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Introduction
The Ottomans are one of the greatest and most powerful civilizations of the modern period. Their moment of glory in the sixteenth century represents one of the heights of human creativity, optimism, and artistry. The empire they built was the largest and most influential of the Muslim empires of the modern period, and their culture and military expansion crossed over into Europe. Not since the expansion of Islam into Spain in the eighth century had Islam seemed poised to establish a European presence as it did in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Like that earlier expansion, the Ottomans established an empire over European territory and established Islamic traditions and culture that last to the current day (the Muslims in Bosnia are the last descendants of the Ottoman presence in Europe).
Origins
The Ottomans were Muslims who arose from the obscure reaches of Anatolia in the west of Turkey where they ruled a small military state by 1300 AD.  This small state was in conflict with several other small Muslim states, each preying on the other for territory. By 1400, however, the Ottomans had managed to conquer much of Anatolia and even parts of Byzantine (the Eastern Roman Empire, which survived the collapse of the Western Roman Empire in 476 AD) territory in eastern Europe.  The Byzantium capital city, Constantinople, seemed to defy the great expansion of Islam.  No matter how much territory fell to the Muslims, Constantinople resisted every siege and every invasion. The Ottomans, however, wanted to break this cycle. Not only would the seizure of Constantinople, the great remaining capital of the once mighty Roman Empire, represent a powerful symbol of Ottoman power, but it would make the Ottomans masters of the trade between the West and the East, since Constantinople was located between the Mediterranean and the Black Sea.  In 1453, Sultan Mehmed (1451-1481), who was called "The Conqueror," finally conquered the city and renamed it, Istanbul, ending the Byzantium empire.  

From that point onwards, the capital of the Ottoman Europe would remain fixed in Istanbul and, under the patronage of the Ottoman sultans, become one of the wealthiest and most cultured cities of the early modern world.
And thus, the Ottoman Empire was well underway.  The Ottoman Empire is known as a gunpowder empire.  Gunpowder empires were formed by conquerors that largely forged their empires based on their mastery of the technology of firearms.  
Ottoman Government



In theory, the Ottoman Empire was ruled with absolute authority by the Sultan.  The central function of the ruler or Sultan was to guarantee justice in the land.  He is responsible for the protection of the helpless from a corrupt government.  In this sense, justice involves protecting the lowest members of society, the peasantry, from unfair taxation, corrupt government, and unequal courts.  For the Ottomans, the ruler could only guarantee this justice if he had absolute power. For if he was not an absolute ruler, that meant that he would be dependent on others and so subject to corruption. Absolute authority, then, was at the service of building a just government and laws rather than making the ruler be above the law.  The Ottoman’s had several practices to ensure justice:


Observance of government: The Sultan's job was primarily to keep a watch on all the officials. In some cases, this observance of government involved the personal involvement of the Sultan.  He would sometimes secretly observe court trials and overturn the results if the judges acted incorrectly.  Periodically, the Sultan was required to tour local governments in disguise to ensure that magistrates and justices were operating justly. If the Sultan believed that an injustice was being committed against the people, he would interfere directly and overturn the decision.  For the most part, however, the Sultan monitored local officials through a vast, complex, and elaborate system of spies who would report back to the central government.  The intelligence gathering system in the Ottoman Empire was the best in the world until the twentieth century!



Siyasa: Rooting out corruption meant nothing if nothing was done about it. Public agents and officials that abused their power and the peasantry were subjected to a special jurisdiction called the siyasa. The siyasa were a set of severe punishments given to corrupt officials; there was no way out, no cash compensation could take the place of the physical or, more often, capital punishments swiftly and severely meted out to corrupt officials. In the siyasa system, the most severe crimes involved illegal taxation, forced labor of the peasantry, or requiring peasants against their will to provide food for soldiers. Such crimes almost certainly meant the death penalty.



Public declaration of laws and taxes:  In order to prevent fraudulent taxes (an official telling a peasant he owed money when he did not) and arbitrary laws by public officials, the laws and taxes were declared and posted in public.  That way, government officials could not accuse you of breaking some made-up law, since the citizens could read whether a law was official or not for themselves.


Accessibility: Perhaps the most important aspect of Ottoman centralized government was universal access to the government. The highest reaches of power—with the exception of the person of the Sultan—was available to each and every citizen of the Empire. Every single member of Ottoman society could approach the Imperial Council with grievances against government officials.  (the Imperial Council ran the bureaucracy – imagine being able to approach the governor and letting him know why you are angry)  If the Imperial Council ruled against the officials, they would often be subjected to the siyasa.
The Sultanate:



Who inherited the position of Sultanate was a complicated affair (just like life).  Instead of automatically being passed to the oldest son, the Ottoman’s believed that the crown fell to the most worthy inheritor.  This meant that successions were almost always major struggles among potential heirs.  In practice, the eldest son usually managed to gain the support to succeed to the Sultanate.  Once a Sultan had assumed the throne, all of his brothers were executed as well as all their sons.  These executions guaranteed that there would be no future wars or struggles between claimants to the throne since all the competition were pushing up daisies.
Suleyman (1494-1566):
Which brings us to a discussion of the most powerful and respected of all the Ottoman sultans. Western historians know Suleyman primarily as a conqueror; for he made Europe know fear like it had never known of any other Islamic state.  Suleyman believed that the entire world was his possession as a gift of God. Even though he did not occupy Roman lands, he still claimed them as his own and almost launched an invasion of Rome.  In Europe, he conquered Rhodes, a large part of Greece, Hungary, and a major part of Germany.
Besides invasions and campaigns, Suleyman was a major player in the politics of Europe. He pursued an aggressive policy of European destabilization; in particular, he wanted to destabilize the Roman Catholic Church.  When European Christianity split Europe into Catholic and Protestant states, Suleyman poured money into Protestant countries in order to guarantee that Europe remained religiously and politically split, so they would be open to invasion.  Several historians, in fact, have argued that Protestantism would never have succeeded except for the financial support of the Ottoman Empire.

Suleyman was also known as a great builder.  Under him, the Ottoman Empire would reach the height of its creativity and culture.  Suleyman undertook to make Istanbul the center of Islamic civilization. He began a series of building projects, including bridges, mosques, and palaces, that rivaled the greatest building projects of the world in that century. The greatest and most brilliant architect of human history was in his employ: Sinan. The mosques built by Sinan are considered the greatest architectural triumphs of Islam and possibly the world. They are more than just awe-inspiring; they represent a unique genius in dealing with nearly insurmountable engineering problems.

It is ironic then that Suleyman also represents the eventual decline of the Ottoman Empire.
Decline:


Following tradition, Suleyman had trained his children in the skills they would need to become Sultan when one of them eventually succeeded him.  When Suleyman had become an old man, his favorite son Mustafa plotted to overthrow him. Faced with this treason, the old Suleyman had to have Mustafa executed and this seems to have broken his spirit completely.  Heartbroken, he withdrew from government life and allowed his officials to rule in his place.  He also chose not to prepare his remaining son in the skills of government as he had done with Mustafa, who had only betrayed him.  When this son succeeded to the throne, unskilled in government or military affairs, he took little interest in ruling and again allowed the government officials to rule.  Later, the Ottomans abandoned the practice of killing all rivals to the throne.  They began to imprison them instead. The Sultanate, then, often fell to individuals who had been imprisoned for decades and, well, after that ordeal, there was often no cream filling in those Twinkies.  The basis of the empire – the idea that the sultan actively worked to protect the people against the government was gone.  Without a powerful sultan to keep it in check, the government became more and more corrupt.  The next few centuries after Suleyman’s reign were marked by a slow, gradual decline.  
Name:_____________________________________
1.  Why was the Ottoman Empire known as a gunpowder empire and why was the capture of Constantinople significant?


__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

2.  What was the role of the Sultan in the Ottoman Empire? Explain the Ottoman concept of justice.

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

3.  The Ottoman’s had 4 practices that ensured justice.  How did the Sultan’s practice of observing government help ensure justice?
__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

4.  How did Siyasa, Public declaration of laws and taxes, and Accessibility help ensure justice?

__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

5.  Why did new Sultans have their brothers killed?

__________________________________________________________________________________

6.  Why was Sulyman known as such a powerful and influential sultan?

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

7.  Explain how the Sultanate was weakened and how that led to the decline of the Ottoman Empire.

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

