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​The Destruction of the Janissaries 1826

​

In June 1826, Sultan Mahmud II accomplished what every Ottoman reformer before him had failed to achieve: the total destruction of the Janissary corps, the five-century-old praetorian military institution that had held the empire's political life hostage and blocked every serious attempt at modernization. Officially celebrated in Istanbul as the Vak'a-i Hayriyye, the Auspicious Incident, and mourned in the Balkan provinces as the Vaka-i Şerriyye, the Event of Malignity, this single morning's violence transformed the Ottoman Empire more fundamentally than any military campaign or diplomatic settlement could have done.

​

The Destruction of the Janissaries 1826 covers the full arc of this transformation: from the Janissary corps's origins in the devşirme levy and its golden age of military achievement, through its centuries-long metamorphosis into an urban economic power and praetorian kingmaker, to Mahmud II's eighteen-year preparation for the final confrontation and its violent, carefully engineered conclusion. Drawing on revisionist scholarship and the full range of Ottoman, Balkan, and European sources, the book examines the military, political, and socioeconomic dimensions of 1826 with equal rigour, recovering the human costs that the official narrative suppressed while assessing the institutional transformation whose consequences extended to the declaration of the Turkish Republic in 1923.

Necessary and terrible. Auspicious and malignant. This is the full reckoning with the event that made the modern Turkish state possible.
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​Chapter 1: The New Soldiers, Origins of the Janissary Corps, 1326–1389

[image: ]




In the late fourteenth century, the Ottoman state was not yet an empire. It was something more dangerous and more volatile than that: a frontier principality in a state of permanent expansion, animated by the energy of ghaza, holy war, and sustained by the momentum of conquest. The early Ottomans were one of several Turkic beyliks that had emerged from the fragmentation of Seljuk power in Anatolia, distinguished from their rivals less by their initial strength than by their position on the western edge of the Islamic world, pressed hard against the disintegrating frontier of Byzantium. That position was their inheritance and their engine. Where other Anatolian principalities turned inward, the Ottomans turned west, and in turning west they encountered not merely Byzantine fortresses and Christian armies but a set of military and administrative problems that would force them, over the course of a century, to reinvent the nature of Islamic sovereignty.

The central problem was manpower. The early Ottoman state fought with what it had: the mounted warriors of the Turkic tribal confederations that had followed Osman and his successors into the borderlands, supplemented by ghazi volunteers drawn by the promise of plunder and religious merit. These were formidable fighters in the open steppe engagements for which their training and culture had prepared them, but they were not a state army. They could not be controlled with the precision that siege warfare required. They could not be relied upon to hold ground under sustained pressure when the prospect of plunder had been exhausted and the ideological heat of the initial campaign had cooled. They owed loyalty to their tribal leaders before they owed it to the Ottoman house, and in a polity that was attempting to transform itself from a tribal confederation into a territorial state, that ordering of loyalties was a structural obstacle that could not be tolerated indefinitely.

The solution that the early Ottoman sultans developed to this problem was one of the most radical institutional innovations in the history of premodern statecraft. Rather than attempting to modify or discipline the tribal military system they had inherited, they created alongside it an entirely new kind of soldier: a man who had no tribe, no family, no prior loyalty, no identity that predated his service to the sultan. A man who was, in the most complete sense available to a premodern state, the creation of sovereign power.

The institution through which this soldier was produced was the devşirme, the levy of boys from the Christian populations of the conquered Balkan provinces. The word itself means simply "gathering" or "collection," a bureaucratic term of almost deliberate neutrality that does nothing to convey the human reality of the practice: young boys, typically between the ages of eight and twenty, selected from Christian villages in Serbia, Bulgaria, Albania, Greece, Hungary, Croatia, and Romania, separated from their families, circumcised, converted to Islam, and absorbed into the Ottoman household as the personal property of the sultan. Their past was erased. Their futures belonged entirely to the state that had taken them.

The precise origins of the devşirme are disputed, as are the origins of the Janissary corps itself. The traditional Ottoman account attributed the founding of the corps to Sultan Orhan, who reigned from approximately 1326 to 1362, and credited the Bektashi holy man Haji Bektash Veli with blessing the first formation and giving the soldiers their name: Yeniçeri, the New Soldiers. Modern scholarship has tended to locate the formal institutionalization of the corps somewhat later, under Murad I, who came to the throne in 1362 and who oversaw the Ottoman state's decisive expansion into the Balkans. What is certain is that by the reign of Murad I the corps existed as a recognizable institution with its own distinct identity, its own internal hierarchy, and its own relationship with the sultan that set it apart from every other military formation in the Ottoman world.

What was established in those early decades was not merely a military unit but a total institution in the sense that the sociologist Erving Goffman would much later define: a place in which individuals are cut off from the wider society and subjected to a comprehensive regime of formation that replaces their prior identity with a new one. The Janissary barracks were not simply a place where soldiers slept. They were the entire world of the men who inhabited them. New recruits, acemi oğlanları, apprentice boys, were placed first in the households of Turkish farmers or craftsmen, where they learned the language and customs of their new identity, and then transferred to the barracks in Istanbul or Edirne, where their military education began in earnest. They trained together, ate together, prayed together, and slept together. They had no wives, no children, no households of their own. The barracks was their family, the corps their community, and the sultan the father to whom all loyalty was owed.

This absolute dependence was not incidental to the institution's design. It was the institution's design. The Ottoman state was not simply trying to produce skilled fighters, it was trying to produce a specific kind of loyalty that was structurally impossible among men who had prior claims on their allegiance. A Janissary who owed everything to the sultan, his identity, his faith, his education, his livelihood, his status, had no competing loyalty to offer. He could not be bought by a rival power, because he had no connection to a rival power. He could not be pressured through his family, because he had been separated from his family. He could not be turned by appeals to tribal solidarity, because he had no tribe. He was, as the Ottoman administration intended him to be, the sultan's man in a way that no free-born subject could ever be.

The peoples from whom the devşirme drew were the conquered Christian populations of the Balkans, and the geography of the levy reflected the geography of Ottoman expansion. The Serbs were well represented after the Ottoman victory at the Maritsa River in 1371 and the subsequent extension of Ottoman suzerainty over much of the Serbian principalities. The Bulgarians, whose Tarnovo kingdom fell definitively in 1393, contributed substantial numbers. Albanians, Greeks, Hungarians, Croats, and Romanians were gathered as Ottoman power extended its reach across the peninsula. The levy was administered by specially appointed imperial officials who traveled through the villages of the conquered provinces at irregular intervals, examining the boys of each settlement and selecting those who met the physical and intellectual criteria the corps required: healthy, intelligent, without obvious physical defect, and not the only son of a family. The last condition was not humanitarian sentiment but administrative calculation, the Ottomans required the rural economy to function, and stripping a family of its only male heir would undermine the agricultural base on which the state's revenues depended.

For the families from whom these boys were taken, the experience was devastating in ways that the administrative language of the levy entirely obscured. A mother in a Serbian village watching her son led away by Ottoman officials, knowing she would almost certainly never see him again, was experiencing a form of loss that had no adequate name in the bureaucratic records of the Sublime Porte. The emotional reality of the devşirme was one of permanent separation, enforced by the power of a conquering state and legitimized by a religious framework that the Christian families subjected to it did not share. Later Ottoman apologists would emphasize the opportunities for advancement that the system offered, and there is genuine truth in this: the devşirme did produce grand viziers, admirals, and governors as well as soldiers, and some families came to regard inclusion in the levy as a pathway to power rather than purely as a loss. But this was a development of later centuries, and even then it coexisted with the fundamental reality that the state had taken someone's child.

The conversion of these boys was thorough and, within a generation, complete. A boy absorbed into the Ottoman system in his eighth or tenth year, raised in Turkish households, educated in the barracks, trained in Islamic prayer and Ottoman customs, emerged in his late teens as a young man for whom Islam was the only religion he had ever consciously practiced and Ottoman identity the only social world he had ever inhabited. The Christianity of his origins was a memory belonging to someone who no longer quite existed. This was not hypocrisy or pretense but the genuine psychological consequence of total institutional formation: identity is not fixed at birth but made through the accumulated experience of a life, and the devşirme was specifically designed to ensure that the experiences which formed Janissary identity were entirely Ottoman experiences.

The Bektashi Sufi order occupied a crucial place in this process of formation. The Bektashi connection to the Janissary corps was rooted in the founding legend that Haji Bektash Veli had blessed the first soldiers, placing his sleeve over the head of the leading recruit in a gesture of spiritual adoption that established the brotherhood between the order and the corps as a sacred relationship. Whether or not this legend is historical, and modern scholarship regards it with appropriate skepticism, it was believed absolutely by the Janissaries themselves, and its institutional consequences were entirely real. Bektashi dervishes served as the corps's chaplains, accompanying the soldiers on campaign, ministering to the wounded and dying, and sustaining the collective spiritual life of the barracks. The distinctive Bektashi cap became part of the Janissary ceremonial dress. The rituals of the order, its communal meals, its veneration of Ali, its tolerance toward non-Muslims, wove themselves into the texture of Janissary identity in ways that would prove deeply significant when, five centuries later, the destruction of the corps required the simultaneous destruction of its spiritual foundation.

The early barracks culture was organized around rituals that reinforced the corps's collective identity and its relationship with the sultan. The most significant of these was the ceremony of pay distribution, in which the sultan himself would visit the barracks of the First Division dressed not in imperial robes but in the plain garb of a common soldier, receiving his pay alongside the troops and sharing in the communal meal. This was theatre, of course, an elaborate political performance designed to communicate the sultan's personal identification with his soldiers, but it was theatre that carried genuine weight. The Janissaries understood themselves as the sultan's household troops in the most immediate and personal sense, and the pay ceremony enacted this relationship in a form that all present could feel. When later sultans abandoned this practice, withdrawing into the ceremonial distance of imperial protocol, something was lost from the relationship that no administrative arrangement could replace.

The military significance of the early Janissary corps lay not only in its loyalty but in its tactical capabilities. These were the first infantrymen in the Ottoman, and arguably in the European, world to be systematically trained in the use of firearms as the primary weapon of a standing army. Ottoman infantry had used firearms since at least the early fifteenth century, but the Janissaries were unique in the degree to which their entire tactical doctrine was built around the coordinated use of the handgun and later the musket. They trained constantly, developing both the individual marksmanship and the collective fire discipline that made a massed volley effective. They were also trained in the use of field fortifications, the wagenburg tactics of linked carts and earthworks that allowed infantry to hold ground against cavalry charges, giving them a tactical flexibility that no feudal army of the period could match.

This military modernity was inseparable from their institutional character. Constant training was possible because the Janissaries were full-time professional soldiers who did nothing else. A feudal knight trained in the intervals between the agricultural and political duties that occupied most of his time. A Janissary trained every day, because training was his duty and his occupation, and because the barracks provided the institutional structure within which that training was organized and sustained. The Ottoman state invested heavily in this professional force, maintaining it in barracks, paying it regularly, providing it with weapons, equipment, and medical support, because the military returns on that investment were enormous. A standing army of trained professionals, equipped with firearms and capable of the precise collective manoeuvres that modern infantry tactics required, was worth many times its number in feudal levies.

The medical infrastructure that accompanied the early corps was itself evidence of the sophistication of the Ottoman military state. Janissary campaigns included dedicated medical teams comprising both Muslim and Jewish surgeons, the Ottoman state's pragmatic use of Jewish medical expertise reflecting its generally tolerant attitude toward the religious minorities of its urban population. Mobile hospitals were established behind the battle lines, providing a level of organized medical care that was exceptional by the standards of the premodern world. The Ottoman state's willingness to invest in the health of its soldiers reflected not humanitarian sentiment but rational calculation: professional soldiers took years to train and represented a significant capital investment, and keeping them alive after wounds was economically sensible. But the effect, whatever the intention, was a military medical system that maintained the combat effectiveness of the corps at a level that could not be replicated by armies that simply left their wounded on the field.

By the time of the First Battle of Kosovo in June 1389, the Janissary corps had been forged into a military instrument of formidable effectiveness. The coalition of Balkan Christian powers assembled under the Serbian Prince Lazar, the last serious attempt to halt Ottoman expansion by force before it became overwhelming, represented the most powerful military array that the Balkans could produce. And it met on the Field of Blackbirds an Ottoman army that combined the traditional strengths of Turkic cavalry with the new capabilities of a professional standing infantry armed with firearms and drilled in tactics that the feudal armies of medieval Europe had not yet developed.

The battle itself remains imperfectly understood. The sources are fragmentary, contradictory, and heavily distorted by the weight of subsequent myth-making, Serbian, Ottoman, and Albanian traditions all preserve accounts that serve purposes other than historical accuracy. What can be said with confidence is that both Sultan Murad I and Prince Lazar were killed, that the Ottoman force prevailed, and that the battle effectively ended organized Serbian resistance to Ottoman expansion in the Balkans. What can also be said is that the Janissary formations, disciplined, steady under fire, capable of maintaining cohesion in the chaos of a medieval battlefield, performed in a way that contrasted sharply with the feudal cavalry around them. In the grinding, bloody work of infantry combat, the virtues that the barracks had built in these men, discipline, collective solidarity, practiced response to command, were the virtues that decided battles.

The Field of Kosovo was thus not only a military engagement but a demonstration. It showed what the new institution could do when given a battlefield large enough to reveal its qualities. It showed that the investment the Ottoman state had made in a professional standing army had produced a military instrument unlike anything that existed in the region, and that this instrument could project Ottoman power into the heart of the Balkans and hold it there against the most determined resistance the Christian world could assemble. The soldiers who stood and fought on that June day, men taken as boys from Balkan villages, converted, trained, formed into something new by the total institution of the barracks, had proven the concept on which the Ottoman state had staked its military future.

They had also begun a story that would take five centuries to conclude. The institution forged in those early decades, in the barracks of Bursa and Edirne and the campaigns of the Balkan frontier, would grow from a few thousand soldiers into a corps of 135,000, would evolve from an elite military unit into an urban economic power, and would accumulate the political weight to depose sultans and veto the policies of the imperial administration. The soldiers of Kosovo could not have imagined any of this. They knew only the barracks, the training ground, the campaign trail, and the battle line. They knew the dervishes who prayed with them, the officers who commanded them, and the sultan whose household they were. They knew they were new soldiers in a new army serving a new kind of state.

What they could not know was that the very qualities that made them so formidable, their cohesion, their institutional identity, their capacity to act collectively in defence of their corporate interests, would eventually make them not only the empire's greatest military asset but its most dangerous internal enemy, and that the resolution of that contradiction would require a massacre on a scale that the field of Kosovo, bloody as it was, could not quite anticipate.
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​Chapter 2: The Devşirme World, Children of the Levy

[image: ]




There is a particular quality of silence that settles over a village after something irreversible has happened. Not the silence of peace, which is full and easy, but the silence of aftermath, the absence left by what has been taken. In the villages of the Balkan highlands, in the river valleys of Serbia and the limestone uplands of Albania, in the farming communities of Bulgaria and the Greek-speaking towns of Thrace and Macedonia, this silence descended at irregular intervals across the fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth centuries, whenever the imperial officials arrived to conduct the devşirme. They came with authority, with registers, with the weight of conquest behind them. They examined the boys of the settlement, made their selections, recorded their names, and departed. And the village was left to absorb the particular grief of a loss that was total, final, and entirely legal.

To understand the Janissary corps, to understand both its extraordinary effectiveness and its eventual transformation into something the Ottoman state could no longer contain, it is necessary to understand the world that produced it. The devşirme was not merely a recruitment system. It was a social technology of extraordinary sophistication and extraordinary violence, one that operated simultaneously as a mechanism of imperial control, a channel of social mobility, and a form of cultural annihilation. Its logic was seamless: by taking boys from the conquered Christian populations of the Balkans, the empire both neutralized potential sources of resistance and converted that human energy into the very instrument of its own power. The Christian community lost its sons. The empire gained its soldiers. And the boys themselves inhabited the space between these two facts for the rest of their lives.

The mechanics of the levy were administered with the precision that the Ottoman state, at the height of its organizational capacity, was capable of bringing to complex logistical operations. Imperial commissioners, devşirme memurları, traveled through the designated provinces at intervals that were irregular enough to prevent anticipation but frequent enough to maintain a steady supply of recruits. The intervals varied considerably: some provinces were visited every few years, others more rarely, and the levy was sometimes suspended entirely during periods of political disruption or military emergency. The commissioners carried detailed written instructions specifying the qualities required of the boys they selected, and these instructions reveal the degree to which the devşirme was understood not as a rough conscription but as a careful process of talent identification.

The ideal candidate was between eight and twenty years of age, though the preferred range was somewhat narrower, boys old enough to have demonstrated their physical and intellectual qualities but young enough that their formation could still be comprehensively shaped by the Ottoman institutional system. They were required to be physically sound, free from obvious defect, and demonstrably healthy: the investment the state was making in each recruit was substantial, and boys who were unlikely to survive the rigors of training were passed over. They were required to be intelligent, and the commissioners were instructed to seek boys who showed quickness of mind, capacity for learning, and evidence of the kind of practical alertness that military training could develop into genuine capability. They were not to be the only son of their family, a provision that was simultaneously a concession to the agricultural economy of the provinces and an acknowledgment that total extraction was counterproductive. And they were, crucially, to be Christian: the devşirme drew exclusively from the non-Muslim populations of the empire, because Muslim boys could not legally be enslaved, and the system required that its recruits enter the Ottoman household in the legal status of slaves before being elevated by conversion and service.

The selections were conducted in public, before the assembled male population of the village or town. The commissioner examined candidates, questioned them, assessed their physical condition, and made his choices. The process was documented: names, ages, approximate physical descriptions, and the place of origin of each selected boy were recorded in the registers that the commissioner carried and that were checked against earlier levies to prevent families from being taken twice. This documentation served the administrative purposes of the state, but it also created a paper trail that expressed, in the language of bureaucracy, the permanent displacement of each selected child from the community in which he had been born.

What the registers did not record was what happened in the moment of separation. There are no Ottoman administrative documents that describe a mother's response to the selection of her son, or a father's negotiation with the imperial commissioner, or the way a boy of ten or twelve absorbed the knowledge that he was being taken from everything he had known. These things happened in the space between the administrative record and the human reality of the levy, and they must be reconstructed from the fragments that survive in Serbian epic poetry, Bulgarian folk traditions, Greek laments, and the occasional comment of a Western traveler who witnessed a devşirme collection and found occasion to record something of its human texture. What these fragments collectively suggest is that the experience of selection was traumatic in ways that varied considerably depending on the age of the boy, the family's economic circumstances, and the degree to which local communities had developed psychological strategies for absorbing the loss.

The journey from the village to the Ottoman institutional system was itself a process of gradual severance. Selected boys were assembled in groups and marched under guard to collection points, and from there transported toward the major cities of the empire, toward Istanbul or Edirne, toward the institutions that would remake them. This journey could take weeks or months, passing through landscapes of increasing unfamiliarity, through languages and customs that the boys did not yet speak or understand, through a social world in which everything that had defined them, their name, their faith, their family, their place, was in the process of being dissolved. Some boys were placed initially with Turkish farming families in Anatolia, spending a period of one to several years in these households before being transferred to the barracks. This preliminary placement served multiple purposes: it allowed the boys to acquire basic Turkish language skills and cultural orientation before their formal military training began, and it exposed them to the rhythms of Ottoman agricultural and domestic life in a setting that was less institutionally overwhelming than the barracks.

The circumcision and conversion that formalized the boys' absorption into the Ottoman Muslim community were not, in most accounts, experienced as traumatic ruptures by the boys themselves, at least not in the immediate sense. The Islamic faith into which they were received was presented not as the erasure of their prior identity but as its elevation, a passage from the incomplete to the complete, from the darkness of unbelief into the light of revelation. The Ottoman system was not, in its classical form, invested in demonizing the Christianity of the boys' origins: the empire's pragmatic relationship with its non-Muslim populations precluded the kind of violent religious chauvinism that characterized some other contexts of forced conversion. What was required was not the denunciation of what the boys had been but simply the embrace of what they were now becoming. And for a boy of ten or twelve, surrounded entirely by men who were Muslim, eating Muslim food, hearing Muslim prayers, living in a Muslim household, the process of becoming Muslim was less a decision than a consequence, the natural outcome of inhabiting a world in which Islam was the only religious reality present.

The barracks into which the young acemi oğlanları, the apprentice boys, were eventually placed represented the full realization of the total institution that the devşirme had been preparing them for. The barracks was organized into ortas, companies, each with its own hierarchy, its own ceremonial traditions, and its own fierce corporate identity. The physical space of the barracks was designed to minimize the possibility of any attachment beyond the corps itself: the men slept in communal dormitories, ate in communal halls, trained on communal grounds, and conducted their religious observances in communal mosques. Privacy, in the sense of a space defined by individual rather than collective identity, did not exist. Everything was shared, and this sharing was not incidental to the barracks experience but constitutive of it. The corps was the community, and the community was the corps, and the man who had been a Christian boy in a Serbian village was now, irreversibly, a Janissary.

The psychological dimensions of this transformation are easier to describe in structural terms than in individual ones, because the individual accounts are largely lost. What can be said is that the devşirme produced men who experienced their Ottoman identity not as a costume worn over an underlying Christian self but as the genuine and complete reality of who they were. The Serbian or Bulgarian boy who entered the system at eight or ten years of age and emerged into active service at eighteen or twenty had spent the most psychologically formative decade of his life in Ottoman institutional spaces. His dreams were in Turkish. His prayers were in Arabic. His understanding of honour, loyalty, hierarchy, and brotherhood were all structured by the Janissary barracks. The village he had been taken from was a faint memory belonging to someone he could barely recognize.

This completeness of formation was precisely what the Ottoman system had designed, and it produced the loyalty it had been designed to produce. The Janissaries were genuinely devoted to the sultan, not in the abstract, performed sense of subjects professing loyalty to a distant sovereign, but in the deeply personal sense of men whose entire identity had been created by the institution the sultan embodied. The sultan was not merely their commander. He was, in a meaningful if not literal sense, their father: the source of their existence as the men they had become. This relationship was enacted in the ceremonies of the corps, the pay distributions, the communal meals, the ritual encounters between sultan and soldier, and it sustained a loyalty that no mercenary contract could replicate, because it was not a loyalty purchased but a loyalty grown, in the soil of total institutional formation, over the most impressionable years of a man's life.

But the devşirme produced something else alongside this loyalty, something that the Ottoman system had also designed for but whose long-term consequences were harder to control. It produced ambition. The men who emerged from the devşirme pipeline were not only loyal servants of the state but highly capable, thoroughly trained, politically aware individuals who understood Ottoman power structures from the inside and who had been formed in an institutional culture that valued excellence and advancement. The devşirme was not egalitarian, the corps had a rigid internal hierarchy, but it was meritocratic in the specific sense that advancement within the system was determined by demonstrated ability rather than birth. A boy from a Bulgarian village who showed intellectual and military talent could rise through the Janissary ranks and from there into the broader Ottoman administrative system in ways that were structurally unavailable to the freeborn Turkish Muslim population, whose advancement was constrained by the competing claims of birth, tribal affiliation, and the expectations of established families.

This meritocratic channel produced some of the most powerful men in Ottoman history. Koca Sinan Pasha, who served as grand vizier five times under Murad III and Mehmed III, was of Albanian devşirme origin. Pargalı Ibrahim Pasha, the intimate friend and grand vizier of Suleiman the Magnificent, was a Greek from the Aegean coast. Sokollu Mehmed Pasha, who served as grand vizier under three successive sultans and effectively governed the empire for fifteen years, was born Bajica Sokolović in a Serbian Orthodox family in Bosnia. These men ran the Ottoman Empire, directed its wars, negotiated its diplomacies, administered its revenues, and in some periods made its most consequential decisions, while remaining, in the formal legal categories of Ottoman political culture, the personal slaves of the sultan. The paradox was not merely technical. It reflected the deepest logic of the devşirme system: that the most powerful position in the empire, save the sultanate itself, was most safely filled by men who owed everything to the sultan and had nowhere else to go.

The grand viziers and admirals of devşirme origin represented one end of a spectrum. At the other end were the tens of thousands of men who completed their Janissary service in the middle ranks, competent soldiers, trusted officers, administrators of modest provincial posts, and lived their lives within the institutional world that had formed them without ever rising to the heights that men like Sokollu Mehmed achieved. Between these extremes was the full human range of the devşirme product: men of varying capability and fortune, united by the common experience of having been taken, transformed, and made into instruments of a power they had not chosen.

The paradox of the devşirme that most troubled later observers, Ottoman and Western alike, was the relationship between coercion and opportunity that it embodied. It was undeniably a system of forced separation and compelled religious transformation, one that operated through the power of a conquering state and offered its subjects no meaningful choice. And yet it was also, for a significant proportion of those subjected to it, a genuine pathway to social advancement that was unavailable through any other channel. The question of which of these two realities was primary cannot be resolved by choosing one and ignoring the other, because both were true simultaneously and the tension between them was built into the system's design.

There is evidence that some families actively sought inclusion in the levy, that fathers presented their sons to the imperial commissioners, hoping their selection would open doors that the village could never provide. This evidence must be handled carefully: it comes primarily from later periods, when the devşirme had been modified and when the opportunities it offered were more clearly established, and it reflects the perspective of families who had calculated that the loss of a son to the Ottoman system was preferable to the alternatives available in a conquered province. It does not erase the grief of the mothers and fathers who experienced the levy as pure loss, and it does not resolve the fundamental ethical problem of a system that operated through compulsion regardless of whether some families welcomed it. What it does suggest is that the human response to the devşirme was more varied and more complex than either the Ottoman official account, which emphasized the boys' elevation from Christian darkness to Muslim light, or the simple narrative of abduction and cultural destruction that later nationalist historiography sometimes preferred.

The Christian communities of the Balkans developed their own strategies for living with the levy, strategies that ranged from concealment to compliance to the cautious cultivation of relationships with former villagers who had risen within the Ottoman system and might offer protection or favour to the communities of their birth. Some devşirme men maintained contact with their families of origin, sending money, intervening on their behalf with Ottoman administrators, occasionally arranging marriages between their relatives and members of the Muslim elite. These connections were technically irregular, the devşirme system required the complete severance of prior ties, but they were informally tolerated in many cases, and they created networks of relationship between the Ottoman administrative world and the Christian Balkan communities that cut across the formal boundaries of the system.

The culture that the devşirme produced within the Janissary barracks was not a simple transplantation of Ottoman Turkish culture into the bodies of Christian boys but something more complex and more interesting: a hybrid formation in which the institutional values of the corps, loyalty, discipline, collective solidarity, martial excellence, were fused with the cultural memories and temperamental characteristics that the recruits brought from their various Balkan origins. The Albanians who entered the corps brought a particular tradition of fierce personal honour and mountain warrior culture that became part of the Janissary character. The Serbs brought a tradition of heavy cavalry warfare and heroic individual combat that the barracks refined and redirected. The Greeks brought literacy, commercial instinct, and a tradition of administrative competence that served the corps well as it expanded its activities beyond the battlefield. None of these inheritances was acknowledged as such, the official Janissary identity was Ottoman and Muslim, full stop, but they persisted in the character of the men the system produced in ways that the official identity did not entirely contain.

By the mid-sixteenth century, when the devşirme system was operating at something approaching its maximum institutional coherence, it had produced several generations of men who collectively constituted one of the most remarkable social formations in the premodern world: an imperial elite drawn from conquered peoples, formed in total institutions, loyal to a sovereign who was technically their master, capable of the highest administrative and military achievement, and deeply aware of the particular position they occupied in the social order of the empire. They were simultaneously insiders and outsiders, more powerful than almost any freeborn subject, yet permanently marked by the system of their origin. They ran the empire and were owned by the empire. They were the sultan's men, and they knew it, and in knowing it they understood something about the nature of the power they wielded that gave them both their extraordinary effectiveness and the particular political instincts that would eventually make them so dangerous.

The children taken from those Balkan villages, the boys who had walked away from their mothers' grief into the institutional machinery of the Ottoman state, had become, in the space of a generation, the sinews of an empire. They had also become something the empire had not quite anticipated: a corporate body with its own interests, its own culture, its own memory, and its own capacity to act collectively in defence of what it had built. The devşirme had created loyal servants. It had also created, in the patient accumulation of shared experience across generations of barracks life, a political actor of formidable collective power. And the tension between these two products of the same system, the loyal servant and the corporate power, would define the relationship between the Janissary corps and the Ottoman state for the next three centuries.
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​Chapter 3: The Bektashi Brotherhood, The Spiritual Architecture of the Corps
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There is a moment in the founding legend of the Janissary corps that repays careful attention. The holy man Haji Bektash Veli, summoned to bless the first formation of the New Soldiers, reached out his hand and drew the sleeve of his white robe over the head of the leading recruit. It was a gesture of adoption, the extension of spiritual paternity over a man who had been stripped of every other form of family, and in the logic of the legend it established something that no sultan's decree could create and no administrative order could sustain: a bond of sacred kinship between the Bektashi order and the corps that would endure for five centuries. The Janissaries would wear a fold of white fabric at the back of their distinctive caps in memory of that sleeve. They would call themselves the order's children. And when, in 1826, Sultan Mahmud II decided to destroy the corps, he understood with the clarity of a man who had spent eighteen years studying his enemy that the Bektashi order would have to be destroyed alongside it, because the two institutions were not merely allied but fused, and the spiritual architecture of the corps was as much a part of its power as the firearms its soldiers carried.

To understand why this was so, why a military institution and a Sufi brotherhood had grown together into a single social formation, it is necessary to understand both what the Bektashi order actually was and what it offered to men whose lives had been shaped by the particular experience of the devşirme. These were not incidental questions. The relationship between the Janissaries and the Bektashi order was one of the most consequential institutional bonds in Ottoman history, and its significance extended far beyond the purely religious dimension into the domains of political culture, social identity, and the mechanisms through which a corps of soldiers maintained its collective coherence across centuries of institutional change.

Haji Bektash Veli himself is a figure who stands at the intersection of history and legend in a manner characteristic of the great founders of religious movements. He is thought to have lived in the thirteenth century, arriving in Anatolia from Khorasan in the context of the massive population movements set in motion by the Mongol invasions of Central Asia. He settled in the region of Cappadocia, in the village of Sulucakarahöyük, later renamed Hacıbektaş in his honour, and gathered around him a community of followers drawn by his reputation for spiritual power, personal holiness, and a teaching that spoke to the particular conditions of frontier Anatolia with unusual directness. Whether the historical Haji Bektash Veli had any direct connection to the early Ottoman military project is doubtful: most scholars believe that his association with the Janissaries was a retrospective construction, elaborated over the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries to provide the corps with a prestigious spiritual genealogy. But the retrospective construction was not therefore false in any meaningful sense. It expressed a genuine relationship between the Bektashi tradition and the Janissary institution that had developed through generations of shared practice and mutual reinforcement, even if its legendary founding moment belonged to the realm of mythopoeia rather than historical event.

What distinguished Bektashism from the mainstream of Ottoman Sunni Islam was not a single doctrine or practice but a comprehensive orientation toward religious experience and religious community that differed from Sunni orthodoxy on almost every significant point. The Bektashi tradition was syncretic in the most thoroughgoing sense: it drew on Sunni Islam, on Shia veneration of Ali and the Twelve Imams, on Alevi practices rooted in the pre-Islamic spiritual traditions of Anatolia, on elements of Christian mysticism absorbed from the multiconfessional Anatolian environment, and on the broader heterodox currents of Central Asian Sufism from which its founder had emerged. It was a tradition formed in a frontier zone, and it bore the marks of that formation in its refusal to draw the sharp boundaries that orthodox religious authorities on all sides insisted upon.

The Shia dimension of Bektashi belief was perhaps its most theologically significant departure from Ottoman Sunni orthodoxy. The Bektashis venerated Ali ibn Abi Talib, the Prophet's cousin and son-in-law, the first imam of the Shia tradition, as a figure of supreme spiritual authority whose qualities partook of the divine in ways that orthodox Sunni theology firmly rejected. They observed the commemoration of Ashura, the mourning for the martyrdom of Husayn at Karbala, as a central event in the religious calendar, weeping and fasting in practices that aligned them with Shia observance rather than with the Sunni traditions of the Ottoman establishment. They recognized the Fourteen Infallibles, the Prophet, Fatimah, and the Twelve Imams, as a sacred lineage through which divine guidance had flowed into the world, and they organized their understanding of spiritual authority around the figure of the perfect spiritual guide, the mürşid, whose relationship to the seeker reproduced in miniature the relationship of the imam to the community of the faithful.

Alongside this Shia inheritance, Bektashism incorporated Alevi practices that had deeper roots still in the pre-Islamic spiritual world of Anatolia. The cem ceremony, the central communal ritual of Alevi and Bektashi religious life, brought men and women together in a shared space of music, poetry, and spiritual exercise that had no counterpart in orthodox Sunni practice, where the mosque was exclusively male and the formal prayer was conducted in silence and stillness rather than in the communal ecstasy of song and movement. The Bektashi cem, conducted in the presence of the dede or baba who presided as both spiritual guide and communal judge, was a ritual of extraordinary social power: it created and renewed the bonds of the community, adjudicated disputes, commemorated the dead, and expressed the collective identity of a group whose sense of religious belonging was organized around the lodge and the brotherhood rather than around the mosque and the umma.

The tolerance that Bektashism extended toward non-Muslim communities was one of its most distinctive features, and one of the most important in understanding its relationship with a military corps that had been recruited almost entirely from Christian populations. Orthodox Sunni Islam drew sharp distinctions between the Muslim community and the dhimmi populations, the protected but subordinate Christians and Jews of the empire, and while Ottoman practice was generally more tolerant than orthodox theory required, the conceptual boundary between Muslim and non-Muslim remained a fundamental organizing principle of Ottoman social life. Bektashism navigated this boundary with a flexibility that the orthodox tradition found disturbing. Bektashi lodges welcomed Christian visitors. Bektashi dervishes participated in the religious festivals of Christian communities in the Balkan and Anatolian villages where they operated. The Bektashi tradition preserved Christian elements, the veneration of certain saints, practices associated with baptism and the use of wine in ritual contexts, that reflected the deep interpenetration of Christian and Muslim spiritual cultures in the frontier zones of Anatolia and the Balkans.

For the Janissaries, men who had been taken from Christian families, converted to Islam, and formed into Ottoman soldiers, this tolerance was not merely a doctrinal position but an existential necessity. The strict confessional boundaries of orthodox Sunni Islam would have required these men to treat the communities of their birth as fundamentally other, as bearers of a spiritual condition that rendered them permanently inferior. Bektashism offered something different: a framework in which the Christian world from which the Janissaries had come was not condemned but incorporated, in which the memories and emotional residues of a Christian childhood were not spiritual pollution but part of the complex human material out of which genuine faith could be made. The Bektashi tradition gave the Janissaries permission to be what they actually were, men formed across a boundary, carrying within themselves the traces of two worlds, rather than demanding that they perform a completeness of conversion that their biographical reality could not sustain.

The dervishes who served the corps as chaplains and spiritual counsellors occupied a unique position in the institutional life of the Janissaries. They were not imams conducting formal prayer, the corps had those as well, but something more intimate and more difficult to define: companions of the soul, keepers of the inner life of men whose outer life was organized entirely around the demands of military discipline. The Bektashi baba who presided over a lodge adjacent to a Janissary barracks was available to soldiers in ways that the formal religious establishment was not. He could be consulted about matters of personal spiritual crisis, about the moral weight of killing, about the fate of the men who had died in the previous campaign, about the dreams and omens and anxieties that military life generated in abundance and that had nowhere to go within the strictly disciplined world of the barracks. He was the repository of the corps's spiritual memory, the keeper of its legends and its dead, the man who could speak to the dimension of human experience that military organization addressed only by suppressing it.

The communal ceremonies of the Bektashi order reinforced the bonds of the corps in ways that the formal military hierarchy could not. The shared meal, the sofra, at which soldiers and dervishes ate together in conditions of ritual equality was a powerful social act in a world organized around hierarchy and distinction. The commemoration of the order's martyrs and saints, above all the annual observance of Ashura, created a shared emotional experience of loss and solidarity that deepened the bonds between men who already shared the intimacy of the barracks. The initiation ritual through which a Janissary was formally incorporated into the Bektashi brotherhood, the tying of the distinctive Bektashi belt, the drinking from the shared cup, the declaration of loyalty to the order and its guides, added a spiritual dimension to the institutional loyalty that the devşirme and the barracks had already created. A man who had been formed by the corps and initiated into the brotherhood was bound by ties that operated at every level of his social and psychological existence simultaneously.

The distinctive visual culture of the Bektashi order was woven into the physical appearance of the Janissary corps in ways that made the two institutions immediately recognizable as aspects of a single social formation. The white bork cap worn by Janissary soldiers, with its distinctive fold of fabric at the back, the talismanic memory of Haji Bektash Veli's sleeve, was the most visible marker of this connection. The decorative elements on Janissary weapons and equipment often incorporated Bektashi symbolism: the twelve-pointed star representing the Twelve Imams, the image of the sword of Ali, the geometric patterns associated with Bektashi lodge architecture. The interior spaces of the barracks were decorated with Bektashi imagery. The prayers recited before battle invoked Bektashi saints alongside the Prophet and the caliphs. The visual world of the Janissary was saturated with Bektashi reference to a degree that made the corps's spiritual identity inseparable from its institutional one.

The orthodox Sunni ulema viewed all of this with a suspicion that ranged from theological unease to outright hostility. From the perspective of the religious establishment, the scholars trained in the great Ottoman medreses, the muftis and kadis who administered Islamic law across the empire, the Şeyhülislam who served as the empire's highest religious authority, Bektashism was a collection of heresies wrapped in the language of devotion. The veneration of Ali in terms that approached deification was shirk, the association of partners with God, the gravest possible theological offence. The participation of women in the cem ceremony violated the fundamental principle of sexual segregation that orthodox practice required. The use of wine in ritual contexts was a direct violation of the Quranic prohibition. The tolerance toward Christians and the incorporation of Christian practices was, from an orthodox perspective, not ecumenical generosity but religious confusion of the most dangerous kind.

These objections were not merely abstract. They expressed a genuine and deep incompatibility between the Bektashi worldview and the religious culture that the Ottoman state's formal religious establishment represented and sustained. The ulema were not wrong to identify Bektashism as heterodox: it was heterodox, deliberately and systematically so, in the sense that it had developed precisely as an alternative to the orthodox tradition and derived much of its appeal from the ways in which it differed from that tradition. The question was not whether Bektashism was heretical by the standards of Sunni orthodoxy, it clearly was, but whether the state was willing to act on that judgment against an order that was institutionally fused with the empire's premier military force.

For most of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the answer was no. The Ottoman state's relationship with the Bektashi order was governed not by theological principle but by political calculation, and the political calculation was clear: the Janissary corps was the foundation of Ottoman military power, the Bektashi order was the spiritual foundation of the Janissary corps, and any action against the order would destabilize the institution on which the empire's military capacity depended. The ulema's objections were acknowledged, managed, and set aside. The state maintained its formal commitment to Sunni orthodoxy while permitting the Bektashi-Janissary nexus to operate with a degree of institutional autonomy that no purely religious calculation would have allowed.

This accommodation was not without tension. The relationship between the Bektashi order and the Ottoman state was a permanent negotiation between the state's formal religious identity and its practical institutional requirements, and the terms of this negotiation shifted with every change in the political balance of power between the sultan, the military, and the religious establishment. In periods when the sultan was strong and the Janissaries were firmly under control, the state could afford to apply more pressure on Bektashi heterodoxy. In periods when the corps was politically powerful and the sultan was weak, the Bektashi order enjoyed a degree of protection that the ulema resented and could not overcome. The theological objections to Bektashism never went away; they simply waited for the moment when the political conditions would make acting on them possible.

What the ulema could not see, or chose not to see, was the function the Bektashi order performed in maintaining the social cohesion of an institution on which the entire Ottoman military project depended. The corps needed a spiritual life. Men who killed for a living, who lived in the enforced intimacy of the barracks, who had been separated from their families and formed into a new community through the total institution of the devşirme, required a framework for understanding their existence that went beyond the tactical manuals and the regulations of military discipline. The Bektashi tradition provided that framework. It gave the corps a sacred history, a community of the dead with whom the living remained in relationship, a set of rituals that converted the raw material of shared experience into the substance of collective identity, and a spiritual vocabulary for navigating the moral complexities of military life.

The Bektashi chaplains who accompanied Janissary formations on campaign carried all of this with them into the field. They administered the last rites to the dying, maintaining the connection between the soldier's death and the sacred narrative of martyrdom that the Bektashi tradition provided. They performed the rituals that consecrated the beginning of a campaign, invoking the blessing of Haji Bektash Veli and the protection of Ali. They served as confessors and counsellors for men living under the extreme psychological pressures of military life, providing a space in which the inner life could be acknowledged and addressed. And they served as the living memory of the corps, the keepers of its legends and its dead, the men who could place any individual soldier's experience within the larger story of a brotherhood that extended backward to the founding moment in which the holy man's sleeve had descended over the head of the first New Soldier.

This spiritual architecture was, in the end, what made the Bektashi-Janissary nexus so difficult for the Ottoman state to manage and so dangerous to attack. A purely military institution can be reformed, replaced, or destroyed by military means. An institution that is simultaneously a military corps and a religious brotherhood, whose members understand their identity in sacred as well as institutional terms, whose loyalty is bonded not only by the chain of command but by the ties of spiritual kinship, such an institution is embedded in the social fabric in ways that make its destruction a far more complex and far more violent undertaking. Mahmud II understood this when he destroyed both the corps and the order simultaneously in 1826. He understood that the Janissaries could not be killed as soldiers without also being killed as brothers, and that killing them as brothers required the destruction of the spiritual world they inhabited.

But that destruction lay five centuries in the future from the moment when the first formations of New Soldiers received the blessing of the white sleeve. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the Bektashi-Janissary nexus was not a problem to be solved but a source of strength to be drawn upon, a fusion of military and spiritual power that gave the corps its extraordinary cohesion and made it the most formidable infantry in the known world. The dervishes prayed with the soldiers, and the soldiers fought for the dervishes, and the empire that both of them served advanced across Anatolia and the Balkans and into the heartlands of three continents on the strength of what that fusion had created.

The brotherhood of faith and arms that Haji Bektash Veli's founding legend had inaugurated was, for most of its history, precisely what the Ottoman state needed it to be. The problem was that it was also, in the depth of its communal bonds and the independence of its spiritual authority, something that the state could not ultimately control. And the history of the Janissary corps is, in no small part, the history of the Ottoman state's long, painful, and ultimately violent reckoning with that fact.
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​Chapter 4: The Age of Conquest, Janissaries at the Height of Empire, 1389–1453
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The city had been dying for a long time before it fell. Constantinople in the middle decades of the fifteenth century was a ghost of the metropolis it had once been, a city of empty lots and ruined churches, of population perhaps a tenth of what it had been in the great centuries of Byzantine power, of walls that were magnificent but crumbling, maintained by a government that had neither the money nor the manpower to keep pace with their decay. The Eastern Roman Empire, by 1453, consisted of little more than the city itself and a few scattered territories on the Greek peninsula: a theological identity, a dynastic claim, and a set of fortifications that had, for over a thousand years, turned back every army that had ever come against them. The Theodosian Walls were the last inheritance of a civilization that had lost everything else, and the young sultan who arrived before them in the spring of 1453 with an army of perhaps eighty thousand men understood that their fall would be the most consequential military achievement since the Arab armies had burst out of the Arabian Peninsula eight centuries before.

Mehmed II was twenty-one years old. He had been preparing for this siege his entire conscious life, and in preparing for it he had made the Janissary corps the instrument of his ambition. The corps he brought to Constantinople was not the formation that had stood at Kosovo sixty-four years earlier, it had been expanded, refined, and deepened by six decades of continuous campaigning, but it was recognizably the same institution, organized around the same principles of total formation and absolute loyalty, bearing the same spiritual identity derived from the Bektashi brotherhood, trained to the same standard of firearms proficiency and collective tactical discipline. What had changed was the scale of Ottoman ambition, and the Janissaries had grown with it. They were now the central element of the most sophisticated military machine in the world, and the walls of Constantinople were the supreme test of what that machine could do.

But to understand the Janissaries at Constantinople, it is necessary to understand how they had arrived there, to trace the sixty years of conquest and consolidation that had transformed the frontier principality of Orhan's time into the imperial state that Mehmed II commanded. These were the decades in which the corps found its form, in which the relationship between the Ottoman military project and its premier infantry was worked out in the crucible of continuous warfare, and in which the institutional culture of the barracks was forged into something durable enough to sustain five more centuries of Ottoman history.

The first great test after Kosovo came not against the Christian powers of the Balkans but against a Muslim one. In 1402, at the Battle of Ankara, the Ottoman army of Bayezid I met the forces of Timur, Tamerlane, the Central Asian conqueror who had already destroyed Delhi and Aleppo and Damascus and who now turned his attention to the upstart Ottoman state that had grown too powerful on his western flank. The battle was a catastrophe for the Ottomans. Bayezid's Anatolian vassal contingents defected to Timur at a critical moment, the army collapsed, and the sultan himself was captured, the first and only Ottoman sultan ever taken prisoner in battle. The empire very nearly ceased to exist in the decade of civil war that followed, as Bayezid's sons fought each other for succession in a conflict known as the Ottoman Interregnum.

The Janissary corps survived this catastrophe, and its survival was itself evidence of its institutional solidity. The corps did not dissolve when the sultan was captured and the state fragmented. It maintained its internal hierarchy, its barracks discipline, its corporate identity, and its capacity for collective action throughout the chaos of the Interregnum. Individual ortas aligned with individual princes during the succession struggle, but the institution persisted across the political crisis in a way that the feudal cavalry forces, whose loyalty was personal and conditional, could not. When Mehmed I emerged victorious from the civil war in 1413 and began the work of reassembling the Ottoman state, the Janissary corps was one of the few institutional continuities he could build upon. The years of disorder had, if anything, deepened the corps's understanding of its own indispensability.

The reign of Murad II, who came to the throne in 1421, was the period in which the Janissary corps reached something approaching its classical form. Murad was a cautious, systematic ruler whose military strategy prioritized consolidation over expansion, and whose approach to the corps reflected a careful appreciation of both its strengths and its structural requirements. Under Murad the devşirme operated with increasing regularity and sophistication, producing a steady stream of recruits whose quality was maintained by the rigorous selection criteria the system had developed. The barracks culture was elaborated and deepened: the ceremonial life of the corps, the communal rituals, the pay-day ceremonies, the Bektashi observances that structured the spiritual calendar, all of these were refined under Murad into the forms that would define Janissary identity for the next three centuries.

The Battle of Varna in 1444 demonstrated both the corps's capabilities and the strategic context in which those capabilities operated. A crusading army assembled by Pope Eugenius IV, Hungarian, Polish, Wallachian, and Burgundian forces under the personal command of King Vladislaus III of Poland and Hungary, advanced deep into Bulgaria with the intention of relieving Ottoman pressure on Constantinople and reversing the gains of the previous decades. The armies met at Varna on the Black Sea coast in November 1444, and the battle turned on the Janissary infantry's capacity to hold the Ottoman centre while the flanks were engaged. When the young king Vladislaus made the fatal decision to charge the Ottoman centre personally with his cavalry, a gesture of feudal heroism entirely unsuited to the tactical situation, the Janissary formations received the charge with steady firepower, broke it, and killed the king in the press. The crusade collapsed with its leader's death, and the Ottoman position in the Balkans was secured.

Varna is instructive not only as a military engagement but as a demonstration of the tactical principles that made the Janissary corps so effective against the feudal armies of the period. The decisive factor was not individual heroism or the personal courage of commanders, qualities the crusading forces possessed in abundance, but collective discipline under pressure. The Janissary formations maintained their cohesion when the cavalry charge struck them, returned fire with trained precision, and exploited the moment of the enemy's disorganization with the practiced collective response of men who had drilled the same manoeuvres hundreds of times. Against armies whose tactical effectiveness depended on the individual initiative of mounted knights, this kind of collective discipline was devastating. The knights could break a line that flinched. They could not break a line that held and shot.

The corps that Mehmed II brought to Constantinople in the spring of 1453 was the product of all of this accumulated experience. It had been expanded under his father to approximately twelve thousand men, still a relatively compact force by the standards of the massive Ottoman army that accompanied it, but the acknowledged elite of that army, the formation to which the most critical tasks were assigned and on which the outcome of the siege would ultimately depend. The Janissaries were organized into their ortas under their aghas, equipped with the most modern firearms available, the matchlock muskets and handguns that represented the cutting edge of mid-fifteenth-century military technology, and trained in the specific techniques of siege warfare that the Ottoman state had developed over decades of attacking fortified positions across the Balkans and Anatolia.
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