 

with top-down reforms carried out via royal decrees. For him, the illustrious kanun was the 

custom of the first three generations of righteous Muslims, the “ancient manner and 

 
900 For a similar ideal of the ruler making all the appointments based on a book of honor 
containing information of people in contemporary France which was apparently a model of 
“absolutism” for the Ottomans in the court of Mustafa II see Smith, “" Our Sovereign's Gaze",” 
404. 
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arrangement” (uslub-ı kadim) he seeks a return to, in accordance with his puritan Salafi agenda 

of reform. The author also twists the constitutionalist account provided as an answer to a 

question posed by a ruler to a wise man about the demise of the state. For the author, the answer 

is no longer justice, which the constitutionalists perceived as a form a natural divine law 

applying to all, including the “infidels,” who can perfectly attain justice without the sharia and 

maintain states. The twisted answer of our author states that a reason for the fall of a state is the 

deviation from the sharia, particularly with respect to taxation out of the bounds of the sharia. 

With an implicit criticism of Ottoman customary taxes and levies, especially extraordinary war-

time taxes which were commonplace during the penning of the treatise, the author states that 

every asper (akçe) must be collected and spent according to the sharia. He makes no reference to 

the states of the infidels enduring with justice. The world will fall apart without the sharia and it 

will be a place of total loss (dünya şeriatsiz zevaldir). 

The padishah would be applying the sharia especially in its most public form: criminal 

law to control (zabt) the four classes via the issuance of royal decrees. The sharia with its 

criminal law aspect imposed top-down was the author’s vision of disciplining the society and 

army. Royal decrees were to include a general category routinely sent to the judges and officials 

calling for a full application of the sharia, as well as a more targeted category aimed at regulating 

specific societal functions. The author explains the aims of the different aspects of the sharia as 

applied by the ruler in a top-down fashion. Carrying out jihad was for the glory of Islam. 

Commanding the good was for the common wellbeing. Forbidding the evil was to prevent 

foolish squandering. Retaliation in kind (kısas) was to prevent the spilling of blood. 

Abandonment of wine consumption was to preserve the intellect and forbidding adultery was to 

protect lineage. Banning homosexual acts was to increase procreation. These sharia ordinances to 
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be carried out by the ruler were necessary by wisdom (muktezayi hikmet) in addition to divine 

law.  

To attain these aims of the sharia, the royal orders should be sent to the judges and 

officials across the state to gradually eliminate oppression. This was to happen incrementally, 

applying only the sharia and gradually ending any practices that stood in in violation. A world 

safe from oppression would be created through the commands of the sultan. A main driver of the 

world order was the peace of Istanbul, so special consideration must have been given to it. The 

taverns and music clubs must be shut down. Prostitution and mixing of Muslims and non-

Muslims at the public baths should have been forbidden. If the sultan wished these to occur, it 

could be so easily.  

 An important part of the program was a top-down reform of societal morals. The author 

dreamed of a puritan piety spreading from the top down, originating from the sultan of course. 

The sultan is the heart of the world; thus, he should first become pious and righteous. The author 

belabors the sultan to study religious knowledge, engage in righteous actions, and exhibit the 

patience of Prophet Job. Unlike the constitutionalist accounts which employ the justice of the 

ancient Persian king Erdeşir as a model, the author desires the padishah to mirror the justice of 

the caliph Umar. Further, the sultan should exhibit the bravery of Caliph Ali. He should act with 

the illustrious kanuns of the first three generation of pious Muslims. Then, he should aim to 

ordering society in the mirror image of himself: ordered by goodness, justice, grace, and piety. 

Through royal decrees, he orders people to make supplications to God, guard against misdeeds, 

and pray regularly. Rewarding those who adhere to the orders incentives the population to 

become more righteous. The author dreamed of strengthening the Muslim community (ummah) 
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in this way, for God’s protection of the ummah is contingent on the community maintaining 

piety, and without such protection, victory against Islam’s enemies could not be obtained  

Royal decrees would also ensure that markets functioned well. Decrees ensured the 

quality of the goods and coins used in exchange, and also included price controls. The smooth 

functioning of the markets would be attained with royal intervention. The author thinks the 

problem is not scarcity but the avarice of merchants who hoard, use debased coins, or sell goods 

of subpar quality. All of these problems could be remedied with the application of the sharia 

criminal law through royal decrees. The author was also concerned with affluent non-Muslims 

close to the Muslim elites violating the sharia’s sumptuary laws. He demands royal decrees to be 

sent forbidding non-Muslims, especially Jews, from violating sumptuary laws. There should be 

no privileges for the people who are close to the dignitaries. Non-Muslims should not dress like 

Muslims. They should not even be on a physically higher level than a Muslim, whether it be 

walking on a higher sidewalk or being mounted on a horse in the presence of a Muslim on the 

ground.  

 The author’s focus on social disciplining was for the creation of a pious, well-ordered 

society which forms the basis of a strong army. In turn, the strong army would take revenge on 

the enemy with the help of God, which would only be forthcoming to a community socially 

disciplined via the Islamic framework mentioned prior. Thus, the author dedicates commentary 

on reforming the military along with general society. There should be no negligence in recruiting 

soldiers and administering (tedbir) them. The indulgence of soldiers in the battlefield should not 

be tolerated. He recommends specific actions before the next campaign. The registers of the 

janissary and court cavalry forces must be manually corrected by rewriting them by the sultan, a 

radical injunction in the day when the sultan did not have control over those records. Ordinary 
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subjects must not be accepted among the ranks of the army. Only those who had been soldiers 

for many generations, skilled in the use of arms and known as valiant should be registered as 

soldiers. This should be instituted via royal decrees from the corps in Istanbul and in the 

provinces. The soldiers should not come to the campaign with fashionable clothes. They should 

wear simple dresses. They should bring with them only the servants they are married to and 

never bring other girls or young boys who cause mischief. The sultan should send trusted men to 

the frontiers to inspect all the fortresses and register the number of soldiers, arms and 

ammunitions, and shortcomings and needs. Then, such matters should be dealt with according to 

the needs which would nourish religiosity. The author also wants to raise the social status of the 

military in society by allowing only the military members to wear sable skin coats during the 

peacetime (though they would be dressed modestly during campaigns). Merchants should not be 

allowed to wear sable skin coats and also should not be allowed in the ranks of the military. If all 

these measures are taken, the author expects the Ottoman army to be poised to take swift revenge 

on the enemy. 

 The anonymous author, perhaps from the circle of grand mufti Feyzullah Efendi, dreams 

of establishing up a well-ordered, disciplined, and pious Muslim community again under the 

banner of the sultan following the enactment of the puritan agenda of reform. His ideal sultan is 

the owner/possessor of both the religion and state in this world, although not a legislator: the 

sultan lacks legislative sovereignty. The author’s technique in reforming the society is to use 

royal decrees as executive orders. Again, this does not entail any law-making activity. While the 

sultan is perceived as supreme, he should gaze at the faces of ulema as a form of prayer and seek 

God’s blessings. The ulema are the inheritors of the prophet responsible for reforming the world 

at every age. The padishah is equipped with absolute executive powers but does not have 
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legislative sovereignty. Lacking the main hallmark of the sovereignty in the post-Bodin Europe, 

perhaps we can call this agenda of reform “pseudo-absolutist.” Sultan Mustafa II put this agenda 

into practice with the techniques suggested by his grand mufti, Feyzullah Efendi. Even a 

“pseudo-absolutism” was a contravention of the ancient Ottoman constitution. Thus, it quickly 

backfired, costing sultan Mustafa II his throne and Feyzullah Efendi his life in a very brutal 

manner. Remarkably, Grand Mufti Feyzullah Efendi was the only grand mufti to be killed by 

rebels. 
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Chapter 4: Reform, Revival and Renewal: An Era of Ottoman Soul Searching between 

Constitutionalism and Absolutism (1703-1739) 

 

4.1. The Continuing Conversation with the Europeans in the Ottoman Political Writing: An 

Anonymous Political Tract from Early Eighteenth Century 

 

         After the major shock of the Treaty of Karlowitz (1699), the Ottomans aimed to 

reconquer the lands lost under the treaty. They forced the Russians to seek peace in the campaign 

of Prut in 1711 and recaptured Azov according to the subsequent treaty.  In 1716, Ottoman 

forces retook Morea from Venice through their strength in siege warfare and superiority in 

numbers. Their dreams of recapturing the lands lost to the Habsburgs did not materialize as the 

balance of power between the Ottomans and the Habsburgs was changing in favor of the latter in 

the early eighteenth century. Indeed, the Ottomans suffered a heavy defeat against the modern 

Habsburg armies led by Eugune de Savoy and lost Belgrade in 1717.901 The setback against the 

Habsburgs led the Ottomans to examine its causes in the political literature of the time. An early 

eighteenth century political tract that contains a dialogue between an Ottoman official and a 

Christian officer who is perhaps the French Huguenot M. de Rochefort who came to Istanbul to 

convince the Ottoman government for the establishment of a Huguenot colony in the Ottoman 

Europe in 1716, and submitted a report called “Project pour l’establissement d’une troupe 

 
901 Gábor Ágoston, “The Ottoman Wars and the Changing Balance of Power Along the Danube 
in the Early Eighteenth Cenutry,” in The Peace of Passarowitz, 1718, ed Charles Ingrao et al. 
(Purdue University Press, 2011), 93-108.  
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d’ingenieurs au service de la Porte,” is an example of such a text.902 The dialogue seems to take 

place during the Ottoman-Habsburg Wars prior to the Peace Treaty of Passorowitz in 1718 to 

make a case for peace rather than continuation of the hostilities. According one of the two extant 

manuscript copies I found in Topkapı Palace Manuscript Library, a certain Muhammed 

Veliyuddin wrote the dialogue in the form of a political treatise in 1720 on the orders of Grand 

Vizier Damad İbrahim Pasha.903 The author may well be the famous calligrapher and later Grand 

Mufti Veliyuddin Efendi who was close to Damad İbrahim and received major judgeships under 

his tenure. Grand Mufti Veliyuddin Efendi’s janissary family origins, anti-war opinions, 

especially his opposition to war against Russia during the reign of Mustafa III, and allegiance to 

 
902 For the text of this dialogue see Muhammed Veliyuddin, Sual-i Osmani ve Cevab-ı Nasrani, 
Topkapı Palace Library, H. 1634. Also, Sual-i Osmani ve Cevab-ı Nasrani, Topkapı Palace 
Library Y. 3963 (New Code, Y. 616). It was also first published by Unat. See, Faik Reşit Unat, 
"Ahmed III Devrine Ait bir İslâhat Takriri Muhayyel Bir Mülakatın Zabıtları," Tarih 
Vesikaları 1 (1941): 107-121. Faik Resit Unat who published it claims that this is an imaginary 
dialogue. The author of the dialogue remains unknown. Niyazi Berkes guesses that it was 
inspired by the recommendations of European officers in the Ottoman Empire and mentions the 
report of De Rochefort with reference to Joseph von Hammer’s History of the Ottoman Empire 
among those recommendations. Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Secularism in Turkey 
(McGill-Queen's Press-MQUP, 1964), 31. Following Hammer, Bernard Lewis also mentions the 
same report. Bernard. The Emergence of Modern Turkey (London: Oxford University Press, 
1968), 46. Both authors miss the remarks of the Christian officer in the dialogue in which he 
mentions the earlier report he submitted to the Grand Vizier. Unat, 115. This reference makes it 
likely that the Christian officer in question is De Rochefort because the title of his report 
suggests that it was indeed submitted to the “Porte”, which is the office of Ottoman Grand Vizier 
and also we don’t have any other information regarding a regarding a report submitted by a 
European officer at the time. According to nineteenth century Ottoman historian Ahmed Cevdet 
Pasha, De Rochefort’s efforts of establishing a Huguenot colony and corps of foreign engineer 
officers in the Ottoman army did not bear fruit because of the interference of French ambassador 
Marquis de Bonnac. Berkes, 32. Unfortunately, my efforts to find the full name of this officer did 
not produce any results. Ottoman sources in general are not rich about the personal histories and 
what we know and can know about most of the Ottoman authors are very limited. In such an 
environment finding about a French officer in the Ottoman sources is a very difficult task. One 
venue of research about this officer would be looking into the records of French archives during 
the tenure of ambassador Marquis de Bonnac and follow his reports about his efforts of 
preventing the establishment of a Huguenot colony in the Ottoman Empire. 
903 Muhammed Veliyuddin, Sual-i Osmani ve Cevab-ı Nasrani, Topkapı, H. 1634.  
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Muslim reformist/renewalist Nakhshibendi-Mujaddidi order as well as the extant manuscript’s 

excellent calligraphy supports this idea.904 The text had an afterlife in the Ottoman reform 

literature as Esad Efendi, the grand mufti of Sultan Mahmud II and a critical figure in the 

legitimization of Mahmud II’s reforms, included it in the history he wrote after the abolishment 

of Janissaries in 1826.905 Republican era Turkish historian Niyazi Berkes who wrote a history of 

“the development of secularism” and saw a clash between the reformers and traditionalists 

culminating in the Kemalist revolution and the establishment of the secular republic also referred 

to this dialogue in his history. According to Berkes, the parties of this dialogue were the 

representatives of eighteenth-century reformers and traditionalists, represented by the Christian 

and Muslim officers respectively. He claimed that Muslim conversant constantly defended the 

traditional institutions against the criticisms of the Christian officers. However, a close reading 

of the text does not lend one to reach the conclusion of Berkes as the Muslim officer showed 

eagerness to learn the views of his Christian friend and mostly remained the questioner rather 

than the replier. Throughout the dialogue, the Muslim Ottoman officer asked thirteen questions 

whereas the Christian officer asked only two questions. Moreover, except for one case, the 

Muslim officer always agreed with his conversant. This reading also reveals the politics of 

reform inherent in the text missed by Berkes and other scholarship. Previous scholarship focused 

only on its call for reform without due regard for the constitutional limits placed on it. Moreover, 

 
904 For Grand Mufti Veliyuddin Efendi’s biography see Tahsin Özcan, “Veliyuddin Efendi,” 
DİA. As we have seen in numerous political and legal tracts previously, authors touted their 
family origins in the military as well as their battlefield expertise as a source of credibility for 
their views on the military affairs. Hence, Veliyuddin’s father being a janissary elder of the 
battalion responsible for sultan’s personal security and marching on his left should have added to 
his credibility although he does not mention this. The anti-war opinion in the text as well as its 
revivalist reformist discourse also fits into Grand Mufti Veliyuddin Efendi’s views on war and 
politico-religious affiliation with a mystical order famous for its revivalist reformist agenda. 
905 Sahhaflar Şeyhiade Seyyid Mehmed Esad Efendi, Vakanüvis Esad Efendi Tarihi, ed. Ziya 
Yılmazer, (İstanbul: OSAV, 2000), 586-606. 
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the high probability of this text being penned by later grand mufti Veliyuddin and its Islamic 

revivalist reformist rhetoric renders a new perspective into it. 

       The invocation section of the political tract addressing first the Sultan Ahmed III and his 

grand vizier Damad İbrahim Pasha is the first place we find the politics of reform interwoven in 

the author’s account.906 This section shows the different roles the author attributed to the sultan 

and grand vizier in his reform agenda as well as their positions and responsibilities in the 

Ottoman government. The author’s choice of attributes for the sultan are loaded with references 

and meanings from the concepts of Islamic thought and gives us clues about his agenda. These 

choices show that the status of the sultan is more abstract and related to establishing the proper 

relationship between the divine and worldly kingdoms in carrying out the reform whereas the 

grand vizier is responsible for the day-to-day functioning of the government and overseeing the 

worldly affairs in the reform process. The author first addresses the sultan as the king of the 

kings to whom the world seeks refuge and the shadow of God as the loom of justice. Here the 

sultan is shown as the ultimate site of the provision of justice in the society with a divine 

mandate, and his authority is legitimized. The next attributes of the sultan put him at the top of 

the agenda of military reform. The author calls the sultan the one who raises the banner of holy 

war, the reviver of the practices and traditions of the prophet (muhyi’s-sunneti’s-seniyye), 

protector of the sharia of the Prophet, the most just of the sultans, the most generous of the 

rulers, having a drawn sword and victorious soldiers, holy warrior for God’s sake, the highest in 

justice and clemency among the eminent sultans. Then he prays for the tree of the sultanate to be 

eternal on the world and God to support him in return for the sultan’s practice of making sunnah 

and fardh (requirements of the religion) alive. The author’s use of “muhyi” as the reviver, which 

 
906 For the importance of the invocation sections in Ottoman literary works to find out the 
fundamental message of the text see Tezcan, Multiple Faces of the One. 
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is derived from the same root as “ihya,” revival, echoes the Islamic reformism, which describes 

the reform as a revival of the Prophet’s practices (sunnah). As sunnah is also among the two 

most important sources of sharia along with Quran and the boundaries of “fardh” is articulated in 

sharia, the author’s call for revival of sunnah, protection of sharia and the provision of justice as 

well as raising the banner of holy war by the sultan as God’s shadow on earth gives the sultan a 

political and spiritual role in the agenda of military reform intertwined to a legal foundation. The 

author’s final prayer shows that the endurance of the sultan’s rule is conditional on him carrying 

out reform as a revival of the old.  

The attributes of the grand vizier are more worldly, tangible and include references to 

people as the beneficiaries of his efforts. The author calls the grand vizier İbrahim Pasha the one 

who sets the order of the world (nazim-ı menazim-i alem) and reforms the affairs of the 

communities (muslih-i mesalih-i umem). Calling the grand vizier the setter of the order (nizam) 

of the world, which is the fundamental goal of a government in the Ottoman political vision, 

makes him more important than the sultan at the practical level of politics even if not at the 

spiritual and metaphysical level. Using the word “muslih” (reformer) for the grand vizier, a word 

derived from the same root as “ıslah” (reform), again echoes ıslah as one of the three most 

important concepts of Islamic reformist discourse along with ihya and tecdid (renewal).907 The 

other attributes of the grand vizier are related to the day-to-day functioning of the government 

and government’s responsibility to establish peace, security and a habitable urban space. The 

author calls the grand vizier the builder of the foundations of peace and goodness, constructer of 

the cultivated places/cities of success and happiness, commander of the soldiers of justice and 

 
907 For a discussion of “tajdid” and “ıslah” see John Obert Voll, “Renewal and Reform in Islamic 
History: Tajdīd and Iṣlāh,” in Voices of Resurgent Islam, ed. John L. Esposito (New York and 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), 32-47. 
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equity, the one who aims the public good and security for the servants of God, the one showing 

generosity to everyone as his natural habit.  

        The conversation between the Ottoman and Christian officer starts after the invocation 

section that gives the political framework in which the reforms will be carried out. The main 

question behind the inquiries of the Ottoman officer is the reasons of Ottoman military decline 

after the siege of Vienna and the rise of the Habsburgs and how this divergence could be 

overcome. Showing his eagerness to learn and acceptance of limited knowledge, the Ottoman 

officer states that the practices, manners, traditions and skills of Christian nations at war and 

their skills acquired through practice (mümareset) in the tools they produced is beyond his 

understanding.  

         The answer of the Christian officer is another example of focusing on the constitutional 

foundations of the Ottoman polity in a discussion of military reform. The Christian officer refers 

to the two constituents of Ottoman public law, sharia and kanun, in his answer and sees the 

reason behind the Ottoman decline as first the Ottomans’ faults at practicing sharia, and second 

their unawareness of their ancient laws (kavanin-i kadime).908 He sees the adherence to sharia 

and perfection of skills in the matters of warfare acquired through practice as the greatest 

condition of success.  The Christian officer sees a link between the adherence to ancient laws and 

the order of an army. He uses the word order (nizam) for the order of armies, soldiers and 

warfare. This sets the reform agenda of the author of the political tract as the Ottoman 

procurement of an ordered army, which the Christian officer claims Ottomans had in the past but 

lost while the Habsburgs at the time of the conversation had, through the revival of the ancient 

Ottoman laws. He claims that the veterans of the past had an extra knowledge of the laws of the 

 
908 “Kavanin” is the plural of “kanun,” the laws.  
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order of warfare (kavanin-i nizam-ı hurub) and had perfection in practicing these laws. The 

warriors of the past were known for their training and smoothing of the position of their lines. 

They knew the conditions of the organization of war.909 The soldiers were brave, religious and 

loyal. Apparently as criticism of the Janissaries of the day, the Christian officer adds that the 

warriors of the past did not engage in commerce or agriculture and their income came from the 

war booty. On their part, the officers were careful about disciplining and controlling (zabtu rabt) 

the soldiers under their authority with a moderation in frightening them.  

         After portraying the order and discipline existent in the Ottoman army in the “ancient” 

times, the Christian officer presents the Habsburg army of the time as a model to imitate for the 

Ottoman reform and sees the origins of the strength of the Habsburg army in the reforms carried 

out as a result of Ottoman challenge. He claims that the Habsburgs saw that they could not stand 

to the raining fire of the Ottomans and were defeated in the first encounter during the wars. So, 

the Habsburgs began to use muskets and cannons. At first, the enemies of the Ottomans did not 

have order (nizam) and skills in the tools of war as existed at the time of the writing of this tract. 

With exercise, drills and study (talim ve taallum) their military found order (nizam).910 During 

the wars and peace, they worked on using the tools of war, acquiring skills through practice, and 

increasing their skillsets. They wrote books on the internal affairs and built factories. They 

became successful for going forward in carefulness while Ottoman soldiers were left idle 

because of tolerance (müsamaha) and negligence [of the officials for soldiers]. Similar to Katib 

Çelebi, Suleyman, Zülfikar Pasha who were reporting on the armies of Cathay, France and the 

 
909 Here the debate between Parker and Black about the nature of the Military Revolution in 
which the latter emphasized the organizational aspects comes to mind. Apparently, the Ottoman 
author of this political tract was also aware of the importance of the organizational aspect.  
910 For the Habsburg military reforms see Michael Hochedlinger, Austria's Wars of Emergence, 
1683-1797 (Routledge, 2015). 
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Habsburgs respectively, as well as the reports of the Ottomans authors that were to come after 

him, the Christian officer sees the military organization and the abundance of officers as the 

reason behind the order and discipline of the Habsburg army. According to the Christian officer, 

the Habsburg army consists of battalions with each battalion having one thousand soldiers. 

Battalions are divided into ten companies and every company of hundred soldiers has an officer. 

Every battalion has a specific uniform to avoid the flight of soldiers. Their muskets are equal in 

length, weight and size. They load, raise and fire their arms together. They are equal at all 

conditions and it was not possible to exceed or recede this equality (musavaat). None of them 

can oppose or betray. Habsburg soldiers stand in lines with their feet marking this line. In this 

idealized picture, the Habsburg lines will never break, and they will not disturb their lines even if 

they become victorious. The Christian officer describes the volley fire practiced by the Habsburg 

army line by line and the creation of continuous fire with this technique. He states that since the 

Habsburgs had learned this “art”, they began to overrun the Ottomans. He claims that against 

such an army even if the Muslim armies were greater in number and braveness, they could not 

stand. Similar to the author of Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan, the Christian officer also sees the volley 

fire as an abandoned ancient Ottoman kanun. He claims that in his present times, the laws of the 

predecessors (kavanin-i selef) were not observed, and the desired methods were altogether 

abandoned, volley fire being among them. Likewise, the change in Ottoman conscription 

techniques also comes under his criticism as he claims that those who are in place of soldiers are 

Turks and Kurds who are interested in plunder during the war and commerce and agriculture 

during the peace.  
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         The Christian officer convinced his Ottoman friend that that standing against 

ordered/disciplined (nizamlı) soldiers with disordered (nizamsız) soldiers is not possible.911 He 

also agreed with the Ottoman officer on the difficulty of transforming the Ottoman army, which 

they expect to be a lengthy process. Thus, the Christian officer advised a truce with the 

Habsburgs and a return to taking revenge only after selecting the men of war, supplying them 

and making them capable of observing the rules. Although the main argument in the text is 

creation of an ordered Ottoman army with an adherence to sharia and return to ancient laws or 

laws of the predecessors through the sultan’s efforts in reviving the Prophet’s traditions and 

grand vizier’s work in setting the order (nizam) of the world and reforming the affairs of the 

communities, the Christian officer ends up with an advice which is more practical even if not 

much compatible with the general argument. Perhaps being aware of the implications of the 

reform with a focus on public law on the constitutional foundations of the Ottoman polity of the 

time, he rather recommends raising twenty to thirty thousand Christian soldiers that are 

competent in the matters of order and officers who are learned in sciences (mütefennin) in the 

time of peace from among the archenemies of the Habsburgs. The Ottoman officer seems not to 

be impressed by this idea and asks what can be done against the ordered army of the Habsburgs 

while the Ottoman army lacks order (nizam) to take revenge of the recent losses. The Christian 

adviser maintains that a campaign against the enemy can be done in two ways. First is going 

after the enemy with well-ordered and perfect soldiers (müretteb and mükemmel) and the second 

 
911 The observations of the Christian officer are mostly on the Habsburgs, the biggest enemy of 
the Ottomans at the time before the bigger threat of the Russians emerged. I suggested earlier 
that this was a Huguenot French officer. For the military change in France between 1610-1715 
see Lynn, Giant of the Grand Siècle. Especially, pages 397-414 for the problems the French 
faced in disciplining their army. Making the French soldiers follow the disciplinary codes was 
difficult and desertion was a big problem especially when there was a shortage of provisions. 
Therefore, this process of creating disciplined armies in Europe was not as smooth as the 
Christian official described to his Ottoman friend. 
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is spending time at the borders appearing to wait to fight with the enemy but in fact avoiding it 

and making the enemy tired and wasting its resources. But the second option necessitates a good 

knowledge of the roads and the terrain. This last advice is contrary to the established Ottoman 

practice of seeking battle and a blunt attack on the enemy forces with a cavalry dominant army 

which led the Habsburgs to develop a different tactical formation against the Ottomans than their 

European enemies. It strengthens the argument for change further as the Ottoman military 

institution could not even implement its traditional battle tactics. As the Ottoman military 

became obsolete, the text recommends a break with the traditional battlefield tactics. 

       The importance of this dialogue lays in not only observing an order in the Habsburg army 

like Zülfikar Pasha but also advising for the Ottomans to have an ordered army. In the ideal 

scenario, such army would be an Ottoman one built on reworking the Ottoman public law 

through adherence to sharia and revival of the laws of the predecessors and a criminal law 

allowing a moderate degree of punishment of the soldiers and no tolerance for their “unlawful” 

acts in attaining discipline and control. This is in line with Katib Çelebi’s aim of facilitating 

military reform while preserving the constitutional limits on the sultanic authority and carries the 

same “constitutionalist” concerns. Yet it also gives an agency to the sultan in the reform process, 

something that was missing in Katib Çelebi’s works. Although the power sharing between the 

sultan and grand vizier found in the invocation section entails a more abstract role for the former 

and more concrete one for the latter, it still takes the sultan into the central stage of reform who 

provides the foundations that reform will be built upon as the reviver of the prophet’s traditions 

and laws of the predecessors and the protector of the sharia. This falls short of giving sultan 

legislative powers to make corrections or additions to the laws of predecessors that we find in 

İbrahim Müteferrika and Humbaracı Ahmed Pasha’s political tracts - which makes sense if we 
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accept the author Veliyuddin as the future grand mufti responsible for the interpretation of sharia 

- or a personal rule for the sultan envisioned in Suleyman’s account of captivity. Still, it is a 

harbinger of the sultan finding a new place in the agenda of some of the eighteenth-century 

reformers. Finally, this dialogue contains the terminology describing the effects of the Military 

Revolution that would become standard reference points in eighteenth century Ottoman political 

writing such as order (nizam), ordered (muretteb), perfected (mukemmel) armies, “musavaat” 

(equality, uniformity) of lines, discipline and control (zabtu rabt), drills (talim), study (taallum), 

and learned in sciences (mutefennin) of warfare. 

 

4.2. İbrahim Müteferrika’s Dream of Ottoman Absolutism 

 

       The second political tract that caught the attention of both Grand Mufti Esad Efendi and 

Niyazi Berkes in their search for roots of the “reform” process is İbrahim Müteferrika’s Usulu’l 

Hikem fi Nizami’l-Umem (Philosophical Principles of Public Order) published in 1732.912 

İbrahim Müteferrika was born in Koloszsvar, Transylvania as a Hungarian but his confessional 

origins and the story of his conversion to Islam is ambiguous. İbrahim Müteferrika’s own 

accounts and the accounts of his contemporaries do not help to solve this matter either.913 What 

is important for us here is that he knew Latin and followed the European literature of sciences 

and humanities. He established the first printing press in the Muslim world that published books 

with the Arabic script. This press operated between 1729 and 1742 and published eighteen 

 
912 I will be using the text of the treatise published in Adil Şen, İbrahim Müteferrika ve Usûlü'l-
hikem fî nizâmi'l-ümem (Ankara: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı, 1995). For Esad Efendi’s summary of 
the text see Esad Efendi, Üss-i zafer: Yeniçeriliğin Kaldırılmasına Dair, ed. Mehmet Arslan 
(İstanbul: Kitabevi, 2005), 41-42. 
913 For a discussion of the debates on his origin see Orlin Sabev, "Portrait and Self-Portrait: 
İbrahim Müteferrika’s Mind Games," The Journal of Ottoman Studies 44 (2014): 99-121. 
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titles.914 Berkes sees Müteferrika as “perhaps, the first of a series of Europeans who were 

destined to play a role in the history of the Westernization of Turkey as carriers of new ideas and 

as intermediaries between cultures.”915 A close reading of Usulu’l Hikem will show, however, 

Müteferrika’s quest was not the Westernization of the Ottoman State or replacement of Ottoman 

traditions with a European one as Berkes wanted to believe. His treatise is an example of Islamist 

reformist discourse, which seeks a renewal that accommodates change but appropriates the 

change within the indigenous Near-Eastern Islamic tradition.916 During the Ottoman times, this 

tradition included both the “absolutist” and “constitutionalist” views. While the dialogue 

between the Christian and Muslim officer conceded the reform as a revival of the old and 

remained in the reformist discourse along the “constitutionalist” lines, Müteferrika’s political 

tract makes a break with that tradition in seeking legislative powers for the sultan in the same 

ancient practices which constitutionalists relied on to deny this power to the sultans of their eras. 

Although Müteferrika does not suggest severing the ties with the Ottoman ancient practices and 

laws, he recognizes the emergence of a new world order (nizam-ı cedid), which is in a sharp 

contrast with the ancient order (nizam-ı kadim) and left the old ways obsolete. Müteferrika tries 

to find a solution to the dilemma of preserving the Ottoman ancient laws while accommodating 

the needs of his times by refurbishing the Ottoman ancient as even superior to the new world 

 
914 Ibid., 111. 
915 Berkes, Secularism, 36. There were Europeans who carried ideas before Müteferrika. What 
Berkes points out here is Müteferrika’s leading role in his theory of secularization of Turkey, 
which started in early eighteenth century. 
916 For Müteferrika’s Islamic reformism see Stefan Reichmuth "Islamic Reformist Discourse in 
the Tulip Period (1718–30): İbrahim Müteferriqa and his Arguments for Printing," 
in International Congress on Learning and Education in the Ottoman World (12–15 April 1999), 
(Istanbul: IRCICA, 2001), 149-161. However, Reichmuth’s analysis largely focus only 
Müteferrika’s editor’s introduction to his printed book where he legitimizes the printing press. 
Reichmuth briefly mentions the work under my examination towards the very end of his article 
and sees an “Islamic etatism” in Müteferrika’s work but does not have a full discussion of 
Müteferrika’s entire agenda of reform. 
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order but later abandoned by the Ottomans. Yet, Müteferrika’s agenda of reform also suggests 

that these ancient laws need to be corrected for the needs of times and traditional Islamic 

jurisprudence revised under the leadership of the sultan as the caliph of times. While presented in 

an ancient outlook and a rather cautious language, with a call for reform in these two constituents 

of Ottoman public law, his agenda implied an overhaul of the constitutional foundations of the 

Ottoman polity with the sultan having legislative powers and leading the reform process. This 

was a radical stance in the Ottoman polity of the time, which accepted constitutionalism after a 

period of long and fierce struggle This became the main reason why Müteferrika’s tract remained 

unheeded in the Ottoman political writing and we could not find reform treatises in the manner 

of Usul’ul-Hikem until the “absolutists” rediscovered it at the end of eighteenth century.917  

 
917 Historian Asim’s treatise Koca Sekbanbaşı Risalesi written in 1803 in defense of Ottoman 
New Order program of Sultan Selim III is an example of this. Asım notes that Müteferrika 
presented his treatise to Sultan Mahmud I but right before the sultan was about to make his royal 
endeavor to be acted according to Müteferrika’s treatise, he passed away as a result of divine 
will. Hüseyin Namık Orkun, “Koca Sekbanbaşı Risalesi,” Türk Hukuk Tarihi (1935): 416. 
Virginia Aksan notes the inaccuracy of this statement as Sultan Mahmud I had time between 
1731 when Müteferrika first presented his treatise to him until his death in 1754. Aksan, 
“Ottoman Political Writing,” 61. Following Aksan, Kahraman Şakul also mentions this 
inaccuracy and examines Koca Sekbanbaşı Risalesi as a treatise aiming to establish the “idea of 
an absolutist state” (mutlakıyetçi devlet anlayışı). See Kahraman Şakul, "Nizâm-ı Cedid 
Düşüncesinde Batılılaşma ve İslâmi Modernleşme," Divan: İlmi Araştırmalar 19 (2005): 134. 
However, neither of these authors note that the reason behind Müteferrika’s treatise remaining 
unheeded only to be rediscovered in the late eighteenth century is its radical nature for its times 
with absolutism inherent in its agenda of reform. However, Usul’ul-Hikem did well 
commercially. Most of the five hundred copies printed by İbrahim Müteferrika were sold. This 
might be due to its low price in comparison to other books printed at Müteferrika Press or its 
content of military affairs rather than the reformist discourse. It was priced 1 kuruş which was 
equal to 30 French sou. See Orlin Sabev, İbrahim Müteferrika ya da ilk Osmanlı Matbaa 
Serüveni, 1726-1746 (Yeditepe, 2006), 205. Sabev thinks that Usul’ul-Hikem was influential but 
his claim is based on its commercial success and a manuscript copy of this book he found in the 
Sofia archives, which he dates into second half of the eighteenth century. He does not mention 
any other works from eighteenth century, which carries influences of Usul’ul-Hikem. Moreover, 
in the examples of probate inventories of the Ottomans that included books printed at the 
Müteferrika Press examined by Sabev, Usul’ul-Hikem could not be found although its copies 
sold well initially. The reason of few copies of it remained in the hand of Müteferrika might also 
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          The preamble of Usul’ul-Hikem introduces Müteferrika’s diagnosis of the ills of the 

Ottoman state and society of his time and his agenda of reform as a treatment with a focus on a 

renewal movement in politics and Islamic jurisprudence led by the sultan as the caliph of 

times.918 Mutereferrika starts with highlighting the idea that the governing the world order and 

organizing the matters of the human beings depend on the will of God. He continues that the last 

prophet’s laws of politics and sharia is enough to reform (ıslah) the health of the state (devlet) 

and his traditions, which are prophetic medicine, are sufficient as a treatment for restoring the 

strength of the rules of the religion and nation (tashih-i kavaid-i din-u millet).919 Müteferrika had 

been “in pain thinking about the attacks of the powerful and countless soldiers of the enemies 

and the disorder/sedition (fitne) in the Ottoman state.” He claims that previous state officers were 

not perfect at laws of politics and did not take the necessary measures and were tolerant and 

unmindful. While people tended to engage in mischief (fesad) and the disruption of the world 

order (nizam-ı alem), degradation in orderliness in the condition of human beings and weakening 

of the state became inevitable. For Müteferrika this was nothing new. He refers to Islamic history 

and looks at the response to the changes, conflict and confusion that happened in the world by 

the will of God to serve as a model of reform for the Ottomans. By making his call for reform 

 
be due to the fact that Müteferrika gave his book as a gift to Ottoman political circles to support 
his agenda of reform. We know that he sent his books to king of France, king of Sweden, 
Russian Tsar and the Holy Roman Emperor. Ibid. 290. 
918 Şen, Usûlü'l-hikem, 123-127. 
919 According to Katib Çelebi, “sharia” (şeriat), “religion” (din) and “nation” (millet) are the 
same thing and used with a reference to prophets. Katib Çelebi wrote a treatise on the debate of 
Muslims calling themselves “from the nation of Abraham” in his day. Katib Çelebi recognizes 
the problems this created for the Islamic theology but also advised not to intervene into this 
custom because he thought this would create bigger problems and it is impossible to change 
customs of the laymen.  Kâtip Çelebi, Mîzânü’l-Hakk Fî İhtiyâri’l-Ehakk, ed. Orhan Şaik 
Gökyay and Süleyman Uludağ, (İstanbul: Kabalcı Yayınları, 2008), 205-213. According to the 
first article in Katib Çelebi’s treatise where he summarizes the legal opinion of a sheikh, one of 
the important points of this debate was whether Muslims could act upon the sharia of Abraham 
in addition to the sharia of prophet Muhammed.  
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clear, Müteferrika claims that similar circumstances in the past became a reason for a continuous 

renewal (teceddüd) of the rules of the religion and state (ahkam-ı din-u devlet). While an Islamic 

“etatism” is apparent in Müteferrika’s approach as observed by Stefan Reichmuth, the sultanate 

and sultan were equally important in his vision of reform.920 Accordingly, in Müteferrika’s 

ordering, the second response of the Islamic world in the past to the crisis was reinforcing the 

strength/upper arm of the sultanate. Then came strengthening the edifice of the rules of sharia, 

the organization of the matters of the country (mülk) and nation and religion (millet), being 

cautious about the welfare and conditions of the people, and revival (ihya) of the traditions of the 

Prophet. Müteferrika then addresses Sultan Mahmud I as the caliph of the world and time, 

protector of the believers, majestic and generous sultan of the Ottoman dynasty and explains that 

he wrote his treatise to abide by sultan’s order and hopes that his treatise will be a model to him 

for the signs of the edifice of the religion and state and the power of the sultanate being renewed 

(teceddud) and firmly built (teşeyyud). Müteferrika states that he will examine the causes of the 

disorder/sedition (fitne), change in the condition of people, means of closing the door to mischief 

(fesad), renewing the rules of order (kavaid-i nizam) and building of orderliness (intizam). He 

notes that he is particularly interested in the spread of the Christians all over the world and their 

victories over the Ottomans. In addition to his references to Islamic history, he claims that has 

worked and striven hard (ictihad/ijtihad), reading many volumes of history and books of law 

using his knowledge of Latin and written his treatise. 

 
920 Reichmuth also notes that Müteferrika’s “etatism” was “call for a strengthening of the 
authority of the ruler, the bureaucratic state and, of course the army” and examines Müteferrika’s 
treatment of Sultan Ahmed III as the leader of his reform project based on the first printing press. 
Reichmuth, “Islamist Reformist Discourse,” 160. My examination of Müteferrika places him in 
the evolution of Ottoman political thought and the conflict between the absolutists and 
constitutionalists and sees his views on the sultan and sultanate in this light. I compare 
Müteferrika’s ideas with other Ottoman thinkers and show the continuities as well as contrasts. I 
also offer a more in-depth account of Müteferrika’s agenda of reform. 
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         While Müteferrika mentions books of Islamic history as well as books in Latin as his 

sources for his treatise, his preamble is dominated by a traditional Ottoman-Islamic rhetoric, 

which was reflected by his choice of words.921 In Islamic historiography, “fitne” (fitnah) has 

been the term used for the Civil Wars among the companions of the prophet in the aftermath of 

his death over a succession crisis, which also paved the way for the later theological split 

between the Sunni and Shia. At another instance, Müteferrika also called Cenghis Khan who 

started the onslaught of the Mongols, an inciter of “fitne” (fitne-engiz) or mischief-maker.922 

Seeing the condition of the Ottomans in his time as similar to the times of civil war and Mongol 

onslaught under “fitne” shows how great the crisis was for Müteferrika. Identifying the crisis 

with the disruption (fesad) of the world order (nizam-ı alem) had been a common theme in the 

traditional Ottoman mirror for princes’ literature, as we have seen in Akhisari and Kavanin-i 

Yeniçeriyan, and bringing back the world order was the main goal of the Ottoman political 

vision. “Teceddud” (renewal) is related to a hadith (saying) of the prophet, which mentions the 

arrival of a “muceddid” (renewer) of the faith every century to account for the change in times. 

Using the word “teceddud” for the primary goal of his reform agenda to set the world order again 

and expecting Sultan Mahmud I to play a leading role in the renewal and reform efforts of his 

time following Usul’ul-Hikem, Müteferrika apparently delegates the role of “muceddid” to the 

sultan as the caliph of times. Earlier, Müteferrika delegated the same role to Sultan Ahmed III 

who preceded Mahmud I in his treatise on the benefits of printing as a preamble to the first book 

 
921 Müteferrika’s probate inventory included thirty-six books in Latin and eighty-eight books in 
Arabic. Sabev, İbrahim Müteferrika, 345-350. Sabev thinks that the title “Latin” was used for 
Müteferrika’s books in European languages rather than being limited to Latin only. In Usul’ul-
Hikem, Müteferrika does not name the books he benefited from. 
922 İbrahim Müteferrika, “Vesilet-ut Tibaa,” in Tercüme-i Sihah ül-Cevheri, Ismāʻīl Ibn-Ḥammād 
al-Ǧauharī, trans. Mehmed (Vankulu.), and ed. İbrahim Müteferrika (Dar üt-Tibaat il-Mamure, 
1729).  
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printed in his press, which was Vankulu’s Arabic-Ottoman dictionary.923 A similar approach 

could also be found in Müteferrika’s introduction to Namizade’s History of Baghdad where 

Müteferrika claims that God had chosen Sultan Ahmed III to renew (tecdid) the rules of the 

evident religion (Islam) as the caliph and “sahibkıran,” lord of fortunate conjunction. 

“Sahibkıran” is a title given to prosperous or victorious rulers especially for those who had a 

global reach in their conquests such as Tamerlane who came at a fortunate conjunction and 

became the founder of global empires.924  

Apparently, Müteferrika challenges the constitutional limits on the sultanic authority of 

his time and aims to bring back the sultan to the forefront of Ottoman politics as the leader of his 

reform agenda. “Islah” (reform) is also a concept that is part of the common vocabulary of Quran 

and later became the poplar word for “reform” in the Islamic world. “Ihya” (revival) is the third 

important concept in the Islamic discourse of reform along with “ıslah” and “tecdid,” a word 

derived from the same root as “teceddud.” By using a triplet of these concepts, Müteferrika lays 

the foundations of his Islamic reformist discourse. Müteferrika’s use of a fourth word, 

“ictihad/ijtihad,” which was seen as the means to carry out a renewal (tecdid) and reform in the 

Islamic tradition, to describe his efforts is also quite telling about his reformist agenda and what 

he thinks his efforts are equal to. Wael Hallaq shows that in order to qualify as a “muceddid,” 

one needed to be a “muctehid,” that is, attaining the rank of ictihad was a prerequisite to 

tecdid.925 Ictihad, while literally meaning exerting oneself, was used by Muslim scholars to 

describe the efforts of the major jurists called “muctehid” who strived hard based on the sources 

 
923 See Reichmuth, “Islamist Reformist Discourse,” 155. Müteferrika, “Vesilet-ut Tibaa”. The 
pages in the digital copy I am using are not numbered.  
924 Nazmizade Murteza, Gülşen-i Hulefa Bağdat Tarihi 762-1717, ed. Mehmet Karataş (Ankara: 
Türk Tarih Kurumu, 2014), 3. 
925 Wael B. Hallaq, "Was the Gate of Ijtihad Closed?," International Journal of Middle East 
Studies 16, no. 01 (1984): 27. 
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of fiqh (the study of sharia) to come up with rulings for the problems that emerged with the 

change of times and could not be solved with copying answers directly from Quran and Prophet 

Muhammed’s practices because these problems did not exist in the times of the Prophet, or for 

the old problems that were open to different interpretations and had conflicting reports about the 

prophet’s practices. Whether the doors of “ictihad” were closed or not has become a major issue 

in the discussions of reform in the Islamic world. According to Rudolph Peters, “closing” the 

gates of ictihad was the most important ideological device jurists used to keep the state 

authorities at bay.926 Indeed, Müteferrika used ictihad with this meaning earlier in his treatise on 

the benefits of printing, Vesilet-ut Tibaa. He first gave an account of Islamic legal history in 

which the imams of religion (founding fathers of the major schools of law) and great muctehids 

appeared and deduced the matters of sharia from the book (Quran), traditions of the Prophet, the 

consensus of the community and analogy and strived hard on the way of “ictihad.”927 For 

Müteferrika, the first benefit of having a printing press was the possibility of copying books on 

Arabic language and dictionaries, which were essential for all fields, among them jurisprudence 

being the most important one. He saw the second benefit of the printing press as copying the 

books written by great muctehids and other authors with their perfect endeavor and “ictihad” in 

order to strengthen the religion and the state and the order of the best community of humankind 

(Muslims).928 Müteferrika does not stop at only copying these works but takes a further radical 

step and wants them to be written anew immediately to make corrections, which would lead to 

 
926 Rudolph Peters, "From Jurists’ Law to Statute Law or What Happens When the Shari'a is 
Codified," Mediterranean Politics 7, no. 3 (2002): 86. 
927 Müteferrika, Vesilet-ut Tibaa. Reichmuth does not mention Müteferrika’s account of Islamic 
legal history with an emphasis on ictihad before listing the benefits of printing press.  
928 Reichmuth, 157. Müteferrika, Vesilet’ut-Tibaa. “İbtida zuhuru din-ü devleti İslamiyye’den bu 
ana gelince takviye-i din-ü devlet ve nizam-ı intizam-ı meham-ı ümmeti hayr’ül beşer içün bunca 
müctehidin ve musannifin-i kiramın kemali say ve ictihadı ile cem ve telif ve tedvin kıldıkları 
kütübü nefiseyi tekessür.”  
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“tecdid” and “ihya.”929 Although the preamble of Usul’ul-Hikem focuses on sharia as the source 

of public law, kanun as the second source of public law becomes another underlying theme in the 

body text where Müteferrika continues his interest in printing law books by advising to print the 

law books of earlier Ottoman sultans and make corrections to them. He then gives Europe as an 

example where books of law have been printed and widely circulated. Müteferrika’s bold call to 

rewrite the classical books of the muctehids has been overlooked until now and represents 

perhaps the earliest example of this idea in the Islamic world.930 Ironically, Grand Mufti 

Yenişehirli Abdullah Efendi whose legal opinion (fetva) in support of the printing press that 

Müteferrika added before Vesiletut-Tibaa along with the endorsements of the major jurists of his 

time in the first book printed at his press included permission only for the books on “language 

and dictionaries, logic, philosophy, astronomy and similar exalted sciences.” The books of 

Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) written by muctehids as well as theology, hadith and commentaries 

on Quran were not part of this legal opinion.  These fields were also not part of the question 

asked to the Grand Mufti for his approval or the petition Müteferrika submitted to the sultan for 

his approval. Orlin Sabev interprets this as a compromise to soothe the opposition of 

calligraphers and win the support of the ulema.931 The fact that Müteferrika included copying the 

books of muctehids as well as rewriting them and opening a way for tecdid as the second most 

important benefit of printing although it was not licensed shows the importance of this in his 

agenda of reform and it was not his intention to make this exclusion. We do not know the exact 

 
929 Ibid. “ve tashih sebebiyle heman müceddeden telif etmek gibi tecdid ve ihya.” 
930 This is perhaps the boldest aim of Müteferrika making him a forerunner to the late nineteenth 
century reformers. Even today the large consensus in the Islamic World is not to challenge the 
authority of the founding fathers and earlier muctehids in the matters settled by them although 
ictihad for the new matters is found more acceptable. Reichmuth only notes “ihya” and “tecdid” 
but misses the important point of rewriting the classical books in order to correct them. 
931 Sabev, İbrahim Müteferrika, 150-151. 
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motives of Yenişehirli Abdullah Efendi and other members of ulema but seen in the light of the 

constitutional limits on the sultanic authority in the Ottoman polity, this may well be due to their 

fear of losing the “most important ideological device” jurists used to keep the state authorities at 

bay.932 Apparently, Müteferrika’s inclusion of the books of muctehids and importance of ictihad 

and making the sultan responsible for tecdid as the caliph of the times and vision of printing and 

updating the laws of earlier sultan are in accordance with his “absolutist” attempt of granting the 

sultan legislative powers and initiating a reform process that includes a change in Islamic 

jurisprudence and Ottoman ancient laws.      

          In the body text, Müteferrika establishes the need for laws and justice following the ideas 

found in the Medieval Islamic and Earlier Ottoman Political Thought.933 Human beings need 

each other because of their civilized nature, which made them mix. This intermingling creates 

disputes, which creates the need for laws to attain justice. According to the philosophers, it is the 

 
932 Yenişehirli appears to be a quite open-minded grand mufti. He gave fatwa in favor of the 
written documentation of the merchants and moneylenders being accepted as the conclusive 
evidence at the courts which was a change the Ottomans had difficulty making and implemented 
even as late as nineteenth century. Other eighteenth-century Ottoman grand muftis did not share 
Yenişehirli’s view in this matter. See the compilation of Yenişehirli’s fatwas. Şeyhülislam 
Yenişehirli Abdullah Efendi, Behcetü'l-Fetâvâ, ed. Süleyman Kaya, Betül Algın, and Zeynep 
Trabzonlu, and Asuman Erkan (İstanbul, Klasik, 2012). For the other eighteenth-century fatwa 
collections that I compared with Abdullah Efendi’s see: Es-Seyyid Ahmed Efendi and Es-Seyyid 
Hafız Mehmed b. Ahmed el-Gedûsi, Netîcetü'l-Fetâvâ (Şeyhülislâm Fetvaları), ed. Süleyman 
Kaya (İstanbul: Klasik Yayınları, 2014). Şeyhülislam Feyzullah Efendi, Fetâvâ-yı Feyziye, ed. 
Süleyman Kaya (İstanbul: Klasik Yayınları, 2009). For the Ottoman difficulty of accepting 
written documentation as conclusive evidence in nineteenth century see my master’s thesis. 
Kaymakcı, The Sultan’s Entrepreneurs. This was such an important matter that nineteenth 
century Ottoman legal historians gave it as one of the most important reasons behind the legal 
modernization. Ottoman merchants who wanted to have exclusive access to the new judicial 
mechanisms also presented their desire to have written evidence as the conclusive evidence as 
one of the main reasons.  
933 For the Medieval Islamic Political Thought which was developed under the influence of 
Islamic as well as the Greek philosophy see Erwin Isak Jakob Rosenthal, Political Thought in 
Medieval Islam: An Introductory Outline (Cambridge University Press, 1958). Müteferrika’s 
work follows the tradition of political philosophy. For the discussion of Müteferrika see: 
Şen, Usûlü'l-hikem, 128-131. 
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Great Nomos, which sets forth this law, while for religious scholars it is the Prophet. Müteferrika 

states that after death of the Prophet who was the legislator of the laws of sharia (vazi-i kavanin-i 

şeriat), there was a need for a just and forceful ruler (hakim-i adil ve kahir) who would 

implement the rules of the religion and reform (ıslah) the condition of the Muslims; preserve the 

prophetic orders and prohibitions, make the laws of politics (kavanin-i siyaset) respected, so that 

the differences between people would be overcome through the intervention of the state and the 

sultanate would be embroidered with sharia. The author does not see any conflict between sharia 

and laws of reason (kanun-ı hikmet). With the authority of the ruler, the sharia would be 

implemented and many people with great diversity would show a tendency to follow the sharia, 

which he calls also the laws of reason/philosophy. That is, for him, sharia is identical to the laws 

of the reason. Müteferrika is not the first thinker to accept such equality as medieval Muslim 

philosophers such as Avicenna and Ibn Rushd and fifteenth century Ottoman historian Tursun 

Bey voiced similar views. Katib Çelebi also held this view in Takvim’ut-Tevarih, which was 

among the books Müteferrika printed at his press. Müteferrika’s first difference is blurring the 

lines between sharia and laws of reason and treating them almost as one body of laws, not two 

different bodies having the same consequences if applied on their own. Yet, he also concedes 

revealed laws and laws of reason being two different bodies of law that rulers throughout the 

history chose one to govern their societies. Müteferrika’s seemingly “conflicting” views on this 

issue are stemming from his attempt to walk a fine line between the two sources of law and 

create a synthesis of them to serve as the source of Ottoman public law. Another difference of 

Müteferrika is his lack of interest in the “eternal” consequences of the choice of a legal 

methodology as earlier Muslim thinkers saw the revealed laws preferable because it would bring 
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happiness both in this world and in the life after that.934  Müteferrika’s approach also differs from 

eminent sixteenth century Ottoman thinker Kınalızade Ali Efendi whose classic on ethics was 

part of his book collection.935 Kınalızade  considered revealed laws superior to human laws as he 

saw the former permanent that can be seen in the example of sharia being implemented almost a 

thousand years until his time and will continue until the end of the world and the latter transient 

for which the laws (yasa) of Genghis Khan provided an example with its disappearance after the 

fall of Mongols.936 Katib Çelebi later challenged Kınalızade  in his Cihannuma implicitly where 

he claimed laws of Genghis Khan survived among the fire worshipers and Mongols living in 

Cathay.937 Müteferrika printed Cihannuma in his press and was apparently aware of Katib 

Çelebi’s views and as we will see shortly even referred to the military practices of Cathay. It 

seems that Katib Çelebi’s emphasis on laws of reason and philosophy (hikmet) and pursuit of 

reform that accommodates legal change were the main reasons for Müteferrika to print three of 

his books although there is no trace of Katib Çelebi’s constitutionalist views in Müteferrika’s 

works. Müteferrika’s “absolutism” and views on legal change based on ictihad and renewal takes 

him closer to Kınalızade. Although Kınalızade denied the legislative authority of a forceful 

sultan based on reason alone and opposed Genghis Khan’s legislation, he maintained that there is 

no reason for a new sharia to be revealed every century and the ruler (hakim) needs to implement 

 
934 For the views of medieval Muslim thinkers see Rosenthal. Muslims were not the first ones to 
discuss the relationship between the nomos of Plato and Aristotle and revealed laws as Philo of 
Alexandra and St. Augustine also examined the same topic before them. For Tursun Bey see 
Tursun Bey, Tarih-i Ebü’l-Feth, ed. Mertol Tulum (İstanbul: İstanbul Fetih Cemiyeti, 1977), 12. 
Attaining happiness was the ultimate aim of Muslim philosophy.  
935 According to the probate inventory published by Sabev Müteferrika owned Kınalızade’s 
Ahlak-ı Alai which was priced at 810 akçe. Sabev, Müteferrika, 351. 
936 Kınalızâde Ali Çelebi, Ahlâk-i Alâî, 407. Kınalızade’s work on ethics was the reference book 
for the Ottoman elite.  
937 Katib Çelebi, Cihannuma, 166. See also my examination of Katib Çelebi in the previous 
section. 
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the sharia and extract rules from the general maxims for the particular matters that do not have 

precedents of the Prophet. Kınalızade calls the latter “ictihad” and claims that every rightful 

caliph, the leader of the Muslim nation as the successor of Prophet Muhammed, must have the 

capacity for ictihad. To support his claim about caliphs having the authority for legal change 

based on the methodology of Islamic jurisprudence, Kınalızade  quotes a saying of Prophet 

Muhammed, which equates the prophets of the Israelites to the scholars of Muslims.938 Here it is 

important to remember the Islamic view of prophets of Abrahamic lineage having their sharia’s 

to better evaluate Kınalızade’s quotation.939 Accordingly, in Kınalızade’s usage caliphs who 

should also be muctehid scholars obtained a status equal to the prophets who were legislators of 

their sharia except Prophet Muhammed. Therefore, Müteferrika’s expectation from the sultan to 

initiate reform and renewal with tecdid and ictihad based on Islamic jurisprudence is similar to 

the views of Kınalızade who attributes this authority to the caliph as long as he has the capacity 

and legitimacy. 

         After establishing the need for a forceful and just ruler, Müteferrika explains the need for 

an ordered army.940 Müteferrika’s concern for reform and renewal comes from his desire for 

Ottomans to adapt to the conditions of time and create an ordered army. He explains the need of 

the states for an ordered army for the continuation of the order of their conditions, and 

declaration of the rules of the state. He thinks that the desire of human beings for each other’s 

lands necessitates the states to have soldiers organized according to the laws of warfare (resm-u 

 
938 Kınalızade, Ahlak-i Alai, 409. 
939 It is also worth remembering Katib Çelebi’s treatise on the practice of laymen proclaiming a 
belonging to the nation of Prophet Abraham without expressing a belonging to the nation of 
Prophet Muhammed where he discusses the different legal views about whether the sharia’s of 
prophets before Prophet Muhammed serve as a legal precedence to be acted upon. Katib Çelebi, 
Mizan’ul-Hak, 205. 
940 Şen, Usûlü'l-hikem, 131-133. 
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kanun-ı harb ve kıtal) and equipped with the tools of war in order to prevent the state from 

invasion of the others and to ensure the endurance of the kingdom (bekayi mulk) and the rise and 

continuation of the state (kiyam-ı devam-ı devlet). Müteferrika’s unique approach in showing that 

the Ottoman state needs a new and ordered army for endurance can be seen in his treatment of 

the old and the new armies.941 He draws a strict line between the ancients (mutekaddimin) and 

the moderns (muteahhirin) and the ancient order (nizam-ı kadim) and the new order (nizam-ı 

cedid).942 Old armies lacked a good order (hüsn-i nizam), they were just mass of individuals, 

their lines were not organized according to mathematics and geometry, they were not straight 

like a line, there was no equality in the lines. Muskets, cannons and artillery were unknown, and 

gunpowder did not exist. It took long time for the old armies to gather and move from one place 

to another. During the process they oppressed the people. They were proud of their bravery but 

not careful about being equal in movement and silence.943 When a defeat emerged, the condition 

of the soldiers became disturbed (muhtel) and confused (müşevveş) and they did not accept any 

 
941 Ibid, Usûlü'l-hikem, 133-154. 
942 While Müteferrika was convinced that he is living in “modern” times, the issue of whether 
ancient times was over was not settled in the Europe at the time. For example, Jean-Charles, 
chevalier de Folard (1669-1752) who was one of the most influential military writers of the time 
had a strong classicism, that is admiration for ancient Greek and Roman military practices and 
thought they might serve as a role model in his day. However, similar to Müteferrika, he treated 
the war as a science. Frederic II and Maurice de Saxe were strongly influenced by Folard 
although some of his ideas such as the insistence on column rather than line formation was found 
outdated. See Armstrong Starkey. War in the Age of Enlightenment, 1700-1789 (Greenwood 
Publishing Group, 2003), 33-38. 
943 The contrast between the old order armies in which bravery is important and the new order 
armies in which one’s place in the line, as part of “composition of forces” “in order to obtain an 
efficient machine” is also pointed out by Foucault. According to Foucault, in a disciplinary 
mechanism “The individual body becomes an element that may be placed, moved articulated on 
others. Its bravery or its strength are no longer the principal variables that define it; but the place 
it occupies, the interval it covers, the regularity, the good order according to which it operates its 
movements.” Foucault, Discipline, 164. 



 394 

discipline and control (zabtu rabt).944 Many great commanders died along with their soldiers in 

this confusion and many lands were burned down with the fire of the sedition of the soldiers. 

Müteferrika maintains that in the ancient order, the countries had differences in the sources of 

their social and political organizations, laws (kanun), rules of the order of the nations (kaide-i 

nizam-ı millet), their religions and the matters of their states. However, they were united in the 

organization of their armies. Victory changed hands quite randomly. With respect to the armies 

organized along the old lines (tarz-u tavr-ı kudema), it is not important if they are brave or great 

in number or equipped with the perfect arms or dressed as necessary because the most important 

thing is good order (hüsn-i nizam) and an arrangement of perfect order (tertib-i pur intizam). 

With an ordered army of smaller size, a disordered army of bigger size can be defeated. 

         Müteferrika presents the Christian armies of his times as the representatives of the New 

Order and a model for the Ottomans to emulate.945 As part of his understanding of legal 

foundations of an order of the state and army, he seeks a legal foundation for the order of 

Christian nations. He observes that Christian nations do not have rules of sharia appropriate and 

necessary for the order of their conditions in the books they think that are Bible and Torah.946 

Similar to Katib Çelebi, Müteferrika notes that the order of the states of Christians is dependent 

on a group of laws and rules of reason. They do not have a religious obligation for war, but they 

see it as a worldly affair. They disciplined their soldiers with the laws and rules of reason. 

Müteferrika’s observation of the law-based order and discipline of the Christian nations of his 

 
944 I would like to note that the word “muhtel” (disturbed) was repeatedly used in the late 
eighteenth century to describe the state of the old Ottoman kanuns, which were not renewed in 
addition to its use to describe the soldiers being disturbed in the battleground in the face of 
strong enemy fire.  
945 Şen, Usûlü'l-hikem, 162-186. 
946 Ibid. 170. This is a reference to the Muslim belief that Bible and Torah have been subject to 
change and corruption after they were revealed.  
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times sheds light into his views about the equality between revealed and rational laws. Observing 

that Christian nations do not have sharia but also succeeding in their worldly affairs, accepting 

the usefulness of the rational laws seems to be the only option. This acceptance does not result in 

his belief that the Ottomans are disadvantaged as they had access to both revealed and rational 

laws. Rather, he believed that all the Ottomans needed was a reform based on a synthesis of their 

legal sources. 

         Müteferrika takes a look at the developments in the Christian states to offer a closer 

examination of the New Order that emerged in Europe. He examines the armies of the Christian 

states, their new science, that is, the military sciences (fünun-ı harbiyye), which he saw contrary 

to the ancients and their style of warfare. Christians initially used tools of fire such as cannons 

and muskets but the fierce Ottoman attacks on them led them to seek other ways. They 

developed a special science for warfare and published books on it. They created armies with 

complete order and organized in a strong and regularly arranged manner (tertib-i kaviyyu’l 

erkaniyle muretteb ve muntazam). The order of straight enemy lines reminds Müteferrika of the 

Muslim prayer lines and he believed that if the Ottomans were organized like that, then no one 

could stand against their armies. Müteferrika explains the regulations (nizam) of the European 

armies that gave rise to order.947 First they consist of battalions, which is best when there are five 

hundred soldiers, and the officers know each of them by name, appearance and skill and abilities. 

Second, infantry, cavalry and officers of a battalion should wear uniforms of same color and 

tailoring. Third, the muskets of the members of a battalion should be equal in size, weight, length 

and gunpowder. They should be rising, loading, firing and lowering their rifles at the same time 

with the signs of the officer. Soldiers should be equal at height and even the horses should be 

 
947 Ibid., 172-177. 
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equal in this respect. Fourth, the abundance of commissioned and non-commissioned officers in 

the battalions, being at least one fourth of a five hundred strong battalion, is a motive of 

firmness, reason for order, means for discipline and control (zabt-u-rabt) and cause for the 

continuation of perseverance. The officer should read the laws to the soldiers at least once a 

month. Officers and soldiers must be told to abide by the laws and violators should be severely 

punished. Officers should be paid according to their rank. Fifth, there should be two categories of 

soldiers. One is on the front line fighting and the other is in the back line waiting to replace the 

falling soldiers in the first line. Müteferrika also examines the other regulations and practices of 

European armies such as their training according to military sciences, drills, using passwords and 

surveys and sees them as the basis of order and discipline in these armies.  

        Müteferrika does not name any specific European army in his examination of the 

Christian armies of the New Order era.948 Interestingly, the only army he names as part of the 

New Order armies is the army of the khan of Cathay, evoking a long established utopia of 

Cathay representing the ideal compromise of the ancient laws and “modern” needs in the 

Ottoman political writing as we saw in Katib Çelebi’s Cihannuma -which was printed in the 

Müteferrika Press.-949 Müteferrika’s treatment, however, does not include the “constitutionalist” 

connotations found in the earlier works but puts the emphasis on the khan, possibility of legal 

change and “modern” nature of Cathay army rather than depicting the kanuns of Cathay as part 

of an “unchangeable” ancient constitution that appeared in the works of Ottoman 

 
948 He names Peter I’s establishment of an ordered army, but this is not in the section where he 
examines the “Christian” armies of the New Order era where he also mentions the army of the 
khan of Cathay. It is in a later section where he discusses the prospects of Ottoman military 
reform. Even there, it is clear that he is interested in the possibility of reform under the 
leadership of a strong leader as a latecomer in the New Order era rather than the Russian army 
representing a perfect example for the Ottomans to emulate. 
949 Ibid., 165-166. 
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constitutionalists. Müteferrika claims that the soldiers of the khan of Cathay is preferred over the 

soldiers of all other countries of the world in being set in order and regularly arranged (muretteb 

ve muntazam) and in all matters of order and arrangement (bi’l cumle tertib-u nizamda). When 

they go on to campaign according to their rules (kaide) they show a great care to the arrangement 

and order. Müteferrika explains the wartime order of the army of the khan of Cathay following 

Katib Çelebi’s description of wagenburg formation. Soldiers line up the wagons and cannons, 

dig trenches, form straight lines in perfect order, and fire hundreds of thousands of muskets at 

once like a single musket fire and also create a continuous volley fire in rows. Müteferrika sees 

the army of the khan of Cathay undefeatable except with a surprise attack while it is on the move 

or at a stop before it is in full formation. He treats the soldiers of Tatars who live near Cathay 

with despise and as an army of the old order which might also be a veiled criticism of Crimean 

Tatars who were an important component of the Ottoman army during the campaigns. According 

to Müteferrika, Tatars walk and ride with a pompous gait and it is unimaginable for them to 

defeat the Cathay soldiers. However, they once had a chance for victory by catching the army of 

Cathay on the move and made a surprise attack, taking the khan of Cathay as a prisoner. This 

experience led a change in the kanun of the Cathay and the khan stopped attending to campaigns 

personally but instead began to send a commander. Apparently, Müteferrika’s emphasis on the 

change of the kanun of Cathay as a result of an unfortunate occurrence with a practice of khan is 

a stratagem, he used to challenge the Ottoman constitutionalists by referring to one of their own 

ideal polities. Constitutionalist case of Cathay as a country with unchanging laws (kanun) and 

any attempt of a khan changing the kanun resulting in dethronement and fall of a dynasty 

disappeared in Müteferrika’s account. Instead, he referred only to Cathay’s change of its laws.  
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        While Müteferrika presents Christian armies as ideal examples of ordered armies of the 

New Order era with a discipline and control (zabt-u rabt) based on their laws of reason and aims 

to procure such an ordered army for the Ottoman state, he envisions an Islamic and Ottoman 

legal basis for this project. This basis includes the synthesis of a renewal (tecdid) in Islamic 

jurisprudence under the leadership of the caliph sultan as I examined earlier and the sultan’s 

enactment of kanuns based on reason and precedence of earlier kanuns to complement the sharia. 

Müteferrika tries to convince his audience that there is no tension between these two sources of 

law, and sharia will remain as the law of the land. Müteferrika thanks God that the religion and 

state of Islam is perfect and that Muslims are the best of the nations and have divine rules 

(ahkam-ı ilahiyye) and sharia, which are sufficient for the order of their conditions and for 

solving all the cases that would appear in their daily matters, and make them discern the right 

and wrong until the end of the times.950 Although here Müteferrika does not mention ictihad and 

tecdid again, his emphasis on the sharia’s ability to solve all the matters that was yet to emerge 

until the end of time suggests he had this in mind. For a moment, in a way to distance himself 

from his earlier views about a need of renewal and reform in Islamic jurisprudence, he finds the 

fault of the Ottomans in their misconduct. He sees the mistakes made in the implementation of 

sharia, the lack of attention to justice, tolerance (musamaha) that undermined disciplining (zabt-u 

rabt) with good “police” (hüsn-i siyaset), referring the important matters to the incompetent 

people, lack of consideration for opinions and consultation, abstention from acting with the 

opinion of people of understanding, ignorance in using weapons and the tools of war, soldiers’ 

lack of fear from the officers as reasons behind the military defeats. Yet, right after this he brings 

the issue of legal foundations of good order back to the discussion. He claims that former 

 
950 Ibid., 170-172. 
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Ottoman sultans issued good laws (kavanin-i hayriye) and rules of discipline and control 

(kavaid-i zabtu rabt) for organization of soldiers and rules of police/politics (kavaid-i siyasiyye), 

not as an opposition to sharia or not because sharia was insufficient. The sultans did so because 

they observed the enemies’ attachment with strong regulations (nizam-ı kavi) and that these 

regulations gave solidity to their soldiers with the organization of their lines and they needed to 

enact these laws to force the implementation of the sharia and preservation of the boundaries set 

by God and to increase the ferocity of soldiers in fighting and killing. Here Müteferrika’s 

approach to kanun is in sharp contrast with the “constitutionalists” such as the author of 

Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan or Katib Çelebi who imagined customary origins for kanun while 

downplaying the roles of the sultans in originating kanuns. They used “ancient” nature of the 

kanun to limit the authority of the sultans in their times. The ulema, Janissaries and the marines 

overshadowed the sultans in designating the kanuns in the ancient times. Moreover, although 

these authors exhibited a clear understanding of the contents and boundaries of the kanun and 

what constituted a violation of it, in their accounts there was no trace of enacted and codified 

military kanuns existing in the law books. On the contrary, Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan and Tuhfetu’l-

Kibar were attempts to present these set of kanuns in a book as a remedy for the elusive nature of 

the kanun and limit the outside intervention, especially from the sultan, to these kanuns. It seems 

that during the times of Müteferrika the kanun preserved its customary and elusive nature, which 

also made Müteferrika imagine a set of codified kanuns that used to be in place but later became 

obsolete which he wants to bring them back with modification. Sultan Mahmud I’s thank you 

letter to the Janissary Corps after succeeding to the throne in 1730 provides evidence for this 

point. In his letter, the sultan thanks the Janissaries for their service since the times of his 

ancestors and especially during the process of his accession. He asks them to obey the new 
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commander he appointed, respect the ancient laws (kanun-ı kadim) of “our” Janissary Corps, or 

chimney (ocağımızın), and follow the order of the God who created the world from nothing and 

the last prophet by conforming to the rules of the authorities (ulu’l emre imtisal).951 The Sultan 

wants them to be steadfast against the bandits and ends his letter entrusting the Janissaries to the 

God.952 The tone of the Sultan in his letter is very friendly as seen in him calling the institution of 

Janissary Corps “our,” rather than “my” or “your,” and entrusting them to God in the end, which 

is a conduct between friends while parting in person or at the end of writing. The sultan lists his 

expectations from the Janissaries rather than sounding to force them to this, which is far from the 

forceful ruler who would not have tolerance (musamaha) that Müteferrika wanted him to be. 

Further, the Sultan’s reference is not to a codified set of laws that could be found in a law book 

but a set of elusive ancient laws that existed in the memory of Janissaries who have been in 

service since the times of his great ancestors. 

       Like the author of Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan, Katib Çelebi and Sultan Mahmud I, 

Müteferrika imagines the existence of ancient laws but attributes them to the codification of the 

sultans in line with his absolutist agenda rather than to a customary origin present in the memory 

of the Janissaries. In Müteferrika’s imagination, the same ancient laws became a point of 

reference for the sultans who had legislative activities and used the laws they enacted to control 

and discipline the army. Although initiating a wave of kanun based legislative activity led by the 

 
951 Janissary Corps were called “Janissary chimney” with reference to the chimney of the corps. 
Sultan’s call to obey to the authorities is a reference to the following verse from Quran. “O ye 
who believe! Obey Allah, and obey the Messenger, and those charged with authority among you 
(ulu’l emr). If ye differ in anything among yourselves, refer it to Allah and His Messenger, if ye 
do believe in Allah and the Last Day: That is best, and most suitable for final determination.” 
Quran, Yusuf Ali Translation, 5/59. 
952 BOA. HH 6/184. (According to the classification of the Prime Minister’s Office of Ottoman 
Archives) Sultan Mahmud I’s letter is transcribed in Uğur Kurtaran, Sultan I. Mahmud ve 
Dönemi (Ankara: Atıf Yayınları, 2014), 259. 
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sultan is a constituent of Müteferrika’s reform agenda along with a reform and revival in Islamic 

jurisprudence, he refrains from directly calling the sultan to enact new kanuns, which is a sign of 

how this issue was politically sensitive to discuss directly. Instead, he uses the conversations 

purported to take place among the Christians about the prospects of Ottoman reform as a literary 

device to make such a call.953 According to Müteferrika, while some Christians did not believe in 

the possibility of Ottoman military reform because of the tenacity of the Ottomans, others say  

“they could print the military laws of the earlier sultans and correct them according to the needs 

of times if there is a need”, which reminds Müteferrika’s discussion of the benefits of printing 

for copying the books of the muctehids and writing them anew to make corrections. The other 

Christians state that “earlier Ottoman sultans were not ignorant of the conditions of the enemies 

and because there is a need for issuance of laws to control (zabt) countries, they issued laws 

(kanun) of warfare and janissary corps, with reason (akl) and understanding, suitable to rules 

(kavaid) of wisdom/philosophy (hikmet) and sharia. According to Müteferrika, the Christians 

claim that these laws were much better than the Christians’ laws of warfare, which they called 

the New Order. If this matter was preserved as necessary (that is, issuing kanuns based on reason 

and sharia) and there was no neglect and laziness during the war and peace, Christian soldiers 

could not stand against the Ottoman armies that act in accordance with the sharia and laws 

(kanun). While establishing the legal foundations of an ordered army of the New Order era under 

discipline and control, Müteferrika also discusses the more practical aspects of the goal of having 

an ordered army with a reference to the dialogue of the Christians about the Ottoman reform 

prospects. According to him, Europeans asked if Ottomans would print and study the tricks of 

the war (hıyle-i harbiyye) they obtained from the Christian states. They further questioned, 

 
953 Şen, Usûlü'l-hikem, 186-188. 
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would the Ottomans equip and organize ordered troops in accordance with the arrangement 

(tertib) and order (nizam) of the enemy, or if there is any inclination and interest in this matter in 

the Ottoman state. Some believe that the “Ottomans have all the means to raise eighty thousand 

ordered soldiers in a year. They only need three to four months to create battalions with 

standardized muskets wearing uniforms.” However, Müteferrika advises another idea, which 

might at first seem incompatible with his agenda of reform based on tecdid which would be an 

overhaul of the constitutional foundations of the Ottoman state through a change in public law. 

This idea is bringing disciplined Christian mercenaries by offering them two times the amount 

paid in Europe through spies. He claims that Christians express the view that “Ottomans are 

known with the reputation enjoyed by the soldiers in their lands and the high payments they 

receive, so it is possible to bring a desired number of disciplined soldiers from Christian states in 

a short period of time.” Given Müteferrika’s agenda of reform and revival under the leadership 

of the sultan with a legal basis that encompasses reform in Islamic jurisprudence and Ottoman 

ancient laws (kanun) that he painstakingly elaborated in Usul’ul Hikem and Vesiletut-Tibaa as 

well as pursuing it through opening a printing press, the project of hiring ordered Christian 

soldiers appears to be a tool to be used for the sultan against the forces of opposition such as the 

Janissaries and ulema in carrying out the larger reform project Müteferrika envisioned. This is 

clear when we consider his discussions about the role of the sultan in the reform process as well 

as the example he offered for the sultan. While looking to the Christian world as a model for an 

ordered army of the New Order era, Müteferrika’s example for the sultan is Peter I’s reforms in 

Russia as a latecomer in the New Order era.954 Müteferrika admires Peter I’s reforms and claims 

that the Russians were a disgraced and defeated race before his reforms. With perhaps the 

 
954 Ibid., 189-190. 
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support the sultan will receive from his new army of ordered Christian soldiers, Müteferrika 

shows optimism about the prospects of comprehensive reform in the Ottoman Empire. He thinks 

that military sciences are a pleasant engagement and if it would be possible to trigger interest in 

them among Ottomans including fief (timar) holders, viziers and their households and all the 

infantry and cavalrymen would learn it and become ordered and disciplined.955 Müteferrika 

concludes that all the wise men of the world agree that the people of the Ottoman State are better 

by their nature and personality than all other people in their ability to accept order. If the 

Ottomans show importance in getting acquaintance with the order of the military sciences and 

practicing them, no single enemy could stand against them. Instead, after the Ottomans start their 

move, enemies would bring the keys of many castles by their will and see benefit in presenting 

them.  

In his conclusion, Müteferrika states that a “good order” (hüsn-i nizam) is the soul of 

important matters, and a good order of the army is the most important of all. Matters of the state 

and important affairs of the sultanate would be strengthened with a “good order,” discipline and 

control (zabt-u-rabt) and “police” (siyaset). Despite his quest for a balance between siyaset and 

sharia and compliance of siyaset with sharia, Müteferrika was aware that for a siyaset that would 

allow discipline and control in the European fashion, there is a need for reinterpretation of sharia 

which would allow this to be done through siyaset. What is at stake for this was not just 

refashioning the Ottoman military institutions but the twin of state and religion (dinu devlet) 

along with its public laws based on divine law -sharia- and customary law -kanun-. Therefore, 

Müteferrika discussed the military reform interwoven into a debate about the constitutional 

foundations of the Ottoman polity and the question of legal change. Although Müteferrika 

 
955 Ibid., 190-191. 
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presented his agenda of reform following a traditional Islamic and Ottoman discourse, it was 

revolutionary for the Ottoman political space of his day as he challenged the constitutional limits 

placed on the sultanic authority after more than a century long and fierce struggle between the 

absolutists and constitutionalists. The memories of dethronements and regicides of the 

seventeenth century were still alive in the memory of the Ottomans. Sultan Mahmud I, the 

addressee of Usul’ul-Hikem, himself came to the throne as a result of an uprising and 

dethronement of his predecessor Sultan Ahmed III a year before Müteferrika presented his 

treatise to the sultan and felt a need to thank to the Janissaries in a “friendly” letter for their 

service during his enthronement. Müteferrika’s expectation from him to lead a renewal in Islamic 

jurisprudence and a movement of codification and correction of Ottoman ancient laws and 

establish firm control over the Ottoman soldiers and society and create an ordered army would 

be a challenge to the constitutional limits placed on the sultanic authority, something which a 

sultan with the recent memory of his uncle’s dethronement and bitter reminiscence of the 

regicides of his ancestors would have avoided. Sultan Mahmud I made reforms during his 

twenty-four-year reign but always in a cautious and limited manner falling far short of 

Müteferrika’s dream of a major overhaul of the system.956 Müteferrika died in 1747 leaving 

behind him one fourth of the books printed at his press unsold. The first Muslim experience with 

the printing came to an end with his death as well. Usul’ul-Hikem did not have a following until 

the late eighteenth century because of the radical nature of Müteferrika’s reform agenda as well 

as the sense of security the Ottomans felt after the Treaty of Belgrade (1739). There was a 

continuing interest in the Ottoman political writing in Europe and European armies but an 

avoidance of a direct discussion of a major reform because of the challenge it represented to the 

 
956 For the reforms of Mahmud I see; Kurtaran, Sultan I. Mahmud ve Dönemi, 131-137. 
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constitutional foundations of the Ottoman polity. It was only in 1792 after the major shocks the 

Ottomans experienced against the Russia and Austria that Müteferrika’s ideas found a new life 

when a narrow circle of bureaucrats around Sultan Selim III penned down reform proposals upon 

the orders of the sultan and a program of reform called New Order was initiated under the 

leadership of the sultan following these proposals. 
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Chapter 5: The Making of Eternal Sublime State: Constitutionalism and the Lack of Support for 

Military Reform in the Ottoman Political Writing before 1768  

                                               
                                      The world has been collapsing; do not expect it to be put in order with us 
                                       Fickle fortune gave the state, power and success to the vulgar public  
                                       Now those who are walking under the gates of felicity are all villains  
                                       Our affairs (salvation) are left only to the mercy of the Eternal                           
                                                                                                         —Sultan Mustafa III (1757-58) 
 

  Ottoman historians usually interpret the lines of Sultan Mustafa III as the reflection of his 

despair as a result of the deep crisis Ottoman state, economy, and society faced during the years 

of war with Russia, which started in 1768. In fact, the Sultan wrote these lines in 1757 or 1758, 

long before the start of the war and at the time when he succeeded to the throne.957 In contrast to 

the Sultan’s depiction of a crumbling world, it was a time of peace, economic growth, and 

monetary stability of almost two decades.958 This was a condition any ruler would hope for, and 

for the Ottomans with a fresh memory of the long wars and crisis; it should be a particular source 

of feeling of being fortunate and happy. Then the question arises about what should have made 

the sultan to describe the conditions of his day so dire and proclaim his resignation from the 

worldly affairs. An examination of the poem and the conditions of Ottoman polity of the time 

reveals the Sultan’s reasons for complaining about his times. Mustafa III’s main complaint was 

the state (devlet), which represented power and success, being in the hands of a vulgar public 

 
957 For a recent discovery of a journal of poetry including Sultan Mustafa III’s poem that enables 
us to date the poem to a time between 1757 and 1758 see Hüseyin Gönel, "" Yıkılupdur Bu 
Cihan” ve Altı Nazire,” Journal of International Social Research 6, no. 28 (2013): 118-128. 
958 For the economic welfare of this era as well as the economic collapse of the following era 
which started in 1768 with the war against Russia see Mehmet Genç, Osmanlı 
İmparatorluğu'nda Devlet ve Ekonomi (İstanbul: Ötüken Neşriyat, 2000). Genç’s articles in the 
book with his superb analysis of the relation between war and economy still remains the best 
source on this topic. For the Ottoman monetary history see Şevket Pamuk, A Monetary History 
of the Ottoman Empire (Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
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(kamu mubtezele). He objected to his lack of authority and inability to control the state, which 

was being taken over by the “vulgar public” or the “villains” (hazele). It seems that sitting on the 

throne after a long time of being confined in the cage of the palace as a prince made the Sultan 

feel his new place was not much different than the previous one as he was still incapable of 

doing anything. The highest post of the state (devlet) did not bring him the power (state) he 

dreamed, and he did not have the power to change it and save “his state” from the “villains”.  

  Sultan Mustafa III’s account corroborates the conditions of the “Second Ottoman 

Empire” described by Baki Tezcan. According to the framework offered by Tezcan, after the 

final triumph of the constitutionalists in 1703 with the deposition of Sultan Mustafa II, the royal 

authority accepted the limits set on its power. A class of largely civilian bureaucracy began to 

control and govern the state. This class was expanding with the entry of the commoners, a 

process that Tezcan calls “expansion of the political nation” and “proto-democratization” of the 

Ottoman polity. It was this group of commoners whom Sultan Mustafa III referred to as vulgar 

public and the villains. The state under the control of the constitutionalists became impersonal 

and independent of the sultan and dynasty, which were reduced into a symbolic status. The rules 

of succession were regularized, and sultan’s legitimacy was derived from his respect for the rule 

of law and recognition of the rights and privileges of the ulema, civilian bureaucracy, and 

Janissaries rather than from his personal fortune. The compromise between the sultan, his court, 

and the constitutionalists was also reflected in the Ottoman historiography of the time, as the 

plurality of voices found in sixteenth and seventeenth centuries disappeared as a result of the 

court’s failure to impose its own version of history over the reading public. The court history 

became the official account of history accepted by the different segments the ruling class because 

the sultan and his court no longer tried to impose an absolutist version of history and accepted 
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the constitutional limits placed on them. This led the court history to become the representative 

of the interests of the larger ruling elite.959     

In this climate, İbrahim Müteferrika’s program of reform under the leadership of a 

“muceddid” sultan meant a breach of the compromise and overturning the constitutional 

foundations of the Ottoman state. The Islamic discourse embedded in Müteferrika’s works was 

not enough to make it receptible for the constitutionalists. As a result, we cannot find 

“revolutionary” reform proposals written in the manner of İbrahim Müteferrika until the 1790s 

when Ottoman Empire embarked upon a program of New Order under Sultan Selim III, which 

meant an overhaul of the constitutional foundations of the Ottoman polity. The hiatus in the 

reform literature does not mean that the concepts and themes used by Müteferrika discontinued 

in the Ottoman political literature, the discussions of the constitutional foundations of the state 

came to an end, the constitutionalists’ concern for an “absolutist” turn disappeared, or the 

Ottomans became ignorant to the developments outside of them. Yet one needs to look to 

different literary sources to substitute for the lack of direct proposals of reform written following 

the Mirror for Princes tradition. For this purpose, I utilize the reports of Ottoman ambassadors to 

Europe and the treatise of an Ottoman scholar and judge who served on the Russian, Austrian, 

and Iranian frontiers. These authors were the civil servants of the state who established their hold 

on the government. They produced accounts of their services to defend their conduct. These 

accounts reveal their perceptions of the nature of the state they served, the nature of the public 

law that governed the relationships of different actors in this state, the relationship between the 

sultan and the state, the limits of sultan’s authority, the nature of their service, their own position 

within this state, and the condition of Ottoman bureaucracy and army. The authors recounted 

 
959 See Tezcan, Second Ottoman Empire, 191-198. Idem., “Ottoman Historiography,” 167-198. 
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their observations of other states, forms of rulership, and foreign armies. They used their writings 

to inform the Ottoman audience about the world outside them and to make a case for their 

political vision by showing the dangers of an undesirable forms of rulership found in these 

examples. The question of military reform was intertwined with the question of the form of 

government it would create, and these authors expressed their concerns with examples from the 

world outside the Ottomans. Thus, giving a voice to the members of Ottoman ancien régime and 

examining their accounts are of importance to understand the relationship between the political 

stance of the Ottoman elite and the prospects of military reform.960  

These authors called the state they served the Sublime State, but this state was not a 

secular one gaining its own existence independent of religion, nor a larger cosmological order as 

Baki Tezcan claimed. There were also no signs of Ottomans moving towards a secular 

modernity, nor positivism Tezcan suggested. Instead, the state and religion were a twin concept 

used together to describe the ultimate venue of the service of civil servants. These authors saw 

their duty as maintaining and spreading the glory of the religion and the state during their 

appointments. The recourse to reason was not precluded from serving to the religion and state. 

Making a good judgment based on reason (rey), which was often associated with Aristotle, and 

taking the necessary measures with planning (tedbir) were the essential features of successful 

service. Limiting the royal authority did not directly mean denying sultan’s intermediary role 

between the God and the world, though delegation of this role to the post the sultan held as the 

head of the state, rather than to the sultan’s own personality. While the sultan’s “divine” role 

continued, his status became symbolic and he was expected to delegate his executive powers to 

the grand vizier. In line with their constitutional views, these authors stressed the 

 
960 For an attempt to give voice to the ancien régime Ottomans and reveal their mentality with 
regards to political economy see Salzmann, Tocqueville in the Ottoman Empire, 13-30. 
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“unchangeable” nature of sharia and ancient nature of kanun thereby denying the legislative 

authority of the sultan. Respecting these two constituents of Ottoman public law was essential 

for the preservation of the political order. They also observed the changes happening around the 

Ottoman world and the rise of new rulers such as Nader Shah, Frederick II, and Peter I and the 

new state formations associated with these rulers. Rather than presenting these figures as models 

for the Ottoman sultans, these authors used these examples either to show the dangers of 

accumulation of power in the hands of a single ruler, that is, tyranny in the case of Nader Shah, 

and oppression in the case of Frederick II, or not being successful in elevating a state into a great 

power status even with major reforms undertaken by an absolutist ruler in the case of Peter I. 

Unimpressed by the newly emergent rulers and new state formations, the Ottoman 

authors focused on the ancient nature of the Sublime State; and the stability and eternality it 

attained. While they claimed the superiority of the Sublime State over its enemies, the emphasis 

on its eternal and stable nature and the defense of its superiority suggests that these authors either 

felt doubt about these claims or needed to erase the doubts emerged in their polity as well as the 

world outside the Ottomans. Under this façade of the confidence in the old and ancient, a sense 

of change and the new was finding its place in the Ottoman political literature well before the 

late eighteenth and nineteenth century reform era. The increasing employment of the terms such 

as a new state (devlet-i muhdes), a renovating state (devlet-i mustecidde), invention (ihtira), new 

(cedid), order (nizam), industry (sanayi), sciences (fen) and military sciences (funun-i harbiyye), 

teaching, training and exercise (talim), learning (taallum) of military sciences, obedient (muti) 

and docile (munkad), trained (muallem), and ordered (müretteb) soldiers in the Ottoman political 

writing shows that the Ottomans were not ignorant into the developments outside their domains. 

The Ottoman authors named these developments and introduced them into Ottoman political 
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literature. At the end of day however, their political concerns prevailed over the idea of a 

comprehensive military reform, which would shake the constitutional foundations of Ottoman 

state and obliterate the gains of a more than a century long fierce struggle lasted until 1703. 

Indeed, their fears were to be confirmed by the Ottoman experience of a major reform attempt 

under the title of New Order after 1792, as its proponents did not shy away from presenting it as 

an overhaul of the very foundations of the state. The attempt to reconstruct the foundations of the 

state broke the political harmony and led the dethronements and regicides, which were the 

features of the political struggle before 1703, to reemerge. The state survived this struggle but 

took a new form while the old regime eventually became a part of history with the abolishment 

of Janissaries in 1826.  

So far, I described the Ottoman political writing of the era as a single and harmonious 

entity by calling its authors “they”. Yet, I have to add that, each work also exhibits 

distinctiveness in its content without disturbing the general harmony of this literature. These 

differences were the result of varying degrees of emphasis given to the Islamic nature of the 

state, choices made in focusing on the sublimity of the state or showing the limits of it, 

accepting, or ignoring the Ottoman nature of the state, the tension between the representation of 

a “sublime” impersonal state and the personality arising from the real persons holding 

government posts for a limited time, and the tension between preserving the Ottoman army intact 

as a bulwark against the absolutism and observation of the ordered armies of the era of Military 

Revolution that displayed a sharp contrast to the Ottoman army. In what follows, I will examine 

these works individually to show the richness and distinctiveness of the examples of Ottoman 

political writing inherent in general harmony. 
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5.1. Tavukcubaşı Mustafa Efendi’s Sublime State of Heavenly Might 

 

  While Müteferrika was dreaming for establishing a New Order in the Ottoman Empire 

with a disciplined army, not all members of the ruling elite were interested in the same project. 

An interesting case is the ambassadorial report of Tavukcubaşı Mustafa Efendi who was sent as 

an ambassador to the Habsburgs to report Sultan Mahmud I’s accession to the throne in 1730.961 

Mustafa Efendi wrote extensively on the European state system, the rivalry, and wars between 

the European states to determine the kings of Spain and Poland, political system of the Holy 

Roman Empire, how the emperor was elected, how much electorates contribute to the defense 

system of the Empire and how much the revenues of the electors (hersek) were as well as how 

much the commanders were paid.  Moreover, he also wrote about his observations of the armies 

of the Empire. Mustafa Efendi was not impressed by the Holy Roman Empire in general and he 

did not see Austria as a strong adversary to the Sublime State in particular. The state (devlet) was 

the main concept Mustafa Efendi used as a unit of analysis in his comparisons between the Holy 

Roman Empire, Habsburg Austria, and he Sublime State. His emphasis was on the superiority of 

the Sublime State (Devlet-i Âli), which he even refrained to call “Ottoman” throughout the text. 

Instead of using the regular expression “Devlet-i Aliyye-i Osmaniye,” the Sublime Ottoman 

State, he called “Devlet-i Aliyye-i Asman-miknet”, the Sublime State of Heavenly Might, or 

“Devlet-i Aliyye-i Asman Rutbet”, the Sublime State of Heavenly Status, by replacing “Osman”, 

a reference to the founder of the Ottoman dynasty with similar sounding “asman,” meaning 

 
961 İsmail Ödemiş, “Mustafa Efendi’nin Viyana Sefareti ve Sefaretnamesi (Istılah-ı Nemçe) 
(1730)” (master’s thesis, Çankırı Karatekin University), 26-50. 
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heavens.962 This made the state independent of the Ottoman dynasty although an Ottoman sultan 

was on sitting on the throne. However, the state’s bonding with religion continued. Referring to 

the twin concept of religion (din) and state (devlet), Mustafa Efendi saw the religion of the 

Austrians “impure” and “wicked” and their state in paucity and oppression whereas the “evident 

religion” is right and pure and the Sublime State of Heavenly Might is distinguished from all the 

predecessors and contemporary states as a place abounding in prosperity and happiness. He saw 

the millions of Christians and Jews living in the Sublime State in full security as part of this 

prosperity, a sign of Sublime State’s superiority, and the religious homogeneity of Austria as a 

sign of its weakness. Proud of the non-Muslims of the Sublime State, he challenged his Austrian 

counterparts if five to ten thousand Muslims can travel in their lands in security, let alone being 

settled there and recounted the negative response of the Austrians to assure his readers back 

home about the superiority of the Sublime State.963  

What unimpressed Mustafa Efendi most in the Holy Roman Empire was the division of 

authority into smaller electorates and ducats. He saw these units as countries (ülke) in essence 

with their own coins as a sign of their authority, which represented a sharp contrast for him with 

the Sublime State with an undivided authority.964 For him the sultans’ wealth and access to 

 
962 Writing these words in Arabic alphabet would make the first two letters different. However, 
in the Turkish daily pronunciation the difference would be reduced to the first letter only, as 
there is only one “s” sound in the spoken language.  
963 Indeed, the Habsburg Austria Mustafa Efendi visited continued to promote Catholicism and 
prosecute “heretics” even after long religious wars of seventeenth century. This policy applied to 
the lands the Habsburgs recently took from the Ottomans such as Transylvania. Despite 
promising religious freedom, Charles VI (r. 1711-1740) expelled Protestants from their churches 
in Transylvania and promoted Catholicism. However, after Charles VI, Habsburg dynastic 
mission “would become more secular and concerned with ideas of the state and functions of 
government.” Rady, The Habsburgs, 176-177.  
964 The political structure of the Holy Roman Empire was also a source of debate among the 
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century European thinkers who often saw the decentralized and 
divided authority as a source of weakness of the Empire. Samuel Pufendorf described the Empire 
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financial resources were incomparable with the Austrian emperors who not only had fewer 

resources of their own, but had to go through a lengthy and difficult process of bargaining with 

the smaller units of the Empire and their own domains to raise money and soldiers for a war 

against the Sublime State.965 Mustafa Efendi’s reference to the sultan however did not mean he 

supported sultanic absolutism. It was a reference to the theoretically undivided political authority 

of the Sublime State with sultan as the figurehead representing it but alienated from the daily 

functioning of the government. Mustafa Efendi praised the sultan with the attributes he chose for 

him but still remained reserved, and in his discussions throughout the text made the sultan 

subject to the state rather than vice versa and minimized his role in the government. He called 

Sultan Mahmud I the shadow of God on earth and the light of the eyes of the earth and heavens. 

 
as a “monstrosity” and “his comparison with other European states presented the Empire as 
weak, because it lacked the central institutions found in France and elsewhere.” Wilson, Heart of 
Europe, 279-280. Johann Heinrich Zedler followed Pufendorf’s lead in his article ‘German State 
Sickness, or the State Sickness of the Holy Roman Empire’ appeared in 1745. This was part of a 
“growing trend to describe the Empire by listing what it lacked compared to a centralized state: a 
permanent army, swift justice, uniform fiscal and legal structures.” Ibid. 638-639. The Empire 
was a “security organization of last resort in the manner of what nineteenth-century German 
theorists called a ‘nightwatchman state’.” Rady, The Habsburgs, 59.  
965 In addition to the lengthy bargaining process that took place in the Reichstag, the imperial and 
Habsburg chanceries were also not platforms of prompt decision-making. They were often 
conflict at each other. Wilson, Heart of Europe, 435. Despite the difficulties faced during the 
decision-making process, the Empire’s collective defense system was effective and functional 
against the Ottomans. It successfully managed to raise Turkish Aid, contributing in cash as well 
as kind with soldiers, equipment and provisions during the wars against the Ottomans. Based on 
this, Wilson concludes that “the system demonstrated the strength of collective political culture.” 
See Ibid., 451, 454-462. For the imperial taxation and tax grants to be used against the Ottomans 
see Ibid., 449-453. The Habsburg rulers also governed even their own domains as separate units 
until twentieth century. This could be seen in the official titles they assumed which listed them 
not only as the emperor of the Holy Roman Empire but also as the kings and dukes of separate 
units in the Habsburg domains. In contrast, “an eighteenth-century French sovereign was styled 
simply as ‘king of France and Navarre’, and not listed as duke of Aquitaine and Brittany, count 
of Toulouse, duke of Normandy, et cetera.” Rady, The Habsburgs, 7-9. Habsburg Spain in the 
Old World was similar. It “was a composite monarchy – an assemblage of lands and kingdoms 
that had been brought together under a single Habsburg ruler but whose parts still retained their 
separate privileges, institutions, and representative bodies.” Ibid. 92. 
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As he saw the Sublime State of a heavenly nature rather than the sultan, this merely made the 

sultan a lower earthly and symbolic figure in a larger cosmological order. He also called sultan 

the ornament of the religion and the state, which again reduced the sultan into being a mere 

ornament on the surface rather than being a part of the essential characteristics of the inner order. 

The sultan was the “patron and benefactor of all horizons” but his benefactorship and patronage 

was beneath the superior benefactorship and patronage of the state. Mustafa Efendi expressed 

this as “the Eternal State, which is the benefactor and patron of all” after ordering those who 

serve to the state as the sultan, grand vizier and deputies.966  

        Mustafa Efendi saw no state equal to the Sublime State in among the ancient (kadim) or 

new (cedid) states, which echoes Müteferrika’s division between the ancient and modern orders 

but also challenges it with representing the Sublime State as the best of all, rather than being in 

need of a major reform to adapt to the new times. He claimed that the Austrians also accept this, 

and he was able to convince those who did not accept it previously, during his embassy. The 

sultan’s fame came only after the state’s fame. He claimed that the voice of the imperial majesty 

of the king of the kings, and the sound of the fortunes of the august king is filling the East and 

the West with fame, but this was again a symbolic praise for the sultan as having a voice rather 

than force. In Mustafa Efendi’s ordering, the grand vizier came third after the state and the sultan 

but by referring to him as the Rustem of the age, he suggests that the grand vizier is known as a 

brave person as well as a kingmaker and faithful military general echoing the epic hero Rustem 

of the Persian epic Shahnameh. The fourth element in the ordering of Mustafa Efendi is the 

“exalted deputies of the state” (vukelayi devlet huzerati). Mustafa Efendi delegated the duty of 

governing the state to the grand vizier and the deputies by using the words of governance (tedbir) 

 
966 “cümlenin veliyy’ün-nimeti olan Devlet-i Ebed Karine.”  
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and making decisions (rey) for them rather than the sultan. He claimed that the right-minded 

judgments of the grand vizier and deputies of the state in taking the necessary measures for all 

the affairs, and putting the soldiers and public in order are evident to the all and known by 

everyone. 

       While defending the superiority and exalted nature of the Ottoman state, Mustafa Efendi 

also recognized the need for taking revenge (ahzu intikam) from the Austrians after the losses in 

Karlowitz (1699) and Passarowitz (1718) Treaties, which was a theme in the political tracts 

examined in the previous section. However, he did not call for a major reform for this to happen. 

He claimed that to take revenge from the Austria and all other enemies of the religion; the sultan, 

grand vizier and the deputies of the state should pay a great attention to utilizing their particular 

wills in serving with a pure intention for the sake of God, first to the evident religion, which is 

the cause of happiness in the world and hereafter, and second to the Eternal State, which is the 

patron benefactor of the all. This call again revealed the heavenly nature of the state as tied to the 

religion in the twin concept, and made the sultan a “servant” of it along with other officials. How 

the sultan should serve to the state however remains obscure in Mustafa Efendi’s account 

although the grand vizier and the deputies are expected to make right decisions and conduct good 

governance. With alienating the sultan from his divine attributes and any concrete worldly 

duties, for Mustafa Efendi, perhaps the best service of the sultan with a good intention would be 

staying out of the daily politics. 

         Mustafa Efendi’s feeling of superiority did not prevent him from recounting his positive 

observations of the Holy Roman Empire. His positive observations were on the adherence to the 

kanun in the Empire and the discipline and the order in the Austrian army, although he noted it 

with his criticisms for the human cost of attaining it. As an Ottoman constitutionalist keen on 
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limiting the authority of the sultan with the rule of law, Mustafa Efendi noted the constitution of 

the Holy Roman Empire which he called “kanun.” He maintained that Empire is still run 

according to the laws (kanun) arranged two hundred years ago. This appears to be a reference to 

the Diet of Augsburg in 1530.967 He explained the trials taking place at the imperial diet 

convening at the Regensburg for the disputes that included the jurisdiction of more than one 

king. These trials were held under the supervision of the deputy of the Emperor. There was no 

way for even the deputy of the emperor or the deputies of the princes to oppose to the matters 

related to the kanun and they always referred to the ancient practices for a solution.968 

 
967 Diet of Augsburg dealt with three issues i) religion, ii) Turkish threat iii) good policy. The 
discussion of an Imperial Criminal Code and Imperial Currency Code was part of the third issue. 
These codes could not be promulgated due to disagreements and the resistance of imperial 
estates. An imperial police ordinance was agreed upon and approved by the emperor. However, 
its validity depended on its agreement with local customs and territorial legislation. Moreover, 
important decisions regarding the renewal of the right of functioning and financing of the highest 
imperial court (Reichskammergericht) -which was established in 1495- were taken. The emperor 
approved the Ordinance for the Court. Gottfried G. Krodel, "Law, Order, and the Almighty 
Taler: The Empire in Action at the 1530 Diet of Augsburg," The Sixteenth Century 
Journal (1982): 75-106. 
968 “bir dürlü kanuna müteallık hususa muhalefet idemeyüb resm-i kadimlerine rücu eyler.” The 
transformation from royal assemblies into an imperial diet (Reichstag) occurred in 1495 with the 
meeting in Worms. Participation into decision making became a right of the vassals in addition 
to their duty of offering advice and aid to the emperor. By becoming imperial Estates, the vassals 
collectively “constituted the Empire with the emperor.” After 1663 Reichstag became 
permanent, remaining in session until the end of the Empire. Wilson, Heart of Europe, 407, 418, 
443-445. The emperor had the right to veto a proposal, request a further deliberation, or “approve 
it as a full decision.” “Imperial reform created a mass of documented decisions and recorded 
precedents, translating what had often been customs into written laws that remained uncodified 
and that might offer several potentially competing arguments.” Appeals to ‘old custom’ (Alte 
Herkommen) accompanied “recognized procedure, written records and published outcomes. 
Ibid., 417, 419. As the Ottoman kanun also remained uncodified and mostly consisted of customs 
that could be referred in royal orders produced after Divan meetings as the ancient laws, Mustafa 
Efendi appears to make this analogy with the Empire’s constitution and laws. “A highly 
legalistic political culture” contained the rapid militarization the Empire went through late 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. “Despite their lands being the most heavily armed 
part of Europe, the German princes continued to submit their disputes to judicial arbitration 
through the imperial courts, rather than make war on their neighbors.” Ibid. 461. For the working 
of the imperial legal system and the emperor’s role in maintaining public peace as the supreme 
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        The words Mustafa Efendi used to describe the Austrian army are very similar to 

terminology used by Zulfikar Pasha, the anonymous author of the conversations between two 

officers and Müteferrika to describe the European armies. Mustafa Efendi observes the discipline 

and control of the Austrian officers over the special (muntahab) and trained  

(muallem) soldiers. He brought the recurrent theme in the Ottoman political writing of the 

organization of European armies as a root of the order by describing the Austrian regiments and 

battalions and their command structure. He was impressed with how the uniforms, drums, 

trumpets and horns were used according to Habsburg laws in order to maintain the order, keep 

the different divisions separate and prevent the flight. Mustafa Efendi seems to be enchanted by 

the uniformity and standardization he observed in the Austrian army. He noted the practice of 

officers and soldiers taking oaths to not to oppose the orders of their superiors, and always act 

right according to Austrian regulations (nizam) as means of ensuring discipline. These oaths 

were recorded in books and updated when a soldier was promoted into an upper rank. Mustafa 

Efendi also observed that attaining discipline and control in the army was not a smooth process 

that there was a high cost for the soldiers which he did not approve. He claimed that the Austrian 

officers utilized their soldiers under severe subjugation and worse than even the slaves who were 

owned as absolute property. Unavoidable obedience became permanent because soldiers were 

executed by their own officers, even for the minor crimes. Mustafa Efendi deduces that the cause 

 
judge see; Ibid., 619-622, 631-636. The growth of the reach of imperial justice led to a 
“’juridification’ of the Empire.” It contributed to the pacification and integration of the Empire. 
Whaley, The Holy Roman Empire, 90-91. Wilson sees “the famous German ‘state under the rule 
of law’ (Rechtsstaat)” as “a product of the Empire’s long evolution” which prevented a “French-
style revolution.” Although the imperial courts did not grant full legal equality, they guaranteed 
access to law and equal judicial procedural treatment.  Wilson, Heart of Europe, 636. Thus, 
Mustafa Efendi’s observation of this legalistic political culture is well founded.  
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for this kind of discipline and control is the high number of officers.969 Under these conditions 

flight of the soldiers was inevitable but prevented by the officers who worked hard and made 

enjoyment and rest forbidden for themselves in order to protect the borders and keep the soldiers 

under control. He claims that half of the selected (muntahab) and trained (muallem) soldiers of 

the Austrians would take refuge in the Ottoman Empire if the borders were not closed.970  

         Mustafa Efendi’s work is important in showing how as an “Ottoman” who had a first-

hand observation of the Austrian army which fit Müteferrika’s descriptions of Christian armies 

with an emphasis on the order “based on books in Latin,” he did not reach to the conclusion of a 

need for comprehensive reform through overturning the constitutional foundations of the 

Sublime State. Mustafa Efendi recognized the need for revenge from the Austrians, but as a 

constitutionalist who separated the state from the dynasty and personality of the sultan, and one 

who believed in a limited and symbolic role for the two, he wanted this to happen remaining in 

the framework of the existing system. He believed this could happen with the efforts of the 

servants of the state.     

  

5.2. Numan Efendi’s Ideal vs Dystopian States: Sublime Islamic State and Tyrannical 

Naderian State  

 

         Another Ottoman political tract dealing with the concept of “state,” legal change and the 

issue of the discipline in an army is Liked Measures (Tedbirat-ı Pesendide) written by Ottoman 

 
969 “askerlerini gayet tahtü’l kahr ve abd-ı memlukden erzel istimal idüb adni cerime ile her 
neferi kendü zabiti katl itmekle zaruri itaatden payidar olmuşlar bu güna zabt ü rabta bais 
tahminen kesreti rüesa olmak gerek,” Bolds belong to me to show the disapproving tone of 
Mustafa Efendi. It also makes it clear that he observed the nature of discipline and control in the 
Habsburg army. 
970 Ibid, 32-33. 
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judge Ebu Sehl Numan Efendi (1700-1755). “Liked Measures” consist of three articles written 

by Numan Efendi on his three different assignments.971 First one is his account of his term as a 

military judge in Kefe, Crimea in 1737. The second article is on his appointment as the judge to 

oversee determining the Ottoman-Habsburg borders on the ground after the Belgrade Peace 

Treaty of 1739 according to the terms of the treaty. The last article is his account of his 

observations as a member of Ottoman ambassadorial mission to Iran in 1746. 

        Numan Efendi’s treatise is a manual for Ottoman officials for good governance as well as 

a defense of his service and expression of disappointment for not being rewarded enough for his 

achievements. Numan Efendi presents himself known to be as shrewd (dirayetli) and provident 

(tedbirli) and making right-minded and “golden” judgments (rey’i zerrin isabet karin) and states 

that he wrote his treatise because he did not want the examples of his perfect convincing ability 

and admired measures from his services to be wasted. Numan Efendi states that his work is a 

present for those who are employed for the important affairs of the Sublime State as well as an 

admonition for those who undermined his efforts. He organized the text as the depiction of an 

event or series of events and the problems aroused first, and how he helped the matter to be 

solved in the following section he called “tedbir,” that is, the measure he took. As we have seen 

both in Müteferrika and Mustafa Efendi “tedbir” as making the right decisions with a good 

judgment (rey) was an important feature of the Ottoman understanding of good governance. 

Numan Efendi’s depiction of the state officials pursuing their self-interests or making poor 

judgments which always forced him to intervene and solve the problem with a great effort and 

trouble reminds the reader both İbrahim Müteferrika who saw lack of good governance as a 

major problem and Mustafa Efendi who noted the fame of the deputies of the Sublime State in 

 
971Ebu Sehl Numan Efendi, Tedbirat-ı Pesendide (Beğenilmiş Tedbirler) ed. Ali İbrahim Savaş 
(Ankara: TTK, 1999). 
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taking good measures because even if we accept the existence of many incapable officials, 

someone like Numan Efendi could always intervene and affect the outcome to serve the interests 

of the state best. Numan Efendi’s portrayal of himself always as a person putting the interests of 

the state first over self-interest in the problems he faced during his services against officials who 

did the opposite begs the question of what was the nature of the “state” Numan Efendi 

continuously referred to and what were the interests of it.972 

        The most frequent term Numan Efendi used for the state is the Sublime State (Devlet-i 

Aliyye). He also called it the Eternal Sublime State (Devlet-i Aliyye-i Ebediyye). He recognized 

the Ottoman and Islamic nature of the state by calling it the Ottoman State (Devlet-i Osmaniyye), 

the Sublime Ottoman State (Devlet-i Aliyye-i Osmaniyye) and the Sublime Islamic State 

(Devlet-i Aliyye-i İslamiyye). It seems that Numan Efendi’s ulema status influenced his choice 

of words for the title of the state because although the twin concept of religion and state is found 

in all the works of the civil servants of the era, naming the state “Islamic” distinguishes Numan 

Efendi from the others. Numan Efendi used the term “Ottomans” (Osmanlu) for the members of 

the ruling class serving the state. While the state was Ottoman, the role of the Ottoman sultan in 

its administration was ceremonial. This was limited to giving blessings those who were 

appointed to a service or post in a royal audience by having looks at them in order. Then the 

sultan would proclaim the robs of honor to be granted. The officials would affix the sultan’s 

royal seal on the appointment orders on his behalf. They made the choice and arrangements for 

 
972 As I will show shortly Numan Efendi accepts that he also had self-interest but according to 
his account this was limited to the act of accepting an appointment with an expectation of future 
rewards and after this act he became “selfless” during his service and only aimed to serve the 
state best. 
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the appointments rather than the sultan before the royal audience took place. Even the robs of 

honor were given were related to the post and service rather than sultan’s own choice.973   

        The Sublime State had an honor (ırz-ı namus) to be protected by its officials and would 

be harmed (mutazarrir) and humiliated (mütezellil) if the officials did not have a good judgment 

and made wrong decisions. For example, in the chaos ensuing in Iran in the aftermath of the 

killing of Nader Shah to whom the sultan as the titular head of the Sublime State sent gifts and a 

royal rescript to approve the peace treaty, it was of crucial importance for Numan Efendi to 

preserve the gifts and sultan’s letter from the bandits as well as preventing them to be handed 

over to a usurper of the throne in the Iranian State so that the Sublime State would not be harmed 

and humiliated. Protecting the grace of the Sublime State also included self-sacrifice as Numan 

Efendi and other officials paid out of their own pocket to buy higher quality tents when the 

governors on their way to Iran gave them low quality tents. The Sublime State had interests 

(fevayid) to be served best by the officials taking good measures (tedbir). The Sublime State was 

something to be served (hizmet) and be afraid of and for. The state would hold its servants 

responsible for the consequences of their actions. It gave fortunes to the officials with obscure 

origins but also was able to take away whatever it gave before. Numan Efendi expected the state 

to give special treatment and protect some of its officials who have shown achievement in their 

services. The state was also “calligraphic,” that is, the officials were keen to document their 

actions and have documents (sened, buyruldu, tezkire and others) that would later justify their 

actions and protect them from punishment and may refuse to act in the absence of necessary 

 
973 Numan Efendi offers a lively account of such a royal audience he attended. However, the 
grand mufti chose him for the duties. When a pasha he served previously became grand vizier, he 
wanted to appoint Numan Efendi as an inspector. The appointments were made with a concern 
for a balance. A furious official would be balanced with a calm one in his company such as 
Numan Efendi. Ebu Sehl Numan Efendi, Tedbirat-ı Pesendide, 143-146. 
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documentary authorization even when there was expediency.974 The state also had its own 

treasury (miri) -the public treasury- and the officials to whom this treasury was entrusted to 

showed an awareness of state property and separation of their own finances and the finances of 

the state, although upon their death all their estates were to be transferred to the state treasury 

and their descendants given an allotment from there. The subjects of this state were called in 

general the servants of God (ibadullah) without reference to their confessional identities. When a 

religious reference was made, it was divided into the Muslims and the people of the book under 

the protection (ehl-i zimmet reayasi), that is the Christians and Jews.  

       Numan Efendi also used the twin concept of the religion and state (dinu devlet) and saw 

the enemies of “the religion” (Islam) identical to the enemies of the Sublime State. This state 

looked after the interests of the servants of God (ibadullah) including both Muslims and non-

Muslims and Numan Efendi, as a judge under the state service (memuriyet), wanted to protect 

the country (memleket) from the enemy in the interests of the state as well as the interests of the 

servants of God. Even after the “treason” of non-Muslims of Kefe became evident when the 

letters of communication between them and the Russians were intercepted by the Ottomans, 

Numan Efendi’s verdict was leaving the Christian population intact, though under an increased 

surveillance. He saw this in the interest of the Sublime State and all the Christian subjects 

(reaya) of the Sublime State. Otherwise, after a possible Ottoman victory the elderly, women and 

children among the Christian servants of God from Kefe who should not be responsible for the 

treason would be harmed. In the event of defeat however, the Christians from other parts of the 

 
974 I borrow the term “calligraphic state” from Brinkley M. Messick although Numan Efendi 
never uses. But the textual domination in the functioning of the state mechanism Numan Efendi 
describes justifies this usage. See Brinkley Morris Messick, The Calligraphic State: Textual 
Domination and History in a Muslim Society (Univ of California Press, 1992). 
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state would be harmed by the mobs, if the news of treason break out. Numan Efendi did not want 

any of these outcomes to happen. He saw himself as well as the other officials responsible for 

their actions in serving the state and religion in the eyes of God in the Day of Judgment. The 

threat of worldly responsibility and the punishment by the Sublime State however seemed to be a 

bigger threat Numan Efendi frequently used against the wrongdoers. Moreover, he would not see 

a problem following the practices that might be wrong in the eyes of God if it became systemic 

and everyone else was doing it.975  

          Numan Efendi makes a clear distinction between serving to the state (devlet hizmeti) and 

to the officials who hold state posts. The commander in chief of the army was in the state service 

but not his superintendent (kethuda) employed by him personally. After the death of the 

commander, it was Numan Efendi’s duty as a judge to protect the state interests by making it 

sure that nothing would be lost from before or during the registering the probate inventory and 

sending it to the Treasury in Istanbul with an official sent from there. He reprimanded the 

superintended for attempts of incursion and made it clear that he was preserving the interests of 

the Sublime State and the estate of the deceased Pasha belongs to the public treasury and if there 

would be any wrongdoing both himself as the judge and the superintendent would be 

responsible. Numan Efendi also did not see the deputy judgeships (niyabet) he assumed as a tax-

farm from the judges who did not want to go to the places they were appointed or given more 

than one appointment as a source of additional income, as a state service. Being appointed with 

 
975 Numan Efendi, Tedbirat, 40-43, 253. This became apparent when he wanted a permanent post 
that would bring him an income without him working for it so that he can focus on finishing his 
books and prayers for the state and preparation for the hereafter. When the Grand Mufti 
confronted him saying that he is capable of working and earning an income and God would ask 
him this in the Day of Judgment, Numan Efendi replied that the God will ask to everyone by 
pointing out the Grand Mufti himself who were given numerous posts that he does not serve as 
an additional income as well as many other government officials who have the same privilege.  
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an royal order as a judge for the army in Crimea and civilians in Kefe, embassy delegation to 

Iran or the commission for determining the borders however were both services to the state and 

the sultan. A “private” service to an office holder however was a step to assume the same post 

and serve the state when there is a vacancy. A superintendent was expected to replace the 

commander in chief and a deputy judge would later take a judgeship that he might farm out for 

income. 

       While Numan Efendi elevated the state into a sublime status with an impersonal entity 

and bureaucratic body, his analysis also showed the limits of its impersonal nature. Numan 

Efendi was comfortable with expressing his motivation for accepting the state service for risky 

matters as receiving special treatment (iltimas) and protection (kayrılmak) in being appointed to 

a post that would bring a regular income and allow him to retire and focus on scholarship and 

prayers for the state.976 Although he was promised this before he took the service, he found the 

officials who made the promises gone upon his completion of the service. Numan Efendi’s 

conversation with Grand Mufti Esseyyid Murteza Efendi reveals the tension between the 

impersonality and continuity Numan Efendi expected from the Sublime State and the personality 

and discontinuity found in the grand mufti’s interpretation and how the impersonality of the state 

was still contested. When Numan Efendi demanded the promises made to him before his services 

to be realized, Grand Mufti replied that it was not him who gave those promises. Numan Efendi 

accepted that it was the previous grand muftis who made these promises but claimed that it was 

not their personality who made these promises but the office they occupied. He maintained that 

because the office belongs to the Sublime State, his service to those whom the offices were 

entrusted with official appointments was in fact a service to the state. He found it as a disgrace to 

 
976 He said if he knows he will be given a special treatment after his return, he will go to as far as 
India to serve the state. Ibid., 144. 
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the glory of the state to make him obliged to serve as deputy judge in place of the real office 

holders after serving to the state in the most important affairs.977  

        Another limitation on the “sublimity” of the Sublime State emerged from the vagueness 

of the definition and reach of its bureaucratic structure. While Numan Efendi clearly used the 

Sublime State for an impersonal state ruled by the Ottoman sultan as its titular head and 

bureaucracy over the Ottoman lands, another use he made throughout the text suggested the 

Sublime State was confined into the walls of capital Istanbul. Numan Efendi and other officials, 

such as the governors, sent letters to the Sublime State, which in this context was the 

bureaucratic structure in Istanbul. Although Numan Efendi sometimes specifically used the “gate 

of the center of the state” (der-i devlet medar) as the venue to communicate to learn about the 

opinion of the state, he usually referred to the Sublime State, as it existed in Istanbul, as the only 

state. When he threatened the Iranians for revenge if something happened to the embassy 

delegation and their belongings, Numan Efendi used the Sublime State in Istanbul and the 

governor of Baghdad separately as if they were two autonomous forces acting independently, 

although the governor of Baghdad Ahmed Pasha was an official of the Sublime State.978 The 

“treason” also could be against the governor of Baghdad and the Sublime State. The “state” was 

also something physically to be returned to (devlete avdet) and be at as a location (devletde) and 

face punishment for the wrongdoings during the service and in this case it was again after 

returning to the capital Istanbul.979 From the perspective of the ambassador Ahmed Pasha in the 

account of Numan Efendi, the state was something “left behind in a distance of three months and 

not to be searched for or taken into account in Iran.” Numan Efendi’s insistence on acting 

 
977 Ibid., 249-252. 
978 Ibid., 220. 
979 Ibid., 214, 218. 
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according to the “consent” (rıza) of the state, even when it was difficult to know what it is, 

frustrated the Pasha so much that he protested he had been banished, imprisoned and financially 

injured by the state previously and now he had nothing to lose but his head and he was not afraid 

of this outcome. Numan Efendi objected to the Pasha’s approach to the state in his treatise by 

telling, “Pasha was a low class Albanian and it was the state, which made him a vizier and now 

look how he talks about the state.”980 Although Numan Efendi claimed he is not afraid for 

himself  but afraid for the glory of the state, and that he is tired of his life and wants to be a 

martyr while serving for the important affairs of the Sublime State, it is clear that the fear of 

being unable to return to the state to avoid punishment and dying in Iran in disgrace after a life in 

an Iranian hat was reigning in his head.981  

        Given the distance involved between the state and its officials on duty, it was difficult for 

the officials to know what the will of the state would be in a particular case when they faced the 

challenge of making important decisions. Writing to the center and waiting for an answer were 

usually not feasible because the time spent in between would render the answer of the state 

useless as there would be no decision to make on the previous grounds when the answer arrived. 

The death of the commander of chief and the second in command of the army, and the demand 

of provisioning of the fortresses in the vicinity of Kefe from the treasurer in Kefe created such an 

instance. The treasurer declined to send the provisioning to these fortresses without being 

presented the rescript of the office of commander in chief (serasker buyruldusu). While everyone 

in the army expected the superintendent of the deceased commander in chief to be appointed to 

his post, without the official appointment order from the Sublime State the superintendent 

declined to issue a rescript of the office of commander in chief. The superintendent accepted 

 
980 Ibid., 214. 
981 Ibid., 218. 
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issuing a memorandum (tezkere) with the pressure of the janissary elders and Numan Efendi but 

treasurer was not sufficed with a mere memorandum. The fortresses had only ten days of 

provisioning and they threatened to surrender to the besieging Russian armies if not sent the 

provisioning and the Sublime State and its documents were not to come anytime soon. It was 

only after Numan Efendi’s efforts, which included persuasive conversations and threats to the 

treasurer about the consequences he would face in the Sublime State for not sending the 

provisioning with the testimony of Numan Efendi and others, the matter was solved, and the 

treasurer bowed down.982 A similar circumstance was behind the indecision of Ottoman 

ambassador Ahmed Pasha whether to return to Baghdad or to the capital of Iran, when the news 

of Nader Shah’s death was circulating. The ambassador could not be sure about Shah’s death and 

was afraid of creating a crisis for the Sublime State if it was simply a rumor. He gathered the 

members of the delegation a number of times for counseling. While Numan Efendi and members 

of the delegation were convinced about the death of the Shah and wanted to return to Baghdad 

immediately to protect the gifts of the Sublime State and royal letter not to create a diplomatic 

crisis by handing over them to a shah claimant other than Nader Shah himself, Ahmed Pasha 

wanted to proceed towards the capital of Iran and give them to Nader Shah if he is still alive or 

whom he found as the shah sitting on the throne. Pasha’s point was the peace treaty was with the 

State of Iran not with Nader Shah alone and Shah’s death should not cause a change in his 

mission reminding Numan Efendi’s defense to Grand Mufti about the promises made to him to 

be the promises of the state, not the persons held the post. Numan Efendi on the other hand 

called it the State of Nader Shah (Devlet-i Nader Şah) and insisted that the royal order 

specifically addresses the Nader Shah and giving it to anyone other than him, especially to a 

 
982 Ibid., 38-44. 
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usurper (zorba), will create a diplomatic crisis and humiliation for the Sublime State. To 

convince the Pasha, Numan Efendi and other officials offered signing and sealing a round robin 

articulating it was their idea to return and Pasha should not be responsible for it and handing it 

over to the Pasha. When Pasha was not satisfied with this, Numan Efendi arranged four 

“credible” witnesses who testified on the death of Nader Shah and recorded this event as the 

judge in an official document as well as making the court historian in the delegation to record the 

testimony. Moreover, he convinced the Iranians to cut the provisioning of the Ottoman 

delegation and ask the Pasha to return by threatening them to face the revenge of the Sublime 

State and the governor of Baghdad if they do not. It was only after this paperwork and the 

change in the attitude of the Iranians the Pasha became convinced and the delegation returned to 

Baghdad.983 While Numan Efendi recounts these events as a proof of his shrewdness and much 

needed intervention when other state officials were incapable, he does not tell what would have 

happened if things went wrong. For example, if the fortresses the treasurer declined to send 

provisioning surrendered to the Russians even after the arrival of the provisioning or Nader Shah 

indeed was alive as during his life rumors about his death circulated a number of times, the 

treasurer and Pasha would have been responsible for their actions. As a member of ulema, 

Numan Efendi would have avoided death sentence and confiscation but these civil servants 

would have faced such a punishment. The response of the treasurer and the pasha point out a 

sense of concern for acting according to bureaucratic rules and looks logical from their point of 

view. Although Numan Efendi’s depiction of himself as the only capable official in a 

bureaucracy filled with incompetent people, his accounts show even the officials he condemned 

in fact acted with a good judgment when there was uncertainty. Contrary to the aims of Numan 

 
983 Ibid., 216-221. 
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Efendi, his account shows indeed the bureaucracy was filled with shrewd officials with a sense 

representing a mature tradition of officialdom and an established state tradition.  

        The references to Nader Shah, shah’s “state” and the events ensuing after his death serves 

not only as an example for Numan Efendi to show his excellent service to the Sublime State but 

also as a portrait of the antithesis of an ideal state, good governance and legitimate government. 

This portrait allows him to support his constitutionalist agenda of limited government by 

showing the dangers of accumulation of power in the hands of a single ruler and identification of 

the state with the ruler. Numan Efendi’s account includes both his own remarks and poem on 

Nader Shah’s life and death as well as the remarks he attributed to the Iranians and the Ottomans, 

all of which tell the same story. The main characteristic of Nader Shah in these accounts is being 

a “zorba,” that is a person who used violence and brutal force to come to power and maintain his 

rule. In this usage, “zorba” becomes an Ottoman expression for a tyrant. Numan Efendi’s 

account presents the story of Nader Shah as the making of a tyrant in Iran. The first reference is 

to the obscure origins of Nader Shah as a wicked herdsman who usurped power (tagallub). He 

terrified the public of Iran, Turan, India and Sind and subjugated (teshir) the people of these 

countries. People were shaken with fear (havf) and accepted suffering (mahmum) under his 

single rule (yekser). He was a scorned disturber of the peace (mufsid-i mezmum). Even his coins 

included inscription of the particles to frighten hearts. He destroyed (mehdum) many countries 

with oppression (zulm). His campaign of killing had two targets. One was killing all the 

reasonable men of the country (söz anlar) even the Chief Mullah so that he will remain as the 

single ruler. The other was arbitrary killing of anybody from the public because he did not trust 

anyone. He was the Pharaoh, who claimed to be the God and ridiculed the God of Moses but 

sunk in the river as a punishment of the God and Şeddad, the impious ruler who claimed to be 
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God against the God of the prophet Hud (Eber) and built the gardens of Iram to challenge the 

paradise of God but buried deep under the ground by the God. He was a materialist unbeliever 

who denied the builder of the universe (sani-i alemi munkir bir dehri kafir). Hence, the Ottoman 

ambassador thought Nader Shah’s demand from the Sublime State to recognize the Caferi 

School as the fifth legal school (mezheb) of Sunni Islam was not genuine and Numan Efendi saw 

this impossible because the gates of “ictihad” are closed. Numan Efendi links Nader Shah’s 

death to his oppressive rule, which earned him the hatred of everyone, and specifically to his 

aims for a new army. Nader Shah decided to kill all his Persian soldiers to replace them with 

Afghans and opened up this plan to khan of Afghans and Chief Mullah. They convinced the 

Shah that this was not a good plan but also spread the word. So fearful of their lives, the soldiers 

killed Nader Shah in his bed. Numan Efendi describes how the Iranians celebrated the death of 

Nader Shah by slaughtering sheep by cursing Nader Shah, as a sharp contrast to Muslim practice 

of slaughtering with the name of God to make them ritually pure to be eaten by the Muslims, and 

left the meat to be eaten by the dogs on the streets.984 

        Numan Efendi’s description of three characteristics of Nader Shah’s rule as the 

accumulation of the power in single ruler which caused oppression, an attempt of religious 

renewal which was in fact apostasy and challenge to the God’s authority rather than a genuine 

religious revival, and finally Shah’s plan for disposing his old army to replace it with a new one, 

which in addition to his general oppressiveness paved the way for his death at the hands of the 

army alludes three features of Müteferrika’s reform agenda. That is, a “muceddid” sultan taking 

the reins of the government, leading a religious revival through “ictihad,” and finally creating a 

new army based on these foundations. In Numan Efendi’s approach however these three features 

 
984 Ibid., 155, 210-211, 220-223. 
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become a threat against the ideal form of government exemplified in the Sublime State and 

against the purity of the religion that was intertwined to the state. Numan Efendi’s connection 

with the death of the Shah and his plans for a new army echoes the fate of Sultan Osman II in the 

hands of Janissaries or Sultan Murad IV’s killing of his grand mufti against the established 

customs and reports of his intention to kill all his entourage and members of the dynasty and thus 

finding an early natural death as a result of divine curse according to Katib Çelebi. All of these 

remained fresh in the memory of the Ottomans and Numan Efendi’s account of Nader Shah 

serves as a warning to a sultan who might be interested in the same plan. Indeed, when Numan 

Efendi wrote his treatise, Mahmud I, the sultan to whom Müteferrika devoted his treatise, was in 

power. Numan Efendi’s elaboration of the Ottoman constitutionalist position with a reference to 

Nader Shah’s rulership and fate provides another insight to why Sultan Mahmud I could not 

follow Müteferrika’s agenda after reading the treatise while he had more than twenty years to do 

so.  

  Nader Shah’s demand from the Sublime State for Caferi School to be accepted as the 

fifth Sunni legal school led Numan Efendi to articulate his views about “ictihad” and legal 

change in Tedbirat-i Pesendide and in two other books he wrote on this issue which are not 

extant today.985 According to Numan Efendi the gate of ictihad was closed and the times of 

muctehids passed. The door of making choices in the matters of branches of jurisprudence (furu 

 
985 Ibid., 154. These books are Isbatu’l-hukuk min mezahibi’l-e’immeti zevi’l-vusuk and 
Mevaridu cemi’i’l-mezahib li-beyani menba’i’l-metalib. Numan Efendi refers to these books in 
Tedbirat-i Pesendide but we do not know if they survived or not. The cataloguing of the libraries 
in Istanbul is not advanced and the collection of different treatises and books in a bookbinder are 
usually referred to as a collection without reference to its content or simply the name of the first 
book in the binding. 
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fiqh) with investigation and ascription (bahs) was closed in that age as well.986 Numan Efendi 

bases his claim on two sayings of Prophet Muhammed (hadith) that exists in the books of both 

Sunni and Shia traditions. These are “Verily the best among you is my generation, then those 

who follow, then those who follow them, and then falsehood will spread” and “There will be 

difficulty in affairs, the human beings will become greedy and the dooms day will happen at the 

time of the worst people.” Numan Efendi interprets these as a proof that every generation is 

worse than the previous one and better than the following. If the ictihads that were made in the 

fourth generation or afterwards are in accordance with the ictihads of the first three generations, 

then the ictihad originally belongs to the first three generations and the later ictihad is the 

succession of the earlier ictihads with unanimous agreement. The ictihads made in the 

generations when falsehood is spread could not contradict the ictihads of the best generations or 

in no way be equivalent to them. The statement of the one who claims to have the ability to make 

choices (tercih) will not be respected or listened because he belongs to the age of falsehood.987 

Numan Efendi thinks there can be no compromise in the matters that divides the Sunni and Shia 

traditions because no one can claim to have the ability to make ictihad or a choice (tercih) on 

these matters. While Numan Efendi’s closure of the gate of ictihad was a tool he used to support 

Ottoman case in a political struggle with Nader Shah, the portrait of the Shah found in his 

treatise suggests that it was also a tool to be used in the domestic politics. Examining Nader 

Shah’s demand as a matter of ictihad along with Shah’s tyranny and plans for a new army, 

Numan Efendi in fact addresses the question of military reform under a sultan who takes the 

 
986 “Furu-i mesail-i fikhiyyede bahs ile ehad-i tarafeyn tercih mümkün değildir zira bab-ı ictihad 
münsedd olduğı vakti müctehidatta bahsin babı mesdud olmışdur.” Ibid. 154. “Bahs” refers to 
ascription as well as the grammatical relationship between subject and object that could be used 
to produce rulings with legal maxims. 
987 Ibid. 154-155. 
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reins of the government and carries out ictihad as suggested by Müteferrika. By pointing out the 

dangers of such a program and closing the gate of ictihad, Numan Efendi in fact makes case for 

his constitutionalist stance in the Ottoman polity. 

        Numan Efendi also provides an account of lack of discipline in the Ottoman army and the 

existence of order (nizam) in the Habsburg army.988 Numan Efendi calls the Ottoman Janissaries 

as well as their commanders he encountered during his missions “a rabble,” or literally soldiers 

who are left untethered and like creeping insects (haşerat-ı askeriyye) and gives examples for 

their lack of discipline. One of these incidents happened during his mission in Crimea after the 

death of commander in chief Boşnak Silahdar Mehmed Pasha. Numan Efendi’s duty as a judge 

was to survey and register the items in Pasha’s inheritance and seal it. His attempts met with 

resistance from the Ottoman officers of all ranks including the steward of the deceased 

commander in chief, commanders and officers of the various branches of Ottoman army 

including Janissaries, local (yerlu) army and provincial army. These officers fought against each 

other and whole army camp came to the brink of internal fight and rebellion. Numan Efendi 

resembled them to bears. They attack on the person if they know he is afraid of them, but they 

could not do anything if the person stands firm. He claimed that by his firm stance he prevented 

 
988 Before looking at Numan Efendi’s views, noting his background and intentions of penning his 
treatise is important. As a judge, he belonged to the class of jurist scholars (ulema) of the 
Ottoman State, which was considered part of the ruling military class but distinct from the actual 
members of military. Unlike the members of the military, jurist scholars in general enjoyed 
inalienability of their lives and properties. This should have made Numan Efendi feel more 
secure in directly targeting the Janissaries with a derogatory language, which was not common in 
his age. Numan Efendi’s treatise was an ego document, which was a rare form in Ottoman 
literature, aimed at promoting himself by showing his success in fulfilling his duties perhaps to 
rise in the ranks of ulema further. So, he found fault in almost everyone including his superiors 
such as the heads of the delegations and it was always him who found the solution to complex 
problems. Therefore, while his views are important in showing the increasing discussion of the 
discipline and order in army in the elite literature, how much it corresponded to the reality is 
difficult to determine without having accounts of the people he criticized. 
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these troubles. His firm stance was bolstered by a weapon he had but the Janissaries lacked. That 

is, the power of law. Numan Efendi threatened the janissary commanders of labeling them as 

being in “cemiyyet,” that is, in Numan Efendi’s usage a gathering for rebellion, and all of them 

becoming “zorba,” rebels who incite an uprising and use violent force. He also threatened not to 

open the court. The Janissaries were afraid of these threats and proclaimed that they could not 

trespass a judge of sharia, are not in “cemiyyet” and will not become “zorba.”989 

        Numan Efendi’s troubles with the Janissaries continued in his second mission, which he 

gives as another example of their lack of discipline and his success on his duty. When Janissaries 

at the Island of Adakale learned that half of an island across Belgrade on Danube as well as their 

gardens and vineyards would remain in the hands of the Habsburgs, they decided to force the 

Ottoman officers responsible for determining the borders out of the region and draw the borders 

from the old lines keeping the whole island on the Ottoman side.990 Armed Janissaries came to 

the area and threatened the Ottoman delegation. Janissaries continuously harassed them by 

opening fire during their stay in the area. Talking to janissary commanders was also not useful as 

Janissaries did not listen them and the commanders also seemed to be complicit in the actions of 

Janissaries. Numan Efendi’s weapon of law did not work against these Janissaries as they 

pointed the same weapon against him and the other officials by calling them “apostates.” The 

Janissaries were also not afraid of the state that would later punish them for their actions, which 

is perhaps due to their local character whereas the Janissaries in Kefe were mostly from the 

capital and were there for the campaign and would return to the Sublime State after the end of 

 
989 Ibid., 34-35, 41. 
990 Ibid., 107-116. 
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war.991 Numan Efendi’s solution to this problem was finding faults with the measurements using 

the mensuration tools he “invented” and built after observing the tools used by the Habsburgs 

and also convincing the general in the Habsburg delegation to leave more land on the Ottoman 

side to avoid further trouble with Janissaries and leaving the area as soon as they finished their 

work.992 We do not know if the Habsburg general really agreed in leaving extra lands or Numan 

Efendi tells this for self-promotion but if he did, it would have been an example of lack of 

discipline among the Habsburgs. The stories in Numan Efendi’s account of his second duty 

indicate Habsburg superiority in sciences, diplomacy, and army discipline so if this was the case, 

he would be contradicting himself. 

  Numan Efendi further recounts an account of his conversation with an old commander in 

the Hungarian city of Sibin, whom which he called a “strange” (garibe) event where he contrasts 

the ordered Habsburg soldiers with the Ottoman soldiers who were brave but lacked order.993 

The Habsburg commander claimed that he had been a soldier since war of Vienna and he has 

never seen the bravery he has observed in the last Ottoman campaign in any of the previous 

wars. He claimed that one Ottoman cavalryman and one infantry soldier entered into an ordered 

Habsburg battalion (nizamlı tabur) under circular fire, dispersed the battalion and exited. The 

 
991 According to Numan Efendi Janissaries said “let us not give our vineyards and gardens to the 
nonbelievers. These “apostates” (Ottoman officials) came to sell the lands we took with our 
swords to the Habsburgs, lets strike them, there can be no better opportunity to be a veteran or 
martyr than this even if the state will kill us later.” 
992 Numan Efendi’s interest in sciences is another interesting topic that deserves a further 
research. He wrote a book on the mensuration and measurements for drawing borders, which is 
extant today. In Tedbirat-i Pesendide, he proudly notes how he convinced the Habsburgs that the 
mensuration science exists among the Muslims and borrowed by a British philosopher using 
Arabic books from Cordoba who invented the mensuration tools used by the Habsburgs. He does 
not name this philosopher, but it seems that he refers to Edmond Halley who was famous for his 
contributions to the mensuration and indeed knew Arabic and made translations from Arabic into 
English. Numan Efendi’s claim about a transfer of knowledge to the West from the Muslims 
echoes the Ottoman authors who made the same claim about military knowledge and laws. 
993 Ibid. 134-135. 
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commander believed that Ottomans discovered a medication that allowed their soldiers to enter 

into the fire alone but not falling. He asked what is the medication that takes the mind of the 

Ottoman soldiers and made them fight like this.994 Numan Efendi replied that this medication is 

the strength of faith. Then Habsburg commander asks if there was no strength of faith in the 

Battle of Zenta (1697). Numan Efendi claims at that time there was no violation of treaty by the 

enemy in that battle while in the last one it was the enemy, which broke the treaty. He uses 

verses from Quran and hadith of the prophet warning against breaking the treaties. Therefore, in 

the last war, Ottomans were able to enter into fire and exit without anything happening to them 

with the divine help and miracle.995 While Numan Efendi felt the need to be proud of the bravery 

of the Ottoman soldiers and mentioned the strength of faith while talking to a Habsburg 

commander, the fact that he gives this as a strange story and implicitly points out the firepower 

of the Habsburgs that Ottomans can only break with divine power, shows his views on the 

condition of Ottoman soldiers he previously called “insects” and “rabble” repeatedly. Numan 

Efendi’s conversation is another example of a dialogue between an Ottoman and Christian 

officer, in which he makes his conversant to talk about the “ordered” soldiers and Habsburg 

firepower showing his awareness of the ordered armies and following the terminology used in 

the Ottoman political writing in eighteenth century. His treatment of the Ottoman success in the 

last battle points out his feelings about its exceptional nature rather than an ultimate superiority 

of the Ottoman army. 

 
994 Numan Efendi’s account might have some truth as Habsburg commanders and military 
tacticians reflecting on the wars of 1737-39 attributed the Habsburg loses to an unfounded belief 
of the Ottomans. See Balisch, “Infantry Battlefield Tactics.” 
995 The seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Ottoman authors frequently repeated this idea of 
breaking a treaty and waging war on the enemy being a reason for defeat.	
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Numan Efendi’s recognition of the lack of discipline in the Ottoman army and its sharp 

contrast to the Austrian army did not make him a “reformist”. The problems he described in the 

Tedbirat-ı Pesendide and the solutions he developed and presented as a model for the Ottoman 

officials were of practical nature aiming to save the day rather than advising a major reform for 

the Janissaries. Numan Efendi’s dislike for them is clear but it appears he believed it was 

possible for the ulema to limit the excesses of the Janissaries from the capital using the power of 

law and denying legitimacy to their undesirable actions. As for the sharp contrast between the 

Janissaries and ordered battalions of the Austrians, Numan Efendi again found a legalist solution 

of respecting the treaties rather than making the two armies stand against each other. If the treaty 

was broken by the enemy, then the God’s help would be on the Ottoman side and the Sublime 

State would win against an ordered army. This solution is indeed in line with Numan Efendi’s 

constitutionalist stance and discussion of the implications of the accumulation of power at the 

hands of the ruler alone and plans for a new army in the example of Nader Shah. Closing the gate 

of “ictihad” was the tool ulema used to keep the sultan at bay as it provided a de jure power to 

them. Ulema’s coalition with the Janissaries supported the constitutional case with a de facto 

power, which could be used when the power of law was not sufficient. Numan Efendi’s 

recognition of the disorder of the Janissaries as well as opposition to a major reform was a result 

of the need to maintain this coalition in order to preserve the constitutional foundations of the 

Sublime State. 

 
5.3. Mehmed Emni Efendi’s Dialectal States 

 

          While Numan Efendi was busy with finalizing the borderlines between the Sublime State 

and Austria according to the Treaty of Belgrade, Mehmed Emni Efendi (d. 1749) was on his way 
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to St. Petersburg for the ratification of the Ottoman-Russian Peace Treaty. He left Istanbul on 

May 11, 1740 and returned on May 20, 1742. After his return, Mehmed Emni Efendi wrote an 

account of his journey into Russia as an Ottoman ambassador.996 The report starts with a poem 

about the Ottoman victory in the war against Austria and Russia followed by his short 

autobiography. Mehmed Emni Efendi’s father was the commander of the fortress of Vidin and a 

descendant of Mevlana Celaleddin Rumi. After his father’s death, Mehmed Emni Efendi was 

transferred to the palace school (Enderun) by the grand vizier to complete his education before 

entering state service. Mehmed Emni Efendi expresses his deep sadness for the dethronement of 

Sultan Mustafa II in 1703, an event which he presents as the sultan’s abdication from the 

transient sultanate in order to prepare for the state of eternal hereafter (devlet-i ebediyye-i 

uhreviye). After this, Mehmed Emni Efendi could no longer remain patient at the palace due to 

his deep sorrow and left the Palace School “on his own will” with a small salary according to the 

law of the servants of the Sublime State. It seems that Mehmed Emni Efendi’s allegiance to the 

former sultan continued even after his dethronement as evinced in the  length and quality of 

attributes he uses to describe the former sultan—thirty eight years after Mustafa II’s 

dethronement—in comparison to attributes he uses for the reigning Sultan Mahmud I. Mehmed 

Emni Efendi does not name Sultan Mahmud I directly but instead calls him an ornament granted 

for the turquoise colored throne of the Ottomans, the king who is conqueror of countries and 

dominions, the deep shadow of God, the king of the sea and land and seven climes, majestic, 

generous, just, grand and powerful, the benefactor of the world and worlds, our exalted master. 

Mehmed Emni Efendi also calls Mahmud I the king who possesses the right of electing 

 
996 Mehmed Emni, Mehmed Emnî Beyefendi (Paşa)'nin Rusya Sefâreti ve Sefâret-nâmesi, ed. 
Münir Aktepe (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1974). 
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(şehinsah-i sahib-i intibah) which denotes the sultan’s role in electing the grand vizier as well as 

issuing royal orders that sanctions the appointments. He does not name the grand vizier at the 

time of his appointment as an ambassador or any role the grand vizier played in his appointment. 

Rather, he states that he was appointed by the sultan himself and received the sultan’s 

autographed letter personally in a royal audience.997 His contemporaries contradict this account 

and claim that Mehmed Emni Efendi received the letter from Grand Vizier Ivaz Mehmed Pasha 

at the palace of the grand vizier.998 While Mehmed Emni Efendi does not mention Ivaz Mehmed 

Pasha or does not use any attributes for him, he mentions Ali Pasha who appointed him as the 

chief secretary of the grand vizier’s office during his first term as a grand vizier between 1732 

and 1735. This is perhaps because Ali Pasa became the grand vizier again in 1742 and was in 

office when Mehmed Emni Efendi arrived at Istanbul and received the letters of the Russian 

Empress. Mehmed Emni Efendi’s avoidance of mentioning the former grand vizier and attempt 

to alter the “history” of his appointment is a sign of the continuing importance of the person 

holding an office in an increasingly impersonal state. Yet, the impersonality of the state is 

reflected in the attributes Mehmed Emni Efendi used for Ali Pasha. They mostly refer to his 

office and are common attributes used for grand viziers. He calls the Grand Vizier Ali Pasha the 

embellisher of the post of the greatest ministry, polisher of the dignified office of the greatest 

ministry, the one whose norms are perfect, the vizier with no equal, the possessor of benevolence 

who spreads justice, and the brave vizier who is the mark of the chief ministry, having generous 

creation and the one who has no equal or example in his generosity, gentle and good 

 
997 Ibid., 35-40. 
998 Ibid. 11. 
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temperament, the one who unites in himself all the beautiful features and meanings and who has 

no equal among the highest people.999  

       Although Mehmed Emni Efendi had fond memories of Sultan Mustafa II, he saw himself 

in the service of the Exalted State (hidemat-ı Devlet-i Seniyye). He saw his appointment as an 

ambassador as a chance for an exalted service (hizmet-i aliyye) and described his first demand 

(taleb’ul ula) as serving the interests (fevaid) of the state. He was keen not to act in violation of 

his appointment (mugayir-i memuriyet) and remained in contact with the grand vizier to learn the 

opinion (rey) of the state during his journey.1000 For Mehmed Emni Efendi, serving the state was 

part of serving the religion. He wanted to spread the majesty of Islam (neşr-i şevket-i İslam) and 

show the magnificence of the Sublime Eternal State (izharı übbeheti Devlet-i Aliyye-i Ebediyyü’d 

Devam). As the two were the same, he sometimes expressed this as spreading the majesty of the 

Sublime State (neşri- şevket-i Devleti Ali). This required refusing to abide by the laws and 

customs (kanun ve rusum) of the Russian State and acting in accordance to the laws of the 

Sublime State in matters of protocol. The ordered march of the retinue of Mehmed Emni Efendi, 

which included palace officials, army divisions with their flags, the army band and musketeers, 

was also part of spreading the majesty of the Sublime State. Sometimes Mehmed Emni Efendi 

ordered his retinue to travel two extra hours in the Russian countryside or army band to play in 

St Petersburg for the showing of majesty. Praying for the continuation of the state, reciting 

Muslim call to prayers and verses from Quran and singing religious songs and performing 

Muslim prayers in public were also part of this display of majesty.1001  

 
999 Ibid, 39. 
1000 Ibid., 39-41. 
1001 Ibid., 50, 65. 



 442 

           The Russians on their part wanted to display the glory of their state, which enabled 

Mehmed Emni Efendi to observe Russia and recount his impressions in his report. The first thing 

Russians put on display for the Ottoman ambassador was their army. Field marshal Peter Lacy 

organized a drill for Russian soldiers to showcase their skills. Mehmed Efendi notes how the 

Russian soldiers formed orderly lines with their muskets in alternating moves.1002 To describe 

this army, Mehmed Emni Efendi used the same terminology that we find in the works of other 

Ottoman authors such as Müteferrika that emphasize order and training. Mehmed Emni Efendi 

noted the ordered (muretteb), trained (muallem) and distinguished (güzide) soldiers and Russian 

adaptation of military exercise, drills and learning, which he called an invention of the 

Franks.1003 The Russian soldiers accompanying him and his retinue carried drums and trumpets, 

which they used during their continuous exercises in the morning and evening. Emni Efendi calls 

these instruments the teacher (muallim) and mover (muharrik) of the Russian infantry and 

cavalry.1004 Russian generals often went on inspection tours to the fortresses to check if the 

soldiers for defending the fortresses were present or absent and to inspect whether soldiers pay 

attention to exercises, drills (talim) and learning (taallüm). He also notes how the Russian army 

marches across the country to remain ready for war. He claims that the Russians use false rumors 

of war with Sweden to keep the public and army awake and watchful for war and keep their 

provisions well.1005        

       Mehmed Emni Efendi sees the origin of the Russian military practices and activities in 

the reforms of Peter I but does not believe that the reforms made Russia a great power. He claims 

that Muscovites were originally famous for being disturbers, troublers, habitually deceitful, and 

 
1002 Ibid., 66. 
1003 Ibid., 49.“ihtiraat-ı frengiyeden olan talim ve taallümlerine.”   
1004 Ibid. 47. 
1005 Ibid. 52-53.  
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liars. After Peter changed their dialect and turned it into the form of the Europeans (Frengler) 

with his efforts, Russians became proud with a false assumption that they became erudite in the 

subtleties of military matters.1006 Mehmed Emni Efendi does not explicitly state whether what he 

meant with a “change in dialect” was Peter’s introduction of civil script that created a distinction 

between Russian and Church Slavonic and the adoption of European military terminology or a 

new state formation. It was perhaps both, but this did not impress Mehmed Emni Efendi. After 

this change, the Russians began to claim that they became superior to the Christian states in 

strength, particularly since they claimed a total victory over Sweden. Although Mehmed Efendi 

accepts that Russians are using utmost exertion to hide their secrets, he sees this as an 

exaggeration based on his conversations with a Turkophile French gentleman and French 

ambassador in Petersburg. Mehmed Efendi claims that Russians have a false pride and present 

small successes in border skirmishes as major victories.1007 He also notes an army unit called 

“Polk,” which according to him means one thousand soldiers established by Peter I that were 

very loyal to him during his rule. This unit staged a coup d’état during Mehmed Emni Bey’s stay 

in St Petersburg and put Peter’s daughter Elizabeth Petrovna on the throne. As a result, Mehmed 

Emni Bey had to contact the grand vizierate to obtain new letters addressed to the new 

empress.1008 

        Mehmed Efendi states that Peter I had many “inventions” that makes Russians proud and 

mentions the cities, canals, palaces, and fortresses built by the tsar. After mentioning Peter’s 

 
1006 Ibid., 69-70. Indeed, Russian command at the time held a belief of tactical and technical 
superiority over the Ottomans. They saw Turkish soldiers as undisciplined and using sabre. See; 
Christopher Duffy, Russia's Military Way to the West: Origins and Nature of Russian Military 
Power, 1700-1800 (Routledge Kegan & Paul, 1981), 49-51. 
1007 Mehmed Emni, Sefaretname, 68-70. 
1008 Mehmed Efendi’s remarks about the palace revolution are accurate. After the death of 
Empress Anna, Elizabeth Petrovna seized the power in St. Petersburg in 1741 with the help of a 
company of soldiers of Preobrazhenskii Regiment. Duffy, Russia’s Military Way, 54. 
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custom of travelling across Russia and the world during his young age, Mehmed Emni informs 

his readers about the canals and operating systems built by Peter. He insinuates the “madness” of 

Peter in describing the origin of his canal building program. Peter had difficulty in sailing in the 

Ladoga Lake on a windy day and as a result, ordered the lake to be hit with cannons as 

punishment. After this event, Peter decided to build the Ladoga Canal to bypass the lake. 

Mehmed Emni Bey notes that the cost of the canals is met by the taxes paid by the merchants 

using them.1009 Thanks to the invitation of Chancellor Andrey Osterman, Mehmed Emni Bey 

also observed the dockyards and the ships built for the Russian navy, which enabled him to 

describe their sizes and types. To display their naval prowess, Russians launched a galleon for 

Mehmed Emni Efendi wherein he noted the ease at which the launching took place.1010  

        Despite all the Russian display of military prowess, Mehmed Emni Efendi remained 

unimpressed. Immediately after describing how careful Russians were about training and drills, 

he goes on to describe Russian losses in the Battle of Özi (Ochakov), based on what he heard 

from the Russians themselves, to suggest that Russian invention and innovation was not a game 

changer on the battlefield and that Ottoman superiority continued. Mehmed Emni Bey states that 

more than twenty-seven thousand ordered (müretteb), trained (muallem), and distinguished 

(güzide) Russian soldiers died. Moreover, several soldiers from other battalions died, and their 

animals and ammunitions destroyed.1011 He also claimed Russia was afflicted with death and 

famine (kahtu gala) and looked like hell hit by fire causing great pain and suffering to everyone 

 
1009 Mehmed Emni, Sefaretname, 57-58. 
1010 Ibid., 68. 
1011 Ibid. 49. In reality most of Russian losses were due to disease and unfriendly nature. 
According to Duffy, 20000 Russians died in Ochakov alone. Quoting General Christof Hermann 
von Manstein, he states that 15000 regulars, 5000 Cossacks, and probably more peasant drivers 
and laborers died during the Russian campaign after Russians captured Ochakov. See Duffy, 
Russia's Military Way, 53. 
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on its soil.1012 Mehmed Efendi did not believe that the reforms of Peter made Russia superior to 

Sweden or even transformed it into a great power. His descriptions of the Russian army using 

similar terminology to other Ottoman authors examined above show that even for authors who 

do not aim to push for a comprehensive reform program, the changing nature of the European 

and Russian armies became a topic that could not be avoided. It also raises the question of the 

source of Mehmed Efendi’s continued belief in Ottoman superiority and his avoidance of 

discussing reform. The evidence to make a case for Mehmed Efendi’s constitutionalism is not 

very strong, but it seems that at least he was part of the compromise reached in the Ottoman 

political space. While Mehmed Efendi yearned for Sultan Mustafa II (who made the last 

“absolutist” attempt and failed), he also presented himself as an official serving the state and 

religion whose conduct was governed by Ottoman public law. Perhaps with the memory of the 

fate of his first master Sultan Mustafa II, Mehmed Efendi was interested in preserving order 

rather than aiming to change it through comprehensive reform. His examination of Peter and 

Russia downplayed the possibility of major change in the status of a state through the efforts of a 

reformist ruler taking the reins of government. Apparently, this is in sharp contrast with 

Müteferrika’s dream of the Ottoman state becoming a great power of the New Order era through 

comprehensive reforms being undertaken by an assertive sultan who would see its viability in 

Peter’s reforms. Mehmed Efendi seems to be interested in finding a place for himself in the 

system rather than changing it. He seems to benefit from this stance as he survived in 

government until his death in 1749 as the scribe of the Janissary Corps. 

            

 
1012 Mehmed Emni, Sefaretname, 53, 85. 
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5.4. Osman Efendi’s Ancient and Novel States 

 

           Şehdi Osman Efendi (d. 1769) accompanied Mehmed Emni Bey as his steward in the 

Ottoman delegation to Russia in 1740-1742. Almost twenty years later, he became the Ottoman 

ambassador and traveled to St. Petersburg to inform the Russian court of Sultan Mustafa III’s 

accession to the throne in 1757. Following the example of other Ottoman ambassadors in 

eighteenth century, Osman Efendi also wrote an account of his ambassadorship after his 

return.1013 Osman Efendi’s treatment of the political systems of the Sublime State and Russia in 

his report represents his constitutionalist views. He depicts Russia as a new state marked by 

absolutism with laws made by successive rulers since Peter I, firm state control over the 

country’s territory and movement of people. and an ordered and disciplined army. Yet he 

expresses his confidence in the ancient nature and superiority of the Sublime State with limited 

sultanic authority and its ancient laws.  The Janissaries of the Sublime State were old fashioned, 

but their bravery made them superior to the ordered and trained Russian soldiers. 

           Although Osman Efendi’s mission was to inform the Russian court about the 

enthronement of a new sultan, he never mentions the name of the sultan even after the sultan’s 

attributes. The praise Osman Efendi has for the sultan does not go beyond the symbolic role that 

the sultan plays as the titular head of the state and an intermediary role between God and the 

world, but a ruler who has resigned all his executive powers in running the government to his 

absolute representative grand vizier. Osman Efendi calls the sultan the one who sat hereditarily 

and deserving on the sublime throne that was the destiny of the Ottomans. The word “deserving” 

does not mean that the sultan earned it through a struggle or was granted it because of his 

 
1013 Şehdi Osman Efendi, Rusya Sefâretnâmesi: 1757-1758, ed. Türkan Polatcı (Ankara: Türk 
Tarih Kurumu, 2011). 
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personal attributes. According to the rule of seniority, the sultan deserved the throne simply 

because of being the oldest male member of the dynasty. Osman Efendi calls the sultan the king 

of the water and earth, the shah of the shahs of the prosperous quarter of the world, the sun 

which lights and warms the skies of justice, moonlight of the summit of the caliphate, the 

distinguished imam of the Ottoman dynasty, the title of the book of the kings, the shadow of God 

on earth, the caliph of God in the universe, the king of the kings of humankind, benefactor of the 

universe, majestic, grand, powerful, awe-inspiring our exalted king (padişah) and master. The 

grand vizier however is the connection between the secluded sultan in his palace and the subjects 

of the sultan and the main person running the government on the sultan’s behalf. Osman Efendi 

calls the grand vizier the absolute representative of the great king (vekil-i mutlak-ı şehriyar-ı 

azam), the embellisher of the post of the greatest ministry and the polisher of the highly 

decorated and raised seat of the greatest ministry. The grand vizier is the one who speaks the 

truth eloquently and the watchman over the subject community. Osman Efendi uses twin terms 

“tedbir” and “rey,” which indicated policy making and taking decisions in running the state 

apparatus for the grand vizier, not the sultan. Osman Efendi claims the grand vizier is like 

Asaph, the vizier of King Solomon, in his measures (tedbir) and Aristotle in his good judgment 

(rey). He is also the order of the realm, a reference to the great vizier of Seljuks, and the 

embellisher of the domains. Osman Efendi also seems to be more generous for the grand vizier 

in the personal attributes he chose for him. He calls the grand vizier the one who unites in 

himself all the beautiful features and meanings, the one who has no equal among the highest 

people, the clement and peerless seal of nature, the one whose attributes have no match, the 

faithful aperture of grace, illustrious, gracious, shrewd, merciful, benefactor of blessings, our 

exalted master. Osman Efendi states that the grand vizier appointed (tayin) him as an official 
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(memur) to carry the letters of the sultan and grand vizier, which were separate, to the Russian 

empress.1014 The grand vizier was also the person Osman Efendi remained in contact with as he 

travelled towards the Ottoman-Russian border to finalize the procedures of ambassador exchange 

as well as when he wanted to learn of the opinion of the Sublime State during his stay in Russia.  

        Osman Efendi’s reference to the “state” did not include its “Ottoman” character but 

stressed its “sublime,” “eternal” and ancient “ancient” nature. He uses the Sublime State with 

attributes claiming it will reach to eternity (ebed peyvend, ebediyyul istimrar) and classifies it as 

an ancient (kadim) state. Osman Efendi’s main aim during his mission was to maintain the glory 

of this “sublime” and “eternal” state and avoid any acts that would cause a decline in the glory of 

the state. He also used the twin concept of the religion and state and saw his duty to preserve the 

honor of the religion and the state.  While Osman Efendi was in service of the grand vizier and 

sultan through the grand vizier, he perceived his ultimate service (as well as the service of the 

grand vizier and the sultan) to be to the state whose glory must be maintained. When he was 

pressed by the Russians to use titles of praise for the empress that was not included in the letter 

of the sultan, he proclaimed that this would cause a change in the content of the letter, which 

would be a violation and delegitimization of the signs of the glory and greatness of the Sublime 

State.1015 Osman Efendi also accepted that he should not cause any harm to the glory of the 

Russian State (Devlet-i Rusiyye) and expected his Russian counterparts to speak a common 

language of the state (devlet lisani).1016 This led to the question of who would determine the 

“vocabulary” and “grammar” of this common language of state. The language Osman Efendi 

spoke was the language of an ancient (kadim) state. He emphasized the ancient nature of the 

 
1014 Ibid, 19-21. 
1015 Ibid., 36. 
1016 Ibid., 66. 
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Sublime State and the unchangeable nature of sharia and ancient laws (kanun-ı kadim), which he 

must abide by in order to protect the glory of the state as well as protect himself from the 

punishment of God on the Day of Judgment. The Russians however changed the language of 

their state into a new one, a development hinted by Mehmed Emni Efendi earlier as the change 

of dialect of Russia into a European dialect by Peter I. Osman Efendi noted this change and saw 

the Russian State as an “innovation” and not ancient (devlet-i muhdes). He claimed that starting 

with Peter I, the Russian state was formed (suret verdikleri) with a new mode (vetire-i cedide) 

according to the rules (kavaid) and customs (rusum) invented (ihtira) by Peter I and added to 

(zamm) by his successors. He claimed that the Russians used the Ottoman laws (kavanin), which 

they learned from Greek renegade Yorgaki as well as the European laws as a model in their new 

state formation.1017  

Yet the strong Ottoman element Osman Efendi claimed to exist in Russian laws did not 

convince him to follow them as he still considered the Russian laws a violation of the ancient 

laws. Osman Efendi protested that the Russians wanted him to follow these new rules instead of 

the ancient laws (kanun-ı kadim). When the Russians accused him of using sharia and ancient 

laws as an excuse to resist their procedural demands, Osman Efendi gave the example of the 

embassy of Mehmed Emni Efendi, which he attended as a steward. He requested to act according 

to those rules that he deemed compliant with the sharia and ancient laws. He challenged the 

Russians to examine their records from that time to learn the ancient laws. Osman Efendi 

accused the Russians of trying to increase the glory of their state by forcing him to follow their 

new practices and told them that a glory gained through force would not be a real one. The 

answer of the Russians revealed the clash between two different languages of state and left 

 
1017 Ibid., 39. 
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Osman Efendi shocked. The Russians proclaimed, “Who observes the old rules now? Our state 

now is not the old one. Is there a state like ours in the arena of states?” In response, Osman 

Efendi sought to support his position and prevent acting against the consent of the Sublime State 

by dispatching a messenger to the grand vizier who would confirm the need to conform to the 

ancient laws. However, this was also impossible because of the new Russian laws that requested 

Osman Efendi write a petition for his messenger’s travel permit. Osman Efendi considered this a 

violation of the ancient laws and noted that during the embassy of Mehmed Emni Efendi, the 

Ottoman ambassador was not required to write a petition to the Russian State—this would  

reduce him to the status of a resident ambassador and harm the glory of the Sublime State.1018 

Unable to send a messenger, Osman Efendi resisted Russian demands of using new titles for the 

empress but also accepted the empress’ demands of spending more time in St. Petersburg and 

visiting the places she liked. 

         Osman Efendi noted an outstanding feature of the new Russian state. It was the control 

the state had over its territories and movement of people. This feature of the Russian state 

presented a sharp contrast to the Sublime State, “left in a distance of three months” and only to 

be found in the capital Istanbul as mentioned in Numan Efendi’s treatise. It also echoes Mustafa 

Efendi’s point about Austrian officials’ attention to the protection of the borders to ensure the 

obedience of soldiers. Osman Efendi’s observation is perhaps the earliest Ottoman account of 

“Russian absolutism” that goes beyond examining “absolutism” as the accumulation of power in 

the hands of a strong ruler with legislative authority and conceives it as the state’s firm control 

over its territories and people in addition to the former.1019 Osman Efendi saw the Russian state’s 

 
1018 Ibid., 36-38. 
1019 Kahraman Şakul’s dissertation has a section titled “Russian absolutism as viewed by the 
Ottomans” in which he starts with equating the “police state” with “absolutism.” According to 
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control over its territories and subjects as the reason behind the complete obedience (inkiyad) of 

the Russian soldiers and subjects despite enduring all kinds of suffering (enva-i eza). Their 

dominions were guarded (mahfuz) to the very utmost limit and all their routes and places of 

passage were firm (muhkem) and protected (mahrus). No one could leave his designated place 

without a travel permit even to a one-hour distance let alone to the frontiers, something that 

prevented Osman Efendi from sending his messenger to Istanbul because he refused to submit a 

petition. Osman Efendi also noted the fiscal element of this control in comparing the estates of 

Russian nobles to Ottoman fiefs (timar) with a key difference being that Russian peasants were 

the slaves (abd-i memluk) of the nobles and their movement was dependent on the permission of 

their owners. He also highlights that the Russian nobles were not making a lump-sum payment 

(muaccele) to the state to keep their estates after the death of their father, which was a 

requirement for the children of the Ottoman life-time tax farm holders. The little earnings of the 

peasants disappeared, as they had to make payments to the state for many things such as passing 

 
Şakul “A police state in the late 18th century was qualified by the efficient means of social 
control and mobilization of resources. These means included the control of violence by a fulltime 
professional army as well as the control of taxation by a rational and extensive bureaucracy.” 
Kahraman Şakul, “An Ottoman Global Moment: War of Second Coalition in the Levant” (PhD 
diss. Georgetown University, 2009), 30. Şakul’s only secondary source for Russian absolutism is 
Mark Raef’s Well-Ordered Police State. While examining Osman Efendi, Şakul reduces Osman 
Efendi’s description of “Russian absolutism” into his acknowledgement of the discipline of 
Russian soldiers but misses the uniqueness in Osman Efendi’s account in recognizing and 
naming Russia as a new state (devlet-i muhdes) that established control its territories and people. 
Şakul mistakenly names Mehmed Emni Efendi among the Ottomans who had a view about 
Russian absolutism. Although Mehmed Emni Efendi observed “the change in the dialect” of the 
Russians under the Peter, he did not explicitly discuss the new Russian state formation as Osman 
Efendi. His observations were limited to the training and order of the Russian army. Şakul’s 
another mistake is treating the eighteenth and early nineteenth century Ottoman literature on 
Russia as a single entity and missing the break Ottoman-Russian War of 1768-1774 represents. 
Şakul claims that those who had a firsthand account of Russia were more radical reformers. This 
does not fit to the reality before 1768. Neither Mehmed Emni Efendi nor Osman Efendi proposed 
reform. Instead, they downplayed the strength of Russia and saw the Sublime State superior and 
defended the continuation of old Ottoman order.  
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a bridge, taking a boat or passing customs to be found at every road crossing. Osman Efendi 

noted that due to the control of the state over its territory and people, this obedience was possible 

although the Russians were assured (emin) of their life and property in the nineteen-year reign of 

the empress. The empress, characterized by gentleness and beauty, took an oath and pledged 

security of life and property and did not let even the nose of a single subject of hers bleed.1020 

Although the Russian soldiers and subjects knew that they would not be executed due to their 

misconduct, they remained obedient (muti) and docile (munkad) to their officers with great 

submissiveness (inkiyad-i azime).1021 Osman Efendi also notes a “secular” attitude among 

Russian soldiers under which obedience was still possible. He claims that Russian soldiers are 

more observant in glorifying their state with works of evil and hiding state secrets - apparently a 

derogatory reference to the reasons of state - than observing the requirements of their religion. 

He gives an example of the perfect obedience of Russian soldiers who are equal to the rank of 

Ottoman Janissaries. If a Russian soldier is assigned as a guard to a building like a janissary is 

assigned for an embassy, he will not leave his place of duty even if there is a fire in the building 

unless his officer gives him permission to do so. It does not matter how many soldiers there are 

 
1020 This is indeed an accurate picture of Empress Elizabeth Petronova. See Tamara Talbot Rice, 
Elizabeth: Empress of Russia (New York and Washington: Praeger Publishers, 1970), 150. 
Kahraman Şakul makes a mistake and claims that the empress whom Osman Efendi referred to 
was Catherine II. This was not possible because Elizabeth was in power during Osman Efendi’s 
visit and also Osman Efendi states that this was the practice of the empress during the nineteen 
years of her reign. Şakul, An Ottoman Global Moment, 33. 
1021 Şehdi Osman Efendi, Rusya Sefâretnâmesi, 54-55. Şakul claims that Osman Efendi makes a 
connection between “the rule of law,” which is the term Şakul uses for security of person and 
possession, and obedience. Şakul, An Ottoman Global Moment, 33. Sakul is mistaken about the 
connection Osman Efendi made. As stated above, Osman Efendi sees the root of obedience in 
the state’s control over its territories and movement of people. Osman Efendi’s reference to 
security of life and property was a point to support his observation about the state’s firm control, 
as the Russians could not disobey even when they were unsure of their lives.   
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in the building, all of them will burn with the building unless their officer allows them to 

leave.1022 

           Osman Efendi’s observations about the Russian army and the terminology he uses to 

describe it is a continuation of the Ottoman political writing that examined the emergence of 

military sciences and ordered armies starting with the political treatise on the dialogue between 

the Christian and Muslim officer and followed by İbrahim Müteferrika’s Usulu’l Hikem. While 

employing the same themes as Müteferrika while providing a firsthand account of the discipline 

and order in the Russian army, Osman Efendi’s distinguishes himself from Müteferrika through 

his continued confidence in the old-style Ottoman army and his belief in bravery and the help of 

God over tactics and training. Osman Efendi notes that there are two grand buildings in 

Petersburg for the teaching (talim) and learning (taallüm) of the sciences of ground and naval 

warfare respectively.1023 Students are taken as little children and taught until the age of sixteen 

on the matters of warfare. Then they are assigned to battalions and fortresses as officers. Osman 

Efendi points out the great attention the Russian administration paid to the teaching and learning 

of military sciences. According to him, this was the primary focus of tsarina, generals, and all 

officers of rank as well as a source of pride for them.  

Russians were proud of their military and wanted to show their prowess to Osman 

Efendi. They organized a military training for him at the square of military schools in the 

presence of royal family and nobility. Osman Efendi recounts an encounter during the training 

between a janissary and Russian soldiers to show the contrast between the Russian and Ottoman 

 
1022 Şehdi Osman Efendi, Rusya Sefâretnâmesi, 55. 
1023 “Talim” means a teaching, instruction as well as exercise, practice and drill. Because here it 
is used in the context of military schools, I am translating it as teaching. However, it also 
encompasses the exercises and drills made as part of that teaching. It is the same word used 
above in other political writings to describe the military training. Ibid. 53. 
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soldiers, similar to the encounter reported by Numan Efendi, but to also prove the bravery of the 

Ottoman Janissaries and the help of God for them. The Russians asked Osman Efendi to send his 

attendants to observe the Ottomans and show their military sciences (fünun-ı harbiyye). Osman 

Efendi sent his attendants under the supervision of his Treasurer. The heir apparent of the Polish 

throne at the training saw Hacı İbrahim, who was the tenth pitcher and baggage muleteer of 

Osman Efendi, in his janissary attire with his chest open. Heir apparent overlooked Hacı İbrahim 

and began to praise Russian soldiers by mentioning their lines; “strange” moves (military 

maneuvers) and works in firearms. Hacı İbrahim in his response downplayed the military tactics, 

which he called a game that could be overcome with force, and military sciences, and expressed 

his pride in using a sabre against ordered enemy lines. To make a joke, the heir apparent ordered 

his artilleryman to fire on the open chest of Hacı İbrahim with a ball made of rag and rope. 

Without knowing it was not a real ball, Hacı İbrahim caught the ball in the air and showed his 

bravery.1024 Osman Efendi presents this as a great response to the haughtiness, arrogance, and 

superiority claims of the Russians that highlights divine help and the bravery of an Ottoman 

janissary. Osman Effendi recounts another example of his retinue’s bravery in a Cossack attack 

on their mansion where only seven Ottomans pushed back hundred and fifty Cossack 

irregulars.1025 His last example to make the case for bravery and the sabre over firearms and 

ordered troops is from the Battle of Zorndorf, which took place between the army of the king of 

Brandenburg (Frederick the Great) and the Russian army under the command of Count William 

Former on 25 August 1758. The Russians claimed victory and came to Osman Efendi to show 

their pride. As always, Osman Efendi was skeptical about the Russian claims and he sought 

information from non-Russian sources. He was relieved to hear from the Georgians he met in 

 
1024 Ibid. 54. 
1025 Ibid., 64-65. 
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Moscow on his journey back that the Russians lost the battle due to the bravery of the king of 

Brandenburg. The king got tired of using artillery and muskets and ordered his troops to face the 

enemy with sabers because he believed that the use of sabers was the only way to ultimate 

victory. Osman Efendi claims that the Brandenburg army overcame the battalions of the Russian 

army in this manner thanks to divine decree.1026 What Osman Efendi does not mention in this 

account is the bravery and steadfastness of Russian soldiers who remained on the battleground 

even under the direct assault of Prussian cavalry. Although Frederick presented the battle as a 

victory, the Russian side remained on the field and continued to battle. Osman Efendi also 

neglects to mention the tactical prowess of Frederick rather than use of pure force as it would 

contradict his earlier claim that force and bravery are superior to tactics and technology. 

Frederick’s famous oblique order did not work at the Battle of Zorndorg because of the swamps 

in the area. The reality is that the king of Brandenburg believed in the usefulness of his tactics as 

well as force and bravery. Written in 1758, a year before the Battle of Kunersdorf, Osman 

Efendi’s account does not mention Frederick’s devastating defeat against the Russians in which 

the king of Brandenburg’s tactic of a direct cavalry charge on the Russian army did not work. 

Instead, while writing on Russia, Osman Efendi makes a case for the ancient Ottoman military 

tactics based on cavalry charges in an open field. 

         Osman Efendi’s observations were not limited to the new state formation he observed in 

Russia but also cover the developments in the entire country in comparison to his previous visit. 

He highlights the newly introduced things, sciences, industries, and inventions during his 

ambassadorship in Russia. When he was asked to make a comparison of the St. Petersburg of the 

past and present by the Russians, Osman Efendi conceded that the city had grown and became 

 
1026 Ibid., 56-58. 
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much more embellished than previously, mainly due to the newly introduced and invented Frank 

(European) industries and strange buildings.1027 He observes the industrial development of 

Russia and recounts his visit to an arms factory in Toula.1028 At this factory, he mentions that he 

saw muskets, pistols, matches, and other instruments of steel being produced as part of new 

industries (sanayi-i cedide). He notes that the factory ran with the power of water mills, which 

made its operations very easy. It enabled yearly production of one hundred and fifty thousand 

muskets.1029 He visited the dockyards of Kronstadt and Petersburg where he was surprised by the 

pools, which he calls “invented strange arts” (san’at-i acibetul ihtira). Osman Efendi estimates 

that this must have enormous costs but accepts that these costs should be lower than the costs 

that would be incurred if the ships perished. He also witnessed launching new galleons from the 

pools in the dockyards. Osman Efendi states that Muscovites are not as skilled as other countries 

in the science of seas (derya fenninde), but he still notes their efforts in naval affairs. Osman 

Efendi thinks that some of these efforts are a waste of money and resources simply to imitate 

other powers. He points out the voyages of the Russian navy across the oceans, their connection 

 
1027 Ibid., 34-35. “Müceddeden ihdas ve ihtira itdikleri sanayi’i frengiyye ile ebniye-i 
acibelerinden halet-i ulasından çok mertebe müzeyyen ve vasi olmağın.” (Bolds belong to me). 
1028 Ibid., 60. 
1029 He was also given a tour to a library and printing press, which was a three-floor building 
with more than hundred rooms in Petersburg. He notes that every room was full of uncountable 
and immeasurable number of printing tools and many people. He asked to his guide Yorgaki 
whether it is not a waste of resources to have so many tools and people. He was surprised to hear 
that this printing press was not useless and a great source of revenue for the Treasury and a 
means of paying the wages of two thousand workers employed in it. Moreover, Yorgaki 
maintained that this art was very useful and necessary for the state. Osman Efendi then visited 
the museum next to the printing press, which he calls “a house of strangeness” (acayibhane) 
where he has seen many eccentric creations, strange things, depictions of various kinds of rare 
human beings and animals, examples from the attires and arms of every country. Ibid., 48. When 
Şehdi Osman Efendi was writing his report, the first printing press in Arabic letters had been 
closed for more than ten years, after the death of İbrahim Müteferrika. Osman Efendi might have 
been surprised by the extent of Russian printing press but the fact that he noted his encounter 
avidly by mentioning Russians saw benefit for state in printing press shows that at least he 
wanted to bring this matter into discussion among the Ottoman circles. 
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with the New World and how Russians built a dockyard to build new ships even as far 

Kamchatka on the border of China. He mentions how Russians reached Kamchatka on sledges 

run by dogs and deer despite the extreme cold of Russia. Osman Efendi had mixed feelings 

towards the reports he heard in St Petersburg. He saw Russian activities as being a result of their 

greed, but the tone of his description suggests he admired how the Russians undertook such 

difficult tasks. Despite all the display of the recent developments and innovations, the Russians 

Osman Efendi was unimpressed as he claimed that the Russians were living in great pain and 

suffering under extreme poverty and severe winter conditions as slaves simply waiting for their 

death.1030  

          Şehdi Osman Efendi might be the only Ottoman official who had a chance to visit St. 

Petersburg twice and have a firsthand account of Russia in the eighteenth century. He observed 

the transformation of Russia, but his constitutionalist concerns led him to defend the ancient 

nature of the Sublime State and present the new Russian state not as a desirable model for his 

readers. Russia was a place where the rulers were making laws and forming a new state as 

opposed to the Sublime State, which attained an eternal nature with its “unchangeable” sharia 

and ancient laws. The “absolutist” Russian state attained firm control over its territory and 

subjects and had an ordered army, but this came at the cost of slavery and extreme poverty 

intensified by the state’s desire to take the little earnings of the peasants in various forms. 

According to Osman Efendi, the ordered Russian army was not a match for the brave Ottoman 

Janissaries who had divine help on their side. Looking at Osman Efendi’s account, Ottoman 

readers would perhaps question why the Sublime State, which was located at “the most 

 
1030 Ibid., 55. 
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prosperous quarter of the world”, would dispose of its ancient state and laws, and make its 

subjects endure an eternal suffering like the Russians. 

 

5.5. Ahmed Resmi Efendi’s Steady vs Innovating States 

 

        Similar to Şehdi Osman Efendi’s ambassadorial duty, Ahmed Resmi Efendi was sent to 

Vienna in 1757 as the ambassador to inform the Habsburgs about Sultan Mustafa III’s accession 

to the throne. In 1763, he was also sent to Prussia as the Ottoman ambassador to discuss a 

defensive alliance between Prussia and the Ottoman Empire. Ahmed Resmi was a member of the 

civil officialdom of the Sublime State. He was a protégé and son in law of Tavukcubaşı Mustafa 

Efendi, who visited Vienna as the Ottoman ambassador in 1730 and later became Ottoman 

foreign minister.1031 His second patron was the grand vizier Koca Ragıb Pasha. Ahmed Resmi 

paid his debt to his patrons as well as to the class of Ottoman civil officials in the books of 

biographies he wrote for Ottoman foreign ministers and chief eunuchs, which is a sign of the 

importance of this class in the Sublime State. Following the tradition of eighteenth-century 

Ottoman ambassadors, Ahmed Resmi Efendi also wrote accounts of his ambassadorships.1032 He 

saw his duty during his appointment as part of showing the glory as the distinguishing mark of 

the Caliphate and making the greatness of the House of Islam known, which was also 

 
1031 For the biography and works of Ahmed Resmi see Virginia H. Aksan, “Ahmed b. İbrahim 
(Resmi, Giridi)” https://ottomanhistorians.uchicago.edu/en/historian/ahmed-b-İbrahim-resmi-
giridi  
1032 Ahmed Resmi, Viyana Sefaretnamesi, (İstanbul: Matbaa-i Ebüzzıya, 1887). and 
Idem., Sefaretname-i Ahmed Resmi (İstanbul: Matbaa-i Ebüzzıya, 1886). Virginia Aksan 
published a book giving an account of Ahmed Resmi Efendi’s life and career. It includes detailed 
summaries of his embassy reports. Here I will be examining in Ahmed Resmi’s views based on 
his own writings as it is related to my previous discussion of Ottoman political thought rather 
than attempting to give a full account of his views and activities. Virginia H. Aksan, An Ottoman 
Statesman in War and Peace: Ahmed Resmi Efendi, 1700-1783 (Brill, 1995). 
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represented in the excellence of the gifts he carried. He also shared the belief in the duty of 

serving the state and religion.1033 In contrast to earlier ambassadorial reports, Ahmed Resmi used 

very short and simple attributes for the sultan and grand vizier such as great, majestic, and 

powerful found only at the end of the addressing sections of previous reports. He also called the 

sultan the possessor of power (sahib-i devlet) by using the homonym of the state (devlet) but this 

did not suggest that sultan was the owner of the state because Ahmed Resmi called the state he 

served Sublime State (Devlet-i Aliyye), not simply a state.1034 

       Virginia Aksan interprets Ahmed Resmi as an early voice for reform who paved the way 

for the ideas of the New Order era reformers who emerged after 1792.1035 Yet a close reading of 

his embassy reports shows that prior to 1768—i.e., the start of the Ottoman-Russian War—and 

his firsthand observations of defeats the Ottoman army suffered, Ahmed Resmi aimed to 

preserve the old order. Similar to Osman Efendi, he focuses on the theme of a new state 

formation under Frederick II but for Ahmed Resmi, this was against the nature of times and 

something to be avoided. Ahmed Resmi was another constitutionalist who believed in the 

dangers of the accumulation of the power in the hands of the king and used Brandenburg and 

Frederick II as an example to show the destructive results of powerful monarchs. 

         Ahmed Resmi talked about the history and political institutions of the Holy Roman 

Empire. He noted the political division in the Holy Roman Empire, but in line with his 

constitutionalist views, admiringly emphasized how they respect their “sharia” and kanun.1036 

Echoing his father-in-law Mustafa Efendi, he saw Austria as a small country with little resources. 

This led Austria to cut spending, regulate trade, and impose high taxes, which resulted in 

 
1033 Ahmed Resmi, Sefaretname, 9. 
1034 Ahmed Resmi, Viyana, 11. 
1035 Aksan, An Ottoman Statesman, Chapter IV. 
1036 Ahmed Resmi, Viyana, 24. 
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scarcity, increased prices of goods, and high cost of living. Ahmed Resmi claimed that 

abundance and richness is a privilege of the Sublime State. As a result, he did not see Austria as 

a serious threat for the Sublime State.1037 He pointed out that the division in the Holy Roman 

Empire intensified when Charles VI died without leaving a male heir. Brandenburg’s 

assertiveness under Frederick the Great, who had a personal grudge against Maria Theresa, 

whom Charles VI did not marry to Frederick II due to rumors about his homosexuality, thereby 

preventing him from becoming the Holy Roman emperor, was an existential threat to Austria.1038  

Ahmed Resmi’s embassy in Vienna coincided with the Prussian attack on Austria. He 

witnessed the fear and war preparations in Vienna against the imminent threat of Prussia, which 

he calls Brandenburg, and paid more attention to Brandenburg than Austria.1039 He saw 

Brandenburg under Frederick as a new and innovating state (devlet-i müstecidde) as opposed to 

the firmly established stable steady state (devlet-i mustekirra). Austria and the Sublime State of 

Eternal Stability (Devlet-i Aliyye-i Ebediyyul Karar) fell into the second category.1040 A new 

state was characterized by an emergent founding father (sahib-i zuhur) who attempted to 

establish his kingdom through force and engage in conquest. This led Ahmed Resmi to examine 

Frederick II, whom he calls the king of Brandenburg closely.1041 According to Ahmed Resmi, 

Frederick II’s singular focus was to expand his domains and become the emperor of the Holy 

Roman Empire. He exerted himself day and night with many tricks (hile) for training (terbiye) as 

 
1037 Ibid., 28-31. 
1038 Ibid., 25-27. The word Ahmed Resmi uses for homosexuality is “livatran,” literally sodomy. 
1039 Ibid., 32. 
1040 Ibid., 30, 32-33. Prussia’s elevation into a kingdom happened in 1700 which apparently did 
not impress Ahmed Resmi. The Hohenzollerns lacked the prestige and status the Habsburgs 
enjoyed. They “remained second class participants of in the dynastic marriage market.” Their 
ability to make appointments was limited whereas Habsburg emperors had large powers of 
ennobling. Wilson, Heart of Europe, 474. 
1041 For a portrait of Frederick as Enlightenment military thinker and leader see Starkey, War in 
the Age of Enlightenment, 45-49. 
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well as operating and administering his soldiers. Frederick II was an active soldier and 

commander, circulating in the fields, causing bloody battles and deaths. Austria as a stable state 

was on the defense against Brandenburg. It seems that Ahmed Resmi wrote his report before the 

Battle of Rossbach, during which the French army (supported by Austria) was defeated by 

Prussia, because he claims that Russia and France were watching from afar and not willing to 

sacrifice their soldiers for Austria. If the Queen’s fortunes overturned, France and Russia would 

seize the opportunity to take the suitable lands near them. He also states that Brandenburg had an 

upper hand on the battlefield.1042  

Ahmed Resmi’s views about the chances of a renewing state over a stable state, however, 

differ in his two ambassadorial accounts, the first one from the time of the Seven Years War and 

the second one in the aftermath of the Seven Years war. Although Ahmed Resmi believed in the 

strength and durability of an old stable state, Brandenburg’s initial assertiveness and success led 

Resmi to use more cautious language about the success of renewing states. He claims, with 

reference to Ibn Khaldun’s Muqaddimah, a total victory of a state that renews and innovates 

(müstecidde) over the stable and firmly established state, would come with the passing of time 

and repetition of attacks. If Brandenburg’s advances became prolonged, then based on the rules 

proven by experience, its total victory over its enemies cannot be ruled out according to Resmi’s 

first report.1043  

It seems the formation of a large coalition against Brandenburg, a development Ahmed 

Resmi considered unlikely during the Seven Years War, and Brandenburg’s resultant failure 

altered his views as he rules out the possibility of success for a new state in his second report. He 

elaborates his view of the emergence of new conquering states under a dynastic founder, which 

 
1042 Ahmed Resmi, Viyana, 32-33. 
1043 Ibid., 33. 
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gains endurance and total victory according to history. Ahmed Resmi describes the times of great 

conquests of the past starting with the spread of Islam. He continues with a centurial explanation 

according to the Islamic calendar of the appearance of conquering states that survived after the 

initial expansion under a dynastic founder: in 500 (1106-1107) Seljuks penetrated Asia Minor 

and in 600 (1203-1204) the Kurds of the Ayyubids emerged. “The most notable” Ottoman State 

was established in 700 (1300-1301). The onslaught of Tamerlane of “full of violence and 

tyranny” (pür zor) came in 800 (1397-1398). Sultan Selim and Suleyman’s conquests’ and Shah 

Ismail’s overflowing and “debauchery” occurred in 900s (1494-1495). The era of conquests, 

however, came to an end after 950 (1543-1544) with divine wisdom. There was abatement in the 

appearance of a new, stable, and well-ordered state (devlet-i mustecidde-i mustemirre-i 

mumehhedi) under an emergent dynastic founder. Those who fell into the desire of appearing in 

person similar to Mir Uwais and Nader Shah had their domination and invasions last only twenty 

to thirty years. Their achievements and success did not exceed and transit their personhood. 

Frederick II, the king of Brandenburg, was neglectful and unmindful of this secret and thought 

that a solid formation will take place with his pure measures, planning (tedbir), and endeavor. 

According to Resmi, despite Frederick II’s desire to invade Germany and Europe, he only 

managed to occupy Silesia, which was equal to Brandenburg, Frederick’s ancient land where he 

made his living, in being distinguished and bringing profits. It was impossible to change the 

nature of the times, which was the manifestation of God’s preordination. Ahmed Resmi also adds 

to this the balance (muvazene) and contention between the Christian states’ as even states that are 

archenemies would come together to balance and restrict an emergent ruler like Frederick. 

Frederick II’s neglect of the nature of his times and interstate dynamics caused large-scale 

destruction and devastation in German lands, the death of innumerable soldiers, and the ruin of 
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kings’ treasuries in vain. Frederick was able to keep Silesia and avoid total destruction only 

thanks to the enthronement of a friendly Prussian tsar, but Ahmed Resmi considers the matter of 

Silesia unresolved because it is a significant piece of land, impossible to fully integrate under 

Frederick II’s territory, and calls it a problem with no cure. He deems it possible for 

Brandenburg to lose Silesia as Frederick II’s initial occupation and desire for expansion is 

against the nature of times.1044 

Ahmed Resmi devoted a section at the end of his report to Frederick II’s personality, 

leadership, and efforts to create a strong army.1045 Virginia Aksan claims that Ahmed Resmi was 

impressed by the quality of Frederick’s leadership and he knew that drawing a picture his 

personal characteristics in Ottoman literature, which was dominated by the characteristics of 

ideal statesmen rather than the sultan, would lead to a comparison between the two.1046 Although 

Aksan finds it “unquestionable” that Frederick II’s leadership impressed Ahmed Resmi, his 

depiction of Frederick II in the section on Silesia as acting against the nature of times and 

causing unnecessary destruction, as well as his treatment of Frederick’s characteristics and 

leadership in a separate section suggests the opposite. Indeed, Ahmed Resmi intended to offer a 

different picture to show the negative consequences of accumulation of power in the hands of a 

single ruler, which stood in contrast to the Ottoman polity dominated by the servants of the 

Sublime State and limited sultanic authority. Resmi was not, however, in admiration of 

Frederick’s form of leadership. This was perhaps a message to Sultan Mustafa III who 

complained about the state being taken over by the “vulgar public”—i.e.is the members of civil 

 
1044 Ahmed Resmi, Sefaretname, 38-43, 66-67. 
1045 Ibid., 55-64. A summary of this section can also be found in Aksan, An Ottoman Statesman, 
91-97.  
1046 Virginia H. Aksan, An Ottoman Portrait of Frederick the Great, Oriente Moderno 79, no.1 
(1999): 203-15. 
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officialdom—and proclaimed his resignation from saving the world but also admired Frederick 

and sought an alliance with him. Mustafa III could not even accord a defensive treaty with 

Frederick because he could not overcome the opposition of his grand vizier Koca Ragıb Pasha, 

evidence of the veracity of the sultan’s complaint about lacking power. 

According to Ahmed Resmi’s portrait, Frederick II was familiar with sciences (fünun) 

and history. He studied the mode of conduct and works of self-made and newly emerged rulers 

(sahib-i zuhur) such as Alexander and Tamerlane.1047 He emulated their stratagems and measures 

(tedabir) and appeared in the field of combat and warfare.1048 Ahmed Resmi’s examination of 

the nature of times above makes these two features of Frederick hardly positive or impressive for 

him. Frederick’s fascination with emergent rulers would only be a source of his “negligence” 

about the nature of times and being stuck in something left in the pages of history books rather 

than catching up with the need of times. Having called Tamerlane “full of force” (pür-zor) 

previously, echoing Numan Efendi’s depiction of Nader Shah as a tyrant (zorba) in particular, 

Frederick’s imitation of Tamerlane would be an example of exercising pure force and 

oppression. In fact, by presenting Frederick II’s new state and dreams of conquest as doomed to 

fail right after Nader Shah and comparing him to the Shah, Ahmed Resmi aims to show to his 

Ottoman readers the dangers of the type of rulership represented by Frederick II and Nader Shah 

which further strengthen his belief in the stability of old states. Ahmed Resmi would not be 

impressed with the measures (tedbir) of Frederick as he accuses Frederick of having false belief 

that pure measures and planning were capable of changing the nature of the times and God’s 

preordination.  

 
1047Ahmed Resmi, Sefaretname, 55.  
1048 Ahmed Resmi’s description of Frederick as a military thinker who connects the theory with 
practice is accurate. See Starkey, War in the Age of Enlightenment. 
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In addition to mentioning the rumors about Frederick’s homosexuality earlier, Ahmed 

Resmi claims that Frederick was not occupied with family and children or religiosity and 

sectarian adherence. Rather, he devoted himself to conquest and expanding his domains.1049 This 

could hardly be a feature that would impress Ahmed Resmi or his Ottoman audience, which 

embraced the idea of service to the twin concept of religion and the state—the latter including its 

officials such as Ahmed Resmi, who were keen to display their religiosity and regular 

observance of prayers even in distant lands in the reports they wrote. Indeed, Ahmed Resmi’s 

appreciation of the religious practices of the Prussian society was due to his observation of lack 

of “idols” in their churches whereas the Austrians expected help from their “idols” against the 

attack of Frederick II. Considering Ahmed Resmi’s view of impossibility of expanding the 

domains of a state perpetually after the year 950 (after the Hijrah), Frederick II’s behavior would 

be seen as producing neither worldly nor eternal benefits. Ahmed Resmi appreciated Frederick’s 

talent in writing prose, but the example he gives is still in line with his general negative 

characterization of Frederick. The king’s response to his philosopher friend who advised 

“moderation” (itidal) and peace was a defense of being excessive, which fits with Ahmed 

Resmi’s general negative description of Frederick as being excessive in everything from his 

personal life to his impossible ambitions.1050   

Ahmed Resmi’s depiction of Frederick II’s rulership as one that results in oppression and 

destruction due to his personal ambitions is also far from the Ottoman ideals and suggests what 

would happen if the power is accumulated at the hands of the king alone. He notes how the 

coalition against Frederick II during the Seven Years War forced him to spend all his energy in 

preserving Silesia. This caused him to raise more soldiers than his lands could bear. And 

 
1049 Ahmed Resmi, Sefaretname, 55. 
1050 Ibid., 61-64. 



 466 

whenever he saw wealth accumulated at the hands of a person, Frederick II would take it with 

the condition that the person’s his account would be balanced on the Day of Judgment. Resmi 

notes that Frederick occasionally returned what he took but he mostly neglected and disregarded 

his subjects. His wars led his lands to be trampled upon and oppressed (paymal).1051 Ahmed 

Resmi’s account of Frederick’s treatment of his commanders and notables, as well as soldiers 

reveals a deep contrast—i.e., a favorable treatment of the former and oppression of the latter. 

Frederick II showed great respect and generosity to his commanders and people of rank and gave 

them independence after appointing them to a position though he needed advice and 

reminders.1052 The injured and retired among the notables and people of rank were given benefits 

and accommodation. The children of the deceased officers were taken under state care and raised 

in the military academies where they were instructed in war. Ahmed Resmi notes that the 

uniforms of the officers would differentiate them and that these uniforms helped officers gain the 

respect of their soldiers.1053 Ahmed Resmi, however, does not mention that Frederick would also 

humiliate his officers in front of their inferiors. His portrayal of Frederick’s good treatment of his 

officers and recognition of their independence is perhaps to make a case for the good treatment 

of the officers and officials of the Sublime State, as he was one of them. Another reason would 

be Frederick II’s need to keep his commanders on his side after causing so much destruction by 

giving them retirement benefits, healthcare, and guaranteeing the future of their children.  

 
1051 Ibid., 61, 66-67. 
1052 Ahmed Resmi’s account of Frederick’s relationship with his commanders is not fully 
accurate. For Frederick’s instructions and letters to his commanders see Starkey, War in the Age 
of Enlightenment. Ahmed Resmi does not mention that Frederick would also humiliate his 
officers in front of their inferiors. Christopher Duffy, The Army of Frederick the Great. Vol. 1 
(David & Charles, 1974), 36-37. 
1053 Ahmed Resmi, Sefaretname, 56-57. 
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Ahmed Resmi’s account of the condition of the Prussian army shows both the continued 

Ottoman attention to order in European armies and the severe human costs endured to attain it.  

He discusses the military drills, formation in lines, and volley fire in his account as he describes 

how in certain times, soldiers gather in the city centers and squares where three hundred of them 

load their muskets and fire together. Soldiers are taught (talim) and trained (terbiye) not to 

disrupt the order (nizam) of the lines while standing or attacking. Writing more than thirty years 

after his father in law Tavukcubaşı Mustafa Efendi, Ahmed Resmi also recognizes the role of the 

officers in creating discipline in the Prussian army as well as the extremely poor condition of the 

soldiers who are under total subjugation that he deems to be worse than slaves/prisoners of 

war.1054 While authors like İbrahim Müteferrika saw tolerance as one of the reasons of the 

disappearance of order from Ottoman army, Ahmed Resmi observes that there is no room for 

tolerance (musamaha) for fleeing soldiers in Prussia. Prussians would catch and submit the 

fugitive to his regiment and punish them severely.1055  

 
1054 Ibid., 59. “Officers are moving their soldiers from fortress to fortress, station to station. 
Soldiers are given one piece of bread only enough to keep them alive and utilized day and night 
with their muskets at hand, loads on their back and cartridge belts on their belly, under 
subjugation (kahr) worse than the slaves/prisoners of war (esir).  A standard bearer holds a pike 
at his hands and makes the soldiers move in front of him and soldiers could not resist to his 
orders given by signs in any ways whatsoever. Soldiers are assigned to houses where they work 
for the house owners in return for provisions enough for their subsistence. They could work two 
days if they have a skill and if not, they work in the gardens as diggers or woodcutters.” 
Kaunitz had a similar observation of Prussia. He viewed the “militarization of society” as “the 
greatest slavery and atrocity, and makes the Prussian regime so repulsive” but he could not 
prevent Austria from following the same model when it adopted “canton recruitment.” Rady, The 
Habsburgs, 187-188. 
1055 Ibid., 60. “Flight of soldiers is prevented with continuous inspection and severe punishments. 
Corporals inspect the soldiers every two hours with their registry books at hand regardless of 
whether the soldiers are stationed somewhere or having leisure.  So, if a soldier fled and 
disappeared it would become apparent. If there is a flight, artillery fire is made from a fortress 
and it is made known.” “Thirty-forty of his comrades gather with unbreakable sticks at hand and 
undress upper part of his body. They put a bullet into his mouth, which he was to keep and not to 
scream with pain or asking mercy. Caught fugitive runs among his comrades and they hit him 
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While painting a negative portrait of Frederick II and comparing him to Nader Shah and 

Tamerlane in his use of force and causing oppression, Ahmed Resmi falls short of calling him a 

“tyrant” (zorba) outright. This is perhaps due to retain a form of legitimacy for a ruler with 

whom the Sublime State had diplomatic relations, a commercial treaty, and might need in the 

future to maintain the balance of power. 1056 Also Frederick II’s rule was not as arbitrary as 

Nader Shah although he tended to act arbitrarily in his old age. For Ahmed Resmi, Numan 

Efendi and the other Ottoman authors examined above, rulers, forms of rulership, and state 

formations they observed from all sides of the Sublime State provided examples to avoid. They 

also helped make a case for the ideal form of rulership and statehood that Ottoman officials 

believed to exist in the Sublime State. This was an ancient state with limited sultanic authority 

and eminence of civil officialdom and governed by ancient laws, which gave it eternity and 

stability. Although these authors attributed sublimity to the state they served and wanted to 

maintain its glory, they also exhibited sings of their awareness of the limits of this sublimity in a 

state confined to the capital city. In this sense, the Sublime State and its sublimity were their 

creation as well as having an impersonal existence beyond them. In their works, the examples of 

the new and “other” are abound, showing that a feeling of the “new” was making inroads into 

Ottoman political thought and a discussion of the new was unavoidable even for those whose 

purpose was to preserve the old order. This was perhaps also a sign of the existence of a political 

space where the old ways and the sublimity of the Sublime State was questioned and a need to 

 
with sticks as he passes by among them. When he is close to death, they take him into the 
marketplace to parade and expose in public and collect money called ointment coins. If he flees 
one more time he is put in fetters and imprisoned.” 
1056 Ahmed Resmi also has a book entitled “Tarihi Resmi veya Nadir Şah Vakası” on Nader Shah 
in manuscript form, which has remained unnoticed by the scholars. An examination of that book 
would shed more light on Ahmed Resmi’s views on rulership and comparison between Nader 
Shah and Frederic II. It is located in Istanbul University rare books collection. 
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defend it emerged such that these authors’ self-doubts led them to seek self-assurance and 

provide assurance for their audiences. Their visits to Russia and Europe made this defensive 

mood sharper as they faced the challenge to make sense of what they observed and what existed 

or what they wanted to exist back home as well as the challenge of the officials of these states. It 

seems that the sense of a more flexible interpretation of the ancient we find in Kavanin-i 

Yeniçeriyan and Katib Celebi’s works was disappearing as the challenge of the new intensified 

and the ancient order came under increased threat. This might also be the reason for “freezing” 

the sharia through closing the gate of ictihad/ijtihad, a gate that Kınalızade left open in the 

sixteenth century, and ancient laws; or making a case for bravery, pure force, and divine help 

over tactics and technology. The examples Ottoman authors relied upon from Peter I and Nader 

Shah to Frederick II also did not make the case for accommodating the new easier, as the new 

seemed like a source of oppression, slavery, destruction, and poverty exemplified in the 

accumulation of power under a single ruler. The fear for an ensuing disorder once the ancient 

order collapses as exemplified in grand vizier Koca Ragıb Pasha’s famous saying was equally 

valid.1057 The shock the Sublime State was to face in the war against Russia would show that the 

preservation of the old order was not a viable option, and that the fears of the Ottoman authors of 

the eighteenth century were not unfounded either. Indeed, after the disruption of the old order, 

the region that was once the territories of the Sublime State have continued to search for an order 

until the present day under various forms of autocracies and dictatorships. Modern Nader Shah’s 

were born in the lands of the Sublime State, yet ironically, Germany and Russia gave rise to 

rulers much worse than Frederick II and Peter I.     

 

 
1057 Koca Ragıb Pasha is credited to say; “I am afraid that we shall be unable to re-establish order 
if we once break the harmony of the existing institutions,” cited in Berkes, Secularism, 63. 
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Chapter 6: Ottoman Constitutionalism Die Hard: First Ottoman Experimentation with 

Refashioning “the State and Religion” and its Consequences (1792-1807) 

 

6.1. In the Vanguard of Reform: Reading the Maçin Manifesto as a Constitutional Document 

 

        The Ottoman attitude towards a new state formation changed only after the elites’ 

realization of the impossibility of maintaining the old order in the face of external threats that 

endangered the very existence of the “constitutional” state they wanted to protect.1058 This came 

after the major shock the Ottomans experienced after the defeat they suffered against the 

Russians in the 1768-1774 War, and the loss of Crimea, which was the first loss of a majority 

Muslim land, and another defeat against the Russian and Habsburg alliance during the 1787-91 

wars, which ended the Ottoman dreams of taking Crimea back.1059 The event that marked the end 

of the second war, the Maçin Manifesto, or “the boycott of Maçin” as coined by Kemal Beydilli, 

became a turning point in the political history of the Sublime State with the formation of an elite 

consensus of the need for reform although what its content would be was left undecided. Beydilli 

saw this event as “unprecedented” in Ottoman history, which he interpreted as the army’s refusal 

to fight and “boycott” the order of the Sultan Selim III who wanted the war to continue and make 

peace only after the Ottomans make some gains. Instead of listening to the order of the sultan, 

the civilian officials and members of the army came together and signed a manifesto to inform 

the sultan about their decision. Beydilli is critical of Baki Tezcan’s “constitutional” reading of 

 
1058 I borrow the first part of my tittle for this section from W. Bruce Lincoln, In the Vanguard of 
Reform: Russia's Enlightened Bureaucrats, 1825-1861 (DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois University 
Press, 1982). 
1059 For an account of these wars see Virginia Aksan, Ottoman Wars: An Empire Besieged 
(Routledge, 2014). 
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the Janissaries’ role in the Ottoman history of limited government, and from his perspective the 

army’s refusal of the order of the sultan is another sign of the lack of discipline and an event 

which provided justification to the reformers in the future.1060 Unimpressed by this event, 

Beydilli did not examine the process that produced the manifesto and its repercussions in the 

sultan’s court. The text of the manifesto includes the minute details of the process of its creation, 

a sign of how the signatories were conscious about their choice and confident about showing 

their place in the system, as well as the underlying logic of their decision to the sultan. The 

manifesto and an account of its reception at the court is found in the history of Mehmed Emin 

Edib Efendi, a contemporary of this event, and shows the role of the Ottoman civil officialdom 

and army officials in initiating the intra-elite discussion of reform and how this event was an 

expression of the constitutionalist stance in the Ottoman polity in response to an 

“unconstitutional” act of the sultan.1061 This aspect of the Maçin “Boycott” has gone unnoticed in 

the modern scholarship, which with its top-to-down reading of Ottoman reforms attributes the 

start of discussion of reform to Sultan Selim III’s order to the highest-ranking members of the 

ruling elite to pen reform proposals and calling for a consultative assembly where he pressed 

them to voice their ideas for reform openly.1062 Also the constitutionally-oriented modern 

scholarship fails to notice the round robin of 1791 as a precursor to a series of “constitutional 

documents” which appeared in the nineteenth century, starting with the pact signed between 

 
1060 Kemal Beydilli, “Yaş Anlaşması,” DİA, 43 (2013): 343-347 and “Yeniçeri”, DİA, 43 (2013): 
455. 
1061 Ali Osman Çınar, “Mehmed Emin Edib Efendinin Hayatı ve Tarihi” (PhD. diss., Marmara 
University, 1999), 242-247. 
1062 Stanford Jay Shaw Between Old and New: The Ottoman Empire under Sultan Selim III, 
1789-1807 (Harvard Univ Press, 1971) still remains as the best in-depth account of the era in 
English. 
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Sultan Mustafa IV and the Janissaries and ulema in 1807.1063 Here I will show the importance of 

the Maçin event and of its reception at the court in the start of reform discussions to connect the 

round robin to the “constitutional documents” of the nineteenth century. 

Decision-making through consultation was an essential feature of early modern Ottoman 

constitutionalism. The important decisions for international and domestic matters were taken 

after deliberations in the consultative assemblies attended by civil officials, army officers and 

members of the ulema according to the consensus reached. There was a consensus in Ottoman 

political writing against the independent action of the sultan and viziers. Consultation became an 

important restrictive mechanism in early modern Ottoman constitutionalism.1064 Sultan Selim 

III’s order for the continuation of the war, however, was his own decision that was not shared by 

the grand vizier nor by the officials and officers on the battlefield. What was “unprecedented” 

was not the “boycott” of the army but perhaps the decision of the sultan to impose his own will 

upon the army and civil officialdom although it was against their collective consent. 

Disobedience to the orders of the sultan, even if they were made after the sultan’s consultation 

with a small number of state dignitaries, had precedence in the Ottoman history. What Sultan 

Selim III attempted to achieve was an act of forgetting the lessons of these instances, that is, the 

resultant uprisings, depositions, and regicides; and breaching the constitutional compromise 

reached in the eighteenth century. The response of the army and civil officialdom to the sultan’s 

order was, however, taking the Ottoman constitutional history one step forward peacefully by 

producing a “constitutional document” that contested the sultan’s view of how the glory of the 

state would be maintained and the interest of the religion and state would be served best. The 

 
1063 Following Cemal Kafadar, Hüseyin Yılmaz dates the start of the “constitutional documents” 
with the pact of 1808. See Yılmaz, “Containing Sultanic Authority,” 249-250. 
1064 Ibid., 255-258. 
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smooth process of the civil officialdom’s and army officer’s assertion of themselves as the real 

decision makers of the Sublime State in a constitutional document rather than an uprising and 

deposition was a sign of how the constitutional mechanisms of the Sublime State became mature 

rather than an example of the collapse of the chain of command. After receiving the absolute 

order of the sultan, which was in violation of the constitutional tradition, the response of the 

Grand Vizier Koca Yusuf Pasha was not to immediately order the army to fight but to follow the 

constitutional tradition and to trigger the mechanism which make it work. He appears to have 

been aware of the consensus against the continuation of the war and orchestrated a process that 

would end up rejecting the sultan’s order, starting with the consultative assembly called for by 

his warden (kethuda) Mustafa Reşid Efendi. Viziers, pashas, the commanders of the janissary 

corps, and the officials and officers gathered at the tent of the warden to discuss the order of the 

sultan. The warden addressed the audience and informed them about the sultan’s order to 

continue the war and have a “glorious peace” after taking revenge from the enemy. The warden 

also recounted that the grand vizier proclaimed that he would continue the war and could not act 

in any other way but also expected an answer from the participants. Mustafa Reşid Efendi’s aim 

was for the decision of the participants to be declared in his tent first, then declared by them 

again to the grand vizier. The participants of the consultative assembly declared their consensus 

for peace because they saw no way to continue the war with their soldiers who were 

continuously deserting and who had no perseverance, and they promised that they would state 

this point at any place. The assembly gathered again in the presence of the grand vizier who 

presented himself as a supporter of the peace but also had to follow the order of the sultan. The 

grand vizier’s approach was to produce a decision for peace in the assembly and show the sultan 

that everyone supports his belief in peace while delegating its responsibility to other attendees. 
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He stated how he sent the letters of conditions of peace coming from Nicholas Repnin to the 

sultan with his letters endorsing the peace. He also mentioned the sultan’s reiterating (tekid) 

orders of the continuation of the war, which suggests such orders were not followed earlier. 

Although the grand vizier claimed that he would continue the war, he also asked what the 

attendees had to say about it. To get a definite and immediate answer, he pressed them by 

reminding them of the need to make preparations immediately to start the fighting next day. The 

members of the assembly in their response claimed that although it is a religious obligation to 

follow the order of the shadow of the God (sultan) and the grand vizier, they should first consider 

the outcome of such an action and think about the condition of their soldiers. They were not 

afraid for their own lives but stressed that it was necessary to think about what would happen to 

the domains of Islam along the Danube, especially to the women, children and the elderly, and 

about the great damage the Sublime State would suffer if the order (rabıta) of the army is 

disturbed. They made an assessment of the situation. The soldiers were deserting every day and 

even severe punishments failed to stop this. If the fighting continued, it would not be field 

warfare but redoubt, trench, and artillery warfare, which the Ottoman soldiers were not fit to 

conduct. No damage would be caused to the trenches and redoubts of the Russians even if they 

were shelled for two months but in two days all the Ottoman army would melt down and only the 

viziers, officials, and officers would be left on the battleground. Against the sultan’s desire for a 

“glorious peace”, they claimed the glory of the Sublime State would be maintained best if a 

peace was accorded immediately, even if not under the ideal terms. A peace reached under the 

humiliation of another defeat would be a real cause for the decline of the glory of the state. 

Signaling the formation of consensus for the need of reform, they presented the peace as a 

chance for giving an order (nizam) to the Ottoman domains and subjects, and solving all the 
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matters in five to ten years before starting the war again to take revenge upon the enemy. The 

grand vizier replied to the statement of the attendees by stressing that he made having a rest 

forbidden for himself and that rather than resting, he had been contemplating how to take 

revenge upon the enemy and how to make the soldiers fight, as well as expressing his frustration 

that although he had been bringing countless soldiers to the battlefield, they were all deserting 

without fighting. Being unable to find an answer to these questions, he also wanted to reach a 

peace with the enemy to protect the glory of the Sublime State. Yet, in order to make the 

members of the assembly come up with a stronger support for the peace, the grand vizier added 

that he also could not act in violation of the sultan’s order one iota. The members of the 

assembly reiterated their case for peace to avoid humiliation and damage to the Sublime State by 

moving the army away from enemy lines. They also made a bold claim and stated that the peace 

is their choice with free will (ihtiyar). The grand vizier again played his role to lead the 

participants and told them he could not write this to the sultan, but that they should do it instead. 

After the text of the manifesto was drafted the grand vizier asked the attendees one more time 

whether they chose war or peace, and stated that the Sublime State would choose (ihtiyar) peace 

with Russia on this basis if they choose the peace. The attendees replied that they chose peace 

and considered this course of action (maslahat) beneficial for the religion and the Sublime State. 

They added that even if the sultan later wants to execute them because of their choice he would 

find them his obedient servants. The document, which included these discussions, were finalized, 

signed, and sealed by all of the attendees. It is not clear if the grand vizier became a signatory but 

Mehmed Emin states that six great viziers (vuzera-yi azam) along with pashas with the rank of 

governor (miri miran), dignitaries of the state and all the commanders of the Janissary Corps and 

officers signed it. The grand vizier’s attempts of presenting himself free of guilt in the text of the 
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memorandum suggest that he is likely to be among the signatory viziers, at least, as a witness of 

the consultative assembly. The text also shows the role that the grand vizier played in 

orchestrating the whole process rather than giving a definite order for the continuation of war. 

We can deduce that the text appeared after negotiations between the grand vizier and the 

attendees of the assembly in which the grand vizier aimed to clear himself from responsibility, 

while the other attendees wanted to show his role in orchestrating the process, with all sides 

ultimately accepting the final text.  

          The consultative assembly at Maçin showed that the sultan could not act alone in making 

decisions for the Sublime State. The resultant memorandum was important in being a 

constitutional statement of this principle. Equally significant was also the elites’ collective 

decision for a need to reform to give order (nizam) to the Ottoman domains in a matter of five to 

ten years before starting another war, and the recording of this consensus in the same document. 

Historian Mehmed Emin Edib’s account of the response of the officials at the court of the sultan, 

who gathered in a consultative assembly to read and discuss the manifesto before presenting it to 

the sultan, shows they also became part of this consensus. The participants Edib mentioned were 

the treasurer, the chief admiral, the deputy commander of the janissary corps (sekbanbaşı) and 

commanders of different divisions, and other state dignitaries who were left in Istanbul. After 

their initial reading of the memorandum, they stuttered before falling into a deep, thoughtful 

silence. After this initial reaction they recognized the reality and severity of the situation and 

prayed for the august body of the sultan to be preserved from mistakes. They accepted that there 

was no obedience (itaat) and submission (inkiyad) left among the soldiers and decided to seek an 

answer to the question of what was needed to attain discipline and order in the army (suret-i 

rabıta ve nizam-ı askeriyye) and what were the causes of discipline and order. The janissary 
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commanders also decided to come together with the Janissaries to discuss their own matters. The 

members of the assembly decided to present their measures (tedabir) and opinions (rey) for 

solutions to the sultan after finding answers to their questions and having their own inner 

discussions. Unfortunately, Edib Efendi does not report how the Maçin manifesto was read to the 

sultan nor how he reacted. He later made an entry about the start of the peace with Russia with 

Dniester being the border between two states. He sees the peace treaty as a result of the decisions 

made at the consultative assembly in Maçin first and at the great consultative assembly at the 

capital and being in congruity with the manifesto and a memorandum of the Janissaries.1065 The 

formation of a consensus for reform in the two consultative assemblies, and the decision to 

prepare and present reform proposals to the sultan, belies the conventional account of modern 

historians that it was Sultan Selim III’s order in 1792 and desire to spread his reform agenda on a 

broader basis which initiated the process of penning the reform proposals.1066 Apparently, Selim 

III sent such an order as the authors of the reform proposals recognized this, but the intra elite 

process before the sultan’s order, and the consensus for the need for reform and the preparation 

of the reform proposals, challenges the account of an Ottoman reform program initiated by an 

“enlightened” sultan. 

 

6.2. Formulating the New Order 

 

          After Selim III’s order following the consensus for reform in the two consultative 

assemblies, twenty-two high-ranking officials submitted their proposals to the sultan. The reports 

 
1065 Mehmed Emin Edib Efendi, Tarih, 268. 
1066 This is the standard account of all the modern historians. For example, see Kemal Beydilli, 
“Nizam-ı Cedid” DİA 33 (2007), 175. And M. Şükrü Hanioğlu, A Brief History of the Late 
Ottoman Empire (Princeton University Press; 2010), 42. 
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of Ottoman ambassadors to Austria, Russia, and Prussia supplemented this corpus of reform 

proposals. Here I will examine the most elaborate proposal, written by Tatarcık Abdullah Efendi 

who was the chief justice of the European provinces; the proposal of Mustafa Reşid Efendi, the 

warden of grand vizier; and the ambassadorial accounts of Ebubekir Ratib Efendi and Mustafa 

Rasih Efendi, on Austria and Russia respectively, written to serve as models for reform; and 

conclude with the examination of the poems of Selim III’s spiritual mentor Sheikh Galib 

marking the reforms alongside the preambles of two law books from the era. Rather than 

focusing on the practical aspects of these proposals and the actual reforms as has been done in 

the current scholarship, I will look at the underlying political thought and the spirit behind the 

reforms, and their relationship with the practical advice found in the political literature of the era. 

This will show that although the consensus for the need for reform reached among the Ottoman 

elite after military defeats – as the elites agreed to make an inquiry about the causes of order and 

discipline in the army and how to bring the army under order and give order to the Ottoman 

domains – the resultant reform treatises revealed that it would take reforming the entire state and 

a new state formation to achieve the initial goal of having an army that would meet the challenge 

of the rival powers. This raised a discussion about what the state was and what reforming the 

state meant. Connection and identification of the state with religion in the twin concept of “dinu 

devlet” meant that reforming the state was also a question of “reforming” the religion. A major 

reform and political reconfiguration meant a change in the public law that governed the Ottoman 

polity. As the sharia and kanun were two constituents of public law, it also amounted to a change 

or new interpretation of divine and worldly laws. The enormity of the task aside, in the face of 

existential threats to a state, which the elites perceived as the only bastion of the true religion in 
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the world, it was also an urgent matter that led the elites to dream of undertaking it in five to ten 

years.         

The perception of the great political and religious implications of a military reform along 

the European lines was nothing new as the Ottoman authors of the pre-1768 era were also aware 

of the linkage between military reform and transformation of the state, on the one hand, and a 

new interpretation of the religious law, on the other, which led Müteferrika to call for a renewal 

based on ijtihad while his interlocutors like Numan Efendi closed the gates of ijtihad. Keen to 

defend the constitutional foundations of the Sublime State and afraid of the disruption of the 

already existing order while the prospects of the emergence of a new order were vague, the 

Ottoman constitutionalists downplayed the need for military reform and praised the old order and 

ancient nature of the Ottoman state. The external shocks which the Ottomans experienced led to 

a consensus for the need for reform, but the old sensibilities and constitutional concerns 

continued. Although there was a consensus for the need for reform, there were significant 

differences about the nature, content, and techniques of the reforms among members of the elite. 

The thoughts of individual statesmen also carried signs of tension between and confusion among 

different and sometimes contradictory views. Looking at European and Russian state formations 

that created large, ordered, and disciplined armies, the Ottoman statesmen were aware that this 

was a new development based on mechanisms of control and discipline that turned ordinary 

peasants into obedient soldiers. The Ottoman authors saw the legislation of the kings with 

recourse to their legislative authority as the foundation of these disciplinary mechanisms of 

European and Russian states, as well as the coercion used by the state, especially in the case of 

Russia, to control both the army and society. They also observed that the social, economic, and 
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political institutions acted as ordering and disciplining mechanisms and believed that an ordered 

army depended on the existence of such institutions.  

The Ottoman statesmen desired to establish the same level of state control and discipline 

they believed to exist in Europe and Russia in the Ottoman domains, in order to meet the external 

challenge with an army at par with the rival armies. They saw the European and Russian 

examples of the king’s legislation as a technique that the Ottomans could utilize to create their 

disciplinary mechanisms. Yet this also presented a challenge as the Ottomans observed a “moral 

deficit” resulting from the absence of the “divine” in the European and Russian state formations, 

where the sovereignty of the kings took over the divine sovereignty in legislation – thus the 

depiction of Ottoman reforms as an emulation of Europe or Russia would threaten the legitimacy 

of those reforms. Establishing the desired control over the army meant eliminating communal 

autonomy and the kanun as a collective memory, as well as eliminating the customary laws of 

the Janissaries, and making the soldiers subject to the sultan individually in a new relationship 

defined by the sultanic legislation. Establishing control over subjects and creating a direct 

relationship between the state and subjects meant elimination of the barriers between the state 

and subjects, such as the local notables and the customary laws that gave autonomy to individual 

communities and shielded them from the state’s coercion and control. In a traditional army and 

society conscious of their “ancient” rights and practices gradually established over the centuries 

through struggle and with a strong sense of legality based on sharia and kanun, establishing state 

control in the European manner without provoking a religious and legal backlash necessitated 

rebranding the techniques to be borrowed from the European states according to the Ottoman 

traditions, reinterpreting tradition and presenting the new interpretation as authentic tradition. 

The Ottoman statesmen sought a solution to this dilemma by seeking Ottoman origins for the 
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European and Russian systems. In this pursuit, the seventeenth century Ottoman 

constitutionalists’ presentation of kanun as the customary law of the communities recognized by 

the sultan gave way to imagining the kanun as the sultanic legislation in congruity with sharia 

that gave order to the army and state as a mechanism of control and disciplining during the 

Ottoman golden ages. According to the authors of the reform proposals, it was this ancient 

Ottoman practice that Europeans borrowed in creating their ordered armies and in strengthening 

their states while the Ottomans abandoned it due to “complacency.” Recognizing the legislative 

authority of the sultan and the European “appropriation” of an Ottoman technique and laws 

however did not solve the dilemma facing the Ottoman statesmen as they also observed that the 

foundations of the European states relied solely on the king’s legislation in the absence of sharia, 

which made it alien and antithetical to their perception of legal sovereignty which attributed 

ultimate sovereignty to God rather than to the sultan.  

        Although Ottoman authors observed the success of Europe and Russia without recourse 

to sharia, they did not imagine kanun to supersede sharia and believed a system based on reason 

alone would not endure in the long run. With a deep sharia consciousness, they sought a 

synthesis between the two that would preserve the state’s connection to the religion and its 

metaphysical dimension. Different views about the way to attain this synthesis crystallized in 

two distinct political positions. One was the absolutist position, which emphasized the sultan’s 

divinely ordained authority as the caliph of the Muslims and the renewer (muceddid) of the era 

with the capacity of “ijtihad/ictihad” in addition to his legislative authority to make kanuns. For 

the success of reforms, what this caliph sultan ought to do was renew and strengthen the religion 

and the state, which amounted to laying the foundations of the state and religion anew by 

asserting the sultanic sovereignty ordained by God through law making. The second was the 
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constitutionalist position, which recognized the sultan’s legislative authority in making kanuns 

but kept sharia as a domain of the autonomous jurist scholars (ulema) rather than opening it up to 

the intervention of a caliph sultan equipped with divinely ordained juristic powers. This did not 

mean that the constitutionalists aimed to separate the state from the religion but instead 

recognized the sharia as a limit on the sultanic authority. In presenting the kanun as sultanic 

legislation, late eighteenth-century Ottoman constitutionalists differed from their seventeenth 

century constitutionalists who emphasized its customary origins. Yet they still aimed to limit the 

sultan’s authority in the domain of kanun either to making a choice between different kanun 

proposals presented to him by the statesmen and jurists, or simply approving the kanuns prepared 

by a statesman appointed by the sultan.  

The use of the executive powers of the government in undertaking the reforms was 

another source of disagreement between absolutists and constitutionalists. While the former 

group envisioned a sultan actively involved in government and leading the reforms, the latter 

believed that the statesmen as a group – or a military commander appointed by the sultan –

 should assume the executive functions and carry out the reforms. The following discussion will 

show this absence of consensus among the elites about the nature, content, and technique of the 

reforms even as they had a consensus about the need for reform. In the long run, this lack of 

consensus was translated into an opposition to the New Order reforms. The New Order era, 

which started with the constitutional manifesto of Maçin, also ended with a constitutional 

document that appeared after the deposition of Selim III in 1807. This was another constitutional 

manifesto, which included the view of disenchanted Janissaries and ulema about the nature of the 

New Order reforms and the sources of their opposition. With a strongly legalistic language, the 

constitutionalist opposition depicted the reforms as a transformation of the state and religion into 



 483 

the state and religion of the Franks that undermined the constitutional foundations of the 

Ottoman polity and caused oppression. Presenting their intervention as a legal and constitutional 

act rather than an illegal uprising, the opposition obtained the oath of the new sultan not to 

persecute them and his signature on this constitutional document. From the constitutionalists’ 

point of view, their intervention was restoring the state and religion to its proper course and 

eliminating illicit innovations. The constitutionalist response to the New Order reforms and the 

fate of Selim III and the statesmen around him was a manifestation of the constitutional limits on 

the discussion and realization of military reform in the Ottoman ancien régime. 

 

6.2.1. Mustafa Reşid Efendi’s Dualist Agenda of Reform: Janissaries as the Maintainers of the 
Constitutional Esprit de Corps of the Ottoman State and a New Order Army as a Means of 
Projecting Ottoman Power at Home and Abroad 

 

        Mustafa Reşid Efendi (d.1819) was the warden of grand vizier Koca Yusuf Pasha and 

assisted the grand vizier in orchestrating a “constitutional” response in Maçin to the sultan’s 

order. After the Maçin manifesto, Reşid Efendi was among the twenty-two statesmen who 

submitted reform proposals to the sultan. Among the authors of reform treatises, he falls into the 

constitutionalist camp as he believed in the separation of the state from the dynasty and 

envisioned a limited role for the sultan in enacting kanuns while preserving the autonomy of the 

ulema in the domain of sharia.  

         Reşid Efendi saw the reason of the disorder in the dissolution of the laws (kavanin) and 

rules (kavaid) of the Sublime State with the passing of time.1067 Accordingly, the restoration of 

 
1067 For the text of Mustafa Reşid Efendi’s reform proposal see Ahmet Öğreten, Nizam-ı Cedide 
Dair Askeri Layihalar (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 2014), 171-174, 185. 
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ancient laws by adapting them to the temperament of the age (mizac-ı asr) was necessary to 

eliminate the disorder. He was aware that the prospects of change in public law was interwoven 

with the question of legislative authority and would involve the sultan as the head of state. While 

the major shock which the Sublime State experienced apparently convinced Reşid Efendi to 

move away from the constitutionalist position about the “unchangeable” nature of the ancient 

laws and recognize the need for their adaptation to the present, he aimed to facilitate a change in 

the public law with the active involvement of civil officialdom and the ulema to serve as a limit 

on sultanic authority. With this concern Reşid Efendi advises that the essential articles of the 

ancient laws should be discussed among the necessary people (iktiza edenler). New draft laws 

that include different proposals should be prepared with refuting, emending, and amending the 

ancient laws. After the examination of the grand vizier, the bills should be submitted to the 

sultan. It should be sultan’s duty to deem which proposals were right. Although Reşid Efendi 

saw the ancient laws as the basis of discussion for legal change, he saw the process ending with 

the sultan’s preference among different options as the arrangement of the laws anew 

(muceddeden) to accommodate the Sublime State’s need for a new order (nizam-ı cedid). 

         Recognizing the need for a change in Ottoman public law which would bring a new order 

to the Sublime State led Reşid Efendi to discuss the foundations of this state. He came up with a 

definition of the state, which was uncommon prior to 1768 when Ottoman perceptions of the 

nature of the state could be gleaned from the various usages of the term in the political writings 

of the era rather than in attempts to explicitly define it. Being elusive about the definition of the 

state contributed to the effort of elevating the state to a sublime and eternal status with an 

emphasis on its stability. It seems that the recognition of the emergence of “instability” in the 

Sublime State, only to be remedied with a change in public laws, necessitated a definition that 
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would set the limits of the state and minimize the harm to its constitutional foundations, as well 

as help define the agenda of reform. According to Reşid Efendi “the collective body, which was 

called state, is composed of a collection of viziers, dignitaries, and soldiers, different in ranks but 

agreeing in precepts and command (muttefik’ul-kelime), under the direction of the king (padişah) 

of Islam as his obedient servants.” The “precepts and command” used in this definition also had 

the literal meaning of the word (kelime), which reminds the use of “dialect” and “language” of 

the state previously by Emni Efendi and Osman Efendi, respectively. This agreement among the 

ruling class, which can also be expressed as being “unanimous in word,” a consensus or 

unanimous voice was the main character that set it apart from the ruled who had a disunity in 

command or “word” (muhtelif’ul-kelime), a conception which we find both in Ibn Khaldun and 

Kınalızade. Reşid Efendi sees the consensus among the collection of people that represented the 

state as the reason behind the possibility of establishing the rule of such a small collection of 

people over a much larger subject population and the state’s ability to conduct wars against 

external enemies.  

He also used Ibn Khaldun’s concept of esprit de corps (asabiyyet) to explain this 

consensus. Initially, the Ottoman State (Devlet-i Osmaniyye) fought many wars with its esprit de 

corps strengthened by the esprit de corps of the Saljuks and achieved many conquests. With the 

establishment of the Janissary Corps, Reşid Efendi sees a transition from the Ottoman State, 

which was represented by the esprit de corps of the Ottomans, to the Sublime State (Devlet-i 

Aliyye), represented by the esprit de corps of the janissary corps. He sees this development as a 

result of the state becoming extensive which caused a need for independence (istiklal). He does 

not explicitly tell from whom the state gained its independence but in the light of the transition 

he explained, it appears to be the independence of the state as a body from the Ottoman tribe and 
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dynasty. Reşid Efendi’s definition of the state also supports this independence as the body of the 

state as a collection of people that did not include the sultan. He recognized that the state is under 

the direction of the ruler and must be obedient to him but naming the ruler as the king of Islam 

rather than the sultan of Ottoman dynasty, he strengthened this independence. His 

acknowledgement of the Janissary Corps’ role in providing an institutionalized form of esprit de 

corps for the state and making it independent from the dynasty is in line with the Ottoman 

constitutionalist tradition. It also gives a new form to Ibn Khaldun’s theory of dynastic cycles 

based on the esprit de corps around a dynasty. Ibn Khaldun also recognized the ruler’s 

replacement of the tribesmen with mercenaries but Reşid Efendi’s approach is different in 

putting the emphasis on the state’s independence instead of the ruler alone. Reşid Efendi’s 

version shows that esprit de corps does not necessarily need to rely on a dynasty but can be 

maintained under different formations. The Janissary Corps’ replacement of the dynasty in 

providing esprit de corps to the state in an institutionalized form allows him to overcome Ibn 

Khaldun’s three generations cycle that a dynasty goes through before being replaced by a new 

dynasty. This explains the coexistence of the sultans coming from the Ottoman dynasty with the 

state as a collective body formed around the esprit de corps of the Janissaries which exceeded 

Ibn Khaldun’s three generations limit. For Reşid Efendi, this compromise was the reason behind 

the success of the Sublime State. He states that the efforts of the sultans, viziers, deputies, 

dignitaries and warriors coupled with the new form of esprit de corps resulted in victory over all 

the neighboring enemies and a further expansion of the state in a short period of time that no 

other state attained before.  

Reşid Efendi’s constitutionalism in his approach to the state and ruling class could also 

be seen in his exclusion of the ulema from the definition of the state. This did not imply that he 
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had a secular vision of the state separated from religion. The connection of the state to religion 

continued in Reşid Efendi’s political vision. He saw warfare as holy jihad and the Ottoman 

soldiers’ lack of forbearance against the enemy attacks as a cause of damage to the religion of 

Islam (din-i İslam). For him it was the duty of the state to protect the “poor Muslims” and the 

servants of the Lord of the Universes from oppression by implementing orders and prohibitions 

rightfully – that is, the rule of law. His exclusion of the ulema from the definition of the state 

represented the constitutionalist view of the separation of powers and the autonomy of the jurist 

scholars in the interpretation and execution of the divine laws. In line with his constitutionalism, 

Reşid Efendi kept the role of sultanic authority in the reforms confined to the sphere of kanun 

and subject to the proposals of civil officialdom and ulema, even in this field.  

Reşid Efendi’s analysis shows that he saw the question of military reform as an essential 

part of the continuation of the state’s control over the subject population and its endurance 

against the external attacks. This relied on the existence of esprit de corps that would bind the 

“members” of the state and ensure that they are united in precepts and command. The need for 

reform emerged from the external challenges Reşid Efendi witnessed in the war against Russia, 

which led him to take an active role in drafting the Maçin Manifesto which recognized this need. 

He claimed that if no enemy of the Sublime State appeared, the continuation of its present order 

would be acceptable. The impossibility of this condition made the procurement of a new force 

that could stand against the enemy a requirement accepted by the all. Bringing the soldiers under 

the circle of obedience was the essence of the order (nizam). He saw reforming the current army 

a more difficult task than establishing a new one. He did not propose to abolish the Janissary 

Corps perhaps not to deprive the state from its esprit de corps and advised research to be done on 
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the issue of bringing them under the circle of obedience by sending observers to Europe.1068 In 

the meantime, he proposed the formation of a new force consisting of fifteen thousand soldiers 

initially and its gradual increase. This army would serve in the provinces rather than being a 

force standing in the capital perhaps not to create a clash with the Janissaries. The new force 

would be regulated by the military laws (kavanin-i askeriyye) and although Reşid Efendi did not 

explicitly state this, from his definition of the state and analysis of esprit de corps we can surmise 

that he expected the new laws to be a basis for a new form of esprit de corps that bounds the new 

army and the ruling class and ensure obedience and order. Reşid Efendi’s experience in the 

Russian war and the elite recognition of the superiority of Russian forms of warfare in the Maçin 

Manifesto were reflected in his advice for the training of the new army. He advised that the army 

should be trained (talim) in building trenches, redoubts, and other forms of construction as well 

as in the use of rifles, artillery and cannons. 

         The duty of the new army was related to Reşid Efendi’s definition of the state and the 

role he delegated to the Janissary Corps in providing an esprit de corps for this state. The new 

army would be facilitating the control of the state over the subject population in the provinces. 

He stated that the power of every state is the result of the dominions it controls. Accordingly, the 

new army would be reconquering the “Ottoman” lands in Rumelia and bringing these lands 

under order (tanzim) by freeing the “poor Muslims” and “servants of the Lord of the universes” 

 
1068 Reşid Efendi’s views about the esprit de corps the Janissaries provided to the Ottoman state 
was influential on the nineteenth century Ottoman reformer and historian Ahmed Cevdet Pasha. 
When discussing the divergent outcomes in Russia and Sublime State after the abolishment of 
strelitsy in the former and Janissaries in the latter as the rise of Russia and the Sublime State’s 
failure to strengthen, Cevdet Pasha states that the Janissaries became the esprit de corps of the 
state and society, “a national esprit de corps,” and their abolishment meant the destruction of this 
esprit de corps and failure of the new laws and order to replace this loss. See Ahmed Cevdet 
Paşa, Tezâkir: 40-Tetimme (Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi; 1986), 219. Cevdet Pasha does not 
give credit to Mustafa Reşid Efendi for this but we know that he read Reşid Efendi’s reform 
treatise and mentioned his plan of reconquering Rumelia. 
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from the “oppressors” and “bandits.” Reşid Efendi saw a need for four hundred civilian 

dignitaries to rule these lands after the state takeover with the support of an army of fifteen to 

twenty thousand. With the military laws and reordering of the sovereignty/dominions (tanzimat-i 

mulkiyye), and the application of orders and prohibitions of the state rightfully in these lands, the 

condition of the subjects would be improved. This would allow the state to generate new revenue 

and use it for increasing the number of soldiers to be utilized in extending the reform program 

over larger domains.  

        Reşid Efendi’s proposals show that he was indeed aware of the fact that the Sublime 

State was not so “sublime” and was confined to the capital city. While the traces of this view 

could be found in the Ottoman political writing prior to 1768, those authors were keen to 

preserve the old order and downplay the need for reform by emphasizing the sublimity of the 

state. The external shock that struck the Sublime State made Reşid Efendi recognize the 

impossibility of preserving the old order as it existed. While facilitating a transition to a new 

order, Reşid Efendi aimed to preserve gains of Ottoman constitutionalism. His agenda of reform 

preserved the autonomy of the ulema and their role as a check on the sultanic authority. He 

sought to limit the kanun-based legislative power of the sultan to making choices based on the 

proposals of the civilian officials rather than drafting his own program. He also aimed to 

maintain the independence of the state from the dynasty gained through the esprit de corps 

formed around the janissary corps. Recognizing the need to expand state control over the 

provinces and increase its revenues to support a new army that could face external threats and 

establish this control over internal dominions, Reşid Efendi’s solution was to keep the Janissary 

Corps in the capital as the guardians of Ottoman constitutionalism while sending the new army 

to the Rumelian provinces of the Sublime State to reconquer them and implement the New Order 
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by garrisoning there. He aimed to expand the new army but did not mention the political 

implications of such a force bigger and stronger than the Janissaries, perhaps believing that as an 

ordered army it would be obedient to the state dignitaries. By calling this transformation New 

Order (Nizam-ı Cedid) and reordering of the sovereignty and dominions (Tanzimat-i Mulkiyye), 

Reşid Efendi’s treatise had the novelty of mentioning the names of the two major reform eras of 

late Ottoman history, the former being the one he was a part of and the latter being the age of 

Ottoman reforms starting in 1839. 

 

6.2.2. Empowering the Sultan with Legislative Powers to Refashion the State and Religion: 
Tatarcik Abdullah Efendi’s Absolutist Agenda of Military Reform 

 

        Tatarcık Abdullah Efendi (1730-1797) was the chief justice of Rumelian provinces in 

1792 when he wrote his reform proposal.1069  Prior to this appointment he served as the judge of 

Jerusalem (1771), Egypt (1772) and Medina (1773). He also served as the judge of the army 

during the war against Russia in 1788. He was a member of the Ottoman delegation in the 

diplomatic negotiations with Sweden (1789), Prussia (1790), Poland (1790) and Britain (1793). 

Abdullah Efendi’s political thought and vision of reform differed from Mustafa Reşid Efendi. 

Abdullah Efendi was an “absolutist” who aimed to present an agenda of reform that the sultan 

could use to strengthen the foundations of the sultanate (tekid-i esas-ı saltanat) along with the 

order of the state (teyid-i nizam-ı devlet), which he used with a possessive, meaning that the state 

belonged to the sultan. While Mustafa Reşid Efendi’s approach kept the ulema as an autonomous 

 
1069 For Abdullah Efendi’s reform proposal see, Abdullah Efendi, Layiha, in Besim Özcan, 
“Islahatlarla İlgili III. Selim’e Sunlan Layihalar (Tatarcık Abdullah Efendi’nin Layihası)” 
(master’s thesis, Erzurum Atatürk Üniversitesi, 1985). It includes transliteration of the text from 
Arabic alphabet into Latin alphabet. 
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body outside the state responsible for the sharia as the jurists’ law with divine origin, as an 

absolutist member of this group Abdullah Efendi aimed to bring the sultan into the domain of 

jurists rather than supporting the separation of powers and autonomy of the jurists. As part of his 

reform agenda, Abdullah Efendi sought legislative authority for the sultan in the fields of both 

sharia and kanun as the two constituents of Ottoman public law with reference to the practices of 

first four caliphs and Sultan Suleyman the lawgiver, respectively. The legislative authority of the 

sultan was supplemented with executive powers he should use with an active involvement in the 

government and an increased visibility in public. Like Mustaf Reşid Efendi, Abdullah Efendi’s 

views bear the influence of Ibn Khaldun but as an “absolutist” he gives the central role in 

preserving the esprit de corps of the state and sultanate to the sultan rather than to the Janissaries 

in an institutionalized form. Although Abdullah Efendi was an absolutist, evoking Ibn Khaldun 

he believed that the ideal sultan would be friendly to the people under his rule, seeking 

consultation and unity but also fearsome so that the justice would be maintained.   

       The origins of Abdullah Efendi’s absolutism, centered on the sultan and sultanate, could 

be found in the preamble of his treatise. Abdullah Efendi believed in divinely ordained rulership. 

For Abdullah Efendi the ultimate sovereignty belonged to God who created everything from 

nothing. God raised human beings to a higher status than all other creatures. Among the human 

beings, He granted the kingdom (mulk) and sultanate to some dynasties as His deputies on earth 

(caliph). God distinguished the kings by granting them the crown and throne to the envy of even 

the greatest angels. Under the sovereignty of the rulers, the civilized world (umran-ı alem) was 

protected, and the prosperity and the divine light that emanates from God were preserved. All 

human beings lived tranquilly and comfortably, and the rebellious world became obedient to the 

rulers. The world-adorning decisions (rey) of the rulers taken in an absolute (istibdad) manner 
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gave order to the dominions and security to the servants of God. For Abdullah Efendi, obedience 

to the ruler and to authorities is a religious obligation declared in the Quran. 

         Abdullah Efendi’s attributes for Sultan Selim III also represent his perception of divinely 

ordained rulership and lay the foundations of the sultan’s role of leadership in the reform 

process. Similar to İbrahim Müteferrika, he aims to empower the sultan with legislative and 

executive authority to carry out the reforms. According to Abdullah Efendi, Selim III sat on the 

throne, which was the luck of the Ottomans, as a result of his fortune. He became the cavern of 

safety for the believers on the dominions of Suleyman I through inheritance and merit. He is the 

helper of Islam and Muslims, the one who gives order to the important matters of state and 

religion, caliph of the surface of the earth, the shadow of God on earth, the lord of fortunate 

juncture (sahibkıran), majestic as Alexander, carrying the title of Darius, patron benefactor of all 

the worlds, cognizant. Selim III is the king of the kings in bravery, friendship, zeal and marks of 

justice. He is the sultan son of the sultan, grand, generous and holy, His royal majesty Selim 

Khan.   

         Abdullah Efendi expected the sultan to lead the reforms by giving order to the matters of 

religion and the state. To elevate the sultan to the leader of the reform process, Abdullah Efendi 

aimed to empower him with the legislative and executive authority that would be the foundation 

of his rulership. Calling him “sahibkıran,” likening him to Alexander and Darius as well as 

mentioning the sultan as the inheritor of Suleyman I’s kingdom, Abdullah Efendi aims to raise 

Sultan Selim III to the status of rulers who left their mark on history as the founding fathers of 

great states and who were world-conquerors. Calling the sultan caliph and making religious 

references to the form of his rulership allows Abdullah Efendi to depict the sultan as the 

successor of Prophet Muhammed and of the four “rightly guided” caliphs, and an heir of their 
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legislative authority. Accordingly, he presents the “golden age” of Islam as a model for 

emulation to the caliph sultan. Abdullah Efendi refers to the Prophet Muhammed’s role as a 

political leader who had divine ordination but who still needed to convince his contemporaries. 

The Prophet was merciful towards people. He had consultations (meşveret) and unity with his 

companions (ittifak). Abdullah Efendi also presents the Prophet’s achievement as strengthening 

“the evident religion” and fortifying the building of sharia strongly to remain in place until 

Doomsday and organizing the affairs of the believers. This interpretation indicates continuity 

with the Abrahamic tradition in which the Prophet did not bring a new religion but strengthened 

the already existing religion of God, and his legislative activity was part of a continuum. The 

first four “rightly guided” caliphs were part of this continuity as the successors of the Prophet 

Muhammed and had recourse to his traditions. They took the good measures (tedabir-i hasene) 

for the protection of the Muslim nation and had good conduct. They exercised “ictihad” in the 

matters of religion and state (umur-ı diniyye ve mulkiyye), that is, strove hard to come up with 

new legal rulings according to the needs of the times. The “rightly guided” caliphs also spent 

most of their time for the matters of holy war. Abdullah Efendi states that many rulers and 

sultans of Islam came after the first caliphs and were the reflection of the divine shade. They 

strengthened the order of the dominions and provided safety to the world. Abdullah Efendi’s 

depiction of the sultan with the aforementioned attributes came after the lineage of rulers starting 

with the Prophet in which he linked the caliph sultan to his predecessors. Then Abdullah Efendi 

referred to the sultan’s demand for writing proposals for strengthening the foundations of the 

order of “his” state anew (muceddeden) and showing the ways of taking revenge from the 

enemy, which he responded with a treatise. By mentioning the sultan’s demand and emphasizing 

the sultan’s role as the caliph with a reference to earlier caliphs’ exercise of ictihad, Abdullah 
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Efendi empowers the sultan with legislative authority in the field of sharia as the person who 

would lead the renewal (muceddid) of the foundations of the state and religion, though with 

seeking consultation and unity among his contemporaries. This did not imply a break with the 

past as even the Prophet’s act was strengthening the already existing “evident religion” and 

fortifying the building of sharia. The legislative activity under the leadership of the sultan would 

be building on an earlier ancient tradition, taking precedence into account while coming up with 

new rulings to accommodate for the needs of times. After a century of closure of the gate of 

ictihad by the Ottoman constitutionalists, Abdullah Efendi’s proposal represented a return to 

Kınalızade Ali Efendi who claimed that a rightful ruler and caliph of the God on earth should 

have the capacity for “ictihad,” and to İbrahim Müteferrika who used attributes for the sultans of 

his time similar to the attributes used by Abdullah Efendi and aimed to start a process of renewal 

led by the “muceddid” sultan based on ictihad and the enactment of kanuns.1070 By mentioning 

the ictihad of the caliphs and linking Selim III as a caliph to them but not mentioning the jurist 

scholars who made ictihad and enjoyed an autonomous existence in control of sharia in Islamic 

history after the times of the rightly guided caliphs, Abdullah Efendi’s agenda of reform aimed to 

bring the caliph sultan to the domain of jurists with the legislative authority ordained by God to 

him in interpreting the divine laws according to the needs of the times.   

         Kanun as a constituent of Ottoman public law along with the sharia is the second tier in 

Abdullah Efendi’s agenda of reform. Similar to the discussion of legislation in the field of sharia, 

the question of legislation in the field of kanun raised the question of legislative authority. While 

legal change in the realm of the sharia required linking the caliph sultan to the lineage of the 

prophet and the first four caliphs to empower him with legislative authority in matters of the 

 
1070 However, Kınalızade still remained an old-school constitutionalist as he did not see this 
capacity in ordinary Ottoman sultans. 
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sharia, kanun based legislative activity necessitated connecting the sultan to the most famous 

Ottoman “legislator” sultan, according to the invented tradition of absolutists, Suleyman the 

“lawgiver.” As an absolutist, Abdullah Efendi sees the origin of kanun in the sultanic legislation 

rather than in the customs of a community, such as Janissaries or the Navy, as found in the works 

of the anonymous author of the Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan and in the works of Katib Çelebi as 

seventeenth century Ottoman constitutionalists. Abdullah Efendi depicts the times of Suleyman I 

as the Ottoman golden age because of sultan’s active personal involvement in military 

administration and legislation. He states that the reason Suleyman I became victorious over all 

his enemies was his perfect care and attention for the matters of warfare (umur-ı harbiye). 

Suleyman I raised a standing army of forty thousand Janissaries who resided in the barracks and 

were paid by the state. Suleyman I made the Janissaries subject to numerous laws and officers 

who disciplined them (kavanin ve zevabit-i mustahsene). Imagining a glorious past in the age of 

Suleyman through active legislation, Abdullah Efendi sees a need for the enactment of laws 

(kanun) in accordance with the greatness and glory of the state for the newly emerged matters. 

He believes that all the matters of the army, civil officials, and all other general and particular 

matters as well as the matters of jurist scholars should be made subject to laws (kanun) and 

brought under the control of regulations.1071 Abdullah Efendi’s treatment of jurist scholars along 

with the other groups that were part of Reşid Efendi’s definition of state shows that his aim was 

not only to bring the sultanic authority into the legislative domain of sharia controlled by the 

jurists but also to extend it to the execution of sharia and curtail the autonomy of the jurists by 

making them subject to state regulations enacted by the sultan similar to civil officialdom and the 

 
1071 “Mebadi-i zuhurun evasıtında muktezayı azm-ı şan-ı devlet üzere vaz-ı kavanine zaruret 
mucib olmağla umur-ı seyfiyye ve kalemiye ve sair umur-ı külliye ve cüziyye-i zabıta kanuna 
rabt olunduğu evan-ı ma’delet nişanda tarik-i ilmiyyeyi dahi taht-ı rabıtaya idhal...” Abdullah 
Efendi, Layiha, 15. 
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army. Therefore, Abdullah Efendi’s vision was the unity of powers under the ruler and his state 

rather than the separation of powers pursued by the constitutionalists. The sultan and his state 

would not share sovereignty with ulema but would have an exclusive hold on it as ordained by 

God. 

          In addition to legislative authority, Abdullah Efendi’s aim of empowering the sultan with 

executive authority could be seen in his references to the active involvement of the caliphs in 

matters of governance and warfare. By referring to absolute “rey” and “tedbir” (pl. tedabir) and 

the duty of giving order to the domains as part of the sultan’s responsibility, he differs from the 

political tracts written prior to 1768 which delegated these responsibilities to the grand vizier 

rather than to the sultan. Seeking a greater role for the sultan in the government, Abdullah Efendi 

opposed the sultan’s seclusion in the palace and capital city and made an Ibn Khaldunian 

analysis to support his position. According to Ibn Khaldun’s theory of dynastic cycles, a new 

sultanate is founded with a strong esprit de corps by a group of Bedouin origin and this sultanate 

weakens in time, as it becomes civilized and accustomed to comfort and luxury. Evoking Ibn 

Khaldun’s theory, Abdullah Efendi states that the great sultans of earlier Ottoman history 

adhered to the necessary condition of the laws of strengthening the sultanate by spending their 

time in holy wars rather than living in luxury in the capital. They were never inclined to things 

such as relaxation in comfort and peace that would weaken the sultanate. Abdullah Efendi does 

not use “asabiyyet” but refers to a Bedouin mode of conduct maintained by the earlier Ottoman 

sultans through their dynamism and active involvement in warfare. The sultan’s role ensured that 

the viziers, dignitaries of the Sublime State, and soldiers preserved their Bedouin mode of 

conduct (bedeviyyu’t-tavr vadileriyle) and did not become inclined to the comforts of life and to 

a life of plenty. Abdullah Efendi’s advice for Sultan Selim III is however not to go on a 
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campaign against the foreign enemies but to his provinces in the lands of the caliphate, similar to 

Mustafa Reşid Efendi’s plan of reconquering the lands of Sublime State. He wants the sultan to 

travel at least to Adrianople, Sofia, and Filibe in Rumelia, which became places of “bandits”, and 

Bursa in Anatolia regularly. This would give the sultan firsthand knowledge of the conditions of 

the provinces and allow him to end the oppression. He refers to the hadith of the Prophet about 

the sultan’s responsibility for his subjects and invites the sultan to take an active role in taking 

care of his subjects. Abullah Efendi’s call for sultan is also part of his agenda of renewal based 

on legislative activity and on the sultan taking the reins of government. He believes that the 

sultan’s travels to be essential for the enforcement of sharia and kanun. Knowing that the sultan 

keeps a close eye on them, the governors, judges and officers could not oppress subjects and 

become just and merciful, and careful about implementing the sharia. Abdullah Efendi sees two 

outcomes of bringing the rule of law to the provinces with the campaigns of the sultan. First, the 

subjects will attain security and comfort. Second, with the return of the Bedouin mode of 

conduct (tavr-ı bedeviyyet) the dignitaries of the Sublime State and of the dominions will be 

freed from unnecessary splendor and adorning. The income generated through taxation and 

revenues brought by the offices would be saved and when the dignitaries were commissioned for 

campaigns, they would be spending their savings for the war. 

       Abdullah Efendi maintained that the Ottoman military decline after the age of Suleyman I 

was due to complacency and the extravagance of statesmen and public affairs, and “corruption” 

of the Janissaries arising from the sultans’ resignation from direct governance, without 

mentioning political struggle as the reason behind the change in the sultan’s conduct. Although 

the Ottomans were showing great attention to the order (tertib) and training (talim) of their 

soldiers and striving to learn the military sciences (fünun-ı harbiye) previously and were 
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victorious over their enemies, these matters were not given enough importance with the passing 

of time as a result of a lack of interest in the matters of reducing expenditures and increasing 

revenues, and of focus on outwardly appearance and desire for spending good times. Janissaries 

whose numbers used to be known and who used to live in the barracks became a group of 

merchants and artisans who do not go to campaigns but got paid from the Treasury. Abdullah 

Efendi sees the poor condition of the Ottoman army as a result of this complacency and 

“corruption” of Janissaries and makes the same points raised by the signatories of the Maçin 

round robin to describe the condition of Ottoman army. There could not be found any soldiers 

who are obedient (muti), under control and discipline (“taht-ı zabıta” and “rabıta”), and when 

they come under attack the Janissaries immediately surrender Ottoman fortresses to the enemy. 

Ottoman infantry is made up of Turks and Turkmans, who never heard the sound of cannon and 

artillery fire, so when they face it, they immediately flee from the battleground. Whenever a shell 

falls near the Ottoman cavalry forces, they run away with the excuse that their horses are 

frightened. Seeing the fleeing cavalry, the infantry also uses this as an excuse to run away. Under 

these conditions, the Russians ran over many Ottoman territories without any difficulty and 

caused great fiscal and public damage since 1768. Abdullah Efendi’s contemporaries, such as 

Mustafa Reşid Efendi, shared these views about the condition of the Ottoman army as they were 

the firsthand witnesses to the ineffectiveness of the Ottomans in the war against Russia and 

decided for the need for reform at the two consultative assemblies before the sultan ordered the 

penning of reform proposals. Abdullah Efendi’s difference is not attributing any political role to 

the Janissary Corps within the system and focusing only on their “corruption”. This difference 

allows us to see the crystallization of two different political positions in the Ottoman polity at 

wake of New Order Era. One is based on “absolutism,” which sought a greater place for the 
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sultanic authority in the Ottoman polity and the other the continuation of constitutionalism, 

which saw the Janissary Corps as the guardians of the independence of the state from the sultan. 

Constitutionalists also accepted the need for reform and new legislation and recognized that this 

would give a new role to the sultan within the system, but they wanted to preserve the limits on 

the sultan’s power with the help of the Janissaries. 

The third place Abdullah Efendi looks at, as a model for Ottoman reform after the Islamic 

and Ottoman golden ages, is the Christian states of his time. To make the cultural appropriation 

of the model of Christian states easier for the Ottomans, he seeks an Ottoman origin in their 

success, both as a source of stimulation and as a model for the Christian states’ reforms. He 

claims that Christian states resorted to the measures of reason (tedabir-i akliyye) because they 

realized that the Ottomans would take over them. The Europeans learned the measures of 

governance (tedabir-i mulkiye) and the attention for the matters of warfare (ihtimamat-ı umur-ı 

harbiye) from the Ottomans, especially from the military regulations (zevabit ve kavaid-i 

harbiye) of Suleyman I. He does not mention the revealed laws of Christians and, similar to 

Müteferrika, by recognizing Christian nations used only measures of reason and the superiority 

they attained over the Ottomans, he implicitly admits that worldly success with measures of 

reason alone is possible. This is also a declaration that the Ottomans during the age of Suleyman 

I used measures of reason to enact laws because this was what Europeans did to attain success. 

Abdullah Efendi’s claim for the passing of knowledge from the Ottomans to Europe serves as a 

legitimizing device for the enactment of sultanic laws based on reason as part of his reform 

agenda. This did not mean that he saw a conflict between sharia and kanun, but apparently, he 

envisioned a greater role for reason in the creation of kanuns as part of Ottoman public law. 
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Abdullah Efendi’s description of the military developments in Europe provides an 

Ottoman account of European military revolution as a European emulation of an originally 

Ottoman development created by Suleyman I. It also represents his absolutist view by presenting 

an example of a successful military reform carried out by the ruler. Abdullah Efendi’s aim is to 

present the European model, which was based on the Ottoman model, as a model for the 

Ottoman’s to follow. According to Abdullah Efendi, although initially Christians did not have 

trained (muallem) and ordered (muretteb) soldiers and were gathering their soldiers in the 

summer and sending them back to the provinces in the winter, the Habsburg emperor established 

a standing army that would not disperse during the winter following the Ottoman example. Other 

Christian rulers emulated the Habsburgs and created their own standing armies. Moreover, the 

Christians built fortresses based on the military sciences (funun-ı harbiye) and practices of 

engineering (amal-i hendesiye). Particularly, the Christians became skillful in the production of 

firearms and gunpowder and in the use of muskets and cannons and artillery. They mastered in 

the industry of pyrotechnics and introduced various kinds of new artifices (tasannu’at-i cedide). 

They printed many books on sciences of warfare (funun-ı harbiye) and siege of fortresses and 

they thought these sciences to their trained and ordered soldiers. This way they obtained the 

power to overcome the soldiers of Islam. Following a common theme of eighteenth-century 

Ottoman political literature, Abdullah Efendi draws a sharp contrast between the ordered 

battalions of the Christians and undisciplined and disorganized Ottoman soldiers with swords. 

He states that it became apparent that Muslim soldiers marching with swords could not enter to 

the battalions of the Christians and could not defeat an enemy who had access to the tricks and 

techniques written in the books of the Christians. Instead, usually Christian armies became 

victorious.  
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         Abdullah Efendi does not name the Habsburg emperor who created a standing army and 

initiated the military reform. The ruler he names, and presents to the Ottoman sultan as a model 

is Peter I. He sees the reforms of Peter I as a successful emulation of the Military Revolution that 

took place in Europe. According to Abdullah Efendi, while these developments were happening 

in Europe, Russians were living in a desperate condition without any order and discipline (bila 

rabıta ve zabıta) divided into many groups. They were under the attacks and strikes of the 

Ottoman vassal Crimean khans. Peter I could no longer endure watching this, so he emulated the 

Christian kings and showed a great attention to ordering (tertib) and training (talim) the soldiers 

according to the European examples. Moreover, he brought the diverse communities under the 

domains of obedience (itaat). Peter I became strong with his ordered army and became victories 

over Sweden, conquering many of its territories. He established Petersburg on the shores of 

Baltic Sea and built dockyards and a navy. The Russian emperors and empresses who came after 

Peter I also showed a great care for implementing his laws (kavanin) and prohibitions. Abdullah 

Efendi does not refer to a legal change occurring after Peter I. However, mentioning the laws of 

Peter I strengthens Abdullah Efendi’s agenda of empowering the sultan caliph with legislative 

authority to carry out the reforms through legislation.  

After presenting Europe and Russia as a model for the Ottomans, Abdullah Efendi 

utilizes Islamic rule of responding to the enemy with the equivalent ways (mukabele bi’l-misl) 

based on the sayings of Prophet Muhammed as another legitimizing device along with the 

reference to the Ottoman origins of the European development.1072 He claims that in the light of 

 
1072 The first scholar who referred to the place of “mukabele bi’l-misl” in the agenda of Ottoman 
reformers is Uriel Heyd. Heyd mentions Abdullah Efendi in order to show the ulema’s support 
for Ottoman reform process but he does not examine Abdullah Efendi’s treatise and use of 
“mukabele bi’l-misl.” Heyd’s references are to the works of Esad Efendi written in 1820s to 
support the reforms of Mahmud II. Uriel Heyd, The Ottoman Ulema and Westernization in the 



 502 

the principle of “mukabele bi’l-misl” the Ottomans desperately need ordered (muretteb) and 

trained (muallem) soldiers who are knowledgeable about the sciences of warfare (funun-ı 

harbiye). He advises the Ottomans to acquire the books on sciences of warfare, siege of 

fortresses and naval warfare from friendly states and to translate them into Ottoman Turkish and 

respond to the enemy with its own means. Responding to the Ottoman challenge in an equivalent 

way was what the Christians did while the Ottomans fell into complacency and extravagance. 

Abdullah Efendi’s emphasis on “mukabele bi’l-misl” aims to convince the Ottomans to endeavor 

for change.  

While being an “absolutist” and envisioning a greater authority for the sultan in the 

Ottoman system, Abdullah Efendi’s reform agenda is based on persuasion of the groups that 

need to take part in the process with use of traditionalist rhetoric as a legitimizing device. 

Although he despised the Janissaries and saw them corrupt, he still sees the Janissaries as the 

foundation of a new and ordered army. This is in line with his general belief in the reforms being 

built on ancient roots that needs to be adapted to the needs of his present times. It seems that the 

concern for creating legitimacy went hand in hand with the practicability as a total destruction of 

the existing institutions would not be feasible and create a backlash. Accordingly, he 

recommends inviting the janissary commanders and trying to convince them to learn and practice 

the sciences of firearms and become ordered soldiers. He believes that this could be done by 

“showing” them that this is actually a return to the ancient laws of Suleyman I, which would 

bring back the long-lost reputation of Janissaries. They should be encouraged with regular 

 
time of Selim III and Mahmud II (Publications of The Hebrew University, 1961). Kahraman 
Şakul also examines the concept of “mukabele bi’l-misl” in the treatises of New Order era 
written after 1800. He also does not mention Abdullah Efendi’s use of it. Kahraman Şakul, 
"Nizâm-ı Cedid Düşüncesinde Batılılaşma ve İslâmi Modernleşme," Divan: İlmi Araştırmalar 19 
(2005): 117-150. 
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payments and provisions from the Treasury. The convinced soldiers should be registered on 

special books and taught the new sciences of using muskets and cannons. For this purpose, 

instructors from converts or non-Muslims from Britain and France should be brought.  

In addition to reforming Janissaries and creating a disciplined army out of them, Abdullah Efendi 

advises developments in military sciences and engineering. Evoking the observation of Ottoman 

commanders and officials stated in the Maçin manifesto, Abdullah Efendi points out that because 

the strength of the unbelievers is in cannon and artillery and their firepower, these areas must be 

given the most care. Moreover, during the war the enemies dig trenches and plant explosive 

mines according to the sciences of geometry and mathematics so the Ottomans should also learn 

this. For this purpose, Abdullah Efendi advises to have engineers and architects similar to 

Christian states where they enjoy a high respect. Being hopeful about the consequences of efforts 

of convincing and giving advice, Abdullah Efendi shares İbrahim Müteferrika’s optimism about 

the consequences of reform. He believes that the Ottomans are more capable and talented than 

the all other nations so they could learn the military sciences in one or two years which normally 

could be learned in five to ten years. Abdullah Efendi believes that in five to eight years, having 

an army of more than forty-fifty thousand disciplined (muretteb) and trained (muallem) soldiers 

who are well informed about the military sciences that are practiced in the summer and winter is 

an easy matter. He believes that exercise and order in fact is based on the rule of obedience 

(kaide-i itaat) and the books that will be translated from European languages will show that the 

trained and ordered soldiers will be obedient (muti) and docile (münkad). Therefore, with giving 

an order to the army the sedition and disorder will end. 

              Abdullah Efendi shares Reşid Efendi’s plan of using the new army in the centralization 

drive that would establish sultan and state’s social, political and economic control over the 
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Ottoman domains and people. For him the new army would be the backbone of the center’s 

assertion of its fiscal and political authority in the provinces. He envisions the new laws and 

regulations to govern the process of center’s takeover of the provinces under the leadership of 

sultan and help of viziers and support of the new army. He advises the trained soldiers to be sent 

to the provinces and given income from the foundations (waqfs). The new ordered army made up 

of trained Janissaries serving in the provinces would be the first step before bringing the 

provincial and fief holder soldiers into order. The rule of the local notables would come to an end 

by appointing viziers from the center to the provinces for three to four years terms that would 

allow them to have enough time to establish their authority backed by the new army and their 

own households. Abdullah Efendi sees the center’s assertion of its political and military power in 

the provinces as a way to assert its fiscal power.  He notes that the life-term tax farms in the 

provinces yield very little revenue to the Treasury as most of the revenue goes to the local 

notables who oppress the subjects. He advises these tax-farms to be taken into state management 

for their revenues to be assessed properly and then farmed out with this knowledge and kept 

under close scrutiny. For the tax-farms of customs offices, he envisions abolition of tax farming 

and a full state management. Abdullah Efendi aims to back the political and fiscal control with 

the social control over the population. For Muslims he aims to use the religion to show the 

subjects that the obedience to the authorities is a religious obligation and make the contents of 

Quran and sharia known through teaching. For the groups he considered not religious enough 

such as Caucasian tribes, he advises preaching Islam. These efforts would make the population 

obedient to the orders and “fermans” (decrees) of the sultan. For non-Muslims, he aims to end 

the injustices in the tax collection and by full application of sharia and kanun he expects them to 

be obedient to the sultan rather than being deceived by the Russians. For Abdullah Efendi 
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increased revenue and control would translate into further military power as more soldiers would 

be conscripted and the army would be better financed. In his epilogue, Abdullah Efendi returns 

to the issue of military reform and emphasizes its importance and summarizes the points he 

raised in the first chapter. He thinks that reforms should be done step by step rather than 

attempting all of them at once. He is hopeful that reforms can be made, and the Ottomans can 

have an ordered army and become victorious against its enemies again. 

 

6.2.3. Ebubekir Ratib Efendi’s Balancing Act: A Look into the Habsburgs as a Model for an 
Ottoman New Order 

 

      Shortly after the Maçin incidence and Selim III’s order for reform proposals, Ebubekir Ratib 

Efendi (1750-1799) was sent as the Ottoman ambassador to the Habsburg court in Vienna in 

1792 as part of the conditions of the treaty of Sistova.1073 Ratib Efendi’s mission was to observe 

the Habsburg institutions and report to Istanbul on how the Habsburg model could be used in the 

Ottoman reform program. After his return from Vienna, Ratib Efendi authored the longest and 

most detailed reform proposal in Ottoman history. His proposal had a military focus; the vast 

majority of his memorandum dealt with an examination of Habsburg military institutions. Ratib 

Efendi tirelessly copied and reproduced the Habsburg military laws and ordinances, which he 

seemed to designate as the primary source of Habsburg strength. The remaining portion of the 

 
1073 For the text of his long report see Ebubekir Ratib Efendi, Büyük Layiha ed. Sema Arıkan, 
"Nizamı Cedid’in Kaynaklarından Ebubekir Ratib Efendi’nin Büyük Layihası," (PhD. Diss. 
İstanbul: İstanbul Üniversitesi,1996). For an article examining Ratib Efendi’s report in English 
see Carter Vaughn Findley, "Ebu Bekir Ratib's Vienna Embassy Narrative: Discovering Austria 
or Propagandizing for Reform in Istanbul?" Wiener Zeitschrift für die Kunde des 
Morgenlandes (1995): 41-80. Findley’s summary has overlaps with mine, but he does not 
emphasize the legislative focus of the Ottoman understanding of divergence with the West or 
connect Ratib Efendi’s thoughts with other Ottoman thinkers of his time. 
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memorandum dealt with the economic, fiscal and civil institutions of the Habsburgs. Again, in 

examining these institutions, he focused on detailing Hapsburg laws, regulations and ordinances, 

particularly as they related to supporting a formidable army. The extent to which Ratib Efendi’s 

treatise represented what he actually witnessed in Austria is, however, not clear. Carter V. 

Findley’s examination of Ratib Efendi’s treatise along with his private letters to the sultan shows 

two markedly different visions of Austria: one was an idealized picture of a strong and 

disciplined army ordered on the foundation of strict governance, while the other was a headless 

state lacking qualified statesmen, except for the aging Kaunitz, and an army that would collapse 

under a French attack. Findley’s findings convinced him that Ratib Efendi’s reports had the 

specific purpose of propagandizing for reform in Istanbul rather than providing an unbiased 

account of his “discoveries” in Austria. Findley refers to Ratib Efendi as an Ottoman scribe who 

was conscious of “Ottoman political thought” and who manipulated his material for specific 

policy implications for the Ottomans.1074 And yet, Findley does not elaborate on the exact nature 

of Ratib Efendi’s “Ottoman political thought” or on the relationship between his political vision 

and the material from Austria that he “manipulated” to support this vision. A recent monograph 

composed by Fatih Yeşil on Ratib Efendi describes in more detail how an Ottoman scribe 

observing the enlightenment and cameralism in Austria would examine that world from his own 

Ottoman-Islamic lenses.1075 While recognizing Ratib Efendi’s agenda for reform, this work 

similarly falls short of revealing Ratib Efendi’s political vision or his place in the Ottoman 

political landscape. In Fatih Yeşil’s examination, a work which lacks a conclusion or main thesis 

and is dominated by footnotes longer than the main text, Ratib Efendi appears to be the product 

 
1074 Findley, “Propagandizing for Reform in Istanbul?,” 41-80. 
1075 Fatih Yeşil, Aydınlanma Çağında Bir Osmanlı Kâtibi: Ebubekir Râtib Efendi,(1750-1799) 
(İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yay., 2011). 
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of the homogenous class of Ottoman scribes of his age who dealt with the question of reform in 

similar ways.1076 In the accounts of Findley and Yeşil, the richness of Ottoman political thought 

and the different political positions of Ottoman statesmen held disappear in the world of an 

Ottoman scribe who was an obedient servant of the sultan and the state and did not dare to 

contest the views of the “homogenous” world he came from. To correct these misrepresentations, 

I will examine Ratib Efendi with a focus on his political views and his agenda for reform. Ratib 

Efendi could not be classified as an Ottoman constitutionalist who exalted the state at the 

expense of the sultan, but he was also not an absolutist who aimed to bring the sultan to the 

forefront of Ottoman politics with “unlimited” legislative and executive authority. Ratib Efendi 

sought to strike a balance in the New Order reform program between empowering the sultan with 

legislative authority while also placing limits on his powers. This middle way approach made 

him a supporter of a constitutional sultanate. While recognizing the sultan’s legislative authority, 

Ratib Efendi also expected the sultan to abide by the laws he made. Ratib Efendi accepted the 

sultan’s right to choose and make appointments to the offices but also expected the sultan’s role 

in the government to be limited by the appointees. According to Ratib Efendi’s presentation of 

Austria as a model for emulation, a general appointed by the sultan, rather than the sultan 

himself, would carry out New Order reforms in the legislative and military branches. 

        Similar to Abdullah Efendi, Ratib Efendi starts his treatise with a discussion of the source 

of the ruler’s authority as it pertained to the ruler’s authority to reform the state and army. Ratib 

Efendi differs from Abdullah Efendi in his interpretation of the source of the ruler’s authority. 

For Ratib Efendi, the source of the ruler’s authority was not simply founded on God’s blessing 

upon the ruler and his nation but rather, His ordering of creation which necessitated that societies 

 
1076 Yeşil’s approach reminds the reader that of Cornell Fleischer’s in examining Mustafa Âli 
which I criticized in Chapter 2.  
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of men elected leaders. Whether an imamate, caliphate, emirate or sultanate, a leader possessing 

the Divine qualities of majesty, glory and power protected man from the injustice, oppression, 

torture, hostility and aggression of his fellow men. For a just state, a just and righteous king 

(mulk-u adil) is necessary. The duty of the king is to respect the value and rank of human beings 

and to protect each man’s right to justice. Human beings in turn must obey the ruler as a 

religious obligation, which Ratib Efendi supports with verse 4:59 of the Quran ordering human 

beings to obey God, His messenger and the authorities.1077 Ratib Efendi identifies prophet 

Muhammed as the ideal ruler. The Prophet arranged and equipped armies and ruled following 

the divine guidance. He invited people to uprightness and good character. The Prophet laid (vaz) 

the foundations of justice, equity, order, regularity, welfare and comfort with the measures of 

sharia and laws of piety. He acted as an intermediary between people and guided them to the 

right way. Hence, according to Ratib Efendi even the rule of the Prophet was as a result of the 

necessity for mediation among people. Thus, his view suggests that a ruler without the ability to 

successfully mediate between people was in danger of losing his source of authority and 

legitimacy. Although Abdullah Efendi also emphasized the need for the ruler to pay close 

attention to the dispensing of justice in society and saw the sultans’ complacency as a cause of 

the weakening of the sultanate, the legitimacy of the ruler would survive since his rule rested on 

divine ordination. In contrast, Ratib Efendi argued for the ruler’s authority being preserved by 

 
1077 Q 4:59 “O you who have believed, obey Allah and obey the Messenger and those in 
authority among you. And if you disagree over anything, refer it to Allah and the Messenger, if 
you should believe in Allah and the Last Day. That is the best [way] and best in result.” Abdullah 
Efendi also used the same verse to show human beings’ religious obligation for obedience but 
for him the authority of the ruler came directly from the divine ordination rather than a necessity. 
He accepted the benefits of the presence of a ruler such as the welfare among the human beings 
but for him this was a byproduct.  
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certain conditions, which underlies his attempt to convince the sultan for the urgency of reform 

to a constitutional sultanate.  

        When talking about the state, Ratib Efendi usually refers to the Sublime State, a common 

term in eighteenth century Ottoman political writing. He also calls it the Exalted Eternal 

Ottoman State (Devlet-i Ebed Muddet-i Osmaniyye) and the Exalted Islamic Sultanate (Saltanat-i 

Seniyye-i Islamiyye) interchangeably. His definition of the state also represents his acceptance of 

the Ottoman monarchical nature of the state (devlet) with monarchy as the form of government. 

Accordingly, “the state, and the kingdom and sultanate (mulku saltanat) is the form which 

appears as a collection of the deputies, viziers, agents and trustees chosen and appointed by the 

king with strong rule, who is the head of a nation (millet) with the freedom to choose and the 

possessor of free will of a country, for the execution of his orders and prohibitions, and the body 

(heyat) resulting from the nation coming together.” Ratib Efendi adds “the nation” to his 

definition, an aspect missing from Reşid Efendi’s definition, which is reminiscent of Katib 

Çelebi who defined the state as a union of the people. While taking the role of the persons into 

account, Ratib Efendi’s definition puts the emphasis on the form and shape appearing as a result 

of the collection of these persons which is a sign that he recognized the state’s impersonality.  In 

discussing the state, kingdom and origins of rulership, he makes an abstraction and does not 

name any rulers or states except Prophet Muhammed. He aims to universalize his definition of 

the state and sultanate by claiming that it is valid for all nations and countries. He states that the 

state and sultanate resemble to a person in which the soldiers are the essential organs and limbs 

of the body, the sultan is the head, the tax paying subjects are the body, the viziers and high-

ranking officials are its power and source of exaltation and the agents and trustees are the 

strength. Similar to Reşid Efendi’s definition of the state, Ratib Efendi also leaves the ulema 
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outside the state apparatus. While seeing sharia as an essential component of an Ottoman polity 

and the ultimate source of legal code, Ratib Efendi’s exclusion of the ulema from the state as a 

hierarchy under the authority of the ruler is in line with his constitutionalism. Treating the ulema 

as an autonomous class rather than subject to the ruler, Ratib Efendi’s approach represents the 

constitutionalist view of separation of powers. 

         For Ratib Efendi, the perfection of the strength of a state relied on the abundance, 

arrangement, order and obedience of its soldiers, the wealth of its Treasury, the loyalty, 

uprightness, right judgment, rectitude and trustworthiness of its ruling class, the comfort and 

prosperity of the tax-paying citizens and the state’s reciprocal respect and protection given to 

them. Identifying the arrangement, order and obedience of the soldiers as the most important 

strength of a state, Ratib Efendi devotes most of his work to this subject. Ratib Efendi believed 

that the order, strength, and discipline of an army was dependent on the laws and regulations that 

ruled it. His view of the Ottoman “ancient” laws is dynamic: he believed that the “ancient” laws 

serve as a foundational framework even as the corpus of laws could be continuously renewed 

(tecdid) and adapted to the needs of times. By looking into the example of “ancient” Ottoman 

rulers, Ratib Efendi aims to demonstrate how their legislative activities were critical to awarding 

the Ottomans their military successes. He then projects this experience to his day to describe how 

to empower the sultan with legislative authority. He claims that it was the rulers of the Ottoman 

dynasty that made soldiers subject to registration, order and salaries before any other state. The 

Ottoman sultans determined the boundaries, ranks and duties of the officers. This was made 

possible with the enactment of laws (kavanin) and regulations (nizam). Ratib Efendi considers 

Suleyman I’s times as an age of dynamic legislation. During the reign of Suleyman I, attention 

was given to strengthening the foundations of the regulations and laws of the cavalry and 
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infantry soldiers. New laws and regulations were added, and the previous ones were renewed 

(tecdid) in accordance with the necessities of the time in order to solve the disorder and sedition 

appearing among the ranks of the soldiers. By doing so, the Eternal Ottoman State and The 

Exalted Islamic Sultanate progressed, became powerful and spread into the continents of Asia, 

Europe and Africa. 

         Ratib Efendi’s explanation of how this legislative period came to an end echoes Ibn 

Khaldun’s cyclical explanation of the historical process, although he does not give credit to Ibn 

Khaldun on this matter.1078 Similar to Abdullah Efendi, Ratib Efendi accuses past rulers with 

complacency. Ottoman rulers became proud in their power, might and glory. They gloried in 

their deeds, their conquests, and the vastness of their kingdom and celebrated their triumph with 

ever-increasing exhibitions of splendor and excess. They lacked interest in continuing the 

dynamic legacy of innovative laws and regulations enacted by their ancestors. They did not give 

serious attention to renewing (tecdid) and strengthening the laws and regulations and arranging 

them anew (muceddeden). They were not interested in adding to the ancient laws (kavanin-i 

kadime) in order to strengthen the foundations of these laws. Therefore, the rules and regulations 

for the military class and public good lost their validity day by day. The laws of the Janissaries, 

cavalry and fief (timar) holder soldiers were abandoned. When state salary papers fell into the 

hands of the merchants and artisans, military campaigns were no longer populated by trained and 

salaried soldiers, but rather by volunteers. Consequently, Ottoman military might was 

compromised on the battlefield by the rulers’ negligence of the legislative groundwork required 

 
1078 Carter V. Findley made this point first. See Findley, “Propagandizing for Reform in 
Istanbul?,” 52. Ratib Efendi was an avid reader of Ibn Khaldun. When the Austrians challenged 
him that the science of politics did not exist among the Ottomans, he presented them a copy of 
Ibn Khaldun’s Muqaddima as a gift along with other Near Eastern classics and asked if it was 
not the science of politics.  
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to outfit a disciplined fighting force. Thus, Ratib Efendi viewed new legislative action as the 

means by which the Ottoman Empire could attain its former glory. 

        Ratib Efendi discusses the military divergence between Europe and the Sublime State and 

offers his account of military revolution as a phenomenon started by the Ottomans. Similar to 

Müteferrika, Ratib Efendi draws a sharp distinction between ancient and modern times based on 

military change. He notes that, in the past, the military classes of the European states were not 

ordered, salaried and trained, in contrast to their exemplary organization in his day. Instead, the 

militaries of European states were usually constituted of landed aristocracy and volunteers. Their 

wars were little different from the wars of the ancient Greeks and Romans, as neither weaponry 

nor strategy nor military organization had much evolved. However, “a couple of hundred years 

ago” tools of war such as cannons, muskets, artillery and shells were invented (ihtira). The 

European states and their people entered into an arms race, competing in the development and 

acquirement of new weapons so as to assure victory over their enemies and the conquest of their 

lands. In his account of military revolution, Ratib Efendi gives precedence to the Ottomans over 

Europeans, attributing a late start to changes in the models and means of European militaries. He 

claims that the Ottomans had superiority over European states in the organization of their army, 

the production of firearms, and the use of guns and tools of warfare. Moreover, the Ottomans’ 

operations, work and ideas in the sciences of warfare were superior. He believes the early lead 

and superiority of the Ottomans continued even during the years of the long war of 1683-1699 

after the failed siege of Vienna, despite the Suleymanic legislative period coming to an end, 

thanks to the endurance of those old regulations. Ottoman Grand Vizier Kara Mustafa Pasha’s 

army maintained its discipline and did not fall for the tricks of the Austrians. During the time of 
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Sultan Mehmed IV, the Ottomans continued to fight against the Persians, the Habsburgs, the 

Muscovites, the Venetians and the Polish, simultaneously and without allies, for many years.  

         While recognizing the role of the sultan in the early lead of the Ottomans, Ratib Efendi 

observed that the later European evolution in military strength was orchestrated by visionary 

generals, rather than European rulers. It seems that while a sultan might successfully introduce 

revolutionary ideas into his military, it was the generals, embedded in the armed ranks, who were 

more perspicacious in building a military upon successful models. Even when examining the role 

of the sultan in establishing Ottoman military supremacy, Ratib Efendi prioritizes the importance 

of the sultan’s legislative authority, which would allow the Sublime State to have continuous 

legal change rather than their personal rule and executive functions. He observed the legislative 

authority of European kings but also the contribution of the generals in preparing the ultimate 

legislation. It appears that Ratib Efendi envisaged the Ottoman military reform to be led by the 

commander of the Janissaries, under the scrutiny of a great consultative assembly. 

Simultaneously, the sultan used his legislative authority to enact new laws and regulations upon 

which the military reforms would be based. Under this vision, Ratib Efendi championed an 

Ottoman agenda of reform that synthesized Ottoman ancient laws with modern European 

military reforms.  

According to Ratib Efendi, military evolution in Europe began with an Italian by the 

name of Montecuccoli, who was appointed by the Habsburg ruler as a field marshal in the 

Austrian army. Montecuccoli was not only well-steeped in Greek and Roman tactics of warfare, 

but he was also informed on military patterns in Asia and Africa, thanks to his travels and 

informants supplied by the king. Ratib Efendi claims that Montecuccoli observed that the 

Ottomans had a regular (muretteb), salaried (muvazzaf) and trained (muallem) army. Ottoman 
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officers and officials were knowledgeable in the sciences of warfare and in the administration of 

the military and were perfectly proficient in the development and use of ammunition and 

weapons.1079  Montecuccoli transformed the shape of European warfare by producing and using 

the weapons of the war in different ways and establishing a new army with a new organization 

and arrangement. Thus, Ratib Efendi views Monecuccoli as a “muceddid,” and mentions his 

different and newly introduced (muceddeden) laws. He made the army subject to new laws 

(kanun), rules (kaide) and regulations (nizam) and trained them in the sciences of warfare based 

on the rules of mathematics and geometry. General Montecuccoli became famous in Europe for 

his mastery of warfare, evidenced by his many military victories and books he wrote on the 

subject. Ratib Efendi states that Montecuccoli’s books are still in circulation and well-read in 

Europe in his time.  

        Ratib Efendi admired Frederick II as another famous military leader, who, similar to 

Montecuccoli, created a shift in European military history. Ratib Efendi’s vision to instill in the 

commanding military officer the role of leadership in military reform continues in his treatment 

of Frederick II. Ratib Efendi views Frederick II as an elector rather than a king during his 

military reforms. Frederick II examined the matters introduced by Montecuccoli and acquired 

 
1079 Ratib Efendi’s views about Raimundo Montecuccoli’s observations of Ottoman military 
bears resemblances with what Montecuccoli actually thought about the Ottomans, which was 
noted by Amstrong Starkey. “Montecuccoli emphasized the sultan’s ability to maintain a large, 
well-disciplined standing force. Superior numbers were the Ottoman’s greatest military asset. 
The Sultan’s great treasury meant that the troops were paid punctually and were always well 
supplied, conditions often lacking in Christian armies … At the heart of Ottoman power was the 
ability of its bureaucracy to efficiently transform money into well-disciplined, well-supplied 
soldiers. In contrast to Christian forces, the Turks also possessed a unified command and the 
ability to take a decisive action. Montecuccoli observed that their wars were great and brief. The 
Turks always sought battle in order to achieve their objectives quickly and he concluded, their 
opponents should adopt Fabien tactics to oppose them. Did they have any weaknesses? He 
criticized their exercise of arms and lack of instruction in firing by ranks, a technique he insisted 
on for his own troops and he believed they lacked modern fortification.” Starkey, War in the Age 
of Enlightenment, 178.  
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competence in military tactics surpassed by few others during his age. Due to the way he 

organized (tertib) and ordered (nizam) his army, as well as to his emphasis on exercise (talim) 

and weapons training, he won a series of victories against Austria. In fact, it was his record of 

military prowess and reform which earned Frederick II kingship under the Holy Roman Empire.  

        Ratib Efendi recognized the Prussian challenge as the catalyst for the military reforms in 

Austria. In the Ottoman context, the Russian challenge presented the most inspiring case for 

military reform. Ratib Efendi utilizes this urgent political crisis to champion the reforms he 

sought, and carefully argued his case with the Austrian example. His aim of proving that 

successful military reform could be carried out best by a military commander rather than a king 

continues in his treatment of the successful Austrian model of reforms. The role Ratib Efendi 

gave to a ruler as choosing (ihtiyar or intihab) and giving an office (mansıb) for the execution of 

the functions of the state in his definition of the state is also seen in his description of the start of 

the reforms in Austria. According to Ratib Efendi, following the challenge of Prussia under the 

Frederick II, the Habsburg emperor appointed Count Franz Moritz von Lacy as the commander 

of the army with an extensive authority and many favors.1080 Lacy sent secret men to every state 

to gather information and gathered the most proficient generals and officers with promises of 

wealth. Ratib Efendi claims that Lacy established a New Order (Nizam-ı Cedid) by choosing 

 
1080 In his first reference to Lacy’s appointment, Ratib Efendi does not mention who made the 
appointment but later in the text he states that Lacy’s authority came from Joseph II. Ratib 
Efendi’s depiction of Count Lacy as a major reformer in Habsburg history is accurate. But the 
role Ratib Efendi attributed to him is inflated. Austrian reforms predated Count Lacy’s reforms. 
The reforms started under Prince Liechtenstein in 1748 while Lacy became field marshal and 
given the task of reforming army in 1766. Richard Bassett, For God and Kaiser: The Imperial 
Austrian Army, 1619-1918 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015), 110-113. Carter V. 
Findley refers to the inflated role of Lacy in the account of Ratib Efendi and tries to explain this 
with the uncertainty surrounding the legacy of Joseph II after his death. He fails to notice Ratib 
Efendi’s political vision and focus on the generals rather than the kings in carrying out major 
military reforms. Findley, ““Propagandizing for Reform in Istanbul?,” 51. 
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from the laws (kavanin) and regulations (nizam) of every state and adding his own knowledge, 

understanding and experiences. Ratib Efendi uses Lacy as a model for the Ottomans who just 

embarked upon a program of establishing in New Order sixty years after İbrahim Müteferrika 

named it and urged the Ottomans to establish it. By referring to the office of Lacy being equal to 

the office of the commander of Janissaries and mentioning him as a figure respected by the 

highest consultative assembly (meşveret-i kubra) of Austria, Ratib Efendi suggested that an able 

janissary commander appointed by the sultan with the approval of a consultative assembly would 

carry out the Ottoman military reforms best. Perhaps to support his belief that a king was not best 

placed to carry out military reforms, Ratib Efendi adds that Lacy is a Satan in deceitfulness and 

tricks (hile u huda), two features that the Ottomans used to describe the character of European 

warfare in the eighteenth century. This was likely as a result of trying to come to terms with their 

success as the enemy while also referring to a saying of the Prophet about war being based on 

trickery.1081 Being impressed by the reforms of Lacy but also recognizing that it took a “Satan” 

to carry out them, Ratib Efendi seemed to accept the inherently evil nature of modern warfare, 

thus suggesting that the virtuous king outsource its doing to another.  

         Recognizing economic, fiscal, legal and civil institutions of a state as the foundation of a 

strong army, Ratib Efendi looks at these elements in the final parts of his treatise. Ratib Efendi’s 

focus on the legal foundations of a state led him to discuss the source of legislative authority and 

the extent of its observation in the formation of laws in Europe. This analysis shows the limits of 

the legislative authority Ratib Efendi envisioned for the sultan. Looking at European legal 

practice, Ratib Efendi notes that in Europe the kings assumed legislative authority; thus, the 

“sharia” disappeared from Europe. He disapproves that Europeans did not rely upon Christian 

 
1081 “ ٌةَعْدَخ ُبْرَحْلا  ” Abu Dawood, Sunan, 2637. 
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legal thought, especially in the matters of public and private law. From the sharia of prophet 

Jesus, only the laws on marriage remained, even as the king remained immune to them.1082 He 

states that Europeans do not respect religion even in the matters of inheritance. This led Ratib 

Efendi to the conclusion that Europeans could not rightfully be called “People of the Book,” a 

category allotted to Christians and Jews in the Islamic legal tradition, because they had 

abandoned their “sharia” altogether. He claims that “What they call sharia, God forgive, is the 

laws (kavanin) and rules (kavaid) the kings arranged according to their own benefit with every 

king making changes, additions, amendments and renewals (tecdid).” Ironically, the words Ratib 

Efendi used in this statement about the legislative activity of European kings are the same as the 

ones he used to describe the legislative activity he imagined existing at the time of the Suleyman 

I. He saw the succeeding sultans’ abandonment of this practice as the cause of the disappearance 

of order. This seemingly contradicting statements show that sharia was the limit on sultanic 

legislative authority. Also, it was a limited vision of legal change in public law only. While Ratib 

Efendi encouraged sultanic legislation, he did not see it interfering in the domain of sharia or 

contradicting it. His conception of legal change while preserving the legal stability included two 

layers that were in congruity with each other: i) the codified laws (kanun) and regulations that 

are kept up with the changing needs of the times through new royal legislation to maintain the 

strength of a country ii) and the need for the preservation of sharia as the divine law conveyed by 

the prophets. It was the continuation of an earlier Ottoman reformer’s discussion of this theme. 

 
1082 Ratib Efendi is right in observing a strong wave of legislation in the Enlightened Absolutism 
of Europe, which aimed a rational reconstruction of universe. During the reign of Joseph II alone 
more than six thousand laws and regulations have been enacted. Marc Raeff, The Well-ordered 
Police State, 122-5 and Gerhard Oestreich, Neostoicism and the Early Modern State. However, 
even the family laws were taken under the authority of the state after marriage became a civil 
contract in 1783. Hamish M. Scott, "Reform in the Habsburg Monarchy, 1740–90," 
in Enlightened Absolutism (London: Palgrave, 1990), 186. 



 518 

His quest for reconciling the two and belief in their compatibility was similar to the views of 

Müteferrika.1083 When he was calling for a New Order in the Ottoman Empire based on codified 

laws and regulations, it was not a call for the elimination of sharia but a return to the imagined 

days of Suleyman I. In fact, he imagined the existence of a synthesis of the two in a climate of 

active law making. 

         While disapproving of the European kings’ monopoly of legislative authority, Ratib 

Efendi also notes how everyone, even the king who made these laws, observe them in Austria. 

Ratib Efendi states that as long as a person from a lower or upper class properly respects the 

laws, regulations and the rules enacted by the kings and makes haste in paying his taxes on time, 

no one including the king, generals, officials or officers could show hostility, aggression and 

haughtiness towards him. He can dress, speak, eat and drink, travel, ride the way he likes. No 

one has the right to intervene in his affairs, particularly in the matters of his daily life. Whenever 

tax is collected from the subjects, it must be documented with imperial papers. The only source 

of differentiation Ratib Efendi observed was in the ranks of the state officials that who were 

favored with a special respect according to their rank. The uniforms worn by the officials were 

the mark of differentiation; it was the officer’s rank, not his personality, which was awarded 

respect. Ratib Efendi’s statements about what was not allowed to happen in Austria was likely a 

subtle indication of what did occur in the Sublime State. Indeed, it was a veiled criticism of the 

Ottoman system. The words he used to describe the nonexistent practices such as “aggression”, 

“hostility” and “intervention” of the officials against subjects or the subjects against each other in 

 
1083 Kınalızade Ali Efendi who saw the sharia superior recognized at least temporal worldly 
success with human made laws when he was giving the disappearance of the laws of Genghis 
after the reign of Mongols but the continuation of sharia for almost thousand years as the 
example of the superiority of the latter. Kınalızade, Ahlak-ı Alai, 407. See my earlier discussion 
of this subject in the context of İbrahim Müteferrika. 
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Austria are the same words he used to justify the authority of the ruler to protect human beings 

from carrying out these acts against each other. This means that while Austria did not have 

recourse to divine laws, the Austrian ruler met the divine criteria set for the justification of 

authority of the ruler. Ratib Efendi’s statements evoke the belief that the world will not collapse 

with disbelief but with oppression, an idea furthered in the works of Ottoman constitutionalists 

such as Akhisari and Katib Çelebi. Showing that an “unbeliever” ruler fulfills the basic function 

of rulership that the Ottoman ruler could not is a veiled but sharp criticism of the Ottoman 

system. In the light of Ratib Efendi’s explanation of the source of ruler’s authority, the failure of 

the Ottoman ruler in fulfilling his basic function amounted to the loss of the legitimacy of his 

rule and constituted a threat to his very existence. Ratib Efendi’s comparisons with Europe in 

“propagandizing for reform in Istanbul” showed what is at stake was not only the integrity of the 

Sublime State against external military threats but also the internal legitimacy of the state and 

sultanate that would prepare its demise. His agenda of reform based on initiating a legislative 

drive under the authority of the sultan aimed not only creating an ordered army but also bringing 

an order to the Ottoman domains with the rule of law to ensure the survival of the state and 

sultanate against the external and internal threats. 

 

6.2.4. Finding a Way in Islam for the Use of Force in Disciplining: Mustafa Rasih Efendi’s 
Absolutist Agenda of Reform 

 

         Mustafa Rasih Efendi (d. 1803) was the warden of the sultan during the Maçin incidence 

and is likely to be the person who presented the decisions of the two consultative assemblies to 

Sultan Selim III. He was also among the twenty-two statesmen who presented reform treaties to 
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the sultan in 1792. He went to Russia as ambassador in 1792 as part of the conditions of the 

Treaty of Jassy.1084 During his ambassadorship, he was on a mission to report on the Russian 

state and institutions to be modeled in the Ottoman New Order reform program. He wrote a 

report on his observations of Russia after his return from Russia in 1794. Rasih Efendi was the 

husband of the sister-in-law of Abdullah Efendi and held an “absolutist” political vision similar 

to him. His report was shaped by his absolutist vision in propagandizing for reform in Istanbul. 

Rasih Efendi starts his report with an invocation, which shows that he saw the divine ordination 

as the source of political authority. He offers his unbounded and unlimited thanks to the 

Sovereign of the heavens and the earth, the Lord whose existence is a necessity (vacib-ul vucud) 

and who put the condition of the world into a proper order and arranged the causes of order of 

the mankind by sending messengers and revealing books and made the “workshop” of the world 

prosperous by appointing sultans and shahs one age after another since His creation of Adam. 

Here Rasih Efendi’s emphasis is on the necessity of the existence of God as the ultimate 

Sovereign as opposed to Ratib Efendi’s view on the necessity created by the God for the 

existence of the ruler to protect the mankind from the oppression of one another. Rasih Efendi 

recognizes that the existence of the sultans made the world prosperous, but the sultans owed their 

existence to God, whose existence was a necessity rather than the existence of the sultans. Rasih 

Efendi’s recognition of the order brought to the world by God through His prophets and His 

books did not indicate a necessity binding God, but a rather a grace that God bestowed on the 

world. While both Rasih Efendi and Ratib Efendi accepted God as the ultimate source of 

political authority and the sultanate as the best form of government, the difference in their 

 
1084 For the text of Rasih Efendi’s report see Mustafa Rasih Efendi, Sefaretname in Uğur 
İyigünler, "Mustafa Rasih Efendi’nin Rusya Sefâreti ve Sefâretnâmesi" (master’s thesis, 
Kırıkkale University, 1998). 
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interpretations on the foundations of the emergence of the rulership, that is one based on pure 

divine grace and the other necessity, represents their different political positions in the Ottoman 

polity at the start of New Order era. In the former approach, the legitimacy of the ruler relied on 

the divine mandate and would continue even if the ruler failed to successfully mediate between 

people, as long as he received divine grace. In the latter interpretation, his authority and 

legitimacy were bound up with his ability to fulfill a specific legal and executive function. 

Although both approaches recognized the sultan’s legislative and executive authority, the former 

envisaged the sultan as carrying out reforms himself, with full utilization of his divinely ordained 

authority. In contrast, the latter aimed to limit it with the division of powers, sharia and the 

enacted laws. Having a political vision different than Ratib Efendi, Rasih Efendi used his 

embassy report to make a case for a reform program shaped by his vision.  

         Writing after a consensus for the need for reform emerged among the Ottoman elites, 

Rasih Efendi’s report differs from the reports of Ottoman ambassadors to Russia prior to 1768 in 

leaving the defense of ancient Ottoman laws and order against the new laws and state formation 

of Russia. Although Rasih Efendi continued the caution of earlier Ottomans in approaching the 

authenticity of the claims of Russians and even intensified the disparaging language used by his 

predecessors for Russians, perhaps due to the bitter Ottoman experiences in the wars, he treated 

Russia as a model for selective borrowing for the Ottomans. He saw the rise of Russia as the 

result of the efforts of the rulers, starting with Peter I, that created an ordered and disciplined 

army and extensive social control based on laws made with a recourse to the rulers’ legislative 

authority. While accepting the existence of order in Russia, Rasih Efendi believed it was built on 

shaky foundations because of the absence of divine laws as guidance. In its absence, he saw the 

Russian state’s encouragement and use of immorality in society as a governing mechanism for 
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social control. Rasih Efendi believed that for the Ottomans a strong social control that does not 

sacrifice the durability of the order necessitated the ruler to take over the reins of the government 

and continuously enact laws in congruity with sharia. This synthesis of sharia and kanun under 

the authority of the ruler formed the backbone of Rasih Efendi’s agenda of reform for the 

Ottoman state. 

          To find support for his vision of reforms, Rasih Efendi depicted the rise of Russia as a 

result of the initiative of Peter I and the following rulers and saw pre-Petrine Russia as 

backwards. He claimed that when Peter I became tsar in 1691, sciences and industry were 

underdeveloped in Russia. The matters of public administration and military were without any 

order (intizam) and congruity (rabita). In order to give order to the country, Peter I toured 

Europe and made observations and examination. After his tour, Peter changed most of the rules 

and customs with his new code of law (kanunname). He encouraged trade, gave orders to the 

army, ordered the sciences of war to be studied and learned, and arranged the necessary tools for 

the expansion and improvement of the ground forces and the navy. He codified regulation 

(nizam) and order (rabita) in every aspect of governance; the benefits of his reforms were soon 

seen in his war against Sweden. Echoing the recurrent theme of the failure of the Ottomans after 

Suleyman I in enacting legislative reform, Rasih Efendi noted the contrasting nature of Russian 

rulers with Ottoman sultans. He emphasized that the Russian rulers who came after Peter I 

followed his law code (kanunname) to the word and also made gradual additions and renewals 

according to the necessities of time and in congruity with the nature of the people of different 

lands.  

        Rasih Efendi saw the authority for making the final decisions and enacting laws 

belonging to the empress. The statesmen simply had to prepare laws and make decisions the 
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empress would like and approve. He noted the institution of a council (meclis-i şura) in St. 

Petersburg gathering two days of the week at its own building (meşverethane) with its twelve 

members for consultation (meşveret) and discussion of state affairs. As Rasih Efendi was 

commenting on the Russian way of consultation, two consultative assemblies, one at the Maçin 

and the other at the sultan’s court before the presentation of the Maçin manifesto to the sultan, 

were still fresh in the minds of the Ottoman elite. With this in mind, Rasih Efendi portrayed the 

sharp contrast between the functioning of the consultative assembly in Russia and that of in the 

Sublime State. The role of the council in Russia was to make decisions that the empress would 

like and approve, not to dictate its own decision on her. The decision of the council was first sent 

to the empress verbally through her favorite. If the empress liked it, then the council would work 

on the details and finalize it in a bill. If the empress did not approve the decisions, then the 

matter would be passed to a smaller group of councilors who would prepare a decree that the 

empress would like. As a veiled criticism of the Ottoman statesmen, Rasih Efendi stresses how 

the twelve members of the Russian consultative assembly would never oppose the requests of the 

empress and would not dare to maintain their initial opinion and would never speak allusively or 

criticize the empress and would not cause their state to be “injured” and “destroyed” by acting as 

such. When a decision was taken against their initial opinion because the empress did not like it, 

they would never recall this matter again. The Russian statesmen would never interfere with the 

matters that were not their business and would never question the decisions of the empress. Rasih 

Efendi sees this practice as the primary force behind the strong rule of Russia, a pattern of 

governance that had been long-preserved and obviously benefited the Russian polity. Rasih 

Efendi treatment of the functioning of the consultative assembly in Russia with admiration not 

only contrasts with the political process in the Ottoman state that followed Sultan Selim III’s 
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order for the continuation of war but differs from the process of consultation Mustafa Reşid 

Efendi imagined for making new laws as the presentation of different proposals to the sultan. In 

Rasih Efendi’s account of Russia, the consultative assembly produced one proposal at a time 

according to the likely view of the empress. If the assembly failed to guess the view of the 

empress, then it prepared a new bill according to her instructions. For Rasih Efendi, consensus à 

la Russian meant agreeing with the opinion of the empress. His approach differs even from his 

“absolutist kin” Abdullah Efendi who saw a need for the ruler to act by persuasion and creating 

unity without implying that this should be dictating his own opinion. 

         While admiring the empress’ hold on the reins of the government for executive and 

legislative decisions and seeing this as a well-established norm in Russia, Rasih Efendi also 

examined Grigory Potemkin’s role in the state affairs as an innovation and deviation from the 

norm that lasted only during his lifetime. By examining Potemkin, Rasih Efendi seems to 

challenge Ratib Efendi’s view of the reforms to be carried out best by a military commander with 

a great autonomy who would prepare the necessary laws and have executive independence. 

Rasih Efendi’s presentation of Potemkin suggests the success of a military commander in 

arranging the army and bringing an order to the country would result in the ruler’s loss of 

authority, which is something he opposed as an absolutist. By pointing to the dangers of the 

delegation of the authority of the ruler, Rasih Efendi’s approach also contrasts with the Ottoman 

constitutionalist view of the grand vizier as the absolute representative of the sultan having 

independence in his actions and attending to the campaigns as the head of the army. Rasih 

Efendi’s criticisms include both the personality of Potemkin and the power and position he 

attained in Russia at the expense of the power of the empress. According to Rasih Efendi, 

Potempkin was the “commander of spendthriftness” and an addict to drugs, adultery and 
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gambling, even more than most in that “cursed” nation among the Christians (Russians). He died 

bankrupt.  He was the evilest of the evil, and his influence on the state was much higher than the 

empress. Rasih Efendi’s explanation of how Potemkin became higher than the empress however 

employs two seemingly contradictory points, that is, through both usurpation and the empress’ 

willing delegation of power. According to Rasih Efendi, Potemkin was an accursed person 

without any offspring (lain-i ebter) who became superior to the empress by “invading” (istila) 

and usurping (tasallut) all the affairs of the state. Rasih Efendi’s explanation of how this 

“usurpation” was made possible shows that Potemkin proved himself as a successful military 

commander and reformer and as a result the empress delegated her power and authority to him. 

Rasih Efendi states that Potemkin received this “fraudulent” permission by creating new forms 

(suret) and showing and starting many deceits in the new organization of the army and strong 

reordering of the matters of order. The empress approved, permitted and gave consent to him to 

apply his decisions (rey) and rulings (idare) always and in all manners. By means of his strength 

this became part of their kingdom and state altogether (cumlet’ul mulku devletleri). In all 

conditions and matters the right to say “yes and no” became special and exclusive for him. 

Seizing the whole power of disposal and kingdom, he settled and decided the affairs of the nation 

the way he wished. It became an innovation of his time that as the chief man, he drafted and 

changed the decisions and rules of the empress, and in any case the empress supplemented and 

rescinded her decision with his decision and will. Rasih Efendi sees this as a strange (acibe or 

garibe) condition and a mode of conduct outside the nature of the Russian state and temperament 

of the nation, limited only to Potemkin’s time. Rasih Efendi’s reference to the role of Potemkin 

in Russia was apparently a reminder to the sultan of the dangers of a reform program carried out 

by a military commander successfully. That is, the sultan’s loss of his power to the newly 
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emergent figure. This might look like the “authorization” of the sultan but in reality, it would be 

the usurpation of power by force veiled under the façade of royal authorization. 

           Rasih Efendi presented Russia as a state and society with a strong hierarchy, regulated by 

strict laws and ordinances promulgated by successive rulers since Peter I. He noted the control 

the state had over the officials, officers, soldiers and the subject population. The state’s control 

over the Russian territories and “monopolization of violence,” due to the subject populations’ 

lack of access to weapons, ensured the continuation of social control according to laws and 

regulations.1085 Everyone knew their limits both in terms of rank and territorial space and 

remained within it. The junior officials never interfered with the affairs of their seniors. 

Everyone, whether it was the officials or the subjects, were occupied with their affairs and had 

no time for anything else. Prostitution, gambling and all other forms of immorality were 

widespread and contributed to keeping people occupied. No one could talk about the things that 

were not their business, especially the matters of state, let alone intervene. The serfs, “prisoners” 

in Rasih Efendi’s usage, could never leave the estates of their owners without permission and 

those who left were caught by officers and returned to where they belonged and faced 

punishment. Universal freedoms enjoyed by those who paid their taxes and observed the law, as 

Ratib Efendi observed in Austria, was limited only to the nobles in Russia, according to Rasih 

Efendi’s account. After the nobles paid the due taxes of their estates, they were free to collect as 

much as they wanted, and no one would ask them on their treatment, often oppressive, of the 

serfs under their estate. In this idealized view of Russia, no one could dare to act in violation of 

the laws and for those who acted there was no way of getting away with it by paying bribes or 

 
1085 Kahraman Şakul is the first to note the “monopolization of violence” in Russia as observed 
by Mustafa Rasih Efendi. See Şakul, An Ottoman Global Moment, 36. Yet he does not mention 
the territorial control. 
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giving gifts to the officers and punishment was inevitable. As a supporter of capital punishment, 

Rasih Efendi notes that capital punishment is not used in Russia, but he sees banishment to 

Siberia as an equally threatening punishment. Rasih Efend notes that the Russians are proud that 

their subjects are obedient (muti) and docile (munkad) to the orders and prohibitions of the state. 

He viewed this not as a willing submission, but as a result of keeping them under tyranny (gadr) 

and compulsion (cebr). Rasih Efendi believed that the Russian methods were successful in 

eliminating all the sedition and disorder only in the short run. 

        Rasih Efendi also wrote about the Russian monetary and fiscal system, agricultural 

regime, trade, industry and judicial system, which in general were not covered or briefly 

mentioned in the reports of earlier ambassadors to Russia. Rasih Efendi sees all these areas being 

subject to regulations and order. He saw the order and discipline in the Russian army as part of 

the general order and discipline in Russia regulated by laws and ordinances and enforced through 

compulsion. He noted that there was a twenty-four years forced army service levied as a tax on 

the provinces. He was informed that Russian ordered (muretteb) and regular (muvazzaf) army is 

made up of six hundred thousand soldiers but he believes that this must be an exaggeration 

because the Russians are known for their deceitfulness. According to Russian laws, the officers 

teach the sciences of war (funun-i harbiyye) to their soldiers and make them exercise. Rasih 

Efendi used the word “muallem” to denote the trained Russian infantry and a name given to the 

trained New Order army by the Ottomans. Like the order in society, he noted the importance of 

use of force for keeping the order in the army. The officers punished the soldiers for their crimes 

severely. Fearing the revenge of castigated soldiers, commanding officers were often rotated, 

particularly at the conclusion of a military campaign.  
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         Similar to Ratib Efendi’s observation of Austria, Rasih Efendi observes that in Russia the 

government is not based on religion and there is no sharia. The governance of Russian is based 

on state laws and regulations enacted by successive rulers. He sees the absence of a divine 

element in Russian laws as a deficit that threatens the endurance of the system. Rasih Efendi 

accepts that the reason behind the might of Russia in his day is the stability of the order (nizam) 

it gave to its domains for the last seventy-eighty years, as well as its subjects’ adherence to the 

laws and regulations but he also believes that in such a wide country with such a diverse 

population, it is very difficult to run such a system, and if there is a break in order the whole 

system will collapse altogether. He predicts that the prospects of Russia to be like revolutionary 

France.  

As an observer of the Russian model, Rasih Efendi’s goal for the Ottoman reforms was to 

build a system that would have both order and endurance. He recognized the role of the use of 

force in Russia for social and military control and envisages a way inside Islam that would 

connect it to force (dahil-i İslam’ın cebire bendi). Rasih Efendi’s quest was the continuation of 

the Ottomans sustained search for a balance between the lenient sharia and the need for use of 

political power (siyasa) to discipline the society. He saw this as finding an equilibrium that 

would continue the ease (yesr) that exists in the Sublime Islamic State and that would also 

accommodate the need for use of force. The latter would give endurance (sebat) to the soldiers 

on the battlefield and longevity to the state. To create mechanisms to enact discipline and 

control, Rasih Efendi sought a synthesis of sharia and kanun. He called for the creation of laws 

and an order of the state that was bound within the limits of the sharia of Prophet 

Muhammed.1086 He saw this as a unique Ottoman synthesis and advantage that the arrangements 

 
1086 “hudud-ı şeriat-ı Muhammediyye’ye rabıta-i bend olmuş kanun ve nizam-ı devlet.” 
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of the states of the Franks (tertibat-i devlet-i efrenciyye) could never have or respond to. He 

prayed for the Sublime State to arrange the matters of public and military order (umur-ı 

nizamiyye-i mulkiyye ve askeriyye) in a good way and as a result the power and might of the 

Exalted Sultanate prevail over its enemies again.  

 

6.3. The New Order Proposals in Practice 

 

           The New Order reform program started with the reform proposals. Throughout the 1790s 

and early 1800s, it followed the recommendation made in these proposals in enacting reforms. A 

new army called New Order, which consisted of ordered soldiers exercising regularly and 

wearing uniforms, was established. European style barracks for the new army were built. A new 

treasury to finance the new army was founded as well. New military engineering schools were 

opened. The imperial dockyards and gunpowder manufactures were reorganized. The grain 

administration was reordered. All of these steps were taken with the enactment of new royal laws 

and regulations and the new institutions were expected to follow these. To mark these reforms, 

Sultan Selim III’s spiritual mentor Sheikh Galib Dede wrote poems, which were inscribed on the 

buildings of new institutions. Being on public display, these poems carried the message of Sultan 

Selim and Sheikh Galib to the literate audience and became a tool of propaganda for the New 

Order. The new laws enacted for the new institutions were also published for the Western 

audience and copied for the Ottoman audience with preambles describing the philosophy of the 

reforms. Having a look at the poems of Sheikh Galib and preambles of the books of laws and 

regulations of the era offers an understanding of the legislative spirit of the New Order age and 

what these reforms amounted to: a reform of the religion and state together. 
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6.3.1. Sheikh Galib’s Mystical Absolutism 

 

           Sheikh Galib’s poems for Selim III and New Order became one of the public faces of the 

reforms as they went into effect. They projected the ideology of the reforms to the public 

audience with an emphasis on refashioning the state and religion together. It was a declaration of 

the constitutional change the reformists brought. These poems were engraved on the buildings of 

New Order such as military barracks and mosques. They can be examined in three parts.1087 First 

is Galib’s presentation of Selim III’s authority, status and personal characteristics. Second is 

Galib’s description of Selim III’s undertakings. Third is Galib’s perception of the outcome of 

Selim III’s undertakings. Galib’s portrayal of Selim III is similar to Abdullah Efendi and aims to 

show that the sultan has the authority and characteristics needed to carry out the reforms. Galib 

sees the sultan as a religious mystical figure sent by God at a particular time. Galib calls the 

sultan the newly emerged lord of happy juncture (sahibkıran) from the lineage of the Ottomans, 

a Messiah who is the master of time (Mehd-i sahib-i zaman), the Godsend mystical figure who 

came to rescue the nation at the right moment (Hızır). Galib also suggests that Selim III is the 

infallible chief spiritual leader of the era who has a divine connection with God and passes 

knowledge from God and leads the four chiefly saints in the earthly hierarchy (evtad). He 

describes him as: the renewer (muceddid) of both the religion and state, inspired by God in 

tongue and speech. God enlightens his tongue and speech. The light of Selim’s divinely inspired 

judgment is the new soul of the world and he is a new life to the citadel of illness of the kingship. 

He is the majestic khan who dispenses justice and possesses generosity. He is the possessor of 

 
1087 For a complete collection of Sheikh Galib’s poems I use Naci Okcu, Şeyh Galib Dîvânı 
(Hayatı, Edebî Kişiliği, Eserleri, Şiirlerinin Umûmî Tahlîli) (Ankara: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı, 
2011). 
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the legislative authority of the dominions of Rome who used this authority to ornament his 

dominions with new laws. By making a new law with his admired judgment, Selim enacted 

foundations of the state anew. He established a new building on the foundations of state, which 

inclined to become broken with the passing of time. He gave a good order (hüsn-i nizam) to the 

important affairs of the state. Sheikh Galib maintains that Selim grasped every matter from its 

foundation and put them in order (tanzim). He grasped the kingdom of the Osman from its 

foundations and renewed and organized it from the beginning to end externally and internally by 

exerting his miraculous influence as a saint. There was no one who gave a new life to kingdom at 

the level of Selim III of the Ottomans. 

Reforming the religion came alongside Selim’s efforts of reforming the state. Selim III 

fortified the foundation of religion by granting a rose garden of paradise to it. Showing an 

awareness of the novelty of the Selim’s legislative and juridical program, Sheikh Galib maintains 

that the sultan invented the grace of justice anew as a result of his reforms. Selim’s illuminating 

judgment gave a new order to the world and opened a main road. He made the age with a season 

like a new spring. His enlightenment came, as Godsend to the state and the garden of the world 

became green thanks to him. The ruined state of the world began to become ordered. Thus, with 

the arrival of Selim khan, a pure divine guidance and assistance came to the order of the state, to 

the religion and the glory to the House of Osman.  

I call Sheikh Galib’s depiction of Selim III as a “radical” reformer of “mystical 

absolutism” because of its delegation of a legislative sovereignty to the ruler based on a divinely 

ordained mystical authority of the king. Galib’s sentiment of Selim III’s reforms amounting to a 

reform of religion and state and constitutional change were shared by Selim’s allies and 

opponents alike. The constitutionalist sensibilities we find even in the reform proposals 
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presented to the Sultan continued. There was also a group who were left outside Selim III’s 

narrow reformist cadre with more critical stance. Tayyar Mahmud Pasha of powerful Canikli 

provincial dynasty saw Selim’s reforms as dressing the Ottoman State with the uniform of the 

unbeliever Franks and the rebels who toppled the Sultan III in 1807 called his reforms an illegal 

innovation in religion and a reason for his dethronement in the constitutional document they 

produced.1088  

 

6.3.2. A Taxonomic Approach to the New Order: Mustafa Raif Efendi’s Tableau des nouveaux 
règlemens de l'Empire Ottoman 

 

        Mahmud Raif Efendi wrote Tableau des nouveaux règlemens de l'Empire Ottoman in both 

French and Ottoman. Its French version was published in Constantinople in 1798 and aimed to 

promote the Ottoman New Order to the European audience.1089 For Raif Efendi, Ottoman decline 

began in the late sixteenth century with legal stagnation. He states that with the passing of the 

 
1088 “Vakıan cülus-ı Sultan Selim mukadder oldukda güya cihan taze hayat bulmak ümidi var 
iken fesübhanallah hilkati adem sallahualeyhivesellemden berü mislü meşhud olmayan bed ve 
mezalimi nemayan ve memalik-i mahrusa sertapan harab ve viran oldukdan sonra beher emirde 
ve libasda ve amelde Frenk keferesine ittiba ile şeriat-i mutahhara-i Muhammediyye nesiyyen 
mensuyya firamuş olunmak derecelerine varub kendüsü ve halkı alemi ümmeti Muhammedden 
olduğu fakat salatı hamseden müezzinlerin  ezanlarından gayrısıyla istişhad olunmaz yani 
cümlesi meşiyyeti ilahi halkı nasın zuğmı ve tedbirleri fasid ve akılları sınayii ilahiyeden kasır ve 
kesad bir mana işe tecdid-i din zum ve tasavvuru Sultan Selim hakikatte tecdidi dini ahar 
itmişdir. Allahumme erham ümmeti Muhammed bi hakkı Muhammed Sallalahu aleyhi vesellem. 
Sene 1219.” “Efendi şimdi ne sipah var ne yeniçeri var. Cümlesi başı şapkalı Frenk oldu. 
Vüzeranın malı küffarı hakesar ilinin kendülere helaldir. Galiben effendi hazretleri mezhebi 
batıla-i kefereye itibaren meşru fe meşru buyururlar. Tarik-i ulemasına haşa sümmü haşa imamı 
azam efendimiz dünya ve ahirette istihsab ide.” Necib Asım, “III. Selim Devrine Ait Vesikalar,” 
Tarih-i Osmani Encümeni Mecmuası, 11/88 (İstanbul, Eylül 1341), 395-401. See Section 6.7 for 
the constitutional document penned and signed in the aftermath of the regicide of Selim III. 
1089 Kemal Beydilli and İlhan Şahin, Mahmud Râif Efendi ve Nizâm-i Cedı̂d'e Dâir Eseri 
(Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 2001). It includes the facsimiles of the French and 
Ottoman Turkish versions as well as an editor’s introduction in modern Turkish. 
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time and changing conditions of the world and human beings, the majority of the numerous laws 

(kavanin) and regulations (nizam) for the state and public order, invented and introduced by the 

predecessors, became obsolete over the previous two hundred years. Therefore, there is a need to 

bring an order to every article of them. Although it is almost impossible to complete this task in a 

short period of time, for the laws that gradually became disorderly spanning a period of over two 

hundred years, with divine help and the miracle of the Prophet, Sultan Selim III was able to 

invent (ihtira) and create (icad) good public laws rapidly for the benefit of the people since he 

came to the throne. Raif Efendi says he will reproduce some of these laws and regulations in the 

following chapters. These include the regulations for the New Treasury, Grain Administration, 

Janissaries, munitioners, gunpowder production, cannoneers, wagon drivers, cavalry, trained 

(muallem) soldiers, and the appointment of soldiers to the provinces, imperial dockyards, and 

fortresses. 

 
 

Figure 2: View of Levent Çiftlik and barracks of New Order bostanci fusiliers from 1798. 
As a sign of the new disciplinary order, the large imposing structure of the barracks of the New 
Order army differed from the janissary residences built as cells similar to Sufi lodges and 
madrasas. New barracks were sign of a new state formation inspired by Prussian “barracks like 
state”. They were associated with the watchful eye of the sultan and the state that ensured 
discipline and control.  



 534 

 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Training of New Order soldiers according to royal ordinances in 1798. 
These ordinances reinterpreted the ancient laws as royal regulations rather than immemorable 
laws of the Ottomans and aimed a top to down disciplining operation with royal legislation. 
Source: Mahmud Raif Efendi and Abdurrahman Efendi. Tableau des nouveaux reglemens de 
l'Empire Ottoman. Constantinople, 1798. 
 

6.3.3. Creating the Code of the New Order: The First Ottoman Sultan Asserting “Absolute” 
Legislative Power 

 

            A book collection of New Order laws and regulations from the years between 1791 and 

1800 is another example representing the legislative spirit of the era.1090 In addition to the 

regulations used by Raif Efendi, this collection includes regulations for the soldiers with fiefs 

(timar), the navy, navy personnel, tax farms under the new treasury, and judiciary. Each 

regulation starts with a preamble explaining why a new regulation was needed. Examining the 

preambles in the book shows the dreams of Ottoman reformers for legislative activity through 
 

1090 Yunus Koç and Fatih Yeşil, ed. Nizâm-ı Cedîd Kanunları (1791-1800) (Ankara: Türk Tarih 
Kurumu, 2012). It includes the facsimile of the Ottoman Turkish version after an editor’s 
introduction. 
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sultanic authority with rational and religious foundations that came true, at least on paper. 

However, the order that the reformers envisaged to emerge after the enactment of laws was far 

from the sight. The sultan had to reissue laws and regulations repeatedly, reiterating and 

strengthening the previous ones as they were not complied with. 

Similar to the treatises of the reformers, the recurrent theme in the preambles is that these 

areas used to be under laws and regulations but with the passing of time these laws became 

disturbed (muhtel) and obsolete due to lethargy, thereby the soldiers and institutions subject to 

these laws became useless. Then Sultan Selim III declared that he enacts the new law (kanun-ı 

cedid) with a complete consensus of his cabinet and that it must not be disturbed with the help of 

God. Despite the consensus he claims to have sought, Selim III states that this is not a renewal of 

the old conditions but rather law that is enacted with his absolute power (kanun-ı mustebid).1091 

From now on, they must be implemented letter-by-letter and respected like religious obligations. 

He orders that even an article of the new law must not be disturbed, and it should not become 

obsolete like it happened during the time of his uncle. He warns the state officials that whoever 

act against it would be considered committing treason and he will punish them accordingly. This 

threat does not suffice the sultan so he adds a curse in the name of God and His prophet for those 

who would violate the law regardless of whether this violation was made with good or bad 

intentions. He declares, “let this law be in effect eternally and everyone must listen to my 

warnings and curses and act accordingly.” However, it seems that the warnings and curse of the 

sultan was not always heeded as the same collection of New Order regulations include many 

amendments and strengthening clauses with the explanation that the first law was not 

implemented. 

 
1091 Interestingly, the word “mustebid” used to declare the absolute will and power of the sultan 
become to denote the tyranny and despotic actions later in the nineteenth century. 
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6.4. “A Great Illegal Innovation with No Precedence”: The Fall of Selim III and His New 

Order 

 

           Sultan Selim III’s wish for his laws to remain in effect eternally did not materialize as he 

was overthrown by a coup d’état in 1807 after he and his entourage wanted to extend the New 

Order into the provinces and into yamaks, that is, the guards of the Bosporus fortresses. Yamaks 

resisted to wearing New Order uniforms and being disciplined. They started a rebellion, which 

was soon joined by the Janissaries and the ulema, class of scholars and jurists. Selim III was 

hesitant to order his New Order army to fight with the rebels and his attempts to calm down the 

rebels did not work. He paid for this hesitation with loss of the throne. In a constitutional 

document prepared in the aftermath of the rebellion by chief justice Munib Efendi, the rebels 

proclaimed that the New Order was “a great illegal innovation with no precedence and 

previously never heard of” and “a great oppression,” which “reduced the Sublime State into the 

canons (kavaid) of Christian states and punished and reprimanded all the Muslims with them.” 

This was unacceptable for the constitutionalist Ottomans so “the aghas and soldiers of the 

Janissary Corps stood up against the sultan with only pure intention of reforming the world,” 

which meant a return to the status quo of paradigmatic Islamic governance.1092 In the face of 

what they saw as a major treason, the rebels first killed Selim III’s pro-New Order entourage. 

Then in 1808 Selim III was killed. The New Order was abolished. A total refashioning of the 

Ottoman state and law making in the style of Selim III had to wait Mahmud II’s abolishment of 

the Janissaries in 1826. 

 
1092 See the original Ottoman Turkish text in Beydilli, "Kabakçı İsyanı Akabinde Hazırlanan 
Hüccet-i Şeriyye,” 42-48. 
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Conclusion 

 

“Freedom, oh freedom 
Freedom above me 
I hate to tell you, mister, but only dead men are free 
Send me some lovin', tell me no lies 
Throw the gun in the gutter and walk on by” 
 
—Bob Dylan, Murder Most Foul 

 

As I am writing these lines, America is battling with and battered by a coronavirus 

pandemic. Americans are soul-searching: questions around justice, police brutality, how to 

preserve the public order with the right kind of balance between legal due process and 

discretionary use of police force, the limits on government power and what to do when a 

president increasingly challenges and erodes the long held constitutional conventions. Americans 

are filling up the streets and squares nationwide. Some are protesting against police brutality, 

demanding racial justice and defunding the police. Other Americans who call themselves militias 

are circling state capitols while legislatures are in session with their guns in armed shows of 

force “in defense of their liberties.” They carry banners against what they see as tyranny and 

government oppression as well as hanging the puppets of their governors because their states 

issued stay-at-home orders, shutting down businesses and schools, and required wearing 

facemasks in public. Florida residents speaking at a county commissioners’ meeting to vote on 

requiring wearing masks in public accused the commissioners “obeying the devil” and “imposing 

a communist dictatorship.” When asked to leave the room, a protestor claimed, “they want to 

throw God’s wonderful breathing system out.” In a similar vein, on the topic of voter rights and 

historical injustice, former president Obama, a law professor, said “and if all this takes to 
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eliminate the filibuster, another Jim Crow relic in order to secure God-given rights of every 

American, then that’s what we should do.” While Americans across the political and religious 

spectrum protest for different causes, all believe in the fundamental rights guaranteed by the 

American constitution. Many from both poles make references to God and scripture to support 

their causes. 

The scenes mentioned above are reminiscent of the Ottoman constitutionalist era 

examined throughout this dissertation. Ottoman Janissaries and court cavalry forces encircled 

Divan meetings with their guns to seek justice. When soldiers felt this was not enough, they 

forced the sultans and all state dignitaries to come to their feet in what was called a “divan of 

foot,” for a joint session in which they aired their grievances, demanding an end to tyranny and 

oppression. Writing in the early seventeenth century, the first black member of the divan, 

Ottoman chief justice Ali Efendi, whom his English contemporaries named “Cadi Negro,” called 

for racial justice on the grounds that color was a God-given blessing ordained at creation.1093 The 

Ottoman constitutionalists protested against the sultans and even deposed and killed rulers who, 

according to their interpretation of the ancient Ottoman Constitution, exhibited tyrannical 

leanings. Regarding the behavior of the Ottoman public in the event of a pandemic, the people 

actively resisted European quarantine methods, shocking European observers who witnessed 

visitors filling the houses and attending the funerals of those who caught the plague. The first 

Ottoman quarantine program had to wait until 1838, as it could only be established after “neo-

absolutist” Sultan Mahmud II abolished the Janissaries, marking an end to the early modern 

constitutionalist era, and enlisted some of the ulema’s support for quarantine. Yet even in 1838, 

 
1093 Baki Tezcan, "Dispelling the Darkness: The Politics of ‘Race’ in the Early Seventeenth-
Century Ottoman Empire in the Light of the Life and Work of Mullah Ali," International 
Journal of Turkish Studies 13, no. 1 and 2 (2007): 73-95. As I examined the previous examples 
throughout my dissertation, so I am not making references again here. 
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quarantine orders faced strong resistance from the public, who viewed quarantine measures as 

against the sharia, prompting rebellion instigated by ulema members who were critical of the 

measures.1094 Ottoman sharia conscious authors opposed the use of police powers of the 

government when not explicitly grounded in the sharia, which constituted their notion of legality 

and fundamentally inalienable law. Such Ottomans also referred to their fundamental laws and 

rights enshrined in an “ancient” constitution when they made a case for their cause.  

The limits of government power, the thin line between the political and legal, the extent 

of the presence of the state in people’s everyday lives had been quintessential questions for 

societies in the past. These questions are still with us today in the United States and in the 

Islamic world, where sadly the free climate of the constitutionalist era which fostered discussions 

of such matters no longer exists. While Ottoman constitutionalists expected and received 

promotion to even higher posts as they increased the dose of their questioning and criticism of 

the sultan and government, today, any hint of dissent would certainly land one in prison in most 

parts of the Islamic world. My dissertation revealed how the very questions raised by the 

constitutionalists were an essential part of the Ottoman military reform debate. Fearful of the 

increase in government power through a strong state commissioned army leading to erosion of 

the power of the law and their freedoms, the constitutionalist Ottomans were keen to set limits on 

agendas of military reform. The constitutionalist sensibility was die-hard, continuing its strength 

even in the face of serious challenges to its viability, namely the defeats of numerous disorderly 

Ottoman militia armies at the hands of the disciplined professional forces of Habsburgs and 

Russians, who developed military power through a regime often dubbed as “enlightened 

despotism” or “absolutism.” The serious threat to Ottoman territorial integrity and survival 

 
1094 Nuran Yıldırım, “Karantina İstemezük,” Toplumsal Tarih 150 (2006): 18-27. Description of 
Mahmud II as “neo-absolutist” belong to Virginia Aksan. 
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allowed an elite cadre of reformers around Selim III to implement an absolutist reform agenda, 

but even this was not enough to silence a very strong constitutionalist public opposition, which 

ultimately succeeded in collapsing the first major reform project. What the Ottoman example 

demonstrates is if the durability of a decentralized constitutional government is not protected 

against the threats of centralized authoritarian regimes with more accumulated capital and 

military power, such a constitutional framework cannot survive. Unfortunately, the authoritarian 

path Islamic world followed with disastrous consequences is a testament to this phenomenon. It 

remains that finding the “right” balance between freedom and power is among the most difficult 

of questions.   

In my dissertation, I set to explicate the constitutionalist cause and its limiting effect in 

military reform debate as well as its impact on instituted reforms. I focused on Ottoman political 

thought during “the Great Divergence” and “Military Revolution,” the period from the late 

sixteenth to early nineteenth century when the balance of power between Europe and the 

Ottoman State fundamentally shifted in the favor of Europe. This period was examined with the 

purpose of understanding how the Ottomans reconciled this change. During the late sixteenth and 

seventeenth century the characteristics of Military revolution such as firearms, disciplined and 

ordered armies and geometrical fortifications made an appearance in Ottoman political writing. 

The Ottomans demonstrated an acute awareness of the revolutionary nature of these changes and 

how adopting the change carried the potential to disturb the constitutional structure they 

championed. For the Ottomans, what was at stake was nothing less than refashioning of their 

state and religion. Tenets of Wael Hallaq’s “paradigmatic Islamic governance,” or what has been 

referred to as “Ottoman constitutionalism” in this dissertation, influenced the Ottoman 

perception and examination of and response to a changing world. An absolutist top-down 
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disciplining method was not readily accepted by the Ottomans. They realized it required a 

reinterpretation of divine and customary laws, and a fundamental legislative change based on this 

new interpretation. They became wary of its consequences, particularly the increase in political 

power of the government at the expense of the legal power of the ulema and rights of ordinary 

subjects. Thus, the constitutionalist Ottoman state lacking legislative sovereignty could not easily 

accommodate the realities of the post-Bodin “absolutist” world in Europe.  

 The early eighteenth century saw a limited interest in reform that aimed to establish a 

disciplined army based on strong laws and regulations under an absolutist framework. A clear 

distinction between the Old Order and New Order based on military-legal foundations were 

described. A legislative sensibility, which aimed at bringing a “renewal” (tajaddud) through 

reform (islah), based on “ijtihad” that allowed the enactment of new laws under the sole 

authority of the sultan emerged. However, this sensibility was revolutionary for its times. It faced 

fierce constitutionalist opponents, and thus never enacted a practical reform agenda. It 

disappeared with the Ottoman’s bolstered confidence after the end of 1736-1739 War, only to 

reemerge after the major shocks the Ottomans experienced in wars against Russia and the 

Habsburgs later in the century, (although the political literature continued to discuss the 

differences between European and Ottoman armies and saw it as a matter of discipline and order 

even before this shock.) With the recurrent use of a terminology denoting the new developments, 

a sense of change was finding its place in the Ottoman political literature well before the late 

eighteenth and nineteenth century reform era. With Sultan Selim III’s accession to the throne and 

assembly of reform-minded statesmen around him, and the conclusion of hostilities with the 

Habsburgs and the Russians, the Ottomans embarked upon the New Order reform program. 

Thanks to the legacy of the previous era and continuity in Ottoman political language, the 
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“reformers” accessed a vocabulary already used by their predecessors to describe the changing 

world. Müteferrika’s legislative sensibility and sharia-kanun synthesis made a comeback as 

reformers saw the need for laying the legal foundations of a New Order army that could compete 

with the European adversaries of the Ottoman State. Despite the continuity of political parlance 

and reformer attempts to legitimize their aims within a legal religious framework, the radical 

nature of these changes for its times were nonetheless recognized both by them and by their 

opponents. The strength of paradigmatic Islamic governance in its Ottoman form and the inner 

dynamics of the Ottoman State ended the reform process with a major rebellion and deposition 

of the sultan. The triumphant constitutionalists abolished the New Order, but the idea of the new 

and change found in the works examined above have already became firmly lodged within the 

Ottoman world, and would remain that way. A return to an absolutist reform agenda was 

possible only after Mahmud II curbed the power of ulema and abolished the Janissaries. 

However, tensions stemming from the diehard paradigmatic elements continued throughout the 

nineteenth century and well into the era of modern Turkish Republic. The battle we observe 

today in America shows that the tensions around the right balance between law and power is 

universal and timeless. Even a liberal democracy which was once seen as “the end of history” is 

not immune from it. History seems to have no end as long as human beings continue to exist, and 

often repeat itself via the similar actions of us all. Thus, a historical understanding of how such 

tensions were expressed and accommodated in the past, along with their consequences can help 

us today as we rethink about the ideal form of government guaranteeing the rule of law and 

individual freedoms. My dissertation can also be read as a historical case study reflecting on the 

problems and challenges that are still with us today. I hope my work will help Americans and 

Muslims who want to make this world a better place in their quest by providing them with a 
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deeper understanding of the fundamental issues at hand in dealing with these problems and 

challenges.  
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Appendix: Köroğlu’s Epic Tale: An Ottoman Mercenary Turned Rebel between the Old and 

New Worlds 

 

          Late sixteenth and early seventeenth century Ottoman folk poet and mercenary turned 

rebel Köroğlu became the voice of traditional chivalry values and grievances of common people 

against the Ottoman state. His epic tells the story of his fight against the governor of Bolu and 

the Ottoman state as a “Turkish Robin Hood.”1095 It also offers Ottoman commoners’ account of 

the military changes of the age, which was called the “Military Revolution” by modern scholars 

Michael Roberts and Geoffrey Parker. Köroğlu was a realist. Based on his observations during 

the Ottoman-Safavid War of 1578-1584 and his later activities as a rebel, he recognized the 

changes in his time that rendered the old technology and techniques obsolete. He noted the 

invention of muskets, the use of infantry (piyade) and battle formation of battalions (tabur) in 

lines as well as protection offered to the regular armies by the fortifications (kala) of his day. 

Köroğlu’s realism does not stop him from attributing a higher cultural and moral value to the old 

ways and yearning for them. He displays the cavalry culture he belonged to by repeatedly 

showing his pride and love for his white horse (kırat) and claimed that he could break infantry 

regiments (alay) on his horse. Although Köroğlu predicted that the invention of musket, which 

he also calls “black hole,” would make his curved sabre confined into its scabbard, he still 

 
1095 Faruk Sumer and Nurettin Albayrak. “Köroğlu,” Diyanet İslam Ansiklopedisi (2002): 268-
270. Although Köroğlu is a famous Turkic epical figure of the steppes that goes back to eleventh 
century, the life of Köroğlu from sixteenth century that I examine here is documented in the 
Ottoman archives of course as a bandit and rebel from a state centric perspective. To my 
knowledge no one examined his epic closely with regard to Military Revolution debate.  For a 
full text of the epic of Köroğlu, which is still part of Turkish oral culture see: 
http://www.turkuler.com/ozan/koroglu.asp.  
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believed in its effectiveness if he was given a one-to-one fight in the field (meydan) where he 

could have shown his bravery and cut the throats of his enemies, apparently distancing himself 

from his claim about breaking the lines of regiments. Moreover, he wants his battles to be brief 

no longer than three hours. In addition to his sabre, Köroğlu mentions bow and arrow, mace, 

lance, spear and shield as his preferred weapons. He accused his enemies of cowardice and 

complained of them avoiding a fight. Yet he contradicts himself one more time when he 

mentions the mountains as his refuge and “fortress.” The confusion and contradictions in the 

account of Köroğlu is a reflection of the age he lived. He took up the arms against the local 

governor, but he was also the product of the same system that notables like the governor of Bolu 

took part in its creation, which employed him as a mercenary during the Safavid Wars where he 

met the firearms and might have even used them. The lines between being a “Celali,” a rebel, 

and a mercenary were blurred during Köroğlu’s era and rebels were often former mercenaries 

who were left jobless during the peace years. In the example of mercenaries like Köroğlu we see 

how military knowledge was transmitted across the Ottoman domains through their mobility and 

how two different military cultures existed side by side. While Köroğlu was recounting his 

experiences as a rebel, he was criticizing the modern military techniques and technologies 

employed by the governor against him. Köroğlu’s experience also tells that the Ottoman army 

was far from being the perfect epitome of the Military Revolution despite its increasing use of 

firearms as mercenaries like Köroğlu with traditional chivalry culture and reserved for the 

firearms were present in it.  
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