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Abstract  
 

This dissertation examines the role of the janissaries in 

social and political life of the early nineteenth century 

Istanbul. In contrast to the mainstream historiography which 

has treated the Janissary Corps exclusively as a military 

institution, this study attempts to explore social and 

political functions of the janissaries within the Ottoman 

polity. The involvement of the janissaries in crafts, commerce 

and agriculture in growing numbers, which became noticeable in 

the early seventeenth century, resulted in their integration 

into civil life. By the early nineteenth century, ‘janissary’ 

as a social category included different members of urban 

society from daily wage workers to small merchants in Istanbul.  

This dissertation argues that the integration of the 

janissaries into civil life had far reaching effects on the 

political dynamics of the Ottoman Empire. The presence of 

janissaries among artisans, guilds and working population of 

Istanbul enabled these groups to carve out a political space 

for themselves despite the ruling elite’s resentment and 

resistance. Throughout the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century, the threat of a potential janissary rebellion forced 

the central authorities to pay attention to the demands and 

interests of the urban groups which constituted the Janissary 

Corps. Still, the central state obstinately refused the 

demands of these urban groups to be represented in the 

government following the rebellion of 1808. Although Mahmud 

II’s administration granted this right to junior janissary 



 v

officers for a brief period during the early phases of the 

Greek Rebellion, it had no intention of constituting a 

political structure based on popular consent. As soon as it 

became clear that Greeks in Istanbul did not pose any threat 

to the central state, Mahmud II’s government not only moved to 

annul this right but also to eliminate the janissary control 

over the state once and for all.                            
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Introduction                                                                                                            
 
 
“…and I was astonished at the freedom with which 
they expressed their opinions on the measures of 
the sultan. I had a long conversation with an 
effendi at Pergamus, and another with a Turkish 
gentleman at Magnesia, who agreed in stating that 
the country was already oppressed beyond bearing, 
‘and what is all this for?’ said one of them ‘for 
what are we obliged to keep increasing the burdens 
of the people, while they are becoming every day 
less and less able to bear even what they have 
hitherto borne? For what, but for the new expensive 
whims of the Sultan, and for his obstinacy.” 1 
 

 

 

 This dissertation examines the place of the Janissary Corps in 

Ottoman social and political life during the early nineteenth 

century. Since the “janissary” presence and influence was the most 

significant in the capital of the empire, this dissertation mainly 

focuses on the janissaries of Istanbul. Rather than looking at the 

Janissary Corps as a degenerated military institution of the so-

called ‘traditional order’, this study argues that the Janissary 

Corps evolved beyond their initial role and acquired important 

socio-political functions. The Corps became an institutional base by 

which various urban elements tried to protect their privileges and 

interests against the ruling elite. By the early nineteenth century, 

the Janissary Corps consisted of a wide variety of urban groups from 

merchants and guild members to street peddlers and unskilled daily 

wage laborers. Although the integration of the janissaries with 

urban elements was already complete in the seventeenth century, it 

was from the eighteenth century onwards that the socio-political 

                                                 
 
1 Charles MacFarlane, Constantinople in 1828: A Residence of Sixteen Months 
in the Turkish Capital and Provinces: with an Account of the Present State 
of the Naval and Military Power, and of the Resources of the Ottoman Empire 
(London: Saunders and Otley, 1829), 186.  
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character of the corps gained much more importance against a 

reforming bureaucracy which became increasingly assertive in 

pressing forward the state’s fiscal interests to the detriment of 

these same urban groups. Since the state-centered historiography on 

the janissaries has never questioned this process in a comprehensive 

way, this dissertation seeks to open a door for a critical 

evaluation of the abolition of the Janissary Corps and the 

implications of that process for Ottoman society.   

It is striking that there have been few modern studies on the 

late Janissary Corps in general; and its abolition in 1826 in 

particular.2 With the exception of two early monographs which dated 

to the Second World War and early Cold War era, the janissaries have 

remained a peripheral subject of historical study. Although 

political historians of late Ottoman Empire considered janissaries 

as one of the major players in political arena, they made little 

effort to study their social and economic life, composition, and 

political motives in detail. Content with following the footsteps of 

Ottoman court historians and European observers of the Ottoman 
                                                 
 
2 It seems that the early history of the Janissary Corps has attracted more 
scholarly attention than the later periods. The origin and foundation of 
the janissaries emerges as the dominant subject among the numerous articles 
produced by Ottoman historians. J. A. B. Palmer, “The Origins of the 
Janissaries,” Bulletin of the John Rylanas Library, 35 (1952-53), 448-481. 
Gy Kaldy-Nagy, “The First Centuries of the Ottoman Military Organization,” 
Acta Orientalia Hungaria, 31 (1977), 147-183. Pal Fodor, “Bir Nasihatname 
Olarak Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan,” in 5. Milletlerarası Türkoloji Kongresi, 
İstanbul, 23-28 Eylül 1985, Tebliğler, vol. I (İstanbul: 1985), 217-224. 
Colin Imber, “The Origins of the Janissaries,” Journal of Turkish Studies, 
26/2 (2002), 15-19. Irina Y. Petrosyan, “The Mebde-i Kanun-i Yeniçeri Ocağı 
Tarihi on the System of Devşirme,” in György Kara, ed., Between Danube and 
the Caucasus: A Collection of Sources on the History of the Peoples of 
Central and South-eastern Europe, 217-228 (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1987). 
By the same author, “The Formation of the Ottoman State and the Origins of 
the Janissary Corps,” in Hasan C. Güzel, et al., eds., The Turks, vol. III, 
524-530 (Ankara: Yeni Türkiye Publications, 2002). Also see her, “The 
Janissary Corps in the late 16th and early 17th century: The First Attempt 
at Military Reform in the Ottoman Empire,” in Kemal Çiçek, et al., eds., 
The Great Ottoman-Turkish Civilisation, vol. III, 750-760 (Ankara: Yeni 
Türkiye, 2000).       
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Empire in the nineteenth century, modern historians often chose to 

carry the biases of these early authors into their own works.  

In fact, the negative image of janissaries was one result of 

overlapping between Ottoman court histories and European travel 

accounts of the mid-nineteenth century. On the one hand, there were 

Ottoman court historians who eagerly sought to legitimize the 

actions of a reforming bureaucracy which struggled against the 

opposition of entrenched social groups such as janissaries. On the 

other hand, there were European travelers who sympathized with the 

Ottoman bureaucracy believing that the dominance of European capital 

in the Ottoman Empire could only take place under the guidance of a 

strong central authority. In this vein, the autonomous social groups, 

which resisted outside encroachments upon their privileges, whether 

these came from the central administration or from Europe, were 

regarded as reactionaries.  

In fact, the consensus between the official historians and 

Western observers of the Ottoman Empire on these social groups 

proved to be long-lived, even surpassing the lifespan of the Ottoman 

Empire. After a brief interval which witnessed the fall of the 

Ottoman Empire and the foundation of modern Turkish Republic, 

earlier historical perspectives on Ottoman reform continued to serve 

new social and political uses. Although the newly founded Turkish 

Republic initially rejected its Ottoman past in the 1920s and 1930s, 

from the 1940s onwards, Turkish historians started to show a growing 

interest in the Ottoman heritage of the Turkish Republic.3 

                                                 
 
3 For a milestone study which indicated the change in the official stance 
towards the Ottoman past, see Tanzimat I: Yüzüncü Yıldönümü Münasebetile, 
T.C. Maarif Vekaleti (İstanbul, Maarif Matbaası, 1940). This was a 
compilation of articles written for the centennial anniversary of the  
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Identifying themselves with the reforming civil bureaucracy in the 

Ottoman Empire, Turkish historians in the 1940s praised the earlier 

attempts of Ottoman reform while condemning the social groups which 

opposed them. Accordingly, they considered janissaries as one of the 

major obstacles preventing the reform movement and applauded the 

abolition of the Janissary Corps under the reign of Mahmud II.4  

One of the early monographs on the Janissary Corps, 

Uzunçarşılı’s Kapıkulu Ocakları, was framed within this context.5 

Being basically an institutional history of the Janissary Corps 

based on the author’s extensive archival work, this book became the 

standard work on the janissaries in the Turkish language. Covering a 

period of more than four hundred years, Uzunçarşılı attempted to 

bundle together his research in the archives into a two volume study 

which is often confusing and fails to trace the evolution of the 

Janissary Corps in a clear and comprehensive manner. He treated the 

Corps merely as a military institution and paid little attention to 

its social links with the rest of the Ottoman society. According to 

Uzunçarşılı, once an efficient and superior military force, 

janissaries lost their discipline and became a degenerate group 

which started to terrorize the state from the eighteenth century 

onwards.6 By incorporating the language as well as worldview of his 

primary sources, Uzunçarşılı’s study perpetuated and reinforced the 

                                                                                                                                                         
 
proclamation of the famous Gülhane Decree (1839). The book itself was 
prepared under the auspices of the Ministry of Education and dedicated to 
the Prime Minister İsmet İnönü.   
 
4 Enver Ziya Karal, “Tanzimattan Evvel Garplılaşma Hareketleri (1718-
1839),” in Tanzimat I, 13-30.   
  
5 İsmail Hakkı Uzunçarşılı, Osmanlı Devleti Teşkilatından Kapıkulu Ocakları, 
2 vols. (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1943, 2nd ed., 1984).  
 
6 Uzunçarşılı, Kapıkulu Ocakları, 477-505. 
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image of janissaries as a decayed and archaic military institution 

which stubbornly resisted change until its abolition under the reign 

of Sultan Mahmud II.  

Enver Ziya Karal, another influential Turkish historian of the 

post-1940s, shared Uzunçarşılı’s views on Ottoman reform and the 

janissaries. Interested in what he called ‘westernization movements’ 

in the Ottoman Empire, Karal tried to trace back the origins of 

Turkey’s attempt to integrate to the West. Looking at the failure of 

early reforms in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, 

Karal concluded that it was mainly the religious establishment 

(‘ulema) and the janissaries who were responsible for obstructing 

the forces of change.7 According to Karal, the Janissary Corps was 

similar to a criminal organization which terrorized the Ottoman 

state and society for its own interests. Since both the ‘ulema and 

janissaries had interests in protecting the established order, they 

continuously challenged the reform programs. Only after the 

elimination of these forces, the central state was able to carry out 

its modernization program for the benefit of all.  Thus, Karal 

welcomed the abolition of the Janissary Corps as an event which 

opened a door for a new order and westernization.8  

Neither Uzunçarşılı nor Karal paid any attention to the organic 

relationships between the janissaries and Ottoman society.9 These 

authors assumed that the interests of janissaries were completely 

                                                 
 
7 İsmail Hakkı Uzunçarşılı and Enver Ziya Karal, Osmanlı Tarihi, vol. V 
(Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1961, 5th ed., 1988), 152. 
 
8 ibid., 145-152.  
 
9 For a contemporary critique of Uzunçarşılı’s treatment of the Janissary 
Corps see Mustafa Akdağ, “Yeniçeri Ocak Nizamının Bozuluşu,” Ankara 
Üniversitesi Dil ve Tarih-Coğrafya Fakültesi Dergisi 5 (1947): 291-309.   



 

 

6

separate from the ones of Ottoman society. Since they considered 

society’s interests as identical with state’s interests, it did not 

occur to them that janissaries might represent the interests of 

certain social groups within Ottoman society. It would not be wrong 

to consider Uzunçarşılı and Karal as equivalents of Ottoman court 

historians in the Turkish Republic. In fact their position was even 

officially recognized by the state when they were given the task of 

writing an eight volume history of the Ottoman Empire by the Turkish 

Historical Society.10          

Almost parallel with the rediscovery of Ottoman reform 

movements in Turkey, there emerged a growing interest in the process 

of westernization in Islamic societies among British/North American 

historians in the 1950s. The new literature, which inherited many of 

the biases of the earlier orientalist studies, went beyond producing 

knowledge on the ‘orient’ and acquired a different agenda in the 

Cold War Era. The difference between the agendas of the earlier 

orientalist studies and the new literature was most visible in Gibb 

and Bowen’s book, Islamic Society and the West.11 Although it was 

completed before the Second World War, the first volume of their 

study was not published until 1950. Being the product of the pre-war 

period, the study had much in common with the earlier orientalist 

tradition, a detailed and thorough study on the eighteenth century 

Ottoman Empire which benefited from its authors’ linguistic prowess. 

Although the body of the study had very little to offer concerning 

                                                 
 
10 İsmail Hakkı Uzunçarşılı and Enver Ziya Karal, Osmanlı Tarihi, 8 vols. 
(Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1947-1962).  
 
11 H. A. R. Gibb and Harold Bowen, Islamic Society and the West: A Study of 
the Impact of Western Civilization on Moslem Culture in the Near East, vol. 
I (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1950).   
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western influence on the eighteenth century Islamic society, the 

choice of its title, Islamic Society and the West: A Study of the 

Impact of Western Civilization on Moslem Culture in the Near East, 

clearly indicates the new scholarly interests of the day.  

As a product of the earlier orientalist tradition, Islamic 

Society offered a slightly different perspective on the Janissary 

Corps than those of the later studies. Gibb and Bowen traced back 

the so-called ‘corruption’ of the Janissary Corps to the beginning 

of the integration between janissaries and Muslim urban population.12 

Although they emphasized the detrimental effects of this integration 

on the Ottoman state, they did not fail to see some of its possible 

outcomes. Focusing on the links between artisans and janissaries 

mainly in Arab cities, Gibb and Bowen argued that membership in the 

Janissary Corps enabled various urban groups to curb arbitrary power 

of the governors and their functionaries, hence playing a useful 

political and social role.13 Unfortunately, Gibb and Bowen did not 

carry their argument into a higher level and failed to pursue the 

possible effects of such phenomenon in the Ottoman capital where the 

janissaries had more profound effects in political and social life 

of Istanbul than in the provincial cities.14 

                                                 
 
12  ibid., 181-185. 
 
13 ibid., 280.   
 
14 Gibb’s arguments was taken a step further by Albert Habib Hourani in an 
article in which he dealt with the change in the Middle East in the 
eighteenth century under the Western influence. Although Hourani 
acknowledged that the janissaries declined as a military force in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth century, they acquired different functions in 
urban centers. They became more important as a political body and provided 
essential aid to urban poor whom the depopulation of the countryside was 
driving into the urban centers. A. H. Hourani, “The Changing Face of the 
Fertile Crescent in the XVIIIth Century,” Studia Islamica 8(1957): 89-122.   
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Although it was never published, the only monograph on the 

abolition of the Janissary Corps appeared at nearly the same time 

with Gibb and Bowen’s book.15 Considering the abolition of the 

Janissary Corps as a turning point in Ottoman reform efforts, Howard 

Reed tried to present a detailed study of the events leading to the 

so-called ‘Auspicious Event’ in 1826. Reed mainly used the Ottoman 

chronicles as well as travel accounts and general histories produced 

in European languages for his study. Just like Uzunçarşılı, he did 

little to question the political and social functions of his primary 

sources. The result of this uncritical approach was transferring the 

prejudices and world view of the primary sources into his study. 

Thus, Reed simply reproduced the Ottoman administration’s self-image 

as presented in Ottoman chronicles and the mid-nineteenth century 

European opinions on the Ottoman Empire as presented in travel 

accounts; a reforming sultan and civil bureaucracy struggling 

against the conservatism of the religious hierarchy and the 

janissaries. 

It is interesting to observe the similarities between the 

approaches of Turkish and Western historians on the subject of 

Ottoman reform and janissaries in the late 1940s and early 1950s.              

Similar to the political atmosphere in the mid-nineteenth century, 

this shared historical outlook had much to do with political context 

of the time. During the post Second World War era, Turkey’s 

overtures to join the Western alliance against the threat of Soviet 

Russia met with enthusiasm from the United States and its European 

allies. While the civil bureaucracy in Turkey discovered the roots 

                                                 
 
15 Howard A. Reed, “The Destruction of the Janissaries by Mahmud II in June, 
1826,” Ph. D. diss., Princeton University, 1951. 
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of Turkish westernization in the nineteenth century, Western 

historians acknowledged and praised Turkey’s approach to western 

civilization and progress.  

In the early 1950s, the appearance of the modernization 

paradigm provided a solid theoretical framework for such historical 

interpretations. Advocating a gradual modernization and integration 

into the capitalist system for the ‘underdeveloped’ countries 

against a rival Soviet model, the modernization paradigm vastly 

influenced the historical writing on the Ottoman Empire. Bernard 

Lewis’ The Emergence of Modern Turkey, which was first published in 

1961, was one of the major examples for this influence.16 Lewis’ 

study was a typical representation of a teleological history 

accompanied by the author’s orientalist and essentialist approach to 

West Asian history. Assuming that the Ottoman reform attempts of the 

eighteenth century constituted a starting point for Turkey’s ongoing 

process of Westernization, Lewis retrospectively reduced the 

totality of the late Ottoman Empire- a complex multi-ethnic, multi-

religious state- into simply a forerunner of a Turkish nation state. 

Lewis provided an essentialist and ahistorical view of the Ottoman 

Empire by arguing that Ottoman institutions and society remained 

unchanged throughout the early modern era.17 According to Lewis, the 

liberation of the empire from this stagnation only came through the 

westernizing policies of the Ottoman ruling elite starting from the 

early eighteenth century. As he characterized the sixteenth and 

                                                 
 
16 Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1961, 3rd ed., 2002).  
 
17 In Lewis’ words; “Fundamentally, the Ottoman Empire had remained or 
reverted to a medieval state, with a medieval mentality and a medieval 
economy..” ibid., 36. 
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seventeenth centuries as a period of total sclerosis, Lewis 

portrayed the last two centuries of Ottoman history as a time of 

struggle between the progressive and reactionary forces. Within this 

dichotomy, janissaries appeared as archaic reactionaries who, 

together with the religious establishment, blindly resisted change.18 

Describing the janissaries as ‘the terror of the sultans and their 

law-abiding subjects,’ Lewis praised the abolition of the Janissary 

Corps as a sign for the end of the so-called “traditional order.”19 

Overall, Lewis offered as a historical representation of the last 

two centuries of Ottoman history as a struggle between two main 

historical agents (reactionaries and reformers), who kept fighting 

with each other only for the rival ideals of Westernization and 

traditional Islamic order without any substantial material interests. 

Although representing an opposite worldview, Niyazi Berkes, a 

socialist historian, suggested similar interpretations for the 

Ottoman reforms in his Development of Secularism, which was 

published just a few years after Lewis’ book.20 Berkes argued that 

the traditional Ottoman polity, which was characterized by the 

dominance of religion in every aspect of life and the apathy for 

change, had been disintegrating throughout the late sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. The emergence of the reform attempts by the 

Ottoman ruling elite, who unwillingly started to acknowledge the 

superiority of the West starting from the early eighteenth century, 

                                                 
 
18 ibid., 74-76.  
 
19 ibid., 79-80. 
 
20 Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Secularism in Turkey (Montreal: McGill 
University Press, 1964).    
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quickened this process of disintegration.21 Yet the traditional 

groups in the Ottoman society, “fundamentalists” as Berkes put it, 

resisted the process of change by arguing the superiority of 

‘medieval Islam’ in its pure form. According to Berkes, late Ottoman 

history was characterized by the tensions between secular minded 

reformists and reactionaries.22 As expected, the janissaries and the 

religious establishment were in the front lines of reactionary 

groups in Berkes’ model. Attempts of reform always met with 

resistance from the religious establishment which opposed any 

innovation out of their religious zeal and interests groups who felt 

that their privileges were in danger. In Berkes’ words, the 

Janissary Corps became “the machinery by which the impoverished 

esnaf (artisans, petty tradesmen, and men of odd jobs) could live 

parasitically off the government treasury.”23 Like Lewis, Berkes was 

also interested in the developments and changes in ideas and 

institutions and paid little attention to material conditions and 

costs of the reform movements for ordinary people. Seeing no 

alternative model to the ‘top-down’ secularist reforms for Turkey in 

its path to modernity, Berkes’ sympathies lay with the ruling elite 

and he consciously chose to present anyone who opposed these reforms 

in essentialized stereotypes. He considered Mahmud II as the 

enlightener of the Ottoman citizenry and argued that Mahmud II’s 

destruction of the janissaries opened the way for changes in 

                                                 
 
21 ibid., 24-26. See especially Chapter I.    
 
22 ibid., 3-4; 18.    
 
23 ibid., 56. 
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political, administrative, legal and educational practices in the 

Ottoman Empire.24  

Since its introduction to field of Ottoman history, the 

modernization paradigm has proven to be resilient and has continued 

to influence historiography on the late Ottoman Empire. Over a 

period of twenty years, the modernization thesis along with the 

state-centered approaches defined most of the scholarly production 

in the field of Ottoman history. In the 1970s, one of the scholars 

who continued to apply the modernization theory in his studies was 

Stanford Shaw. Shaw’s study on the reign of Selim III and his 

History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey were landmarks of 

the modernization theory’s continuing dominance in the Ottoman 

field.25 Siding with the central authority, whether this was the 

Ottoman dynasty and its functionaries or the Republican governments 

of the 1920s and 1930s, Shaw equated any attempt which threatened 

the authority of the state with reaction and chaos. Thus, the 

centrifugal forces of the late Ottoman Empire: local notables, 

janissaries or the ulema were all considered as obstacles which 

prevented the reform minded bureaucracy from making any serious 

attempts to solve economic, social and political problems of the 

empire through westernizing reforms. In Shaw’s framework, the ulema 

and janissaries appeared as the foremost defenders of the 

traditional order which miraculously continued without any 

significant change for centuries. It never occurred to Shaw that the 

                                                 
 
24 ibid., 92. 
 
25 Stanford Shaw, Between Old and New: The Ottoman Empire under Sultan Selim 
III 1789-1807 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1971). idem, 
History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey, 2 vols. (London: Cambridge 
University Press, 1976).  
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so-called “traditional order” had evolved into a polity in which the 

central authority had to accept the limitations of its powers 

against the social forces which started to enjoy more autonomy and 

liberty. Instead, Shaw considered the weakness of the central state 

as decay and praised the nineteenth century reforms, which aimed at 

forming a strong central authority, as the only path to modernity. 

Shaw’s studies were not the only examples which helped to 

entrench essentialist generalizations and stereotypes in Ottoman 

history. The Cambridge History of Islam, published in 1970, was 

another influential study repeating what then became the common 

sense on the issues of the late Ottoman reform and its opponents: 

Mahmud II as ‘an enlightened monarch’ exterminating the janissaries 

who constituted ‘the reactionary and lawless core of the Ottoman 

army’ and suppressing the power of the ulema who always relied on 

the support of janissaries to oppose change.26  

At first glance, it is rather puzzling how the older paradigms 

in Ottoman history survived another twenty years or so, even though 

their credibility was severely undermined by revisionist approaches 

in the 1980s and 1990s. Yet, a branch of Ottoman historiography has 

kept reproducing the decline and modernization paradigms well into 

the twenty first century.27 There is no single explanation for the 

                                                 
 
26 Uriel Heyd, “The Later Ottoman Empire in Rumelia and Anatolia,” in P.M. 
Holt, Ann K.S. Lambton and Bernard Lewis, ed., The Cambridge History of 
Islam, vol. I, 364-65 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970).  
 
27 These includes both academic and popular works such as Carter V. Findley, 
Bureaucratic Reform in the Ottoman Empire: The Sublime Port, 1789-1922 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980); by the same author, Ottoman 
Civil Officialdom: A Social History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1989); Alan Palmer, The Decline and Fall of the Ottoman Empire (London: 
John Murray, 1992); Feroz Ahmad, The Making of Modern Turkey (London: 
Routledge, 1993); William L. Cleveland, A History of the Modern Middle East 
(Boulder: Westview Press, 1994); Jason Goodwin, Lords of the Horizons: A 
History of the Ottoman Empire (London: Chatto & Windus, 1998); Sina Akşin,  
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resilience of modernization theory in Ottoman historiography. It has 

much to do with contributions of different groups of actors who 

pursued a variety of individual assumptions and political agendas. 

One such group consists of the scholars who chose to be informed by 

early orientalists without exposing the conventional explanations to 

any kind of criticism. These are either historians who produce 

general and popular histories or the ones who uncritically chose to 

follow the intellectual heritage of the influential names such as 

Lewis, Berkes and Shaw. A second group includes Turkish historians 

who chose to be informed by the official ideology of Republican 

Turkey. Prizing the works of Lewis, Berkes and Shaw as the ultimate 

words on the late Ottoman Empire and the early Turkish Republic, 

they willingly have subscribed to the modernization paradigm. The 

latest tensions between military-bureaucratic establishment and 

Islamists governments have surely contributed to the prolonged life 

of these paradigms in modern Turkey. 

A last school of historiography is composed of conservative and 

nationalist Turkish historians who internalized statist and highly 

romanticized Ottomanist approaches in their works. Siding with the 

Ottoman state and its ruling elite, these historians chose to 

reproduce the biases of their primary sources. Like the 

functionaries of the Ottoman state and court chroniclers, the 

members of this school consider any attempt to challenge the 

authority of the Ottoman state (or the ruling elite) as illegitimate. 

                                                                                                                                                         
 
“Siyasal Tarih, 1789-1908,” in Sina Akşin, ed., Türkiye Tarihi: Osmanlı 
Devleti, 1600-1908, vol. III, 73-190 (İstanbul: Cem Yayınevi, 1990); Zahra 
Zakia, “The Reforms of Sultan Mahmud II (1808-1839),” in Kemal Çiçek, ed., 
The Great Ottoman-Turkish Civilization, vol. I, 418-426 (Ankara: Yeni 
Türkiye Publications, 2000); Abdülkadir Özcan, “The Military Structure of 
the Ottoman Empire,” in Hasan C. Güzel, ed., The Turks, vol. III, 508-523 
(Ankara: Yeni Türkiye, 2002).  
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Within this framework, the attempts of janissaries to share 

political power with the ruling elite during the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth century was related to the decline of the Janissary 

Corps’ discipline. These historians chose to put the blame for the 

troubles of the empire in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century on janissaries and other centrifugal forces. Parallel to 

their political beliefs on the priority of a strong central state, 

they show no sympathy to the possibility of a divergent path which 

would limit the central authority’s power. Thus, the abolition of 

the Janissary Corps still continues to represent an ‘auspicious 

event’ for these historians.28  

In contrast to these conventional explanations, which equated 

janissaries’ involvement in politics with an abnormality or a sign 

of decline, some early studies attempted to normalize the role of 

the janissaries in Ottoman political life. Following Şerif Mardin’s 

suggestion to apply a ‘center-periphery’ model for Ottoman politics, 

Robert Olson, for example, treated the Janissary Corps as one of the 

major actors in Ottoman politics in the eighteenth century.29 Olson’s 

characterization of the eighteenth century Ottoman political life as 

shifting alignments among the major political actors of the center 

                                                 
 
28 For example see Mehmet Ali Beyhan, “Yeniçeri Ocağının Kaldırılışı Üzerine 
Bazı Düşünceler, Vak’a-yı Hayriyye,” in Güler Eren, ed., Osmanlı, vol. VII, 
258-272 (Ankara: Yeni Türkiye, 1999); Mehmet Arslan, “Yeniçeriliğin 
Kaldırılmasına Dair Edebi Bir Metin: Aynî’nin Maznum Nusretname’si,” in 
Osmanlı Edebiyat Tarih Kültür Makaleleri, 319-370 (İstanbul: Kitapevi, 
2002); idem “Yeniçeriler,” in idem, trans., Es’ad Efendi, Üss-i Zafer: 
Yeniçeriliğin Kaldırılmasına Dair, XLIII-LVI (İstanbul: Kitabevi, 2005).    
 
29 Robert Olson, “The Esnaf and The Patrona Halil Rebellion of 1730: 
Realignment in Ottoman Politics?” Journal of Economic and Social History of 
the Orient 17(1974): 329-344. idem, “Jews, Janissaries, Esnaf and the 
Revolt of 1740 in Istanbul: Social Upheaval and Political Realignment on 
the Ottoman Empire,” Journal of Economic and Social History of the Orient 
20 (1977): 185-207. 
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and periphery significantly differed from the essentialized 

descriptions offered by modernization theorists for Ottoman politics. 

Looking at the political alignments of esnaf and janissaries during 

the 1730s and 1740s, Olson argued that the Janissary Corps which 

used to belong to the ‘center’ began to shift towards periphery in 

opposition to the central authority, whereas the esnaf, one of the 

original forces of the ‘periphery,’ started to support the center. 

Despite his contribution in applying a dynamic model for eighteenth 

century Ottoman politics, Olson could not question the validity of 

his model even when his evidence suggested otherwise. Although he 

was aware of the integration of janissaries into local economy as 

artisans, wage-workers and guild members, he insisted on treating 

the esnaf and janissaries as totally separate and homogenous 

entities. 

A more complex picture of janissary-esnaf relations was offered 

by Cemal Kafadar at the start of the 1980s.30 Looking at the process 

which he called ‘commercialization’ of janissaries, Kafadar provided 

an analysis of the relations between the esnaf and the janissaries 

in Istanbul. Focusing at the early conflicts between the members of 

the guilds and the janissaries who tried to integrate into the 

economic life of Istanbul, Kafadar argued that the janissaries were 

only able to take over small-time jobs; street peddling, petty 

trades and crafts but unable to penetrate into the guild 

structures.31 Although the members of the guild allied with the 

janissaries when they saw fit to their interests, they generally 

                                                 
 
30 Cemal Kafadar, “Yeniçeri-Esnaf Relations: Solidarity and Conflict,” MA. 
thesis, McGill University, 1981.  
 
31 ibid., 83-85, 120-121. 
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kept their distance from the Corps. As the janissaries increased 

their attempts to dominate the marketplace after the rebellion of 

1730, the political alignment of the guilds drastically shifted 

towards the government. The problem with Kafadar’s argument mainly 

lies in his attempt to generalize the early tensions among the 

janissaries and the guilds into a period of two centuries without 

any substantial evidence. A recent study suggests that the 

integration of janissary artisans into the guilds was already 

complete by the seventeenth century.32 Janissary involvement in the 

economic life of Istanbul not only took place at the level of small-

time jobs but also at the level of guilds and lucrative trades. 

Although it is unimaginable that the relations between janissary 

artisans and non-janissary artisans were free of conflicts and the 

use of coercive force, the integration of janissaries into the 

social and economic life of Istanbul was more thorough than Kafadar 

suggested. But still, it is important that Kafadar treated the 

janissaries as a political force with social roots and refused to 

subscribe to the conventional dichotomy of “reformist elite” and 

“reactionary masses.”33 

 While Ottoman historians started to challenge the conventional 

explanations of modernization theorists in the late 1970s and early 

                                                 
 
32 Eunyong Yi, Guild Dynamics in Seventeenth-Century Istanbul (Leiden: Brill, 
2004). 
 
33 Although Kafadar described the transformation of Janissary Corps in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth century as corruption and deterioration of the 
Corps in his M.A. thesis, in his later articles he revised his position. 
Kafadar argued that calling the transformation of the Janissary Corps as 
‘corruption’ would be only possible by ignoring social and military 
necessities of the Ottoman Empire in the early modern era. Cemal Kafadar, 
“Yeniçeriler,” Dünden Bugüne İstanbul Ansiklopedisi, vol. VII (İstanbul: 
Tarih Vakfı Yurt Yayınları, 1994), 473. Also see his, “On the Purity and 
Corruption of the Janissaries,” Turkish Studies Association Bulletin 15 
(1991): 273-279.    
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1980s, they also questioned the state-centered explanations of 

Ottoman history. The statist tradition was perhaps most clearly 

manifested in a legitimist approach which gave primacy to the 

sovereignty of the central authority, whether this was represented 

by the Ottoman dynasty or the members of the ruling elite. State-

centered approach considered any attempt to challenge the authority 

of the center as leading to chaos and condemned it as illegitimate, 

as in the case of the attempts by janissaries to intervene to 

politics. The critiques of this approach reminded us that political 

conflict was not necessarily a sign of decline or chaos, but rather 

it might be taken as a sign of a dynamic society.34  

 The questioning of the state-centered approach opened new 

avenues for re-evaluating the role of popular masses and janissaries 

in Ottoman political life. In early 1980s, two scholars sought to 

redefine the place of janissaries within the Ottoman polity in the 

early modern period.35 In his attempt to trace the roots of political 

freedom in Ottoman society, Şerif Mardin focused upon popular 

rebellions and their significance in Ottoman politics. According to 

Mardin, the janissaries, who, in the past, had played crucial roles 

in popular rebellions in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries, provided a basis of power with which urban groups could 

promote their demands against the ruling elite. In other words, the 

                                                 
 
34 For example see, Rifa’at Ali Abou-El-Haj’s review of “Stanford Shaw, 
History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey, vol. I, Empire of the 
Gazis: The Rise and Decline of the Ottoman Empire, 1280-1808” American 
Historical Review 82/4 (1977): 1029. 
 
35 Şerif Mardin, “Freedom in an Ottoman Perspective,” in Metin Heper and 
Ahmet Evin, eds., State, Democracy and The Military: Turkey in the 1980s, 
(Berlin: W. de Gruyter, 1988): 23-35 ; Taner Timur, Osmanlı Çalışmaları: 
İlkel Feodalizmden Yarı Sömürge Ekonomisine (İstanbul: V Yayınları, 1989). 
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presence of janissaries enabled popular urban groups to carve out a 

political space for themselves and to limit the power of the ruling 

elites. Mardin has suggested that a ‘tacit’ social contract existed 

between the rulers and the ruled in the Ottoman Empire and that 

contract guaranteed the continuation of specific arrangements 

providing social and economic protection for Ottoman subjects. 

Within such a system, the function of the janissaries was to ensure 

that the center kept its side of the contract. Unfortunately, Mardin 

neither sought to base his model on solid historical evidence nor to 

develop his preliminary arguments on the role of the janissaries 

with further studies.   

 In a different but related way, Taner Timur has offered a 

similar interpretation for the impact of the janissaries on the 

Ottoman polity. Focusing on the evolution of the Janissary Corps in 

the early modern period and using mainly European sources, Timur has 

noted that social and economic functions of the janissaries already 

surpassed their military functions in the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century. The Janissary Corps was like an amorphous mass 

consisting of different urban groups, some of whom had easy access 

to coercive power to protect their own interests and privileges. 

Timur has argued that the pressures specifically coming from the 

lower strata of the Corps forced the janissary leaders to pursue the 

interests of the popular classes.  

While Mardin has claimed that with the abolition of the 

Janissary Corps in 1826 the popular classes lost their base of power 

to voice their demands against the central administration, Timur has 

gone further in his analysis on the effects of the abolition. 

Looking at janissary involvement in trade and agriculture, he has 
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argued that the abolition of the Janissary Corps arrested the 

development of a Muslim bourgeoisie which would limit the absolute 

power of the ruling class and open alternative avenues for 

modernization. In Timur’s exposition the abolition only served the 

interests of the Ottoman civil bureaucracy and international 

capitalism. While the Ottoman bureaucracy sought to establish the 

absolutist power of the state against the opposition of privileged 

social classes, European capitalism was looking to incorporate 

Ottoman markets despite the resistance of Muslim manufacturers and 

merchants who wanted to protect their monopolies and privileges. In 

that specific conjuncture, Ottoman bureaucracy saw the cooperation 

with European capitalism for its own immediate interest at the 

expense of these well-entrenched social groups.  

In 1990s, Donald Quataert went a step further in the 

reinterpretation of the abolition of the Janissary Corps. For 

Quataert, the elimination of the janissaries also represented a 

turning point in Ottoman state policy in favor of the integration 

with European capitalism.36 But Quataert has also raised questions 

about the effects of the so-called ‘Auspicious Event’ on guilds, 

small artisans and laborers. Unlike earlier studies which suggested 

a clear cut division between the guilds and the janissary esnaf, 

Quataert has been able to see the close connections between the 

guilds and the Janissary Corps.37 He has argued that once the central 

administration eliminated the janissaries there was no organized 

                                                 
 
36 Donald Quataert and Çağlar Keyder, “Introduction,” New Perspectives on 
Turkey, 7 (1992): 1-6. 
 
37 Donald Quataert, “Janissaries, Artisans and the Question of Ottoman 
Decline 1730-1826,” in idem, ed., Workers, Peasants and Economic Change in 
the Ottoman Empire 1730-1914, 197-203(Istanbul: Isis Press, 1993). 
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group left to protect the guild privileges. Although Quataert shares 

the assumption that the janissaries remained ‘largely lower working 

class in composition,’ unskilled and semi-skilled urban workers such 

as porters and boatmen who were affiliated with the Janissary Corps, 

he suggests that there was a mutual alliance between the janissaries 

and the guilds against encroachments of the state.38 Like Mardin and 

Timur, Quataert seems to favor the explanation that janissaries were 

instruments of popular sovereignty and protected urban populations 

against the arbitrary power of the dynasty and its functionaries. 

Some recent studies have also stressed economic and social 

functions of the janissaries in the Ottoman Empire.39 Based on 

substantial archival research, these studies have tried to 

demonstrate that janissaries were an important part of a dynamic 

socioeconomic life which was relatively free from government 

intervention, even in Istanbul, the administrative seat of the 

empire. The evidence offered by these historians seems to support 

the assumption that most of the janissaries occupied low-profile 

jobs and worked as coffeehouse owners, barbers and small shopkeepers. 

Still, one should not immediately arrive to the conclusion that the 

janissaries were predominantly wage laborers and petty artisans. 

Considering the little amount of the evidence interrogated in these 

                                                 
 
38 ibid., 201-202. Also see Donald Quataert, “Labor Policies and Politics in 
the Ottoman Empire: Porters and the Sublime Porte, 1826-1896,” in Heath 
Lowry and Donald Quataert, ed., Humanist and Scholar: Essays in Honor of 
Andreas Tietze, 59-69 (Istanbul: The Isis Press, 1993). 
 
39 Cengiz Kırlı, “The Struggle over Space: Coffeehouses in Ottoman Istanbul, 
1780-1845,” Ph.D. diss., State University of New York- Binghamton, 2000. 
idem, “A Profile of the Labor Force in Early-Nineteenth Century Istanbul,” 
International Labor and Working Class History 60 (2001): 125-140. Kadir 
Üstün, “Re-thinking Vaka-i Hayriyye (The Auspicious Event): Elimination of 
the Janissaries on the Path to Modernization,” MA. thesis, Bilkent 
Üniversitesi, 2002. See also  Nalan Turna, “The Everyday Life of Istanbul 
and its Artisans, 1808-1839,” Ph.D. diss., State University of New York- 
Binghamton, 2006.  
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studies and the problems concerning primary sources, it will be 

safer to assume that it was mainly the lower echelons of the 

Janissary Corps and the janissary affiliates who engaged in petty 

trades and wage labor. After all, the Janissary Corps was not a 

homogeneous entity but an amalgamation of different urban and rural 

groups. It will require numerous studies in depth to grasp the 

structure, functioning and composition of an institution as it 

unfolded over four centuries. 

 

Methods and Sources 

 

One of the purposes of this dissertation is to contribute to 

the revisionist critique against the conventional interpretations of 

late Ottoman history. Rather than looking at the events of the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth century in abstract and general 

terms as state formation or development of a controlling 

bureaucratic state, this study focuses on the struggles and tensions 

among real historical agencies at a particular conjuncture. As one 

of the major actors in the early part of the ‘long nineteenth 

century’ (1789-1918), janissaries took part in a struggle to shape 

Ottoman political and social life. Underlining their agency in 

Ottoman political and social life is an important task which will 

significantly contribute a deeper understanding of the period.  

In the last forty years, the rich literature of ‘history from 

below’ has shown great potential not only in recovering past 

experiences of previously ignored classes, but also in expanding the 

scope of history writing. Although the concept of ‘history from 

below’ and its varieties have come under heavy criticism from left 
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and right, perhaps its most enduring contribution is the notion of 

‘agency.’ Those writing history from below have offered alternative 

narratives which stressed the important role in history of ordinary 

people in contrast to a top-down understanding of historical process. 

While writing history from the perspective of social groups who had 

been previously omitted from history offers a promising alternative 

to the elitist historiography, it should be noted that this does not 

mean to ignore actions and agency of the elites by only trying to 

recover the lost voices of the suppressed groups. Rather, as Harvey 

J. Kaye notes there is a need to attend to action and agency above 

and below if we are to grasp the manifold expression of human agency 

and its effects.40 In this vein, this dissertation examines the 

janissaries as one of the players in a dynamic polity in which 

contesting socio-political groups, elite and non-elite, tried to 

protect and negotiate their interests. By focusing on the tensions 

and struggles between the janissaries and the central administration, 

the present study aims to show that ordinary people were not passive 

bystanders or ignorant reactionaries to be handled by the ruling 

elite as it pleased. Such an approach does not simply aim to give 

back the ‘agency’ to urban middle and lower classes, but also to 

challenge the essentialized views on Ottoman social and political 

life. By problematizing the representation of janissaries offered by 

the official Ottoman chronicles, this study attempts to illuminate 

the essence of the threat posed by janissaries to the ruling elite 

and the central administration. 

                                                 
 
40 Harvey J. Kaye, The Powers of the Past: Reflections on the Crisis and the 
Promise of History (Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 1991), 
157.  
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Janissaries were major actors in a process which promoted an 

increasing base of popular participation in the political, economic 

and social life of the late Ottoman Empire. Wrapped in a rhetoric of 

“custom,” janissary opposition to central authority not only 

defended privileges and interests of various urban groups, but also 

made further claims to have a voice in the government. Contrary to 

essentialized assumptions on Ottoman political system as a static 

and unchanging ‘Oriental despotism,’ the evolution of the Janissary 

Corps offers a good case study for illuminating the process of 

constant social and political change which the Ottoman polity 

experienced in early modern period.  

In Ottoman historiography, European economic and political 

models of the modern period provided a yardstick to measure the 

Ottoman success and its level of civilization, the absence of exact 

equivalents of these models were taken as symptoms of failure. This 

approach even resulted in weird examples such as tailoring the 

Sened-i İttifak, the Charter of Federation, (1808) into an Ottoman 

‘Magna Carta’ and at the end acknowledging it did not quite fit.41 In 

its most basic form, attention was on the possibility or 

impossibility of importing European ideas and institutions to a non-

European context rather than examining what did happen and why in 

Ottoman social and political life. The result was strengthening 

conceptual dichotomies such as East-West, traditional-modern, 

reformist-reactionary and so on.   

In the case of janissaries, for example, it has been assumed 

that popular rebellions did not bring any significant change to 

                                                 
 
41 Sina Akşin, “Siyasal Tarih, 1789-1908,” in idem, Türkiye Tarihi, vol. III, 
91. Stanford Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire, vol. II, 3.    
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Ottoman political and social structure because ‘the rebels failed to 

formulate alternative socio-ideological goals.’42 Little effort has 

been given to understand the autonomous political and social 

structure which the janissaries tried to defend against the 

encroachments of the centralizing state. Although the janissaries 

were far from being a homogeneous and unified force, the urban 

groups which constituted the Janissary Corps had a common interest 

in keeping government intervention into their economic and social 

life at bay. At some suitable conjunctures, these groups even 

attempted to shape the existing system for their advantage. For 

example, following the success in the 1808 rebellion, the political 

aspirations of these urban groups extended to have a formal voice in 

the government. Although this attempt finally failed against the 

resistance of the ruling elite who had no intention to give the 

popular urban classes a voice in the government, even its existence 

suggests possibility of a political alternative to the top-down 

structuring of Ottoman politics in the last periods of the Ottoman 

Empire. Yet, these alternatives have attracted little interest from 

historians so far. Ottoman historians usually shared a teleological 

view in which a forced or a top-down modernization under a strong 

central state was the only political choice. This attitude also 

shaped a state centered perspective which disregarded the socio-

political forces trying to resist a top-down reform.  At best, 

historians have been content to appreciate the agonizing process of 

transforming the established religious, political and social order 

                                                 
 
42 Cemal Kafadar, “Yeniçeriler,” 475; idem, “Yeniçeri Esnaf Relations,” 120-
22.  
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which janissaries and their allies tried to protect against change.43 

Since change is only identified with westernizing reforms of the 

state, most historians have ignored the possibility of the existence 

of a dynamic public domain which underwent constant social change.44 

It is one of the basic premises of this study that only by examining 

these changes that took place in the so-called ‘traditional order’ 

over time, we can challenge the essentialist assumptions of the 

modernization paradigm in Ottoman history. 

* * * 

The primary sources available for the study of the janissaries 

are the various classifications of government records, registers, 

official and private chronicles, court records, correspondences 

between janissaries. Although there are also extant material 

evidence in the form of tombstones, weapons, and other artifacts 

which belonged to janissaries, these are highly dispersed and 

difficult to trace and access most of the time. Each of these 

sources presents specific challenges and problems for historians. It 

is not surprising that the amount of available evidence on an 

institution which had a lifespan of nearly four centuries is 

enormous and overwhelming. This is even true for the period (1807-

1826) which constitutes the main focus of this study.  

The Janissary Office (Yeniçeri Mukataası Kalemi or Yeniçeri 

Efendisi Kalemi) was the principal organ in the Treasury (Bab-ı 

                                                 
 
43 William L. Cleveland, A History of the Modern Middle East (Boulder: 
Westview Press, 1994), 59-60. 
 
44 For a recent critique of these appraoches in Ottoman historiography see 
Rifa’at Ali Abou-El-Haj, “Historiography in West Asian and North African 
Studies since Sa’id’s Orientalism,” in Arif Dirlik, et al, ed., History 
after the Three Worlds: Post-Eurocentric Historiographies, 67-84 (Lanham: 
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Defteri) which was responsible for keeping payroll registers of 

janissary regiments. In each tri-monthly payment the Janissary 

Office prepared a payroll register for each regiment which contained 

the names of the regiment members and the amount of pay they 

received. The classification of the Janissary Office in the Prime 

Ministry Ottoman archives contains more than 1400 registers covering 

the period between 1553/54 to 1826. Outside the Janissary Office 

classification, there are also janissary payroll registers, which 

primarily dealt with the wages of the janissaries in provinces, in 

various classifications. It is difficult to make estimation about 

the overall number of these registers. Still the present registers 

must be only a small portion of janissary payroll registers. The 

rest either did not survive or are waiting to be classified in the 

archives. We also know that a good portion of documents concerning 

janissaries were destroyed by the government following the abolition 

of the Corps.45 

These registers can offer a great deal of evidence on the place 

of origins and extra-military occupations of janissaries as well as 

their place of work or residence. From these registers, it is also 

possible to obtain an idea about the wage levels of janissaries in 

different periods. Although payroll registers provide one of the 

richest sources available for the study of the Janissary Corps, they 

have important limitations. (See Chapter I) Still, they constitute 

an invaluable source which can be utilized not only for study of 

janissaries but also for the study of immigration to Istanbul. By 

analyzing a number of payroll registers dated back to early 

nineteenth century, this dissertation brings a new type of evidence 
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for the study of janissaries and tests existing assumptions in the 

light of factual evidence.  

Another set of new evidence which this study interrogates for 

the first time is the cache of registers concerning janissary real 

estates and debts. Following the abolition of the Janissary Corps, 

when the government reclaimed the janissary real estates as well as 

the credits loaned from the treasuries of janissary regiments, 

government agents prepared a series of registers containing the 

lists of real estates and debtors. These records provide significant 

evidence showing how much the janissaries were integrated into urban 

society in Istanbul. Still, these registers only provide partial 

evidence since the confiscation was limited to regimental properties 

and the properties belonged to individual janissaries who were 

persecuted during the abolition. Similarly the lists of debtors who 

took loans from the regimental treasuries should be far from 

complete since a good portion of loan registers must have perished 

along with janissaries who possessed intimate knowledge about them 

during the upheaval of 1826. As for the real estates of janissaries 

who avoided the government persecution, it is not possible to find 

any substantial information since these people had to hide their 

janissary identity after the abolition. 

The official correspondence concerning the Janissary Corps 

constitutes another major source of materials for this dissertation. 

These documents can be found in various classifications of the Prime 

Ministry archives. Most of the time, these provide valuable factual 

information on the structure and functioning of the Janissary Corps 

as well as current military and political events. On the other hand, 

when dealing with these official correspondence, it is obviously 
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necessary to take into the consideration the inherent biases and 

prejudices of government functionaries who produced them. Written 

from the ruling elite’s point of view, these sources often reflect 

their values and assumptions about Ottoman society and politics. So 

much is true for official and unofficial chronicles which also offer 

a selective narrative for the political events of the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Although it is impossible 

to solve all of the complicated methodological problems concerning 

chronicles with a ‘brushing against the grain’ type of reading, it 

is crucial to be aware of biases and prejudices displayed by 

chronicle authors. Coupled with a comparative reading of different 

chronicles, a critical approach to these sources can provide 

significant clues and insights for contesting the conventional 

elite-centered narratives of Ottoman history. Most of the time, 

discrepancies between the narratives written by chroniclers who came 

from different social backgrounds become informing on particular 

points and events. An official chronicler like Ahmed Lütfi Efendi, 

who came from an Istanbul artisan family, could provide information 

and criticism on issues where others such as Ahmed Cevdet Pasha and 

Es’ad preferred to be silent.46 For example, thanks to him, we learn 

that the government troops killed unarmed civilians during the 

uprising of 1826. This information was totally omitted by other 

official chroniclers. At other times, additions, corrections, or 

omissions to the original manuscript of a chronicle could also tell 

much about the ideal picture that the chronicler was supposed to 

provide to his audience.          

                                                 
 
46 Ahmed Lütfi, Tarih-i Lütfi, 8 vols. (İstanbul, 1290-1328/1873-1910).  
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Among the chronicles which dealt with the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth century, Cabi Ömer Efendi’s unofficial chronicle 

has proven most useful for this dissertation since it provides 

invaluable information on social and economic life of janissaries in 

Istanbul.47 Notwithstanding its author’s animosity and prejudices 

toward janissaries, Cabi’s chronicle offers details on the social 

life of ordinary people which would not be easily acquired from 

archival sources.               

The first part of this study aims to show the degree to which 

the janissaries were integrated into Ottoman urban society and the 

effects of this integration on Ottoman politics. Chapter 1 deals 

with the economic life of janissaries in late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century Istanbul. It specifically focuses on the 

connections between janissaries and working population of Istanbul. 

Chapter 2 looks at the role of janissaries in the famous urban 

rebellions of Istanbul in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century. By focusing on the identity and motives of the rebels, the 

chapter tries to offer an alternative narrative challenging elitist 

representations of popular rebellions which have been informed by 

modernization theory. The second part of this dissertation provides 

an account of the first part of Mahmud II’s reign which witnessed 

the culmination and demise of janissary power in Istanbul. Although 

the second part basically provides a political history based 

narrative, it is crucial to illuminate fundamental developments of 

the period in order to understand the political alternative brought 

by the culmination of janissary control over the central 

                                                 
 
47 Cabi Ömer Efendi, Târîh-i Sultân Selîm-i Sâlis ve Mahmûd-ı Sânî, ed., 
Mehmet Ali Beyhan, 2 vols. (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 2003). 
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administration. Chapter 3 first examines the efforts of janissaries 

to establish their control over the central administration after the 

rebellion of 1808. It then focuses on the increasing power of 

janissaries in Istanbul with Halet Efendi’s assisstance and the 

formal participation of junior janissary officers to state councils 

following the outbreak of the Greek Rebellion. This event presents 

the culmination point for the popular politics in the Ottoman Empire 

which has been hitherto ignored by historians. Finally the chapter 

tries to illuminate the process in which the central administration 

was able to break the janissary power in Istanbul after the fall of 

Halet Efendi from the government. Chapter 4 examines the abolition 

of the Janissary Corps and its resonances in different parts of the 

empire. Contrary to the ideal representation, the chapter argues 

that urban populations throughout the empire did not accept the 

government’s decision to abolish the Janissary Corps and janissary 

privileges with passivity and quietism.                    
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Chapter One                                                                                                                         

Janissary Artisans and Laborers in Early Nineteenth Century Istanbul 
 

 

“Small handicrafts in our lands” wrote Safvet Pasha1 in a 

report to Sultan Abdulhamid II on 12 January 1880, “gradually 

have declined since the abolition of the Janissary Corps.”2 With 

these lines Safvet Pasha was neither revealing certain nostalgia 

for the Janissary Corps nor showing regret for its destruction in 

the hands of Sultan Mahmud II, Sultan Abdulhamid II’s ancestor. 

As it becomes clear from the rest of his report, his aim was to 

draw the sultan’s attention to the necessity of promoting the 

domestic manufacturing in the Ottoman Empire. According to Safvet 

Pasha, most of the Ottoman craftsmen, who used to produce goods 

and equipment for the Janissary Corps in the past, failed to 

adjust themselves to new demands after 1826. Instead, they had 

either completely gone out of business or shifted to the 

production of low quality goods for the consumption of the lower 

classes. For Safvet Pasha, the reason behind this was simply the 

unwillingness of the artisans to adapt to the new ways.  
                                                 
 
1 Safvet Es’ad Mehmed Pasha (1815-1883) was one of the first graduates 
of the famous Translation Office. He held various scribal and 
administrative posts in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs during the 
reign of Sultan Abdülmecid. During the reigns of Sultan Abdülaziz and 
Sultan Abdülhamid II, Safvet Pasha served as the Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, the Minister of Education, and the Minister of Trade numerous 
times. Mehmed Süreyya, Sicill-i Osmani, trans., Seyit Ali Kahraman, 
vol. 5 (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yurt Yayınları, 1996), 1432-33.    
 
2 BOA, Yıldız Esas Evrakı, Dosya 79 / Gömlek 5, (29.M.1297 / 12 January 
1880). 
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Contrary to Safvet Pasha’s assumptions, neither the 

connections between janissaries and artisans nor the reasons 

behind the decline of Ottoman domestic manufacturing were so 

simple. By the early nineteenth century the majority of 

janissaries engaged in trade and crafts and was firmly 

incorporated into the socio-economic structure of the Ottoman 

Empire. The abolition of the Janissary Corps posed a more complex 

problem than a mere change in consumption patterns for the 

majority of small artisans and tradesmen throughout the Ottoman 

Empire. For many, it meant loss of protection and privileges 

which were provided by affiliation and membership to the 

Janissary Corps. The present chapter is an attempt to illuminate 

the connections between the janissaries and working population in 

Istanbul at the turn of the nineteenth century.            

 

“When grocers, porters and other riff-raff become soldiers” 
 

 

Without any exception, the nineteenth century Ottoman 

chroniclers portrayed us an idealized picture of janissaries for 

the early period of the Ottoman Empire. Accordingly, the early 

janissaries were the loyal slaves of the dynasty who concentrated 

only on fulfilling their military function for the sake of 

religion and the state. These chroniclers argued that only with 

the gradual degeneration of the Janissary Corps, its members 

started to engage in extra-military occupations thus ignoring 
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their primary functions. The validity of this picture, which 

successfully passed from Ottoman chroniclers to modern day 

Ottoman historians, long has been questioned.3 It has been argued 

that like “the golden age” of the Ottoman Empire, this view 

presents an idealized picture which never existed in reality. As 

the extant evidence suggests, even as early as the late fifteenth 

century, there were janissaries engaged in commerce and crafts.4  

Still, janissary engagement in crafts and commerce was far 

from being the norm in the fifteenth and early sixteenth 

centuries. During this period, the janissaries must have 

predominantly kept their military functions, even though there 

were some members of the Corps who engaged in lucrative extra-

military occupations. It is possible to seek the origins of a 

transformation in the composition of the Janissary Corps in the 

reign of Süleyman I (1520-1566) when the Ottoman ruling elite 

sought to increase the size of infantry corps in Ottoman armies 

in order to adapt to the new developments in European warfare.5 

The shift in the state policies of military recruiting meant a 

gradual weakening of the devşirme system which had provided 

janissary infantry for the Ottoman armies since the fourteenth 

                                                 
 
3 Cemal Kafadar, “On the Purity and Corruption of Janissaries,” Turkish 
Studies Association Bulletin 15 (1991): 273-79. 
 
4 Ibid., 276. 
 
5 For the standard study on the so-called “Military Revolution” see 
Geoffrey Parker, The Military Revolution: Military Innovation and the 
Rise of the West, 1500–1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1988). For a more recent take-on see Clifford J. Rogers, ed., The 
Military Revolution Debate: Readings on the Military Transformation of 
Early Europe (Colorado: Westview Press, 1995). 
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century. In the face of increasing demands for more infantry 

units, the devşirme system must have proved to be inadequate and 

this forced the central administration to find new ways to 

recruit enough soldiers for its campaigns.  

There is plenty of evidence suggesting that the eighteenth 

and early nineteenth century janissaries regarded Süleyman the 

Lawgiver as the founder of their Corps. Considering the 

conventional scholarly consensus, which traces the origin of 

janissaries back to the time of Murad I (1359-1389), how can we 

explain such claims by the late janissaries? It is not possible 

to dismiss them easily as baseless legends or as attempts by 

janissaries to reconstruct their history and legacy. Rather, one 

can take this claim as sign pointing to a drastic shift and 

transformation in the structuring of the Corps in the reign of 

Süleyman the Lawgiver. Although there is need for detailed 

studies to prove the validity of such hypothesis, it is possible 

to suggest some preliminary assumptions on the subject. 

While the Ottoman administration resorted conventional 

measures such as recruiting mercenary troops to provide 

sufficient numbers of infantry during the mid-sixteenth century, 

it also sought to restructure its military system by expanding 

the janissary army. Considering the time required for recruitment 

and training of janissaries in the devşirme system, it is clear 

that the system could not provide enough recruits for the 

expanding infantry unless the state imposed the devşirme levy in 

increasing numbers on subject populations. Since the problems 
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concerning such a policy were obvious, the central administration 

resorted to opening up the janissary ranks to “outsiders” by 

admitting volunteers from Muslim urban and rural population.  

As the Ottoman administration increased the size of its 

standing army starting from the second half of the sixteenth 

century, this brought heavy burdens for the state treasury. 

İnalcık estimates that the number of janissaries grew nearly 

threefold between the second half of the sixteenth and the early 

seventeenth centuries, from 13,000 in the 1550s to 40,000 in the 

1600s.6 Even during the reign of Süleyman I, some members of 

Ottoman administrative elite cautioned about the consequences of 

keeping a large standing army for the treasury.7 Although the 

Ottoman central administration tried to cope with this new 

challenge by reorganizing state finances, one of the difficult 

tasks for the succeeding Ottoman governments was the securing of 

timely wage payments for the standing army. Moreover, starting 

from the late sixteenth century the Ottoman administration went 

under a series of economic, fiscal and political crisis which 

resulted in the disintegration of its monetary system.8 The 

repeated devaluations of the currency and the inflation 

                                                 
 
6 Halil İnalcık, “Military and Fiscal Transformation in the Ottoman 
Empire, 1600-1700,” Archivum Ottomanicum VI (1980): 288-89. 
 
7 Asafname-i Lütfi Paşa (Berlin: Mayer & Müller, 1910), 36. 
 
8 Şevket Pamuk, “Money in the Ottoman Empire, 1326-1914” in An Economic 
and Social History of the Ottoman Empire, 1300-1914, ed. Donald 
Quataert and Halil İnalcık, 961-966 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1994).  
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detoriated the economic condition of janissaries whose wages 

remained relatively unchanged and were often in arrears. 

The transformation of the Janissary Corps received sharp 

criticisms by the members of Ottoman elite who were mainly of the 

devşirme origin.9 Numerous political treatises condemned the 

entrance of “outsiders” to the military class, labeled it as 

“corruption” which led to the blurring of the social hierarchies 

and the breakdown of a well-functioning system. One of the well-

known representatives, Koçi Bey, for example, criticized the 

recruitment of peasants, artisans, and people from urban lower 

classes into the ranks of the Janissary Corps. He regarded such 

people to be useless as soldiers and drew attention to their 

undisciplined behavior once they became janissaries.10 He also 

condemned the widespread practice by which ordinary people could 

buy their way into the janissary corps. 

 An earlier source, Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan, dated to the time 

of Ahmed I (1603-1617), also connected the institutional 

corruption of the Janissary Corps to the weakening of devşirme 

                                                 
 
9 For several well-known examples, see Andreas Tietze, ed., Mustafa Ali’s 
Counsel for Sultans 1581, 2 vols. (Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen 
Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1979-1982). Yaşar Yücel, ed., Kitab-ı 
Müstetab (Ankara: Ankara Üniversitesi Dil ve Tarih-Coğrafya Fakültesi 
Yayınları, 1980). Koçi Bey, Risale-i Koçi Bey (İstanbul: Mösyö Watts 
Tab’hanesi, 1277). Also for a discussion on nasihatnames, see Rifa’at 
‘Ali Abou-El-Haj, “The Ottoman Nasihatname as a Discourse over 
‘Morality’,” in Melanges, Professeur Robert Mantran, ed. Abdeljelil 
Temimi (Zaghouan, Tunis: Centre d’Etudes et de Recherches Ottomanes, 
1988). See also by the same author, Formation of the Modern State: The 
Ottoman Empire Sixteenth to Eighteenth Centuries (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1991), 17-52.  
 
10 Risale-i Koçi Bey, 12, 16. 
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system.11 Kavanin-i Yeniçeriyan was not only an attempt to bring 

together all the regulations and the routines concerning the 

functioning of the Janissary Corps, but it was also a guidebook 

giving advice for re-instituting proper functioning of the 

Janissary Corps. Its anonymous author, who was a janissary of 

devşirme origin, condemned the admittance of “outsiders” into the 

janissary ranks. He complained about the lack of discipline among 

these non-devşirme “outsiders” as well as their ignorance of and 

disrespect for laws and regulations. In addition to the opening 

of the janissary ranks to ordinary subjects, the author of 

Kavanin criticized many other malpractices which had been 

introduced to the janissary corps.  

 One of these highly criticized practices was the engagement 

of janissaries in commercial activities. The author of Kavanin 

argued that more and more janissaries started to have professions 

which brought them more money than their janissary pay. When 

these janissaries were ordered to go on campaigns or to perform 

their military functions, they naturally tried to avoid these 

services for the fear of loosing their extra-military incomes. 

The author of Kavanin, then, proceeded to discuss several 

anecdotes showing how earlier sultans such as Selim I (1512-1520) 

and Süleyman I (1520-1566) paid close attention to prevent 

entrance of craftsmen and tradesmen into the ranks of the Corps.12 

                                                 
 
11 Irina Y. Petrosyan, ed., Mebde-i Kanun: Yeniçeri Ocağı Tarihi, 
(Moskova: Nauka Basımevi, 1987).   
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The remedy, according to the author, was removing such people 

among the janissary ranks and returning the Corps to its original 

form and discipline by applying the devşirme system. 

 While paying attention to the possible devşirme origins of 

the Kavanin’s author as well as the authors such as Lütfi Pasha 

and Koçi Bey, one should be careful not to attribute such a clear 

cut dichotomy between devşirmes and non-devşirmes in Ottoman 

administrative circles. There surely were members of the ruling 

elite from non-devşirme origin who shared the concerns which were 

voiced by the author of Kavanin. The failed attempt by Osman II 

(1618-1622) to replace the Janissary Corps with new recruits from 

Anatolia, Syria and Egypt itself shows that the concerns and 

criticisms raised by Kavanin had its audience among the central 

administration.  

Yet the disastrous failure of Osman II secured the 

continuity of the very practices that were criticized by the 

author of Kavanin and later nasihatname writers. It seems even 

the succeeding Ottoman administrations themselves not only 

recognized and but also promoted these practices. Count Marsigli, 

for example, who visited Istanbul in the winter of 1692 when the 

Ottoman armies were still fighting against the coalition forces 

after the disastrous second siege of Vienna, saw posters all over 

Istanbul calling volunteers to sign up to the Janissary Corps. 

Beside 8 aspers (akçe) daily pay, the posters were promising 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
12 It is important to note that the nineteenth century authors, such as 
Es’ad Efendi and Ahmed Cevdet Pasha, repeated the same anecdotes of the 
Kavanin when referring to the “golden age” of the Janissary Corps. 
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certain privileges to volunteers such as freedom to exercise 

extra-military professions while keeping their janissary status 

upon their return from the campaign. According to Marsigli, the 

interest shown to this offer was not very impressive at all.13 

Whether officially sanctioned or not, the commercialization 

of the janissaries continued at increasing levels throughout the 

seventeenth and eighteenth century. A latest study based on the 

Istanbul court records argued that the commercialization of 

janissaries gained a rapid momentum during the first half of the 

seventeenth century and by the 1660s there was a substantial 

janissary presence even within the Istanbul guilds.14  

At the end of the eighteenth century when the Ottoman 

administrative elite turned its attention to establish a new 

professional army and a fiscal base to support it, janissary 

tradesmen and craftsmen had been an ordinary part of daily life 

in Istanbul as well as in other Ottoman urban centers for a long 

time.  

Although the repeating military defeats in the second half 

the eighteenth century considerably undermined their legitimacy, 

janissaries still constituted a politically powerful social group 

which could not be underestimated. For this reason, the authors 

of famous advisory reports, or lahiyas, presented to Sultan Selim 

                                                 
 
13 Le Comte de Marsigli, L’Etat Militaire de L’Empire Ottoman: Ses 
Progres et Sa Decadence, Tom II, (Haag-Amsterdam, 1732, reprint, 
Verlagsanstalt-Graz: Akademische Druck-u, 1972), 6. Cited in Cemal 
Kafadar, Yeniçeriler, 474. 
 
14 Eunjeong Yi, Guild Dynamics in Seventeenth Century Istanbul (Leiden: 
Brill, 2004).  



 41

III (1789-1807), chose to use a careful language not to provoke 

reactions from janissaries. All of the advisory reports shared 

the same view on the necessity of reforming the military 

structure. While most of the authors advocated the need for a new 

military organization which they cautiously avoided calling a new 

army, some authors proposed reforming the existing Janissary 

Corps. According to one of these authors, Çavuşbaşı Mehmed Raşid 

Efendi, for example, the new military formation needed to be 

composed of new recruits from rural areas of Anatolia and the 

Balkans who would receive good military training and discipline. 

Raşid Efendi argued that these new recruits “should not be 

allowed to engage in trades and crafts.”15  

At the end, the propositions for radical reform seemed to 

gain ascendancy in the Selim III’s court and the government 

initiated a reform program under the name of New Order (Nizam-ı 

Cedid). As the reform policies of Selim III were put into action 

and the new military units of the New Order were slowly forming, 

the tensions between the supporters of the Sultan and janissaries 

rapidly increased. While the forming of a new army openly 

threatened the existence of the Janissary Corps, new fiscal 

applications dealt severe blows to economic privileges and 

monopolies of the janissary esnaf.16 As the central government 

                                                 
 
15 Ahmet Öğreten, “Nizam-i Cedid’e Dair Islahat Lahiyaları,” MA. thesis, 
İstanbul Üniversitesi, 1989, 17. 
 
16 Esnaf (or asnaf) is a generic term used for every sector of working 
population in the Ottoman context. It could include a wide variety of 
groups from wage workers and street peddlers to wealthy merchants and  
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tried to consolidate its new fiscal and military policies, the 

opponents of the New Order offered stiff resistance against these 

‘innovations.’ Both sides started to spell out their criticisms 

more openly against each other.  

Two specific texts which were written for the defense of 

the New Order are worth mentioning here because they specifically 

criticized the engagement of janissaries in extra-military 

occupations. Both of these texts, written towards the end of 

Sultan Selim III’s reign, can be taken as evidence for tumultuous 

political struggle between the janissaries and the government. 

The first text, which is popularly known as Sekbanbaşı Risalesi, 

aims to justify Sultan Selim III’s New Order while refuting the 

accusations directed to the reform program by the janissary 

faction.17 Its anonymous author, who claimed to be a janissary 

himself, openly ridicules military performances of janissaries in 

campaigns, and calls them under derogatory names such as rabble 

and dregs of populace throughout the text. More importantly as 

the author tries to prove the necessity of establishing a new 

army under the New Order, he draws his audience’s attention to 

janissary tradesmen and craftsmen and their inaptitude in 

military campaigns. The new troops, he argued, would not be “like 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
moneylenders. Throughout the text the term esnaf has been used with 
this broad meaning.    
 
17 Hulasatü’l-kelam fi reddi’l-avam, Tarih-i Osmani Encümeni Mecmuası 
ilavesi, İstanbul, n.d. For a modern Turkish translation see Abdullah 
Uçman, ed., Koca Sekbanbaşı Risalesi (İstanbul: Tercüman Gazetesi 
Yayınları, n.d.). For an English translation see William Wilkinson, An 
Account of the Principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia, London, 1829, 
reprint, New York: Arno Press, 1971), 216-294. 
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the rest of our forces, be composed of sellers of pastry, 

boatmen, fishermen, coffee-house keepers, baccals, and others who 

are engaged in thirty-two trades.”18 In fact, throughout the whole 

text the author repeatedly reminded his audience the fact that 

janissaries in Istanbul as well as other parts of the Empire were 

engaged in various trades and cultivation of land. He claimed 

that military success could not be expected from such “rabble,” 

which was never subject to military discipline and regular 

training unlike their superior European opponents. 

A second source, Kuşmani’s Zebire-i Kuşmani fi Tarif-i 

Nizam-ı İlhami, employs even more derogatory terms and ridicule 

in adressing to janissaries.19 The author, Ubeydullah Kuşmani, was 

a member of the ulema and his style of prose suggests that he had 

considerable experience in preaching in mosques since the whole 

text was written as it was a sermon in a mosque. It was highly 

probable that he employed the same derogatory terms and 

accusations against janissaries during his actual preaching in 

mosques.20 His text itself presents an important evidence for 

                                                 
 
18 Wilkinson, An Account of Principalities, 234. 
 
19 Ömer İşbilir, “Ubeydullah-ı Kuşmani: Zebire-i Kuşmani fi Tarif-i 
Nizam-ı İlhami,” MA. thesis, İstanbul Üniversitesi, 1989.  
 
20 In fact, during the Grand Vizierate of Alemdar Mustafa Pasha a 
preacher named Kuşmani directed severe criticisms against janissaries 
from the pulpit in Istanbul. Yet the central administration had no 
interest in further provoking janissaries who were already alarmed 
against Alemdar’s reforms. The authorities hastily banished Kuşmani 
from the capital. Mehmet Ali Beyhan, trans., Cabi Ömer Efendi, Cabi 
Tarihi: Tarih-i Sultan Selim-i Salis ve Mahmud-ı Sani, vol. I (Ankara: 
Türk Tarih Kurumu, 2003), 257.        
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heated debates between the supporters of Sultan Selim III and 

janissaries at that time.  

In parallel with Sekbanbaşı Risalesi, Kuşmani devoted his 

text to the defense of Sultan Selim III’s policies and tried to 

prove the necessity of the reform. Like Sekbanbaşı, Kuşmani also 

kept janissaries responsible for the continuous defeats of 

Ottoman armies and accused them with lack of military discipline 

and ignorance of latest military developments. Once again 

janissaries were referred as a rabble of grocers, porters and 

people of odd trades who were worthless and incompetent as 

soldiers.21  

In their open attack to janissaries and their privileges, 

both Sekbanbaşı Risalesi and Kuşmani’s Zebire considerably differ 

from the earlier advisory reports which were presented to Sultan 

Selim III at the beginning of his reign. Commercial activities of 

janissaries were especially put into question. It was evident 

that unless janissaries gave up extra-military occupations and 

accepted being full-time soldiers, they would no longer enjoy 

their privileges and pay. On the other hand, while the 

propagandists of the New Order questioned the extra-military 

occupations of the janissaries, the central administration 

paradoxically gave permissions to the members of the New Order 

troops to engage in crafts and trades in their free times in an 

attempt to attract more recruits.22  

                                                 
 
21 Zebire-i Kuşmani, 32, 34. 
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Although the reforms of the New Order came to an abrupt end 

in the hands of janissaries in 1807 and a successive attempt by 

Alemdar Mustafa Pasha shared the same fate in 1808, the ruling 

elite’s criticisms against janissaries and their commercial 

activities did not stop. A good example is the private chronicle 

written by Cabi Ömer Efendi which repeats the similar criticisms 

by emphasizing the vices of janissary tradesmen and craftsmen in 

Istanbul.23 The author, who was close to the Ottoman 

administrative circles and held a lucrative post in the endowment 

of the Ayasofya mosque, provided a highly negative, but still 

valuable, representation of janissaries in Istanbul’s commercial 

life in the early nineteenth century. Detailed accounts on the 

abuses of janissary tradesmen in everyday commercial activities 

as well as their violent clashes with each other in market places 

became the repeated themes throughout the Cabi’s narrative. Cabi 

presented a gloomy picture of Istanbul in which its inhabitants 

constantly suffered from the lawlessness of the janissaries. 

A short history written in Armenian and covering the years 

1806 to 1810 also shared similar views on the actions of 

janissaries in Istanbul.24 The author, Georg Oğlukyan, confirming 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
22 BOA, HAT, 4391, (3.Ş.1220 / 27 October 1805). 
 
23 Mehmet Ali Beyhan, trans., Cabi Ömer Efendi, Cabi Tarihi: Tarih-i 
Sultan Selim-i Salis ve Mahmud-ı Sani, 2 vols. (Ankara: Türk Tarih 
Kurumu, 2003). 
 
24 Hrand D. Andreasyan, trans., Georg Oğlukyan’ın Ruznamesi: 1806-1810 
İsyanları, III. Selim, IV. Mustafa, II. Mahmud ve Alemdar Mustafa Paşa 
(Edebiyat Fakültesi Basımevi: İstanbul, 1972). For Oğlukyan’s biography  
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Cabi’s account, also mentioned the struggles among janissary 

regiments, apparently for the control of various commercial 

activities and locations in Üsküdar district of Istanbul.25 In 

describing these events, Oğlukyan commented that following the 

rebellion of 1808, Istanbul was in the hands of porters and other 

riff-raff and the city’s population was living in a state of 

terror. Both authors, who belonged to the lower sectors of the 

ruling elite, reflected the world view of that particular social 

group and its mistrust towards popular classes embodied in the 

Janissary Corps.            

It is not surprising that after the abolition of the 

Janissary Corps, the critics of janissaries continued to regard 

the commercial activities of janissaries as a major factor for 

their ineffectiveness as a military force. Es’ad Efendi, who 

produced an important monograph on the abolition of the Janissary 

Corps and an official chronicle covering the years 1821-1826, was 

both a direct participant in the abolition of the Janissaries on 

the government side and a witness to the last decades of 

janissaries.26 Similar to the Cabi’s chronicle, the works of Es’ad 

also criticised the commercial activities of janissaries. Apart 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
see Hrand D. Andreasyan, “Georg Oğlukyan’ın Ruznamesi,” İstanbul 
Üniversitesi Edebiyat Fakültesi Tarih Dergisi 16 (1962): 63-70. I am 
grateful to Ali Yaycıoğlu for drawing my attention to Georg Oğlukyan’s 
chronicle. 
 
25 Andreasyan, Georg Oğlukyan’ın Ruznamesi, 53-54. 
 
26 Mehmed Es’ad Efendi, Üss-i Zafer, 2nd ed. (İstanbul: Süleyman Efendi 
Matba’ası, 1293). Ziya Yılmazer, trans., Sahhaflar Şeyhi-zade Seyyid 
Mehmed Es’ad Efendi, Vak’a-nüvis Es’ad Efendi Tarihi (İstanbul: OSAV 
Yayınları, 2000).    
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from accusing the janissaries for leaving their military duties 

and engaging in trades, Es’ad also reminded his readers of the 

abuses that they had suffered in the hands of janissary tradesmen 

in Istanbul.27 He incorporated anecdotes to his text on the 

negative experiences of Istanbul’s population when dealing with 

janissary tradesmen and craftsmen in the market.  

We should keep in mind that Es’ad’s monograph, Üss-i Zafer, 

was a propaganda book trying to legitimize the abolition of the 

Janissary Corps. Considering the similar emphasis on the abuses 

of janissary tradesmen in Cabi’s history, it is possible to argue 

that such negative views were not uncommon among Istanbul’s 

population, at least among the elite and well-to-do members of 

the city. To what extent such attitudes were shared by the lower 

strata is a difficult question to answer. However, the employment 

of these anecdotes in Es’ad’s propaganda monograph suggests that 

the author had probably a broader audience in mind when referring 

to daily experiences of people along with the larger political 

issues.      

 

 

 

 
 
 

                                                 
 
27 Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 112-115. 
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Janissary Artisans and Laborers in Early Nineteenth Century Istanbul 
 

On May 29 1826, Es’ad Efendi was on his way to the palace 

of the Janissary Agha with a committee consisted of government 

functionaries, members of the ‘ulema and several high ranking 

janissary officers.28 The group passed through the street known as 

the Founder’s Market located near the Süleymaniye Mosque. Left 

and right, Es’ad Efendi and his companions greeted the 

janissaries gathered in coffeehouses and shops for their daily 

businesses. Of course, “the janissary vermin,” as Es’ad named 

them, were not aware of the fact that this visit would trigger a 

series of events leading to the abolition of the Janissary Corps. 

Although the heavy presence of janissaries in the Founder’s 

Market can be explained by its proximity to the palace of the 

Janissary Agha, other market places in Istanbul were not any 

different in this respect.    

By the early nineteenth century, the presence of janissary 

tradesmen became an inseparable fact of daily commercial life of 

Istanbul. At a first glance, many of these janissary esnaf were 

not even distinquishable from the rest of the population contrary 

to the case in the Founder’s Market. It was true that some of 

them chose to show off their regimental tattoos on their arms and 

calves to intimidate anyone intervening their business but this 

was probably far from being the general practice. One of the 

consequences of janissaries acquiring extra-military professions 

                                                 
 
28 Es’ad, Tarih, 575. 
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was their incorporation to the civilian population of Istanbul. 

In fact, this was not only valid for Istanbul, but for many other 

Ottoman cities. It is common to come across statements in 

official documents and chronicles telling that the whole 

population of a certain city consisted of janissaries.29 Although 

these can not be taken literally, they can be understood as the 

dominance of janissary elements in these cities, especially in 

economic life. 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, janissaries did not 

hesitate to use their privileged military status to acquire 

extra-military professions and trade monopolies in urban centers 

in pursuit of additional revenue sources during the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. The exact nature of this process which has 

been called as ‘the commercialization of janissaries’ is open to 

debate.30 For the earlier stages of this process, it has been 

argued that while undertaking commercial activities janissaries 

were faced stiff resistance from the existing guild structures in 

Istanbul. In fact, starting from the second half of the sixteenth 

century the guild system supposedly became more rigid and 

protectionist against the influx of outsiders, namely janissaries 

and immigrants. As a result, janissaries were not able to 

infiltrate into the guilds and the guild members often tried to 

                                                 
 
29 BOA, C. DH, 13478, (13.C.1160 / 22 June 1747).    
 
30 The phrase is Cemal Kafadar’s. See Kafadar, On the Purity and 
Corruption of the Janissaries. 
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keep their distance from janissaries.31 Failing to enter guild 

structure, most of the janissaries and new immigrants chose to 

undertake petty trades, and jobs requiring little or no skill, 

such as service and transportation sectors. Thus, they 

constituted a distinct category among the tradesmen of Istanbul 

which Kafadar calls ‘lumpen esnaf.’32  

The category of lumpen esnaf can be useful to look at the 

earlier stages of janissary infringement upon crafts and trades 

in Ottoman urban centers. However, as it will be shown in this 

chapter, the petty tradesmen and laborers constituted only a 

portion of janissary tradesmen in the early nineteenth century. 

From the seventeenth century onwards, janissary involvement in 

commercial activities became a complex phenomenon and janissaries 

were present in a wide variety of crafts, trades and service 

sectors in Istanbul as well as in guilds. Moreover, even for the 

earlier stages of the janissary involvement in commercial 

activities, we need more detailed evidence supporting Kafadar’s 

argument on the tensions between janissaries and guild members.  

In fact, Kafadar’s argument of lumpen esnaf reminds us of 

the two earlier articles by Robert Olson on the eighteenth 

century rebellions in Istanbul. Olson tried to define interests 

groups and their political behavior in eighteenth century 

Istanbul by looking at the rebellions of 1730 and 1740. In the 

                                                 
 
31 Cemal Kafadar, Yeniçeri-Esnaf Relations: Solidarity and Conflict, MA 
Thesis, McGill University, 1981, 80-85, 101-102. 
 
32 Kafadar, “Yeniçeri,” 474. 
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analysis of these rebellions, Olson regarded the janissaries and 

tradesmen of Istanbul as two separate entities. Accordingly, 

while the Istanbul tradesmen allied with the janissaries during 

the rebellion of 1730 along with their economic interests, they 

switched their allegiance to the central administration and the 

Sultan following the rebellion for the very same reason.33 Their 

support of the central administration continued in 1740 when 

immigrants from Anatolia and Balkans attempted to start an 

uprising due to the hardships and scarcity of provisions that 

prevailed in Istanbul at the time.34  

Leaving aside Olson’s problematic treatment of janissaries 

and tradesmen as completely two separate entities, his 

understanding of who constituted the tradesmen of Istanbul in the 

eighteenth century was vague and imprecise. Arguing the majority 

of tradesmen in Istanbul were non-Muslims, he was obviously 

referring to Christian and Jewish craftsmen and shopkeepers when 

talking about the Istanbul tradesmen.35 Accordingly, not only did 

he disregard the vast number of Muslim craftsmen, shopkeepers, 

and laborers in Istanbul, but also overlooked the janissary 

presence in all these categories. 

                                                 
 
33 Robert Olson, “The Esnaf and The Patrona Halil Rebellion of 1730: 
Realignment in Ottoman Politics?” Journal of Economic and Social 
History of the Orient 17(1974): 329-344.  
 
34 Robert Olson, “Jews, Janissaries, Esnaf and the Revolt of 1740 in 
Istanbul: Social Upheaval and Political Realignment on the Ottoman 
Empire,” Journal of Economic and Social History of the Orient 20 
(1977): 185-207. 
 
35 Robert Olson, “Jews, Janissaries, Esnaf…,” 197-202. 
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Contrary to these assumptions, a study by Eunjeong Yi on 

the seventeenth century Istanbul guilds argued that janissary 

presence among the tradesmen and the guilds was strikingly high. 

Depending on the Istanbul court records, Yi showed that 18 out 37 

guilds which collectively appealed in Istanbul courts in the 

1660s had members who carried military titles.36 At least for the 

sixteenth century, Yi confirmed Kafadar’s argument that there 

were problems between janissary tradesmen and Istanbul guilds. 

For Kafadar, the reason behind the tensions between janissaries 

and the Istanbul guilds was the violation of the established 

market rules by janissary tradesmen. For that reason the guilds 

resisted to the membership of janissaries.37 While accepting these 

arguments, Yi also added that janissary tradesmen also kept their 

distance from the guilds as well, since they did not want to 

share tax obligations and duties imposed upon guild members.38           

According to Yi, the intermingling of Istanbul tradesmen 

and janissaries came to such an extent that it was not possible 

to differentiate these two groups easily in marketplaces in the 

seventeenth century. After a period of tension and assimilation, 

janissary craftsmen and tradesmen became an integral part of the 

guild structure. For example, there were no more complaints about 

intrusion of janissaries into the guilds in the court records.39 

                                                 
 
36 Yi, Guild Dynamics, 132-133. 
 
37 Kafadar, Janissary-Esnaf Relations, 84-85.   
 
38 Yi, Guild Dynamics, 137. 
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 Despite the lack of detailed studies on the janissary 

tradesmen for eighteenth century Istanbul, studies on provincial 

urban centers in the eighteenth century draw our attention to the 

continuous power struggles between janissaries and local groups 

over the control of marketplaces. Andre Raymond, who analyzed the 

Cairo court records between the second half of the seventeenth 

century and the first half of the eighteenth century, concluded 

that the number of soldiers who engaged in trades was 

significantly high. The janissary corps, comprising a dominant 

factor in the political life of Cairo during this period, also 

played an important role in the economic life of the city.40 

Similar remarks have been made for the eighteenth century Aleppo 

and Damascus in which janissary presence in crafts and trades was 

hardly ignorable.41  

There is no reason to assume an interruption in janissary 

involvement in commercial life of Istanbul in the eighteenth and 

the early nineteenth century. On the contrary, janissaries must 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
39 Yi, Guild Dynamics, 138-139. 
 
40 Andre Raymond, “Soldiers in Trade: The Case of Ottoman Cairo,” 
British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 18/1 (1991): 16-37. 
 
41 For Aleppo see Abraham Marcus, The Middle East on the eve of 
Modernity: Aleppo in the eighteenth century (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1989), 87-93. Bruce Masters, The Origins of Western 
Economic Dominance in the Middle East: Mercantalism and Islamic Economy 
in Aleppo, 1600-1750 (New York: New York University Press, 1988). See  
also Margaret L. Meriwether, The Kin Who Count: Family and Society in 
Ottoman Aleppo, 1770-1840 (Austin: Texas University Press, 1999). For 
Damascus, Abdul-Karim Rafeq, The Province of Damascus, 1723-1783 
(Beirut, 1966). Karl K. Barbir, Ottoman Rule in Damascus, 1708-1758 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980). Also see Hasan Yüksel 
trans., Şeyh Ahmet El-Bedri El-Hallak, Beber Bedri’nin Günlüğü, 1741-
1762 (Ankara: Akçağ Yayınları, 1995). 



 54

have extended their dominant position in crafts and trades by 

merging and incorporating more and more into the urban fabric of 

Istanbul. By forming business partnerships, establishing kinship 

ties through marriage, and incorporating new immigrants into 

their ranks, the janissaries expanded their social and economic 

base in the city and carve out a political space for themselves 

autonomous of the ruling elite. 

The Profile of Janissary Artisans and Laborers   

Methodological Problems   
 

Defining the identity of janissary artisans and laborers in 

the early nineteenth century Istanbul is a challenging task for a 

historian. Although the sources on janissaries are abundant in 

number and variety, their overwhelming quantity and specific 

characteristics frustrate individual attempts to construct 

reliable statistical data on janissary artisans of Istanbul. 

Janissary payroll registers and other official documents only 

provide scattered and incomplete data on janissary regiments and 

their members. 

Nevertheless, one can grasp the general characteristics of 

janissary artisans and laborers by random sampling among the 

janissary payroll registers as well as focusing on representative 

individual cases which can be found in official documents and 

chronicles. This section is an attempt to provide a cross-

sectional snapshot of janissary artisans and laborers in the 
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early nineteenth century Istanbul without ignoring the 

deficiencies and the inherent problems of the primary sources.            

Among the official documents concerning janissaries, the 

payroll registers constitute a considerable portion which 

provides valuable data on the place of origins and extra-military 

occupations of janissaries. The extant janissary payrolls consist 

of more than one thousand registers which cover a period between 

1553 and 1826. Even this number is a small portion of payroll 

registers which must have been produced over centuries by the 

Ottoman bureaucracy. We do not know for sure if there are more 

registers which are waiting to be classified in the Ottoman 

archives.  

Yet, the available registers can be categorized into three 

main groups. The first category is the cumulative registers which 

give information on the total number of the Janissary Corps and 

the total amount of wages which was allocated to the Corps from 

the imperial treasury in every three months. Cumulative registers 

also recorded the total amount of wages paid to other Kapıkulu 

units, including servants of imperial palaces, Acemioğlanıs and 

firemen (tulumbacıs).  Hypothetically it should be possible to 

calculate the Ottoman state’s yearly expenditures on janissary 

wages by combining the cumulative registers from same years. (See 

Appendix II)   

The second category is the regimental payroll registers 

that provide detailed accounts on specific janissary regiments. 

As a practice, each janissary was issued a pay ticket (esame) on 
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which his name, his paternal name, his regiment, and the amount 

of his entitled wage were recorded. In every three months, the 

paymasters (yazıcı) and junior officers of each regiment examined 

the pay tickets of their regiment members before delivering their 

payments. Then, the paymaster copied the information on the pay 

tickets into a regimental payroll register of which he prepared 

two copies; one of which was kept in the Janissary Office 

(Yeniçeri Kalemi) and the other was sent to the office of Piyade 

Mukabelesi.    

Among the nineteenth century registers one can come across 

a new type of payroll register. I am not sure when and for what 

exact purpose this third category was introduced. It seems the 

older types of payroll register also continued to exist along 

with the new registers. There is only one difference between 

these new payroll registers and the older ones but, as will be 

evident, it was an important one. Along with the name and the 

amount of wage on the pay ticket, the name of the real pay ticket 

holder was also recorded to these new registers.   

The payroll registers which this study examines come from 

the period of 1810-1820 when bending and breaking of the 

regulations and standard procedures were at their highest. It is 

well-known as early as the eighteenth century the janissary pay 

tickets were freely bought and sold in the markets of Istanbul. 

Moreover, the janissary paymasters and officers used to sell the 

pay tickets of deceased janissaries to other janissaries and 

civilians, instead of returning these to the treasury, as this 
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was the official practice. Thus, the names on the pay tickets 

often did not correspond with the names of the real pay ticket 

holders. The new type of the regimental payroll registers might 

have been introduced to keep track of the pay ticket holders by 

janissary paymasters and officers.  

At the same time, these registers can be taken as a sign 

for the government’s recognition of the autonomous process in 

which janissary pay tickets gained a market value. In any case, 

the introduction of the new registers was a fortunate event for 

historians since these registers give important information on 

the place of origins and the professions of individual pay ticket 

holders. 

I randomly chose four of these new regimental registers 

between the years 1812-1823/24 for detailed analysis.42 Two of 

these registers belong to the same regiment, namely the 96th 

Cema’at Regiment, dated to 1815/16 and 1823/24, whereas two 

others belonged to 97th Cema’at Regiment for the year 1816/17 and 

12th Sekban Bölük Regiment for the year 1822/23. Overall, I have a 

cross-sectional database covering 2,945 pay tickets. When we 

consider, for example, the total number of janissary pay tickets 

was 114,497 in 1815/16 and 109,706 in 1818/19, it becomes clear 

that our data is only a small sample.43 Still, it should be 

                                                 
 
42 BOA, D. YNÇ, 34919, (1231 / 1815-16),  34997,  (1239 / 1823-24), 
34839, (1232 / 1816-17), 34978, (1238 / 1822-23).  
 
43 BOA, D. YNÇ, 34916, (Muharrem-Rebiyyü’l-evvel 1231 / 3 December 1815-
28 February 1816).  
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sufficient to make some observations on the proportion and the 

characteristics of tradesmen and laborers in the Janissary Corps.  

Before starting to analyze our data, several points about 

its shortcomings and limitations for quantitative use should be 

spelled out. There are no specific indications on whether or not 

the holders of the pay tickets did really engage in trades and 

crafts in the registers other than the titles preceding the names 

of pay ticket holders. In the absence of family surnames, the 

common people were known and identified through their titles and 

nicknames. These titles and nicknames often indicated place of 

origins and occupations. Along with his given name, a person 

could be identified as ‘from such and such profession’ and ‘from 

such and such city/town.’ Sometimes physical features and 

paternal names were also employed to identify individuals. Thus, 

when I analyzed the names of pay ticket holders, I took the 

titles as evidence for their occupations.  

The problem with such method is obvious. A pay ticket 

holder with an esnaf title did not necessarily have to engage in 

a specific trade at that specific moment. Similarly, not having 

an esnaf title in one’s name did not directly mean that that 

person had nothing to do with trades and crafts. Thus, it should 

be kept in mind that the outcomes of this analysis are only rough 

estimates and certainly not free from errors.  

The second problem concerning the regimental registers is 

the irregularity of names and titles. While analyzing two 

registers of the same regiment from different years, it became 
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clear that pay ticket holders could state their names differently 

in each register. Most of the time, it is possible to track such 

cases by comparing the information on the pay tickets. To give a 

specific example, a certain pay ticket holder who gave his name 

as the painter (Nakkaş) Nuri Alemdar of Kılıçali Quarter in the 

register of 1815/16, could state his name as Nuri Alemdar of 

Kılıçali Quarter in the 1823/24 register. Considering similar 

irregularities in numerous examples, we can either assume that 

Nuri Alemdar left the painting business by 1823/24 or this had to 

do with irregularity of his oral statements to the scribes. Yet, 

I still applied a negative bias in such cases by not including 

them in esnaf category.   

Since the pay tickets were bought and sold freely, some 

people accumulated more than just one pay ticket. When combined 

with irregularities of names and titles, multiple pay ticket 

holders form another major problem in estimating the real number 

of janissaries as well as the ones with esnaf titles in the 

regiments. If there is more than one pay ticket holder with the 

same name and title, what are the odds that these were indeed the 

same person? It is impossible to find out the answer in the 

absence of family surnames. For this reason, I chose to give the 

number of pay tickets held by individuals with esnaf titles 

rather than trying to figure out the real number of individuals 

with esnaf titles for each register. 
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TABLE 1 Distribution of pay-tickets held by janissaries with 

esnaf titles 44  

 

 

Total 
Numbers 
of pay-
tickets 

Total Number 
of pay-tickets 
held by esnaf 

(% value) 

96th Cemaat(1815/1816) 
 1,297 483 37 

96th Cemaat (1823/1824) 
 1,273 380 30 

97th Cemaat (1812) 
 318 23 7 

12th Sekban (1822) 
 57 17 33 

 
Sources: BOA, Yeniçeri Kalemi Defterleri (D.YNÇ), 34919 (1231 / 1815-
16), 34997 (1239 / 1823-24), 34839 (1232 / 1816-17), 34978 (1238 / 
1822-23). 
 

 
 

Profiles of Janissary Esnaf 
 

The figures in the Table I allow us to make some general 

observations on the pay-ticket holders with esnaf titles. With 

the exception of the 97th Cema’at Regiment, the total numbers of 

janissary pay-tickets held by esnaf in the 96th Cema’at and the 

12th Sekban Bölüğü regiments are significant. Occupational 

distribution among the janissary esnaf shows that these 

individuals engaged in a wide variety of trades and crafts in 

Istanbul. In addition to the jobs which required little or no 

skills, janissary esnaf held specialized occupations which 

                                                 
 
44 BOA, D. YNÇ, 34919, (1231 / 1815-16),  34997,  (1239 / 1823-24), 
34839, (1232 / 1816-17), 34978, (1238 / 1822-23). 
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necessitated a special training and license. There were silver 

wire makers, founders, glaziers, barbers and many others with 

specialized skills among the pay-ticket holders. (See Appendix I) 

Within the category of janissary esnaf in the 96th Cema’at 

Regiment, several occupations were revealed as numerically more 

significant than others. The basket makers, who held 44 and 71 

pay-tickets in 1815/16 and 1823/24 subsequently, were numerically 

the most important esnaf group within the 96th Cema’at Regiment. A 

considerable portion of these pay-tickets belonged to a certain 

Civelek Ahmed Ağa, his relatives and his apprentices. He was 

probably an important figure among the basket-makers of Istanbul. 

The registers show that he was collecting 825 akçes daily in 

1815/16 whereas this amount rose to 2,269 akçes in 1823/24.  

The 1815/16 register shows that 251 out of 825 akçes were 

entrusted to him to deliver to the real owners, including his 

apprentices and relatives. On the other hand there was no 

indication in the register of 1823/24 that any part of 2,269 

akçes was entrusted to Civelek Ahmed Ağa for this purpose. The 

difference between the 1815/16 and the 1823/24 register are too 

great to be explained by scribes’ carelessness or lack of 

uniformity. One can assume that Civelek Ahmed Ağa was also busy 

in collecting and buying new pay-tickets entitled to his regiment 

between 1815/16 and 1823/24. 

The second major occupational category in the registers is 

stone workers. Along with house painters, plasterers, pipe 

fitters as well as building equipment producers, such as saw and 
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adze makers, the construction sector seemed to employ large 

number of janissaries. The next largest groups are tanners and 

leather workers who made up nearly one tenth of janissary esnaf 

in both registers of the 96th Cema’at Regiment. This suggests a 

close connection existed between tanners/leather workers and 

janissaries in Istanbul.  

Following tanners, small utensils and household goods 

producers along with cloth and textile producers/sellers 

constituted the next largest group. The janissary esnaf in this 

category engaged in a wide variety of crafts and trades from 

knife-making to selling of brocades. Next to this group we have 

janissaries working in food and provisioning sector; butchers, 

kebab sellers, pastry sellers, green grocers, cream-makers, 

bakers and several others. Apart from these main categories there 

existed an array of crafts and trades that are represented in 

smaller numbers in the payroll registers of the 96th Cema’at 

Regiment.  

We do not observe such variety in occupational distribution 

in the registers belonging to the 97th Cema’at and the 12th Sekban 

Bölük regiments. This is probably due to the small size of both 

regiments. Occupational distribution does not show a specific 

pattern among the pay-ticket owners in these regiments. (See 

Appendix I)  

In the payroll registers of the 96th Cema’at Regiment, the 

number of apprentices was 23 in 1815/16 and 22 in 1823/24. In 

each entry the name of the apprentice was recorded with the name 
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of his master. The registers indicate the occupation of 

apprentices only in 16 out of 45 cases and the majority of these 

engaged in basket making.  

It is noteworthy that there were several apprentices who 

carried the rank of alemdar in the registers. Since alemdar was a 

middle rank among junior officers, this suggests that there was 

no correlation between one’s military rank and job status. If we 

assume that these apprentices were guild members, it seems that 

their relatively high military rank did not provide them any kind 

of leverage in the guild structure. They had to pass through 

necessary stages and wait to gain the right and enough financial 

sources to become masters by opening a shop. 

 For the rest of the janissary esnaf in the registers, the 

data did not allow us to give more detailed information on their 

occupations. We do not know if they were self employed or not, 

and if they were masters, how many apprentices and journeymen 

they were employing. It is also impossible to speculate on the 

sizes of their businesses or the exact nature of their relations 

with the guild structures. These sorts of issues are difficult to 

answer from the janissary payroll registers. Perhaps future 

studies on the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century 

guilds of Istanbul will have answers to these questions. 

  For the sake of comparison, a useful piece of data can be 

obtained for the janissary esnaf in the city of Edirne. A 

kalebend register, which was prepared just after the abolition of 

the Janissary Corps, lists 144 janissaries from Edirne for 
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execution or exile between February 7th and March 17th in 1827.45 

Out of these 144 individuals, there were 67 janissaries who were 

carrying esnaf titles, which approximately corresponds 47 percent 

of the total. It should be noted that this figure is higher than 

the ones obtained from the analysis of payroll registers for 

Istanbul. On the other hand, similar to the data from payroll 

registers, the janissary esnaf of Edirne also engaged in a wide 

variety of trades and crafts from coffee-grinding to seal making. 

Numerically most important group in the register was tanners with 

10 members, that is, 14.9 percent of all janissaries with esnaf 

titles. Among the janissaries with esnaf titles, the second 

numerically significant group was coffeehouse owners and coffee 

merchants with 9 members, or 13.4 percent of the total. The rest 

is distributed among numerous trades and crafts. Although the 

data is admittedly small, it still gives some ideas about the 

janissary esnaf in Edirne. 

These limited samples suggest that the janissary esnaf 

engaged in a wide variety of trades and crafts. Contrary to 

conventional assumptions, our data shows that janissaries also 

held occupations which required considerable expertise and skill. 

Although the overall ratio of pay tickets held by individuals 

with esnaf titles did not exceed one third of the total number of 

pay tickets in the analyzed registers, it is highly probable that 

this ratio was higher in reality. Unfortunately, the limitations 

                                                 
 
45 BOA, A. DVN.KLB., 929A, (10.B.1242 – 25.CA.1249 / 7 February 1827 - 
10 October 1833). 
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of our data do not allow us to come up with a more reliable 

answer to this problem.         

Janissaries and Laborers  
 

There is an interesting anecdote in Cabi’s history which 

provides some detailed information on Istanbul porters in the 

early nineteenth century.46 According to Cabi, the warden of the 

porters in Üsküdar, İbrahim Kethüda, was a member of the 59th Ağa 

Bölük in the janissary corps. He was originally from Tosya, a 

town in Kastamonu province in Anatolia. Like many immigrants to 

Istanbul, İbrahim probably found a job using his connections 

among his fellow immigrants from Tosya, many of whom happened to 

be porters in Üsküdar. Probably at the same time and through the 

same networks he became a member of the 59th Ağa Bölük Regiment in 

which the immigrants from Tosya were also heavily represented. In 

the following years, İbrahim’s fortunes seemed to rapidly improve 

both in the Janissary Corps and the porters of Üsküdar. He did 

not only acquire the rank of turnacı, a high rank among junior 

officers, but also became the warden of the Üsküdar porters.  

Cabi tells that in each tri-monthly pay, İbrahim Kethüda, 

usually accompanied by one or two of his men, went to the 

barracks of the 59th Ağa Bölük Regiment to collect his pay. Along 

with his pay, İbrahim also collected the wages of his porters, 

especially the ones of his fellow Tosyalıs who were in their 

hometown for personal business or visit. In June 1811, the total 

                                                 
 
46 Cabi Tarihi, vol. II, 749-751. 
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of these tri-monthly wages amounted more than 300 kuruş.47 In fact 

İbrahim Kethüda’s case showed striking similarities with the one 

of Civelek Ahmed Agha, who has been mentioned above. Both 

individuals seemed to have control of considerable sums at each 

thri-monthly pay.   

It is not clear if İbrahim Kethüda was delivering these 

wages to their real owners in Tosya or keeping the money for his 

personal use, or loaning it with interest until the pay-ticket 

owners returned to Istanbul. All these options seem possible 

considering his close connections with his hometown as well as 

his business relations with the sarrafs and the merchants of 

Üsküdar. As a mark of İbrahim’s dominance among the porters in 

Üsküdar, at each wharf he had representatives who collected dues 

from porters. According to Cabi, Üsküdar porters were obliged to 

hand over half of their earnings to İbrahim Kethüda.  Since he 

had control over all the porters in Üsküdar, he was also 

determining the prices for transport services. Cabi complained 

that under İbrahim’s wardenship, porters started to demand twice 

their regular wages for their services.48  

İbrahim and his fellow porters were not the only 

janissaries who engaged in transportation services in the early 

nineteenth century Istanbul. The majority of transport workers 

and boatmen in the city were either members or affiliates of the 
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different army corps.49 According to a register which was prepared 

in 1802, there were 6,500 boatmen in Istanbul. 5,151 of these 

were Muslims and 2,063 of these carried military titles in their 

names.50 Along with transport workers, these boatmen were a 

quantitatively important group in Istanbul. In October 1808, for 

example, Alemdar Mustafa Pasha’s government declared that 

janissaries and their affiliates could not keep their jobs as 

boatmen in Istanbul unless they enrolled to the new corps, 

Sekban-ı Cedid. This provoked a strong reaction and discontent 

among janissaries against Alemdar. This project could not be put 

into the practice since a rebellion, which broke out in the same 

month, put to an end to the Sekban-ı Cedid program and the 

Alemdar’s government.51   

There is no general survey for transport workers in all the 

wharfs in the nineteenth century Istanbul, still pieces of 

existing data do not contradict the observations I made for the 

transport workers in the Üsküdar wharfs. On the Golden Horn 

coast, transport workers in Balıkpazarı, Balkapanı, Yenikapı, 

Balat, Yemiş and Gümrük wharfs were either members or affiliates 

of the Janissary Corps. At each wharf, a specific janissary 

regiment controlled transportation services. To give some 

                                                 
 
49 For a study on the boatmen of Istanbul and their connection to the 
military class see Nejdet Ertuğ, Osmanlı Döneminde İstanbul Deniz 
Ulaşımı ve Kayıkçılar (T.C. Kültür Bakanlığı Yayınları: Ankara, 2001).  
 
50 Ertuğ, İstanbul Deniz Ulaşımı ve Kayıkçılar, 114. Cabi, for example, 
made an overflated estimation that there were nearly 30,000 boatmen in 
Istanbul in 1808. Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 269.  
 
51 Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 252, 260-69. 
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examples, the transportation services in the Balkapanı Wharf was 

in the hands of the porters who were the members of the 27th Ağa 

Bölük Regiment52, the 31st Cema’at Regiment controlled the 

Bağçekapı Wharf53, the 56th Ağa Bölük Regiment was not only in 

control of the transport services at the Yemiş and the Çardak 

wharfs near Unkapanı but was also directly controlling the entry 

of green groceries, fruits into Istanbul.54 

At each wharf a warden, who was usually a senior member of 

the janissary regiment controlling that particular wharf, was in 

charge of the porters. Like İbrahim Kethüda of the 59th Ağa Bölük, 

these wardens had complete control over their porters. The 

porters were obliged to accept the rules and prices set by the 

warden who was entitled to take a share from the earnings of 

porters. It is reasonable to assume that all of the porters in 

Istanbul were not regular janissaries, rather majority of them 

were taslakcıs, or affiliates, of the Janissary Corps. These 

people, who were probably newly arrived immigrants to Istanbul, 

affiliated themselves with one of the janissary regiments through 

their personal and regional networks and had to wait to become 

regular janissaries. Since the new enrollments to the corps, 

tashih-i be dergah, only took place during war times, these new 

immigrants usually entered into the entourage of an influential 

                                                 
 
52 Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 460-61.  
 
53 Ahmed Cevdet Paşa, Tarih (Vekayi-i Devlet-i Aliyye), vol. X 
(İstanbul: Matba’a-i Osmaniyye, 1292), 107. 
 
54 Cabi Tarihi, vol. II, 902-903. 
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janissary, often becoming his employee or a member of his labor 

gang to wait for an opportunity to enter payroll registers of the 

Janissary Corps. Upon their entrance to the Janissary Corps, they 

were issued a document called sofa tezkeresi which certified 

their membership to the Janissary Corps. These served as 

identification cards and could be shown to prove one’s janissary 

status in the time of necessity.55 

Reşad Ekrem Koçu gives a very interesting example of these 

documents. The owner of the document was a certain porter named 

Bitlisli Mustafa bin Mustafa. He was a porter with a gedik in the 

Büyükgümrük wharf which situated along the southern part of the 

Golden Horn. The document certified that Mustafa was admitted to 

the 56th Ağa Bölük, the very same regiment which controlled the 

entrance and transportation of foodstuffs into Istanbul in that 

specific region of Istanbul.56           

Occasionally, there were complaints against the wardens for 

their arbitrary and cruel treatment of porters. The warden of the 

Balat Wharf, for example, was imprisoned in the fortress of 

Seddü’l-bahir at the Dardanelles on the grounds that he cruelly 

treated the porters under his charge. With the help of his men, 

he collected dues from porters and arbitrarily assigned them for 

some kind of corveé labor in the imperial arsenal. The court 

decision states that since the warden also made deals with coal 
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sellers and bakers of Balat to carry their loads for advantageous 

prices, they overlooked his behavior. As he and his men did not 

hesitate to use violence to reach their goals, no one dared to 

complain about him for a long time until his victims gathered 

enough courage to appeal to the court. It is not clear to which 

corps the warden of the Balat Wharf belonged, but his commanding 

officers were ordered to make sure that he was put into the 

prison of Seddü’l-Bahir fortress.57        

 Conflicts between tradesmen and transport workers over the 

transport prices were also common in the early nineteenth century 

Istanbul. The structural organizations of transport workers and 

their affiliation with the Janissary Corps gave them some kind of 

leverage in their negotiation of wages with merchants and 

artisans. As already mentioned, there were complaints about the 

porters of Üsküdar under the wardenship of İbrahim Kethüda in 

whose time the prices of transport services doubled.  

In April 1810, a conflict erupted between the merchants of 

Mısır Bazaar and the porters of Balıkpazarı.58 When some porters 

from Balıkpazarı attempted to force a woman to go to their 

bachelor rooms, several artisans and merchants rushed to save the 

woman. There was a brawl between the porters and tradesmen. 

Apparently, the artisans and merchants utilized every means 

                                                 
 
57 BOA, C. ZB, 460, (22.M.1217 / 25 May 1802). 
 
58 BOA, HAT, 31156, (11.RA.1225 / 16 April 1810); C. ZB, 4312, 
(19.RA.1225 / 24 April 1810). See also Şanizade Mehmed Ataullah Efendi, 
Tarih-i Şanizade, vol. I (İstanbul: Ceride-i Havadis Matba’ası, 1284), 
351-353.   
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available around them at the moment, throwing stones and using 

poles to attack the porters. Although the porters initially 

offered some resistance, at the end they saw salvation in 

retreat. But the anger of tradesmen did not calm down easily, 

they gathered in large numbers, two thousand the report claimed, 

marched to the headquarters of the Janissary Commander and then 

to the Porte to voice their complaints against the porters of 

Balıkpazarı. They warned the authorities that unless the 

government took necessary measures to punish the guilty parties, 

they would take the matters into their own hands. The central 

administration took quick measures by executing the warden of 

Balıkpazarı and several porters to quiet down the protests. The 

rest of the culprits, according to the report, escaped and 

dispersed to their hometowns.  

Yet what was at stake was not that simple as it seemed. An 

ulterior motive underlay this seemingly responsible civic action 

by merchants and artisans. Recently the porters had started to 

demand 2-3 kuruş for the same weight which they used to carry for 

20 paras, which meant at least a four fold increase.59 Inhabitants 

of Istanbul should have probably noticed extraordinary nature of 

haggling and cursing between porters and shopkeepers in these 

days in the markets. All in all, such demands produced a grudge 

between the porters and the tradesmen which waited a suitable 

moment to erupt. A similar conflict erupted in August 1813, when 

the porters of Yenikapı refused to carry the baskets of 
                                                 
 
59 Şanizade, Tarih, vol. I, 352. 
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greengrocers unless they were given 1 para more for a piece, 

greengrocers directly complained to the Sekbanbaşı who favored 

their cause by punishing some of the ‘culprits.’60 Since their 

warden had been executed because of an alleged theft one week 

before the incident, the porters did not have much power to 

protect themselves.61 

As we have seen in the analysis of the janissary payroll 

registers, a considerable number of janissary pay ticket owners 

were employed in the construction sector in Istanbul. The 

administrative seat of the empire with its large and ever growing 

population had always been a scene of significant building 

activities. From imperial projects and gentry mansions to humble 

houses and bachelor rooms, building activities provided 

employment opportunities for both skilled and unskilled craftsmen 

and laborers. The famous fires of Istanbul, which occasionally 

ravaged the city, also contributed to vast employment 

opportunities. The majority of the janissary pay-ticket owners 

who were employed in the construction trade were construction 

tools producers. The rest were craftsmen who specialized in 

building services, namely house painters, plasterers, carpenters, 

stone masons and plumbers. A further analysis of other payroll 

registers is likely to reveal other types of craftsmen employed 

in the building sector among janissary pay-ticket owners in 

Istanbul.  
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According to Es’ad Efendi, some of the house painters, 

stone masons, and glaziers in Istanbul were junior janissary 

officers. If someone tried to start a construction without hiring 

janissary craftsmen and laborers, janissaries would arrive and 

drive out non-affiliated craftsmen from the site using threats 

and when necessary, violence. Then they forced the owner of the 

building to hire them and to negotiate their wage rates.62 Ahmed 

Cevdet Pasha, for example, complained that these craftsmen 

usually demanded twice of the regular daily wages and worked 

fewer hours than usual.63  

Along with these skilled craftsmen, many of the unskilled 

building workers were also under the control/protection of 

janissaries. Like porters, the majority of the unskilled building 

workers were janissary affiliates or casual day laborers looking 

for means to survive in Istanbul. Both Şanizade and Es’ad talk 

about janissary labor foremen who controlled these unskilled 

building workers. Each labor foreman had his regiment’s insignia 

carved on his shovel, apparently to remind everyone that they 

were not only dealing with him but also with his regiment. 

According to Şanizade, these labor foremen collected the wages of 

the workers from the construction owner each week, often 

requesting more than regular wages. Then, he distributed the half 

of this amount to the workers and pocketing the rest for himself 
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and his retinue.64 These janissary foremen often controlled the 

supplying raw materials and building equipment. The property 

owners were forced to buy necessary equipments and raw materials 

through labor foremen’s connections by paying exorbitant prices.65  

We should always bear in mind that Es’ad and Ahmed Cevdet 

Pasha were hardly impartial on the subject of the janissaries. 

What was cheating and unacceptable from their point of view, was 

probably fair and natural order of the business for these 

janissary craftsmen. For them, membership in the Janissary Corps 

provided some degree of protection and privileges in their every 

day business dealings like many janissaries in other trades. What 

were regarded as cheating and extorting money with force by these 

elite authors could be seen as a collective bargaining on the 

behalf of the unskilled and semi-skilled laborers to obtain 

better wages.66  

Both Şanizade and Es’ad implied that these labor foremen 

were not only cheating property owners but the laborers as well 

by pocketing the half of the total payment. Yet neither of them 

paid any attention to the social context of the relations between 

janissary foremen and laborers. The majority of these laborers 

were probably enjoying other sorts of advantages provided by 
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their janissary connection. Belonging to a labor gang of a 

janissary foreman would mean having access to accommodation and 

provisions at affordable prices, which would be impossible for a 

laborer individually. Besides, if the city indeed had been carved 

up between janissary regiments which had their spheres of 

influence as the chronicles claimed, it would be very difficult 

to have access to job market without using the janissary networks 

for “outsiders.” We should not forget that there was also 

possibility to become a regular janissary through these networks. 

So, the social meaning of serving under a janissary foreman 

probably went deeper for these laborers than Es’ad and Şanizade 

could understand from their elite perspective. 

 The labor foremen also protected buildings from the 

intervention of other janissaries. On 1 January 1820, there was a 

dispute between building workers and the janissaries of Kumkapı 

police station. The Armenian Church at Kumkapı, which was 

previously burned down in a general fire, was being rebuilt under 

the supervision of several janissary foremen. When the 

janissaries of Kumkapı police station tried to exort protection 

money from the construction, apparently considering this as their 

rightful entitlement, the janissary foremen and laborers, who 

were employed at the construction site, angrily reacted to 

protect their sphere of influence and their Armenian employers. 

In the following brawl in which several janissaries lost their 
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lives, the building workers were successful in dispersing 

janissaries of the Kasımpaşa police station.67 

 As in the case of rebuilding of the Armenian Church in 

Kumkapı, the competition between janissaries to get lucrative 

jobs always had the potential to generate violent conflicts in 

Istanbul. When some additional sections were going to be built in 

the imperial palace, the competition between the 48th and 78th 

Cema’at regiments to get the painting business of the new 

additions caused violent quarrels. The majority of the 

janissaries in both regiments engaged in house painting business 

and the painting of the new sections was a lucrative job which 

was worth any means necessary to obtain them. The authorities, 

afraid of the possible bloodshed between the 48th and the 78th 

Cema’at Regiments, finally decided to divide the job equally 

between both regiments.68  

 In fact, the authorities were right to be afraid of a 

possible conflict since the central administration was often 

powerless to restrain conflicts between janissary regiments in 

Istanbul during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries. Sometimes these clashes lasted days while the key 

officials who were responsible for the maintenance of the order 

in Istanbul were trying to stop without success and were usually 

ending up by losing their posts. Needless to say, these conflicts 
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only represented the most visible signs of the limitations of 

government power in Istanbul.  

Janissary Esnaf and the Resistance to the Application of the Narh  
 
 
 While the Ottoman central administration often had 

difficulty in preventing armed conflict between janissary 

regiments in its capital, it did not fare better in its famous 

application of putting fixed market prices for basic commodities 

(narh). The existence of janissaries among esnaf and guilds in 

Istanbul as well as in other urban centers of the empire was the 

most important factor hindering the application of the narh 

system. Since the narh presented an attempt to artificially 

regulate the community’s life by the central administration, its 

application was a contested terrain between the government and 

its subjects. 

 Even among the Ottoman ulema there were those who regarded 

the practice of putting fixed market prices with suspicion by 

following the early Hanafite scholars who opposed the government 

control over market prices.69 Despite the opposition, the narh was 

in practice in the Ottoman Empire until the second half of the 

nineteenth century.70 Although the Ottoman authorities kept 

determining narh prices for almost all commodities, basic food 
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commodities, such as bread and meat were given primary 

importance.  

 The application of narh in Istanbul was crucial for the 

central administration since the Ottoman capital had always been 

dependent on the rest of the empire for provisioning its huge 

population. The food prices in Istanbul were very sensitive to 

numerous natural and manmade factors. The Ottoman governments 

often felt the need to minimize the market prices for basic food 

commodities in order to prevent potential riots and public 

discontent. Despite all the efforts, repeated decrees, angry 

threats and countless exemplary punishments for centuries, the 

market prices seemed to heed very little to the state authority, 

even in the capital of the empire. One can argue that the 

janissary esnaf played a major role in restricting the state’s 

power by resisting to its fiscal and economic measures.  

 Most of the time, janissary esnaf enjoyed their military 

status which provided them some level of protection against state 

functionaries who were in charge of executing narh prices and 

regulations. The key functionaries for administration of narh in 

Istanbul were the chief inspector of the marketplace, or 

muhtesib, and the kadıs of the four districts of Istanbul. The 

legal process of punishing an esnaf from the Janissary Corps was 

different and difficult than ordinary esnafs. Neither muhtesib 

nor kadıs had any authority to punish janissary esnafs directly. 

Apart from their occasional inspections in person, muhtesibs and 

kadıs used the services of specific officers who performed daily 
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controls in marketplaces. From the documents it became clear that 

these inspectors reported the violations of narh rules by 

janissaries to the kadıs who, in turn, issued warnings for the 

violators. If the violators were insisting in disobeying narh 

rules after repeated warnings, then the kadı would issue a 

decision requesting for their imprisonment. Still, the kadı’s 

decisions needed to be validated by the Grand Vizier who would, 

then, inform the Janissary Agha, as their superior commanding 

officer, to oversee the punishment.71 

 There were also special inspectors, tebdil çuhadarı, who 

also supervised the administration of narh in the marketplaces of 

Istanbul and were only responsible to the Grand Vizier. Unlike 

ordinary inspectors, these officials could directly detain 

janissaries and submitted their cases to the Grand Vizier who 

would see the execution of suitable punishments.72  

 The occasional incognito inspections by sultans, grand 

viziers and janissary aghas in Istanbul also presented 

exceptional cases and posed a threat for the janissary violators 

of narh who were unfortunate and careless enough not to recognize 

these disguised celebrities. In such cases membership to the 
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Janissary Corps did not help these janissary esnaf much in 

avoiding the punishment.73     

 Except these extraordinary circumstances, it is obvious 

that janissary status provided a degree of undeniable protection 

for tradesmen and workers. In addition to the legal protections 

which were provided by janissary status, there was also the fact 

that police functions in Istanbul was mostly in the hands of 

janissaries. There were police stations, or kolluks, manned by 

janissaries in all the major gates of the walled city as well as 

in other major points throughout Istanbul and its three boroughs. 

Unlike modern police forces, the janissaries in these kolluks had 

functions which were more comprehensive than just fighting the 

crime. Supervision of market was among the myriad police duties 

performed by kolluk janissaries. Even the koloğlanıs, market 

inspectors employed by the chief muhtesib of Istanbul, were 

janissaries from the 56th Ağa Bölük Regiment.74  

 When we consider the well-known solidarity among 

janissaries and other informal relations and networks existed 

between various janissary regiments, it is reasonable to assume 

that janissary esnaf enjoyed a higher treshold of tolerance in 

violating the regulations when compared to ordinary esnaf. 

According to historian Cabi, even the kolluk janissaries 

themselves, who were supposed to enforce narh regulations, were 
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busy in selling staple foods above the regulated market prices in 

Istanbul. On 24 September 1812, the central administration issued 

an imperial order forbidding selling of foodstuffs by janissaries 

in police stations in Istanbul.75 The long term success and 

execution of such orders under the above mentioned circumstances, 

of course, was very doubtful.  

 While the market inspectors had power to punish ordinary 

esnaf for minor violations on the spot, janissary esnaf had to be 

first send to the courts. Then the judges had to transfer them 

with a court decision to the Palace of the Agha of the 

Janissaries where appointed janissary officers punished the 

offenders. Contrary to the defined regulations, it became a 

common practice that the offenders could get away with only a 

symbolic punishment by giving bribes to these officers.76 It was 

not only janissary officers, but even the special inspectors 

employed by the Grand Vizier had a habit of receiving bribes and 

illegal dues from esnaf. An imperial order dated to 1787/88 

addressed this issue and instructed the deputy of Grand Vizier to 

replace the whole cadre of special inspectors employed by the 

Porte.77 

 The janissary esnaf who kept insisting on violating the 

market regulations might end up in prisons. For less important 

violations the offenders were sent to Rumelihisarı fortress on 
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the Bosphorus. Seddü’l-Bahir and Kilidü’l-Bahir fortresses at the 

Dardanelles seemed to be reserved for more serious and repeated 

violations. In rare occasions, the offenders were also sent to 

Aegean Islands to serve their terms.78 It is not very clear how 

long the prison terms for such violations were; however, the 

limited evidence suggests that these were short term 

imprisonments which did not exceed several months.79 The 

conditions of confinement in the fortresses were even less clear. 

The language of the orders written to fortress commanders was far 

from being specific in this matter. Yet, considering the fact 

that the fortresses all over the empire were also manned by 

janissaries, imprisonment for the fellow janissary offenders 

would likely be little more than nominal. 

 Bakers held probably the most risky job in the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth century Istanbul since capital 

punishment, transportation, and imprisonment were common 

punishments for narh violations in bread. The central 

administration paid extra attention to the quality and 

availability of bread in Istanbul since scarcity and bad quality 

of bread were always associated with popular discontent. Regular 

complaints and repeated popular protests against the officials in 

Istanbul for centuries suggest that the government’s success had 

been always limited in application of narh in bread. Although 
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bakers seemed to be the most frequently targeted group among the 

janissary esnaf for transportation and imprisonment, janissary 

bakers kept violating narh requirements set by the government.80 

Our evidence shows that janissary status provided a degree of 

protection against capital punishment for bakers in narh 

violations. An imperial order dated 16 April 1806, specified that 

a certain baker Musa, a janissary from the 51st Ağa Bölük, 

violated narh regulations and was sentenced to imprisonment in 

lieu of capital punishment which should have been the case.81 The 

rest of the available imperial orders on the punishment of narh 

violations by janissary bakers, on the other hand, stated only 

the violation and the sentence without giving such detail. 

 Like bakers, other staple goods dealers emerged as the next 

most frequently targeted janissary esnaf for narh violations in 

the late  eighteenth and early nineteenth century Istanbul. 

Butchers, coal dealers, grocers, candle makers/sellers, 

shoemakers were among the ones who could face transportation and 

imprisonment when they insisted in breaching narh prices. For 

instance, on 6 January 1806, a certain Ömer of the 31st Bölük who 

had a butcher shop near the Kasımpaşa tannery and Mustafa of the 

25th Bölük who also ran a butcher shop at Tophane ended up in 

confinement at the Seddü’l-Bahir fortress for selling meat above 
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the narh prices.82 In another example, a janissary candle 

maker/seller Hasan from Üsküdar also met the same fate. This 

time, however, it was the angry customers who brought the narh 

violation into the attention of the officials.83 

 All these examples mention only the situations when 

individual janissary esnaf tried to circumvent the existing narh 

regulations and prices. One wonders if there were any cases in 

which janissary esnaf taking collective action against the 

interference of the central administration into the market 

prices. Although tradesmen and artisans made their voices heard 

and actually took part in the decision making process of narh, 

there should have been cases when the officials made tradesmen 

and artisans involuntarily accept disadvantageous conditions for 

administrative concerns.  

 During the Alemdar Mustafa Pasha’s grand vizierate, the 

central administration imported a large quantity of mests, a kind 

of leather inner boot, from the city of Kayseri to Istanbul. Shoe 

sellers and other retailers of the city refused to sell the 

Kayseri mests on the ground that janissaries distributed posters 

warning anyone willing to sell these imported inner boots.84 The 

background of the dispute is unclear from the account, but one 

can guess that this was either an attempt to reduce inner boot 

                                                 
 
82 BOA, C. BLD, 920, (27.L.1220 / 18 January 1806). For a similar case 
see BOA, C. ZB, 473, (2.ZA.1215 / 17 March 1801).  
 
83 BOA, C. ZB, 587, (3.ZA.1205 / 4 July 1791).   
 
84 Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 417. 



 85

prices in Istanbul or just a political move to punish janissary 

shoemakers and tanners who resisted the central administration’s 

interference. 

 Scattered evidence for such collective actions can be found 

for other cities, like Sivas. In June 1818, for example, the 

janissary esnaf in the city of Sivas closed their shops and 

rioted against the governor and the chief judge. They attacked 

the courthouse and took the chief judge as their captive. 

Although the governor’s armed guard was successful to save the 

chief judge and retreated to the governor’s palace, several of 

them were killed in the action and the situation remained in 

turmoil in Sivas. We do not have any information for the rest of 

the story, but the reason behind the riot was the governor’s and 

the chief judge’s harsh measures against the esnaf of Sivas in 

the face severe shortage of staple goods and expensive prices in 

the city.85  

 In fact, similar uprisings against the functionaries of the 

central administration, in which janissary esnaf played major 

roles, were common in other Ottoman urban centers.86 In September 

1783, several hundred janissaries and their followers gathered in 

a place called Yamaklar Inn in the city of Salonica. When they 

                                                 
 
85 BOA, HAT, 3272.A, (29.Ş.1233 / 4 July 1818).  
 
86 Abraham Marcus, The Middle East on the Eve of Modernity, 87-93. Şeyh 
Ahmet El-Bedri El-Hallak, Beber Bedri’nin Günlüğü, 1741-1762, 12-13. 
See also, Abdul-Karim Rafeq, “The Local Forces in Syria in the 
Seventeenth and Eighteenth centuries,” in V. J. Parry and M. E. Yapp, 
eds., War, Technology and Society in the Middle East, 277-307 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1975).   
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reached enough numbers, they forced their way to the citadel 

where two of their comrades were imprisoned for their rebellious 

conducts. Janissaries did not only release the prisoners but also 

demanded their official pardoning by the government. According to 

the report, the man behind these provocations was a certain Ahi 

Baba, or the spiritual leader, of the guild of bath towel 

makers.87 We do not know if Ahi Baba himself was a janissary, but 

apparently he had a commanding influence over the janissaries who 

participated to the riot. It is highly probable that some of 

these janissaries were the members of the guild of bath towel 

makers.  

These examples suggest that janissary esnaf’s willingness 

to resort collective action or even coercive means against the 

functionaries of the central administration, often limited and 

discouraged the government’s interference into the market. As I 

have already discussed in the narh issue, one major result was 

the limitation of the central administration’s interference and 

its effectiveness in the marketplace. Another possible outcome 

should be looked in the relations between Istanbul guilds and 

janissary esnaf. Solidarity among janissary esnaf must have had 

deeper repercussions for Istanbul guilds. In the absence of any 

detailed study, it is impossible to measure the extent of 

janissary involvement in the early nineteenth century Istanbul 

guilds. Yet we have no indication to force us to assume that 

janissary involvement in the guilds, which was strongly visible 
                                                 
 
87 BOA, C. ZB, 4307, (5.L.1197 / 3 September 1783).  
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in the seventeenth century Istanbul, somewhat weakened in the 

eighteenth century and early nineteenth centuries.88  

On contrary, as the evidence from the payroll registers, 

which have been analyzed in this chapter, suggests that 

janissaries not only engaged in small and peripheral jobs and 

trades, but also held a wide variety of jobs which functioned 

under the guild structures and required considerable amount of 

skill and experience. The existence of pay ticket holders with 

apprentice titles in janissary payroll registers can be taken as 

evidence for the presence of janissaries in the guild structures.  

The evidence obtained for the city of Edirne also suggests 

janissary involvement in wide variety of occupations. Most 

importantly, the presence of several Edirne guild wardens who 

were prosecuted for their membership in the Janissary Corps 

indicates that janissary esnaf were not only present but occupied 

important positions in the guild structures in Edirne as well.89  

The entrance of janissaries into the guilds presents an 

interesting subject for future studies. Yet, here I will only 

underline several issues relating to the janissary membership in 

the guilds. First of all, it is reasonable to assume that the 

janissary presence in the guilds must have increased the 

negotiation power of the guilds against the external powers, such 

                                                 
 
88 Eunjeong Yi, Guild Dynamics, 132-143. 
 
89 The wardens of pastry makers, blacksmiths, leather tailors, round 
cake-makers, and bakers in Edirne were punished for their membership to 
the janissary corps. BOA, A. DVN.KLB., 929A, (10.B.1242 – 25.CA.1249 / 
7 February 1827 - 10 October 1833). 



 88

as outsiders, other guilds and the central administration.90 Like 

the guilds in other Ottoman urban centers, the guilds of Istanbul 

existed in a system of privileges and obligations whose 

boundaries were always open to negotiations. In the distribution 

of economic benefits and resources, the guilds tried to keep and 

expand their privileges against potential threats, such as 

tradesmen trying to function outside the guild structures, other 

guilds claiming priority on buying raw materials, and the central 

administration forcing certain regulations and price control. On 

the other hand, potential janissary threats must have been also 

influential in limiting the central administration’s demands from 

the guilds in the form of fiscal obligations and other 

requirements.  

The second issue is directly related to the fiscal 

obligations of the guild members. We know that as the members of 

the military class, janissaries were exempt from taxes. Did they 

keep their tax exemptions when they entered into the guilds? I do 

not have a clear answer to this question, but a dispute which 

took place in the guild of tailors on July 1730 casts doubts on 

tax exemption of janissaries as guild members. In this particular 

                                                 
 
90 For an outdated understanding of the guilds as the extension and the 
tool of Ottoman state’s control over the urban centers see Gabriel 
Baer, Egyptian Guilds in Modern Times (Jerusalem: The Israel Oriental 
Society, 1964); “The Administrative, Economic, and Social Functions of 
Turkish Guilds.” in International Journal of Middle East Studies 1 
(1970): 28-50. This view has long been revised for the favor of a more 
balanced approach which recognized the independent agency of the 
guilds. See, for example, Engin Akarlı, “Gedik: Implements, Mastership, 
Usufruct and Monopoly among Istanbul Artisans, 1750-1850,” in 
Wissenschaftskolleg Jahrbuch 1985/86 (Berlin, 1986): 223-232. 
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case, the warden and other leading members of the tailor guilds 

filed a complaint against four high-ranking janissaries who owned 

tailor shops in the vicinity of the Old Barracks, Eski Odalar. 

These janissary tailors were accused of not paying the required 

ordu akçası, a special tax which were collected to support 

businesses and families of the guild members who were required to 

provide their services to the army in the campaign. The 

janissaries pleaded before the court that they had a special 

imperial decree which exempted them from such emergency taxes 

since their shops were damaged in a general fire which destroyed 

a large section of the district.91  

It is noteworthy that these janissaries did not claim to be 

exempt from the tax as the members of the military class, but 

presented an imperial decree issued for all the tradesmen - 

civilians and military- who suffered from the fire. If janissary 

esnaf were firmly incorporated into the guild structures, they 

could not achieve this without recognizing guild regulations and 

traditions. After the initial phases of disruption, complaints 

and negotiations, guilds did not seem to have any objections to 

the entrance of janissary esnaf into the guilds. 92 Was this a 

direct result of a tacit agreement in which janissary esnaf 

agreed to obey the guild regulations and customs? If this was the 

case, with such an attitude the janissary esnaf hardly looked 

                                                 
 
91 Gökçe Özkan, “İstanbul Bab Mahkemesi 149 No’lu Şer´iyye Sicili 
Defterine Göre İstanbul’da Sosyal Hayat,” MA. Thesis, Marmara 
Üniversitesi, 2003, 306. 
 
92 Eunjeong Yi, Guild Dynamics, 138-140. 
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like the predatory janissaries who infiltrated the commercial 

life of urban centers by using coercive methods as depicted in 

the primary and secondary literature. By emphasizing that I do 

not wish to go to the other extreme and claim that all the 

janissaries were peaceful and law abiding members of the Ottoman 

society. This is only a good example reminding us the 

shortcomings of the generalizations and stereotypes which are 

abundant in Ottoman history. 

 On the other side of the scale, there were plenty of 

examples in which janissaries employed coercive methods to bend 

existing rules and regulations in the commercial life for their 

advantage. It is difficult to know how common were the cases like 

the one of Bektaş Agha, the infamous Janissary Agha, who 

established a monopoly over the wholesale trade of certain 

foodstuffs in the seventeenth century Istanbul through employing 

coercive methods.93 At least for the nineteenth century we know 

that janissaries played an important role in the wholesale trade 

of greengroceries and fruits in Istanbul because of their control 

over the Golden Horn wharfs. The wharfs from the Yemiş Wharf to 

Eminönü Wharf along the southern coast of the Golden Horn were 

the major entrance points of fruits and greengroceries to 

Istanbul. Along these wharfs janissaries were in charge of 

providing law and order. For example, the famous police station 

at the Çardak Wharf, which was next to the Yemiş Wharf, was 

manned by the janissaries of the 56th Ağa Bölük Regiment. The 
                                                 
 
93 Ahmet Refik, Ocak Ağaları (İstanbul: 1931), 125-126.  
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commander, or çorbacı, of the 56th Ağa Bölük was also in charge of 

the Çardak police station. Along with his constable duties, he 

was in charge of overseeing the wholesale trade of greengroceries 

and fruits in the wharfs around the Yemiş Wharf. In time, some 

members of the 56th regiment were heavily involved in the 

wholesale and retail trade of greengroceries and fruits by 

establishing forced partnerships with merchants. While the other 

members of the 56th were busy in collecting illegal dues from 

greengrocers and merchants.94 There were also janissaries among 

the greengrocers at the Eminönü wharfs.95 The greengrocer esnaf of 

Eminönü had obtained priority in buying greengroceries and fruits 

brought by boats from the hinterland of Istanbul. Only after they 

bought enough quantities, other merchants and street peddlers had 

right to buy what was left behind.96 These greengrocers not 

satisfied with their existing priorities were constantly trying 

to establish a monopoly by forcibly stopping the access of other 

merchants and street peddlers to the wharf.97      

Yet in majority of the cases the use of brute force by 

janissaries aimed at obtaining small scale benefits that were 

incomparable to the grand ventures such as the one of Bektaş 

Agha. Take for example the takeover of a coffeehouse near Yeni 

                                                 
 
94 Cabi Tarihi, vol. II, 902-903. See also Ahmed Cevdet, Tarih-i Cevdet, 
vol. XII, 206-207.  
 
95 Cabi Tarihi, vol. II, 767-768. 
 
96 BOA, C. BLD, 2781, (12.L.1199 / 18 August 1785). 
 
97 BOA, C. BLD, 34515, (1237 / 1821-1822); 33779, (1238 / 1822-1823).  



 92

Cami in January of 1811 by a janissary serdengeçti agha of the 

27th Bölük Regiment. According to Cabi’s account, the janissary 

evicted the owner of the coffehouse based on the claim that his 

father operated a butcher shop in that particular place twenty 

five years ago. He, then, turned the shop into a butcher shop 

with the help of his armed comrades. Although the shop owner had 

a coffeehouse gedik, certfiying that no shop other than 

coffeehouse could be opened in that location, the serdengeçti 

agha and his fellow janissaries were able to defy both the court 

decision and government functionaries who were responsible to 

enforce it.98 What is more striking is that the serdengeçti agha 

only resorted to brute force as the last option when his claim 

was dismissed by the Istanbul court. In fact, the Istanbul court 

records seem to be full of cases proving that janissaries and 

other members of military class also sought resolution of their 

conflicts among themselves as well as with civilians through the 

legal system. 

There were also janissaries who prefered to employ violence 

and coercion outright without seeking any form of legitimacy for 

their claims. Although settling differences and acquiring 

economic benefits through toughness and a code of manly honour 

were always available options for such janissaries, in the end 

even they sought to acquire the means, which were regarded as 

legitimate by the society, to earn a livelihood. Such were the 

concerns of the janissaries who claimed the ownership of an empty 
                                                 
 
98 Cabi Tarihi, vol. II, 727. 
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coffeehouse in Karaköy whose real owner fled from Istanbul during 

the rebellion of 1808. When the owner looked for ways to get his 

property back, the janissaries responded that they had no 

intention to give back what was acquired the through the power of 

their swords.99 In that sense, the janissaries used threat of 

violence in order to obtain a legitimate job to function within 

the society.  

As mentioned earlier, the engagement of janissaries in 

trades and crafts can be traced back as early as the sixteenth 

century. As the ranks of the Janissary Corps were opened to the 

“outsiders” by admitting volunteers from urban and rural 

population in an attempt to increase the size of infantry in 

Ottoman armies along with new military requirements, the social 

fabric of the Janissary Corps went under a deep transformation. 

Peasants and people from urban lower classes entered into the 

ranks of the Janissary Corps in hope of attaining the military 

status which would provide them protection and tax exemptions. 

The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries also witnessed the 

depreciation of janissary pay as a result of high inflation and 

repeated devaluations of Ottoman currency. While the small 

artisans, service workers and tradesmen entered to the corps, the 

regular janissaries were also in search of extra-military 

professions to secure their livelihood. The major consequence of 

this two-way process was the merging of janissaries and civilian 

population in urban centers of the Ottoman Empire. 
                                                 
 
99 Ibid., 367. 
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Although the entrance of military elements into trades and 

crafts posed a challenge for the guilds which played a major role 

in organizing the economic life of urban centers, the guilds were 

quick to assimilate these outside elements into their ranks by 

the seventeenth century. After a period of conflict, janissary 

esnaf became an ordinary part of the guild structures, even held 

administrative positions as wardens and deputy-wardens in the 

guilds. In this process, both sides should have seen the 

advantages in intermingling with each other. While the guild 

membership meant extra privileges and easy legal access to raw 

materials for janissary esnaf, the members of the military class 

among their ranks provided extra leverage for the guilds in 

dealing with the central administration and other contestants.  

Yet, janissary esnaf still benefited from their military 

status in their commercial activities. Punishment of violations 

of market rules by janissary esnaf required a lengthy legal and 

administrative process. Unlike ordinary esnaf, janissary 

tradesmen and artisans could get away with warnings for their 

violations unless they insisted in repeating them. When janissary 

esnaf were set for punishment, the punishments were carried out 

by their superior officers who often showed leniency to their 

guilty comrades. As a result, the central administration had 

difficulty in application of price-fixing, or narh, in urban 

centers. In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries the 

existence of janissary esnaf in urban centers and their readiness 

to resort coercive methods to protect their interests made it 
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difficult for the successive Ottoman governments to intervene to 

the functioning of the market in urban centers. As the evidence 

suggests this was even true for Istanbul, the seat of central 

administration. 

In Istanbul, janissaries also utilized their administrative 

and policing functions to enter the wholesale and the retail 

trade of staple goods. The transportation and building sectors 

were also controlled by janissaries who often carved up the city 

into the spheres of influence. Although janissary esnaf did not 

hesitate to employ threats and coercive methods when it was 

necessary to protect their interests, the majority preferred a 

legalized existence, often seeking to solve their conflicts 

through Ottoman legal system and only resorting violence as the 

last option. Yet there were also some janissaries who engaged in 

illicit businesses and regarded brute force as the ordinary means 

to obtain economic benefits. 
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Chapter Two 

Janissaries and the Early Nineteenth Century Istanbul Rebellions 
 

 
 
Ol esnalarda, Sultan Mahmud efendimizi de istemeyiz deyu 
feryad ediyorsunuz, kimi Padişah edecek idiniz deyu 
hakir bazan sual eder idikde, Esma Sultan olsun ve 
bazıları Tatar Han gelsin Padişah olsun ve bazıları dahi 
molla Hünkar gelsin padişah olsun ve bazıları her kim 
olursa olsun Padişah bir adam değil mi ki kim olursa 
olsun, Allah ocağımıza zeval vermesin de Padişah ne imiş 
dediler.  
 
Vay cahil pezevenkler vay, güneş olmayınca zerre kande 
bulunur. Maazallah! 1 
 
 
(At that time your poor slave asked them; “you scream 
that we don’t want Sultan Mahmud but if it was not 
Sultan Mahmud, whom you would put onto the throne?” Some 
of them said we can put Esma Sultan, Sultan Mustafa IV’s 
sister on the throne, the others said let the Crimean 
Khan come and become the sultan and some others said we 
can put the head of the Mevlevi Order to the throne, 
while the others said that “it does not matter whoever 
ascends the throne, may Allah never let any harm come to 
the Janissary Corps, what is a sultan anyway?”  
 
Woe to you, ignorant pimps, can even an insignificant 
thing exist without the sun? God forbid!) 

 
 

 

From the first half of the eighteenth century until 1826, 

the capital of the Ottoman Empire witnessed five major political 

upheavals in which urban crowds posed direct challenges to the 

Ottoman central authority. During this period, as unprecedented 

in Ottoman history, four out of nine reigning sultans were forced 

                                                 
 
1 From a report by one of Sultan Mahmud II’s chamberlains to the sultan 
concerning the rebellion of 1808. Cited in Tahsin Öz, “Selim III 
Mustafa IV. ve Mahmud II. Zamanlarına Ait Birkaç Vesika,” Tarih 
Vesikaları, 1/1 (1941-1942), 25. 
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to abdicate the throne while numerous government ministers and 

advisors lost their lives as a direct result of the actions of 

urban crowds. Although janissaries played a key role by 

initiating and leading the crowds against the established 

authority in all of these incidents, it would be misleading to 

categorize these events simply as military mutinies or coup 

d’états. As mentioned earlier, by the eighteenth century the 

janissaries became embedded in urban society to a degree that the 

division between janissaries and civilians nearly became a 

superficial one.2 Even though the janissaries enjoyed the 

privileges of their military status and continued to fulfill 

                                                 
 
2 The study of social protest and rebellions has long been an established 
practice in different fields of history writing. Although originally 
applied to European history, theories on social protest and rebellions 
have been also influential in other fields such as Chinese and Indian 
history. Although some early interest to popular movements, riots and 
crowds was shown by the Annales School, it was in the 1960s and the 
1970s that a number of historians started to pay more serious attention 
to popular movements and rebellions. Leading names, such as George 
Rudé, E.J. Hobsbawn, and E. P. Thompson made major contributions to the 
study of popular protest and rebellions in the field of European 
history. The present study benefits from the extensive literature on 
popular protests and rebellions in European history. For a recent 
evaluation of the subject see Moral Economy and Popular Protest, eds., 
Adrian Randall and Andrew Charlesworth (London: MacMillan Press, 2000). 
For some prominent examples see E. J. Hobsbawm, Primitive Rebels: 
Studies in Archaic Forms of Social Movement in the 19th and 20th 
Centuries (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1959); George Rudé, 
The Crowd in History (London: John Wiley and Sons, 1964); Rudé, Paris 
and London in the Eighteenth Century: Studies in Popular Protest 
(London: Collins-Fontana, 1970); E. P. Thompson, “The Moral Economy of 
the English Crowd in the eighteenth century”, Past and Present, 50 
(1971): 76-136; John Stevenson, Popular Disturbances in England 1700-
1870 (London: Longman, 1979); John Bohstedt, Riots and Community 
Politics in England and Wales, 1790-1810 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 
1983); E. P. Thompson, “The Moral Economy Reviewed,” in his Customs in 
Common (New York: New Press, 1991), 259-301. For recent examples see H. 
T. Dickinson, The Politics of the People in Eighteenth Century Britain 
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1995); William Beik, Urban Protest in 
Seventeenth-Century France: The Culture of Retribution (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1997); Andy Wood, Riot, Rebellion and Popular Politics in 
Early Modern England (New York: Palgrave, 2002).  
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their militia functions, their experiences and interests in 

Istanbul were not much different than the ones of ordinary 

subjects. As shopkeepers, artisans or daily wage workers, they 

were affected as much as ordinary people by the political, 

economic and fiscal decisions taken by the ruling elite. For 

example, when the political authority decided to debase the 

currency to get fiscal benefits, janissary shopkeepers and daily 

wage workers shared the same burdens with their civilian 

counterparts. Along similar lines, starting from the late 

eighteenth century when the central administration attempted to 

build a powerful centralized state through a series of radical 

changes in the fiscal and military structures, its increasing 

demands from society threatened the well-being and the livelihood 

of the janissaries and the commoners alike.    

This chapter argues that the major challenges to the 

central authority in early nineteenth century Istanbul, namely 

the Kabakçı Incident of 1807, the Alemdar Incident of 1808, and 

the last janissary uprising of 1826, can be categorized as social 

rebellions in which the Janissary Corps acted as an institutional 

base for the discontent urban groups to challenge the 

centralization policies of the state which threatened their 

social and economic well-being by trying to abolish the 

‘traditional’ rights and privileges. If we define a rebellion as 

an incident in which an organized group of people, acting upon 

economic and political grievances, oppose or change an 

established government, a closer examination of the motives, 
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identities and actions of the people who participated in these 

incidents will support the categorization of the events of 1807, 

1808 and 1826 as rebellions. Such an analysis will help us to 

challenge the negative and stereotypical representations of the 

early nineteenth century rebellions and their participants in 

Ottoman historiography.           

Modern Historiography on the Early Nineteenth Century Istanbul Rebellions 
 

After overcoming a legitimacy crisis in which the newly 

founded Turkish Republic tried to establish its own legitimacy by 

refuting the heritage of the Ottoman Empire, there was a growing 

interest in the late Ottoman history among the administrative and 

scholarly circles of Turkey in the 1940s and 1950s. Within this 

context, Turkish historians discovered the roots of the modern 

Turkish Republic in the reigns of the reforming Ottoman sultans, 

namely Sultan Selim III (1789-1807) and Sultan Mahmud II (1808-

1839). They argued that the initiation of first serious 

modernization programs under these rulers prepared the ground for 

the foundation of the Turkish Republic in the 1920s. Under the 

influence of the secularist and modernist ideology of Republican 

Turkey, the eminent Turkish historians of the time such as Enver 

Ziya Karal and İsmail Uzunçarşılı praised the Ottoman 

modernization attempts of the early nineteenth century while 

condemning the groups which opposed to the reforms for 

obstructing the overall progress of the Turkish civilization.  
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Within this framework, these historians considered all the 

participants of the early nineteenth century rebellions as 

reactionaries and attributed their actions either to ignorance or 

short-term interests. While regarding these rebellions merely as 

intra-elite struggles between conservatives and reformists, they 

failed to attribute any agency to the thousands of participants 

in the rebellions. They argued that the real instigators behind 

the rebellions were always the conservatives among the ruling 

elite and it was they who initiated rebellions by manipulating 

janissaries and other discontent subjects, who were incapable of 

any conscious political action, for their own interests.3 It is 

noteworthy that even their republican ideals did not prevent 

these historians to sympathize with the reforming sultans and the 

monarchical government rather than the discontented masses. In 

fact, as members of the Republican elite, they were direct 

inheritors of the prejudices and world view of the Ottoman ruling 

elite who showed deep distrust for participation of common people 

in politics.  

In the 1960s and 1970s, the leading practitioners of the 

modernization theory in the Ottoman field, namely Bernard Lewis 

and Niyazi Berkes, also helped to strengthen the negative 

conceptions of the early nineteenth century rebellions which had 

been laid down by Turkish historians in the 1940s. The simple 

dichotomy of reformers and reactionary forces was always at the 

service of these historians whenever they looked at the political 
                                                 
 
3 See for example, Enver Ziya Karal, Osmanlı Tarihi, vol. V, 81-84. 
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struggles in the late Ottoman history. Although they should have 

been aware of the wider economical and social problems 

accompanying reforms, none of these historians showed any 

interest in the demands and interests of social classes other 

than the reforming elite,.  

According to Bernard Lewis, for example, the reforms of the 

westernizing Ottoman elite had to be continuously postponed in 

the face of the reactionary uprisings of the early nineteenth 

century. Presenting us an epic battle between progressive 

reformers and reactionaries, Lewis identified the opposition to 

reforms with irrationality and fanaticism. In his analysis of 

Kabakçı Mustafa Rebellion of 1807, for example, Lewis argued that 

the reactionary forces -namely the janissaries and ‘ulema- were 

able to interrupt the modernization efforts with “the help of a 

maddened mob.”4 In a similar vein, Lewis described the Rebellion 

of 1808 as a reactionary attempt by “infuriated” janissaries and 

their allies to stop the renewed reform attempts under Alemdar 

Mustafa Pasha’s government. Lewis intentionally chose to 

attribute the actions of the people who participated to the 

rebellions to irrationality and rage, thus to strengthen the 

conventional perceptions about rebellions in Ottoman history.5  

Niyazi Berkes, more sensitive to the role of economic 

factors than Lewis, was well aware that the reform meant more 

than ‘infidel innovations’ to janissaries and their allies. For 

                                                 
 
4 Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey, 70-71. 
 
5 ibid., 76.  
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Berkes, these reactionary forces were nothing more than the 

impoverished artisans and small shopkeepers who were trying to 

defend their livelihood which was endangered by the reforms.6 

Yet, regarding the Ottoman reforms as precursors of Turkish 

modernization towards secularization and Westernization, Berkes 

still chose to condemn opposition to reforms as reactionary and 

conservative rather than showing any sympathy to the demands and 

interests of these subordinate groups. His essentialist 

understanding of Ottoman history led him to assume that the 

Ottoman society remained unchanged under the influence of a 

traditionalist interpretation of Islam for centuries. Only 

through the ruling elite’s initiative to modernize the society, 

the traditional structures and institutions slowly began to 

dissolve and finally gave way to a modern secular structure under 

the Turkish Republic. Within this framework, Berkes completely 

disregarded the socio-political structures which the janissaries 

and their allies tried to protect against the ruling elite as 

traditional and backward. Thus, in the eyes of Berkes, their 

rebellions represented typical attempts to cling to traditional 

structures and institutions.      

It was only in the 1980s that alternative approaches to 

Ottoman rebellions and their participants started to emerge in 

Ottoman historiography. Rifa’at Abou-El-Haj’s pioneering study of 

the 1703 rebellion was one of the first examples of a such 

                                                 
 
6 Berkes, The Development of Secularism, 52.  
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alternative approach.7 Based on the argument that rebellions 

offer good opportunities for historians to reconstruct the power 

struggles within political structures since possible political 

alignments that were competing for supremacy became more visible 

during the time of such crisis, Abou-El-Haj examined political 

actors and relationships of power within the Ottoman Empire 

during the rebellion of 1703. Rather than identifying the act of 

rebellion with chaos or irrational behavior, Abou-El-Haj regarded 

it as a rational response by real historical agents to achieve 

their political goals.   

In a similar fashion, two political scientists, Şerif 

Mardin and Taner Timur, independent of one another, offered an 

alternative evaluation of the place of rebellions in the Ottoman 

politics in the late 1980s. Rather than labeling the crowds which 

participated in the rebellions as riffraff or reactionaries, 

Mardin and Timur emphasized the role of janissaries and their 

allies in protecting the traditional Ottoman liberties by 

limiting the power of the ruling elite and sultans.8 Arguing that 

a ‘tacit’ social contract existed between the rulers and their 

subjects in the Ottoman political structure, Mardin claimed that 

if, for any reason, the ruling elite and the sultan attempted to 

                                                 
 
7 Rifa’at Abou-El-Haj, The 1703 Rebellion and the Structure of Ottoman 
Politics (Istanbul: Nederlands Historisch-Archaeologisch Institut te 
Istanbul, 1984). 
 
8 Şerif Mardin, “Freedom in an Ottoman Perspective,” in State, Democracy 
and The Military: Turkey in the 1980s, ed. Metin Heper and Ahmet Evin 
(Berlin: W. de Gruyter, 1988): 23-35 ; Taner Timur, Osmanlı 
Çalışmaları: İlkel Feodalizmden Yarı Sömürge Ekonomisine (İstanbul: V 
Yayınları, 1989). 
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violate this implicit contract, the subjects, then, would react 

by resorting to a series of actions varying from protest to open 

rebellion. For example, any encroachment of the government upon 

the socioeconomic arrangements, which provided a protective 

shield over certain sections of the society, was likely to meet 

strong reactions of these sections. Mardin, inspired by Namık 

Kemal’s statements about the role of janissaries as a 

countervailing force against the ruling elite and by Ahmed Cevdet 

Pasha’s observations on the social ties between civilians and 

janissaries, suggested that janissaries provided the major basis 

of power for popular classes in Ottoman political system.9  

Taner Timur made similar observations on the place of 

janissaries in Ottoman social and political life. Based on his 

readings of European sources, mainly Count de Marsigli, David 

Urquhart and Lamartine, Timur argued that janissaries protected 

the interests of the Ottoman ‘people’ against the encroachments 

of the ruling elite.10 For Timur, although janissaries were not 

free from the general corruption of Ottoman socio-political 

system, they nevertheless opposed the arbitrary power of the 

central administration and protected popular classes against the 

ruling elite. Timur argued that the abolition of the Janissary 

                                                 
 
9 Mardin, “Freedom in an Ottoman Perspective,” 31. Ahmed Cevdet Pasha 
used Ibn Khaldun’s concept of ‘asabiyya to describe the degree to which 
janissaries merged with civilian population in the Ottoman Empire. He 
wrote that “the ‘asabiyya of Muslims was incapacitated with the 
abolition of janissaries.” BOA, Yıldız Esas Evrakı, Dosya 45, Gömlek 
11, (18 S 1302 / 7 December 1884).    
 
10 Taner Timur, Osmanlı Çalışmaları, 142-154.  
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Corps did not lead to progressive reforms but to the dependency 

of the Ottoman State on foreign powers and capital while 

establishing a political system which promoted the unfair 

distribution of wealth for the favor of the ruling oligarchy. 

Interestingly enough, neither Abou-El-Haj’s treatment of the 1703 

rebellion nor the arguments of Mardin and Timur generated much 

discussion among Ottoman historians who are often notoriously 

lethargic in engaging debates.  

It was only in the late 1990s, a collective effort brought 

the concept of rebellion into attention of Ottoman historians. 

Inspired by a meeting in the MESA conference of 1996, a group of 

Ottoman historians produced a series of articles which focused on 

rebellions and mutinies in the Ottoman Empire.11 There was a 

specific emphasis on the provincial rebellions and mutinies while 

the political turmoil in the capital did not attract much 

attention with the exception of the military rebellion of 1622.  

Strikingly, some of the authors complained the difficulties 

concerning the ambiguous vocabulary used by the Ottoman 

chronicles to describe political and social crisis. They argued 

that terms like fesad, fitne, or isyan were used interchangeably 

to describe any kind of political turmoil without making much 

differentiation in the Ottoman sources. The result was the 

                                                 
 
11 See the articles published in The Turkish Studies Association 
Bulletin, 22/1 (1998): Palmira Brumett, “Classifying Ottoman Mutiny: 
The Act and Vision of Rebellion,” 91-107; Jane Hathaway, “Çerkes Mehmed 
Bey: Rebel, Traitor, Hero?” 108-115; Virginia H. Aksan, “Mutiny and the 
Eighteenth Century Ottoman Army,” 116-125. See also Jane Hathaway, ed.,  
Mutiny and Rebellion in the Ottoman Empire (Madison, Wisconsin: the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2002). 
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interchangeable usage of terms ‘rebellion’ and ‘mutiny’ in some 

articles. In an attempt to legitimize this confusion, Jane 

Hathaway, the editor of the collection, argued that the boundary 

between military revolt and social protest was exceptionally 

fluid in the Ottoman context.12  

Using these terms interchangeably deters us from 

distinguishing between a purely military mutiny and a rebellion 

with much broader socio-economic implications. Often times, 

involvement of janissaries seems to be a proof for Ottoman 

historians that the uprising is necessarily military in 

character. However, it needs to be recognized that the 

janissaries were very much part of these rebellions precisely 

because of the social and economic implications of these events. 

Although a discussion of vocabulary is not without its merits, we 

need to examine individual cases in detail in order to categorize 

them into mutinies or rebellions. It would be premature to rush 

to the conclusion that there was no difference between mutinies 

and rebellions in the Ottoman Empire only by looking at the 

vocabulary of the primary sources and without making any detailed 

studies on specific incidents. Otherwise there is a danger that 

these arguments can only strengthen the age-old images of the 

Ottoman society as a militaristic society and a sui generis which 

was incomparable to other societies.    

                                                 
 
12 Jane Hathaway, “Introduction,” in Mutiny and Rebellion in the Ottoman 
Empire, 3. 



 107

Staging a Rebellion in Istanbul:  
 

Rebellions, as being extraordinary events which shook the 

self-confidence of the authorities, left significant resonances 

in the writings of Ottoman ruling elite. The authors of official 

chronicles and private histories, who were the members of the 

ruling elite, often described the crowds which participated in 

rebellions in negative ways. They chiefly condemned the rebels 

for their transgression of the existing social and political 

order and causing chaos and terror in society. As other 

contemporary ruling elites, Ottoman ruling elite considered the 

political sphere as their own prerogative and resented any 

attempts on the part of commoners to share this prerogative. 

‘Bandits,’ ‘vermin,’ ‘men of sedition,’ ‘brutes’ were the typical 

terms employed by these elite authors for characterizing the 

rebels. Often times, the political stance of the ruling elite 

even cut across the ethnic and religious boundaries; one can 

find, for example, Armenian authors who shared the same 

terminology and attitude with the rest of the Muslim elite 

against the rebels.13 

The elite consciousness of the Ottoman authors had more 

serious consequences than negative descriptions and pejorative 

terms used for the rebels in primary sources. In official and 

                                                 
 
13 Hrand D. Andreasyan, trans., Georg Oğlukyan’ın Ruznamesi: 1806-1810 
İsyanları, III. Selim, IV. Mustafa, II. Mahmud ve Alemdar Mustafa Paşa 
(İstanbul: Edebiyat Fakültesi Basımevi, 1972). Kalost Arapyan, Rusçuk 
Ayanı Mustafa Paşa’nın Hayatı ve Kahramanlıkları, trans. Esat Uras 
(Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1943). 
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private histories, the rebels usually remained as nameless and 

faceless masses without any information on their motives and 

backgrounds. Although the leaders of rebellions were often 

identified in detail, it is difficult to obtain much information 

on other participants whom contemporary authors chose to describe 

under general labels. These general labels, as in the case of 

‘janissaries,’ do not tell us much about individual participants 

unless we spent an extra effort to define who were included in 

that general category. Only when we patiently read between the 

lines, we can obtain some bits and pieces of information on the 

identity of rebels. Still, these bits and pieces can provide 

limited but valuable information to identify some characteristics 

of the crowds which became such a serious threat for the Ottoman 

ruling elite in Istanbul throughout the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century.  

Following the routines set by Ottoman chroniclers, there is 

a well-known tendency among modern Turkish historians to call the 

majority of the Istanbul rebellions as ‘janissary rebellions.’ 

Yet the problem with such an approach lies in the broader social 

meanings attached to the term ‘janissary’ in different historical 

periods and contexts. As shown in Chapter I, the janissaries had 

already lost their original character as the professional slave 

(kul) army of the dynasty from the seventeenth century onwards. 

By the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the 

janissaries, composed of artisans, shopkeepers, and other 

portions of the Istanbul working population, became more than 
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members of military class or the kuls of the Ottoman dynasty. If 

we call nineteenth century Istanbul rebellions as ‘janissary 

rebellions’ without defining who the janissaries were, this would 

only serve to obscure the broader socioeconomic and political 

meanings behind these rebellions.     

As mentioned above, the primary sources are often clearer 

about the identities of the leaders than ordinary participants of 

the rebellions. The existing evidence suggests that the 

leadership of the early nineteenth century rebellions often came 

from the junior officers of the Janissary Corps. The junior 

officers, namely odabaşıs, aşçı ustas, mütevellis, were appointed 

according to their experience and influence in their regiments 

and they were in close contact with the rank-and-file janissaries 

in their daily life. It was these officers rather than the 

commanding officers of the janissary regiments (çorbacıs) or the 

higher echelons of the Janissary Command who better understood 

and represented the interests of rank-and-file janissaries. 

Although these officers usually came from the lower classes, they 

held significant political power with their capacity to control 

the rank-and-file janissaries.  

As the Ottoman historical texts often represent the 

political consciousness of the Ottoman elite, it is not 

surprising that junior janissary officers were usually described 

in a very negative way in the Ottoman chronicles dealing with the 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Ottoman historians, 

such as Şanizade, Es’ad or Ahmed Cevdet Pasha, argued that these 
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junior officers were the real source of the political opposition 

and threat to the ruling elite’s reforms. Accordingly, these 

historians claimed that the real reason behind janissary 

opposition to the military reforms was the financial interests of 

these junior officers who profited from the ‘corrupt’ state of 

the Janissary Corps by selling janissary pay tickets and 

controlling regimental treasuries.14 These accusations, which 

probably reflected the truth to some degree, did not change the 

fact that the real danger posed by the junior officers to the 

ruling elite lied on their political ability to mobilize and 

direct the rank-and-file janissaries and janissary affiliates 

against the central administration. By controlling the actions of 

urban crowds and their potential coercive power, the junior 

officers posed a constant political challenge to the ruling 

elite.  

In the rebellions of 1807 and 1808, junior janissary 

officers clearly demonstrated that they were capable of directing 

the crowd in well-organized actions against the government. For 

example, although it has been generally argued that the yamaks, 

or janissary auxiliaries, started the Kabakçı Rebellion of 1807, 

it was the junior janissary officers who were the real leaders of 

the rebellion. The mütevellis and odabaşıs seemed to play a major 

role in recruiting and directing the crowd throughout the 

rebellion.15 The Alemdar Incident of 1808 also started after a 

                                                 
 
14 Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 12; Ahmet Cevdet Paşa, Tarih, vol. XII, 82, 169.  
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meeting between the junior officers in the janissary barracks. 

This time there were aşçı ustas along with odabaşıs and 

mütevellis to lead the rebels against the Alemdar’s government.16 

Whereas in 1826, it was only a small number of odabaşıs, aşçı 

ustas, mütevellis who composed the leadership of the rebellion 

since the central administration had already eliminated majority 

of the former junior janissary officers in its preparations for 

the abolition of the Janissary Corps.17  

Through their role as the representatives and leaders of 

the rank-and-file janissaries and the commoners, these officers 

gained significant political power and became a real threat to 

the ruling elite in the early nineteenth century. In fact, the 

period following the rebellions of 1807 and 1808 witnessed the 

increasing influence of the junior officers’ power on the 

government. The relative success of these rebellions enabled 

these officers to influence the political decision making process 

at unprecedented levels. From 1808 onwards, these officers 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
15 Mütevellis were the officers who presided over the use of regimental 
treasuries. Odabaşıs were the officers in command in the janissary 
barracks. Each regiment had its own odabaşı and mütevelli agha. In the 
Kabakçı Incident, the mütevellis of the 1st, 9th, 25th, 64t Cemaat 
regiments and the odabaşıs of the 25th Cemaat regiment and the 17th Bölük 
regiment were counted among the leaders of the rebels. Undoubtedly, 
there were other junior officers who take role in the leadership, but 
their names are unknown to us. See, Fahri Ç. Derin, “Tüfengçi-başı Arif 
Efendi Tarihçesi,” Belleten 38(1974), 390; Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 217, 
243; Georg Oğulukyan’ın Ruznamesi: 1806-1810 İsyanları, III. Selim, IV. 
Mustafa, II. Mahmud ve Alemdar Mustafa Paşa, trans., Hrand D. 
Andreasyan (İstanbul: Edebiyat Fakültesi Basımevi, 1972), 3.        
 
16 Şanizade, Tarih, vol. I, 106; Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 273.  
 
17 Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 13, 69, 96; Cevdet Paşa, Tarih, vol. XII, 169, 
176. 
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pressured the central administration to gain formal access to the 

state councils along with other high ranking janissary officers. 

Despite its precarious position, Mahmud II’s government refused 

to grant such a right to the junior officers since this would 

mean giving political rights to the rank-and-file janissaries and 

commoners through their representatives. Although in the early 

1820s the junior officers finally succeeded in gaining this right 

with the assistance of Halet Efendi, who was the chancellor 

(nişancı) of Sultan Mahmud II from 1815-1822, their success was a 

shortlived one. (See Chapter III)  

The power of the junior officers went beyond simple control 

over rank-and-file janissaries and commoners during the time of 

rebellions. These officers were in control of regimental 

treasuries and engaged in money lending to small artisans, 

shopkeepers and commoners who were in need of borrowing small 

credits. Through such financial interactions, the junior officers 

undoubtedly established networks of power relations with 

different urban groups.  

Moreover, some influential junior officers occupied key 

positions in the administrative structures of the guilds. Such 

positions must have given them considerable influence and control 

over the members of the guilds. For instance, as remembered from 

Chapter I, janissaries were in control of the transportation and 

construction sectors in Istanbul. The wardens of transportation 

workers, boatmen and construction workers were often experienced 

members of the Janissary Corps with close ties to their own 
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regiments. Many of these workers and boatmen themselves were 

either janissaries or janissary affiliates. This also added a 

considerable strength to the base of power which could be 

mobilized in order to protect their shared interests. 

It is not difficult to imagine that all of these 

overlapping networks could be put into the service of the junior 

officers in order to attract followers for organized political 

struggles against the ruling elite. In fact, one of the first 

actions taken by the junior officers at the beginning of each 

rebellion was to send their orderlies to the various business 

districts of Istanbul such as Asmaaltı, Unkapanı, Tahte’l-kal’a 

(Tahtakale in modern usage), and the Grand Bazaar to invite 

Muslim laborers, artisans and merchants to join and support their 

struggle.  

In the Kabakçı Incident of 1807, for example, a group of 

rebels followed the route of the Grand Bazaar, passing through 

Tahte’l-kal’a and Asmaaltı on their way, and invited the Muslim 

shopkeepers, artisans and workers to join the rebellion.18 Porters 

and other daily wage workers apparently constituted the main 

audience whom the rebels hoped to attract to their side with 

these invitations. When the rebels reached the janissary 

barracks, they constituted a huge crowd which did not only 

include janissaries but also civilians who rushed to the 

janissary barracks either as spectators or sympathizers.19 Small 

                                                 
 
18 Georg Oğulukyan’ın Ruznamesi, 5. 
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groups, ranging from ten to twenty people from the suburbs of 

Istanbul, also kept joining to the crowd under the leadership of 

janissaries.20  

Porters and other daily workers played an important part in 

the Alemdar Incident of 1808 as well. According to Kalost 

Arapyan, who left us a laudatory account of the Grand Vizier 

Alemdar Mustafa Pasha’s life, porters, men of odd jobs, and other 

‘dregs of the society,’ most of whom were originally immigrants 

from provinces, became frontliners beside janissaries when the 

rebel forces assaulted the palace of the Grand Vizier.21 During 

the course of the fighting, when the rebels were in desperate 

need of reinforcements, the janissary officers sent their 

orderlies to inns, bachelor lodgings and boathouses in order to 

find more supporters. In fact, some daily-wage workers and 

porters rushed to the help of janissaries even though they were 

only armed with axes and butcher’s knives against the imperial 

troops.22  

The same strategy was followed by the janissaries during 

the uprising of 1826, which ended up with the abolition of the 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
19 Oğulukyan claimed that there were at least 80,000 people in Et 
Meydanı. Although this is surely an exaggeration, it still shows that a 
considerable crowd gathered in the occasion. Georg Oğulukyan’ın 
Ruznamesi, 5. See also, Tüfengçi-başı Arif Efendi Tarihçesi, 396; Cabi 
Tarihi, vol. I, 130. 
 
20 Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 130. 
 
21 Arapyan, Rusçuk Ayanı Mustafa Paşa’nın Hayatı, 17. For the role of 
porters in the Alemdar Incident see also, Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 285-286, 
851.  
 
22 Şanizade, Tarih, vol. I, 125.  
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Janissary Corps. The rebels were said to send messengers to 

Asmaaltı, Tahte’l-kal’a and Unkapanı to invite their janissary 

comrades, affiliates and other sympathizers to join them in the 

janissary barracks located at the Meat Square (Et Meydanı).23 The 

official chronicler Es’ad described the people from these areas 

who joined the rebels as a bunch of Turkish and Kurdish porters 

and workers (hammal ve ırgad makulesi) as well as other 

‘worthless’ individuals, apparently referring their socioeconomic 

status.24 In fact, the Ottoman ruling elite always considered the 

immigrants without families as a potential danger to the order of 

the capital and often resorted to forced deportations. Yet the 

organic ties between janissaries and immigrants prevented the 

efficient application of these measures. After the elimination of 

the janissaries in 1826, the central government felt free to put 

a large scale deportation of immigrants in practice without any 

fear of direct opposition. Following the abolition of the 

Janissary Corps, the central administration deported large 

numbers of these immigrants to Anatolia and the Balkans.25 Since 

many of these immigrants were either boatmen or porters, the 

transportation services in Istanbul considerably suffered from 

insufficient labor.26  

                                                 
 
23 Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 72. 
 
24 Ibid.  
 
25 Es’ad Efendi claims that the number of immigrants who were deported 
to their provinces reached twenty thousand during the following months 
of the abolition. Ibid, 187. 
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Although the porters and other daily wage-workers appeared 

to be playing the most active role during rebellions, it would be 

misleading to argue that the rebels were only consisted of these 

groups. There is always the danger of too readily accepting the 

social labels used by the contemporary Ottoman writers. Since 

many of these writers were either members of the ruling elite or 

at least had organic ties with it, labeling the participants of 

rebellions as porters, men of odd jobs, or daily wage-workers was 

a way of denigrating and devaluing the rebels and their causes 

from their elite perspective. 

Considering the occupational composition of people who were 

enrolled in janissary payroll registers (Appendix I), we can 

assume that Istanbul rebellions involved fairly typical cross-

sections of Istanbul’s working population as participants or 

supporters. Most Ottoman sources simply avoid acknowledging the 

plebian character of the early nineteenth century Istanbul 

rebellions by either using prejudiced and pejorative labels for 

the rebels or calling them under the common name of ‘janissary.’ 

Only when we try to go beyond these labels, there is a 

possibility of understanding the true identity of the rebels. For 

instance, only through a careful reading of the sources we learn 

that many of the yamaks, who initiated the Kabakçı Rebellion of 

1807, were ordinary cultivators of orchards and vegetable gardens 

around the fortresses of the Bosphorus, although Ottoman writers 

chose to describe them as a bunch of riff-raff and criminal 
                                                                                                                                                 
 
26 Lutfi, Tarih, vol. I, 158. 
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elements.27 Or the rebels, who killed the steward of the ayan of 

Bolu during the Alemdar Incident, were immigrants from Bolu and 

engaged in various occupations in the food sector in Istanbul.28   

Moreover, the titles and names of individuals, who played 

the key roles in rebellions, also suggest that these individuals 

represented an interesting cross-section of Istanbul’s working 

population and artisans. Among the key figures in the Kabakçı 

Rebellion, Kazancı Hacı Mustafa was a coppersmith and Arnavut 

Süleyman was a firewood retailer. On the other hand, one of rebel 

leaders in the uprising of 1826, Nahılcı Mustafa was a molder of 

waxwork ornaments and had a shop in the vicinity of Kadırga. 

Among the other key figures who were punished for their 

involvement in the 1826 uprising, there were coffeehouse owners, 

a basket-maker, previous warden of the pastry-makers guild and 

the warden of cage makers.29  

Along with janissary esnaf, there were also many civilians 

who owned janissary pay-tickets and collected janissary salaries 

as additional income in Istanbul. These pay-ticket owners 

constituted a potential pool of supporters and sympathizers for 

janissaries in their struggles against the central 

administration. In the rebellion of 1808, when janissaries 

experienced some setbacks in fighting against the imperial 

                                                 
 
27 Tüfengçi-başı Arif Efendi Tarihçesi, 384. 
 
28 Şanizade, I, 144.  
 
29 Georg Georg Oğulukyan’ın Ruznamesi, 3. Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 96, 163-
164.   
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troops, they tried to recruit the spectators and passive 

bystanders from the crowd. Apparently, janissary officers 

recognized many of these bystanders since they were janissary 

pay-tickets owners and used to collect their dues from the 

janissary barracks at every tri-monthly pay. Janissaries tried to 

motivate these people by reminding them that this was the time to 

prove their gratefulness to the Janissary Corps.30  

Along with the janissary pay-ticket owners, there were also 

families and relatives of janissaries who joined the crowd for 

support or out of simple curiosity and care for the loved ones. 

In both the Kabakçı Incident and the uprising of 1826, many 

spectators gathered in Et Meydanı in front of the janissary 

barracks. The observers noted that there were many children, 

women and elderly people among the spectators who turned the 

occasion into a public spectacle.31 It is noteworthy that these 

people showed up in Et Meydanı despite the potential danger of an 

armed conflict. In fact, during the Kabakçı Incident, when a 

group of janissaries were bringing İbrahim Kethüda (an important 

figure of the New Order’s ruling elite) to the Meat Square for 

his execution, the crowd thought that this was a surprise attack 

by the imperial troops and an ensuing panic quickly spread in 

which people tried to run and hide wherever they could in Et 

Meydanı.32  

                                                 
 
30 Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 284. 
 
31 Ibid., 130. Tüfengçi-başı Arif Efendi Tarihçesi, 396.  
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In the Alemdar Incident, on the other hand, some spectators 

not only showed their support, but also tried to motivate the 

rebels and contributed to the struggle against the imperial 

troops. In order to motivate the rebels, some women shouted from 

the windows of the houses to the janissaries that ‘they could 

take the matters in their own hands and deal with the sultan’s 

troops if janissaries were incapable to do so.’ Moreover, some of 

these women were said to throw stones and pour boiling oil and 

water to the imperial troops from their houses.33  

The participation of the women to the rebellion of 1808 

raises some questions about the conventional views on the 

seclusion of Ottoman women from public life. Even if we explain 

the relative liberties of these women with their social status, 

the participation to a climactic political event such as a 

rebellion points to an important issue which has never been 

adequately addressed in Ottoman historiography.34    

Such wide participation by different sectors of Istanbul’s 

population explains, for example, the presence of interesting 

statements in the chronicles such as ‘every janissary from the 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
32 Tüfengçi-başı Arif Efendi Tarihçesi, 396. 
 
33 Şanizade, Tarih, vol. I, 127-128.  
 
34 The active participation of women in the rebellion of 1808 was not so 
surprising, considering the role of women in food protests in Istanbul. 
Just after the Kabakçı Incident, some Istanbul women who were 
protesting the current food prices attacked the mansion of the Chief 
Judge of Istanbul. The Chief Judge was able to save himself by escaping 
to the harem section of his mansion while angry women protestors 
shouted curses and insults to him. In another incident, women voiced 
their protests for food prices to the Sultan in the Friday procession. 
Georg Oğulukyan’ın Ruznamesi, 22. 
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age of seven to seventy participated to the attack against the 

imperial troops’.35 Such statements, which would not make any 

sense at all, become meaningful when one considers the active 

support and participation of the families and relatives of 

janissaries as well as of other civilians who probably pursued 

different motives and interests in helping the rebels. In the 

uprising of 1826, some state dignitaries voiced their hesitation 

to move against the janissaries by arguing that the majority of 

Istanbul populace was in fact janissaries and it was not right to 

move against the people.36 

These organic ties between the janissaries and the general 

populace also appear to explain why the leaders of rebellions 

showed utmost care to keep the crowd under strict discipline. In 

all three incidents, in 1807, 1808 and 1826, the rebels 

specifically assured the public that they meant no harm to 

anyone’s life or property and people could continue their daily 

lives without any interruption. In each occasion public criers 

accompanied by janissaries carrying banners, toured the city by 

announcing these statements to Muslims and non-Muslims while 

inviting people to join their side.  

In 1807, when Kabakçı Mustafa and his followers passed 

through the villages of Bosphorus on their way to Galata, the 

criers in the group not only assured the public for their safety 

but also warned the members of their group about the consequences 

                                                 
 
35 Ibid., 47. 
 
36 Lütfi, Tarih, vol. I, 154. 
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of any unlawful behavior. In fact, when Kabakçı and his followers 

entered to Istanbul proper on their way to the janissary 

barracks, they executed two of their members on the spot for 

small infractions, one for forcibly taking a pastry from a street 

peddler, the other for buying tobacco from a shop and not 

agreeing to pay the full price.37 When shopkeepers and other 

merchants ran in panic and tried to close their shops upon the 

approach of the rebels, the rebels continued to spend much effort 

to assure the shopkeepers and artisans for the safety of their 

lives and properties. They also sent messengers to the Grand 

Bazaar to persuade non-Muslim shopkeepers to keep their shops 

open and Muslims shopkeepers to join their rebellion.38  

Similar scenes repeated both in the 1808 and the 1826, in 

which the rebels sent public criers to all quarters of the city 

to announce that they guaranteed the security of the public and 

commerce.39 Clearly, the act of giving assurances to the public 

constituted an important element in the strategies of the 

rebellion. By maintaining discipline, by guaranteeing the 

security of public and of commerce, the leaders of the rebellion 

tried to minimize the dangers of alienating Istanbul populace and 

legal liabilities which might be produced as a result of such 

actions. They must have been well aware that political upheavals 

                                                 
 
37 Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 128. Georg Oğulukyan’ın Ruznamesi, 5. 
 
38 Tüfengçi-başı Arif Efendi Tarihçesi, 395; Georg Oğulukyan’ın 
Ruznamesi, 4.  
 
39 Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 275. Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 73. 
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presented opportunities for some individuals for looting and 

theft as well as settling personal grudges under the cover of 

popular sanction.40 Since the breakdown of social restraints could 

undermine the legitimacy of the rebellion, the leaders paid close 

attention to the maintaining of the order and discipline of the 

crowd.  

Still, in the writings of contemporary Ottoman historians, 

the incidents of 1807, 1808 and 1826 were condemned as the 

breakdown of social order and law (fitne ü fesad).41 Following the 

mainstream Sunni judicial tradition, especially the Ottoman 

version of the Hanafi school of law, which emphasized the 

necessity of non-critical obedience to a legitimate Muslim ruler, 

these official historians regarded the act of rebellion as a 

deviation which threatened the stability and the unity of the 

Islamic community. This particular interpretation, which was the 

most accommodating of the central authority, naturally labeled 

any act of disobedience as illegitimate and considered the rebels 

as bandits and criminals.   

                                                 
 
40 According to Tüfengçibaşı Arif Efendi, during the Kabakçı Incident of 
1807, the crowd executed someone in Et Meydanı when several of his 
enemies intentionally identifed him as being the chief steward of Hacı 
Ahmedoğlu, one of the members of the New Order’s ruling elite. It 
appeared that he was not the chief steward of Hacı Ahmedoğlu and became 
the victim of a personal grudge. When the event became clear to the 
leaders of the rebellion, public criers were sent to warn the public on 
the consequences of such actions. Tüfengçi-başı Arif Efendi Tarihçesi, 
397. Other sources identified the man as the chief steward of Hacı 
Ahmedoğlu and did not give such detail. See, Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 136 
and Fahri Ç. Derin, “Yayla İmamı Risalesi,” İstanbul Üniversitesi Tarih 
Enstitüsü Dergisi 3(1975), 228.  
 
41 For example see Tüfengçi-başı Arif Efendi Tarihçesi, 386; Şanizade, 
I, 105-144; Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 68-84. 
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In contrast to these arguments which reflected the 

perspective of the ruling elite, the leaders and the participants 

of the rebellions had a completely different perception of their 

actions. The rebels seemed to consider their actions as totally 

legitimate since they were acting against the oppression and 

injustice, created by certain government ministers. By rising 

against the current government, they were only attempting to 

reinstitute the social order and the holy law to their original 

state. In that sense, fitna ü fesad was equated with the 

injustices and oppression which were committed under unjust 

rulers. At the same time, acts of disobedience and resistance 

which aimed at removal of oppression and injustice were 

justifiable in terms of Islamic law. The lacking of traditional 

paternalistic qualities by a sultan could also legitimize 

opposition to his rule and his overthrow. In the Kabakçı 

Rebellion, one of the rebel leaders accused Selim III with 

oppressing his subjects and argued that the sultan had not shown 

any sign of mercy towards his subjects up to that point and this 

proved that he lacked one of the most important characteristics 

of a just ruler.42      

In order to prove the legitimacy of their actions, the 

janissaries and their followers took pains to attract the high 

ranking ‘ulema to their side during the rebellions. Since the 

support of the higher echelons of the ulema was very important in 

                                                 
 
42 Yayla İmamı Risalesi, 229.  
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legitimizing the act of rebellion, junior janissary officers gave 

primacy to gaining of the ‘ulema’s assistance in their 

strategies. In 1807, the rebels invited the highest minister of 

Islamic law, şeyhülislam, and two chief judges of Rumelia and 

Anatolia for the consultation in legal matters to the janissary 

barracks.43 The aim was to acquire legal sanction for their 

actions as well as to give the ‘ulema the role of mediation 

between them and the central administration. Since the ministers 

of the New Order already had alienated the majority of the ‘ulema 

by limiting their power in government councils, the ‘ulema were 

somewhat willing to play the role given to them by the rebels.  

In the Alemdar Incident of 1808, the janissaries once again 

sought the support of the ‘ulema to approve their actions. 

Although the şeyhülislam refused to support the rebels, two chief 

judges of Anatolia and Rumelia and other high ranking ‘ulema 

joined the rebels by coming to the Palace of the Agha of the 

Janissaries. The chief judge of Anatolia, Dürrizade Abdullah 

Efendi, especially played an active role in voicing the demands 

of the janissaries and mediating between the rebels and the 

palace.44 With the joining of the ‘ulema to the rebels’ side, the 

palace and the sultan became totally isolated, only depending on 

the support of the ruling elite and a few thousand imperial 

                                                 
 
43 Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 128. Yayla İmamı Risalesi, 225.  
 
44 Yayla İmamı Risalesi, 258. Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 275. Dürrizade 
Abdullah Efendi was rewarded with the post of the şeyhülislam after the 
Alemdar Incident for his services. It is clear that the rebels played 
the major role in this appointment. See Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 315.  
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troops. As in the Kabakçı Incident, the ‘ulema’s support played a 

key role in legitimizing the actions of janissaries in the eyes 

of the public and probably guaranteed the widespread support 

given to the rebels by the populace of Istanbul.  

Yet the success of the janissaries in gaining the ‘ulema’s 

support did not repeat in the Incident of 1826. Following the 

outbreak of the uprising, the şeyhülislam and other high-ranking 

‘ulema rushed to the palace and gave their support to the central 

administration against the rebels. It was not only the higher 

echelons of the ‘ulema who showed their support to the 

government. The students of religious schools, sohtas, and other 

middle and low ranking ‘ulema also gathered in Sultanahmed square 

to show their support to the Sultan Mahmud II and his 

government.45 In fact, the rebels openly declared their animosity 

toward the ‘ulema when they sent public criers to market places 

and other quarters of Istanbul.46 Unlike the incidents of 1807 and 

1808, the janissaries did not seek the backing of the ‘ulema in 

1826.  

There are several possible explanations that account for 

such a drastic change in the strategies of rebellion. The first 

explanation is that the central administration had already 

guaranteed the support of the higher ranking ‘ulema by appointing 

its supporters to the key positions in the religious 

establishment. At the same time, middle and lower ranking ulema 
                                                 
 
45 Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 76. 
 
46 Ibid., 73. 
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were given promotions and other benefits to ensure their 

cooperation with the government.47 As a result, when the 

janissaries decided to rise against the government, they were 

well aware that the ‘ulema had already cast their dice with the 

palace and the central administration. But this still does not 

explain the resistance and hesitation shown by the some members 

of the ‘ulema in sanctioning the attack of the loyalist troops 

against the janissaries.48 This suggests that some members of the 

‘ulema were not against the janissaries and they tried to use 

their power to seek a conciliation between the rebels and the 

government.   

A second explanation has to do with the careful 

preparations that were made by the central administration before 

the abolition of the Janissary Corps. Being aware of the 

importance and influence of junior janissary officers, Sultan 

Mahmud II’s administration eliminated the junior officers who 

were known to be politically active. One by one, these 

                                                 
 
47 Howard A. Reed, “The Destruction of the Janissaries by Mahmud II in 
June, 1826” (Ph.D. diss., Princeton University, 1951).   
 
48 Although the contemporary writers such as Es’ad Efendi and Şirvanlı 
Fatih Efendi tried to portray us an ideal picture in which all the 
members of the ruling elite shared a consensus on using military force 
to suppress the rebels, a close reading of their narratives reveals 
that there was indeed some opposition by some members of the ruling 
elite to the idea. In the government council assembled to discuss the 
possible measures to be taken against the rebels, some members of the 
council argued that attacking the janissaries was not legitimate since 
they constituted the general public. When they failed in discouraging 
the attacks on the janissaries, they insisted on sending emissaries to 
mediate between the rebels and the central government. Both attempts 
were met with strong resistance of the Grand Vizier, Ağa Hüseyin Pasha  
and their supporters who urged the council for an immediate strike with 
demagogical speeches. Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 82-83. Lütfi, Tarih, vol. I, 
139-140, 154.    
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influential figures were either banished from Istanbul or were 

sent to province with phony appointments. Some of these officers 

-whose roles in the Kabakçı and Alemdar Incidents were well 

known- were executed under various trumped up charges.49 In their 

places, the central administration appointed officers who were 

believed to be loyal to the government. Thus, when the central 

administration was ready to hit a final blow to janissaries in 

1826, the leadership cadres of the janissary opposition had been 

already weakened and there were only a few junior officers left 

in Istanbul who had the experience and will to carry out a 

political struggle against the government. This may explain the 

strategic mistake of janissaries in alienating the ‘ulema even 

though this contrasted with all their previous experiences and 

strategies of rebellion.  

As mentioned earlier, the actions of the rebels in 1807, 

1808 and 1826 were often far from being unconscious and 

irrational in contrast to the arguments of the contemporary 

Ottoman writers. The janissaries and their followers usually 

followed a set of unwritten rules which can be termed as the 

‘protocol of rebellion’ based on experience and understanding of 

current social and political structures.50 These strategies 

included not only the employment of the social networks of the 

Janissary Corps in Istanbul during rebellions, but also the 

                                                 
 
49 Cevdet, Tarih, vol. XII, 82. 
 
50 I owe the concept “the protocol of rebellion” to John Bohstedt’s book 
Riots and Community Politics in England and Wales, 1790-1810 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1983). 
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attempts to form a public opinion against the sultan and his 

ministers.  

Coffeehouses, barbershops and other public gathering places 

played a major role in the exchange of ideas and rumors 

concerning current political issues and government. Discontent 

with the current central administration was easily translated 

into rumors -real or unreal- which helped to undermine the 

legitimacy of the ministers and the reigning sultans. In that 

sense, public gathering places provided suitable grounds for 

people to share their common experiences and to form similar 

perceptions of political and social realities. As coffeehouse 

owners or frequenters, the janissaries were an integral part of 

this process and used coffeehouses to influence and form the 

public opinion.51  

It is not a coincidence that before the incidents of 1807, 

1808 and 1826, discussions of political issues in coffeehouses 

and circulation of rumors gained an extraordinary momentum. It is 

true that political issues were always among the usual topics for 

discussions in Istanbul coffeehouses despite the continuous 

efforts of the Ottoman governments to ban political conversations 

in coffeehouses. While discussions on political issues in 

coffeehouses and barbershops were an everyday life reality, it 

was the intensity of these discussions and rumors which could be 

                                                 
 
51 For the importance of coffeehouses in janissary tradition see, Cengiz 
Kırlı, “The Struggle Over Space: Coffeehouses of Ottoman, Istanbul, 
1780-1845” (Ph.D. diss., Binghamton University, 2001).  
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taken as a clear indication of an extraordinary situation.52 For 

instance, as the contemporary observers pointed out, just before 

the Kabakçı Incident, the political discussions and rumors in 

Istanbul coffeehouses and marketplaces reached to a noticeable 

level.53 These rumors and news were mainly concerned with Selim 

III’s intentions to remove the janissary corps or to force them 

to join the new troops. In 1808, when Alemdar Mustafa Pasha’s 

government alienated the majority of Istanbul’s populace with its 

drastic policies; rumors and heated discussions of politics once 

again filled coffeehouses and other public gathering places. The 

central administration’s reaction was to close many coffeehouses 

and barbershops and to punish their owners throughout Istanbul.54 

This did not seem to discourage opposition to the government at 

all. Along with circulation of rumors, anonymous placards 

(yaftas) were posted on the walls of the Porte, threatening the 

Grand Vizier and the government.55  

                                                 
 
52 Even long before the Kabakçı Incident, discussion of political issues 
and transmission of rumors in coffeehouses was an ordinary fact of 
life. In the winter of 1800, for example, several coffeehouse owners 
were punished with transportation from Istanbul on the grounds that 
discussion of political issues and spread of rumors were going on in 
their coffeehouses. Their titles reveal that three of these coffeehouse 
owners were janissaries. BOA, C. ZB, 142 (Şevval 1214 / February 1800). 
The political discussions in coffeehouses did not cease after the 
Kabakçı Incident either. Several imperial decrees of the new Sultan, 
Mustafa IV, addressed this issue and ordered closing of the several of 
such coffeehouses for setting example for others in a series of 
imperial decrees. BOA, HAT, 53410, 53732, 53785, 53848, 53975 (1222 / 
1807-8).   
 
53 Tüfengçi-başı Arif Efendi Tarihçesi, 385. Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 126. 
 
54 Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 214, 220, 224. 
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Upon the reintroduction of the military reform under the 

name of Eşkinci regulations in 1826, the coffeehouses once again 

filled with rumors and janissary propaganda against the 

government. The main focus of the propaganda was the government’s 

secret motives to abolish the Janissary Corps and to invalidate 

janissary pay tickets. In fact, this was a very effective 

propaganda aimed at the thousands of janissary pay ticket owners 

in Istanbul. Yet, this time the government was much more 

attentive to the rumors circulating in coffeehouses thanks to the 

widespread spy network of Mahmud II. Moreover, instead of only 

banning political conversations in coffeehouses, the central 

administration also employed alternative networks to spread its 

own propaganda. The chief religious judge of Istanbul sent copies 

of an imperial decree to all the imams of Istanbul neighborhoods 

to be read in the mosques. The imperial order, which was 

basically a defense of the government’s policies, assured the 

owners of the janissary pay-tickets that they would continue to 

receive their three-monthly payments for the life time.56 During 

the uprising of 1826, the government also imitated the strategies 

of the rebels and sent public criers to the markets and 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
55 Şanizade, Tarih, vol. I, 108. Propaganda by posting placards and 
distributing handbills was a common practice employed by the 
janissaries. Following the Alemdar Incident, janissaries continued to  
show their discontent of the government and the Sultan by placing 
placards on the walls of Istanbul. Georg Oğulukyan’ın Ruznamesi, 52. 
During the first years of the Greek Rebellion (1821-1829), a placard 
posted on the walls of the janissary barracks, which thretened the 
government, also created some panic among the central administration. 
BOA, HAT, 52604, Undated.     
 
56 Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 66-67. 
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neighborhoods of Istanbul to conduct the government propaganda 

and called the people to support the government against the 

janissaries.57  

The employment of anti-government propaganda in 

coffeehouses and barber shops, which provided suitable grounds 

for spreading political ‘rumors’, shows that janissaries acted 

with careful calculations with an eye to political and social 

context. As members of urban population, they were in a more 

advantageous position than the ruling elite to communicate with 

different classes of Istanbul’s population and to understand the 

demands and distress of common people. Except for the rebellion 

of 1826, they were successful in articulating and influencing 

public opinion both in 1807 and 1808, and this provided them 

considerable support from urban population. As we already saw, 

one of the first actions of the rebel leaders was to dispatch 

public criers to various districts of Istanbul to guarantee the 

security of the public and the commerce. Throughout the 

rebellions, these public criers continued their functions of 

conducting propaganda and giving information about the events 

from the rebels’ perspective.  

During the Alemdar Incident, when the ships of the imperial 

navy bombarded the Palace of the Janissary Agha and some of the 

Golden Horn wharfs to punish the janissaries, numerous cannon 

                                                 
 
57 I am not aware if the central administration ever employed this 
tactic in the rebellions of 1807 and 1808. Although the major sources 
mentioned the employment of public criers by the rebels in these 
rebellions, they are silent about any such attempt by the central 
administration.  
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balls hit residential houses and mosques, causing damage and 

fires. Janissaries did not miss the opportunity and sent public 

criers throughout Istanbul to utilize the event for the anti-

government propaganda.58 Similarly, during the course of fighting 

between the rebels and loyalist troops public criers and 

orderlies spread the news that the Sultan’s troops were 

committing unspeakable offences against the people, including 

raping young women and looting houses.59  

In addition to the employment of propaganda, the janissary 

leaders were careful to pay attention to the demands and 

complaints of the common people. During the rebellion of 1808, 

the conflicts between the janissaries and loyalist troops brought 

about widespread destruction and bloodshed in Istanbul. During 

the course of rebellion, a fire caused extensive damage to the 

residential quarters in the vicinity of Sultanahmet Square in the 

absence of janissary firemen and porters who were busy in 

fighting against the Mahmud II’s troops. When the residents of 

these quarters started to blame the janissaries for their 

misfortunes, the janissary officers quickly responded and sent 

available janissary firemen and porters to help the victims of 

the fire.60 Similarly, during the chaotic situation following the 

rebellion, the residents of Istanbul started to organize 

neighborhood watches in order to protect their quarters. This 

                                                 
 
58 Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 279.   
 
59 Ibid., 285. 
 
60 Şanizade, Tarih, vol. I, 133. 
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also caused complaints and criticisms to be directed against the 

Janissary Corps whose functions included policing of Istanbul. As 

a result, the janissary officers tried to increase the number of 

janissaries placed in police stations throughout Istanbul and 

doubled night watches to stop criticisms.61 These examples, which 

can be multiplied, reveal that janissary officers were aware that 

the public support was crucial for their struggle against the 

central administration.  

While the janissary officers tried to guarantee the 

security of the public during the rebellions, they also took 

pains to make sure that the violence against the ruling elite was 

not indiscriminate. Although contemporary Ottoman sources 

described the participants of rebellions as a violent and 

maddened mob, the actions of the rebels suggest otherwise. The 

anger of the crowd was directed to carefully selected targets 

rather than all the members of the ruling elite. These targets 

were often limited to certain ministers and advisers in the 

government whom the rebels held responsible for their grievances.  

In fact, one of the first actions of the rebels was to 

prepare a list of individuals whom they requested to be executed. 

In the case of the Kabakçı Rebellion, the list included the 

ministers and advisors of the state, who occupied key positions 

in carrying out the policies of the New Order.62 Although there 

                                                 
 
61 Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 314. 
 
62 The list included İbrahim Nesim Efendi, Kethüda-i Sadr-ı Ali, or the 
secretary of the Grand Vizier, whose office nearly corresponded to a  
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were clear disagreements and power struggles between the leaders 

and participants of the Kabakçı Rebellion and these became 

apparent following the rebellion, the rebels were able to reach a 

consensus on the relevant targets in the central administration 

during the rebellion.  

Throughout the Kabakçı Incident, the only casualties were 

certain ministers and advisors of the New Order and the steward 

of the ayan of Bolu, who was a staunch supporter of government 

policies. Still, the execution of the steward was not approved by 

the junior janissary officers, and they warned the crowd for the 

consequences of such arbitrary killings. In fact, two of the 

rebels were executed by the leaders of the rebellion for 

violating the security of the public. Although these were minor 

offences, the leaders of the rebellion clearly wanted to make 

examples for controlling the crowd’s behavior.  

On the other hand, the execution of the ministers and 

advisors turned into a public demonstration of communal 

punishment. The leading ministers of the New Order, such as the 

secretary of the Grand Vizier, İbrahim Kethüda and the former 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
minister of Interior in the early nineteenth century; Hacı İbrahim 
Efendi, the Minister of Navy and the  former Director of Grains; Ahmed 
Bey, Defterdar-ı İrad-ı Cedid, or the Director of the Finances of the 
New Order; Ebubekir Efendi, the Supervisor of the Imperial Mint;  
Abdüllatif Efendi, Kapan Naibi, or the Supervisor of the Grain Customs 
of Istanbul; Memiş Mehmed Efendi, the secretary of the state and the 
former Director of Grains; various other secretaries of the state and 
two advisors of the sultan as well as the commander of the Palace 
Guards. It is noteworthy that the majority of these individuals played 
important roles in the carrying out of the new fiscal and financial 
policies of the New Order which placed heavy financial burdens on the 
lower social sectors of the population. For the list see, BOA, HAT, 
7537, Undated; BOA, HAT, 7536, Undated.         
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Director of Grains, Hacı İbrahim Efendi, were dragged on the 

streets of Istanbul by the rebels, accompanied by curses, 

spitting and mockery by Muslims and non-Muslims alike, to be 

finally executed and dismembered by the crowd on the way to the 

Meat Square. The advisors of the sultan, Sırkatibi Ahmed Efendi 

and Mabeynci Ahmed Bey, met similar fates and were executed in 

the same communal manner by the crowd.63 When the rebels had the 

dead body of Sırkatibi Ahmed Efendi dragged by non-Muslims to the 

Meat Square, some janissary officers, who came across the scene, 

prevented the crowd from carrying out such a degrading action. 

Still, the heads of the executed ministers and advisors ended up 

as public spectacles in Et Meydanı.64  

It is noteworthy that the crowd could not touch any of the 

personal belongings or the money of the executed ministers and 

advisors during the Kabakçı Incident. Given the expensive nature 

of these possessions and the social status of the rebels, this 

indicates the necessity felt by the leaders of the rebellion to 

ensure that their actions were legitimate and legal.65 In the eyes 

of the rebels, the ministers and advisors, who implemented the 

                                                 
 
63 Georg Oğulukyan’ın Ruznamesi, 9-13.  Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 135-137, 
141-142. 
 
64 Tüfengçi-başı Arif Efendi Tarihçesi, 411. 
 
65 When a member of the crowd tried to snatch the diamond watch of 
İbrahim Kethüda, the leaders of the crowd immediately scorned the man 
and crushed the watch. The other personal belongings and money of 
İbrahim Kethüda remained on his body until they were delivered to the 
authorities. Georg Oğulukyan’ın Ruznamesi, 13. Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 
135. Still, some sourced argue that the janissaries, who caught İbrahim 
Kethüda and Hacı İbrahim Efendi, secretly exorted money from them 
before their execution. Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 141-142.    
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policies of the New Order, were deemed guilty of immoral and 

illegal practices. By introducing extra taxes and financial 

burdens under the name of the New Order and by aiming to abolish 

the Janissary Corps, they threatened the livelihood of the 

commoners and forced them into destitute.66 

Still, the limited violence which characterized the Kabakçı 

Incident was directly related to Selim III’s decision not to 

resort to military means to oppose the rebels. The conventional 

view argues that since Selim III had a weak personality and was 

kindhearted towards his subjects, he hesitated to deploy the 

troops of the New Order against his domestic opponents. Yet some 

of our sources suggest a completely different explanation.67 

Sultan Selim III’s unwillingness to employ New Order troops 

against the rebels was due to his concerns that the janissaries 

in the imperial army, which was fighting against the Russians on 

                                                 
 
66 Such concerns had been raised since the introduction of the New Order 
by Sultan Selim III’s government. During the Kabakçı Rebellion, two 
leading ministers of the New Order, İbrahim Kethüda and Hacı İbrahim 
Efendi, were continously reminded of their oppressions of the poor 
before their executions. See Georg Oğulukyan’ın Ruznamesi, 9. Yayla 
İmamı Risalesi, 228.  One of the striking complaints voiced by the 
rebels was the difference between the qualities of bread eaten by the 
elite and the poor. See Georg Oğulukyan’ın Ruznamesi, 7.  
 
67 Asım’s and later Ahmed Cevdet Pasha’s depictions of Sultan Selim III 
as a soft-hearted and indecisive sultan seems to be widely accepted and 
repeated by some modern historians and is still the dominating view in 
Turkey. See Berkes, The Development of Secularism, 82. See also Sina 
Akşin, “Siyasal Tarih: 1789-1908” in Türkiye Tarihi, ed. Metin Kunt & 
Sina Akşin et al., vol. III (İstanbul: Cem Yayınevi, 2000), 91. This 
view was not even based on a firm factual basis. Selim III did hesitate 
to deploy the troops of the New Order against his subjects in the well-
known Edirne Incident of 1806.     
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the border, would desert their posts and rush to the capital to 

take the revenge of their comrades.68  

During the rebellion of 1808, the rebels also prepared a 

list of the government ministers and advisors whom they held 

responsible for the violation of the traditional rights. Once 

again, the targets were limited to the ministers and the advisors 

who took active role in the application of the Sekban-ı Cedid 

policies under the Grand Vizierate of Alemdar Mustafa Pasha. The 

primary targets of the rebels were the Grand Vizier Alemdar 

Mustafa Pasha, the Janissary Agha who collaborated with the 

government, and the secretary of the Grand Vizier, Mustafa 

Kethüda. The rest consisted of the ministers and the directors of 

the Sekban-ı Cedid regime.69  

Unlike the Kabakçı Rebellion, The Alemdar Rebellion of 1808 

was characterized by widespread violence and fighting between the 

janissaries and the loyalist troops (sekbans) in Istanbul as 

neither Alemdar Mustafa Pasha nor Sultan Mahmud II had any 

hesitation in using military means against the rebels. This 

suggests that the violence of the rebels was meant to be limited 

to key targets in the government as long as no opposition was 

                                                 
 
68 Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 133-134. In fact Selim III struggled to keep his 
throne until the last minute. See Yayla İmamı Risalesi, 229-230.                  
 
69 After killing the Grand Vizier, the Janissary Agha, the secretary of 
the Grand Vizier and the Minister of Finance, janissaries requested the 
execution of a number of state functionaries and ministers from the 
government. Among these, there were Kadı Abdurrahman Pasha, the 
Military Director of the Sekban-ı Cedid, Ramiz Pasha, the Head of the 
Navy, Mehmed Emin Behiç Efendi, the Financial Director of the Sekban-ı  
Cedid, several Navy captains and offıcers who were responsible for the 
bombarding of the Palace of Janissary Agha and wharfs.   
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shown to them. Suppression of the janissaries and their allies by 

employing the sekban troops was already characteristic of the 

Alemdar Mustafa’s short-lived government. When the janissaries 

and their civilian allies initiated the rebellion against Alemdar 

Mustafa Pasha’s government, they probably expected to meet armed 

resistance from the sekbans. As mentioned before, their initial 

targets were the Janissary Agha, the Grand Vizier and the 

secretary of the Grand Vizier. After eliminating these targets, 

the rebels probably did not anticipate any opposition from the 

Sultan. Yet Sultan Mahmud II’s approval of the deployment of 

sekban troops against the rebels as well as the bombardment of 

the Palace of the Janissary Agha and the Golden Horn wharfs by 

the imperial navy turned the city into a battleground at which a 

do-or-die struggle took place between the sekbans and the 

rebels.70 The Sultan only agreed to seek conciliation with the 

rebels when it became clear that the sekbans failed against the 

janissaries and their numerous civilian allies and the Artillery 

Corps along with the Navy joined the rebels.71 

Once again the dead bodies of the Grand Vizier and other 

ministers became the targets of communal humiliation. The sekban 

officers and soldiers who became prisoners also went through 

humiliations and mockery by the public.72 Still, the executions 

                                                 
 
70 BOA, Milli Emlak, nr. 11, 65-68.  
 
71 Yayla İmamı Risalesi, 258. 
 
72 Arapyan, Rusçuk Ayanı Mustafa Paşa’nın Hayatı, 19. Cabi Tarihi, vol. 
I, 311.  
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following the event were limited to the high ranking sekban 

officers, some of whom were mockingly forced to kneel down in 

front of the Grand Vizier’s dead body before being executed.73 

This shows that even in the Alemdar Incident, the violence 

employed by the rebels was not gratuitous. It had a political aim 

and was directed against carefully selected targets. The violent 

nature of the executions of the ministers and their supporters 

could partly be explained by the temperament of the crowd who 

consisted of people whose livelihood were endangered with the new 

reforms and the possibility of the abolition of the Janissary 

Corps. Still, the public demonstrations of communal punishment of 

those deemed guilty of transgressing the established order of the 

society, were directly related to the need of making clear 

examples for the rest of the ruling elite.        

As violence was employed extensively by both sides in the 

Alemdar Incident, the leaders of the rebellion faced difficulties 

in controlling the crowd’s behavior. This was especially true for 

the areas in which the janissary officers lacked control over the 

crowds. In Üsküdar, the crowd thoroughly pillaged the mansion of 

Kadı Abdurrahman Pasha, the military director of the Sekban-ı 

Cedid as well as the barracks of the Sekban troops. It is 

noteworthy that women also took active part in the pillaging. The 

crowd hastily emptied the mansion of Kadı Pasha, even snatching 

timber wood and coal in the house before setting it fire. 

Although the janissary officers struggled to recover some of 
                                                 
 
73 Georg Oğulukyan’ın Ruznamesi, 44.  
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these valuable items after the Alemdar Incident, it is doubtful 

if they had much success.74 In contrast to the Kabakçı Incident, 

the leaders of the rebellion did not seem to have an extensive 

control over the crowd’s behavior in the events of 1808.  

In 1826, the rebels did not have the opportunity to prepare 

a list of the government members whom they held responsible for 

their grievances, or at least our sources are silent about it. 

Yet the initial targets of the crowd revealed that once again the 

Grand Vizier, the Janissary Agha and major government 

functionaries behind the Eşkinci reform were considered as the 

sources of the grievances. For the first time, the name of the 

Şeyhülislam also appeared among the targets of the rebels, due to 

the open support of the high ranking ulema to the Sultan Mahmud 

II’s government.75 It is difficult to make much comment on the 

violence of the crowd in the insurrection of 1826 since the 

janissaries and their supporters were essentially helpless 

against the imperial troops. This time, it was the janissaries 

who were caught by surprise when the central administration moved 

quickly to eliminate the opposition. One can only note that the 

                                                 
 
74 Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 293-294. 
 
75 The initial targets of the rebels were the Palaces of the Janissary 
Agha, Celaleddin, and the Grand Vizier Selim Mehmet Pasha, the mansion 
of Necib Efendi, the superintendent of the powder factories and agent 
of Muhammed Ali Pasha of Egypt. They also made clear that Davud Agha, 
the Egyptian colonel who was in charge of new military drill introduced 
with Eşkinci reform, Ağa Hüseyin Pasha, the former Janissary Agha who 
collobrated with the central administration in eliminating the junior 
janissary officers during his term, and the Şeyhülislam Kadızade Tahir 
Efendi were among the ones who were to be eliminated. Charles Deval,  
Deux années à Constantinople et en Morée 1825-26 ou Esquisses 
historiques sur Mahmoud, les Janissaries, les Nouvelles Troupes, 
Ibrahim-Pacha, Solyman Bey, etc. (Paris and London, 1828), 125, 127. 
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one-sided violence, which was employed by the imperial troops in 

the event, did not make any discrimination against the 

janissaries and their civilian supporters who gathered in the 

Janissary Barracks in June 1826.76 Although the majority of the 

primary sources fail to mention any civilian casualties, we learn 

that the Sultan’s troops made little differentiation between 

janissaries and their unarmed civilian supporters when bombarding 

the Janissary barracks. 

Overall, what can be inferred from the employment of 

violence by the leaders and participants of the early nineteenth 

century Istanbul rebellions is that most rebels directed their 

actions according to concrete, specific and defined political 

ends. Most of the times, they proved to be flexible and pragmatic 

enough to achieve their political objectives. Rather than 

targeting the ruling elite as a whole, they were willing to come 

to terms with some members of the ruling elite, with whom they 

might have established a variety of political and social ties. 

Expectedly, there were always members of the ruling elite who 

were alienated from the center and ready to assist the rebels in 

their causes. For janissaries and their allies, incorporation of 

the members of the religious establishment and the bureaucracy 

into their ranks not only strengthened their claims of 

legitimacy, but also facilitated the negotiation process between 

them and the center. Once the rebels seized the high ground in 

                                                 
 
76 Deval, Deux années à Constantinople, 136. See also Lütfi, Tarih, vol. 
I, 140.    
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politics by employing protest and violence as extra-institutional 

means, they usually sought to normalize their supremacy with the 

help of established institutions. In that sense, their actions 

were extra-institutional rather than being anti-institutional. As 

soon as the rebels achieved their political goals, they felt the 

necessity to guarantee the legitimacy of their situation.   

After the Kabakçı Incident, for example, the new Sultan and 

the leaders of janissaries signed a legal document, hüccet, in 

which the Sultan Mustafa IV proclaimed the end of the New Order 

and pardoned the participants of the rebellion. In return, the 

janissary leaders promised not to interfere with the running of 

the government.77 By signing the document, the janissaries tried 

to make sure that they did not have any legal liability for their 

actions during the rebellion. Yet neither party achieved its 

goals even in the short term. Contesting factions of the rebels 

continued to put pressure on the Mustafa IV’s government at every 

opportunity. On the other hand, after the overthrow of Mustafa IV 

by the supporters of the New Order, the new government started to 

hunt down the janissaries who played important roles in the 

Kabakçı Rebellion.78  

                                                 
 
77 BOA, HAT, 53323 (23.RA.1222 / 31 May 1807). The hüccet was signed by 
the leading members of the Janissary Corps. The list included Kabakçı  
Mustafa, the Lieutenant Commander of the Corps (Sekbanbaşı), several 
ex-Lieutenant Commanders and leading junior officers of the Janissary 
Corps. It is noteworthy that there were only mütevellis as the junior 
officers in the list, not odabaşıs or aşçı ustas who were commanding 
their regiments in the imperial army in the Russian campaign. For 
Sultan Mustafa IV’s other decrees on the abolition of the New Order, 
see also BOA, HAT, 19418, (1222 / 1807-8); 53936 (1222 / 1807-8). 
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The most visible common point for the rebellions of 1807, 

1808 and 1826 was the attempts by the succeeding Ottoman 

governments to replace the Janissary Corps with a new military 

organization, which was based upon the modern principles of 

military drill and recruiting and financed by increasing the 

fiscal demands of the state from the society. When looking at the 

reactions against these reforms, most modern historians were 

proved to be too myopic to see any other motive than a blind 

reaction against the change in the actions of the rebels. Even 

the ones who were aware of delineating economic and social 

motives in rebels’ actions preferred to remain sympathetic to the 

cause of the central administration for the sake of modernizing 

reforms.79  

As shown in the previous chapter, the majority of the 

people who owned janissary pay-tickets came from the middle and 

lower strata of Istanbul’s population. Within the general 

category of artisans and shopkeepers who held janissary pay-

tickets, there were manual laborers, industrial craftsmen, street 

peddlers, and even lower ranking ‘ulema. For many of these 

people, who constituted the most vulnerable sectors of the 

society in terms of their economic status, holding a janissary 

pay-ticket -however meager the amounts were- did not only provide 

an additional revenue but also meant a security for their 

survival during the times of crisis.  

                                                                                                                                                 
 
78 Yayla İmamı Risalesi, 249-253. Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 181ff. 
 
79 For example, see Berkes, The Development of Secularism in Turkey, 56.  
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The reform policies of Selim III and Mahmud II required new 

financial resources which could only be met with a drastic 

reorganization of the state’s fiscal policies. While the 

reorganization of the fiscal policies threatened many groups in 

the empire, the introduction of new taxes in staple goods was 

especially threatening for the economic well-being and livelihood 

of the middle and lower sectors of the population. The state’s 

desire to transform the provisioning of Istanbul into a revenue 

source attracted much opposition from the urban poor. It was not 

a coincidence, for example, that the minister of finance as well 

as the former director of grains (Hububat Nazırı) and the 

superintendent of the customs of Istanbul were among the main 

targets of the rebels during the Kabakçı Incident.  

There is no doubt that common people were capable of 

thinking and acting politically. They had opinions about 

political events, government and most importantly about the 

authorities who were responsible for political and fiscal 

measures that affected them. Common hardships like high prices, 

shortages, or extra taxes had the potential to trigger 

“murmuring” and political discussions in markets, coffeehouses, 

taverns, barbershops.80 Without a shared perception of the current 

                                                 
 
80 For example, the anonymous author of the Sekbanbaşı Risalesi 
complained that “For some time past, a rabble composed of the dregs of  
the populace, setting themselves up for judges of the times, and 
assembling in the coffeehouses, barbers’ shops, and taverns, have, in 
vain speeches, unbecoming their station, indulged themselves in the 
liberty of abusing and calumniating the Sublime Government; and as they 
have not been visited by the punishment which they deserve, people of 
this sort have thence been emboldened to say whatever they please.” See  
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problems and possible remedies by the commoners, major rebellions 

like the Kabakçı and the Alemdar Incidents would not be possible 

or would be destined to fail.  

Starting from the late eighteenth century, the introduction 

of the gradual military and institutional reforms by succeeding 

governments to establish a strong centralized state was met with 

a strong resistance.81 Although the intention of abolishing the 

Janissary Corps or traditional rights and privileges was never 

spelled out explicitly by the successive governments, the people 

were perfectly perceptive about the intentions of the central 

government. When the intrusive authority of the newly forming 

state started to make its presence in different aspects of daily 

life, people’s objections were expressed in different fashions 

and formulas. These objections were often taken by their face 

value by modern historians who put stereotypical and biased 

labels on the actions of the people who resisted to the reforms. 

These historians disregarded the fact that the major objections 

to the reforms went much deeper than a reaction to the 

introduction of European methods in military training or to the 

adoption of European style dress. Although these new innovations 

became the symbols which were hated by the janissaries and the 

people, the real concerns lied elsewhere.82  The janissaries and 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
William Wilkinson, An Account of the Principalities of Wallachia and 
Moldavia (London, 1820), 219.  
 
81 For several examples see, BOA, C. AS, 29546 (1201 / 1786-87), 5197 
(21.L.1204 / 4 July 1790); BOA, HAT, 57466 (1205 / 1790-91).     
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their allies believed that by introducing the New Order the 

central administration not only abused its authority, but also 

violated the rules of proper governance. Thus in the rebels’ 

view, the New Order caused ‘the established order of the world to 

be disturbed’ and was ‘the cause of confusion in the universe.’83 

‘The established order of the world’ was nothing more than the 

privileges and monopolies which the Selim III’s and Mahmud II’s 

governments tried to break down in order to extract necessary 

wealth for building a powerful military and administrative 

structure. For common people, by attempting to destroy privileges 

and monopolies, these sultans simply failed to fulfill their 

basic paternalistic duties towards their subjects.   

When the rebels who gathered in Et Meydanı were asked if 

the sultan should keep his throne, the majority responded that 

the Sultan Selim III could not be trusted since it was proved 

that he did not keep his promises in the past and they shouted 

for the ascension of Mustafa IV to the throne.84 It was clear that 

the rebels accused the sultan of abusing his authority and 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
82 The supporters of the opposition argued that whoever was recruited to 
the new troops and performed military drills similar to the ones of the 
Europeans, became infidels.  William Wilkinson, An Account of the 
Principalities, 262. Kuşmani also summarized the janissary propaganda 
against the new troops in similar manner; “Ocaklarının piri yokdur, 
cümlesi Nizam-ı Yezid ve leşker-i peliddir ki ahyasına selam ve 
emvatına salavat caiz değildir. Zira kefere-i fecerenin kıyafetine 
benzeyip ve tranpete çalıp daima ol melain-i bed-kardarın ameliyle 
meşgul oldukları ecilden çehrelerinde eser-i islam ve kalblerinde nur-ı 
iman kalmayıp cümlesi mecazen ve hakikaten fireng-i bed-renge müşabih 
olmuşlar” See Ömer İşbilir, “Ubeydullah Kuşmani: Zebire-i Kuşmani fi 
Tarif-i Nizam-ı İlhami” MA. Thesis, İstanbul Üniversitesi, 1989, 30.   
 
83 William Wilkinson, An Account of the Principalities, 221-222,277. 
 
84 ibid., 229. Tüfengçi-başı Arif Efendi Tarihçesi, 400-401. 
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violating their trust by introducing policies which aimed to 

destroy the established order. He was also seen as an unjust 

ruler who had no affection and mercy for his subjects, thus 

lacking the important paternalistic characteristics of a sultan. 

It is also noteworthy that the rebels did not hesitate to 

directly challenge and confront the sultan in the rebellion. 

Rather than putting the blame only on his ministers and advisors, 

they kept him responsible along with his ministers for the 

policies of the New Order. Along the similar lines, the 

janissaries directly threatened and challenged Sultan Mahmud II 

for his responsibility in the reintroduction of the New Order and 

his protection of the accused ministers during the Alemdar 

Rebellion.85 Even long after the conclusion of the rebellion, 

janissaries continued to show their disapproval of Mahmud II’s 

rule by posting propaganda posters at central places of the city.  

One is struck by the difference between the negative 

expressions used to describe Sultan Mahmud II in these placards 

and the laudatory language used for the sultan in the official 

documents and histories. In fact, the language of the janissary 

placards reminds the attitudes of the anonymous participants in 

the Alemdar Rebellion who responded to the sultan’s chamberlain 

as ‘what is a sultan anyway?’ Overall, the available evidence on 

the nineteenth century rebellions points to the existence of a 

political culture, in which the people had little hesitation in 

criticizing the established government. Whenever they felt that 
                                                 
 
85 Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 313, 322-325. 
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their rights and privileges were violated and threatened by the 

ruling elite, they could always resort to active resistance 

against the central authority. The potential threat of rebellion 

and riot constituted even a more effective check on the power or 

the ruling elite than the actual rebellions and riots which were 

everyday realities of the Ottoman political system. In urban 

settings, especially in Istanbul, the janissaries were the major 

representatives of this culture of political disobedience.          

 

A Janissary Tradition: Disobedience 
 

It is true that the participants of the early nineteenth 

century rebellions had diverse interests and were far from 

constituting a homogenous entity. Yet, they were able to rally 

under shared causes and interests despite their differences. A 

sense of camaraderie that existed between members of the 

Janissary Corps probably prepared a suitable ground for 

collective action in the rebellions. Although internal conflicts 

were abundant between different janissary regiments, this did not 

affect the strong group solidarity holding janissaries together 

against outside threats. For janissaries and their affiliates, 

the Janissary Corps provided a framework within which people from 

diverse backgrounds could communicate, organize and protect their 

common interests.86 In that sense, the Janissary Corps can be 
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described as a nexus which bound together the different sectors 

of Istanbul’s population: immigrants from the Balkans and 

Anatolia, craftsmen and laborers, shopkeepers, people of odd 

jobs. Along with their group solidarities, the loyalties of these 

people certainly lay with the Janissary Corps rather than with 

the Sultan or the central government. Equally important, 

disobedience to authority and mutiny were familiar themes in the 

history of the Janissary Corps. Members of the Corps were 

accustomed to act collectively against the central authority and 

when it was necessary, they did not hesitate to use violence.  

Although earlier examples suggest that mutiny and protest 

were not uncommon among the janissaries from the fifteenth 

century onwards, it was only in the eighteenth and the early 

nineteenth centuries that janissary disobedience to the central 

administration reached its culminating point in parallel with 

their integration into Ottoman society and their increasing 

autonomy. Ottoman chronicles and archives are full of examples 

suggesting that the janissaries showed little hesitation to rise 

against their commanding officers and the functionaries of the 

central administration. It was not uncommon that discontented 

janissaries executed their commanding officers or forced them out 

of their posts at best. Moreover, the rank-and-file janissaries 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
86 For the seventeenth century France, for example, associational 
groupings: guilds, neighborhood solidarities, and militia companies, 
played an important role in preparation and execution of uprisings. 
See, William Beik, Urban Protest in Seventeenth Century France: The 
Culture of Retribution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 
45-47.  
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often resorted to desertion during the campaigns when the 

conditions forced them to do so.  

It would be too simplistic to explain the behavior of the 

janissaries only with the lack of military discipline or the 

corruption of the Corps. Although in each campaign the janissary 

officers had to fill the ranks of the Janissary Corps with new 

recruits among the urban poor who had no military skills and were 

unused to the military life, the Ottoman armies suffered from 

larger structural problems related with the central 

administration’s inability to meet the necessities of the modern 

warfare. In general, the average janissary of the eighteenth and 

the early nineteenth centuries was poorly paid and equipped. The 

abuses and deficiencies in provisioning, which were abundant, 

made desertion appealing during the long lasting campaigns. 

Strategic mistakes committed by the chain of command and 

continuous defeats also decreased the morale of the soldiers 

while putting the capacities of army commanders into question. 

Since the majority of the janissary pay-tickets were in the hands 

of servants of high ranking bureaucrats and civilians, the ranks 

of the Janissary Corps had to be filled with urban poor as well 

as volunteers from the countryside during the campaigns. These 

new recruits who usually had no previous experience of military 

life, also contributed to the confusion and the chaos reigning in 

Ottoman armies.87  

                                                 
 
87 For several examples see, BOA, HAT, 8976 (1203/1788-1789). In this 
particular incident, deserters from the army flooded European side of  
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One of the overriding problems in the campaigns was the 

mutinous behavior of the soldiers. Although other army units and 

mercenaries mutinied from time to time, it was the janissaries 

who were generally reviled by the ruling elite for their 

disobedience and mutinous behavior in the campaigns. In fact, the 

available evidence suggests that janissaries were willing to use 

coercive methods against the functionaries of the central 

administration whenever they felt threatened by excessive 

military discipline and hardships in the campaigns. 

 In June 1778, for example, the janissaries, who were 

assigned to protect the Danubian fortress of Ismail, started a 

mutiny to rescue their comrades who were imprisoned for 

desertion. They occupied the residence of their superior 

commanding officer, ordu ağası, Seyyid Hasan Agha to force him to 

release the prisoners. During the ensuing quarrel, they 

discharged their rifles and pistols, killing Hasan Agha along 

with several of his entourage and releasing their comrades who 

were imprisoned for desertion.88 Not satisfied with taking their 

revenge from the commanding officer, they went to attack the 

residence of the commander-in-chief (serasker) of Ismail. When 

they failed in their attempt against the stiff resistance shown 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
the Bosphorus to return their hometowns in Anatolia. Attempts to rally 
them back proved useless and the authorities who were afraid of more 
troubles, decided to let them pass to Anatolian side. For undisciplined 
behavior of janissary troops assigned to Wallachia and Moldovia see 
BOA, HAT, 17090 (25.ZA.1237 / 13 August 1822); HAT, 19338 (24.M.1237 / 
21 October 1821); HAT, 19340 (11.ZA.1236 / 10 August 1821).   
 
88 BOA, HAT, 1268 (29.CA.1192 / 25 June 1778). 
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by the commander’s guard, they quickly dispersed to the 

countryside by deserting their posts.89 The reports indicated that 

the mutiny was the direct result of the attempts by the 

commander-in-chief and the ordu ağası to stop desertion.90 Since 

the janissaries in Ismail had been deserting their posts in the 

fortress in small groups for the previous weeks, the authorities 

tried to discourage desertion by resorting to exemplary 

punishments. Instead, their disciplinary actions triggered a 

strong reaction and a mutiny. 

Nearly seven years later, the janissaries, who were 

assigned to the protection of Ismail fortress, once again 

mutinied and deserted their posts en masse for lack of provisions 

and pay. Reminding the previous example, they did not hesitate to 

use their rifles and pistols against their commander-in-chief and 

other junior officers who tried to prevent them from deserting. 

The report claimed that only some junior janissary officers along 

with provincial auxiliaries were left to protect the fortress and 

these officers were trying to survive by working as porters on 

the wharfs, suggesting the deserters had in fact a just cause.91 

In another example, during the Ottoman-Russian War of 1806-

1812, when the imperial army was in its winter camp at Silistire 

in October 1807, the janissaries voiced protests against the 

strict control over the distribution of provisions and the 

                                                 
 
89 BOA, HAT, 1270 (CA.1192 / June 1778). 
 
90 BOA, HAT, 1271 (10.C.1192 / 6 July 1778). 
 
91 BOA, C. AS, 48011 (11.C.1199 / 21 April 1785). 
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decrease in their daily ratios. When the protestors faced heavy 

punishments, janissaries attacked the tent of the Janissary Agha 

who was commanding the janissary regiments in the imperial army. 

In the ensuing struggle, the Janissary Agha was killed and other 

senior officials including the Grand Vizier saved their lives 

only by fleeing from the camp.92 This time the mutiny had much to 

with a political purpose rather than practical grievances. The 

janissaries and their civilian allies in Istanbul had already put 

an end to the New Order in the Kabakçı Rebellion nearly five 

months ago and the mutiny probably aimed at eliminating the 

remaining supporters of the New Order in the army. 

These and many other similar examples suggest that 

janissaries often did not hesitate to resort coercive methods 

against the functionaries of the central state as well as their 

own officers whenever their demands were ignored or their 

interests were in danger. Since many of these janissaries were 

integrated into urban society as artisans, merchants and workers, 

they also carried these attitutes over into their civilian life. 

Often times, they employed violence as a means to protect and 

promote their insterests against each other and civilians. On the 

other hand, as members of guilds, labor gangs, or petty retail 

traders, janissaries shared similar concerns and interests with 

variuos urban groups.  

The presence of janissaries in urban riots and rebellions 

usually provided an important leverage for the rebels in 
                                                 
 
92 Cabi Tarihi, vol. I, 117. 
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achieving their goals. Before the elimination of the kapıkulu 

sipahis (janissary cavalry) by the janissaries in Istanbul during 

the seventeenth century, the central administration was able to 

utilize the rivalry between these two military groups in dealing 

with military or social unrest. Disappearance of the sipahis as 

powerful players from the political sphere left the janissaries 

as the only coercive force which the central state could depend 

upon in Istanbul. If this coercive force turned against the 

government for one reason or another, the central administration 

had no power to oppose its demands. It is true that the central 

administration could always try to manipulate the janissaries 

through controlling the higher echelons of the Janissary Corps, 

yet these senior officers were also vulnerable to the pressures 

coming from the ranks. The ties between the rank-and-file 

janissaries and artisans, small merchants and laborers of 

Istanbul shaped political interests and aspirations of the 

janissaries. If some members of the ruling elite chose to ignore 

these demands by miscalculating the potential threats of 

rebellion, then coercive power of janissaries could be employed 

in order to bring a government which would be sympathetic to the 

demands and interests of the urban groups constituting the 

Janissary Corps.      

This chapter has examined the role of the janissaries in 

the early nineteenth century Istanbul rebellions. First, I have 

tried to demonstrate the dominant views on the rebels and the 

rebellions in Ottoman historiography. Often siding with the 



 155

modernization project and the modernizing elite, the majority of 

contemporary Ottoman historians have presented a negative view of 

the early nineteenth century rebellions and their participants. 

They regarded these rebellions as deviations from the path to 

modernity in which conservative elements of the ruling elite 

attempted to prevent change by agitating and using undisciplined 

janissaries and ignorant masses for their own ends. This elitist 

approach not only removed agency from the participants of the 

rebellions, but also disregarded the demands and motives of the 

crowds, instead presenting them as backward looking and 

insignificant in comparison to the Ottoman modernization project 

with its teleological end in the modern Turkish Republic.  

One of the most important contributions of this chapter is 

the attempt to illuminate the identity and the motives of the 

participants of the nineteenth century Istanbul rebellions. I 

have tried to show that only by finding social and occupational 

composition of the rebels and by trying to understand their 

motives and demands, can we discard the prejudicial labels of the 

elitist historiography and its one-sided presentation of the late 

Ottoman history.           

This chapter has also tried to show the underlying 

strategies followed by the leaders and the participants of the 

rebellions. The similarities in the major rebellions of the early 

nineteenth-century prove that the janissaries and their followers 

acted on well-defined objectives and targets with a clear 

understanding of contemporary political context and agents. To 
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reach their goals, they employed strategies that were shaped 

around the past experiences of protest, rebellion and mutiny 

which were quite familiar themes for the Janissary Corps. Some of 

these strategies included preparing public opinion with political 

discussions in public places such as coffeehouses and barbershops 

and spreading rumors and news against the government ministers 

and the reigning sultan, recruiting and controlling the crowds, 

limiting violence to defined targets, and guaranteeing the 

security of public property and commerce during the course of 

rebellion. The people involved in these rebellions were far from 

being the ‘ignorant and the reactionary rabble’ described in the 

majority of primary and secondary sources. Instead, they were the 

masses of ordinary people who formed most of the working 

population of the city, trying to protect their essential well-

being and autonomy against the encroachments of a centralizing 

state.   

It has been argued that the janissary rebellions of the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries did not bring any 

significant changes to the political structure of the Ottoman 

Empire in the long term. Although there had been some discussion 

among janissaries to transform the sultanate into a republic or 

change the Ottoman dynasty with the dynasty of Crimean Khans, the 

only visible changes brought by rebellions were the removal of 

unwanted government ministers and the changing of the reigning 

sultans within the ottoman dynastic circle. The rebels were only 

successful in attaining their political and socioeconomic goals 
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in the short term by influencing the decision making process. In 

the long run, however, the central administration punished the 

perpetrators of rebellion and reclaimed their short term gains 

within the political system. Those who would pose the question 

“Why did not the Ottoman Empire have a revolution similar to the 

one in France?” unproductively focus on the visible political 

structures to discover what the Ottoman political system lacked 

to imitate the French example. Such an approach simply disregards 

the real objectives of the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century rebellions and does not try to understand the autonomous 

system which janissaries and their civilian allies tried to 

protect against the inroads by the central administration. 

Instead of looking on the weakness of the central administration 

in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries from a state 

oriented perspective, what we need is an effort focused on the 

strengths of other groups and institutions in the eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries.            

 



 

 

158

Chapter Three 

Reprisal: The Elimination of the Janissary Opposition  
 
 
 
 
 
    “Seni eder rağmdan beter  
     Yeniçeri tükenmez mantar gibi yerden biter” 
 
         From a janissary poster, threatening Sultan Mahmud II 
      
 
 
     
 
 
 
  
 In the immediate aftermath of the 1808 rebellion, Mahmud II 

issued an imperial decree addressing the officers of the 

Janissary Corps in an attempt to reinstitute the central state’s 

power in Istanbul.1 Although the decree was written in the usual 

regal tone, it could not hide Sultan Mahmud II’s desperation and 

helplessness against the rebels.  In the decree, before urging 

the officers to remove the rebellious elements from the 

Janissary Corps, Mahmud II felt the necessity to emphasize the 

fact that he survived this political catastrophe and was still 

the legitimate ruler of the Ottoman Empire. He reminded the 

officers that it was obligatory for janissaries to observe 

their founding principles and customs which required total 

obedience to the ruler and the state. He specifically ordered 

that this imperial decree should be read publicly among the 

leading members of the Janissary Corps and other urban 

                                                 
 
1 BOA, HAT, 51086, (1223 / 1808). 
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factions who helped to protect his throne during the 1808 

Rebellion. 

 There are two important points to make about the imperial 

decree; most importantly, it shows that how precarious was the 

sultan’s position during and after the 1808 Rebellion. After 

the failure of the loyalist troops to suppress the rebellion, 

Mahmud II was in a position in which he was not even sure of 

his life, let alone his throne. Although he was the only 

surviving direct male descendent of the Ottoman dynasty, there 

was much talk among the rebels about the possible alternatives 

to his rule.2 For instance, the rebels reportedly considered 

bringing a female member of the dynasty, Esma Sultan, the 

sister of Mustafa IV, to the throne. Esma Sultan was 

especially very popular among the janissaries and the common 

people for her opposition to the New Order. If this 

proposition was put into practice, it would have been an 

unprecedented event in Ottoman history. The Crimean Khan and 

the head of the Mevlevi Order in Konya were also among the 

alternatives discussed by the rebels for Mahmud II’s place. 

 Secondly, the decree shows that there was no consensus 

among the rebels on what to do with Mahmud II. A group of 

janissary officers and civilians seemed to insist on keeping 

the sultan on his throne and they eventually succeeded in 

their goal. In their attempts to persuade rank-and-file 

janissaries and commoners, these supporters of Mahmud II took 

pains to contain protests against the sultan. The Friday 

                                                 
 
2 Tahsin Öz, “Selim III Mustafa IV. ve Mahmud II. Zamanlarına Ait 
Birkaç Vesika,” Tarih Vesikaları, 1/1 (1941-1942), 25. Cabi Tarihi, 
vol. I, 305, 316-317.  
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Prayer Ceremony just after the 1808 Rebellion, for instance, 

was an unprecedented one in Ottoman history. Afraid of public 

demonstrations, the leading janissary officers created a 

distraction to lure the people into Et Meydanı and the 

Sultan’s Friday Prayer Ceremony was quickly held between the 

palace and the nearby Zeynep Sultan mosque without attracting 

much attention.3  

In the following months, the popular discontent against 

the sultan continued while a political game of bluff and 

counter-bluff was played between the janissaries and Mahmud 

II. While janissaries kept threatening the sultan and the 

central administration in order to have their demands 

accepted, the sultan tried to strengthen his position without 

giving them many concessions. Yet the janissaries obviously 

had the upper hand and were aware of their power over the 

Sultan and his administration. Thus they utilized every 

opportunity to put pressure on the government and used threats 

to achieve their goals.   

If a contemporary observer of the political situation had 

been told that the same sultan would abolish the Janissary 

Corps eighteen years later, his most sympathetic reaction 

would probably have been a restrained smile. Yet within less 

than two decades the central government succeeded in 

eliminating janissary opposition and removed the biggest 

obstacle in its path for centralization by formally abolishing 

the Janissary Corps in 1826. 

                                                 
 
3 Georg Oğulukyan Ruznamesi, 45. Cabi Tarihi, I, 303.  
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 The main purpose of this chapter is to examine the 

process by which the central administration was able to 

undermine the power of the janissaries and prepare the ground 

for the abolishment of the Janissary Corps. First, the chapter 

will look at the propaganda warfare and political struggle 

between the janissaries and the central administration during 

the Ottoman-Russian War of 1809-1812. Secondly, the chapter 

will focus on the period which was characterized by growing 

janissary control over the central administration in Istanbul. 

And finally, the chapter will examine the demise of the 

janissary power following the outbreak of the Greek Rebellion 

in 1821. As this chapter demonstrates, although the power of 

the janissaries, which was based upon popular politics, grew 

at the expense of the central state’s authority in Istanbul 

during the period between 1809 and 1821, Mahmud II’s policies 

were successful to remove the janissary threat against the 

ruling elite’s hegemony and to consolidate state power in the 

long run.  

Janissaries in the Ottoman-Russian War of 1809-1812 
 

In the aftermath of the 1808 Rebellion, Sultan Mahmud II 

was well aware of his precarious political situation and his 

unpopularity among the public. He had not only attempted to 

re-establish the New Order, but also had allowed the use of 

unrestrained military force against the commoners, which 

resulted in widespread bloodshed as well as in devastation of 

public property. The only reasons why he still kept his throne 

after the rebellion were that he was the only male descendant 
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of the Ottoman dynasty and there was no consensus among the 

rebels over the possible political alternative.  

In order to improve the public image of the sultan, the 

central administration resorted to employ some well-

established practices. It first distributed a bonus payment to 

the Janissary Corps, hoping that this would silence the 

janissary opposition for the time being.4 The birth of the 

sultan’s daughter also provided a suitable opportunity for 

organizing public spectacles and entertainments, to some of 

which Mahmud II personally attended. Distribution of food and 

money to the poor and other charitable activities were also 

employed to regain the favor of the public.5  

It is not clear to what extent the measures of Mahmud 

II’s administration were successful in restoring the sultan’s 

image in the eyes of the public. However, the measures 

employed by the central administration were not very much 

convincing for the janissaries, since they continued to put 

pressure on the sultan and the central administration in the 

months following the 1808 rebellion. For example, despite 

Mahmud II’s objections, some junior officers secured the 

removal of two key officials of the palace, silahdar and 

                                                 
 
4 Yayla İmamı Risalesi, 262. Cabi, I, 327-329. Many changes which 
were made during the Grand Vizierate of Alemdar Mustafa were 
abolished and returned their previous state. For instance, Alemdar 
Mustafa Pasha had replaced Jewish financier, who ran the finances of 
the Janissary Corps under the title of ocak bezirganı, with an 
appointed official. After the rebellion of 1808, this post was 
returned to the son of previous ocak bezirganı who was executed by 
Alemdar Mustafa. Alemdar had also prohibited the extraction of dues 
from merchant ships in Istanbul by janissaries. The new Minister of 
Navy also turned a blind eye to the gradual re-introduction of this 
custom on the wharfs of Istanbul after the 1808 rebellion.    
 
5 Cabi, I, 390. 
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çuhadar aghas, for their roles in organizing the opposition 

against janissaries in the rebellion. In order to have a voice 

in the government, the janissaries also insisted that the 

junior officers should join the government councils along with 

high ranking janissary officers.6 Although junior officers and 

other janissary elders had participated in government councils 

from time to time for consultations on military matters in the 

past, what junior janissary officers wanted to secure a formal 

voice in the decision making process. Yet Mahmud II’s 

administration continuously refused to give any concessions to 

the janissaries on this issue.  

On the other hand, the central administration’s decision 

to continue the war with Russia in December 1808 and the 

appointment of a new Grand Vizier brought new tensions to the 

already strained relations between Mahmud II and the 

janissaries. The janissaries angrily protested the choice of 

the new Grand Vizier, Yusuf Ziya Pasha, who was well known for 

his support for the New Order during the reign of Selim III. 

Janissary protests took a new form when janissaries started to 

draw the insignias of janissary regiments on the doors of 

residential houses at night. Since the residents of Istanbul 

were unsure about the meaning of this action, the capital 

entered a general mood of panic and uncertainty which was 

probably the exact aim of the protestors. Various posters that 

protested the appointment of Yusuf Ziya Pasha also appeared on 

the walls of the Porte and other public places of Istanbul.7 

                                                 
 
6 Ibid., 357-358. 
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While janissaries were trying to put pressure on the 

government with such strategies, the sultan pressed the higher 

echelons of the Janissary command to restore discipline and to 

stop janissary intervention in government affairs.8  

Throughout 1809, the janissaries in Istanbul were 

unwilling to report for active duty for the continuing Russian 

campaign. As the government requested more janissaries for the 

army, the janissaries openly announced their distrust for the 

central administration and the sultan. According to the rumors 

circulating in coffeehouses, the central administration’s 

secret motive was to get rid of janissaries by using them as 

cannon fodder against the Russians. Some junior janissary 

officers announced that janissaries would only campaign if 

they were accompanied by the members of the ruling elite, 

showing a keen awareness of their social status. Moreover, 

some of the junior janissary officers reminded the central 

administration of the hardships in the previous Russian 

campaigns when thousands of janissaries suffered and perished.9  

It was only after prolonged meetings, negotiations, 

threats, counter-threats and guarantees that janissaries 

agreed to join the imperial army in the campaign of 1809. 

Throughout 1809-1811, hard pressed by the government to find 

more and more men for the campaign and faced with the 

                                                                                                                                            
 
7 Şanizade, I, 171-172.  
 
8 Nearly a week after the appearance of janissary insignias on the 
doors and posters on the walls, the sultan replaced the Janissary 
Agha. The new Janissary Agha, Karslı Mustafa Agha was also replaced 
just two weeks after his appointment. Şanizade, I, 185.   
 
9 Cabi, I, 445. 
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reluctance of rank-and-file janissaries, janissary officers 

resorted to different methods to find the necessary number of 

janissaries to be sent to the Russian frontier. They enlisted 

volunteers coming from Anatolia in small groups for the 

campaign into the janissary ranks. The leaders of these groups 

were made serdengeçti aghas10 in different regiments and 

janissary insignias were put on their banners. Since the 

majority of janissary pay-tickets now were in the hands of 

civilians, janissary officers also put pressure on some of 

these people either to go to the war or to find proxies in 

their places.11  

While continuous failures and losses in the war against 

the Russians throughout 1809 kept depleting both the human and 

financial resources of the empire, the central administration 

relentlessly sought additional resources to continue the war. 

While the sultan was sending threatening messages to 

provincial governors and notables for urgent contributions, he 

also put pressure on the deputy of the Janissary Agha, 

Sekbanbaşı, to provide more janissaries for the campaign as 

well as to tighten the security measures in the capital.12 In 

November 1809, an attempt to start a new janissary rebellion 

                                                 
 
10 Serdengeçti literally means the one who was willing to give up his 
life. Originally the term was used for the janissaries who 
volunteered for high-risk duties during the campaigns.  By the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth century, however, the term was simply 
employed to describe the janissary volunteers for campaigns.    
 
11 Şanizade, I, 247. 
 
12 Sekbanbaşıs acted as deputies for Janissary Aghas in the capital 
when the Janissary Aghas led the janissary army in the campaigns.  
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against the sultan was foiled when one of the instigators 

informed the government about the scheme.13  

By the beginning of 1810, the conditions had become even 

worse both in the frontier and the capital. While the Russians 

captured important fortresses on the Danube, namely İsmail, 

İbrail, and Silistre, they also besieged the imperial army in 

its winter quarters at Şumnu. Since the war interrupted grain 

imports from the Black Sea ports, Istanbul populace was faced 

with the danger of famine and suffered from constant shortages 

of staple goods.14 While public opinion bitterly turned against 

the sultan and people voiced their protests in front of 

bakeries and in market places, the central administration 

attempted to influence the public opinion through imperial 

propaganda which blamed janissaries in the army for the 

failures in the campaign and janissary merchants and 

shopkeepers of Istanbul for the shortages of staple foods in 

the city.15 In fact typical janissary toughness and violence in 

Istanbul began to attract more and more reaction from the 

public which was under the continuous stress of shortages and 

the threat of an enemy invasion.  

The central administration was quick to take advantage of 

the situation. In April 1810, after a conflict between the 

janissary porters and merchants of the bazaars, several 

                                                 
 
13 Cabi, I, 572-573. This was probably an independent attempt without 
any considerable base. Yet it still shows the discontent felt by the 
janissaries against Sultan Mahmud II and his government. 
 
14 Kemal Beydilli, Osmanlı Döneminde İmamlar ve Bir İmamın Günlüğü 
(Tatav: İstanbul, 2001), 128.  
 
15 Ibid., 604-605. Şanizade, I, 336.  
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thousands merchants marched to the Porte demanding an imperial 

order permitting them to punish porters by themselves.16 The 

central administration was astonishingly sympathetic to this 

demand of popular justice and issued an imperial order 

permitting civilians to punish such culprits. It is possible 

to interpret the central administration’s decision as a clever 

maneuver which opened a door for possible conflicts between 

certain sectors of the society and janissaries. Being aware of 

the possible ramifications of the imperial order, janissary 

officers anxiously took action against the janissary porters 

and immediately executed the offenders.17  

Less than a week after this incident, a major fire broke 

out in the Galata district, leaving 2,000 houses burned.18 

Rumors flew that this was not an accident and the janissaries 

had fired the Galata district as an act of protest against the 

government.19 Although the real reason of the fire was not 

                                                 
 
16 BOA, HAT, 31156, (11 RA 1225 / 16 April 1810); For the details of 
the incident see Chapter I. 
 
17 For the concerns of janissary officers about the possible 
consequences of the imperial order on the public opinion see, 
Şanizade, I, 353. A similar event took place in Üsküdar when two 
janissaries tried to extract dues from a bathhouse owner. The angered 
public killed one of the janissaries and brought the other to the 
Palace of the Janissary Agha by voicing their complaints of 
janissaries and their officers. Cabi, I, 630-631.   
 
18 BOA, C. ZB, 4312, (19 RA 1225 / 24 April 1810). 
 
19 In fact, just two weeks before the fire, the rumors had been 
already circulating in Istanbul that the 64th Cemaat would set Galata 
on fire. As a result, shopkeepers and merchants hurried to close 
their shops and started to empty their stores. An imperial decree 
ordered the Minister of Navy to take the situation under control and  
forbade the closing of shops by giving assurances to merchants. BOA, 
HAT, 19495 (1225 / 1810). Although the date of the imperial decree 
was vaguely put as 1810 by modern cataloguers, the decree talked 
about the appointment of new Sekbanbaşı. The only change in the 
office of Sekbanbaşı took place on April 8 during the year of 1810. 
See, Cabi, I, 624.       
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clear, the central administration was not probably very 

unhappy about the rumors which put the blame on the 

janissaries for the fire which caused considerable damage to 

the properties of Europeans and other non-Muslims.     

In an equally important move to influence public opinion, 

the sultan publicly announced his intention of joining the 

imperial army and ordered the members of the ruling elite to 

follow his example after the loss of Ruscuk and Yergöyi 

fortresses in the spring.20 In fact the rumors had been 

circulating in Istanbul about the sultan’s intention to join 

the campaign since the spring of 1809.21 This political move 

mainly aimed at convincing janissaries and civilians to join 

the army as well as preventing the mounting protests against 

Mahmud II’s rule. The sultan also asked for material 

contributions from the people to finance the war with Russia. 

Now not only was the public more sensitive to the mobilization 

call, but also started to give financial contributions to the 

war effort more enthusiastically. At the same time, the war 

started to take a different turn in the Russian frontier. 

After a failed attack to force the Ottoman imperial army to 

surrender at Şumnu, Russian forces started to withdraw to 

Silistre. As Napoléon’s threat on Russia became more serious 

day by day, Russians hastily started to withdraw considerable 

                                                 
 

20 For the imperial decree in which Sultan Mahmud II announced his 
intention of leading the army see, Şanizade, I, 365-367.  
 
21 Sir Robert Adair, The Negotiations for the Peace of Dardanelles in 
1808-9: with dispatches and official documents, vol. I, (London: 
Longman, 1845), 163.  
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numbers of troops from the Ottoman frontier and to relocate 

them in their western border.  

While the momentum of the war slowed down, the propaganda 

warfare continued between the central administration and 

janissaries in the public places on the question of who were 

responsible for the military failures in the war. As the 

central administration and its supporters put the blame on 

janissaries for the failures of the army and argued for the 

necessity for restructuring the military, janissaries defended 

themselves with counter propaganda that underlined the 

responsibility of the chain of command and the ruling elite 

for the fiasco.22 When it became apparent that the sultan had 

no real intention to join the imperial army, janissaries 

placed posters all over Istanbul which called the public’s 

attention to the sultan’s unfulfilled promise. These posters 

openly called him a liar and thus declared him unfit to rule.23  

The janissaries in the army also started to show signs of 

discontent and mutinous behavior. If we disregard the 

government propaganda which put all the blame on janissaries, 

it becomes obvious that conditions in the Ottoman army were 

not very promising. There was continuous lack of provisions 

and equipment, the pay of soldiers was always in arrears, the 

deep distrust between the chain of command and janissaries 

                                                 
 
22 The historian Cabi, who gave much prominence to the discussions 
and news circulating in coffeehouses throughout his chronicle, seemed 
to participate in some of these discussions in coffeehouses himself. 
Although Cabi was very biased against the janissaries and the lower 
sectors of the society, his chronicle is still an invaluable source 
for learning opposite view points circulating in public places. See, 
Cabi, I, 691ff.      
 
23 Ibid., 701.  
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hindered any proper execution of commands. The war efforts in 

the frontier were often impeded by lack of funds. It was 

obvious that the central government was in no position to 

finance this long war which had been continuing since 1806 

with a short interval of peace.  

Correspondence between the imperial army and the capital 

neatly summarizes the troubled financial situation of the 

government. In a 1811 report, the Grand Vizier wrote that he 

had exhausted all sources and it was impossible to find anyone 

in the frontier regions who was willing to lend credit to the 

imperial army. An immediate cash transfer to the frontier from 

Istanbul was needed to provide even the most basic provisions 

and equipment for janissaries and the rest of the army.24 

Another report, which was signed by the commanders of all the 

army corps, revealed the problems in provisioning for the 

imperial army in detail.25 The report argued that army units 

had lost most of their provisions and transport animals in the 

winter conditions due to the sudden change of the winter 

quarters of the army in 1810. The irregularities in the 

provisioning of janissaries and other army units had been 

continuing since the previous winter. Each soldier had been 

given a loaf of bread every two days, a ration of barley every 

five days and a ration of meat every ten days while the money 

owed to them for provisions had been unpaid for the last six 

months.26 Many of the soldiers and officers were themselves in 

                                                 
 
24 BOA, HAT, 41998, (4.CA.1226 / 27 May 1811).   
 
25 BOA, HAT, 42110.A, (1226 / 1811-12).  
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debt and without their transport animals and other necessary 

equipments.  

 Throughout 1811, the problems in provisioning and pay 

worsened the tensions between janissaries and the chain of 

command. On one occasion, for instance, janissaries seized the 

money which was sent for the Grand Vizier’s army and claimed 

the amount that was owed to them for provisions and returned 

the rest to the Grand Vizier.27 In another instance they 

threatened the Grand Vizier and demanded payment of the money 

owed to them for provisions, only to be dissuaded by the 

Albanian mercenaries of the Grand Vizier. Often times, social 

tensions came to the surface in the demands of janissaries for 

payment and provisions. In one instance, janissaries proposed 

that their wages could be paid from the money which was due to 

the holders of government bonds, eshams. They argued that that 

while janissaries suffered from hardships and death in the 

army, “these rich people were enjoying the luxuries in their 

warm houses with their wives in Istanbul.”28  

The pressure which the janissaries put on the central 

administration was not limited to the demands for pay and 

provisions. Since Tsar Alexander instructed his commander of 

chief on the Ottoman front, General Kutuzov, to start talks 

                                                                                                                                            
 
26 To make a comparison, on campaign a soldier in the French army in 
1810s “was supposed to receive a daily ration of 550 grams of 
biscuit, either thirty grams of rice or sixty grams of dried 
vegetables, 240 grams of meat or 200 grams of salt beef and lard, and  
some salt, a quarter of a litre of wine, a sixth of a litre of 
brandy, and in hot weather, a shot of vinegar.” Adam Zamoyski, Moscow 
1812: Napoléon’s Fatal March (New York: Harper Collins, 2004), 82. 
 
27 Şanizade, I, 12.  
  
28 Cabi, I, 733, 783-784. 



 

 

172

with the Ottomans and make a peace at almost any cost, the 

janissaries started to pressure Mahmud II’s government to sign 

a peace treaty with Russia. The pressure employed by 

janissaries on the central administration for a peace treaty 

with Russia took different forms from meetings with Russian 

emissaries by overstepping the Grand Vizier’s authority to 

sending petitions to the capital.29   

On the other hand, Mahmud II’s government was willing to 

take advantage of Russia’s problems with Napoléon and 

struggled to renew the war efforts against Russia with a 

spring offensive in order to take back the territories lost in 

the war. Throughout the spring Sekbanbaşı was busy in 

organizing new janissary regiments and supporting personnel 

which the government requested for the imperial army.30 Despite 

all these hardships the imperial army was able to take back 

the fortresses of Ruscuk and Yergöyi from the Russians in the 

summer of 1811. In these efforts, along with the Agha of 

Janissaries and the commander of the janissary army, nearly 

eight thousand soldiers, majority of whom were probably 

janissaries, were killed in the action while five janissary 

regiments as well as nineteen junior officers were taken as 

prisoners by the Russians.31  

Even though the inferiority of the Ottoman armies against 

the Russians was indisputable during the Ottoman-Russian war 

of 1809-1812, the roots of the problem clearly went deeper 

                                                 
 
29 Cabi, I, 716; II, 807-8. 
 
30 BOA, C.AS., 5224, (12.R.1226 / 6 May 1811).  
 
31 Cabi, I, 792, 825. 
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than the discipline of the Janissary Corps. The Ottoman state 

found it difficult to control and mobilize its resources to 

finance a major military engagement. Irregularity of pay, lack 

of provisions, and the low quality of military equipment were 

the direct result of the state’s financial crisis. The poor 

condition of the Janissary Corps similarly was tied to the 

state’s inability to extract the wealth necessary to finance a 

powerful military, a chronic problem since the seventeenth 

century.     

Yet, if one accepts the conventional image of janissaries 

which was provided by contemporary authors such as Şanizade, 

Cabi and Es’ad, janissaries appear as the sole party 

responsible for the decline of the empire. The official 

chronicles are full of examples in which authors chose to 

place responsibility for military failures on the shoulders of 

the janissaries.    

In April 1812, for example, three janissary regiments 

from Istanbul, consisting of three thousands men, were ordered 

to join the imperial army. According to the historian Cabi, 

when the janissaries heard that the central administration 

planned to send the regiments to the city of Varna on the 

Black Sea with transport ships, they protested that this would 

cause them to be delivered into the hands of the Russian 

Navy.32 While Cabi gave this event as a typical example of 

janissary disobedience, he omitted to add that an Ottoman 

transport ship carrying several janissary regiments from Varna 

                                                 
 
32 Ibid., 838. There was no indication that these ships were to be 
escorted by warships in the Black Sea. 
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to Istanbul had been captured by the Russian Navy several 

months before.33 In that sense, Cabi ignores the fact that the 

protests of janissaries were not totally baseless and 

unreasonable.  

The same is true for the requests of janissaries for 

ending the war with Russia which had been continuing for six 

years. It is not difficult to imagine the immense burden that 

the war placed upon the Ottoman economy and society. In this 

sense, the requests of the janissaries were far from being 

capricious or treacherous as claimed by some chroniclers. 

Rather the janissaries were simply voicing a popular demand to 

bring a military engagement which exhausted the resources of 

the empire to its limits to an end. Despite all the external 

and internal pressures the sultan insisted for the 

continuation of the war and reminded janissaries of the 

agreement that was signed between them and the central 

administration after the 1808 rebellion, in which the 

janissaries promised to fulfill their military duties and obey 

the government in return for the abolishment of the New Order. 

Mahmud II also requested fresh levies from Anatolia and the 

Balkans to strengthen the imperial army. The janissaries, on 

the other hand, were willing to conclude a peace with Russia. 

Since the Russians were rightfully suspicious of Napoléon’s 

intentions, they were eager to sign a peace treaty with the 

Ottoman Empire and gave up all of the territorial gains that 

they acquired during the war. The pressures on the central 

administration for ending the war with Russia had continued 
                                                 
 
33 BOA, HAT, 41990, (9.Ş.1227 / 18 August 1812).   
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with growing intensity until Mahmud II consented to the 

signing of a peace treaty with Russia in May 1812.34 Without 

disregarding the other external and internal forces at work, 

it can be said that, once again the janissaries were able to 

force their will upon the sultan as they had in the rebellion 

of 1808.      

By looking at the available evidence, one can argue that 

the core of the problem that the central administration had 

with janissaries was not the military prowess of the Janissary 

Corps, but rather their disobedience and questioning of 

central authority. The questioning of the authority often 

revealed itself in very direct forms: open protest, threat, 

mutiny or rebellion. In other words, the primary concern of 

the ruling elite was the ability of the janissaries to 

influence the decision making process which was designed to 

exclude them. Although the janissaries once again were able to 

affect the decision of the government on the peace with Russia 

in 1812, their intervention was deeply resented by the sultan 

and his administration. The Ottoman central state saw 

monopolizing its rule over other internal power centers as the 

only way to mobilize its resources in order to survive in its 

struggle vis-à-vis other states. The Ottoman ruling elite 

believed that as long as the autonomy of these power groups 

limited the central state’s efforts to reorganize the society 

and politics, the survival of the Ottoman Empire was in 

jeopardy. Thus, Mahmud II’s administration had no intention of 

                                                 
 
34 Enver Ziya Karal, Osmanlı Tarihi: Nizam-ı Cedid ve Tanzimat 
devirleri (1789-856), vol. V (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 
1947, 5th edition, 1988), 106. 
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leaving the project of the New Order aside, and in it the 

janissaries had no place. 

 

The Politics of Centralization 

 

It is well-known that Sultan Mahmud II’s administration 

initiated its centralization project with the suppression of 

leading local notables, or ‘ayan, just after the signing of 

the Bucharest peace treaty with Russia. Unlike Selim III who 

chose to integrate local notables into his New Order as long 

as they collaborated with the central government, Mahmud II 

seemed to follow a different policy. Under Mahmud II’s rule, 

the central administration used every opportunity and means to 

expand its authority to the provinces. When it was possible, 

the local notables were eliminated by peaceful means. In other 

situations, the central administration showed no hesitation to 

use trickery and violence to get rid of big local notables.  

It is surprising that we know very little details about 

such a well-known set of events in Ottoman history. For 

example, there is still no study looking at the question of 

why some local notables chose to support Selim III’s New Order 

while others showed strong resistance to it. Surely, inter-

notable rivalries, strategic alliances and diverse interests 

played a role in all these choices but these do not suffice to 

explain other dynamics at work. Some local notables, for 

instance, seemed to use the New Order to break the power of 
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the janissaries in their regions.35 Provincial janissaries had 

been one of the groups which competed in the provincial 

auctions of tax-farms since the eighteenth century.36 Many of 

these janissaries, who were ex-senior and junior officers, 

also claimed tax exemptions and other privileges because of 

their military status and often did not recognize the 

authority of local governors and notables. It was no 

coincidence that the rebellious notables such as Pasvanoğlu 

and Tayyar Pasha who opposed the Selim III’s New Order sought 

the help of janissaries against the central government.37 

Although we need more detailed studies on the subject, it is 

possible to argue that these struggles during the Selim III’s 

reign dealt a severe blow to the power of janissaries in many 

of the provinces. Similarly, Mahmud II’s centralization 

policies also undermined the power janissaries in the 

provinces. 

While the central administration was busy in eliminating 

and pacifying local notables in provinces, it also attempted 

to reassert its authority in Istanbul. The sultan kept 

continuous pressure on the high ranking officers of the 

                                                 
 
35 The notable of Bolu, Hacı Ahmedoğlu was resented by janissaries 
for the prosecution of janissaries in his territories during the New 
Order. During the Grand Vizierate of Alemdar Mustafa Pasha, he came 
to Istanbul and took part in the attempt to reinstitute the New 
Order. He was executed by janissaries during the Alemdar Incident. 
Şanizade, I, 144.  
 
36 Ariel Salzmann, “Privatization and Public Office: The Voyvodalik 
of Diyarbakir in the Eighteenth Century,” The Turkish Studies 
Association Bulletin, 16/2, 1992, 203-205. See also her, “Measures of 
Empire: Tax-farmers and the Ottoman Ancién Regime, 1695-1807,” Ph.D. 
diss., Columbia University, 1995.    
 
37 Yüksel Duman, “Notables, Textiles, and Copper in Ottoman Tokat 
1750-1840,” Ph.D. diss., Binghamton University, 1998, 78.  
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Janissary Corps to discipline janissaries. He did not hesitate 

to replace Janissary Aghas whenever they showed signs of 

weakness or failures in their tasks. According to one 

calculation, twenty-four Janissary Aghas served under Mahmud 

II’s reign between 1808 and 1826.38 This simply disrupted the 

chain of command within the Janissary Corps. While the 

sultan’s administration constantly tampered with the upper 

echelons of the Janissary Corps, it also attempted to 

gradually eliminate the junior officers who were known for 

their opposition to the government and their involvement in 

previous rebellions. Between 1814 and 1815, the Agha of 

Janissaries, Seyyid Mehmed Agha, attempted to put this policy 

into the action upon the government’s instructions. In March 

1814, he executed three well-known junior officers, ustas, of 

the Janissary Corps. The Kul Kethüdası of the Corps was 

removed from his post and sent to exile because of his 

opposition to execution of the ustas. In February 1815, when 

Seyyid Mehmed Agha detained another group of janissary 

officers for execution, fifteen junior officers followed by 

their orderlies and other janissaries took the Agha hostage 

and released the prisoners. When the central administration 

refused to remove Seyyid Mehmed Agha from his office, the 

group executed him in a daring move to challenge the 

government.39 Once again, Sultan Mahmud II and his 

                                                 
 
38 Howard A. Reed, The Destruction of the Janissaries, 39. 
 
39 Şanizade, II, 235-237. Cevdet, X, 205-206. It is clear that Cevdet 
took this information directly from Şanizade. However, he also added 
important details in his account of the event. Unlike Şanizade,  
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administration drew back and could not take any action to 

punish the janissaries. After this event, the government had 

to change its policy which depended on direct and forceful 

action. Until 1820s, it could only resort to indirect means to 

control the janissaries.40   

The central administration’s targets were not only 

limited to the junior officers of the Janissary Corps. The 

sultan also moved to weaken the popular support of the Corps. 

In 1812, the outbreak of the plague in Istanbul provided a 

good excuse for the government to get rid of bachelor lodges 

in the capital. The plague itself took its heavy toll among 

the poor and immigrants who lived in disadvantageous 

conditions of poor housing which provided rich grounds for the 

spread of the disease.41 Throughout the city the central 

administration moved to demolish bachelor lodges which were 

                                                                                                                                            
 
Cevdet gave the number of junior officers who took part in this small 
coup d’état as well as the name of their leader, Hüseyin Usta, the  
very person who later became instrumental in the abolition of the 
Janissary Corps as the famous Agha Hüseyin Pasha.      
 
40 Exile and assasination were various means which were employed to 
get rid of the janissary officers who were considered as trouble 
makers by the government. For an interesting imperial decree in which 
the sultan secretly ordered poisoning of ex-Kul Kethüdası of the 
Janissary Corps see, BOA, HAT, 49397, (1231 / 1815-16).  Also for the 
suspicious murder of an ex-Jewish financier of the Janissary Corps in 
his exile see, Şanizade, III, 62. Sometimes, the honorific title of 
silahşörlük was given to these janissary officers. Upon receiving 
this title, these officers did not only loose their formal janissary 
titles but were also taken into Imperial service which made it easier 
to control their actions. BOA, HAT, 16428, (1235 / 1819-20).      
 
41 It is not possible to get solid figures of the deaths caused by 
the plague from the secondary sources. However, historian Cabi gave 
various figures for the death toll of the plague In Istanbul. On 26 
September, 1812 the number of coffins left the gates of Istanbul 
proper for burial were nine hundred. On 3 October, Cabi claimed that 
this figure reached two thousand. Cabi, II, 898, 902. This figure was 
down to five hundred per day in the beginning of November, 1812.  
Şanizade, II, 155-156. Another contemporary source estimated that the 
total number of deaths in Istanbul during the plague was over 
100,000. Kemal Beydilli, Bir İmamın Günlüğü, 231.   
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occupied by immigrants, porters, daily wage workers, and the 

people of odd jobs, majority of whom were either members or 

affiliates of the Janissary Corps. The kalyoncu lodges in 

Galata were also among the targets of the central 

administration. The administration employed popular propaganda 

to convince the public on the necessity of this action. The 

government claimed that the bachelor quarters were centers of 

prostitution, gambling and other sorts of despicable 

activities and were instrumental in bringing God’s punishment 

upon the city in the form of the plague.42 Still, the 

demolition of bachelor lodges in 1812 only constituted just 

one of the myriad attempts by Ottoman governments to control 

immigration to Istanbul. After 1812, new immigrants continued 

to arrive in the city and new bachelor lodges gradually 

emerged in their previous locations proving that the autonomy 

of social and economic life paid little heed to the government 

interventions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
 
42 Şanizade, II, 151. See also, Cabi, II, 914. Most of these lodges 
were located in Bağçekapısı, Asmaaltı, Tahte’l-kal’a, and Galata. As 
related in Chapter II, these were the very locations from which 
janissaries derived their supporters in the time of rebellion.  
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The Outbreak of the Greek Rebellion and the Peak of the Janissary Power 

   

Without a doubt, Halet Efendi stands as one of the most 

controversial figures in the early nineteenth century Ottoman 

administration. According to many chroniclers, he was nearly 

behind every important political decision taken by the central 

administration from the early 1810s until his fall from 

government in 1822. He also established close connections with 

janissaries whose power he was said to employ as a balance 

against the sultan’s power.43 Accordingly, these chroniclers 

agued that only after Halet Efendi’s demise, Mahmud II was 

able to put his policy of military reform into action and 

moved to liquidate the janissaries.  

It is clear that chroniclers such as Ahmed Cevdet Pasha 

and Es’ad used Halet Efendi as a scapegoat for the troubles of 

the Ottoman administration in the early nineteenth century. 

Thanks to these chroniclers, Halet Efendi shared a similar 

fate with janissaries with whom he established close 

connections, and became one of the most famous “villains” of 

early nineteenth century Ottoman history. Admittedly, the 

image of one man pulling the strings behind the curtain is an 

alluring plot for any narrative. However, as a recent study 

has suggested that Halet Efendi was no more than an 

experienced politician, who represented the interests of two 

powerful networks in the Empire; namely janissaries and 

                                                 
 
43 Cevdet, XII, 62. 
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Phanariots in the Ottoman administration.44 Janissaries and 

Phanariots established close economic and political relations 

for controlling the grain trade between Moldavia-Wallachia and 

Istanbul. By the late eighteenth century, Moldavia and 

Wallachia were the most important sources of grain for the 

capital. Phanariot administrators, local notables, grain 

merchants and captains of transport ships worked and prospered 

together in this lucrative trade. Since majority of the grain 

merchants and captains as well as owners of bakeries in 

Istanbul were janissaries or had affiliations with the 

Janissary Corps, grain trade with the Principalities played a 

crucial role in their livelihood. Selim III’s attempt to 

change the whole fabric of grain trade to provide extra 

revenues for his New Order met with stiff janissary 

resistance.45 It was no coincidence that the Supervisor of the 

Grain Customs of Istanbul and the former Director of Grains 

were among the primary targets of the rebels in the Kabakçı 

Incident of 1807. (See Chapter II) 

Halet Efendi’s rise was closely related to his ability to 

function as liaison between Phanariots, Janissaries and the 

Ottoman administration. In February 1821, when the Greek 

                                                 
 
44 Christine M. Philliou, “Worlds, Old and New: Phanariot Networks 
and the Remaking of the Ottoman Governance in the First Half of the 
Nineteenth Century,” Ph.D. diss., Princeton University, 2004, 104-
105. 
 
45 Selim III’administration attempted to replace the  miri system 
which set the purchase of the grain to a predetermined symbolic price 
with the rayic system in which the price of grain was aligned with 
the market price. With this move, the sultan aimed at increasing the 
tax revenues of the state from grain trade. See, Tevfik Güran, “The 
State Role in the Grain Supply of Istanbul, the Grain Administration 
1793-1839,” International Journal of Turkish Studies, 3:1 (1984-85): 
27-41, cited in Philliou, Worlds, Old and New, 107.   
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Hetairists started a rebellion against the Ottoman rule in 

Wallachia and Moldavia, the whole system of the janissary-

Phanariot partnership came to an abrupt end.46 The outbreak of 

the rebellion and its spread to Greece initially shocked the 

central administration which blamed the Phanariots and the 

leaders of the Greek community in Istanbul. Subsequent 

executions and confiscations of property targeted the 

Phanariots and the religious leaders of the Greeks of Istanbul 

while ordinary Greeks living in Istanbul came under strict 

government scrutiny and became vulnerable to anyone who was 

willing to take advantage of the situation.47  

In April 1821, when the central administration ordered 

the dispatch of five thousand janissaries to Wallachia and 

Moldavia against the rebels, the assaults against non-Muslims 

in Istanbul accelerated.48 Apart from robberies and forceful 

extraction of money from merchants, the houses and mansions of 

non-Muslims on the shores of Bosphorus became practice targets 
                                                 
 
46 It is interesting to note that the rebellion started with the 
massacre of Turkish merchants and ship captains in Galatz. The 
chosing of these targets perhaps had a symbolic meaning signifying 
the end of Janissary-Phanariot partnership. Philliou, Worlds, Old and 
New, 113.    
 
47 For instance, in May 1821 the central administration prepared a 
register recording every Greek living in Istanbul. Special interests 
given to bachelors living in inns and bachelor lodges. Every Greek 
male was recorded in the register with his place of origin, physical 
characteristics and the name of a Muslim subject who accepted to 
stand as a surety for him. Their weapons were also seized by the 
authorities and recorded in a register. See, BOA, A.DVNS.TZEİ, 29 
(Ş.1236-B.1242 / May 1821-February 1827).  
 
48 The periods of mobilization always posed serious threats to 
Istanbul’s order. Often times, the city faced with drastic increases 
in crime rates between the recruitment and the dispatch of troops to 
the front. The targets were usually non-Muslim merchants who were 
forced to ‘contribute’ to the soldiers on their way to military 
campaigns. It was not also rare that ordinary criminals, Muslims and 
non-Muslims alike, considered these periods golden opportunities to 
committ robberies in the guise of soldiers. 
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for the muskets of soldiers who were transported with boats to 

embark on the ships waiting them in Büyükdere.49 Janissaries 

did not seem to fare better when they arrived in Moldavia and 

Wallachia. The reports of attacks on local villages by 

soldiers gravely concerned the central administration which 

was afraid of alienating the local population.50 By the end of 

October 1821, out of five thousand janissaries sent from 

Istanbul, only two thousand janissaries were left in the 

Danubian principalities after desertions and those remaining 

were indiscriminately punishing the local population. The 

governor of Silistre advised the central administration to 

replace the remaining janissaries with Anatolian recruits.51 

The attacks of janissaries on non-Muslims in Istanbul and 

Danubian principalities cannot be explained only by talking 

about their usual lack of discipline or unconscious violence. 

The interruption of trade with Wallachia and Moldavia should 

have had serious economic effects on janissary merchants and 

esnaf in Istanbul, leading to a general anger towards Greeks 

and local population in Moldavia and Wallachia. The outbreak 

of the Greek Rebellion was also a severe blow to Halet Efendi 

who struggled to appease the central administration and 

janissaries with new incentives. Apparently, Halet was 

considered as responsible by janissaries and the central 

                                                 
 
49 Şanizade, IV, 4, 22,29. 
 
50 BOA, HAT, 19340, (11.ZA.1236 / 10 August 1821); HAT, 17090, 
(25.ZA.1236 / 13 August 1821); HAT, 17107, (26.ZA.1236 / 14 August 
1821). 
 
51 BOA, HAT, 19338, (24.M.1237 / 21 October 1821). 
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administration for his failure to spot the treason of 

Phanariots in the Danubian principalities.  

Under Halet’s incentives, who was desperately trying to 

gain both the government’s and the janissaries’ confidence 

back, the junior janissary officers gained regular access to 

the state’s councils. Although the junior officers put much 

pressure on Mahmud II’s government to gain this right after 

the 1808 rebellion, the sultan had shown enough resilience not 

to concede such an institutional right to janissaries.52 The 

central administration, under the paranoia of a Greek revolt 

in Istanbul, desperately sought the support of janissaries and 

Muslim population of Istanbul. In order to guarantee this 

support and probably with the advice of Halet Efendi, Sultan 

Mahmud II allowed the regular participation of the junior 

officers into the government councils. Under the slogan of the 

unity of Muslims, all the Muslims in Istanbul were ordered to 

arm themselves against a possible Greek revolt. The ban to 

carry arms in the streets of Istanbul was also lifted for 

Muslims.53  

The government’s decision to give junior janissary 

officers regular access to state councils was an unprecedented 

                                                 
 
52 Şanizade, IV, 2-5.   
 
53 Ottoman chroniclers argued that the imperial order resulted in 
ensuing chaos and terror in the streets of Istanbul. Some people saw 
this as a golden opportunity to commit crimes against Greeks and 
other Muslims whereas other civilians, some of whom owning a firegun 
first time in their lives, caused accidental deaths and injuries. 
Firing one’s pistol or musket into air seemed to become a favorite 
hobby among Istanbulis. At the end, the central administration had to 
issue several consecutive orders strictly forbiding the new hobby. 
The frequencey of the orders revealed that Istanbulis paid little 
heed to the government orders and kept the arms. See Şanizade, IV, 
49-50, 140-42; Cevdet, X, 278-279. 
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step in many aspects. In the first place, this was a move on 

the part of the central administration to formally recognize 

the influence of junior janissary officers on the government 

which had continued through informal and extra-institutional 

channels since the 1807 rebellion. Moreover, rank-and-file 

janissaries and junior officers as their representatives 

gained institutional rights to influence the system of power 

that was designed to exclude them from the decision making 

process. It might be argued that, in some instances, junior 

officers attended to state councils in the past - especially 

during war times- and the government’s decision represented an 

emergency measure in the face of Greek Rebellion and was not 

much different than the previous practice. Yet, the attendance 

of junior officers and other personnel in state councils was 

very random and in the past had taken place only upon the 

request of the central administration. The decision of 1821 

gave the junior officers regular access to state councils 

which they had formerly requested after the Alemdar Incident.54  

Finally and most importantly, this decision was likely to 

open unprecedented avenues of representation in Ottoman 

political system since along with junior janissary officers, 

the wardens of Istanbul guilds were also invited to state 

councils.55 Considering the close links between guilds and 

janissaries, the decision simply meant the presence of the 

representatives of Istanbul populace in the decision making 

process. Unfortunately, neither the sultan nor the majority of 

                                                 
 
54 Cabi, II,  
 
55 Şanizade, IV, 2.  
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the ruling elite actually intended to continue the application 

of this decision in the long term. From the government’s 

perspective, this was only a temporary measure taken for 

practical purposes in the time of crisis. It is not surprising 

to see that the ruling elite were critical of the attendance 

of the representatives of the lower social orders at state 

councils.  

A glimpse at the official chronicles provides interesting 

insights on the ruling elite’s stance on the subject. The 

official chroniclers who wrote on the early nineteenth 

century, namely Şanizade, Es’ad and Ahmed Cevdet Pasha, either 

downplayed or criticized the decision of 1821. While Es’ad 

completely failed to mention the attendance of junior officers 

to state councils, Ahmed Cevdet Pasha briefly discussed it in 

his chronicle in relation to Halet Efendi’s demise and his 

populist policies. Although Es’ad’s choice to ignore the 

subject was also a conscious one, Ahmed Cevdet Pasha’s 

treatment of the subject is especially informing since he 

seemed to grasp the essence of the threat posed against the 

state’s authority by Halet’s populism and the decision of 

1821. As a stern advocate of a strong central state and 

supporter of the Abdulhamid II’s (1876-1908) absolutist 

regime, Ahmed Cevdet Pasha was strongly critical of the French 

Revolution and its ideals. He was deeply suspicious of the 

supremacy of public opinion and the politics based upon 

popular consent.56 In that sense, it was not a coincidence that 

                                                 
 
56 See, Neumann, Araç Tarih Amaç Tanzimat, 200-203.   
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Ahmed Cevdet chose to present negative portraits of 

janissaries and Halet Efendi throughout his history since they 

represented serious threats to the ideal of autocratic 

government.    

Şanizade, who also shared the critical stance of Ahmed 

Cevdet for the participation of popular classes in the 

decision making process, seemed to be more sympathetic to the 

idea of representative government. Mentioning the similar 

institutions in certain European states, Şanizade drew 

attention to the some benefits of the represantative system. 

However, he argues that even in those states there were well-

defined criterias which only permitted the participation of 

the elite in the decision making process. Şanizade regarded 

the post-1821 situation as an unprecedented anomaly where 

commoners who had no qualification to take political 

decisions, gained access to state councils.57  

Mahmud II’s administration, which shared similar 

prejudices against the popular classes with the official 

chroniclers, impatiently looked forward to the first 

opportunity to invalidate the decision of 1821. As soon as the 

central administration was persuaded that the Greek Rebellion 

posed no direct threat to Istanbul and there was no danger of 

war with Russia, it moved against Halet Efendi and the 

janissaries. Halet was already under heavy criticism from 

janissaries for his failure in the Danubian principalities and 

                                                 
 
57 Şanizade, IV, 2-3.  
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the sultan used janissary discontent as an excuse to remove 

Halet from the office and then had him executed in his exile.58  

 

The Elimination of the Janissary Opposition 

 

After the elimination of Halet Efendi, the central 

administration’s next move was to suppress the janissary 

opposition in Istanbul. One of the first targets of the 

government was Haydar Baba, a Bektaşi sheikh of Iranian 

origin, who had great influence among the Janissary Corps. 

Accusing Haydar Baba of being an Iranian spy, the government 

ordered the newly appointed Janissary Agha to remove him from 

Istanbul. Under the heavy protests of the junior janissary 

officers, Haydar Baba was sent to exile.59 This move attracted 

much protest from the junior officers who, in return, put 

pressure on the Janissary Agha and the government for Haydar 

Baba’s return to Istanbul.60 The government attempted to 

relieve this pressure by getting a fatwa from the Şeyhülislam, 

as the supreme religious authority, legitimizing the exile of 

the Bektaşi sheikh. Yet, Haydar Baba’s suspicious death on his 

way to his exile intensified protests of junior officers into 

a degree that they refused to attend state councils.61 Although 

the government claimed that Haydar Baba was an Iranian spy, 

                                                 
 
58 Cevdet, XII, 63.  
 
59 Es’ad, Tarih, 130-31. Es’ad gave the date of Haydar Baba’s removal 
from Istanbul as November 1822.   
 
60 BOA, HAT, 17328, Undated.   
 
61 Cevdet, XII, 62. For the official correspondence on Haydar Baba’s 
death see, BOA, HAT, 17451, Undated.  
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the real motive behind his exile and suspicious death was much 

more complicated. Haydar Baba was said to be an influential 

figure leading the rebels in both the Kabakçı and Alemdar 

Incidents.62 As a Bektaşi sheikh, he seemed to command much 

respect among janissaries and acted as a spiritual leader 

unifying janissary leaders from different regiments. By 

getting rid of this Bektaşi sheikh, the central administration 

aimed at weakening janissary solidarity in the long run as 

well as testing the strength of janissary reaction for further 

moves of suppression.  

The government’s next step was to remove certain junior 

officers from Istanbul by appointing their regiments to the 

provinces. The central administration considered these 

individuals to be politically most active and dangerous to the 

interests of the ruling elite. According to reports, the 

government’s move was facilitated by the collaboration of some 

junior and senior janissary officers who were described as 

ehl-i ‘ırz, or respectable members, of the society.63 According 

to Cevdet, the architect behind the policy of divide and rule 

against the junior officers was Hüseyin Agha who was the 

Lieutenant Commander of the Corps at that time. By provoking 

the concerns of odabaşıs and tayin ustas about the increasing 

power of segirdim ustas, Hüseyin Agha created a division among 

junior officers and secured the collaboration of odabaşıs and 

tayin ustas with the government.64    

                                                 
 
62 Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 204.  
 
63 BOA, HAT, 19481, (1238 / 1822-23). 
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Following the removal of segirdim ustas from the capital, 

the government immediately moved to invalidate junior 

officers’ right to participate in the state councils. The 

upper echelons of the Janissary Corps also collaborated with 

the government in abolishing junior officers’ right to 

participate state councils since the power of the high ranking 

officers was undermined by the increasing power of these 

junior officers.65 The central administration’s efforts to 

weaken janissary power in Istanbul reached a culmination point 

with the appointment of Hüseyin Agha, the man behind the 

scheme to divide junior officers, to the post of the Janissary 

Agha in February 1823.66 Under the command of Hüseyin Pasha, 

the command structure of the Corps came to be more exposed to 

government encroachments. One by one, the janissary leaders 

who played active roles in the rebellions of 1807 and 1808 

were eliminated by Agha Hüseyin Pasha.67 

Given the increasing janissary control over the state 

following the 1808 rebellion, the success of Mahmud II’s 

                                                                                                                                            
 
64 A report by the Grand Vizier also confirmed the existing divisons 
among the junior officers and praised the role of the Lituenant 
Commander of the Janissary Corps in his decisive action against the 
segirdim ustas. The Grand Vizier also recommended  the appointment of  
the Lituenant Commander as the new Janissary Agha. BOA, HAT, 31969,  
Undated. The appointment of Hüseyin Pasha as the Janissary Agha was 
on 14.C.1238 / 26 February 1823. See, Es’ad, Tarih, 188.  
 
65 BOA, HAT, 19367, Undated.  
 
66 According to Robert Walsh, Agha Hüseyin Pasha was born in Bender 
in a family which was in the lowest state of poverty. In his young 
age he migrated to Istanbul where he found a job as a tabby in a 
coffeehouse. Since the coffeehouse was frequented by janissaries with 
whom Hüseyin had no difficult to associate himself and soon became 
one of them. At the age of sixteen he became a yoldaş (comrade) of a 
janissary regiment. Robert Walsh, A Residence at Constantinople, vol. 
II, (London, 1836), 502.   
 
67 Cevdet, XII, 82-83. 



 

 

192

administration in undermining the janissary power in the early 

1820s presents a difficult dilemma which cannot be solved 

without understanding the general patterns of socioeconomic 

change that was taking place in the Empire during the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Although the division 

between the junior officers created an important opportunity 

to weaken the power of janissaries, it does not fully explain 

why janissaries were unable to prevent the measures that were 

gradually being employed against them. A clue for answering 

this question can be taken from the assessment of the 

Janissary Corps by Agha Hüseyin Pasha who was proved to be a 

keen observer of the inner workings of the Corps. After making 

a general observation on the power of the junior officers whom 

he regarded as the most dangerous element against the 

authority of the central administration, Hüseyin argued that 

it was possible to break the power of junior officers since 

they had no power outside the boundaries of Istanbul.68  

Although there is still need for further studies, the 

available evidence suggests that the New Order dealt a severe 

blow to janissary power in the provinces. Enabled by the new 

political atmosphere brought by the Selim III’s regime, the 

rivals of janissaries among local gentry as well as the local 

administration continuously challenged janissary claims over 

economic and fiscal privileges in the provinces.69 It was not 

                                                 
 
68 Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 12. 
 
69 See, for example, Abraham Marcus, 89-93. Marcus shows that the 
janissaries in Aleppo were in continous struggle to protect their 
economic and fiscal priveleges against the rival factions of local 
gentry and the local administration during 1790-1805. Although  
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surprising that the loyalists who rushed to save Selim III’s 

throne in 1808 mainly consisted of local gentry and rural 

magnates those who were most benefited from Selim III’s 

policies the most. As was shown with the signing of the Sened-

i İttifak, the Charter of Federation, the local gentry had no 

opposition to the formation of a strong monarchy and a central 

administration in return for the guarantee for the protection 

of their interests and property. Although Mahmud II’s 

administration partially violated this agreement in its quest 

for centralization in the provinces between 1810-1820, its 

targets were mainly limited to big rural magnates and some 

members of the local gentry which included janissaries who 

were able to survive through the policies of the New Order. By 

1820, janissary power in provinces considerably eroded except 

in a few janissary strongholds like Bosnia, Erzurum, and 

Edirne.  

Equally important, the central administration had 

incessantly continued its propaganda warfare against 

janissaries in Istanbul. The central administration vigorously 

attempted to suppress anti-government propaganda in public 

places such as coffeehouses and barbershops.70 By the end of 

1810s, Mahmud II had already established a secret police 

network which was actively monitoring rumors and political 

                                                                                                                                            
 
janissaries once again took control of Aleppo by 1805, their easy 
elimination by the new governor sent by Mahmud II in 1813 suggests 
that their power seriously weakened during the struggles of 1790- 
1805. Similar struggles also took place in the Balkans and Anatolia 
between the local gentry and janissaries.  
 
70 For the heated discussions in coffeehouses on the responsibility 
of janissaries in the failures of the Russian campaign see, Cabi, I, 
693-696.  
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discussions in public places throughout Istanbul.71 It is 

noteworthy that not even women’s bathhouses were safe from the 

government’s spy networks and the central administration did 

not hesitate to punish several women for openly criticizing 

government in a public bath.72 The central administration 

patiently worked for turning the public opinion against 

janissaries and weakening their popular support in Istanbul. 

The major source of popular support for janissaries came 

from the lower social sectors of Istanbul’s population. A 

considerable part of the urban poor consisted of rural 

migrants, who came to Istanbul in search of work, better 

opportunities, and security. These rural migrants usually 

found employment in transportation and construction sectors or 

engaged in odd jobs and petty trades for their livelihood. 

Finding employment in Istanbul for new comers involved various 

informal networks which were closely interconnected. The 

Janissary Corps provided one such informal network through 

which migrants could find employment and security in the 

capital.  

                                                 
 
71 Général Comte Antoine François Andreossy, Constantinople et le 
Bosphore de Thrace, 3rd ed. (Paris, 1841), 24-27. Cited in Reed, The 
Destruction of Janissaries, 37-38. For the functioning of the central 
administration’s spy network in Istanbul cofeehouses in 1840s, see, 
Kırlı, The Struggle Over Space, 181-236. Of course, government 
control over public places such as coffeehouses was nothing new even 
in 1810s. For some earlier examples see, BOA, CZ, 3126, (Ş.1214 / 
February 1800); BOA, HAT, 53848, 53410, 53732, 53785, 53975, (1222 / 
1807-8). Although “discussing government issues in a public place” 
was described by government documents as a punishable crime, this 
neutral expression obviously referred to the act of criticizing 
government in practice.    
 
72 Cabi, I, 392. Apparently the central administration employed woman 
spies (tebdil hatun) to monitor women’s bathhouses.  
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Ottoman governments always considered these provincial 

migrants, the majority of whom were unsettled younger males, 

as a dangerous element which was prone to crimes and disorder 

in the city. Because of their connections with the Janissary 

Corps and the role they played in urban disorders, the central 

administration intensified its efforts to control these groups 

of provincial migrants in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century.73 Although Ottoman governments kept issuing 

frequent orders for the demolition of the bachelor lodges, 

which provided housing for migrants, the frequency of these 

orders reveal that government’s efforts were without much 

success. Because of the connections between janissaries and 

rural migrants these edicts often were not carried out 

thoroughly or even when they were carried out, the bachelor 

lodges were quickly rebuilt in their previous locations.  

Starting from 1810s, Mahmud II’s administration renewed 

its efforts to control rural migration into Istanbul. The 

plague in 1812 provided a good excuse for the government which 

swiftly demolished the bachelor lodges at Bağçekapı, Asmaaltı, 

Tahte’l-kale and Galata. By the beginning of 1820s when the 

central administration started to intensify its encroachments 

against the Janissary Corps, many of these bachelor lodges 

were rebuilt in Asmaaltı and Tahte’l-kale. In fact following 

the elimination of janissary leaders, Agha Hüseyin Pasha’s 

                                                 
 
73 For example, in order to take single migrants from provinces under 
close scrutiny and control, the Selim III’s administration prepared a 
set of registers recording single migrants throughout Istanbul with 
their names, addresses and place of origins. These migrants were 
obliged to enter a system of surety. See, BOA, A. DVN., 830-837, 
(1206-8 / 1791-1794).  
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next move was to demolish the bachelor lodges in these 

locations once again.74 At the same time, the government put a 

renewed effort to enforce the regulation of internal 

passports, mürur tezkeresi, in the provinces in order to limit 

migration to Istanbul. One can observe the momentous increase 

in the frequency of imperial decrees to provincial governors 

ordering them to observe the strict criteria in issuing the 

internal passports as well as prevent anyone attempting to 

travel to the capital without a passport.75 Yet, the continuous 

repetition of the imperial decrees, which mentioned violations 

and the laxities in the applications of the regulation, raises 

questions about the limits of the central administration’s 

power in enforcing its will in the provinces even after the 

suppression of the local notables. 

While Mahmud II’s government attempted to weaken the 

power of janissaries in Istanbul by propaganda and an 

aggressive appointment policy, it also strengthened its own 

position by guaranteeing the loyalty of the ulema and other 

army units, namely the artillery corps, the navy and the 

bombardiers. Mahmud II especially put much effort to control 

the ulema through appointments and promotions. The key 

positions in the religious establishment were filled by 

                                                 
 
74 Cevdet, XII, 84. In explaining the demolition of the bachelor 
lodges by Agha Hüseyin Pasha, Cevdet employed the conventional 
accusations against janissaries. He argued that these bachelor lodges 
were the centers of every imaginable sin including sexual crimes 
against women. Both Es’ad and Cevdet effectively used the theme of 
the sexual crimes of janissaries in their legitimization of the 
abolition of the Janissary Corps.   
 
75 BOA, HAT, 17378, (1238 / 1822-23); BOA, A. DVN. MHM., 241, 
(Z.1238-M.1241 / August 1823- August 1825).  
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individuals who were known to support the central 

administration.76 At the same time, the middle and lower 

ranking ulema were given special promotions and bonuses to 

gain their goodwill for the government.77 The central 

administration also wanted to guarantee the support of the 

artillery corps, bombardiers and the members of the navy 

against janissaries. In fact, the favoring of these army units 

over janissaries had been a government policy since the reign 

of Selim III.78 In the Alemdar Incident, while the artillery 

corps announced its neutrality, the navy gave active support 

to the central administration against janissaries. Only, the 

bombardiers joined the rebels at the last moment after 

mutinying against their superior officers. Therefore, Mahmud 

II’s efforts were directed to avoid the previous mistakes and 

to assure active support of these army units when needed.  

The sultan used every opportunity to show his benevolence 

to the members of these corps- he increased their wages to 

reasonable living standards and he bettered the conditions of 

their barracks.79 Among these efforts, he also built a new 

                                                 
 
76 Avigdor Levy, “The Ottoman ulema and the Military Reforms of 
Sultan Mahmud II,” Asian and African Studies 7 (1971): 13-39. 
 
77 Cevdet, XII, 168. As with other wage earners, the avarage wages 
for the lower ulema was below the living standards in the early 
nineteenth century. Kemal Beydilli, Bir İmamın Günlüğü, 46-47. 
Therefore majority of these people sought alternative sources of 
revenue for their livelihood. The existence of the members of the 
lower ulema in janissary pay-rolls shows that owning a janissary pay-
tickets was one of these alternatives.  
 
78 Shaw, Between Old and New, 122-126.  
 
79 Cevdet, XII, 165-167. When a fight broke out between the 
bombardiers and the Kurdish guards of the Naval Dockyard, the 
government punished the Kurdish guards by deporting them from 
Istanbul. Aware of the close connections between the Kurds and  
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mosque next to the barracks of the artillery corps. The Friday 

Ceremony on 8 April, 1826, was held at the new mosque which 

was named as the Nusretiyye.80 The procession at the ceremony 

was organized and carried out in a very meaningful manner, 

which virtually signified the approaching of the end for 

janissaries. While the sultan saluted and showed his favors to 

the members of artillery corps who were placed on the right 

side, he totally ignored the janissaries on his left side. 

Such an open move against janissaries on the part of the 

sultan who had been careful enough not to agitate any 

janissary reaction until that time, suggests that the central 

administration felt secure enough about its own power to 

confront any threat from janissaries. In fact, the central 

administration’s next move was to initiate a new military 

reform directly targeting the Janissary Corps. 

This chapter has examined the political struggle between 

the janissaries and the central administration following the 

1808 rebellion. The existing historiography has chosen to 

portray the janissary opposition to the central state as a 

typical reaction of a well-entrenched “traditional” 

institution to the forces of change in order to protect its 

privileges. As this chapter has attempted to demonstrate, the 

janissary threat to the central government was not limited 

with their efforts to protect their existing interests and 

                                                                                                                                            
 
janissaries, the government did not only get rid of a group that 
could provide potential support for janissaries in a rebellion, but 
also showed its favors to the bombardiers.   
 
80 Nusretiyye literally means “victory gained through the divine 
grace.”  
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autonomy. Equally important, janissaries attempted to 

formalize their participation in governance at Istanbul level 

which had been continued through informal and extra-

institutional ways. On the other hand, the Ottoman ruling 

elite, which had always been biased against popular 

participation to the politics, resented such “interferences” 

and tried to monopolize their rule over Ottoman society 

through formation of a strong central state. Even a simple 

look at contemporary official and private Ottoman histories 

reveals that the ruling elite in Istanbul perceived three 

major sources of threat to its existence; the external threats 

from other states, the threat of big local magnates and the 

one of the janissaries. For the ruling elite, the solution to 

the empire’s problems was not in extending the voluntary 

participation of society into governance but in enforcing a 

top-down reorganization of Ottoman society and administration. 

Accordingly, only after eliminating or subduing the internal 

power centers, the central state would be able mobilize its 

resources against external threats. It is safe to argue that 

the state policies during the early years of Mahmud II’s reign 

were shaped around this basic principle.                   
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Chapter Four 

The Abolition of the Janissary Corps and its aftermath                
 

 

 

                                   “Tecemmü eyledi meydan-ı lahme 
                İdüb küfran-ı nimet nice bagi 
 
                Koyup kaldırmadan ikide birde 
                Kazan devrildi söndürdü ocağı” 
       

 Keçecizade İzzet Efendi, on the abolition of janissaries 
 

 

 

Nearly two months after the Friday Ceremony at the 

Nusretiyye mosque, Mahmud II’s administration proposed a new 

military reform program, known as the Eşkinci Lahiyası. Long 

discussions among the government ministers, the ‘ulema and the 

upper echolons of the Janissary command in state councils, led 

to a decision to establish a new military organization under 

the name of Eşkinci Corps.1 According the proposed program, 

each of the 51 major janissary regiments would initially 

supply 150 chosen men to the new corps whose members would be 

organized under strict discipline and undertook regular 

military training and drills.2 Although the name of the new 

corps was chosen from a title already in use among 

janissaries, the Eşkinci regulations showed little difference 

                                                 
 
1 BOA, HAT, 17365, Undated. See also, Es’ad, Tarih, 569-574. 
 
2 The size of janissary regiments showed great variations. In 1826, 
there were apparently 51 janissary regiments which had enough members 
to supply 150 men to the new corps. 
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from the ones of the New Order, prepared for the Nizam-ı Cedid 

and the Sekban-ı Cedid Corps.3  

In fact the regulation was decided without any 

consultation with rank-and-file janissaries and the remaining 

junior officers. The bureaucracy and the higher echelons of 

the religious establishment and the Janissary high command 

collaborated with the sultan in preparing the regulations and 

janissaries were left to face a fait accompli. The cooperation 

of the higher ‘ulema with the government played a key role in 

legitimizing the Eşkinci regulations. Upon the religious 

opinion of the şeyhülislam, a legal document was prepared and 

signed by the members of the bureaucracy, the ‘ulema and the 

Janissary Corps.4 The preparation and the signature of this 

legal document gave the neccessary legal power to the central 

administration to deal with any opposition to the regulations.     

Having lost most of their leadership cadres, janissaries 

had no choice but to obey the new regulations initially. 

Janissary recruits started to enroll in the new corps, at 

least on the books, while the government appointed new 

administrative personnel as well as some drill masters who 

were ex-officers of the New Order troops and had some 

knowledge of modern military drill.5 In a short period of time, 

                                                 
 
3 For the Eşkinci Layihası see, BOA, HAT, 48112, Undated; BOA, HAT, 
17465, Undated. The draft for the Eşkinci regulation was prepared 
after the state council on May 25th, 1826. Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 14.  
 
4 Cevdet, XII, 172-174. 
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the number of new janissary recruits for the new corps reached 

5,000 on the registers. According to the historian Es’ad, 

while janissaries were seemingly obedient to the new 

regulations, they started to hold secret meetings under the 

leadership of the few remaining junior officers who had 

avoided government’s persecution.6 Yet, the lack of leadership 

showed its effects and there was no consensus among the 

janissaries on the timing and organization of counter-action 

against the central administration. While one group insisted 

on immediate action, the others advised caution and patience 

until they had enough power to resist the central 

administration. The latter, whom probably consisted of more 

experienced members of the Janissary Corps, were aware of 

precarious situation of the janissaries against the central 

administration.  

The central administration, on the other hand, was 

closely watching these developments through its spy network 

and was aware of the explosiveness of the situation. Although 

the janissaries had lost much of their power as a result of 

the government’s aggressive policies, they still had 

considerable popular support in Istanbul. Against a possible 

uprising, the government not only relied on the artillery and 

bombardier corps and the navy, but specific sekban units were 

                                                                                                                                            
 
5 The head of the drill masters was an Egyptian named Davud Agha who 
was an officer in Mohammed Ali’s army. The central administration 
preferred to appoint a Muslim to this position instead of an European 
advisor in order to prevent the usual anti-government propaganda 
which utilized the public’s anti-European sentiments. Es’ad, Üss-i 
Zafer, 64-65.  
 
6 Ibid., 69-70, 160-161. 
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also stationed in the fortresses on the upper part of the 

Bosphorus under the command of Agha Hüseyin Pasha7 and İzzet 

Pasha, the commanders of the Anatolian and European sides of 

the Bosphorus.8  

The regular military drills for the new janissary 

recruits of the Eşkinci Corps were inaugurated with a ceremony 

in front of the Janissary barracks at Et Meydanı on June 12, 

1826. Along with bureaucrats and senior officers of the 

Janissary Corps, a large number of the ‘ulema, were also 

present at the ceremony. Their role was to approve the 

legitimacy of the new regulations in regard to Islamic 

principles. Since the introduction of the new regulations, 

public places were once again filled with rumors of the 

government’s secret agenda. The anti-government propaganda 

focused on two basic points, one was the non-conformity of the 

new regulations with the religious principles and other was 

the government’s secret intentions to cancel all janissary pay 

                                                 
 
7 After his removal from the command of the Janissary Corps, Agha 
Hüseyin Pasha was given the governorship of Hüdavendigar along with 
command of the Bosphorus fortresses in European side. Although the 
government was afraid of an assassination attempt against Hüseyin 
Pasha by janissaries, it preferred to keep him close to the capital. 
Agha Hüseyin Pasha continued his advisory position in the project to 
eliminate janissaries and was in close contact with the Grand Vizier. 
BOA, HAT, 17348, (1241 / 1825-26). HAT, 17480, (1241 / 1825-26). HAT, 
16682, (1239 / 1823-24).  
 
8 The reason behind the stationing of these sekban troops in 
Bosphorus was twofold. The first was to prevent the auxillary 
janissary units, yamaks, who garrisoned the Bosphorus fortresses, to 
help their janissary comrades in the case of an uprising in Istanbul. 
In fact the yamaks chose to remain loyal to the government during the 
uprising of 1826, largely due to the presence of the sekban troops 
nearby. Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 188. The second aim was to quickly 
transport these troops to Istanbul through Bosphorus in the case of 
an emergency. During the uprising of 1826, there were 2,000 sekbans 
under the command of Agha Hüseyin Pasha and they were instrumental in 
the suppression of the janissaries. BOA, HAT, 17497, (17.ZA.1241 / 23 
June 1826).       
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tickets and to abolish the Janissary Corps.9 To combat the 

janissary propaganda, the central administration issued an 

imperial order which was circulated throughout Istanbul with 

the help of the ‘ulema networks. The order proclaimed that the 

new regulations were in complete accordance with religious 

principles and were approved by the sultan, the ‘ulema and 

other government officials. The government also gave public 

assurances that it had no intention of canceling janissary pay 

tickets and that present holders of the tickets could enjoy 

their income for life. The order also threatened the 

perpetrators of anti-government rumors with severe 

punishment.10  

As the janissaries would grimly realize in their last 

rising against the government on June 14, 1826, these 

strategic measures helped to curb the popular support for 

janissaries in Istanbul. The support of the ‘ulema and the 

usage of religious symbols like the holy standard of the 

Prophet as well as the government’s promise for honoring the 

existing janissary pay tickets became influential on the 

public opinion. Although we should carefully assess the claims 

of the official historians for widespread public support of 

the government during the last janissary uprising in June 

1826, it was clear that janissaries could not attract a wide 

public following such as they had in 1807 or 1808. The 

majority of the Istanbul’s population seemed to hesitate in 

showing support to either side. The quick suppression of the 

                                                 
 
9 Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 65. idem., Tarih, 612.  
 
10 Cevdet, XII, 294. 
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uprising and the following massacre of the janissaries by 

government troops also contributed to the passivity of the 

public.   

The Uprising of 1826 
 

Since the general characteristics of the 1826 uprising 

have been already discussed in Chapter II, it will suffice to 

make some general remarks on the event itself. The lack of 

experienced leadership among janissaries resulted in a 

premature rebellion which was badly organized, poorly planned 

and executed. To give an example, although the first move of 

the rebels in 1826 was to attack the mansions of the 

government ministers, who were responsible for the new 

regulations, none of them were in their mansions, a fact 

apparently not known by the rebels. They also failed to locate 

the Janissary Agha whom they blamed for conspiring with the 

government. The rebels were also unsuccessful in attracting 

all the janissaries in Istanbul under their banners. Like the 

civilians of Istanbul, considerable number of janissaries 

hesitated to join the rebellion and eventually survived the 

government persecution. Moreover, the rebels did not seem to 

spend enough effort and time to form the public opinion in 

their favor. 

 Last but not least, janissaries alienated the members of 

the ‘ulema by openly declaring them as legitimate targets to 

attack because of their support of the new military 

regulations. Although one can argue that the high ranking 

‘ulema had already cast in their lot with the government, 
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there was no evidence that the lower strata of the religious 

establishment had followed their example. In this sense, 

announcing the members of the ‘ulema as targets was not the 

best of the strategies on the part of the janissaries. 

There were still some members of the high ranking ‘ulema 

who opposed the idea of abolishing the Janissary Corps. In the 

state council, which met to discuss the measures to be taken 

against the uprising, some members opposed the option of using 

military force against the rebels by arguing that since 

janissaries came from the people, moving against them was 

illegitimate. We do not have any detailed information on the 

identity of these council members. It is impossible to know 

whether they were members of the ‘ulema, bureaucracy or the 

military. But we know that when the council decided to use 

military force against the rebels, it was the members of the 

‘ulema who proposed to try negotiations before taking any 

military action.11 Thus, it is not illogical to suppose that 

the previous opposition to military force against janissaries 

also came from these members. In any case, the ones who were 

in favor of using immediate military force without any 

negotiation prevailed and the government troops, composing of 

the members of the artillery and the bombardier corps as well 

as the navy personnel were sent against the janissaries who 

gathered in Et Meydanı. The students of the theological 

schools and some civilians also accompanied these army units 

in their march against the janissaries. A second group of 

civilians under the command of the palace servants was also 
                                                 
 
11 Lütfi, Tarih, I, 139-140.   
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sent to Et Meydanı to assist the imperial troops if 

necessary.12  

Although the official historians argued that the citizens 

of Istanbul gave widespread support to the government, there 

are reasons to be suspicious about these claims. During the 

uprising, the streets of Istanbul witnessed unprecedented 

propaganda warfare between the janissaries and the government. 

Public criers from the both sides toured Istanbul streets to 

rally the public to their side. While the government used the 

‘ulema networks to attract supporters, the bektaşi dervishes 

struggled to mobilize supporters for the janissaries 

throughout Istanbul.13 Despite all these efforts it is highly 

probable that the majority of Istanbul’s population chose to 

remain neutral and awaited the outcome of the events. The 

civilian support for the government basically came from the 

students of theological schools, sohtas, whose rivalry and 

enmity with janissaries had a long history.14  

In contrast to the propaganda warfare in the streets, the 

real warfare between the imperial troops and the janissaries 

in Et Meydanı was rather a one sided affair. Except a few 

feeble attempts by janissaries which resulted in small 

skirmishes, the imperial troops advanced to the janissary 
                                                 
 
12 Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 84, 90.  
 
13 Cevdet, XII, 179-183. 
 
14  Nearly twenty years after the uprising of 1826, historian Ahmed 
Cevdet Pasha had an opportunity to interview with one of the 
eyewitnesses to the events. The witness was an old janissary who was 
able to survive the events in 1826. He described the crowd gathered 
in the Sultanahmet square to support the government as thousands of 
people wearing kavuks (a special turban worn by the members of the 
religious establishment), simply referring to the ‘ulema and the 
students of the theological schools. Cevdet, XII, 185.     
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barracks without any serious setback. Aware of the superior 

power of the imperial troops, janissaries and their civilian 

allies (which probably consisted of supporters drawn from the 

groups of daily laborers, porters, and people who had kinship 

relations with janissaries) shut themselves up in the 

janissary barracks. The rebels had no chance against the fire 

power of cannons which turned the whole encounter into a 

slaughter. Overall, the last uprising of the janissaries was 

suppressed within four to five hours to the great surprise of 

the contemporary observers.  

Although the government sources were silent about the 

civilian losses during the event, some evidence suggests that 

the imperial troops did little to differentiate between 

janissaries and their civilian supporters. Lütfi claimed that 

some civilians and spectators were accidentally killed during 

the initial bombardment of the barrack gates. He did not 

discuss why these civilians gathered around the barrack gates 

or why the imperial troops chose to fire upon them. He 

downplayed the role and the motives of these civilians by 

describing them as the ‘spectators and people gathered from 

here and there.’15 A contemporary French observer, who visited 

Et Meydanı a few days after the event, also mentioned seeing a 

woman and her baby who had been burned to death in the ruins 

of the barracks.16  

                                                 
 
15 Ahmed Lütfi, Tarih, I, 140. 
 
16 Charles Deval, Deux années a Constantinople et en Morée, 1825-
1826, ou Esquisses historiques sur Mahmoud, les janissaires, les 
nouvelles troupes, Ibrahim-Pacha, Solyman-Bey, etc., (London and 
Paris: R.G. Jones & Nepveu, 1828), 136. Cited in Reed, 225.  
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 The janissaries, who were able to escape from the 

massacre in Et Meydanı, were also hunted down throughout 

Istanbul. The central administration was selective in its 

targets and the executions were limited to the remaining 

junior officers and the well-known janissary leaders.17 The 

total estimate for the number of the janissaries and civilians 

who were killed or executed during the events in Istanbul was 

between two and three thousand. Together with the executions 

throughout the empire which took place following the official 

abolition of the Janissary Corps, the total figure probably 

numbered about six thousand.18  

Although the majority of the janissary leaders were 

eliminated and the Janissary barracks were in ruins, the 

ruling elite were still concerned about the janissary elements 

within Istanbul’s population. Afraid of assassination attempts 

by janissaries, the sultan ordered his ministers and high 

ranking bureaucrats to reside within the palace quarters until 

the government became totally sure of their safety.19 With 

similar concerns, the Friday prayer ceremony was held in a 

small mosque just outside the palace with the attendance of 

the artillery and the bombardier troops. Since the Friday 

Prayer Ceremony was institutionalized in the Ottoman Empire, 

janissaries were for the first time absent in the procession 

and this was a firm sign of the fate of the Janissary Corps.20 

                                                 
 
17 Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 96-97, 164-165.  
 
18 Cevdet, XII, 207.  
 
19 BOA, C.DH, 10730, (21.Z.1241 / 27 July 1826).   
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The state council which met on the following day, June 17, 

1826, decided that the Janissary Corps was to be abolished and 

a new corps under the name of the Victorious Mohammedan 

Soldiers, Asakir-i Mansure-i Muhammediyye, was to be 

established in their place. These decisions were made public 

by an imperial decree which was read in all the mosques 

throughout Istanbul and copies were sent to all provinces of 

the empire.21  

The Aftermath                                              
 

A closer look at the imperial decree reveals that the 

abolition of the Janissary Corps and the janissary status 

throughout the empire was as important as the establishment of 

a new army for the central administration. As the imperial 

decree clearly put it, all the persons, who used to enjoy a 

privileged position by claiming the janissary status, would be 

treated as commoners and were obliged to obey the 

representatives of the government authority throughout the 

empire. The abolition of the Janissary Corps basically meant 

that there was no longer a legitimate base to oppose the 

ruling elite’s hegemony. In truth, the abolition of the 

Janissary Corps was a step taken to consolidate the state’s 

power and to eliminate the most powerful base for popular 

opposition. Once the power of the janissaries was broken, the 

central administration could make increasing demands on the 

                                                                                                                                            
 
20 Es’ad, Üss-i Zafer, 101. 
 
21 BOA, HAT, 51356.C, (1241 / 1825-26).  
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population in terms of taxes and manpower and the commoners 

had no longer any chance to influence the decision making 

process or to resist the application of these decisions.  

In fact the janissaries represented a tradition of 

opposition to government authority which the architects of 

Mahmud II’s reforms would never want to remember again. That 

was why following the abolition of the Janissary Corps the 

central administration banned the usage of terms, titles, 

signs or anything reminding the public of the janissaries. 

When the janissary coffeehouses were closed down after the 

abolition, government agents destroyed all the janissary 

insignias in these coffeehouses.22 Since the government closely 

monitored the public’s reaction to the abolition, people had 

to pay special attention for not using the janissary terms, 

titles and symbols which had deeply penetrated the daily 

usage.23 During the central administration’s paranoia over 

anything related to the janissaries, it was possible, for 

                                                 
 
22 These janissary insignias were usually carved out of alabaster and 
placed on the wall above the coffee-brewing place. Since each 
janissary regiment had its own coffeehouse, or probably more than one 
coffeehouse, placing of a regiment’s insignia in a coffeehouse was to 
publicize this connection. In the opening of a new janissary 
coffeehouse, the placing of the alabaster insignia took place with a 
procession and a ceremony in which the leading members of the 
regiment participated.  
 

23 “Haber-i aher olarak geçende İznikmid ahalisi birbirleri 
beynlerinde mine’l-kadim kullanmakda oldukları ağa ve bayrakdar 
tabirlerini el-an kullanmakda olduklarını işitmiş idim ve bu hususun 
fi’l-hakika cari olduğu sahih midir değil midir diye mahsus bir adam 
göndermek üzere iken..” BOA, HAT, 17394, (1241 / 1825-26).  Even more 
than a year after the abolition, government agents were still busy to 
monitor the public’s reaction to the abolition of the Janissary 
Corps. “Ağa-yı muma-ileyh kulları mukteza-yı memuriyyeti üzere ibtida 
Bursa’ya varıp üç gün ikamet ve Bursa’nın haline vukuf-ı tahsil 
ederek Bursa’da güruh-ı mekruh gayretinde kimse görmediğini ve  
Mihaliç’e varıp anda dahi bir gün ikamet ile kulak misafiri olup 
kelam-ı kerihe dair bir sohbet işitmemiş...” BOA, HAT, 17460, 
(23.M.1243 / 16 August 1827)  
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example, for a coffeehouse owner, who was disobedient enough 

not to fully destroy a janissary insignia from his 

coffeehouse, to undergo long interrogations and be executed in 

front of his coffeehouse.24 

Following the uprising of 1826, the government initiated 

a hunt for the leading janissaries in Istanbul as well as in 

other parts of the empire. The janissary leaders who were 

known to participate in the rebellions of 1807 and 1808 

received special attention and the majority of these 

individuals were sentenced to capital punishment.25 Many others 

were either exiled to distant parts of the empire or sent back 

to their hometowns with the condition to never return. For 

example, according to a kalebend (imprisonment) register which 

was prepared between April and August 1827, 209 ex-janissaries 

from different parts of the empire were sentenced to either 

capital punishment (60 in number) or exile (149 out of 209). 

It is noteworthy that 84 out of 209 carried esnaf titles and 

among them were 6 guild wardens.26 We also know that some of 

the janissaries, who had escaped from the capital punishment 

                                                 
 
24 In this specific incident, the central administration accused 
sixteen individuals inluding the cofeehouse owner with an anti-
government plot. Eight of these were sentenced with the capital 
punishment while the others were exiled to different parts of the 
empire. Majority of these individuals were described as ex-
janissaries and riff-raff (ayak takımı) by the reports. BOA, HAT, 
17335, 17335.B, 17335.D, (3.Z.1242 / 28 June 1827). BOA, HAT, 
17496.A, 17496.B, Undated.  
 
25 See for example, BOA, HAT, 17316.A, (1242 / 1826-27). “…merhum 
cennet mekan Sultan Selim Han vak’asında fitne-i külliyeye sebeb olan 
sabık otuzaltı’nın ustası Civelek Odabaşı: merkumun fitne-i külliyeye 
sebeb olduğu bilindikden sonra iktizasına göre tertib-i cezasına 
bakılsın.” 
 
26 BOA, A.DVN.KLB, 929-A, (10.N.1242 – 9.M.1243 / 7 April 1827 – 1 
August 1827). For the list see Appendix… 
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but were still considered as dangerous enough not to be 

exiled, were imprisoned at the Navy dockyard.27  

In Istanbul single provincial migrants who constituted 

the major part of the city’s work force also could not escape 

government’s outrage. In the months after the abolition, 

thousands of provincial migrants were rounded up and forcibly 

deported to their hometowns. The government especially 

targeted porters and boatmen whose affiliation with the 

Janissary Corps was well known. For the government, the 

abolition also provided a good opportunity to prepare a 

general census of the city. As remembered, a previous attempt 

during the government of Alemdar Mustafa Pasha met with 

widespread discontent throughout Istanbul. Common people were 

well aware that preparation of a census always spelled new 

taxes and other obligations. After the elimination of the 

janissaries the government had enough confidence for a new 

attempt and it prepared census rosters registering every male 

inhabitant in Istanbul and its three boroughs without much 

resistance.28 By the winter of 1826-27, the government was so 

successful in its pursuit of immigrants in the city that the 

residents of Istanbul had hard times to find boatmen and 

porters to serve their transportation needs.29  

                                                 
 
27 BOA, HAT, 18340, (1250 / 1834-35). 
 
28 “…bade’l-ıyd Üsküdar gibi İstanbul’un dahi tahririne mübaşeret 
olunacak idi şimdiye kadar bu hususa başlanmadı mı? Köşede bucakta 
bakiyyeden hayli adamlar kalmış olduğu zahir olmağın bu tahrir 
münasebeti ile onlar dahi def’ olur. Bu hususun icrasına mübaderet 
eyleyesün..” BOA, HAT, 17392, (1241 / 1826). See also Lütfi, I, 279. 
 
29 Lütfi, I, 157. 
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In order to prevent these deportees from returning to 

Istanbul, the central administration also struggled to enforce 

the application of domestic passports (mürur tezkeresi) 

throughout the empire. In the absence of the Janissary corps, 

immigrants could only resort to indirect means of resistance. 

For example, some of the deportees secretly returned to 

Istanbul, defying the government’s orders.30 

On the other hand, it was impossible to deport all the 

ex-janissaries from Istanbul. After executing or transporting 

leading janissaries, Mahmud II’s government was willing to 

leave rank-and-file janissaries alone as long as they did not 

cause any trouble. Some of the auxiliary janissaries (yamaks), 

who remained loyal to the government during the uprising of 

1826, were allowed to join to the ranks of the new troops.31 

There were some ex-janissaries who were recruited to the 

Victorious Mohammedan Soldiers.  

Yet the authorities always remained suspicious of these 

ex-janissary elements. Interception of correspondence between 

some ex-janissaries which mentioned the revival of the 

Janissary Corps led to the uncovering a plot which included 

numerous individuals from Istanbul and provinces.32 This 

resulted in worsening of the government’s paranoia and in 

resorting more executions and deportations throughout the 

empire. It is debatable whether this plot posed a serious 

                                                 
 
30 BOA, C.DH, 608, (9.Z.1242 / 4 July 1827).  
 
31 BOA, HAT, 17457, (1241 / 1826). 
 
32 BOA, HAT, 17357, Undated; HAT, 19426, Undated; HAT, 17327, 
(1242/1826-27). See also, Lütfi, I, 159-160.   
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threat to Mahmud II’s government, but the interrogations of 

the accused provided very interesting insights on the beliefs 

and expectations of ex-janissaries and bektaşis in Istanbul.33 

The leader of the plot was a bektaşi sheikh who spread the 

belief that 12,000 bektaşi dervishes would miraculously emerge 

in Üsküdar from the direction of Mecca under the command of a 

prophetic leader called Muhammad Ali and these would then pass 

across to Istanbul proper to invigorate the Janissary Corps 

and the Bektaşi order. Several ex-janissaries who were in the 

ranks of the new troops and the navy as well as several ex-

middle ranking janissary officers, who silently adapted to the 

civilian life, promised to participate. Although the whole 

affair included the elements of prophecy, geomancy, and 

miracle, the rebels seemed to have solid plans and material 

support to cause the government enough trouble. 

After the abolition of the Janissary Corps, the Bektaşi 

order of dervishes was declared illegal by the central 

administration in July 1826. In the government’s decision, the 

close connection between the Bektaşi order and the janissaries 

was instrumental. As mentioned before, the bektaşis had 

provided spiritual and motivational support for the 

janissaries in all of the early nineteenth century Istanbul 

rebellions. Bektaşi dervishes played important roles in 

recruiting and leading the crowds against government forces. 

In the uprising of 1826, while all other religious orders 

supported the central government, the bektaşis took their 

                                                 
 
33  For the transcription of the interrogation register (istintak 
defteri) see, Uzunçarşılı, Kapıkulu Ocakları, vol. I, 582-593.   
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place beside the janissaries and participated in the 

propaganda warfare against the government.34 The militancy of 

the bektaşis and their influence over the urban poor were 

enough reason for the authorities to eliminate the order along 

with the janissaries. Although Mahmud II’s government executed 

several leading bektaşi figures to terrorize the supporters of 

the order, the persecution of the bektaşis throughout the 

empire was limited to exile and confiscation of the order’s 

property. It was also dubious how thoroughly these orders were 

executed. As it became clear from the uncovering of the 

janissary plot, there were still bektaşi sheikhs and followers 

in Istanbul months after the abolition of the order.35 Similar 

cases of laxity in the execution of the government’s measures 

against janissaries could be observed in other areas. The 

janissary coffeehouses, which were closed down by the central 

administration after the abolition, started to reopen 

throughout Istanbul in a very short time. Although everyone 

was aware that the owners of these coffeehouses were ex-

janissaries, a testimony by the neighborhood, in which the 

coffeehouse was located, assuring that the owner had been an 

obedient subject of the sultan as well as bribes to the police 

                                                 
 
34 After the uprising of 1826, a bektaşi dervish from Üsküdar was 
exiled to Anatolia with the accusation that he tried to discourage 
people from joining the government forces during the uprising. BOA, 
C.ZB, 2282, (5.Z.1241 / 11 July 1826).  There was other evidence that 
bektaşis participated in the propaganda warfare beside the 
janissaries. See also, Cevdet, XII, 179.    
 
35 In fact the revival of the Bektaşi order in the mid-nineteenth 
century with the government’s consent suggests that the central 
administration’s main concern in the abolition of the order was the 
connection between the bektaşis and the janissaries. Once the 
authorities believed that janissaries could no longer pose a threat 
to the government, they seemed to turn a blind eye to the activities 
of the bektaşiş. 
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forces could easily provide the reopening of the coffeehouse.36 

It was highly possible that the central administration knew 

about the lenient attitude of its functionaries. Yet the 

normalization of daily life in Istanbul was also in the 

government’s interest. After all, the abolition of the 

Janissary Corps and the Bektaşi Order aimed at eliminating the 

institutional basis of opposition and resistance to the 

central administration and its policies. Once the government 

secured this goal and overcame its initial paranoia, there was 

no more need for further pressuring certain sectors of the 

society.  

Confiscation of Janissary Property 
  

A considerable part of the initial funds for the new army 

came from the take over of the properties and funds belonging 

to the Janissary Corps and its members. Technically, the real 

estate and financial funds belonging to the Janissary Corps 

and its members were considered as state property. Thus, after 

the abolition of the Corps, the central state reclaimed these 

resources for its treasury. It is not hard to imagine hasty 

government agents looking for regimental treasury chests and 

account books as well as other valuables in the burning 

Janissary barracks after the bombardment and massacre during 

the uprising of 1826. According to an account register which 

stated the revenues for the new army, the total sum of the 

cash and valuables, which were acquired from the Janissary 

                                                 
 
36 Es’ad, Tarih (Bahir Efendi Zeyli), 640n6.   
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barracks, was 692,518 piasters. This was more than one tenth 

of the total initial budget allocated for the expenditures of 

the new army.37  

  In addition to the cash and valuables found in the 

barracks, the central administration acquired additional 

revenues through selling janissary real estate and collecting 

the debts owed to the regimental treasuries. Since each 

janissary regiment engaged in money lending to earn funds, a 

considerable number of people owed debts to the Janissary 

Corps. It seems that some of the documents and registers were 

burned and lost when the janissary barracks was set on fire by 

the government troops. Since it was the mütevellis and scribes 

who were in charge of money endowments and keeping regiment 

accounts, the central administration needed their knowledge 

and cooperation to recollect the debts owed to the Janissary 

Corps after the abolition.38  

The Janissary Corps had acquired a considerable number of 

properties throughout Istanbul either through inheritance of 

the properties of deceased janissaries without heirs or 

takeover of the real estate of debtors who were unable to pay 

back their debts. The Corps owned a wide range of real estate 

including residential houses, shops, vegetable gardens, 

boathouses and coffeehouses. The Corps also owned numerous 

gediks throughout the city. Surely, the rents from these 

properties and gediks ensured a continuous source of revenue 

for the regiments.  

                                                 
 
37 BOA, MAD, 11831, (1241-1242 / 1826-1827), 3.  
 
38 BOA, MAD, 9772, (1243 / 1827-28), 21. 
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An account register, prepared for the collection of the 

debts after the abolition, listed 224 individuals who owed a 

total of 175,123 kuruş to the Janissary Corps. In addition to 

the debts, the central administration got total revenue of 

107,412 kuruş by selling the real estates belonging to the 

janissary regiments and their members.39  The register only 

showed a portion of the total revenue gained from the 

collection of debts and auctioning of the janissary property. 

According to the account register of the Victorious Mohammedan 

Soldiers, the total amount acquired by the state from 

reclaiming the janissary properties and debts was 489,063 

kuruş.40 When we consider that some of the registers and 

document were lost in the fire which consumed the Janissary 

barracks, the real figure would have been much higher than 

489,063 kuruş. In that sense, it is not an exaggeration to say 

that the Janissary Corps can be considered among one of the 

medium level financiers in the empire. Unlike the leading 

financiers of the time who usually dealt with large sums and 

conducted business with important state officials and 

merchants, the Janissary Corps generally dealt with small sums 

and provided credits to middle and lower strata of the 

society. For example, the total amount of 8.5 million kuruş, 

which was owed to the Jewish financier Şapcı Bahor by six 

high-ranking Ottoman officials during the time of Mahmud II, 

surely dwarfed the total amount of credits that was 

                                                 
 
39 BOA, MAD, 8390, (29.ZA.1241- 29.S.1243 / 5 July 1826 – 21 
September 1827). 
 
40 BOA, MAD, 11831, (1241-1242 / 1826-1827), 11. 
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distributed by the Janissary Corps to the small merchants and 

artisans.41     

The register itself is an invaluable source of 

information showing how deep the Janissary Corps and its 

members penetrated to the economic and social life of 

Istanbul. A glance into the names and titles of the 

individuals who borrowed from the money endowments of the 

janissary regiments provides us with important clues on the 

role that the janissaries played in the trade and credit 

networks of Istanbul. The people who borrowed from the Corps 

included both janissaries and civilians. Among civilians there 

were non-Muslim merchants and artisans as well as Muslim 

women. This suggests that anyone who had enough financial 

surety and the necessary personal links could obtain a loan 

from the Janissary Corps. The majority of debtors were either 

merchants or artisans who engaged in a wide variety of 

activities and trades. Only 46 out of 224 debtors did not have 

a merchant/artisan title. Of these, 10 were junior or senior 

janissary officers, one was serving as imam, and two were 

women. The rest had the titles of effendi and agha that offer 

few clues to their occupation.  

The merchants and artisans who borrowed from the money 

endowments of the regiments constituted a heterogeneous group 

which engaged in a large variety of trades. Among this wide 

variety of occupations, the grain sector was the numerically 

                                                 
 
41 Yavuz Cezar, “The Role of Sarrafs in Ottoman Finance and Economy 
in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries”, in eds., Colin Imber and 
Keiko Kiyotaki, Frontiers of Ottoman Studies: State, Province, and 
the West, vol. I, (London: I.B. Tauris, 2005), 67, 74.  



 

 

221

most visible category. Among these, there were 38 individuals 

who engaged in grain trade or producing grain products in 

Istanbul. Although making up 17 percent of the total 

occupational category, the grain merchants held 40.4 percent 

of the total debt owed to the money endowments of the Corps. 

After the grain merchants, the second hand goods dealers were 

the next largest group in the register. There were 26 of them 

holding 28.2 percent of the total debt. Nearly half of this 

group was non-Muslim, mainly Armenians. Apart from grain 

merchants and second hand goods dealers, the merchants and 

shopkeepers who dealt in staple foods and goods, artisans who 

engaged in manufacturing/selling of household utensils and 

tools, shoemakers and textile merchants, service providers 

like bathhouse owners, barbers and coffeehouse owners, were 

all represented in small numbers in the register.  

Considering the dominance of janissaries in the grain 

trade of Istanbul, it is not surprising to see that the grain 

and flour merchants and bakers were heavily represented in the 

register. Among the Muslim grain merchants, several of them 

carried janissary titles while the rest usually had the 

generic title of agha (which could be used by people from 

military and non-military origin). Whether they were 

janissaries or civilians, it is clear that grain merchants 

often resorted to the janissary credit networks. The names of 

the ex-wardens of the flour makers and the guild of bakers as 

well as the deputy-wardens (yiğitbaşı) of the guild of millers 

in the register also suggests overlapping of the guild and the 

janissary networks in Istanbul. Additional evidence from the 
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register also supports this argument. The lists of the debtors 

included three more wardens, one of whom was also a junior 

officer in the 45th Cema’at regiment, and another a deputy-

warden. It is not uncommon that merchants/artisans took 

credits from the regimental treasuries as groups. For example 

we learn that brocade merchants (kemhacı esnafı) owed 1,500 

kuruş to the treasury of the 64th Cema’at regiment while sweet 

pastry makers (esnaf-ı çörekciyan) located in Galata borrowed 

a sum of 5,500 kuruş from the 25th Ağa Bölük regiment.  

The Janissary Corps and its members also seemed to posses 

a considerable number of real estates, immovable properties 

and gediks throughout Istanbul. Since the central 

administration confiscated these properties and auctioned them 

to the highest bidders after the abolition, the official 

registers provide us more or less detailed information about 

their values, previous owners and locations. The data, which 

is presented here, was compiled from two extant registers on 

confiscated janissary property.42 Although the data, which I 

have presented here, provide us valuable information on the 

janissary properties in Istanbul for the first time, it only 

includes a portion of the properties owned by the janissary 

endowments and the members of the Janissary Corps. Only the 

real estate and gediks belonging to 44 out of a total 196 

regiments were listed in these two registers. Even if we 

assume that some regiments did not possess any real property 

                                                 
 
42 BOA, MAD, 9786, (8.RA.1242-27.M.1247 / 10 October 1826-8 July 
1831) and BOA, MAD, 8390, (29.ZA.1241- 29.S.1243 / 5 July 1826 – 21 
September 1827). 
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or gedik, it is difficult to explain such a big difference. It 

is highly probable that there are other registers which lie in 

the archives and wait to be cataloged in the near future. 

Moreover, as mentioned earlier in the chapter, many of the 

janissaries escaped from the central administration’s 

prosecution simply because the authorities had no interest or 

motive to punish all the members of the Janissary Corp. These 

ex-janissaries, who chose to live quietly among Istanbul’s 

populace, surely also possessed properties and businesses 

throughout Istanbul. It is also a possibility that some of the 

registers along with the janissary scribes and junior officers 

who had detailed knowledge about them perished during the 

uprising of 1826.  

The data consists of the names, locations and values of a 

total number of 239 real estate properties and gediks owned by 

individual janissaries and janissary endowments. In the list, 

there are only a couple of properties and shops which were in 

the provinces, the rest were in Istanbul. The preferred type 

of property investment for janissaries seems to be gediks in 

Istanbul. There were a total of 101 gediks making up 42 

percent of the total janissary property. (Table 4.1) The 

majority of these were coffeehouse, water seller (saka) and 

barber shop gediks. The rest of the gediks included small 

scale enterprises including tobacco shops and second hand good 

dealers. These were clearly defined as gediks in the registers 

and only 4 out of 101 gediks also included property of the 

shop/workplace. Auction prices also confirm the differences 

between gediks without property and gediks with property. A 
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coffeehouse gedik could be sold from 1,000 kuruş to 3,000 

depending on its location whereas a coffeehouse gedik 

including the property was priced to 5,000 kuruş. While 44 of 

the 101 gediks listed in the registers were owned by 

individual janissaries, the rest belonged to the regimental 

treasuries. There is no information on who ran the gediks of 

the regimental treasuries. Whether these were run by 

janissaries for the benefit of the endowments of the regiments 

or rented to janissary and non-janissary artisans/shopkeepers 

is unclear. 

Table 2 

Distribution of gediks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Source: BOA, MAD, 9786, (8.RA.1242-27.M.1247 / 10 October 1826-8 July 
1831) and BOA, MAD, 8390, (29.ZA.1241- 29.S.1243 / 5 July 1826 – 21 
September 1827). 
 

 

 

Residential houses made up the next largest category of 

the properties owned by janissaries. There were 55 residential 

houses in the list and all of these belonged to the endowments 

of the janissary regiments which collected monthly rents from 

coffeehouse 29 locksmith 1 
barber shop 15 greengrocery 1 
water seller 24 paintshop 1 
unspecified 10 tripe soup shop 1 
vegetable garden 4 knife seller/maker 1 
sweet pastry maker 3 grocery 1 
kadayifci 2 muhallebici 1 
tobacco shop 2 caulker 1 
yemenici 2 candle maker 1 
second hand goods 
dealer 1   
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tenants.43 The other noteworthy categories were vegetable 

gardens, orchards, warehouses, coffeehouses, and empty plots 

of land. There are also two large size manufactories for milk 

and olive oil production in the list. The rest seemed to be 

small size establishments that specialized in retail trades 

and small scale tool production/repair. Members of the 

Janissary Corps also possessed a large number of boats which 

were used for transportation in the wharfs of Istanbul. 

Although it is not possible to learn the exact number of boats 

owned by the janissaries, it seems that the central 

administration acquired a considerable sum of 71,619 kuruş 

from the auction of these boats. This large amount suggests 

that the total number of boats was in the hundreds.44 The 

overall distribution of business establishments and gediks 

owned by the regimental endowments and individual janissaries 

represents a mixture of occupations which required little or 

no formal training (like coffeehouses, water sellers and 

boatmen). But there also were tasks that required some sort of 

specialized training (like locksmiths and tool makers). 

Overall, the majority of establishments and gediks listed in 

the registers are the ones which required little or no skills. 

Running a coffeehouse or water carrying did not require any 

considerable skills for which one should go through a 

                                                 
 
43 While 18 of these tenants were recorded as single women, 21 of them 
were registered under the named husband and wife, and the rest were 
leased to single men. The avarage monthly rent of the houses owned by 
the janissary endowments in Istanbul was 30 kuruş.    
 
44 According to the only piece of information concerning the number 
of the boats in the registers, a total number of 142 single-oared 
boats were auctioned for 8,305 kuruş. BOA, MAD, 8390, 40.    
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particular apprenticeship, while using a boat or cultivating a 

vegetable garden needed some sort of experience which could be 

acquired in a period of time. Still one should not rush to 

conclude by drawing on the partial data provided by the 

available registers that janissaries chose to concentrate on 

semi-skilled or unskilled jobs. As discussed earlier, the 

registers only listed the properties and gediks which belonged 

to a small portion of the regimental endowments as well as 

individual janissaries who underwent the central 

administration’s prosecution. We should remember that boatmen, 

porters, coffeehouse owners and street peddlers like water 

sellers were among the groups which were considered as 

dangerous by the government. Unlike the janissaries who were 

considered as the respectable members of the society (ehl-i 

ırz) by the government, these janissaries constituted a 

politically active lower stratum which had proven to be 

troublesome for the state many times in the past by joining 

the rebellions.45 As shown in Chapter I, the overall 

distribution of occupations held by janissaries showed much 

diversity and could not be categorized only as unskilled and 

semi-skilled jobs.  

The analysis of the confiscated janissary properties has 

revealed how deep the roots of the Janissary Corps were in the 

financial and commercial life of Istanbul. The Corps was one 

                                                 
 
45 Of course, what constituted a respectable member of the society 
(ehl-i ırz) would be very relative. For the central administration, 
these were probably the well-off janissaries who had families and 
well thought-of occupations. They were either politically not active 
or loyal to the central government. As remembered, it was this group 
that saved Mahmud II’s throne during the rebellion of 1808.      
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of the biggest real estate owners and creditors in the city. 

Through credit networks, business and rental contracts the 

Corps and its members played a major role in the economic and 

social life of Istanbul. Although the abolition of the Corps 

was an ‘auspicious’ step taken for the survival of the empire 

in the eyes of the Ottoman administrative apparatus, it 

brought serious disruptions in the daily commercial and 

financial life. While janissary artisans, merchants and 

shopkeepers could no longer enjoy tax privileges and 

exemptions, the others lost one of their major creditors 

overnight. Since there were many janissaries in the guild 

structures, the abolition of the Corps was also a serious blow 

for the guilds which did not only weaken them against the 

government but also against rival artisans and merchants who 

operated outside of the guild structures.  

 

Reactions to the Abolition in Provinces 
 
 
 When struggling with heaps of archival documents 

concerning the reactions to the abolition of the Janissary 

Corps in the provinces, one is struck by the relative ease 

with which the agents of the central administration convinced 

provincial society to accept the abolition of the Janissary 

Corps. Dispatch after dispatch from provincial agents of the 

central administration explained how obediently the provincial 

notables and commoners accepted the imperial decree announcing 

the end of the Janissary Corps. Even if we assume that the 

majority of provincial agents somehow distorted the truth and 
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presented the process as easier than it really was in order to 

prove their administrative prowess, it still would not be 

possible to hide a mass popular reaction if it had occurred as 

was the case in Bosnia. Although this does not mean there were 

not any reactions or opposition to the government’s decision, 

it is noteworthy that such a social and fiscal reorganization 

did not cause a big upheaval in the provinces. Considering 

that there were large groups of people who claimed fiscal 

immunities and legal privileges in the provinces because of 

their social status as janissaries, one would expect protests 

and resistance to government’s abolition of the janissary 

status. 

 It is remarkable that in a janissary stronghold such as 

Erzurum there were no recorded incidents against the 

abolition. According to a report by the governor of Erzurum, 

after he informed the janissary leaders of the province about 

the abolition of the Corps, they pronounced their obedience to 

the government and agreed to deliver the keys of the citadel 

along with equipments and symbols which were belonged to the 

Janissary Corps.46 Although the governor promised honorary 

titles and ranks to the leading janissaries and assured others 

that they would continue to receive their tri-monthly pays, 

the imperial decree made clear that janissaries would lose all 

of their privileges as well as control over the tax resources 

which had been assigned them.47 Still, janissaries of Erzurum 

chose to obey the new regulations and accepted the abolition 

                                                 
 
46 BOA, C.AS, 25792, Undated. 
 
47 BOA, HAT, 17331, (6.Z.1241 / 12 July 1826). 
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of their Corps. Even the Sultan expressed his delight in the 

peaceful manner of the take-over in a city which had the most 

numerous janissary population in Anatolia.48 Yet the absence of 

any upright reaction did not mean that the new reforms and 

reorganization were heartily welcomed by the population. 

Alexander Pushkin, who visited Erzurum during the Russian 

occupation in 1829, duly noted that the sultan’s reforms had 

not yet penetrated Erzurum. Pushkin argued that the Ottoman 

troops still dressed in the older fashion rather than with the 

uniforms of the new army while janissary poets kept writing 

satirical poems about the Istanbul government.49  

 Most towns and cities in Anatolia and the Balkans 

similarly complied with the central administration’s decision 

to abolish the Janissary Corps. Reports from major cities such 

as Van, Kars, Sivas, Amasya, Trabzon, İzmir, Antalya, Selanik, 

Köstendil, and Belgrad all suggest that the lack of serious 

resistance to the government’s orders.50  In each of these 

cities janissaries heeded the government’s commands and 

delivered the keys of the citadel and their equipments without 

struggle.  

 Still, there were exceptions to this general atmosphere 

of passivity and submissiveness. In Tokat, ‘Ayntab and Edirne, 
                                                 
 
48 BOA, HAT, 17393, (25.ZA.1241 / 1 July 1826). 
 
49 Alexander Pushkin, A Journey to Arzurum, trans. Brigitta 
Ingemonson, (Michigan: Ardis Inc., 1974), 81.  
 
50 See for Van; BOA, HAT, 17354.A, 17354.C, (Z.1241 / July-August 
1826). Kars; BOA, HAT, 17315.A, (6.Z.1241 / 12 July 1826). Sivas; 
BOA, HAT, 17405.İ, (21.Z.1241 / 27 July 1826). Amasya; BOA, HAT, 
17405.G, (Z.1241 / July-August 1826). Trabzon; BOA, HAT, 17409, 
Undated. Antalya; BOA, HAT, 17414.D, (15.Z.1241 / 21 July 1826). 
Selanik; BOA, HAT, 17412, Undated. Köstendil; BOA, HAT, 17353, 
Undated. Belgrad; BOA, HAT, 17439, Undated.       
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which were traditional janissary strongholds, the central 

administration could not break the power of the janissaries 

without resorting to violence and terror. In Tokat, although 

janissaries and other provincial notables nominally announced 

their obedience to the government’s will, they had no wish to 

deliver their control over the city to the governor. In fact, 

the alliance between the janissaries and the ‘ulema in Tokat 

to control the tax resources and economic activities could be 

traced back to as early as the mid-eighteenth century.51 The 

appointed governors often found themselves helpless against 

the power of the janissaries and the ‘ulema.52 Thus, it was not 

surprising to see that the local ‘ulema allied with the 

janissaries in an attempt to bypass the authority of the local 

governor in 1826. The highest religious authorities of the 

city, the naib and müftü gave their support to the janissaries 

and attempted to oppose the orders sent from Istanbul.53 In the 

face of a strong opposition, the governor of Tokat had to flee 

from the city and sought asylum in the adjacent city of 

Sivas.54  

The rule of janissaries in Tokat was only broken when the 

governor of Sivas, Mehmed Pasha, arrived with his men and a 

military detachment to take the control of the city. After 
                                                 
 
51 Yüksel Duman, Notables, Textiles and Copper in Ottoman Tokat 1750-
1840, 33-44.  
 
52 It would be also misleading to treat the janissary-‘ulema faction 
of Tokat as a homogenous entity. The inter-factional struggles seemed 
to be also common among the different groups of janissaries in the 
city. BOA, HAT, 34434.B, (29.R.1239 / 2 January 1824).  
 
53 BOA, HAT, 34933, (23.B.1242 / 20 February 1827).  
 
54 BOA, HAT, 34933.A, (21.B.1242 / 18 February 1827).  
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executing twenty six leading janissaries and exiling the 

others, Mehmed Pasha was able to supress janissary opposition 

in the town.55 It is remarkable that some of the janissary 

notables also helped Mehmed Pasha to suppress janissaries in 

Tokat.56 It appears that these powerful janissaries had too 

many vested interests in tax-farms and other economic 

activities to risk by opposing the central administration. The 

most troublesome urban center in Anatolia for the government 

proved to be ‘Ayntab (modern day Gaziantep). In ‘Ayntab, there 

was a longstanding rivalry and struggle between the 

janissaries and their rivals who were mainly local notables 

and ‘ulema. Since the late eighteenth century, the local 

notables and ‘ulema seemed to enjoy the backing of the central 

administration against the janissaries. In 1780, a janissary 

rebellion in the city had been suppressed by combined forces 

of the governors of Aleppo and Maraş.57 This was surely a 

serious blow to the janissary faction of ‘Ayntab. Yet nearly 

within a decade janissaries quickly regained their former 

power in the city and held the upper hand against the local 

notables who eventually had to come to terms with them.58 

Despite all the efforts of the local authorities and their 

rivals, the janissary faction was able to control the city 

                                                 
 
55 For the list of executed janissary leaders see, BOA, HAT, 17414, 
Undated. 
 
56 Duman, 107-108. 
 
57 Gaziantep Şer’i Mahkeme Sicillerinden Örnekler, Cilt: 81-141, vol. 
IV, eds. Cemil Cahit Güzelbey and Hulusi Yetkin (Gaziantep: Yeni 
Matbaa, 1970) 87-91.  
 
58 Ibid., 100. 
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until 1826.59 When the local governor announced the imperial 

decree for the abolition, a major rebellion broke out in the 

city. The janissaries attacked and sacked the mansion of the 

governor who was forced to flee from ‘Ayntab. The rebellion 

was supressed by the governor of Maraş, Celaleddin Pasha, who 

arrived with a large military contingent. Although the 

janissaries tried to resist the government troops, they were 

unable to stand against their superior numbers.60 While the 

majority of the rebels were caught and executed, some were 

able to escape to the countryside.61 The official 

correspondence shows that the local authorities took pains to 

hunt down the fugitives who easily found shelter and support 

outside ‘Ayntab.62                 

In Edirne, the authorities also resorted to violence to 

prevent any opposition to the abolition of the Janissary 

Corps. After Istanbul, Edirne was probably the second most 

important janissary center in the empire. The janissaries in 

Edirne were deeply rooted in the guild structures as well as 

in the urban society. Like Tokat, the central administration 

first seemed to calculate the severity of reactions from the 

population. Only after realizing that the janissary power in 

                                                 
 
59 Gaziantep Şer’i Mahkeme Sicillerinden Örnekler, Cilt: 142-143, vol. 
III, 24-25. 
 
60 BOA, HAT, 17399, (3.B.1242 / 31 January 1827).  
 
61 BOA, HAT, 17452.B, (28.Ş.1242 / 27 March 1827). This is the list 
of the janissary fugitives who were sentenced to death by an imperial 
order. There were a total of 117 names in the list. 15 of these were 
not janissaries but were guilty of providing shelter for the 
fugitives.   
 
62 BOA, HAT, 17402.G, (23.L.1242 / 20 May 1827).  
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Edirne could not be easily eliminated without coercive 

methods, the government initiated a series of executions and 

exiles, nearly six months after the abolition of the Janissary 

Corps.63 The reports from the governor of Çirmen, Es’ad Pasha, 

urged the central administration to pay much attention to the 

situation in Edirne claiming that there were too many 

janissaries in the city who would cause further trouble.64 It 

is unclear if there was an open revolt by the janissaries in 

the city although some contemporary European newspapers 

claimed there was one.65 From December, 1826 to March, 1827 

over two hundred janissaries were exiled or executed in the 

city of Edirne. As expected, more than half of the convicts 

carried artisan or shopkeeper titles.66 The governor Es’ad 

Pasha was especially worried about the guild of tanners, whose 

close ties with the Janissary Corps were well-known. He 

ordered the stationing of more than hundred sekban soldiers in 

the tanneries.67 The documents do not indicate if this was the 

result of previous troubles in the tanneries which might take 

place as a reaction to the abolition of the Janissary Corps. 

Yet there were plenty of tanners among the punished 

janissaries in Edirne. 

                                                 
 
63 First report on executions and exiles in Edirne dated to December 
1826. The report mentioned the names of four janissary leaders who 
were executed and twenty-one others who were sent to exile. BOA, HAT, 
(17.CA.1242 / 17 December 1826).  
 
64 BOA, HAT, 17321, (7.C.1242 / 6 January 1827). 
 
65 Reed, The Destruction of Janissaries, 258. 
 
66 BOA, A.DVN.KLB, 929-A, (10.B.1242 – 9.M.1243 / 7 February 1827 – 1 
August 1827).  
 
67 BOA, HAT, 17321, (17.CA.1242 / 17 December 1826).   
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As in Anatolia, the reactions to the abolition of the 

Janissary Corps also varied in the Arab provinces. In the 

places where janissaries had already lost their dominance like 

Damascus and Aleppo, there was no strong opposition. In 

Damascus, the reports indicated that the members of the two 

janissary regiments, who were assigned to Damascus at the 

time, obeyed the orders and delivered their equipments to the 

authorities.68 In fact, the janissaries had never recovered 

their former strength in Damascus since the local rulers, 

helped by the local population, forcibly removed janissaries 

from Damascus in the mid-eighteenth century.69 Thus, the 

central administration probably expected little trouble in 

Damascus. The situation was little different in Aleppo where 

the local governor already had eliminated the janissary hold 

over the city in 1810s with the help of local power groups.70   

In Jerusalem, however, the local population was less 

willing to accept the new order. They neither wanted to accept 

the new taxes nor to deliver the citadel to the governor’s 

troops. Mahmud II’s government was uneasy about the situation 

in Jerusalem since it was suspected that Muhammed Ali Pasha of 

Egypt secretly supported the dissent in the city.71 In Baghdad, 

on the other hand, the local rulers and population seemed to 

pay no heed to the government’s orders at all. Despite the 

                                                 
 
68 BOA, HAT, 17315, 17315.C, 17315.D, (19.Z.1241 / 25 July 1826).  
 
69 Şeyh Ahmed El-Bediri El-Hallak, Berber Bediri’nin Günlüğü: 1741-
1762, trans. Hasan Yüksel, (Ankara: Akçağ Yayınları, 1995).   
 
70 Abraham Marcus, Middle East on the Eve of Modernity, 92.  
 
71 BOA, HAT, 32630, Undated.   
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imperial decree that announced the abolition of the Janissary 

Corps and janissary status, it was possible to find 

janissaries even as late as 1831.72 It is noteworthy to observe 

that the central government was still unable to enforce its 

orders in Baghdad nearly five years after the abolition of the 

Janissary Corps. Obviously, Mahmud II’s centralized government 

had its limitations.  

Yet the most powerful reaction to the abolition came not 

from Arab provinces, but from the Balkans. In Bosnia, the 

government’s decision to abolish the Janissary Corps met with 

significant resistance. The opposition was the strongest at 

Sarajevo; the government agent who brought the imperial decree 

was forced to leave the city, marketplaces were closed, and 

the crowds who gathered at mosques and squares announced that 

they did not recognize the imperial decree which contradicted 

the established law (kanun-ı kadim) of the Janissary Corps.73 

At Travnik, which was the administrative center of the 

province, the governor was forced to shut himself in the 

citadel, and the crowds took control of the town.74 Between 

August 1826 and February 1827, the janissaries virtually took 

over the administration of the province and practically 

                                                 
 
72 An imperial order which was sent to the local administrators of 
Baghdad reveals that the janissary status and titles were still valid 
in 1831. The order warned the authorities to put a stop to this  
situation and threatened them with severe punishments in the case 
they did not comply. BOA, C.DH., 3056, (RA.1247 / August 1831).    
 
73 BOA, HAT, 43477, (1.S.1242 / 4 September 1826); 43477.D, 
(12.S.1242 / 15 September 1826).  
 
74 For the copies of the correspondence between the rebel leaders see, 
BOA, HAT, 43477.H (15.Z.1241 / 21 July 1826); 43477.I (1.M.1242 / 5 
August 1826).  
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proclaimed their autonomy. The Agha of janissaries acted as 

the highest authority in the province by appointing officials 

and janissary serdars for the administration of the lower 

judicial districts and distributing the rights to collect tax 

revenues (specifically cizye revenues) to janissaries.75 These 

developments caused a great deal of panic at Istanbul. The 

government appointed a new governor, Abdurrahman Pasha, and 

hastily put a large military force under his command even 

though it was not the campaign season. Apparently the 

government expected a strong and lengthy armed resistance in 

Bosnia. Nevertheless, fortunately for the government, there 

were divisions between the populace of Bosnia since the 

beginning of the incident. The Bosnian ‘ulema were especially 

in favor of complying with the orders of the central 

administration.76 As the forces of Abdurrahman Pasha approached 

Sarajevo, most rebels changed sides and decided to submit 

themselves to the new order. As the documents put it: these 

were mainly ‘ulema, merchants and artisans/shopkeepers of the 

markets (‘ulema ve tüccar ve ehl-i suku eşkiya güruhundan 

ayrılıb)77 and they probably had much to risk in an armed 

struggle with the government forces. Indeed, their last minute 

submissiveness saved the populace of Bosnia from excessive 

punishments as had occurred at ‘Ayntab. The new governor was 

content with the punishment of several janissary leaders as 

well as the exile of the some others. 

                                                 
 
75 BOA, HAT, 43477.F, Undated. 
 
76 BOA, HAT, 43477.D, (12.S.1242 / 15 September 1826). 
 
77 BOA, HAT, 45318, (17.B.1242 / 14 February 1827).   
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This short survey of provincial reactions to the 

abolition of the Janissary Corps does not do justice to the 

complexity and regional differences of the phenomena. Each 

province or city is worth studying by analyzing the long term 

political and economic struggles between janissary factions 

and their rivals up to 1826. Yet the overall picture suggests 

that by the 1820s there were few provincial urban centers in 

which janissaries were able to hold powerful positions. Even 

in those places there was either no unity among janissaries to 

stage a powerful and lengthy resistance to the government or 

not willingness to risk lives and properties in an attempt to 

oppose the abolition. Still, the abolition of the Janissary 

corps and janissary privileges surely caused deep resentments 

among ex-janissaries. The increasing demands for taxes and 

manpower by a centralizing government should have also had 

negative effects on the image of Sultan Mahmud II and his 

government in the provinces. It is worth asking for example if 

these factors had any effect on provincial groups who gave 

their support to the Egyptian armies which occupied the Arab 

provinces and some parts of Anatolia between 1832 and 1833. 

*** 

There is no doubt that the abolition of the Janissary 

Corps had profound effects on Ottoman social and political 

life. When the upheaval caused by the terror and violence in 

1826 ended, the Ottoman world would never look the same again. 

The elimination of the janissaries was definitely a triumph 

for the central administration which had been under the 

constant pressure from the plebian classes of Istanbul which 
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tried to influence the governance since the eighteenth 

century. Once the janissaries were out of the way, these 

groups had little means to influence the decision making 

process in the government. Without the threat of rebellion at 

their door, the authorities would feel more comfortable to 

assert the increasing requirements of the centralizing state 

over Ottoman society.  

Neither had they any reason to keep all of their promises 

and obligations since there was nobody left to force them to 

do so. For example, despite the official promise to continue 

the payments of the tri-monthly wages to the janissary pay-

tickets holders for a lifetime, the authorities seemed to 

resort to every kind of threats and bureaucratic tricks to 

invalidate the remaining janissary pay-tickets in the 

aftermath of the abolition.78 Since most of these payments were 

in arrears for five years, the invalidation of the janissary 

pay-tickets simply meant that the state treasury was relieved 

of a large amount of domestic debt overnight.  

Moreover, when the central administration chose to resort 

to debasement of the currency in order to increase its 

revenues, it did not need to worry anymore about the political 

opposition from the janissaries and their supporters. In fact, 

the period after the abolition of the Janissaries witnessed 

the largest debasement ever in Ottoman history.79 Even though 

the consecutive debasements during the period between 1826 and 

1834 provided large amount revenues for the state, their 

                                                 
 
78 Es’ad, Tarih: Bahir Efendi Zeyli, 775-776.   
 
79 Şevket Pamuk, A Monetary History of the Ottoman Empire, 198-200. 
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effects on small shopkeepers, artisans and other wage-earning 

groups were destructive. Along with debasements, these groups 

also had to withstand increasing tax obligations since the 

central administration were in desperate need of additional 

revenues to meet the accelerating expenditures of a modern 

central state. While the government centralized the 

supervision of market regulations and collection of market 

taxes, under a new directorate, İhtisab Nezareti, some new 

sales taxes were introduced while the rates of the existing 

ones were increased throughout the empire.80 The revenues from 

all these sources were assigned for the expenditures of the 

new army.  

The official historians devoted little space to the 

protests of the public against the new taxes. While Ahmed 

Cevdet Pasha eagerly defended the introduction of the new tax 

regulations by arguing that these were nothing compared to the 

dues collected by the janissaries before 1826.81 The historian 

Lütfi, for his part, was content to note the popular grievance 

against the new taxes without making any comments.82 On the 

other hand, it was not uncommon that guilds brought 

influential janissaries into their administrative posts in 

order to gain leverage against rival guilds and the central 

administration. The absence of janissaries meant that the 

guilds lost a considerable political advantage in their 

                                                 
 
80 Osman Nuri Ergin, Mecelle-i Umur-ı Belediyye, vol. I, 363, 375-
383. 
 
81 Cevdet, XII, 206.  
 
82 Lütfi, II, 88-89. 
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bargaining powers. Of course these are only assumptions which 

should be tested in the light of the factual data.  

Yet there were examples in which the Istanbul guilds and 

artisans expressed strong discontent towards Mahmud II’s 

government. The failures of the new army in the Ottoman-

Russian War of 1828-1829 provided a suitable environment for 

the bursts of popular discontent in which the Istanbul guilds 

and artisans played a major role. Already frustrated by high 

rates of taxes and the burdens brought by the war, the 

populace of Istanbul started to question the government’s 

policies. The ex-janissary elements within the population 

seemed to play a leading role in forming public opinion. 

Socioeconomic grievances of the public once again expressed 

themselves in the form of rumors.83 It did not really matter 

if, as rumored, twenty thousand janissaries were accompanying 

the advancing Russian armies or if the Russians had any reason 

to re-establish the Janissary Corps for the people behind the 

rumors, the real motive was to get rid of Mahmud II’s 

government and its New Order.  

Yet thanks to Mahmud II’s distrust of society and due to 

his well-working spy network, the government acted quickly 

before the matters went out of hand. To set examples for the 

rest, the government publicly executed several people 

including the wardens of the guilds of coal sellers, porters, 

and bees-wax sellers and trinket sellers.84 Twenty-two other 

artisans and shopkeepers were exiled to various parts of the 

                                                 
 
83 Lütfi, II, 88-89.  
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empire. It is noteworthy that there were nine more guild 

wardens among the exiles.85 In order to control Istanbul’s 

populace, the government once again enforced the system of 

communal responsibility requiring the residents of Istanbul to 

stand for surety to one another. This also aimed at 

transporting single immigrants without surety from Istanbul 

since the state always saw in them the potential for causing 

social unrest and other social troubles.  

All of these measures seemed to put an end to the last 

effort to revitalize the tradition of janissary rebellion in 

Istanbul. The quick success of the government in silencing the 

social opposition also marked the end of an era in which 

common people had the means to interfere and influence the 

politics and the decision making process. The abolition of the 

Janissary Corps did not only mean exclusion of commoners from 

politics, but it was also a crucial step for Mahmud II’s 

centralizing state to increase its hegemony and control over 

the society.       

                     

                                           

 

                                                 
 
85 The list included the wardens of the greengrocers, locksmiths, 
chest-makers, handkerchief makers, catgut makers (kirişcis), the 
makers of felt (kebecis), the makers of coarse woolen garments 
(abacıs), curtain makers/sellers and turban makers. BOA, A.DVN.KLB, 
929-A, (10.B.1242 – 9.M.1243 / 7 February 1827 – 1 August 1827), 101-
102.   
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Conclusion  
 

 

This dissertation has attempted to situate the members of 

the Janissary Corps in political and socio-economic life of 

the early nineteenth century Istanbul. I have tried to show 

that as the socio-economic composition of the janissaries 

evolved over time, the Janissary Corps acquired a political 

function which had little in common with its founding purpose. 

In a study which had a limited focus in terms of time and 

location, it was impossible to treat this overall process of 

evolution adequately. Yet, by studying the social and 

political life of janissaries during the first part of Sultan 

Mahmud II’s reign, this dissertation has provided a basis 

which can be expanded upon in further studies. The drastic 

socio-political change that the Janissary Corps experienced 

during the period 1807-1826 might also give an idea about the 

scope of the transformation that the Corps underwent over four 

centuries. 

The existing literature on janissaries viewed the 

Janissary Corps as a ‘traditional’ military institution which 

became dysfunctional by the early nineteenth century. Since 

the majority of Ottoman historians focused on the top-down 

modernization of the Ottoman state’s military and 

administrative infrastructure, the opposition shown by the 

janissaries to the reforms occupied the primary place in their 

portrayal of the Janissary Corps in the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries. While ignoring the social and 
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economic factors, this approach has informed countless studies 

since the 1940s because it fitted well with different 

ideological needs of specific groups. The recent studies, 

which have viewed janissaries as a socio-political force, 

either have dealt with the Janissary Corps as a peripheral 

subject, or have failed to support their arguments with 

substantial evidence. This study, for the first time, has 

attempted to problematize the reasons for the abolition of the 

Janissary Corps in light of new historical evidence. Unlike 

some authors who challenged the legacy of the so-called 

“Auspicious Event” out of their religious and communal 

affiliations, I have proposed to criticize the conventional 

presentations of the “Auspicious Event” by studying the 

political and social repercussions of the abolition on the 

Ottoman polity.1  

The priorities of this dissertation have been the social 

origins, economic and political interests of the urban groups 

which were identified under the ambiguous term ‘janissary’ in 

the early nineteenth century. The Janissary Corps in early 

nineteenth century Istanbul was the product of a long process 

of social and economic transformation in Anatolia and the 

Balkans. Through an analysis of the occupations and place of 

origins of the janissaries, this study tries to show close 

connections between the Janissary Corps and working population 

of Istanbul, most of whom were new immigrants from countryside. 

                                                 
 
1 For some examples see Şevki Koca, Bektaşi Kültür Argümanlarına Göre 
Yeniçeri Ocağı ve Devşirmeler: Öndeng Songung Gürgele (İstanbul: 
Nazenin Yayıncılık, 2000). Gülağ Öz, Yeniçeri-Bektaşi İlişkileri ve 
II. Mahmud (Ankara: Uyum Yayınları, 1997).   
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Although one should be careful not to idealize the process, it 

is obvious that the Janissary Corps offered protection, 

shelter and opportunities for upward social mobility for these 

new immigrants in Istanbul. In other words, these immigrants 

did not live in a frozen social status, but rose in rank as 

well as social status in Istanbul.  

The sample analysis of payroll books on extra-military 

occupations of the janissaries offers an idea to what extent 

the members of the Corps were integrated into crafts and 

trades by the early nineteenth century. The evidence from the 

inventories of janissary estates also shows that the 

janissaries owned a considerable number of gediks (right to 

practice a particular trade in given location) in various 

trades and crafts throughout Istanbul. Along with the evidence 

from chronicles and short histories, the janissary ownership 

of gediks suggests that there were many janissaries who had 

close connections with the Istanbul guilds through either 

formal membership or business transactions. It is clear that 

some guilds found it advantageous to appoint influential 

janissaries as their wardens or deputy-wardens.  

The commercialization of janissary pay tickets not only 

helped to expand the social base of the Janissary Corps, but 

also secured popular support for janissaries against the 

central administration’s attempts to put the Janissary Corps 

under control. Throughout the second half of the eighteenth 

and early nineteenth century, the Ottoman state’s efforts to 

reduce the number of pay tickets met with stiff resistance. 

The civilians who enjoyed revenues from janissary pay tickets 
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came from a wide variety of social groups. From elites and 

their retinues to small shopkeepers and street vendors, pay 

tickets ownership had a unifying effect upon people from 

diverse backgrounds who had otherwise little in common. All of 

these factors suggest that the composition of the Janissary 

Corps in Istanbul was highly heterogeneous in terms of ethnic 

and social origins of its members and affiliates.  

Notwithstanding this heterogeneous composition, the 

members of the Janissary Corps were able to develop a degree 

of consciousness about their status and interests, and when it 

was necessary they undertook group action and employed 

violence to protect their interests and privileges. In the 

early nineteenth century Istanbul rebellions, the janissaries 

and their civilian allies acted on well-defined objectives and 

targets with an understanding of contemporary political 

context and agents. This can be taken as a proof for such 

awareness. Rather than being the unconscious and ignorant 

masses as they have been described in the existing 

historiography, the participants in these rebellions struggled 

to protect their own interests and autonomy against the 

interventions of a centralizing state. The strategies employed 

by the janissaries to oppose the ruling elite’s schemes to 

reshape the organizational structure of the state further 

prove this point. Through spreading anti-government propaganda 

in public places, articulating public opinion with rumors 

against government ministers, controlling the crowds and 

guaranteeing the security of the public property and commerce 

during the course of rebellions, the janissaries showed a 
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practical knowledge about political and social dynamics at 

play. This dissertation has argued that even though the 

Istanbul rebellions of the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century did not bring any significant changes to the political 

structure of the Ottoman Empire in the long run, the urban 

groups represented by the janissaries temporarily were able to 

protect and even expand an autonomous political space against 

the central administration’s efforts to monopolize the 

political power.              

It is evident that in an attempt to hold the Ottoman 

Empire’s position vis-à-vis other states, a section of the 

ruling elite found it necessary for the state to monopolize 

its rule over the society and to exercise that with the least 

intervention from other internal centers. Such a development 

would not be possible without internal political and economic 

factors which not only favored the emergence of a strong 

central state, but also weakened autonomous urban groups which 

constituted the Janissary Corps.  

Mainstream Ottoman historiography chose to explain Mahmud 

II’s success in overcoming the opposition to reform by 

stressing his strong character and determination. Ottoman 

historians often portrayed him as a single man who struggled 

to reform the country against all the odds and draw parallels 

between his reforms and the ones of the early Turkish Republic. 

Yet this historiography chose to ignore the precarious 

situation of Mahmud II in the early years of his reign. 

Following Alemdar Mustafa Pasha’s failure to revitalize the 

New Order, the sultan was sure neither of his throne nor his 
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life. As Mahmud II owed his throne to a particular section of 

the ruling elite, which invited Alemdar Mustafa Pasha to the 

capital to operate as their muscle, he could hope little for 

popular support for his rule. Still, Alemdar Mustafa’s 

government was partially successful in its duty by curbing the 

power of the opposition in Istanbul. Both Alemdar’s ruthless 

policies and the bloody struggles of the 1808 rebellion dealt 

severe blows to the janissaries. Thanks to the higher echelons 

of the Janissary Corps who were eager to normalize the 

political situation, Mahmud II was able to keep his throne and 

life after the 1808 rebellion. Since the existing 

historiography was unable to explain the huge gap between 

Mahmud II in his early reign and his conventional image as a 

powerful monarch, it chose to describe the early reign of the 

sultan as ‘preparation years’ in which Mahmud II was alleged 

to have planned carefully the forthcoming program of reform. 

In this retrospective interpretation, Mahmud II emerged as the 

sole mastermind and enforcer of the reform which paved the way 

for the modern Turkish Republic. Overall, this approach did 

little to illuminate socio-economic factors or agents which 

made the Mahmud II’s reform program possible. 

   Within its limited scope, this study does not pretend 

to offer a comprehensive picture of these economic and 

political changes which contributed to the development of 

Mahmud II’s absolutist rule. Rather, this dissertation has 

attempted to focus on the struggle in which the central 

administration and the janissaries fought for hegemony in the 

political sphere in Istanbul. Following the 1808 rebellion, 
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janissary control over the central administration reached its 

peak in spite of the ruling elite’s resentment. Between 1808 

and 1821, the Mahmud II’s government could only counter such 

‘interference’ with political maneuvering and accommodation. 

Although the central administration was able to resist 

janissary demands for direct participation in governance at 

Istanbul level, the extraordinary situation which was brought 

by the outbreak of the Greek Rebellion forced Mahmud II to 

temporarily grant formal recognition for such demands. This 

was an unprecedented move which could have opened the way for 

a new political structure based on popular consent. 

Paradoxically, the Greek Rebellion triggered a set of events 

which further weakened the power of janissaries in Istanbul. 

The consequent downfall of the Phanariot System not only 

resulted in the fall of Halet Efendi who supported popular 

politics within the ruling elite, but also damaged the 

economic interests of janissaries who controlled the lucrative 

trade between Istanbul and the Principalities in a joint 

venture with the Phanariots.  

As soon as the central administration neutralized a 

potential threat from the Greek population of Istanbul with 

the help of the janissaries, it moved to take back the 

incentives which were offered to secure janissary support. It 

immediately cancelled the direct participation of junior 

janissary officers in the government councils with the 

cooperation of the higher echelons of the Janissary command 

who were disturbed by increasing power of junior officers. 

Only from that point onwards, Mahmud II’s administration moved 
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to eliminate the janissary threat in Istanbul through a 

carefully planned policy. The heterogeneous character of the 

Janissary Corps provided potential allies among janissaries in 

support of the central administration. Rivalries between 

junior janissary officers and janissary regiments also helped 

the authorities in weakening the janissary power in the 

capital. Equally important, the central administration 

resorted to forced deportations of the immigrants and urban 

poor from Istanbul who provided new recruits and popular 

support for the Janissary Corps.  

Before another attempt to impose the New Order on Ottoman 

society, the government tried to take every precaution through 

political maneuvering and political propaganda. In fact, the 

ruling elite were quick to learn their lessons from the 1807 

and 1808 rebellions. In contrast to the reform attempts under 

Selim III and Alemdar Mustafa Pasha, the Mahmud II’s policies 

suggest that the government was more attentive to the 

importance of popular support. The government’s attempt to 

gain the support of the religious establishment was not 

limited to the higher ‘ulema circles but also included the 

lower orders and the students of religious schools (sohtas). 

When the government promised a lifetime usufruct of janissary 

pay-tickets for their holders, the motive was again to destroy 

the popular support for the janissaries. 

Despite these measures and the weakened state of the 

janissaries, the very existence of the janissaries still posed 

a serious threat to the “new program.” When the janissaries 

started their premature uprising in June 1826, no one in the 
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ruling elite was sure about the result. The main worry of the 

ruling elite was the possible support of Istanbul’s population 

for the janissaries. Although the authorities easily 

suppressed the uprising and abolished the Janissary Corps, 

their distrust of Istanbul’s population ran so deep that 

Mahmud II ordered all his ministers to camp in the courtyard 

of his palace for a period time until they felt secure from a 

potential janissary threat in the capital. Yet, this does not 

mean that the threat which the janissaries posed for the 

central state was only in the minds of the ruling elite. As 

the actions of resistance to the abolition suggest they still 

kept considerable power and following in a quite number of 

urban centers from the Balkans to Anatolia. Otherwise, it is 

not possible to explain the killing and execution of nearly 

six thousand janissaries and their sympathizers as well as the 

exile of thousands as an expression of the ruling elite’s 

paranoia.  

The popular hostility which met the abolition of the 

Janissary Corps suggests that the abolition was not based on 

some broad consensus of opinion. The elimination of the 

janissaries opened the way for a new reform program which 

facilitated the growing hegemony of the central state over 

Ottoman society through reorganization and modernization of 

the administrative infrastructure. Although the consolidation 

of central state admittedly prolonged the life of the empire, 

it also promoted a political system in which the political 

space was seen as the exclusive prerogative of the ruling 

elite. An autonomous public sphere, which different urban 
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groups carved out for themselves under the guise of custom, 

was an obstacle for the central state which sought to mobilize 

the resources of the empire with the least possible resistance 

and intervention of social groups. The demise of the 

janissaries was one of the factors which enabled the central 

state to extent its control over this public sphere. Although 

this does not mean that the state was indifferent to the 

issues of popular consent and the regime’s legitimacy, the 

majority of the Ottoman ruling elite always frowned on popular 

participation in politics. This was probably one of the major 

Ottoman legacies that the Kemalist elite wholeheartedly 

inherited and applied in modern Turkish political arena.               
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Appendix I 
 
I.1 Occupational Distribution of the Pay Ticket Holders with esnaf titles in 96th Cema’at 
Regiment in 1815/1816 
 

Abacı (woolen cloth maker) 1 Keserci (adze maker) 11
Attar (perfume seller) 2 Kurdeleci (ribbon maker) 1
Bamyacı (okra seller) 1 Kürekci (oar maker) 2
Basmacı (textile printer) 2 Kurukahveci (coffee seller) 3
Berber (barber) 3 Kuruyemişci (dried furit seller) 1
Beşikci (cradle maker) 15 Kileci (?) 1
Bıçakcı (knife maker) 10 Kolancı (rope maker) 1
Börekci (pastry maker) 1 Kömürcü (coal seller) 1
Boyacı (dyer) 1 Küfeci (porter) 5
Burgucu (screw maker) 2 Kutucu (box maker) 4
Çamaşırcı (launderer) 10 Leblebici (roasted chick-peas seller) 1
Camcı (glass maker) 3 Lüleci (pipe-bowl maker/seller) 1
Çaprazcı (belt maker) 1 manav (green grocer) 2
Çıkrıkcı (spinner) 2 Mestci (leather sock maker) 8
Çırak (apprentice) 23 Mumcu (candle maker) 1
Çizmeci (boot maker) 1 Muytaf (animal hair processor) 4
Çörekci (cake maker/seller) 13 Nakkaş (painter)  7
Debbağ (tanner) 31 Nalband (blacksmiths) 2
Desdari (handkerchief seller) 4 Nalçacı (shoetip maker) 1
Destgahcı (shopman) 11 odun sepetcisi (basket maker) 1
Dikici (stitcher) 4 Sağrıcı (shagreen maker) 1
Dökmeci (smelter) 3 Sakızcı (mastic maker) 1
Dolabcı (cabinet maker) 1 Şamdancı (candlestick maker) 1
Duhani (tobacco seller) 3 Sandıkcı (chest maker) 9
Eğerci (saddle maker) 1 Sarraç (saddle maker) 3
Fişekci (pyrotechnist) 1 Sepetci (basket maker) 71
Gözlemeci (pastry maker) 1 Şeritci (braid maker) 1
Hallaç (cotton fluffer) 2 Simkeş (gold wire-drawer) 1
Hamlacı (boatman) 4 Sırıkcı (porter) 7
Hasırcı (straw mat maker) 3 Suyolcu (pipe layer) 4
Hattat (caligrapher) 1 Tabancacı (gunsmith) 7
İmameci (prayer bead-heads maker) 5 Tarakcı (comb maker) 1
İpekci (silk seller) 5 Taşçı (stone worker) 36
Kafesci (cage maker) 1 Terzi (tailor) 1
Kağıdcı (paper maker/seller) 12 Testereci (saw maker) 17
Kahveci (coffeehouse owner) 5 Turşucu (pickle maker) 5
Kalafatcı (caulker) 1 Usturacı (razor maker) 1
Kalaycı (tinsmith) 3 Üzengici (stirrup maker) 6
Kalpakcı (kalpak maker) 1 yaş yemişci (fruit seller) 1
Kasap (butcher) 2 yay nakkaşı (?)  2
Kayıkcı (boatman) 7 Yedekçi (boatman) 2
Kaymakcı (cream maker) 3 Yemenici (shoe maker) 2
Kazancı (cauldron maker) 2 Yorgancı (blanket maker) 7
Kebabcı (kebab seller) 6 Total 470
Keçeci (felt maker) 7 Total pay tickets 1,297
Kemhacı (brocade maker) 4     
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I.2 Occupational Distribution of the Pay Ticket Holders with esnaf titles in 96th Cema’at 
Regiment in 1823/24 
 

Abacı (woolen cloth maker) 2 Manav (green grocer) 1 
Basmacı (textile printer) 11 Mavnacı (boatman) 1 
Berber (barber) 9 Mestci (leather sock maker) 2 
Beşikci (cradle maker) 16 Nakkaş (painter) 3 
Bıçakcı (knife maker) 8 Perdahcı (polisher) 4 
Boyacı (dyer) 2 revgan-ı zeytci (olive oil seller) 1 
Burgucu (screw maker) 2 Sağrıcı (shagreen maker) 16 
Çamaşırcı (launderer) 6 Sandıkcı (chest maker) 6 
Camcı (glass maker) 2 Sarraç (saddle maker) 3 
Çaprazcı (belt maker) 1 Sepetci (basket maker) 44 
Çırak (apprentice) 22 Simkeş (gold wire-drawer) 2 
Çörekci (cake maker/seller) 16 Sırıkçı (porter) 3 
Debbağ (tanner) 23 Sıvacı (plasterer) 6 
Destari (handkerchief seller) 3 Suyolcu (pipe layer) 2 
Destgahcı (shopman) 5 Tabancacı (gunsmith) 1 
Dikici (stitcher) 3 Taşcı (stone worker) 40 
Dökmeci (smelter)  2 Terzi (tailor) 1 
Dolabcı (cabinet maker)  1 Testereci (saw maker) 13 
Duhani (tobacco seller) 4 Üzengici (stirrup maker)  4 
Ekmekci (bread maker) 1 Yorgancı (blanket maker) 3 
Fişekci (pyrotechnist) 1 Zeytinci (olive seller) 1 
Gözlemeci (pastry maker)  1 yay nakkaşı (?) 2 
Hallaç (cotton fluffer) 1 Total 380 
Hamlacı (boatman)  4 Total pay tickets 1,273 
Hasırcı (straw mat maker)  2     
Hattat (caligrapher)  1     
İmameci (prayer bead-heads maker) 1   
Kağıtcı (paper maker/seller)  4   
Kahveci (coffeehouse owner) 6     
Kalafatcı (caulker) 3     
Kalaycı (tinsmith) 1     
Kasap (butcher) 2     
Kayıkçı (boatman)  9     
Kaymakcı (cream maker/seller) 1     
Kazancı (cauldron maker) 1     
Kebapcı (kebab seller) 5     
Keçeci (felt maker)  7     
Keserci (adze maker/seller) 18     
Kömürcü (coal seller) 1     
Kumaşcı (cloth seller) 1     
Kurdeleci (ribbon maker) 1     
Kürekci (boatman) 1     
Kutucu (box maker) 6     
Kurukahveci (coffee seller) 2     
Leblebici (roasted chick-peas seller) 2   
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I.3 Occupational Distribution of the Pay Ticket Holders with esnaf titles in 97th Cema’at 
Regiment in 1812 
 

Arabacı (coachman) 1
Attar (perfume seller) 1
Kasap (butcher) 1
Duhani (tobacco seller) 2
İpekci (silk seller) 2
Kaftancı (robe maker) 1
Kahveci (coffeehouse owner) 2
Kayıkcı (boatman) 1
Çıkrıkcı (spinner) 1
Lekeci (launderer) 2
Pekmezci (pekmez seller) 1
Sarraç (saddle maker) 1
Şamdancı (candle-holder seller) 1
Suyolcu (pipe layer) 1
Hamlacı (boatman) 3
Yumurtacı (egg seller) 1
Total 21
Total pay tickets 318

 
 
 
I.4 Occupational Distribution of the Pay Ticket Holders with esnaf titles in 12th Sekban Bölük 
in 1822 
 

Çadırcı (tent maker) 4
Kaşıkcı (spoon maker/seller) 1
Külahcı (hat maker) 3
Kaptan (sea captain) 2
Nakkaş (painter) 3
Sarraç (saddle maker) 6
Total 19
Total pay tickets 57

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 255 

Appendix II: The Total Number of Janissary Pay Tickets and Total Amount of Janissary Wages in 1815/16 and 1818/19  
 
 

 
  Sources: BOA, D.YNÇ, 34916, (Muharrem-Rebiyyü’l-evvel 1231 / 3 December 1815-28 February 1816). BOA, D.YNÇ,      
  34490, (Muharrem-Rebiyyü’l-evvel 1234 / 31 October 1818-26 January 1819). 
  
 
 
 
                                                 
 
1 These figures can be compared with Yavuz Cezar’s estimates for the Ottoman budgets in 1809 and 1814. In 1809 the 
total revenues of the Ottoman treasury was 18,258,302.5 piasters wheras the revenues in 1814 was 18,075,490. See 
Yavuz Cezar, Osmanlı Maliyesinde Bunalım ve Değişim Dönemi: XVIII.yy’dan Tanzimat’a Mali Tarih (İstanbul: Alan 
Yayıncılık, 1986), 238. According to these figures, state’s expenditure on janissary wages constituted roughly one 
third of its total revenue in the early nineteenth century.   
 
2 Muharrem-Rebiyyü’l-evvel 1231 (3 December 1815-28 February 1816). Estimate of total wages is for the Islamic 
year 1231 (1815/16). 
 
3 Muharrem-Rebiyyü’l-evvel 1234 (31 October 1818-26 January 1819).  Estimate of total wages is for the Islamic 
year 1234 (1818/19). 
 

Payment 
Period 

Total Number 
of Pay 
Tickets 

Assigned to 
Retired 
Personnel 

Total Amount 
of Wages 
Paid to 
Retired 
Personnel 
(piasters) 

Total Number 
of Pay 
Tickets 

Assigned to 
Active 

Personnel 

Total Amount 
of Wages 
Paid To 
Active 

Personnel 
(piasters) 

Total Number 
of Pay 
Tickets 

Total Amount
(piasters) 

Estimate of 
the Total 
Wages for 
One Year 

(piasters)1 

MSR 12312 102,638 1,361,406 11,859 66,236 114,497 1,427, 642 5,710,568 

MSR 12343 97,847 1,331,216 11,859 66,236 109,706 1,397,452 5,589,808 
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