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CONQUEST AS AN ACT OF FAITH

The Prophet himself is said to have ordered the first military action
of Muslims against the Byzantines, namely in Palestine in the year 624.1
A mere twenty-six years after that, a Muslim army approached the Gates
of Constantinople. In some sense, from a Western viewpoint, the forces
of Islam may be regarded as having espoused the ancient struggle of
“Sassanid Persia against the Greek empire. However, among Muslims
it was a conviction, from the time of the Prophet onward, that the con-
quest of Constantinople was predestined for them by God. The Otto-
mans adopted that conviction as their own. Altogether the Muslims had
organised twelve separate expeditions against the Byzantine capital be-
fore Mehmed II eventually took it in 1453.2

Constantinople was so powerful a symbol of resistance to the expan-
sion of Islam that a whole series of ahadith, some authentic and some
not, as well as legendary and folk-epic material, spread about the future
Muslim conquest of the city. ‘

The Ottomans would recall, and cite on every appropriate occasion,
one of these ahadith which said: ‘One day Constantinople will definite-
ly be conquered. What a good amir and what a good army is the one
that will accomplish this.’® They claimed to have found the tombs of
many Companions of the Prophet who had taken part and fallen in the
sieges of Constantinople under the Umayyads. Following thc conquest,
they constructed mausolea for them which became the most venerated
places in and around the city.# In the Ottoman tradition, the number of
Companions who had actually fallen came to be multiplied by as many
as seventy (a sacred figure).

#* This article is originally published in Journal of Islamic Studies (1990) 1(1):
1-23. We are grateful for both the author and the Publisher for giving permissi-
on to reprint it here with minor revisions of the author himself.
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The most venerated of these Companions, the Prophet’s Standard-
bearer, Abu Ayyub al-Ansari,> became the patron saint of Ottoman
‘Islambol’. That Abu Ayyub was indeed one of the Prophet’s companions
and did take part in and die during the siege of Constantinople in 668 is
hisrorically attested.® Mehmet IT chose Abu Ayyub as the patron saint of
the conquered city, perhaps because he had declared himself the stand-
ard-bearer of the ghaza’ in the whole Islamic world.”

Mehmed the Conqueror believed that the conquest would be the work
of Allah, a miracle of His providence. The Sufi Seyh Ag- Semseddin, a
follower of the famous mystic philosopher of light, ‘Umar al-Suhrawardi,
became mursid (spiritual guide) to the Sultan and his army during the
siege. The young Sultan asked the mursid to go into religious retreat in
order to know the divine decision of the exact date of the conquest. The
conquest did not occur on the date the mursid gave, rather the Chris-
tians recorded a naval success on that day. The letter written by the -
Seyh to the Sultan after this event has been discovered in the Palace
archives.® In it the Seyh acknowledges that rumours about the failure of
his prayers and the Sultan’s lack of wisdom and authority had spread to
the army. He atiributes the failure to the fact that many soldiers in the
Ottoman army were not true Muslims, having converted to Islam under
pressure. But, being a practical man, he at the same time advises the
Sultan to severely punish the commanders responsible for this disgrace-
ful situation. He adds that when he went back to sleep after reading the
Qur’an, God revealed to him the good news of ultimate success. From
the gesta et vita of the Seyh® we learn that, during the final attack, the
- saints (all clad in white robes and led by the Prophet of miracles, Khidr)
guided the Sultan’s army to victory. Aq Seyh claimed that the conquest
was the work of providence through the prophet Khidr and Fagih Ahmed
whom he called Qutb-i ‘alem, the pole of the universe.*®

The role and influence of Aq Seyh in the events leading up to the con-.
quest were further amplified in folk imagination. According to popular
traditions related by Evliya Celebi, Aq Seyh had revealed the impending
conquest in 1444, long before the siege itself, when Mehmed was not
yet the Sultan.™ Placing his dervish cap on Mehmed’s head, the Seyh
foretold that, according to God’s favour, the conquest of Consrantinople
would be Mehmed’s doing. Aq Seyh is protrayed in all of these traditions
as more powerful than the Sultan. Evliya claimed that during the siege
three thousand men of religion, including Seyhs and ‘ulama’,exhorted
the soldiers to fight and that the well-known seyhs participared actively
in attacking rhe city’s main gates.

According to some folk traditions,™ even the great seyhs of the Is-
lamic world came and fought alongside the Muslim army on this great
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day for Islam. The Sultan had promised the geyhs that, after the con-
quest, he would allocate half the booty to them, build for each of them
a convent, and do other charitable works besides. Evliya® also tells us
that a group of Greek priests, spiritually overwhelmed, came out of the
fortress to join the Muslim army. This is a general theme in the folk ep-
ics of this period: that God eventually guided Christian priests towards
the ‘ultimate truth’-Islam. The significance of all of these stories is that
the Muslim populace in those days believed that the city had been con-
quered through the spiritual power of the Muslim saints. It remains un-
certain whether the Sultan shared in these beliefs. But there is every
reason to affirm his belief in the necessity of having and keeping the
blessings of these charismatic holy men on his side.*

The Sultan’s decisions for the reconstruction of the conquered city
fell in with the overwhelming religious zeal among the Muslim masses.
Indeed, in that Islamic reconstruction of the city, the religious orders
assumed a key role.'s

Seyh Aq Semseddln was also charged, upon the Sultan’s order, with
locating the tomb of Ayyub al-Ansari. Its discovery by the Seyh was no
less miraculous and significant than the conquest. It assured the Mus-
lims that providence was still on their side. Mehmed built a mausoleum
at the site, a mosque and a dervish convent.’® .

Ayyub’s tomb, which rapidly grew into a town outside the walls of the
city on the Golden Horn, became the most sacred place in Istanbul. Each
day hundreds of believers would visit with offerings and seek the saint’s
help. The most famous of the dervish convents as well as a huge cemetery
clustered around the tomb. It is also significant that each Sultan upon his
accession to the throne visited the tomb following the same route as the
legend described for Ayyub."7At the site, the most venerated Seyh of the day
girded the Sultan with the sacred sword of ghaza’. Thus, the saints presence
not only made the whole area of Istanbul a consecrated place for Muslims,
but also gave the Sultan’s rule over the Muslims a religious sanction.

It should be noted that every Ottoman city had its own wali or saint
whose tomb, usually located on a hill-top outside the city, combined
Islamic mystic tradition with a pre-Islamic mountain cult.*® Cities were
regarded as persons and a prayer formula recited each time the name of
the city was mentioned.

CONSTANTINOPLE BECOMES ‘ISLAMBOL’

After the conquest, Mehmed’s first act was to convert Constantino-
ple into an Islamic city. The preamble of his wagf deed for his mosque
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reads:® ‘Sultan Mehmed conquered Kostantiniyye with the help of
God. It was an abode of idols.... He converted its churches of beautiful
decoration into Islamic colleges and mosques.” There were six churches
converred into mosques and one into a college. Interestingly enough,
the monastery of Aya-Marina was given to Baba Haydari dervishes.?® In
general the best sites were assigned either to members of the military or
to the men of religion including rhe Sufi orders.

On the day following the conquest the Sultan went straight to St
Sophia church and converted it into a mosque, saying there his first
prayers, an act that symbolized the dedication of the city as an Islamic
one. He also solemnly gave it the name ‘Islam-bol’ (Islam abounds)?,
which actually reflects the centuries-long aspiration of Muslims to con-
vert the great city of Constantine (‘Qostantiniyya al-Kubra’) into a city
of Islam. The new name was hereafter strictly maintained by the ulema,
though the people at large continued to use the pre-Ottoman Turkish
name Istanbul. Folk memory of the congregational prayers on the first
Friday after the conquest, as described by Evliya Celebi,>*records: “‘When
the muezzins began to recite the verse ‘inn’ Allaha wa mala’ikatuhu®3
a touching tone, Aq Semseddin, taking Sultan Mehmed by his arm, in
greet respect led him to the pulpit. There he called out in a strong deep
voice, “Praise to God, Lord of all creatures,” and the ghazis present in
the mosque, deeply touched, broke into tears of joy.’

Islamic faith and the popular imagination combined to convert Con-
statinople into Islambol. For the Ottomans it was-a Muslim city from the
time it held the sacred remains of the Prophet’s companions. In Islamic
tradition, a place where Muslims had built a mosque and prayed was
considered Islamic territory. The churches, Hagia Sophia in particular,
were admired as works of God which the Muslims believed He would
ultimately grant to the true religion. Legend tells us* that Abu Ayyub
Ansari performed his prayers there before his martyrdom. Also, while
an area or a city of non-Muslims who had submitted to a Muslim state
was accepted as, administratively, a part of Islamic territory, its ultimate
islamization remained a constant hope. Tolerant enough to resettle the
city with Greeks, Armenians, and Jews, Mehmed the Conqueror never-
theless took measures to ensure that ‘Islambol’ had a Muslim majority- a
policy systematically applied to the major cities conquered for Islam.?

For the Ottomans, the most celebrated symbolic action, after conquest
of a Christian city, was to convert the churches into mosques. The mina-
ret for the call to prayer (adhan) became the visible symbol, and most
striking feature, of the Islamic city. In their descriptions of conquests,
the Ottomans always referred to this as the symbol of Islam’s victory.
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Every city or town with a Muslim population had to have a Friday
Mosque or masjid (smaller mosque) and it was a religious duty to as-
semble there on Fridays. Suleyman the Magnificent, in order to extir-
pate rhe Kizilbash heresy, extended this obligation to villages.?®

The great mosque in the centre of each nahiye (see infra) was the
centre not only of religion but also of various other aspects of urban
life. Aside from the madrasa built within the mosque complex, regular
courses were held in the mosque for the general public (dars-i'am): the
teaching of Islam was considered one of the greatest pious acts in the Is-
lamic tradition. It was a religious duty for the Sultan (as well as the ordi-
nary Muslim citizen) to go ro prayers in the great mosque of the capital
city, especially on Friday (jum’a). It was there that the Sultan had direct
contact with ordinary people and received oral and written grievances
(rig’a) on abuses of power they had suffered. The ceremony was sym-
bolic of the Sultan’s concern for his people’s suffering, a concern regard-
ed, in the Islamic state tradition, as the ruler’s most important function.
In miniature paintings of the Sultan receiving a rig’a from the hands of
an old woman, symbolically the most helpless of the subjects, an im-
age of the Sultan as the ideal ruler is created. The sermon (khutba) fol-
lowing Friday prayer, delivered by the most venerated Seyh of the time,
had more than a religious function. The congregation (jama’a) would
respond to the praises of the Sultan offered in the khutba-a ceremony
interpreted in Islamic society as recognition of the Sultan’s sovereignty
by the public. Indeed, this Friday mention and the minting of coins were
always regarded as the two necessary symbols for the independence of
any ruler in Islamic lands.

Furthermore, the law courts were customarily located at the mosques.
The busiest of them was in the courtyard of the Grand Vizir Mahmud
Pasha Mosque, situated on the main street of the city in the vicinity of
the Great Bazaar.

The organization of space in ‘Islambol’

The world view of Islam determined the physical and social landscape
of the city which was prepared as a space where the prescriptions of the
Islamic religion could be observed properly and in their entirety.?

The basic objective in the expansion of Islam was to acquire political
control over an area and establish the symbols of Islamic sovereignty.
An area inhabited by non-Muslims which had submitted to the power of
Islam was considered to be within the Dar al-Islam, that is, part of the
Islamic territory, whether or not the people living there had converted
to Islam. If the city had had to be taken by force, Islamic Law allowed
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that the inhabitants could be removed as captives, the buildings becom-
ing the property of the Islamic state. This happened in Constantinople
on 29 May, 1453- over thirty thousand were enslaved and removed from
the city.?® Under Ottoman rule, anyone who wanted to build a house
had to pay rent to the state treasury for the plot used. The principle of
state ownership of land had the most significant consequences for the
reconstruction of the city under the Ottomans. The Sultan was free to
carry out his own plans for the location of the palace, bazaars, military
barracks, and storehouses: he had a free hand in organizing the space
and creating a typical Islamic-Ottoman city.

It is often argued rhat the Islamic city came into being spontane-
ously without any sort of planning and that its population was only ‘an
amorphous crowd.”® The Ottoman practice, which we know basically
followed Islamic tradition, challenges this view. The urban space of Is-
tanbul, as with other cities before it that had been founded or reorgan-
ized by the Ottomans, followed a traditional pattern of organization laid
down under the direction and supervision of the Sultan.3°

The view that an Islamic city lacked any planning really does need to
be modified. The founders of pious endowments followed a traditional
plan in establishing the main complexes of the religious and commercial
centres of the city. The complexes themselves had a distinct arrange-
ment of buildings within their boundaries. Of whatever origin-Hellenis-
tic, Sassanian or Cetral Asiatic-a certain type of planning was followed
in creating such centres. On the other hand, the lack of planning in the
residential sections of the city is a fact and can be explained by certain
Islamic concepts to be discussed later.

As early as 1453 the Sultan had issued orders for the construction
of certain buildings without which the Ottomans would not consider
a city as complete.?* Important among these were a citadel within the
walls surrounding the Golden Gate of the Roman city, a royal palace on
the hill, Forum Tauri, in the centre of the city, and a huge bazaar with a

* central bedestan (compact hall) for valuable commodity imports.

The citadel, symbol of the Sultan’s power, and housing the state
treasury, was the main stronghold in the city, its garrison the ultimate
force for city-defence in the event of invasion or popular uprising.

The royal palace (later abandoned for another on the Topkapi site)
was also surrounded by walls making it a fortified city within the city.
The Sultan’s palace was revered as a quasi-sacred place where God’s
disposition for his creatures manifested itself in the Imam, the Sultan.
As the Prophet’s saying reads: ‘The Imam is the trusted agent of Allah
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amongst his people and the proof of His care over His creatures and His
representative over the country.’

On the day of conquest, Mehmed announced that Istanbul was his
capital city in the words: ‘From now on Istanbul is my taht (throne)’.
“The capital is called tahtgah or dar al-Saltana, literally ‘the abode of
the throne’ or of the saltana (political sovereignty, distinct from khi-
lafa, the supreme spiritual-political authority of the successor of the
Prophet.) The capital was thus conceived as the place of residence of
the holder of the saltana. Beyond thc main gate of the palace or Bab
al-Sa’ada is where the subjects live, the palace gate therefore manifests
the ruler’s authority.34It is an elaborate structure topped with a golden
dome, symbolic of the heavens or the universe, under which the ruler
sat enthroned ro receive people in a most eleborate court ceremony.
The spot where the throne was placed was the quasi-sacred centre of
the realm, around which the whole Empire revolved.

All Ottoman terminology connected with the Sultan’s authority was
based on this concept. The government was the Sublime Porte, the city
itself Der-i Sa’adet, the ‘Gate of the Good Fortune’. Proximity to the Sul-
tan’s person determined the degree of authority and fortune enjoyed for
example, the pages of the privy chamber were candidates for the highest
positions in the Empire.3 The state officials in the capital represented
the highest ranks in each class-the gadi of Istanbul, for example, was
the supreme gadi in the Empire. In sum, the world-view, with its basic
notion of a divinely sanctioned and supported centre of power, gave rise
to the hierarchical and centralized structure of the Ottoman Empire. It
was no mere mystical theory. In the mid-seventeenth century, Evliya
Celebi observed that security and wealth diminished in the provinces in
proportion to the distance from the ‘Gate of Good Fortune’.

Apart from these ‘political’ formative elements of the Ottoman-Is-
lamic city, the main urban zones, including the bedestan-carst or cen-
tral market place, were brought into existence under the wagf-imaret
system.

The wagf-‘imaret system

In large metropolises such as Bursa and Istanbul the city developed
not around a single nucleus but around several, variously located, each
constructed as a well-planned complex of religious buildings (mosque,
madrasa, hospice, etc.), and supported by a wagqf. In Istanbul, around
such nuclei built by the Sultan or vizirs, developed new divisions (na-
hiye), each under the jurisdiction of a surrogate judge appointed by the
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cadi of Istanbul. Each complex, as it answered the basic spiritual and
material needs of a Muslim community in religion and education, as
well as in water supply and even (through the hospice Tmaret or hos-
pice kitchen) in food, became the centre of a settlement which grew over
time into a full-fledged nahiye. Through such a system Muslim Istanbul
developed in the second half of the 15th century into Europe’s largest

city.

Throrugh the wagfs, with sources of revenue such as shops rented to
the merchants, traders, and artisans in the city, or villages and farms in
rural areas, an immense amount of wealth constantly flowed into the city
for rhe maintenance of such complexes. For example, the Fatih complex
built by Mehmed the Conqueror had an annual revenue of 1.5 million
akga or thirty thousand gold ducats which was spent as follows:36

Stipends for personnel and others........... 859,280 akea
Food for the HOSPICE ....coveeveeercenrenrenreneennn. 461,417
Expenses of the Hospital......c...ccccveencucacne 72,000
REPAITS covcvtrrcrrercinenninseeescsscserenesestenens 18,522

The total number of the personnel in various units was 383. At least
1,117 persons received two meals each day.

In the location and construction of the mosque, hierarchical consid-
erations were given priority. It was forbidden to build a mosque larger
or more stately than the Sultan’s, a rule respected by all. The second
largest mosque was built by the Grand Vizir or other vizirs. In the prov-
inces, the governor-general or frontier beg was entitled to build a large
mosque in the provincial centre. The founder was required to seek the
written permission of the Sultan, while for the small district mosque
(mesjid) the local gadi was able to grant permission for construction
and to approve location.

For the location of a mosque a prominent site in the city’s landscape

" or a crowded centre such as the bazaar area were preferred-that is, the
criterion was either aesthetic or functional. The actual construction
had to be in durable materials, mostly stone and such metals as iron
and bronze. A larger mosque was the central building among a complex
buildings including rhe madrasa (college), the library, hospital, hos-
pice, convent for dervishes, school for children, and fountain for ablu-
tion. A tiirbe (mausoleum) was also usually added for the founder. It
was only the Sultans and the vizirs who built such ‘imarets or large com-
plexes. They served as a kind of infrastructure for the creation of new
districts in the reconstruction process in Istanbul. In 1459, Mehmed the
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Congueror gave orders to his vizirs to build such complexes on various
sites within the walls.3” These complexes became the nuclei for subse-
quent districts.

It can safely be said that the reconstruction process of Ottoman Is-
tanbul depended essentially on the Islamic institutions of wagfand m-
aret. The construction of such complexes would sometimes follow the
rapidly expanding settlement of a particular district. A number of dis-
tricts came into existence spontaneously as a result of economic condi-
tions. Smaller district mosques or masjids were built by leeding figures
of the local community, mostly merchants and craftsmen. A district was
named after the founder of the local mosque.

The list below shows a breakdown of the districts of Istanbul accord-
ing to the founders of mosques by the mid-seventeenth century:” it will
be seen that 65 per cent of the founders of mosques belonged to the
‘ruling class’

Ulema....cocceeevrenrrecreeseersennes 46
Merchants and bankers....... 32
Trades people.........cccvueuenee. 28
Aghas of the Palace.............. 18
BegS it 16
Pashas ....cceeeevveveeccecrennerene 14
Officers of the Kapi-Kulu .... 12
‘Bureaucrats’ ........oceeeeereeeennne 8
ArchitectS....covvevveereerereerennene. 6
Ohers .ooveoveneeeeresecsessinens 39
o1 71 ORI 219

Large-scale urban utilities, such as the water system, store-houses for
provisions, slaughterhouses, etc., were all built by the Sultan as part of
the pious foundation of the mosque. The construction of the city’s water
system-aqueducts, water conduits in the city, and public fountains-was
likewise a part of the wagfs of the mosques. In the sixteenth century,
when the population in intra muros Istanbul alone surpassed 250,000,
the Ottomans renovated the entire water system with new aqueducts
and a distribution system in the city. A permanent organization called
su-yolculart had already been created to supervise and carry out the
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repair work. Suleyman the Magnificent, who considered improvements
in the water supply for the urban population to be one of the most meri-
torious religious acts, was responsible for extending the system to all
the big cities in the Empire, including Mécca, Medina, and Jerusalem.
These cities relied, until very recently, on the water system introduced
by the Ottomans.

The mosque, or rather the complex of religious and charitable build-
ings affiliated with it, was the meeting place of the urban community. It
was not only the forum for their major religious, political and judicial
affairs, but also for trading, socializing and entertainment. For example,
the large square outside Bayezid II's mosque was surrounded by shops
and ‘thousands of people’, Evliya notes,” who’enjoy the shady places un-
der the trees and do shopping for their needs, buying all sorts of goods.’

The bedestan and the Great Cars1 were built as part of the wagfs
for the Aya-Sofya (Hagia Sophia) mosque.4° The rents were to be spent
for the upkeep of the mosque and other charitable foundations. Thus,
through rhe wagqf system, all the works designed to enhance the city
were interpreted as works of charity for the good of the Muslim com-
munity.

The great bazaar with bedestans, khans for merchants and ¢arsis
(suq) for handicrafts, was built according to a Turco-Islamic plan on
the former Byzantine site of crafts and guilds.#* The high street called
Divan-Yolu from Edirne-Kapi to Aya-Sofya (Hagia Sophia) was, as un-
der the Byzantines, the main imperial road with all the important pub-
lic buildings, including the great bazaar and the customs house for the
caravans entering the city through Edirne-Kapi. This thoroughfare ran
parallel to the port area on the Golden Horn, and the streets connected
the business centre of the caravans with the port. In fact, the triangle
between port area, Galata, and Uskudar (the terminus for the caravans
from Asia) became and still is the hub of the city’s economic life. The
streets extending from it to the Bazaar channelled goods arriving by sea
to the great marketplace of the city. The entire system with its infra-
structure of bazaars, market halls, storehouses, and groups of shops was
established by the Sultan or high dignitaries as a source of revenue for
the pious foundations, as though ultimately intended for the purpose of
serving the religion. This world is, in Muslim beliefs, only a temporary,
station en route to the eternal life hereafter. ‘

The main urban functions were viewed as being complementary
to or exrensions of the religious establishment or the imperial palace.
The crafts were housed in the bazaars constructed by the founders of
the pious endowments (wagfs). Each was put under the control of the
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respective craftsman appointed to the Sultan’s palace. All of the jewel-
lers were put under the kuyumcubas: or chief imperial jeweller, all of
the physicians under the hekimbasgi or chief imperial physician, all the
tailors under the terzibag: or chief imperial tailor, all of the architects
under the chief imperial architect, and so on. Each examined and is-
sued licences and promulgated regulations for people in their respec-
tive professions. Their services, however, were intended not only for the
benefit of the palace but also for the Muslim community at large. Head
of the officers responsible for the needs of the palace and the city was
the Sehir-emini or city ‘prefect’. His primary duty was to oversee eve-
rything the Sultan’s palaces needed, from provisions of the bazaar to
repair work, etc.

The residential section of the city

It was noted above that the residential areas of the city lacked any
kind of planned arrangement. This can be explained in relation to cer-
tain fundamental beliefs and concepts of the Islamic religion and cul-
ture.

The sacred principles of the Shari’a, halal (lawful) and haram (un-
lawful, prohibited) govern all human activities in society, the more so in
an urban environment. Islamic law embraces not only matters related
to ritual, social relationships and conduct, but also food, habitation and
environment.

Due to the prohibition of intoxicating beverages end pork, the non-
Muslim citizens were strictly forbidden to sell these items to Muslims
and were required ro keep their shops outside of the Muslim districts.
Drinking houses were restricted to Galata on the other side of the Gold-
en Horn, an area regarded by Muslims as a place of sin.

The right of privacy is a religious principle in Islam that helps explain
many features of a Muslim city. While the decisive sources of Islam, i.e.,
the Qur'an and Hadith, gave rise to a detailed legel theory on the mat-
ter, the Ottoman court records provide abundant evidence of how that
theory was actually implentented in the Islamic city.

The right of privacy encompassed family as well as religious life,
which is the principal explanation of the division of the Ottoman-or,
more widely, the Islamic-city into two main zones, residential and com-
mercial. In the commercial zone, religious identity did not interfere
with the daily routine, and Muslims and non-Muslims intermingled
-only shops selling comestibles were segregated. In the residential zone
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people operated under the rules, and performed the rituals, of their own

religions, within their own communities, in- separate or ‘private’ dis-
tricts. As a rule, each religious community occupied a specific area in the

residential quarters and had its own cemetery. The quarters (;mahalle)
grew up around a masjid, church, or synagogue. Greeks, Armenians,
Jews or Karaites had each their separate areas. Segregation of the Mus-
lim districts from the non-Muslim ones was particularly stressed. The

Shari’a demanded that the non-Muslims not perform their ceremonies

or rituals within sight or hearing of the Muslims. However, the Muslims

went to great lengths to make their own ceremonies visible, which was

thought to be the most efficient way to propagate Islam.

Islam makes a number of stipulations concerning private life and
privacy. The family and the home are sacred, a transgression of which,
though sometimes committed by the state authorities, is a major sin
and may result in legal action against the transgressor. In particular, the
part of the house where one’s family lives is called harim and considered
inviolable, and the Law prohibits entry to it by outsiders.** Without con-
sidering the Islamic rules on the sanctity of privacy we cannot explain
the particular forms which domestic architecture and the streets took in
the Ottoman or Islamic city. The Ottoman buildings and street patterns
adhered closely to the rules and regulations of Islamic Law.*3 They were
controlled by such public authorities as the chief architect (ser-mi'mar)
the prefect (sehir-emini) and the superintendent of the water conduits
(su-yolu nazirt) in cooperation with the city’s gadi. Disputes were settled
by the gadi in accordance with the regulations and, in the final analysis,
by the rules of the Shari’a. Under the regulations, non-Muslims could
not build near a Muslim place of worship and their houses were not to
be more than nine dhira’ (6.82 metres) high or higher than a Muslim
house. This regulation, however, was responsible for the construction of
all sorts of ‘extensions’on the tops of the buildings. The Istanbul court
records contain frequent cases filed when a neighbour built a higher
building to protect the interior of his house from being overlooked.

The residential section of mahalles was the area in which the Muslim
community and the other religious communities lived, in their separate
districts, their private lives. Government officers rarely showed them-
selves in these areas. The ketkhuda and imam, elected by the mahalle
and approved by the gadi, were responsible for the public affairs of the
community. They mediated between government and community in
such matters as tax collection and security. The city’s population con-
sisted of groups classed religiously and socially autonomous. The gov-
ernment did not think it appropriate to impose regulations on the resi-
dential areas except in matters affecting the entire city, such as a fire.
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Non-intervention in social and economic life was vigorously defend-
ed by a group of Muslim jurists, among them Imam Abu Yusuf (d. 798).
In he sixth chapter of his Kitab al-Kharaj, Abu Yusuf, quoting several
ahadith, ruled that the prices of the market are determined by God, not
by human wisdom.** The Prophet himself declined to intervene when
people complained about rising prices at the market. Abu Yusuf argued
that abundance or scarcity are not the only reasons for the rise or fall
of prices. Here again we see the key attitude of Islam as far as social
arrangements are concerned. 1t was believed that in such cases human
intervention is an act against the divine purpose.

The striking difference between the unplanned Muslim cemetery and
the usually neatly planned Christian cemetery may also be explained
in the same way. To the Muslim the tombs scattered on the cemetery
grounds were a passage to the other world where the dead are visited
and questioned by the angels (mala’ika) within forty days of burial.
Even when the mausolea were erected for members of the ruling elite,
the most pious among them asked in their wills that the dome of the
tomb be left open to the sky. At the cemetery, things had to be left to the
will of God.

THE, QADI AS AN INDEPENDENT REPRESENTATIVE
OF THE URBAN COMMUNITY

Every city and town was placed under the jurisdiction of a gadi who
represented Islam and Shari'a. Istanbul intra muros was under a gadi
who held the highest rank among the gadis, while the three towns which
were separated from Istanbul by water or by city walls, namely Galata,
Uskiidar and Haslar (also called Eyiip) had their own separate juris-
dictions under independent gadis. As a general rule, a gadis jurisdic-
tion (gada’) included nahiyes or districts as well as suburbs and villages
around the urban centre. The central (merkez) nahiye included those
nearby summer pastures (yayla), villages and other lands economically
an integral part of the town and vital for the supply of provisions and
raw materials (cotton, wool, and hides in particular).

Here I shall focus on the role of the qadi and ‘the council of the court
(Majlis-i Shar’) from the point of view of the Muslim city as an urban
community. Although the gadi, as with any other executive officer, was
appointed by the Sultan, this appointment was made in the Sultan’s
capacity as imam (religious head) of the Islamic community. The gadi
therefore had all the delegated powers as head of the urban community
under his particular jurisdiction. The qadi was autonomous with respect
to the military and administrative authorities of the area and had direct
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access to the Sultan. He even had a kind of autonomy over the Sultan
whenever the Shari’a and the Islamic community were in question. His
authority to administer the Shari’a made him virtually autonomous,
since no one could interfere in his decisions and actions in this field.
Occasionally the opinion of the religious authorities was sought, but the
gadi was not bound by it in his decisions. If his decision was challenged,
the Porte could only ask him to hear the case again, or to transfer it to
another gadi, or the case could be heard by the imperial council which
then acted as a supreme court with higher judges (i.e. gadi’asker). The
qadi’s independent status as an administrator of the Shari’a made it
possible for the Islamic community to survive under foreign domina-
tion (of the Mongols in 13th century Iran, of Europeans in 19th century
North Africa). In such circumstances the qadi assumed even greater au-
thority and autonomy as the true and sole representative of the Shari’a
and thence of the Islamic community

It should be remembered that in Muslim society, the Shari’a was the
final and absolute authority in governing Muslim life not only with re-
gard to private matters but also in many areas of public life. That is
why the Islamic communities energetically denounced the efforts of the
colonial powers to secularize the law in administrative matters, which
often led to prolonged resistance movements as seen in the nineteenth
century North African Muslim countries. We cannot exaggerate the role
of the gadi’s leadership in the local urban community and in political
life, even in the highly centralized Ottoman empire. The notables of the
urban community led by the local ulema assembled in the gadi’s court
and conveyed their demands to the Sultan on such matters as lowering
taxes or expelling an oppressive officer. The qadi usually presented and
signed the document called the mahzar.* Indeed, at such meetings the
qadi’s council swelled to include the leaders of the urban community.
This was true even when the local notables were the real power behind
him, as during the a’yan regime which prevailed in the eighteenth cen-
tury Ottoman cities. :

It was a part of a gadi’s religious duties, included in the hisba
jurisdiction,*® to make sure that goods were manufactured according to
set standards, and that any violations or profiteering were prevented in
the market place.

An officer, the muhtesib, in charge of hisba services, was on duty
all the time at the market under the supervision of the city’s gadi. The
mubhtesib’s function of insuring the welfare of the urban community
was inferred by the ulema from the Qur’anic verse?” which commands
believers ‘to follow good known and recognized as such by everybody
(al-ma’ruf)’ and ‘to abstain from evil known and recognized as such by
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everybody.” All ethical-social action with the purpose of establishing
good and preventing evil in the society was based by the Muslim jurists
on this Qur’anic principle. Thus, the muhtesib’s duty transcended that
of a simple market inspector such as the Greco-Roman agoranomos.*®
Whatever its institutional origin, it is in fact an Islamic religious office.
Under the Ottomans the muhtesib was nominated by the qadi and ap-
pointed by the Sultan’s diploma, which defined his authority end re-
sponsibilities.

In principle, he was responsible for seeing to it that Muslims in the
city followed the precepts of the Shari’a and lived a thoroughly Muslim
life. In cooperation with the qadi, he was responsible for affairs bearing
on public morality as the Shari’a defines it. Because hisba was a reli-
gious office, its incumbent had to be a religious man with knowledge of
Islamic jurisprudence. The Ottoman Sultans appointed a muhtesib in
each major city and promulgated hisba regulations. However, the muh-
tesib under Ottoman rule, as in earlier times, under the ‘Abbasids for ex-
ample, was active only in the commercial zone and not in the residential
zone. His main concerns were to prevent fraud in the marketplace, to
apply the hisba (ihtisab) regulations, and to uphold the declared price
lists. One of his most important duties was to check the accuracy of
weights and measures at the market. This restriction of his jurisdiction
to the marketplace can be explained by the fact that inviolability of an
individual’s privacy was the most important rule, and moral supervision
was left to the mahalle community and its leader, the imam.

Together with the qgadi, who had the power to pronounce decisions
on everything connected with the Shari’a and the Sultanic law, the muh-
tesib, without doubt performed a major role in controlling urban life, its
economic activities in particular.

In Ottoman Istanbul as well as in other big cities, two other office
holders, sehir-ketkhudas: and seh-bender, exercised some degree of su-
pervision over city life as a whole. They are enumerated, though after
the military and the ulema, among the a’yan and ashraf (notables) of
the city. Unlike other office holders they belonged to the re’aya’class.
The former represented the craft guilds and the latter the merchants,
and both assumed responsibilities after nomination by their respective
groups and registration by the qadi. They played an important part in
matters directly concerning the city. They represented the city popula-
tion in the gadi’s council on various occasions, particularly as spokes-
men of their respective groups whenever a dispute involving the whole
group called for their mediation or arbitration. Whenever the interests
of the government were not involved, neither the government author-
ities nor the gadi interfered in their election, and registration by the
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gadi was simply a formality. On such occasions the gadi served as a
notary public to register the election. The same was true for the election
of guilds in the city. This state of affairs, known only through recent
research on court documents,* allows us to speak of a certain kind of
urban autonomy in the Ottoman or Islamic city.

In looking at the various ‘spaces’ in the city, one can speak of a spir-
itual-lslamic dimension or ‘space’, which was dominant in the Ottoman
city. We have discussed this aspect above. There was also an ‘existential
space’ whose definition varies depending on whether we talk about the
imperial institution with the palace and the standing army in the capital,
or the pious endowments with wagfs, or the merchants and ordinary
townsmen.

CONCLUSION

To sum up, the Ottoman city had a definite physical and social or-
ganization which was based on and reflected the ideal of the Islamic
Shari’a for Muslim life. The division of the city into two main sections,
a commercial-industrial zone on the one hand with the bedestan, the
central bazaar, crafts and caravanserais, and on the other hand, a resi-
dential section with mahalle communities organized around the local
mosque,?° definitely originated from Islamic concepts.

It was the Sultan or members of the elite who were responsible for
the planned construction of building complexes in the commercial sec-
tion. They were conceived and built to serve religious foundations. As
for the residential section, it was composed of mahalle or quarters, each
of which was organized as an autonomous community under an imam
or ketkhuda elected from among the members of the mahalle commu-
nity. Religion, not lineage, played the central role in the formation of
the mahalle. When necessary, the qadi called the imams of the mahalle
or ketkhudas of the city to his court to reach a decision concerning the
interests of the community.

Although the city seemed to be an assemblage of such autonomous
units, the unity of the city itself was secured by its commercial-industri-
al centre shared by all citizens, and by its political and Islamic-judicial
institutions. Representing the latter, the gadi played a crucial role, not
only as mediator between the urban community and the government,
but also as an authority supervising all urban matters.

In practice, the gadi acted in many instances as representative of
the local Muslim community and assumed the responsibility of defend-
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ing its common interests. Under a qadi, the Ottoman or Islamic urban
population acquired a communal identity and unity.

Comprising religious, charitable institutions with the revenue-pro-
ducing commercial installations, the wagf system was the key institu-
tion in creating a typical Ottoman-Islamic urban structure.

The wagf-imaret system, which gave the city its basic physical-
topographic features, was originally an act of Islamic piety, designed
to organize urban space to enable one to live a complete Muslim life.
Chosen and located on commercially or visibly prominent areas, such
religious complexes determined and gave impetus to the development
of the main districts (nahiye) of the city. The formation and growth of
the districts, however, was left to chance.

EXCURSUS I: ISLAMIC CITY’

In this paper, on the basis of original sources, we have argued the
significance of the Islamic faith and culture for the characteristics of the
topography and social structure of the Ottoman city of Istanbul.

Obviously this does not exclude other determining factors-geograph-
ic setting, Roman-Byzantine heritage and, most particularly, historical
circumstances.

The marked physical divide in the layout of the Islamic City, between
a business centre and a residential section, has deeper social-political
origins. There was a latent conflict between the allpowerful ruler who
organized the city and sought to control the whole society in the name
of a divine purpose and the re’ayd’, the subject population, confined to
economic activities. The tension is seen in affairs to do with price struc-
ture and settlement, in fact all social and economic activities governed
by factors other than explicitly politico- religious ones. Indeed, there
was an unending struggle on the part of the ruler’s bureaucracy to main-
tain the ruler’s order against the encroachments resulting from inevita-
ble demographic and economic changes in the city. The Ottoman state’s
overriding preoccupation with, and efforts to resolve the problems are
vividly recorded in the Ottoman archival collections.

Equally, however, it should not be forgotton that Islamic law recog-
nized the rules governing religious and private life of Muslims as district
from those governing economic relations which were applicable to the
non-Muslims, dhimmis, as well as Muslims. The first category of rules
demanded a religiously segregated residential area and the second a
commercial-industrial section where peoples of various faiths mingled
and worked together.
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In recent publications, anthropologists and historians have con-
tinued to stress the unorganized features of the ‘Islamic City’. Clifford
Geertz argues that (Islamic) urban landscape is not merely various, as
are all such landscapes it is disjunct’.’ Ira Lapidus remarks that ‘Mus-
lim Cities are cities by, virtue of social processes which are not peculiar
to any given culture.” Recently, to be sure, some anthropologists and
geographers have changed their two-dimensional view of urban land-
scape with the discovery of a third dimension, namely the evolutionary
past, and realized the dangers of generalized verdicts on the basis of
fieldwork focused on a town or city of their choosings for an example,
see D. F. Eickelman’s generalizations on the basis of an anthropological
study of one Moroccon town.3

It is still argued that in general the Islamic City was not a planned
Construction.* The fact is that the strict grid pattern of streets was not
something unknown in the commercial part of the typical cities founded
by Muslim rulers. Only the residential part grew haphazardly, over time,
through the private initiative of Muslim settlers. But then, in most Eu-
ropean medieval cities we find the same pattern-a planned city core for
commerce and administration and an unplanned agglomeration of resi-
dental quarters which grew up over time around that core.3 It is time to
find a middle way between on over-idealized interpreration of Islamic
social institutions-the most recent such approach may be found in Stud-
ies in Islamic Economics (1980)5-and totally ignoring the determining
role of Islamic norms for an example see C. Geertz, Islam Observed
(1968).7 It would save much misunderstanding if we still held to the the-
ory of the congregational-mosque and bazaar or the palace core theories
instead of seeing in the historical cities of Islam nothing but chaos.

M. Bonine rightly complains that there are ‘great gaps in our un-
derstanding of the structure of the city in Middle Eastern society. Lack
of specific information is partly due to lack of available sources.”® He
seems not to be aware of the existence of the vast collections of the qadi
court records from Islamic cities. It should be emphasized that Islamic
social history and institutions cannot be understood without constant
reference to the stipulations of the Shari’a and the crucial role which the
gadi and mufti played in the Islamic city. Now with the discovery and
the use of tha gadi court records the urban historian has at his disposal
a most detailed primary source on Islamic social history, and particu-
larly urban institutions and life. Ottoman court records, from the mid-
dle fifteenth down to the twentieth century, form an immense collec-
tion amounting to thousands of volumes-for Istanbul alone there exist
9,870 registers®-scattered today in city archives from Tirana in Albania
to Jerusalem. Without the ‘simplistic, rigid discipline of the orientalist
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(according to M. Bonine, ‘From Uruk to Casablanca’, p.169), decipher-
ing and properly interpreting this source is not possible for the student
of the Islamic city.

Anthropologists and geographers will discover ‘meaning’ only after
the necessary ‘fieldwork’ in the court records of Islamic cities has been
done. Excellent studies, mostly ignored by the anthropologists and ge-
ographers, have already been published. Here it suffices to mention the
works of R. Jennings, A. Marcus, A. Cohen.™

EXCURSUS IT: THE CENTRAL ASTATIC ORDUG

Using the latest archaeological findings, Emel Esin* showed that the
nucleus of the Central Asiatic imperial city was a four-cornered fort or
palace built on a sacred mountain. It was thought of as the centre of the
cosmic order, a sacred city, symbolizing the four cardinal points under
the polar star around which the universe revolves. Connected with the
divine nature of imperial sovereignty, this symbolism determined not
only the topography of the imperial city but also the basic institutions
of the Turco- Mongol empires which arose in Euroasia in ancient times.
Esin points out the evident connection with the Chinese notion of sov-
ereignty and the imperial centre. For the later period she also refers
to the East Iranian, Sogdian influence upon the K6k-Tiirk and Uyghur
empires whose heritage was continued with the Turkish empires in
the Islamic cultural area—the Karakhanids, the Seljukids and the Ot-
tomans. In fact when considered with all its cosmographical symbols,
this particular notion of imperial power and its cosmic imperial centre
apparently originated first in the ancient centralist empires of Meso-
potamia, and spread from there to east and the west. At any rate, the
Ottoman Sultans continued the Turco-Mongol belief that the imperial
power rested on sacred spot on the planet and later, after the conquest
on Constantinople, they combined this with the Roman-Western tra-
dition.” The claim of possessing by God’s grace the capital city of the
Roman empire guided Mehmed the Conqueror in the creation and le-
gitimation of his empire and his imperial authority as well as his plan
on conquest.’? In their letters to the European powers Mehmed II and
his successors took pride in inserting the title of Kaysar (Caesar) into
their titulature. Suleyman I challenged the Emperor Charles V, claim-
ing that he was the sole heir to the Roman empire, and denied to him
the use of the title of caesar or emperor.** Mehmed IT’s palaces, the first
in the centre of Istanbul near the Great Bazaar, than the second of hill
of Saray-Burnu near the Aya Syofa mosque, were surrounded by high
walls. The later complex was called Kal'at al-sultaniyye. The Sultanic
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Fortress with its central palace, kiosks, and gardens constituted a quasi-
sacred city, totally seperate from the city of Istanbul and believed to be

the locus where God’s grace or Good Fortune (sa’ada or kut) manifested

itself. This nucleus called Dar al-Saltana, ‘The adobe of the Imperial

Power’. Considering all the features peculiar to it, the Conqueror’s ‘fort’
evidently replicated the Central Asiatic ordug. The shahristan or the

shahr, the larger metropolis, grew around the nucleus ordug, with the

settlement of the commoners-merchants, artisans an so on®. As a result
of the ruler’s arrangement through his wagfs, the residential quarters

had their own social and ethnic character. The quarters and houses of
the use of the ulema were next to Fatih mosque complex.
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OZET

istanbul: Bir islam Sehri

Fetihten hemen sonra II. Mehmed istanbul'u bir islam sehri haline getirebilmek -
icin yogun caba sarfetmistir. Osmanl rivayetine gore, Hz. Peygamber'in 6vgiisiine
mazhar olan kumandanin bu bagarisinda fetihten dnce Aksemseddin’in Hz. Ebfi Ey-
yub el-Ensarf’nin kabrini kegfinin biiyiik rolii vardi. Fatih Camii'nin vakfiyesinde
II. Mehmed, fethin Tanr’'mn yardimiyla gerceklestigini belirtmekte ve buna siik-
ran ifadesi olarak baz kiliseleri cami ya da medreseye cevirdigini belirtmektedir.
Fatib’in istanbul’u yeniden insas: belli bir plan dhilinde yapilmigtr. Istanbul’un
yeniden insasi islami gelenegin ayrilmaz pargasi olan vakif ve imaret sistemine uy-
gun bir sekilde gerceklegmistir. Diger islam sehirlerinde oldugu gibi istanbul da
yerlesim bolgesi ve ticari bolge olarak iki kisma ayrilmigh. Mahallelerin yer aldif
yerlegim boliimiinde her din mensubu kendine mahsus hayat tarzin1 devam ettir-
mis; mahalleler mescitlerin, kiliselerin ve sinagoglarin etrafinda gelisgme imkam
bulmustu. Bilyiik Carg’'min ve Bedesten'in bulundugu ticari kisimda ise belirleyici
olan dini kimlik degildi; Miisliimanlar ve gayr-i Miislimler aym: mekénda faaliyet-
lerini stirdiirmekteydiler. Ticari kisim farkli din mensuplan igin bir kaynagma ve
etkilesim merkezi idi.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Istanbul, islam, Bedesten, Vakif Sistemi,

II. Mehmed

24  JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC STUDIES



