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      The Decline of the Ottoman World: The Middle East in History, takes you inside the long, uneasy journey from imperial glory to crisis. I start with Suleiman the Magnificent — the sultan under whom Ottoman power felt unshakable — and trace what comes after: the slow, grinding process by which swagger gave way to unease and confidence slowly eroded into anxiety. This is not a tale of sudden collapse. It is a story of rulers trying, again and again, to hold an unruly empire together while the ground beneath them quietly drifted.

      As the empire moved into an age of reform, men like Selim III and Mahmud II were forced into choices that offered no clean escape. Selim attempted bold modernization — most famously his Nizam-ı Cedid measures to remake the army — and paid a heavy price when entrenched interests rose up against him. Mahmud pushed even further: in 1826 he provoked and then crushed the Janissaries in what became the brutal “Auspicious Incident,” clearing one of the most dangerous obstacles to change. These chapters show how, in an ancient polity, reform often meant tearing apart the very institutions that had once been the source of its strength.

      The nineteenth century only deepened the strain. Under Abdülmecid I, reform accelerated: the Tanzimat agenda pushed the state into new realms of modernization, grand palaces rose as symbols of renewal, and with them came rising debt. Then Midhat Pasha and the 1876 Ottoman Constitution offered a rare glimpse of constitutional rule — a moment when parliamentary government seemed, at last, within reach. That hope was short-lived. Abdülhamid II quickly consolidated power, suspended parliament in 1878, and held the state together through surveillance, secret police, and an atmosphere of fear. Branded the “Red Sultan” by his opponents, he came to personify the empire’s desperate tension between tight control and looming collapse.

      But opposition did not vanish; it went underground and grew stronger. A new generation — forged in military schools, steeped in nationalist ideas, and seething from diplomatic humiliations abroad — coalesced into the Young Turks. Their 1908 revolution restored the constitution and promised a fresh start, yet governing proved far harder than protesting. Ideals collided with diplomacy, crushing debt, and relentless foreign pressure — the very realities that had long constrained Ottoman reform — forcing these reformers to confront the limits of power they had once so passionately denounced.

      The final chapters turn to war and exposure. Italy plunges into the Ottoman world, sparking the Italo-Turkish War of 1911–1912 (often called the Italo-Ottoman War), as Italian forces seized the Ottoman provinces of Tripolitania and Cyrenaica — the very territories that would later become modern Libya — and turned them into a testing ground for new weapons and imperial ambition. Those clashes brutally revealed how fragile the empire had become and how tightly the Middle East and North Africa were now bound into global rivalries.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            SULEIMAN THE MAGNIFICENT AND THE END OF EMPIRE

          

        

      

    

    
      If you ask when the Middle East experienced its swiftest and most sweeping upheavals, the answer is clear: the era around the First World War. Those years — roughly 1914 to 1918 and their immediate aftermath — remade borders, loyalties, and lives across the region.

      At that moment, almost the entire Middle East, with the notable exception of Persia (the country we now call Iran), fell under the rule or influence of the Ottoman Empire. The Ottomans were no short-lived power: their state lasted for more than six centuries (roughly 1299 to 1922), and for several of those centuries they projected authority across the vital crossroads of Europe, Asia, and Africa.

      That same empire was the force that finally ended the long life of the Eastern Roman, or Byzantine, state. The Byzantine polity — a continuation of the Roman imperial tradition stretching back to late antiquity — was brought to an end when the Ottomans captured Constantinople in 1453, extinguishing an imperial lineage that had endured for about a thousand years.

      At its zenith the Ottoman Empire was so vast that it treated the Mediterranean and the Black Sea as if they were its own inland waters. That reach made the European powers wary and, at times, downright exasperated. Its presence reshaped trade routes, diplomacy and warfare across three continents — an influence that ran deep through the currents of history. Yet the once-omnipotent giant did not survive the convulsions of the early twentieth century. Defeated in the First World War (1914–1918) and undone by the occupations and treaties that followed, the empire was toppled and unraveled — giving rise to a string of successor states and political rearrangements across Anatolia, the Levant, Mesopotamia, the Balkans and parts of North Africa, and thereby carving much of the rough outline of the modern Middle East.

      More than a century has passed since the Ottoman world faded. So why should we bother to re-examine it now? Because we live in an increasingly multipolar age: the balance of power is fragmenting, alliances and rivalries are multiplying, and the international scene is growing ever more intricate. Without a wide-angle, macro-level view — without tracing the long arcs and shared legacies that shaped regions and empires — it is hard to understand how the world around us really came to be.

      The Middle East is where this complexity is most concentrated, so that's where we should begin — guiding readers into a detailed, grounded understanding of its modern and contemporary history. In this opening chapter we'll start with the rise and fall of the Ottoman Empire: the single most important key to making sense of today's tangled world. Studying that trajectory doesn't just illuminate events; it reveals the logic of great‑power rivalries, the ideological clashes between East and West, and gives us a sharper toolkit for interpreting the news. Why, for example, does the West feel a lingering guilt toward the Arab world? Why does anti‑Western sentiment run so deep across many Arab societies? And why are Turks, to this day, so fascinated by the idea of neo‑Ottomanism?

      If you want to understand the Middle East in depth, you need to study the Ottoman Empire around the time of the First World War — that era contains so many of the patterns and wounds that still shape the region.

      Today we'll anchor our timeline at 1842. That year has a familiar echo in East Asia: the Qing Empire was forced to sign the Treaty of Nanking with Britain in 1842. Far away in West Asia, the Ottoman world witnessed the birth of a man who would later be widely regarded as the last sultan to wield real, personal power — Abdulhamid II, born in 1842. These two events, happening in the same year on opposite sides of Eurasia, offer a neat doorway into the global currents that carried both empires toward the cataclysms of the twentieth century.

      In this chapter we'll plant ourselves at the year 1842 and look back three centuries to the Ottoman Empire’s apogee in the 16th century — roughly the same era as China’s Ming under the Jiajing reign. We want to trace how an empire that once strode the world as a 16th‑century superpower slowly withered over three hundred years and came to be known, in the popular phrase of the era, as the “sick man” of the old world — a decline that culminates around the birth in 1842 of the last sultan who would truly wield personal authority, Abdülhamid II.

      After 1842 the Ottoman state launched one reform effort after another, and Europe pressed forward its own plans for reshaping the empire. The result was fitful and inconsistent: reforms taken like medicine and then vomited back up, tried again, then half‑abandoned. Reforms were influenced by and sometimes modeled on Western examples, but they were also driven by internal politics and pressure from powerful neighbors, producing half‑measures more often than cures. The state’s “ailments” remained unresolved, and the whole polity edged closer to collapse. What, precisely, was the sequence of that erosion?

      Today we'll tell the story. Years from now, when people ask why the modern Middle East is carved into so many small states and wrapped in such tangled politics, the first date they should recall is September 21, 1842. In the Ottoman capital — in that famed royal complex, Topkapı Palace in Istanbul — a loud newborn cry cut through the corridors: a healthy, chubby baby boy had arrived. That boy would one day rule as Abdul Hamid II.

      His father was Sultan Abdülmecid I, the reigning Ottoman sovereign at the time. The term “sultan” comes from the Arabic word sultān, originally conveying authority or power; it designates the supreme ruler within a sovereign realm — in other words, roughly equivalent to a king or an emperor.

      We’ll introduce that chubby boy’s father, Abdulmejid I, in more detail later. By 1842 the Ottoman Empire was already a shadow of its former self. Compared with Britain and parts of Western Europe — where the First Industrial Revolution had long been reshaping production and society — the Ottoman economy still relied overwhelmingly on agriculture, and its productive power lagged far behind. Corruption was rife among the dynasty’s nobles and officials; the bureaucracy had become sluggish, military discipline slack, and many weapons and tactics were outdated. Unsurprisingly, in repeated confrontations with Russia the Ottomans frequently suffered defeats, helplessly watching Russia nibble away at territories along their eastern frontiers.

      Only a few decades earlier, in 1798, Napoleon had marched into Egypt. The French were eventually expelled (around 1801), and British forces withdrew, but the upheaval had weakened imperial control and opened the door to new challenges. The empire’s Greek provinces erupted in revolt a little over twenty years later; after a hard‑fought struggle and the diplomatic and military backing of Britain, France, and Russia, the Greeks finally threw off more than three centuries of Ottoman rule by the early 1830s.

      At the same time, Muhammad Ali Pasha — who consolidated power in Egypt after Napoleon’s departure — began to press his advantage and challenge the authority of the imperial sultan, even fighting the central government in the 1830s. Egypt was not the only region stirred by these winds of change: the Ottoman European provinces, collectively known as Rumelia (the Balkans), and the Danubian principalities such as Moldavia and Wallachia, where local rulers often looked to Russia for support, were likewise destabilized.

      So by 1842 the empire had not yet collapsed, but it was unmistakably tottering. And yet, not so long before, it had been so powerful that few dared oppose it. To grasp the full measure of that lost greatness, let us travel back three centuries from 1842 and turn our gaze to the mid‑16th century — the era when Ottoman splendor reached its zenith.

      In the mid‑16th century the Ottoman Empire stood at its most dazzling point, its expansion and influence reaching a peak under its tenth sultan, Suleiman I (reigned 1520–1566). At roughly the same time, halfway around the world, the Ming court sat under the Jiajing Emperor (reigned 1521–1567) — a neat historical overlap that reminds you how vast and variegated the early modern world had already become.

      Under Suleiman the Ottoman state matured in nearly every field: political institutions and law were reshaped, trade and cities prospered, the military pushed deep into Europe and the Mediterranean, and arts and architecture shone with courtly splendor. The sultan’s court was not merely powerful; it was spectacular, and that spectacle rewrote reputations across continents.

      Europeans, observing that power and lavishness, often labeled him “the Magnificent.” That epithet — widely used by foreign diplomats, chroniclers, and some rulers — captured a mix of admiration, fear, and grudging respect for a man who combined battlefield success with palace grandeur. Inside the empire, by contrast, he was more commonly called Kanuni — the Lawgiver — a title that emphasized his legal and administrative reforms rather than his pomp. What does this mean?

      The term can be translated as great, magnificent, grand. Thus, the title “Suleiman the Magnificent” was not merely Ottoman self‑praise preserved in their chronicles, but an epithet attached to him by contemporary European monarchs — a sign of how formidable and awe‑inspiring he appeared to rivals and allies alike. When even his enemies called him “the Magnificent,” one can imagine the exalted stature he held in that age.

      Suleiman’s own self‑description was no less extravagant. In a letter to the French king Francis I (circa 1526) he opens with a string of imperial titles that read like a proclamation of universal rule. The beginning of that letter goes:

      “I am the great sultan among sultans, the supreme monarch among monarchs, the generous bestower of crowns across the vast earth. I stand, as it were, the shadow of Allah upon the world, majestically commanding the broad waters of the Mediterranean and the Black Sea. I am the ruler and sovereign of Rumelia and Anatolia, of Karaman and Dulkadir, of the lands from Kurdistan and Azerbaijan to Persia, and of Damascus, Aleppo, and Cairo — of Mecca and Medina, Yemen and Jerusalem, Arabia and countless other provinces. My noble and glorious ancestors, by their fearless valor in conquest, subdued these territories one by one. May Allah’s radiance forever shine upon their tombs, and likewise illuminate the sword and blade in my hand that bear the hope of victory.”

      I, Sultan Suleiman Khan, son of Sultan Selim Khan and grandson of Sultan Bayezid Khan, now write this letter to you, Francis, the noble King of France. You may gape in awe — some things, after all, truly belong on my side. The letter even notes that I have received your correspondence; it has reached my Sublime Porte. It goes on to say, “My Sublime Porte is the refuge that monarchs such as you seek.” This phrase — “Sublime Porte” — carries a special weight, which we will unpack in a moment.

      From that opening alone you can see how resplendent — and how wildly inflated — Suleiman I’s titles could be. I imagine that if Francis I set out to study this letter carefully, he’d have to rise at dawn. Otherwise, merely ploughing through the long roll of honorifics at the top would make him miss breakfast in the hall. But don’t these grandiloquent passages ring a bell? If you’ve watched Game of Thrones, you’ve probably heard the same kind of thing: “I am the rightful Queen of the Andals and the First Men, Protector of the Seven Kingdoms.” Or the endless litany: Queen of Dragonstone, Queen of Meereen, Khaleesi of the Great Grass Sea, the Unburnt, Breaker of Chains, Mother of Dragons. Please, someone hand me a medium coffee and write my name on it — ha. Every time I watch the show, I feel especially sorry for the handmaiden standing beside her, the poor soul who has to copy out that entire titulary.

      But that was just a joke. Back to the matter at hand — let’s take another look at Suleiman I’s titles. Don’t be fooled by the length of the roll call; these weren’t idle boasts. Every phrase in that long list carried meaning and claim.

      Start with the obvious: the opening geographic formula — “ruler and sovereign of the Mediterranean and the Black Sea.” That single line is enough to show that by the time he penned the letter (circa 1526) the Ottoman court already treated the two great seas as if they were virtually inland waters under its sway. They called them theirs.

      Then comes the parade of place-names — Romania (Rûm), Rumelia, Karamania, Diyar Bakr, Anatolia, and on — each a marker of territorial reach or claim. Taken together, these names map roughly onto much of the modern Balkan Peninsula and Anatolia, sweep into parts of the Caucasus (areas we now call Armenia and Azerbaijan), stretch eastward toward portions of Iran and Iraq, cross the Levant (Syria, Palestine/Israel, Jordan), and touch regions of the Arabian Peninsula as well as Egypt. That’s a lot of ground to announce in one breath — and it should be read as both political claim and statement of imperial ambition, not always a literal inventory of uniformly administered provinces. After that, he was a bit modest.

      There were many other lands — for example, parts of what we now call Libya, coastal strips of Tunisia, and areas of the Sudan south of Egypt — that the Sultan’s long list of titles only skimmed over. I won’t bog you down in a tedious inventory; the point is this: when Suleiman wrote that letter in 1526 he was still in the early years of his reign, and his claims and reach stretched even farther than the territories we’ve already mentioned.

      So when the titulary sang out phrases like “sultan among sultans, monarch among monarchs,” it wasn’t empty boastfulness — it was a clear claim to supreme sovereignty. Long before Suleiman’s own campaigns would carry him into the heart of Europe, many of the lands that had once belonged to the Romans were already under Ottoman control or at least claimed in their titulature, and Ottoman rulers styled themselves as heirs to the Roman imperial tradition. In that spirit he presented himself as a Caesar — the imperial successor — and, in the grand, ceremonial language of the age, proclaimed himself the bestower of crowns upon the earth.

      European kings might as well touch the crowns on their heads — do you know where all those crowns came from? By his boast, they’re his to give. As the self‑styled granter of crowns, in plain terms he calls himself your Caesar; why not hurry up and kneel in submission? Take you, Francis I — your vaunted Kingdom of France? No, to him that’s only the province of France, a province under the shadow of this Caesar. So, Francis I, you are reduced to being merely the king of the province of France. The letter also notes that he had received your correspondence; his court is the refuge monarchs like you look to.

      The "correspondence" in question was the secret dispatch Francis I had sent earlier to Suleiman I. At the time, France was hoping to ally with the Ottoman Empire to stand together against the Habsburgs — that is, the power of the Holy Roman Empire.

      The reason is that, in the year before Suleiman replied, Francis I and Charles V of the Holy Roman Empire met on the field at Pavia — and it ended in utter disaster for France. In that battle Francis was taken prisoner. Stripped of options, he was forced into harsh concessions and heavy indemnities, relinquishing his claims in northern Italy — effectively yielding control of Milanese territory — under the terms that would later be formalized in the Treaty of Madrid (1526).

      It was precisely this humiliation that drove Francis to seek an alliance with the Ottoman Empire: two very different powers finding a common purpose in containing Habsburg dominance. The geopolitical reality was awkward — Habsburg domains sprawled across central Europe and beyond, pressing on France from multiple directions, while the Ottomans were advancing from the southeast — so a Franco‑Ottoman rapprochement made strategic sense. Francis therefore reached out to Sultan Suleiman I, sending a letter that struck an almost personal, plaintive tone. In it he roughly put it this way: “Honored elder brother, you see, I am often humiliated by others, but that is nothing to me; for someone like me, being bullied has become commonplace.”

      “You now possess the honors long associated with the Roman Empire; you are its true, legitimate successor — the rightful Caesar. Yet there exists this thing called the ‘Holy Roman Empire.’ On what grounds can it claim that title? It plainly sets itself up as your rival. It has no right to call itself the Roman Empire. I do not write because I myself have been wronged, but because I cannot endure this, and I feel indignation for you, elder brother.” That, in essence, is Francis I’s letter when rendered in plain, paraphrased form.

      Suleiman’s reply shows how swiftly and decisively he acted. He was perfectly willing to make common cause with France. Part of the reason was strategic: he had long planned a northern thrust from the Balkans into Hungary — a region then caught between Ottoman pressure and Habsburg claims. Hungary was not a neatly settled possession of any single power; parts were claimed or controlled by the Habsburgs and lay within the broader orbit of the Holy Roman Empire, while other parts were under Ottoman influence or contested. Suleiman’s move northward thus fitted both his imperial ambitions and the immediate opportunity to strike at Habsburg interests.

      After that — in 1541, when Suleiman I seized Buda and effectively reshaped the balance in Hungary — a striking scene unfolded amid the negotiations with Charles V of the Holy Roman Empire. Ottoman diplomacy treated the Habsburg monarch less as an august emperor and more as a European king; according to contemporary rumor and later retellings, Suleiman dismissed Charles’s imperial aura and spoke of him in terms that reduced him to “the King of Spain.” Whether the anecdote is literal or a diplomatic legend, the effect was unmistakable: the prestige of the imperial title suffered a serious blow in the eyes of the Ottoman court.

      It is said that when Francis I heard of it he slapped his thigh in delight and cried, “Well done, elder brother!” Whether that exact outburst is history or colorful rumor matters less than the point it illustrates — a French monarch who, for his own political ends, cheered the humiliation of a Habsburg rival.

      The Franco‑Ottoman relationship, forged in the 1530s between Francis and Suleiman, proved unusually durable. In one form or another it endured for nearly two centuries, its intensity waxing and waning with changing rulers and circumstances, and it finally ran into a decisive rupture in the upheavals surrounding Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt. Looking back, we can say that under Suleiman in the 16th century the Ottoman realm stood at the height of its power, radiating confidence and a certain imperial hauteur.

      Europe’s courts — kings and nobles alike — viewed the Ottomans with a mixture of fear and admiration. They envied Ottoman military prowess and administrative strength, and in many respects they copied what they could: ceremonial forms, military innovations, and even aspects of court life were borrowed, adapted, and folded into European practice. This was not mere imitation alone but a reluctant respect translated into action.

      Take household furnishings, for example: if you stroll through a furniture store you'll notice that in front of a lone armchair there is often a low stool for resting your feet—rectangular, oblong, or square. In Chinese we usually call it a footstool, but in English and French it goes by the name "ottoman"—originally meaning an Ottoman‑style seat. The form as we know it doesn't appear in earlier European furniture traditions; it grew out of seating customs in the Ottoman world (the word itself coming into European languages via French, ultimately referring to things "of Osman"/the Ottoman dynasty).

      If you visit Topkapi Palace in Istanbul today, you can still glimpse the echo of that tradition: in some of the harem's reception rooms or private chambers there are rows of low, square cushioned stools and abundant pillows arranged along the walls, a scene of informal, low seating rather than high-backed chairs.

      In those Ottoman household and harem settings the sultan’s female relatives and attendants would sit along the walls, chatting and laughing, embroidering or sewing, nibbling seeds and nuts or other small snacks, and passing the hours with cards or board games—backgammon (tavla) being one long‑familiar choice—rather than the modern, region‑specific pastimes one might mistakenly imagine. By the 18th century the low, upholstered stool had been brought to France and, through French usage, became known across Europe as the ottoman.

      As for coffee, it actually traces its roots back to Ethiopia, though its story is tangled with centuries of trade and talk. The English word “coffee” does come to us via Dutch koffie; the Dutch term itself reached Europe through contact with Ottoman and Mediterranean languages. Turkish kahve is closely linked to Arabic qahwa, but the deeper origin of that Arabic word is debated — some scholars tie it to the Ethiopian Kaffa region, others see it as an internal Arabic development related to words for stimulating drinks. In short, the etymology threads through Arabic and Ottoman usage and then into European languages, but the last step is more a matter of trade and contact than a neat, single-source lineage.

      How did coffee reach Europe? Largely through Ottoman trade routes, port cities, and the passage of merchants, diplomats, and travelers — think Constantinople, Venice and other hubs where East met West. The Franco‑Ottoman alliance did encourage wider contact between France and the Ottoman world, but the main channels for coffee’s arrival were commercial and diplomatic exchanges rather than a single political pact. When coffee first hit European eyes, it looked strange and suspicious to many: some critics called it a “pagan” or even “devil’s” drink, and in various places religious or civic authorities tried to ban it. Part of the alarm came from the obvious — drinking coffee sharpened the senses and made people alert, and that sudden wakefulness seemed, to some contemporaries, to upset the natural order. These bans and objections were gradually overturned over the 17th century, and plenty of colorful stories grew up around the process (including the famous — and likely apocryphal — tale of a pope blessing coffee after sampling it).

      We joke — half seriously — that if coffee had been fully embraced in Europe a few decades earlier, the rhythm of work and invention might have sped up, and perhaps the Industrial Revolution could have come sooner. That’s the playful side of coffee’s story.

      Now to the seven‑leaf tree, the horse‑chestnut. We’ve mentioned it before in this series. Walk down many streets in Britain, Germany, France or Austria and you’ll see these trees shading lanes and courtyards; they’ve been planted widely in North America too. Their leaves are unmistakable — palmate, typically five to seven leaflets — and their appearance is striking. The “chestnuts” they drop are not the edible sweet chestnuts we roast; horse‑chestnut seeds (Aesculus species) are inedible and contain toxins, so people and many animals tend to ignore them. Every autumn they litter the ground — sometimes so densely that your parked car could suffer a dent from a falling nut — but the harvest is decorative rather than culinary.

      Contrary to one common claim, horse‑chestnuts are not native to India; their natural range lies in the Balkans and adjacent parts of southeastern Europe, from where they were spread by cultivation. During the Ottoman era these trees were planted extensively across Anatolia and prized for their handsome form; Ottoman nobles often set them out in courtyards and gardens, where their showy leaves and stately presence suited elite taste. Thus, like coffee, the horse‑chestnut is a tree of travel and taste — carried, planted, and admired across borders.
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            GLORY AND ITS PRICE

          

        

      

    

    
      In the 16th century, Habsburg envoys returning from the Ottoman world brought young horse‑chestnut saplings back to Austria. To Europeans of the day, these trees carried an alluring, exotic charm—an emblem of the Orient—and Ottoman nobles delighted in lining their private courtyards with them. Unsurprisingly, the horse‑chestnut quickly spread across the continent, becoming a favored ornamental tree in gardens and avenues.

      Another Ottoman export that captured European fancy was the cavalry sabre. The curved Turkish sabre—best known in Ottoman sources as the kılıç (often Latinized as kilij) and in European tongues sometimes lumped under the vague label “scimitar”—traveled westward with Ottoman arms and influence. As Ottoman cavalry tactics and equipment became familiar across battlefields, elements of the kilij’s form found their way into European swordmaking, and many nobles prized Ottoman blades as exotic trophies. You can still spot traces of that influence in countless European battle paintings, where sabres with a distinctly eastern curve appear at the hips of charging horsemen.

      Take Jacques‑Louis David’s famous Napoleon Crossing the Alps. In the painting the mounted Napoleon is shown with a dramatic sabre at his waist—an Eastern‑style blade in the romantic vocabulary of the time—and astride a magnificent horse. The popular story that Napoleon was too short to ride a horse and therefore crossed the Alps on a donkey is a neat bit of mythmaking. Contemporary accounts indicate he crossed the Great St Bernard Pass in 1800 riding a mule or pack animal better suited to the alpine track; the painter, aiming for grandeur, dispensed with any such practical detail and mounted his hero on a rearing charger. As for Napoleon’s height, the caricature of him as a diminutive figure is exaggerated—he was not especially short by the standards of his age.

      And the matter of the turkey is even more interesting.

      Everyone knows that the bird we call “turkey” in English. But the bird itself isn’t from the country Turkey at all — it’s native to the Americas. How did a New World bird end up with a name linked to the Ottoman lands?

      When Europeans began bringing the birds home after the discovery of the New World, the newcomers arrived amid a tangle of existing trade names and imported fowl. Long before American turkeys reached Europe, Europeans were already familiar with the guinea fowl — an African bird that had been brought to Europe via merchants and trade routes that ran through Ottoman territories. Those birds were commonly called “turkey fowl” or associated with “Turkey” because of the route or the middlemen who sold them.

      So when the American bird showed up, its identity got folded into that existing vocabulary. Traders and sellers found it useful to link the new bird to a known, exotic origin — sometimes describing it as a kind of “Turkish” fowl to help it sell. It wasn’t so much a single crafty “scheme” as a mix of name confusion, trade routes, and a bit of marketing savvy. The result was that the name stuck: in English the American bird became known simply as the “turkey,” and that label has endured ever since.

      The Ottoman Empire, too, was left scratching its head. They murmured among themselves, asking how this whole business had come to be tied to “Turkey” when the bird wasn’t from their soil at all. People in Ottoman lands believed the bird came from India — at that time, those who lived on what is now Turkish territory regarded the bird as an Indian fowl, and so in Turkish the turkey is called “hindi,” literally “Indian chicken.”

      Because of the long and tangled ties between France and the Ottomans — as noted earlier, a diplomatic and military relationship that endured in various forms for centuries — the French name for the bird took on the same “India” association. The old expression poule d’Inde (“chicken of India”) eventually shortened to dinde, carrying that Indian label. In English the bird came to be called “turkey,” a name tied to the route and traders by which Europeans first encountered and imported the bird (often via Ottoman lands or merchants associated with Turkey). So while the bird’s true home was the Americas, the routes of trade and a tangle of geographic confusions left us with Turkish “hindi,” French dinde, and English “turkey,” each echoing a different chapter of that strange, global story.

      The ones who found this matter most amusing were the Spaniards.

      Having colonized vast swathes of the Americas, the Spaniards knew the turkey intimately. They were well aware that the bird did not come from Turkey or India but from the New World — domesticated by indigenous peoples of North and Central America. In Spanish the bird is called "pavo," a word that goes back to Latin pavo and is related to the name for the peacock (hence "pavo real" for the peacock).

      The story behind the English name "turkey" is a curious little tangle with ties to the Ottoman world: goods and exotic fowl that passed through Levantine and Ottoman trade routes into Europe were often associated with "Turkey," and those associations helped fix the name in English. It's a neat anecdote, and we'll treat it here as just that.

      As we said earlier, Europe held both fear and fascination for the Ottoman Empire. The Ottomans projected a strong cultural soft power across the continent, and that influence slipped into many corners of European life — from fashion and food to music, architecture and courtly manners.

      Having retraced the empire’s past glories, we now turn to how that mighty state began to decay. Many readers might be surprised to learn that some of the seeds of its troubles can be traced not to foreign enemies but to Suleiman I — Suleiman the Magnificent — the very ruler who brought the empire to its apogee. In that sense he remains, without question, the most brilliant sultan in Ottoman history: his achievements towered like a mountain above the river of time. Yet with the passing of years that same mountain, once a symbol of triumph, slowly grew into a burden. The laws, institutions and splendors Suleiman created — strengths in their day — could, over time, ossify and behave like pathogenic genes within the body of the Ottoman state, quietly planting latent dangers.

      The first "pathogenic gene" sown by Suleiman the Magnificent was, in fact, the Ottoman legal code. In the West we glorify him as Suleiman the Magnificent, but inside his empire he preferred a different mantle. He was widely known — and often recorded in Ottoman chronicles — as Kanuni: the Lawgiver, the Legislator. That name stuck because under his rule the empire swelled to its greatest breadth. For a state that vast and diverse, a unified, coherent body of law was not a luxury but a necessity, essential to keeping social order and preserving the realm’s stability.

      Suleiman moved decisively to meet that need. The “Kanun” he compiled and enforced did not replace Islamic law (Sharia) but worked alongside it, filling administrative and secular gaps with practical regulations. The reforms he oversaw reached from the highest echelons of the elite to ordinary townsfolk, from the minutiae of daily life to the structures that kept an empire running: governance and taxation, land tenure and criminal penalties, military organization and recruitment. Even areas such as public welfare, the administration of charitable endowments, and the institutions of learning and public health were touched by the new regulations and bureaucratic arrangements.

      Seen in the context of its age, this was an extraordinary and forward‑looking accomplishment — a constructive project that reshaped Ottoman society. Time moved on, and centuries slipped past.

      As societies evolved and institutions were repeatedly reformed and refined, laws naturally could not remain frozen in time. Yet, regrettably, in the centuries after Suleiman I the Ottoman state made no comprehensive overhaul of the legal architecture he had established. Suleiman’s statutes carried a decisive structural limitation: although he centralized and codified state regulations—earning the sobriquet “Kanuni”—the Ottoman legal order also depended on Islamic law (sharia) as a guiding touchstone. In practice this meant kanun (temporary, secular rulings) had to operate within the constraints set by religious doctrine, and that tether increasingly constrained legal innovation.

      After centuries of social, economic, and political change, those legal provisions grew plainly ill-suited to the empire’s needs. What made the problem worse was the ground on which the empire stood: Anatolia, the Balkans, the Levant and North Africa were among the most volatile, contested and rapidly changing regions on earth. In such a theater, maintaining a rigid, ossified legal system for many generations was a recipe for paralysis. This is the fatal flaw in Suleiman the Magnificent’s legislative legacy.

      Next, let us talk about the second “pathogenic gene” Suleiman the Magnificent planted — succession and the harem system.

      Succession to the Ottoman throne was never governed by a clear, public law of inheritance, and from the very beginning it proved to be one of the dynasty’s most dangerous fault lines.

      In the empire’s early centuries, sultans often ruled as warrior-kings, personally leading armies and expanding the frontier. Yet they never established a fixed principle such as primogeniture. Instead, following older Turkic, steppe, and Eurasian traditions — similar to practices seen among the Seljuks and Mongols — Ottoman princes were commonly dispatched to govern provinces as training grounds and power bases.

      This arrangement had an apparent logic: by giving each prince administrative experience, income, and a stake in government, the court hoped to delay open conflict and allow the strongest contender to emerge. In practice, however, these provincial postings often turned princes into semi-independent rivals. Once land and authority were effectively divided, unity weakened, and succession disputes became almost inevitable. Over time, the system produced repeated struggles, rebellions, and civil wars — forcing the Ottoman state to seek ever harsher solutions to preserve its cohesion.

      Therefore, in the early years of the Ottoman Empire succession was a constant source of controversy. For several generations the transfer of power was chaotic, and an unwritten rule emerged: princes must fight one another, and only the strong had the right to survive and become sultan; the weak met death—by assassination or execution—like a brutal, dynastic Hunger Games. That ruthless custom persisted until Mehmed II, the Conqueror, who at last put it into law.

      He even put the principle in his own words: “When any one of my sons ascends the throne, for the sake of the state it is acceptable for him to kill any of his brothers, and the interpreters of Islamic doctrine have recognized this, so henceforth the princes’ rules of succession shall be carried out according to this provision.” Mehmed II’s career only sharpened the force of that decree: he first became sultan as a child and later reclaimed the throne at about nineteen, and at twenty‑one he took Constantinople. From the wording of his law we can also see that even a sultan’s pronouncement required the assent of the learned—those versed in Islamic jurisprudence—before it could be accepted as legitimate. That dynamic accords with the later principle associated with Suleiman the Magnificent, that no law should stand above religious law.

      Once codified, fratricide shed whatever cloak of secrecy it had. Assassinations that once had to be hidden could now be performed openly under the banner of state necessity. From then on, whenever a new sultan ascended the throne, killing off rival princes became commonplace; even infants in swaddling clothes were not always spared. Half‑brothers were particularly vulnerable, and sometimes nephews—sons of those brothers—found themselves swept up in the purge as well.

      After Mehmed II’s death a deadly contest followed between his sons Bayezid and the younger Cem. Cem attempted negotiation, then rebellion, but was defeated; rather than being executed on the spot, he fled and spent years in exile before dying abroad. The pattern of ruthless elimination, however, continued to mark Ottoman successions for generations to come.

      But don’t be mistaken—being a brother and refusing to fight for the throne bought you no guarantees. The hard reality of Ottoman politics was different. When Selim I rose to power he didn’t immediately cut off every rival; in some cases a brother was merely dispatched to govern a distant province rather than killed outright. That man might show no sign of treason or any appetite for the crown.

      At first Selim may have hoped restraint would suffice. The succession rules of the empire were not a neat legal code of primogeniture but a brutal contest of strength and survival: whoever seized and held power became sultan. Princes were routinely posted to the provinces—useful as training grounds but also dangerous, because a governorship could become a power base. If a brother did raise troops and strike unexpectedly, he could, by force and recognition, displace the reigning sultan. Political life breeds its own pressures: courtiers whispering of opportunity, advisors urging preemption, and the ruler growing steadily more suspicious.

      So even if a prince kept his hands clean, the shadow of possibility could be fatal. In the end, Selim I ordered his brother’s execution.

      Thus, once this statute was in place, mutual slaughter among brothers became almost inevitable. It bears a resemblance to the succession struggles among imperial princes in ancient China, yet the two traditions differ in crucial ways. Succession contests happen everywhere, but what set the Ottoman case apart was that the elimination of rival brothers was effectively institutionalized. In Ottoman practice, a prince who took the throne could — and by some interpretations, was permitted to — remove his brothers as contenders. Many historians trace the formalization of this policy to the reign of Mehmed II in the fifteenth century, though the exact wording and legal mechanics remain debated.

      By contrast, within the moral and legal framework of traditional China, killing one’s kin to seize power was deeply taboo and typically surfaced only when central authority had already collapsed. The Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms era is the classic instance of such open fratricidal conflict. Under more normal conditions, someone who wanted a brother killed would first have to manufacture a weighty, public justification — charges of treason, rebellion, or comparable crimes — and then wrap the execution in a high‑sounding veneer of legitimacy. That kind of concocted pretext is cumbersome and risky. So in polities where outright fratricide was condemned or legally dangerous, actors often turned to plotting, exile, forced monasticism, or assassination to achieve their ends.

      So, what were the advantages of this “Hunger Games”‑style rule among Ottoman princes? Or, more precisely, why did sultans of the period consider it workable? The basic reasoning was stark and ruthless: by letting princes compete, the survivor would—at least in theory—be the fittest to rule. It was a crude law of survival as political strategy, a way to try to ensure that whoever ascended the throne had already proved his strength.

      From that succession logic we can infer a practical implication: more sons meant a larger pool of potential rulers. Only when a sultan fathered many sons did the contest have a real chance of producing an outstanding candidate; if a ruler had only one son, even a mediocre heir would automatically inherit. That belief helped explain why many Ottoman rulers maintained large harems and sired numerous children—not simply out of personal desire, but because a bigger field of competitors seemed to raise the odds of finding a capable sovereign.

      That calculation, however, came with a terrible human cost. The Ottoman approach to succession was not a neat meritocracy; it was a dangerous, often bloody scramble. At times the system was formalized in brutal ways—fratricide and other violent measures were used to settle claims—while in later centuries alternatives such as confining rival princes to the so‑called kafes (the “cage”) emerged. Still, for a long stretch of imperial history the logic held in the eyes of those who ruled: the brutal contest would produce the strongest ruler, and the sultan’s harem, with its tangled alliances and ambitions, became a theatre of power—part court, part battlefield—imbued with a very distinctive, sometimes grim, atmosphere.

      First, the sultan’s harem was enormous — almost unimaginably so. But size alone isn’t the curious thing; what really stands out is the institutional difference. Unlike many monarchies that formalized a single queen or principal wife, the Ottoman court did not adopt a simple, European‑style system of ranked consorts. That does not mean there was no order at all — over time the palace developed a complex internal hierarchy of concubines, favorites, attendants and administrators, and titles such as Haseki Sultan (the favored consort) eventually emerged — yet there was no permanent, hereditary “queen” in the Western sense whose office carried the same legal standing across generations.

      Second, a large proportion of the women in the harem were of slave origin — especially from the Balkans and the Caucasus — which is historically accurate for much of the empire’s middle period. This too needs a little nuance: some women were freeborn, and practices shifted over the centuries, but the reliance on enslaved or captive women as concubines was a defining feature of the Ottoman palace system for a long time.

      Why did the sultan pick so many slaves? The practical answer is simple: choosing women with no independent noble networks minimized the risk that a consort would bring external power blocs or dynastic claims into the palace. Slaves who rose in the harem were dependent on the sultan’s favor alone, so their loyalties and the balance of palace politics were easier for the court to manage. That was one major reason among others — politics, social norms, and Islamic legal contexts all played parts.

      It’s important to correct one lasting misconception: while many women entered the harem with the primary “mission” of bearing sons, a mother’s fate was not always one of permanent obscurity. If her son became sultan, she could — and often did — ascend to great authority as Valide Sultan, the sultan’s mother, a position that could carry vast wealth and political influence (not identical to a European “queen mother,” but frequently more powerful in practice). At the same time, not every mother reached that pinnacle; some died, were sidelined, or never saw their sons rule. The truth, as often with empires, sits in the middle: a system designed to limit outside claims to the throne that nonetheless allowed individual women, from slave origins, to sometimes become the most powerful person in the palace.

      So, for these women in the harem there was no need to be born into a prominent family or to possess so‑called noble blood. Many entered the palace as captives or slaves—taken during military campaigns, bought in distant markets, or handed over through the era’s thriving slave networks. Those chosen for the harem were put through careful physical screening: the healthy and suitable were kept in the palace, while the sick or otherwise unsuited were often sold on to lower‑tier slave markets. This selection process, by design, sharply reduced the likelihood that the harem as a whole could act as an independent political faction.
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