Introduction

Background and Overview

Osman is to the Ottomans what Romulus is to the Ro-
mans: the eponymous founding figure of a remarkably successful politi-
cal community in a land where he was not, according to the testimony of
family chronicles, one of the indigenous people. And if the Roman state
evolved from a peripheral area to represent the center of the Graeco-
Roman civilization, whose realm it vigorously expanded, so the Otto-
man state rose from a small chieftainship at the edges of the abode of
Islam eventually to become the supreme power within a much enlarged
Islamdom. Once they came to rule, the Ottomans, like the Romans,
gained a reputation as better administrators and warriors, even if less
subtle minds, than the former representatives of their civilizations; they
possessed less taste for philosophical finesse perhaps but had greater
success in creating and deploying technologies of power. The “Roman-
esque” quality of the Ottoman political tradition has been noted before
and was expressed recently by an eminent scholar of the Islamic Middle
East: “The Ottoman empire . . . was a new and unique creation, but in a
sense it also marked the culmination of the whole history of Muslim
political societies. The Ottoman Turks may be called the Romans of the
Muslim world ™!

They were indeed called just that when they, like various other peo-
ples of medieval Asia Minor, were referred to as Riimi, that is, those of
the lands of (Eastern) Rome.? This was a primarily geographic appella-
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tion, indicating basically where those people lived, but it did not escape
the attention of geographers and travelers that the Turco-Muslim popu-
lations of Riim, a frontier region from the point of view of the central
lands of Islam, had their own peculiar ways that distinguished them
from both the rest of the Muslim world and from other Turks. Namely,
being a Rami Turk also implied belonging to a newly emerging regional
configuration of Islamic civilization that was on the one hand develop-
ing its own habitus in a new land and on the other engaged in a competi-
tion to establish its political hegemony over a rival religio-civilizational
orientation. The proto-Ottomans, of whom we know nothing with cer-
tainty before the turn of the fourteenth century, were a tiny and insignifi-
cant part of this new configuration at first but their descendants and
followers eventually came to dominate it and to shape it toward the
creation of a new imperial order under their rule.

According to most historical traditions, the immediate ancestors of
Osman arrived in Anatolia with the second great wave of Turkish migra-
tions from central Asia, which took place in the wake of the Chingisid
onslaught in the early thirteenth century. Once in Anatolia, they would
have encountered a variety of Turkish-speaking communities — some in
urban centers, some settled down to agriculture, but the majority en-
gaged in pastoral nomadism like Osman’s ancestors, most but not all of
them speaking the Oguz dialect, most but not all of them Muslim, and
even then divided into communities that understood different things
about being Muslim —living in a complex ethnoreligious mosaic that
included Christian and non-Turkish-speaking Muslim communities (es-
pecially Arab, Kurdish, and Persian).

The earlier wave, the tail end of the Volkerwanderungen in a way, had
occurred in the eleventh century when large numbers of Turkish tribes,
belonging primarily to the Oguz dialect group and to the Oguzid idiom
of Inner Asian political discourse, crossed the Oxus and moved toward
western Asia. While the Seljuk family from among these tribes soon
became involved in politics at the highest levels in Baghdad and ended
up as a dynasty that held the sultanate, many tribes moved further west
and piled along the eastern borders of the Byzantine Empire. Their
incursions into Asia Minor were independent of and at least occasionally
contradictory to the will of the Seljuk sultanate.

The Byzantine Empire had faced a similar and at first more threaten-
ing pressure from a more southerly direction in the seventh century with
the appearance of Arab-Muslim armies. While raids and counterraids
continued to rage in the next few centuries, however, these were rela-
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tively localized in a fluid frontier zone that developed in southeastern
Anatolia with its own borderland institutions, heroes, traditions, and
lore. The Turkish-speaking settlers and conquerors of the later medieval
era were to inherit a good deal of those traditions from both the Muslim
and the Christian sides.

In any case, ongoing friction in eastern Anatolia in the eleventh cen-
tury led to the fateful encounter of the Seljuk and Byzantine armies in
Mantzikert in 1071, the same year that the Eastern Roman Empire lost
Bari, its last possession in the Italian peninsula, to other tribal warrior
bands led by the Normans. The Byzantine defeat at Mantzikert was to be
followed by deeper and more frequent raids or plain migration by Tirk-
men tribes into Asia Minor. The political landscape of the peninsula
started to change immediately and was not to fully stabilize for four cen-
turies, until the Ottomans established unitary rule over it in the latter part
of the fifteenth century. Before the end of the eleventh century, most of
Anatolia was divided up among petty potentates led by Turkish warriors,
Armenian princes, Byzantine commanders, and Frankish knights arriv-
ing with the First Crusade (1096—99). The political configuration of the
peninsula kept changing through mostly short-lived successes of dif-
ferent adventurers who were ready to enter into all sorts of holy and
unholy alliances with others who were not necessarily of the same re-
ligious or ethnic background. Many an aspiring warrior seems to have
enjoyed, to paraphrase Andy Warhol, fifteen days to fifteen years of glory
before he disappeared or was sucked into the sphere of influence of a
momentarily mightier one. The Byzantine Empire still held the coastline
and some connected areas inland, especially after Caka Beg, who was
based in the Aegean, was murdered (in 1093, with the help of the Seljuk
ruler) and the crusaders recaptured Nicaea from the Seljuks of Riim for
the empire (1097).

Among Turco-Muslims, who were largely restricted to the inner
plateau after some very early excursions to the coastal areas and who
were replenished by continued migrations of T iirkmen tribes, two pow-
ers were able to acquire prominence and enjoy some longevity. An off-
shoot of the Seljuk family and the House of Danigmend competed for
the ultimate leadership of the Muslims of Anatolia for nearly a century.
Melik Danigmend, whose gests were to be woven into the epic cycle of
Anatolian Muslims, and his family seem to have cared less for state
building than for what they did better than anyone else for a while:
namely, capturing towns and undertaking daring raids that brought
them tremendous prestige. The Seljuks of Riim, on the other hand, were
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keen to emulate more stable and structured modes of governing; they
were particularly successful in that task after establishing Konya (ancient
Iconium) as their capital during the reign of Mes‘Gd I (r. 1118-55). The
often violent competition between the Danismendids and the Seljuks of
Riim, both of whom sought the alliance of the Byzantine emperor or
local Christian or Muslim powers when it seemed expedient, was ul-
timately resolved in 1177 in favor of the latter, who captured their rivals’
last major holding, Malatya, and decisively reduced them to vassalage.

This feat was accomplished only one year after another Seljuk victory,
this one over Byzantine imperial armies in Myriokephalon (1176). This
was, in the words of one of the most prominent scholars of medieval
Anatolia, “after an interval of a century, a replica of Mantzikert, which
showed that henceforward there existed a Turkey which could never be
further assimilated™ Although the word “Turchia” indeed appeared in
Latin geographic designations in the twelfth century, from the point of
view of the Turkish-speaking populations and polities of the area, there
was no Turkey, either as a geographical or as a political entity, until the
end of World War I, when the European designation was finally accepted
by the locals themselves. Instead, there was a changing set of competing
political enterprises, many of which were led by Turkish-speaking war-
rior elites but which were never organized along ethnic lines or with an
eye to eventual ethnic unity. The land was known as the land of Rim,
and its people were divided into different communities of religious,
linguistic, or political affiliation. The Ottoman ruling class eventually
emerged as a combination of Muslims (some by conversion) who spoke
Turkish (though not necessarily as a native tongue), affiliated (some
voluntarily and some involuntarily) with the dynastic state under the
rule of the House of Osman. And “Turk” was only one, and not neces-
sarily a favored one, of the “ethnicities” ruled by that class.

With their victories in Myriokephalon and Malatya behind them, the
Seljuks looked like they had accomplished, “from the Byzantine territo-
ries in the West almost to the further limits of the East, the political unity
of Asia Minor”> But to a student of the later and much more solid
Ottoman state, like this author, the rule of the Seljuks of Riim in any
period seems too fragile and ephemeral to be considered real political
unity. All the major fault lines of those medieval Turkic states, built
around the energies of tribal forces and ambitious warrior chieftains,
were at work in the sultanate of the Anatolian Seljuks: there were many
frontier zones of various sizes where the administrative apparatus hardly
reached; there were many tribal groups that were not controlled; there
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were many ambitious warriors, some of them possibly made by the
Seljuks, ready to imagine themselves independent of Seljuk authority;
and when two or three of these came together, as they frequently did,
they were able to shake, if not dissolve, state power. Finally, the Seljuks
of Riim also continued the practice of dividing up their land among the
heirs of the dynast; the same Seljuk sultan who won the two victories
mentioned above carved his realm into eleven pieces for his nine sons,
a brother, and a nephew. The realm could still remain united in princi-
ple, under the leadership of a “senior partner” recognized by the others,
but it proved only a matter of time before some of the heirs found sup-
port among Tiirkmen tribes or warrior bands, and rival foci of power
emerged. As we shall discuss in later chapters, the Ottomans, as if or
perhaps because they were good students of history, and under different
conditions no doubt, proved themselves much more successful in con-
fronting these fault lines and eventually steering their course clear of
them on the way to creating one of the most durable states in history.

In all fairness to the Anatolian Seljuks, it must be admitted that they
were approaching a firm consolidation of their power in the first four
decades of the thirteenth century, and that their ultimate failure is closely
related to an unforeseen external factor: the invincible Mongol armies.
Even before the Mongols, however, a Tiirkmen rebellion under the lead-
ership of Baba Ilyas and his followers presented a severe challenge to
Seljuk authority between 1239 and 1241. It seems that the plight of the
Tirkmen tribes was due, among other things, to the squeeze for land
that arose with the second big wave of migrations, which is said, as was
mentioned above, in most sources to have brought the tribe of Osman’s
grandparents into Anatolia.® With the Seljuk defeat by the Mongol ar-
mies in Kosedag (central Anatolia) in 1243, the tension-ridden pen-
dulum of centripetal and centrifugal tendencies started to swing once
again in favor of the latter. The political landscape was eventually, espe-
cially after the Mongols sent soldiers and horses to be fed in the name of
establishing direct control over Anatolia (1277), thrown into turmoil
with various forces waging a life-and-death struggle in a period of ex-
treme violence and disarray. It is probably no coincidence that Yiinus
Emre, the classical poet of the newly forged Anatolian Turkish dialect,
emerged in that context and produced a corpus of poems that are dis-
tinguished by the profundity with which they looked death right in the
eye. In any case, continued political disarray and demographic pressure
pushed many Turkish tribes and warriors further into western Anatolia,
especially since the Byzantine capital was moved back to Constantinople
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in 1261 after having been seated in Nicaea since 1204 (the Fourth Cru-
sade) and having brought heightened security and prosperity to the area
for half a century or so. Before the end of the thirteenth century, endemic
political fragmentation had led to the emergence of numerous small
chiefdoms and relatively autonomous tribal domains in various parts of
Anatolia.

The political turbulences and human catastrophes of the thirteenth
century should not prevent us from observing the tremendous possi-
bilities unleashed by an unprecedented “globalization” of the Eurasian
economy thanks, in good part, to the Chingisid conquests and the pax
mongolica. It is for good reason that it has become a commonplace to
refer to the travels of Marco Polo when speaking of the Chingisids.
There were signs even before Chingis that Asia Minor, once the jewel in
Byzantium’s crown and then having suffered a series of depredations,
had regained sufficient stability to serve as a long-distance trade link
(along a North-South as well as an East-West axis) and to benefit from
the new commercial potential created by the mixed economies of ur-
ban, agrarjan, and pastoralist populations. The outburst of caravanserai
building activity, the primary area of architectural patronage by the Sel-
juk elite, was initiated in the late twelfth century and was to increase its
tempo no matter what the nature of political turbulences. The early
thirteenth-century acquisition of the port towns of Sinop (by the Black
Sea) and Alanya (by the Mediterranean) brought the Seljuk system and
the Turco-Muslim-dominated economies of Anatolia that it controlled
at the time into direct touch with the Levantine sea trade. By the end of
that century, more than one hundred caravanserais in the peninsula pro-
vided lodging and protection to merchants (and other travellers).”

It is revealing, for instance, that what is no more than a remote back-
water in modern Turkey, an obscure plateau between Kayseri and Maras,
once entertained a lively international fair where Middle Eastern, Asian,
and European merchants exchanged commodities like silk textiles, furs,
and horses. True, the fair does not seem to have survived long into the
era of Mongol Ilkhanid direct rule, but trade is not known to have
suffered in general. The chiefdoms that emerged in western Anatolia,
where even Mongol power could hardly reach, to some extent built their
power on raids and pillaging, but the western Anatolian coastline was
integrated into a brisk Levantine trade around 1300, and the chiefs were
signing commercial treaties with the likes of Venice in the early four-
teenth century.? In fact, fragmentation and the emergence of small local
powers may well have increased the possibility for a more local redistri-
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bution of resources that would otherwise have been siphoned off to
distant imperial capitals.

One of those small chieftains, situated in the northwest in what was
still partly Byzantine Bithynia, belonged to the clan of a certain Osman.
He belonged to an exceptional generation (or two) of creative minds
and social organizers who, either personally through their deeds or
through their legacy as it was constructed and acted upon by followers,
became the pivotal figures, the magnets, around whom the vibrant yet
chaotic social and cultural energies of the Turco-Muslims of medieval
Asia Minor ultimately found more-regular paths to flow. Since then,
these figures, as embodied in the rich lore that has been built around
them (whatever the relationship of such lore to their “real” or “histor-
ical” life), have represented the “classics” of western, or one might also
say Roman, Turkish culture. Mevlana Celaleddin Riim1 and Haci Bektag
Veli, for example, are the spiritual sources, respectively, of the two largest
and most influential dervish orders in Ottoman lands. But their influence
reaches far beyond any particular set of institutional arrangements, how-
ever large these may have been, and cuts across orders, social classes, and
formal institutions. They have rather been fountainheads of broad cul-
tural currents and sensibilities over the centuries. Yanus Emre’s appeal
has been even more ecumenical, with his poetry considered by successive
generations to be the most moving and unadulterated expression of
piety in Anatolian Turkish; dozens of imitators tried to pass their own
works off as those of Yiinus, and dozens of villages claimed to have his
shrine. A certain Nasreddin of thirteenth-century Anatolia seems to have
been at least the excuse for the creation of the lore of Nasreddin Hoca,
the central figure of a corpus of proverbial jokes that now circulate, with
many later embellishments of course, from the Balkans to central Asia.
Ahi Evren may be the least well known of these figures in the modern
era, but his cult once played the most central role in the now defunct
corporations of artisans and tradesmen, providing the basic structures
and moral codes of urban economic and social life, at least for Muslims.
Widely popular legends of a certain Sar1 Saltuk, who also is honored at
numerous burial sites, portrayed him as the most pivotal character in
spreading Islam in the Balkans.

It is much more coincidental but still worthy of note that Osman was
also a near contemporary of two figures, very remote from his sphere of
action in thirteenth-century terms, whose descendants were to share
with his house the limelight of international politics in the sixteenth
century. One of these was Rudolf of Habsburg, who acquired his E7b-
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lande in 1278. The Habsburg dynasty was to become the main competi-
tor of the Ottomans on the central European and Mediterranean scenes,
and the two states were to follow more or less the same rhythms until
both disappeared as ruling houses in the aftermath of the First World
War. And the other relevant member of the cohort, a much less likely
candidate at that time for inclusion in our comparison here, was Sheikh
Safi al-Din (1252-1334) of Ardabil, whose own political role as a re-
nowned Sufi may have been considerable but was primarily indirect. His
legacy and the huge following of his order would eventually be shaped
by late-fifteenth-century scions into the building blocks of the Safavid
Empire, the main competitor of the Ottomans in the Muslim world in
the early modern era.

Osman, a near contemporary of theirs, is the founder of a polity that
rose over and above all its Anatolian and Balkan rivals to be eventually
recognized, whether willingly or reluctantly, as the ultimate resolution
of the political instability that beset Eastern Roman lands since the ar-
rival of Turkish tribes in the eleventh century. He is a much more histor-
ical (i.e., much less legendary) character than Romulus of course. Nev-
ertheless, he is equally emblematic of the polity that was created after his
name and legacy. As Marshall Sahlins points out in his study of the
stranger-king motif in Hawaiian and Indo-European political imagina-
tion, “it is not significant that the exploit may be ‘merely symbolic, since
it is symbolic even when it is ‘real” >

One of the most influential legends concerning Osman is the one that
depicts his whole conquering and state-building enterprise as having
started with an auspicious dream. Variants of this legend were retold in
dozens of sources until the modern era, when the dream was dismissed
in terms of its historicity but still, by some vengeful intervention of
ancestral spirits perhaps, did not fail to occupy a central place in much of
the debate among historians, as we shall see in the next chapter. Accord-
ing to one of the better-known versions, Osman was a guest in the home
of a respected and well-to-do Sufi sheikh when he dreamt that

a moon arose from the holy man’s breast and came to sink in Osman Ghazi’s
breast. A tree then sprouted from his navel, and its shade compassed the
world. Beneath this shade there were mountains, and streams flowed forth
from the foot of each mountain. Some people drank from these running
waters, others watered gardens, while yet others caused fountains to flow.
[When Osman awoke] he went and told the story to the sheykh, who said,
“Osman, my son, congratulations for the imperial office [ bestowed by God]
to you and your descendants, and my daughter Milhiin shall be your wife”
He married them forthwith.10
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Thereafter, it is a story of success that culminated in the phenomenal
expansion of the territories controlled by the House of Osman. In the
early twentieth century, after various parts of the empire had been gob-
bled up or seceded throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
Ottoman forces were still defending what they considered to be their
own territory in as diverse parts of the world as Macedonia, Libya,
Yemen, and the Caucasus.

Phenomenal as it was, however, the Ottoman expansion was slow
when compared to the empire-building conquests of some other Inner
Asian /Turco-Mongol tribal formations, such as those led by Chingis
and Timur, or when compared to the swift rise of the House of Seljuk to
the sultanate in Baghdad, the fabled seat of the Islamic caliphate. That is
probably why it was so much more durable. Relatively speaking, the
Ottomans took their time building their state and it paid off. They took
their time in constructing a coalition of forces and reconstructing it as it
changed shape, while they were also keen on institutionalizing their
political apparatus. It was a gradual and conflictual process of state build-
ing that took more than a century and a half from Osman’s earliest
ventures to the conquest of the Byzantine capital by his great-great-great-
great-grandson, Mehmed II (r. 1451-81), when the Ottomans can fi-
nally be said to have graduated to an imperial stage.

When Mehmed the Conqueror visited Troy later in his reign as sultan,
khan, and caesar, he seems to have been aware of the explanation of
Ottoman successes by the theory, upheld by some in Europe, that Turks
were, like the Romans before them, vengeful Trojans paying back the
Greeks.!! Standing at the fabled site, the sultan is reported to have in-
quired about “Achilles and Ajax and the rest” and then, “shaking his head
a little” to have said: “It was the Greeks and Macedonians and Thes-
salians and Peloponnesians who ravaged this place in the past, and whose
descendants have now through my efforts paid the right penalty, after a
long period of years, for their injustice to us Asiatics at that time and so
often in subsequent times 12

HISTORIOGRAPHY

Modern historiography, of course, has had little patience
with dreams and legends as explanation. Still, both the dream story
mentioned above and, even more so, the “true origins” of the proto-
Ottomans have functioned as pivotal issues in twentieth-century discus-
sions of Ottoman state building,

The first study devoted to the rise of the Ottoman state, published in
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1916 by H. A. Gibbons, held that that successful enterprise could not
have been built by “Asiatics” The dream story, contended Gibbons,
though not to be taken at face value, implied that Osman and his tribe,
who must have been pagan nomads of Inner Asian background, con-
verted to Islam at some point and set out to Islamize their Christian
neighbors in Byzantine Bithynia. Converts among the latter made up the
majority of the proto-Ottomans and provided the expertise for setting
up an administration.

In the charged environment of the early twentieth century, where
nationalism was linked with racialism even more explicitly than it is
today, this argument was obviously loaded. The emerging Turkish na-
tionalism of the republican era (1923-), busily occupied with redefining
the role of Turks in world history, was not entirely sympathetic to the
later and “corrupt” phase of the Ottoman Empire that the Republic
replaced; however, the same nationalists could not but proudly appro-
priate the earlier history of invasions, settlement, and state building,
including the most successful case, represented by the Ottomans, that
established the Turkish presence in the region.

In the formulation of M. F. Kopriilii, the leading Turkish historian of
his generation, who elaborated his views in the 1930s and framed them
partly as a response to Gibbons, the military-political expansion of medi-
eval Anatolian frontiers was primarily due to the demographic pressure
of Turkish tribes fleeing the Chingisid armies. According to Képriili,
Osman’s immediate entourage consisted of members of his tribe, who
must have been of common descent as later Ottoman rhetoric claimed.
As they set out to carve themselves a body politic, their numbers were
replenished, on the one hand, by other Turkish elements of the same
region and, on the other, by experienced representatives of the hinter-
land’s sophisticated Turco-Muslim political-administrative culture. A
number of conversions took place, but the Ottoman state was essentially
a Turkish state; it was built by Turks, and almost all elements of Ottoman
political culture can be explained by reference to their Turco-Muslim
heritage deriving from central Asia and the Middle East. Tribal and
ethnic cohesion as well as a sophisticated institutional legacy enabled the
building of a state out of demographic pressure in a relative political
void. Kopriilii’s vision was hailed and continues to serve as a building
block of Turkish national historiography.

It was Paul Wittek’s theory, however, formulated in the 1930s and
partly as a response to Kopriilii, that was to gain international recogni-
tion as the most convincing account of Ottoman success. Wittek found
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the rhetoric of tribalism unconvincing; nor did he dwell on the question
of ethnicity as such, though he underlined continuities in Turco-Muslim
culture without failing to note the occurrence of conversions and
Christian-Muslim cooperation in some passages. For him, what fueled
the energies of the early Ottoman conquerors was essentially their com-
mitment to gaza, an “ideology of Holy War” in the name of Islam.
Ottoman power was built on that commitment, as expressed in an in-
scription erected in Bursa in 1337, which referred to Osman’s son as a
“gazi, son of gazi” Wittek found the same spirit in the earliest Ottoman
histories, none of which, however, dates from before the fifteenth cen-
tury. While a shared ethos provided warriors who banded together with
cohesion and drive, the realm they brought under their control was
organized according to the administrative experiences of scholars and
bureaucrats from the Islamic cultural centers. There was some tension
between the two elements because the gazis belonged to a heterodox
frontier culture; over time, orthodoxy prevailed as the Ottomans estab-
lished a stable administration. Wittek’s formulation, which has much in
common with Kopriilii’s but avoids the ethnicist controversy and seems
to place singular emphasis on religious motivation as the root cause of
Ottoman power, was widely accepted and recycled in the pithy formula
of “the gaza thesis”

Lawrence Stone, historian of early modern England, has described
the fate of historical theses in terms of a tongue-in-cheek quasi-Hegelian
spiral of generational cycles.!® The dominant view of one generation is
turned on its head by the next but is then reclaimed, hopefully in an
improved version, by the next. It may be due to the ambiguous nature of
“generation” as an analytical concept or the backwardness of Ottoman
studies that the beat seems to have skipped a generation or two with
respect to the gaza thesis, which was formulated in the 1930s. Alternative
or supplementary explanations were occasionally aired in more-general
studies, but there was no lively debate producing new research and
ideas — until, that is, the 1980s, when many voices were raised, indepen-
dently of each other, against the Wittek thesis.

The main tenor of those voices reflected a dissatisfaction with an
explanation that put so much emphasis on “Holy War ideology” when
early Ottoman behavior, it was claimed, displayed heterodoxy vis-a-vis
Islam and accommodation vis-a-vis Christian neighbors. The early Otto-
mans could not have been driven by the spirit of gaza, because they were
neither good orthodox Muslims nor zealous exclusivist ones. Ottoman
sources that speak of gaza might as well be read as representatives of a
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later ideology, addressing Islamized audiences by putting a respectable
religious veneer on earlier actions that had been driven by pragmatic
considerations such as plunder and power.

No matter how radical a departure they claimed to represent from the
consensus of the former generations, however, all of these critical voices
still subscribed to the essentialism of earlier historiography. Its legacy, in
other words, has proven sufficiently powerful even in the hands of critics
to perpetuate a dichotomous analysis that wishes to see the early Otto-
man conquerors and state builders as fundamentally Turkish, tribal, and
driven by pragmatism and plunder or fundamentally Muslim and driven
by zeal for holy war.

It is argued in this book that early Ottoman history and the state-
building process cannot be properly appreciated within the framework
of such dichotomous analyses. While the identities, beliefs, values, and
actions of the early Ottomans are naturally bound to constitute the basic
material for analysis and explanation, they do not need to be framed in
terms of ahistorical either / or propositions. Human beings display many
complex and even contradictory behaviors, and it is in that very complex-
ity that explanations for historical phenomena must be sought. To be
more specific, it is argued that the recent debate over the normative
“Muslimness” of the gazis obscures the historical reality of the distinctive
culture and ethos of the march environment within which the Ottoman
state was born. Beyond reassessing the historiography, it is my aim to
reconstruct that distinctive ethos as well as the social and political en-
vironment of the marches in late medieval Anatolia in order to reach a
better understanding of the rise of the Ottoman state.

PLAN AND APPROACH

This book analyzes its problem and elaborates its perspec-
tive in three layers. Chapter 1 is a discussion of modern scholarship on
the rise of the Ottoman state. It introduces, in a much more detailed
canvas than the sketch given above, the specific issues that have been
raised and the main perspectives developed with respect to that particu-
lar theme. It is not a survey of scholarship on medieval Anatolia, the way
Norman Cantor, for instance, has recently examined the history of medi-
eval European studies as a field.!* Rather, this chapter is only a narrowly
focused treatment of history-writing on the problem of the Ottoman
state’s emergence. It maps the wiring, as it were, of modern historiogra-
phy on that problem in order to highlight the currents of tension and the
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nodes that are charged; any new conceptualization or reconstruction,
including that of this author, will need to be assessed in terms of such a
map.

Chapter 2 presents first a survey and analysis of the sources emanating
from the Turco-Muslim frontier milieux of Anatolia, legendary accounts
of the lives of warriors and dervishes, in order to illuminate how the
people of the frontiers conceptualized their own actions and assigned
meaning to them. This is the first attempt to reach a historicized under-
standing of the complex of values and attitudes embodied in or related to
the notion of gaza, which both Wittek and his critics were more or less
content to treat in terms of its dictionary definitions. This first part of the
chapter demonstrates that the frontier ethos was intricately bound up
with the gaza spirit, ubiquitous in the relevant sources, but nonetheless
incorporated latitudinarianism and inclusiveness.

The second part of chapter 2 turns to a close reading and comparison
of certain passages in a particularly relevant body of interrelated sources:
the chronicles of the House of Osman, which were at least partly based
on earlier oral narratives but were not rendered into writing before the
fifteenth century, the more substantive compositions not emerging until
the latter decades of that century. While enmeshed in frontier legends and
myths, these sources at the same time present themselves as straight his-
tories. As such, they have by and large suffered from either an uncritical
adoption as factual accounts —a naive empiricism — or a nearly whole-
sale dismissal as myths —a hyperempiricism. The latter attitude or an
outright neglect has severely limited the use of relevant hagiographical
works that also develop their own historical arguments, in terms of the
parameters of that genre of course, with respect to the early Ottomans.

Methodologically, my discussion is an attempt to transcend the posi-
tivistic attitude, still dominant in Ottoman studies, that every bit of
information in the sources can and must be categorized as either pure
fact or fiction. More specifically, my reading of the sources reveals that
representatives of different political tendencies tried to appropriate the
symbolic capital embedded in claims to success as gazis in their own
ways through differing historical accounts. It is established through this
discussion that the pertinent hagiographies and “anonymous” calendars
and chronicles are far from being the inert products of accretion of oral
tradition or chance coagulation of narrative fragments but rather repre-
sent internally coherent ideological positions articulated by authorial or
editorial hands. By drawing out these several historiographical strands
embedded in variants, the chapter enables an understanding of the gazi
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milieu as a social and cultural reality that sustained political and ideologi-
cal debate. It identifies the major point of tension in the early Ottoman
polity between centralizing and centrifugal tendencies, which shaped its
trajectory until the conquest of Constantinople, when the triumph of
centralized absolutism was sealed.

Chapter 3 proceeds to the old-fashioned task of reconstruction and
is intended to be neither exhaustive nor definitive. It deals selectively
with aspects of the process whereby the political enterprise headed by a
certain Osman in the western Anatolian marches of the late thirteenth
century was shaped into a centralized state under the House of Osman in
a few generations. The discussion here moves from the gaza ethos to the
gazis and other social agents in that scene and aims to re-present the pre-
imperial Ottoman polity as the historically contingent product of a
culturally complex, socially differentiated, and politically competitive
environment rather than as the necessary result of a unitary line of de-
velopmental logic. It focuses on the sociopolitical plane, with particular
emphasis on locating gazi warriors and dervishes, as well as their neigh-
bors —tribal or settled, Christian or Muslim, rural or urban —within a
matrix of shifting alliances and conflicts in late medieval Anatolia.

Insofar as it is a narrative of early Ottoman history, it is a highly
selective treatment, intended only to highlight the process of coalition
formation and dissolution and some of the most significant steps in the
institutionalization of Ottoman power along a contested path that suc-
ceeded in circumventing the fault lines of medieval Turco-Muslim pol-
ities mentioned above.1% A brief overview is provided here for the reader
who may need an introduction to the orientation of the author and to
the discussion of specifics before the third chapter. It might also be
worthwhile to consult the chronology of events (pp. xvii—xix) after
reading this introduction.

OVERVIEW

The scene is set in terms of the political wilderness and
competition that characterized western Anatolia at the end of the thir-
teenth century. Byzantine, Mongol-Ilkhanid, and Seljuk powers still had
some control over the region, but a number of chieftains or community
leaders engaged relatively freely in acts that would determine their politi-
cal future. A Turco-Muslim leader with a following and a recognized
realm was called a beg or emir, and his competitive, expansion-oriented
enterprise was called a beglik or emirate. Some local Christian lords,
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called zekvur in Turkish sources, controlled fortified or naturally pro-
tected settlements and surrounding agricultural areas that constituted
raiding territory for the forces of the begs. This frontier environment
also witnessed a high degree of symbiosis, physical mobility, and re-
ligious conversions that facilitated the sharing of lore (legends about
earlier heroes, for instance), ideas, institutional practices, and even war-
riors among inclusive political formations that were at the same time
steeped in the ethos of championship of the faith.

Like his competitors, Osman Beg not only undertook raids with
forces under his command and carried off booty (mostly slaves and
precious objects) but also constructed a set of alliances with some of his
neighbors with an eye to increasing his sphere of influence. Bonds of
solidarity would be formed in joint raids or through neighborly relations
that included trade and intermarriage. One of Osman’s wives was the
daughter of a rich and respected sheikh of a dervish community; one of
Osman’s sons married the daughter of a tekvur. The chieftain of a Chris-
tian village near Osman’s base was a scout and an ally in some early
expeditions. It cannot be imagined that other begs of the frontiers failed
to appreciate the value of such ties and to forge similar alliances. Cliental
relations with wonder-working dervishes, who indeed worked wonders
in capturing the hearts and minds of tribesfolk as well as of Christian or
ex-Christian peasants through syncretism, were not the monopoly of the
Ottomans. Nor were the Ottomans the only ones who could claim to be
“raiders in the name of the faith” Moreover, a policy of fiscal leniency
(relative to late Byzantine practices), which worked well toward gaining
Christian producers as subjects, was followed not only by the Ottomans
but also by their rivals. They all benefited from the military potential in
the restless energies and martial skills of the nomads and adventurers
who had been “going West” in search of pastureland and other oppor-
tunities since around the mid thirteenth century.

Though it is difficult to assess whether the Ottomans had any com-
parative advantages in the use of any of these means toward expanding
their sphere of control, it must at least be noted that Osman and his
followers made effective use of them. Osman’s political career seems to
have started during the last years of the thirteenth century and to have
carried him from the leadership of a community of nomadic pastoralists
to the chieftainship of a beglik after he seized a few Bithynian fortresses.
One particular advantage of his beglik was its location, since this base
provided its forces with relatively easy access to poorly defended Byzan-
tine territory. Successful military expeditions brought fame and riches,
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which were essential in attracting more warriors and dervishes as well as
scholar-bureaucrats from the centers of Islamic culture. By the time of
Osman’s death (1323 or 1324), his small polity had the material and
organizational means to strike coins, issue endowment deeds, and use
siege tactics that required much more than competency in nomadic war-
fare. Particularly with the conquests of Bursa (1326) and Iznik (Nicaea)
(1331) under Orhan, Osman’s son, the Ottomans controlled all the
major towns of Bithynia and were in a position to build lasting institu-
tions. Some recognized scholars, such as Candarh Kara Halil (d. 1387),
seem to have arrived in Ottoman lands around this time, occupied top
administrative positions (judicial and vezirial), and initiated new in-
stitutional mechanisms. The first Ottoman medrese, or college, was estab-
lished in Iznik in 1331 and started to train scholar-scribes and judges. But
the Ottomans were not the only ones who undertook lucrative expedi-
tions, and at first they were not the most renowned of the emirates. Even
their location right next to Byzantine territory to the southeast of the
Marmara Sea was matched by that of the Karasi emirs, who controlled
the southwestern half of the region. Insofar as the extension of gazi
activity into southeastern Europe constituted the next significant step in
the imaginations of the begs of western Anatolia, the Karasi were in fact
more favored in terms of their location and more knowledgeable in
military-strategic terms. Factional strife in Byzantine imperial politics in
the 1340s invited both emirates to Thracian ventures, where the Otto-
mans and the Karasi were called to aid the factions, respectively, of Kanta-
kouzenos and his rivals (including Batatzes, the father-in-law of a Karasi
beg). The former won, and the Ottomans overran the Karasi emirate and
incorporated its experienced gazis. By 1354, Gelibolu (Kallipolis), the
strongest Byzantine fort across the Dardanelles, was captured, and the
gazis could now hope that their engagements in Thrace would be more
than temporary. The goal of permanent control in this new territory was
buttressed by the colonization of kindred populations there.

In taking charge of the raiding and settlement in Thrace, which even-
tually paved the way for conquests in southeastern Europe, the Otto-
mans gained a decisive advantage over other emirates, since this role
brought not only immense prestige but also access to substantial material
resources in the form of booty and tax revenues. But they soon faced the
quintessential Ibn Khaldunian predicament of tribal war-band leaders—
turned-state builders: namely, the loosening of the bonds of solidarity
among members of the war band as the administrative mechanisms and
stately pomp of imperial polities are adopted by the leaders of the suc-



