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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines fictional and scholarly representations of historical changes in the
Ottoman Empire during its final century, with an eye to understanding the dynamics
that divided and united the empire across communities. In order better to understand the
interplay between history and fiction, as well as the historical changes themselves, |
have analysed, in the light of Ottoman history and historiography, a selection of
contemporary Anglophone historical novels which have a strong component of social
engagement and could be said to attempt to intervene in the representation of Ottoman
history. These novels are The Janissary Tree (2006) and The Snake Stone (2007) by
Jason Goodwin, The Abyssinian Proof (2008) and The Winter Thief (2010) by Jenny

White, and Birds without Wings (2004) by Louis de Bernieres.

The nineteenth century in the Ottoman Empire has been marked by technological,
structural and social reforms, increased engagement with the European Powers, yet
despite all such efforts, also by deteriorating economic status and increased divisions in
the society. In their attempt to explore a past that best suits their vision of Ottoman
society and the social conditions of the Ottoman Empire in its final century, these three
authors have focused on three different moments of pronounced change, the Tanzimat,
Sultan Abdilhamid IT’s reign, and the First World War. All three novelists are
interested in uncovering the dynamics and management strategies regarding cultural
diversity within the empire. The concept of Ottoman ‘decline’ and the millet system
emerge as crucial in Jason Goodwin’s work; Ottomanism and the heterogeneity of
religious and national identifications and ideologies provide the critical focus in Jenny
White’s novels. Through the analysis of Goodwin’s and White’s novels, | show that

crime fiction, with the genre’s powerful ability to showcase social constituents and



conditions, can present historical change as a matter of internal Ottoman dynamism, and
project complex and sympathetic characters who help the authors produce a redemptive
image of the Empire. De Berniéeres’s historical novel, by contrast, foregrounds the
question of civilisation, and possible Ottoman difference from the West, while also
exploring the challenges presented by intercultural coexistence in a small community
that acts as a microcosm of the Ottoman Empire. Here the possibility of a common
Ottoman identity, once perhaps a tacit condition, emerges as newly difficult to achieve
because of the lack of any common definition of history, nationhood or patriotism as

these concepts have emerged or been altered by the violent coming of modernity.

Through close reading of both texts and contexts in this thesis, | have aimed to
determine the projections of each author regarding the efficacy of historical novels as a
point of entry to the past, and of Ottoman institutions and ideals as a model for
promoting and managing the mutual coexistence of multifaith, multi-ethnic, and indeed
multicultural identities. The parameters of each author’s investigation of Ottoman
history are very much dependent on the kinds of past the writers envisage and are
attempting to redeem. This vision in turn is informed by the authors’ subject positions
vis-a-vis our contemporary existence in a modern multicultural world. That is to say, the
authors do not only participate in, but attempt to intervene in, Ottoman history writing,
both to redeem a past which they judge to have been most likely misunderstood by
western readers, but also to project some alternative futures based upon a new
understanding. This thesis argues that more balanced and nuanced representations of the
Ottoman past, produced both as a result of the continuous efforts of writers of fiction as

well as historians, can help us as readers redefine our contemporary political landscape.
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Introduction

What a strange city Constantinople is. Splendour
and misery, joy and tears, a despotism greater than
any that may be found elsewhere, yet, at the same
time, a greater liberty. Here, four different peoples
dwell together, and do not hate each other with
more than a becoming hatred. Turks, Armenians,
Greeks and Jews all live together in Constantinople
as children of the same soil, and they seem to put
up with one another better than men of different
parties, or countrymen of different provinces, in
our own land.?

There has been a surge in the production of fictional works in recent decades which
undertake the task of getting the reader or the viewer closer to Ottoman history. Being
products of the twenty-first century imagination, the novels | undertook to examine in
this research are aimed at heightening the susceptibility of the reader to a certain past
that might just have been. In an attempt to fill the gaps between readers’ knowledge of
Ottoman history and the heritage of the empire in the contemporary world, the authors
use their informed imagination to alert readers to their own assumptions and potential
biases. This way, they specifically allow themselves to recreate the controversial aspects
of Ottoman imperial actions and policies by breaking silences which exist in history text
books and expressing or challenging the implicit convictions of the readers.
Unavoidably, like every individual who sees history from the perspective of their own
personal background, these writers reflect their own projections of the significance of
actual historical events and developments, but also specifically, of what being an

Ottoman meant during the last century of the empire.

! Gerard de Nerval, The Women of Cairo: Scenes of Life in the Orient, 2 Vols (New York: Harcourt,
Brace and Company, 1930), I, p. 161.



The works of literature studied in this research project, namely, The Janissary Tree
(2006) and The Snake Stone (2007) by Jason Goodwin, The Abyssinian Proof (2008)
and The Winter Thief (2010) by Jenny White, and Birds without Wings (2004) by Louis
de Berniéres, map some of the complexities of being a member of the last Muslim
Empire during its waning years. The period covered by these novels stretches over a
century from the early nineteenth century to shortly after the First World War (late
1830s and early 1840s by Goodwin, 1880s by White and the early twentieth century by
de Berniéres), during which time the Empire showed resistance to further destruction
and collapse by taking precautions, particularly by carrying out reformation movements
or waging legitimacy battles. Following decades-long suffering of the empire’s subjects
as the conflicts for independence were predominantly waged on its outskirts, the world
eventually witnesses the transformation from an empire into a republic. In this project,
on one hand, through the examination of the selected detective stories, the Ottoman
Empire is observed from the point of view of the detectives, elite subjects of the empire,
in an attempt to understand the struggles of the imperial core while the character of the
region was prompted gradually to change through various nationalisms and Western
imperialism. The specific use of detective characters with access to all strata of the
society particularly provides the authors with the perfect vehicle to investigate both the
crimes at hand and the complexities of the Ottoman society in the historical periods in
question. On the other hand, in Birds without Wings, the concerns in the imperial core
translate into the composition of a town. As it is, the alternative and fabricated histories
narrated in the works under study here particularly correspond to and challenge the

nationalist histories of post-Ottoman polities and identities.

In this study, even if cultural diversity is examined as an important focal point, the

emphasis will mainly be on the representation of the gradual process of the empire’s



dissolution. The works of fiction in question in this study, put together, examine the
social tapestry of the empire when it was undergoing both a political deterioration and a
rapid modernisation period in its final decades. It is witnessed in the novels that despite
the efforts to confront the disintegration of the empire by state bureaucrats,
dissatisfaction within the empire culminates in nationalist movements, and as illustrated
by the characters in the contemporary works of fiction examined in this study, during
such disturbances, historical subjects, as individuals, have had to find new ways to
come to terms with their constantly shifting place within the empire. In its investigation
of what being an Ottoman meant in the last century of the empire, this study examines
not only the historical backdrop of the characters and events in the novels in question,
but also the meaning and significance of the authors’ approach to historiography,

choices of genre, and other literary conventions for the contemporary reader.

On the whole, there are two main axes of this research project. On the one hand, | have
tried to examine the representation of what it means to be an Ottoman and his
(predominantly male subject) transformation throughout the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. The advance of ‘modernity’ in social sphere, material culture and
technology as opposed to the continuing dominance of religion and superstition have
been conducive to juxtapose and evaluate the transitional mileposts during the period in
question. As the transformation of the Empire is explored through diverse primary
considerations and viewpoints, despite setting their plots in different time periods, the
writers of the works studied here were able to portray similar concerns regarding the
representation of what being an Ottoman meant, including in terms of cultural diversity
and modernity. The second consideration in this work has been the use of the historical
novel and crime fiction to put the resources of literature to work in the interests of

historiographical investigation. For this reason, specific examples from the novels have



been put under an analytical lens to reveal each author’s perception of life, community,
and government in the Ottoman Empire. These examples largely distinguish and
pinpoint specific turning points that changed, and more often than not limited, the

Ottomans’ place in world history.

The Ottomans were an empire that, expanding from Asia Minor, stretched to territories
in Africa, the Arabian Peninsula and Europe. As it spread across continents, it resettled
some of its population in the newly acquired lands as its imperial policy and as far as
assimilation was concerned, the empire itself evolved and changed as it interacted with
new cultures, systems, technologies, administrative and military styles.? Diversity was
encouraged, as, with the annexation of largely Christian populated territories that had
mostly constituted the Byzantine Empire, and particularly since the reign of Sultan
Mehmed 11, as is widely acknowledged, the empire made use of its religious diversity to
create within its organisation a system of division through diverse legal and
administrative structures within it. People that fall within these divisions, which were
called millets, were allowed to practice their religion, and non-Muslims became exempt
from the duties Muslims carried out, such as military service, but at the same time these

non-Muslim groups were unable to attain high offices as rulers.

The final century of the Ottoman Empire, before its collapse in the early twentieth
century, is marked by the structural changes which had considerable impact on the
makeup of the millets. By the early nineteenth century, the Ottoman Empire had already
stagnated following the blow it had received to its expansionist policies as a result of its

military defeats against the Habsburg Empire, which resulted in the Treaty of Carlowitz

2 Benjamin Braude and Bernard Lewis, ‘Introduction’, in Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire:
The Functioning of a Plural Society, ed. by Benjamin Braude and Bernard Lewis, 2 vols (New York:
Holmes and Meier Publishers, 1982), I: The Central Lands, pp.1-34 (p.11).
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(Karlowitz) in 1699, which betrays the onset of the empire’s military insecurities.> With
the advent of the nineteenth century, the balance of power had reversed against the
Ottomans as European expansionism and scramble for territory now threatened the
Ottomans’ very existence. During this period, cultural diversity of the Ottomans, which
allowed the empire to prosper and thrive for at least four hundred years, now
jeopardised its very existence as the idea of nationalism and national sovereignty that
developed as a result of the American and French Revolutions, the Napoleonic wars,
and what is generally called the Enlightenment, spread across the Balkans. The response
of the Ottoman Empire in the first half of the nineteenth century to the threat coming
from its own subject communities and European nations, including Russia, which
supported such upheavals, was initially meagre, but played a fundamental role in
shifting the political and social structure of the empire and the terms on which its
subjects’ identifications were based. This period marks the Empire’s initial embarking
upon reforms aimed at a virtually wholesale modernisation along European, and

particularly French, lines.

Since ‘it was nothing less than a public declaration by the sultan that he would respect
the rule of law’, as Selim Deringil puts it, the reform edict of 1839 is principally
accepted favourably as ‘the start of the Ottoman constitutional movement’.* The edict
promoted the burgeoning of increasingly nonreligious military and legal structures, and,
according to the dominant historical narratives, gradually transformed the archaic
palace-oriented organisation of power. However, these gradual reforms that were

carried out in various areas of government, including bureaucratic structure, law,

3 Behliil Ozkan, From the Abode of Islam to the Turkish Vatan: The Making of a National Homeland in
Turkey (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2010), p. 15.

4 Selim Deringil, The Well-Protected Domains: Ideology and the Legitimation of Power in the Ottoman
Empire 1876-1909 (London: 1.B.Tauris, 2011), p. 45; Leonard A. Stone, Representations of Turkey: A
Primer (Ankara: ATS, 1998), p. 17.



military, education and finance, were also, to a great extent, conditioned by the strain of
negotiating with and resisting British and Russian imperialist ambitions. The
predominance of British interests over the Russians’ in Ottoman policies could already
be discerned through the 1838 Treaty of Balta Limani, which imposed a free-trade
regime on the Ottoman Empire while the Ottomans did not possess the legitimacy to
import goods using similar privileges. The treaty generated a rise in trades in the empire
in the mid-nineteenth century; however, the system of free-trade and French
capitulations (ahidnames), coupled with the Porte’s increased spending, precipitated an
economic and political crisis that deepened further after the 1877-78 Ottoman-Russo
War despite economic growth as a result of the loans the Empire received from the
British (and investments by the French and Germans).® In the meantime, the empowered
status of Christians was starting to cause an upset among some Muslim circles ‘who

increasingly felt their position of superiority under the Seriat was being undermined’.®

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, especially mid-1870s onwards, the palace
assumed a more reactionary stance to the increasing empowerment of the subjects, non-
Muslims or Muslims, by closing the newly formed parliament (which lasted just over a
year), and repressing nationalist and liberal ideologies. Legal reforms in this period
included ‘the Penal Code (1858), the institution of secular (nizami) courts in 1869, the
empowering of the Ministry of Justice to control these courts, as well as the introduction
of the principle of advocacy (1879)’.” However, for some circles, the continuing
evolution of education system and the new constituents of state bureaucracy were
insufficient, so the slow progress in the face of increased financial hardship and the

general mood of oppression led to the development of an internal resistance against the

5 Stone, Representations of Turkey, p. 17.
¢ Deringil, Well-Protected Domains, p. 48.
7 Deringil, Well-Protected Domains, p. 45.



monarchy, which found an outlet in the Young Turk Revolution of 1908.2 Bedross Der
Matossian, in his Shattered Dreams of Revolution, explains the dynamics and the

potential of this insurgence:

There is no doubt that the Revolution of 1908 was affected by the regional and
global waves of revolutions and constitutional movements that emerged in France
(1789), Japan (1868), Russia (1905), and Iran (1905-1911). All of these revolutions
had in common that they believed the predicaments of their states and societies
should be solved through the kind of political reform that had transformed the West
into a successful entity: constitutionalism and parliamentary rule vehicles to curb
the power of the monarchy. The revolutionaries of this period saw these political
mechanisms as the only sure way to guarantee the demise of older, absolutist
political systems.®

Despite the best intentions of this initiative, after the capture of Tripoli by the Italians in
1912 and the Balkan Wars of 1912-13, the standpoint of the Young Turks (Committee
of Union and Progress) would assume a rather ‘defensive’ character.'® The onset of the
World War One would prove that the Young Turks were failing to prevent the collapse

of the Empire.

The collapse of the Ottoman Empire has been a contentious topic in the body of both
national and international historical literature of the subsequent generations, with many
efforts, ranging in their focus and points of interest, channelled in understanding the
circumstances which led to it. These developments have particularly, and rather
predominantly, found their expressions in the experience of both the millet system,
which played a direct role in the administration of the Ottoman Empire on the basis of
religious differences for most of its existence, and Ottomanism, the project to create an
egalitarian citizenry within the context of a reformed empire. The millet system was a
method of administration which was introduced after the takeover of Constantinople by

Sultan Mehmet Il with the aim of governing the growing population of the empire with

8 Stone, Representations of Turkey, p.17.

% Bedross Der Matossian, Shattered Dreams of Revolution: From Liberty to Violence in the Late Ottoman
Empire, (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2014), p. 2.

10 Deringil, Well-Protected Domains, p. 47.



diverse religious backgrounds. Ottomanism, on the other hand, was the project of
transformation of Ottoman subjects into Ottoman citizens and, as a byproduct of the
will and efforts in keeping the empire together, was marked by the Tanzimat reforms,

1876-1878 Constitutional Era and the 1908 Young Turk Revolution.

The increased interest in understanding the strengths and weaknesses of the millet
system and Ottomanism is an expression today of a move away from the modernist
postulation of homogeneity and totalising concepts of nation and territoriality towards
the acceptance and celebration of heterogeneity, multiplicity, and individuality.
Particularly with the advent of globalised free-trade capitalism, taking hold of the
national economic policies notably since the beginning of the 1980s and bringing with
it, via more porous borders, an increase in the exchange of goods as well as labour
forces, a renewed appreciation of pluralism has been cultivated around the world,
paving the way for raised awareness about the past experiences of cultural diversity.
The hailing of the Ottoman millet system in recent decades is not independent of such
developments since the increased demand and appreciation for individual particularities
and freedoms of the second half of the twentieth century eventually started also to

include religious freedoms.

Today, when social pluralism and individual identity have largely been accepted as the
basis of modern democracy, the interest shown in the Ottoman Empire over the past few
decades should not be seen independently of the worldwide interest in cultural diversity
and the postmodern attraction to history. In an effort to be able to contribute to the
scholarship on the relationship between imperial decline and social pluralism, at the
outset of this project, | had confined the research problem of this thesis to the Western
representations of multiculturalism in the Ottoman Empire during its years of decline.

As | discovered the limitations of applicability of the concept of cultural diversity or

10



multiculturalism retrospectively to the nineteenth century, the research question of this
thesis has had to evolve to include various perceptions on Ottoman identity, history and
nationalism. Multiculturalism is a form of social coexistence of people with different
values in terms of religion, cultural heritage, etc. The concept of cultural diversity or
multiculturalism can have limited applicability retrospectively since the phenomenon
presupposes the equal application of democratic political representation among social
groups under one law, whether those groups are defined by race, religion or assigned

ethnicity.

The acceptance of the concept of toleration within the framework of cultural diversity is
dependent on the choice of the individual or group to include or to exclude certain
characteristics of the social group in question. In his review of Bhikhu Parekh’s
Rethinking Multiculturalism: Cultural Diversity and Political Theory, Tariq Modood
defines Parekh’s understanding of multiculturalism as ‘a form of (highly qualified)
universalism’. According to Modood, multiculturalism’s fundamental ‘political’ tenet is
the liberals’ obligation ‘to go beyond toleration and accommodation of other cultures to

a dialogue with them’ in an ‘institutionalised” way.!*

An early example of institutionalisation of multiculturalism is the regulated toleration of
non-Islamic religions in the Ottoman Empire through the millet system. The interest in
the millet system in recent academic studies and the cultural sphere can partially be
explained through the efforts devoted to understanding the unavoidable experience of
increase in the breadth of metropolitan cultural diversity in Western countries that

occurred as a result of decolonisation, no border policies, and the lower costs and higher

1 Tariqg Modood, ‘Their liberalism and our multiculturalism?’, British Journal of Politics and
International Relations, 3.2 (June 2001), 245-257 (p. 248); Bhikhu Parekh, Rethinking Multiculturalism:
Cultural Diversity and Political Theory (Basingstoke and London: Macmillan, 2000).

11



benefits of relocation. Another reason for the general interest in cultural diversity is the
desire of the culturally-liberal-minded to overcome the obstacles in building truly

egalitarian societies by embracing differences.

Examples of investigating and finding evidence of a just Ottoman society abound
despite the vast variation of religious or ethnical affiliations within the empire. Gerald
MacLean, for one, explains how ‘[i]n expressive and personal form, Evliya’s
Seyahatname captures the Ottoman ideals of toleration, diversity and hospitality both as
lived, conditional practice and — given his religious inclinations to the mystical
traditions of Sufism — as the imaginary possibility of a joyous unconditionality’.?
Despite all its appeal for a seventeenth century community, however, the millet system
unquestionably lacked universalism, one of the main building blocks of contemporary
understanding of multiculturalism, for the nineteenth-century communities in the post-
French Revolution era, until its final replacement with the official ideology of
Ottomanism and its practical demonstration with the advent of a parliament.

Ottomanism unreservedly represents ‘the possibility of a “convivial cosmopolitanism”

in Evliya Celebi’s vision of the Ottoman Empire, which

is not a question simply of institutionalizing toleration but a founding principle and
the future horizon of Ottoman civility, one that imagines and promotes the
possibility of ‘a perpetual progressive movement’ that seeks to open hospitality to
cultural and even religious differences, however radical they may be.™

Here we can see within MacLean’s description of Evliya Celebi’s model of Ottoman
ideals an anticipation of the later movement of ‘Ottomanism’ in the nineteenth century

investigated most fully by Michelle Campos, and to which we will return later.*

12 Gerald MacLean, ‘Remembering the Ottoman Past: Evliya Celebi’s Book of Travels and Our Times’, in
Literature and Cultural Memory, ed. by Mihaela Irimia, Dragos Manea, and Andreea Paris (Leiden: Brill
Rodopi, 2017), pp. 145-154 (p. 148).

13 MacLean, ‘Remembering the Ottoman Past’, p. 150.

14 Michelle U. Campos, Ottoman Brothers: Muslims, Christians, and Jews in Early Twentieth-Century
Palestine (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2011).
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Addressing the very humanistic concerns regarding the cohabitation of people with
different criteria for individual constraints and adaptability, Ottomanism in this broad
sense, as a belated project that may still trouble the conscience of a post-Ottoman
citizenry, has been one of the two main axes of this project alongside the representation

of the struggles of the empire in its last century.

Today, the last century of the Ottoman Empire is received with interest and a variety of
genuine emotions, including bitterness, hostility, contentment and longing. The collapse
of the empire is either celebrated by the many new proud nationalists of the nation-
states that replaced the Empire or mourned for what it could have offered to the war-
torn twentieth century if some things had gone differently. This leaves both the writer
and the reader unavoidably obliged to see the history of the Ottoman Empire from a
teleological perspective. Any little detail in the narratives of decline may carry a
message for both the writer and reader as to the piled-up reasons that could have
prevented the collapse. In this sense, the authors choose the time period, even the traits
of their characters, based on a story they wish to tell about Ottoman social conditions.
Helplessness in the face of an impending decline is not the only point under discussion;
the ultimate result of the collapse is also latent. In this respect, both creative histories
and their analyses are heavily contaminated by the contemporary politics in their focus
on the ‘decline’ and fall of the Empire. There are multiple ways of reading history.

After all, as Elif Batuman writes,

Kemalism told Turks that they didn’t have to feel humiliated about the Treaty of
Sévres, because it was the Ottomans’ fault; neo-Ottomanism tells Turks that they
don’t have to feel humiliated about the Ottomans, because if you go back far
enough the Ottomans were the ones doing the humiliating.*®

15 Elif Batuman, ‘Ottomania: A Hit TV Show Reimagines Turkey’s Imperial Past’, The New Yorker, (17-
24 Feb, 2014) <http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/02/17/ottomania> [accessed 25 June 2018].
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This rift between the dejected, nostalgic and reactionary neo-Ottomanists and the
secularising and westernising Kemalists has been pivotal in the representations of the
Ottoman Empire. In general terms, the neo-Ottomanist ideology operates on the premise
that after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in 1922, which might not have occurred
save for Mustafa Kemal Atatirk, the nation has become an intellectual prisoner of the
West. Atatiirk’s Republic is criticised by neo-Ottomanists for destroying our culture,
traditions, language, history, and religion following the footsteps of the imperialist
forces. This throwback to the Ottoman Empire comes as a reaction to the dominant
historical narratives of the republican period, which maintain that the Ottoman Empire
had entered a period of decline in the nineteenth century due their detachment from
scientific developments around the world based on their religious bigotry. Historians of
the early republican period, in particular, saw the early nineteenth century reforms,
including the Tanzimat reforms, as a reflection of the will to introduce a modern
organisation of state, which eventually resulted in the foundation of modern Turkey in
1923. The neo-Ottomanists reacting against the dominant republican historical narrative
deem Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk the authoritarian founder of a modern, secular and
democratic state, which destructively and catastrophically broke away from the

Islamically grounded Ottoman Empire.

Fiction writers have contributed to this highly politicised subject with similarly varying
foci and objectives in mind, from the investigation of Islamic traditions to the critique of
nationalist ventures. The first novel examined in this thesis, Jason Goodwin’s The
Janissary Tree, entertains the declinist perspective mentioned above, maintaining that
the destruction of the Janissary corps offered a turning point in the history of the

empire, presenting a break away from backwardness. Unlike the protagonist of Jenny
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White’s novels, though, the protagonist of Goodwin’s novels does not exhibit a
secularising mindset. On the contrary, despite the appreciation of legal changes that
bring equality among the Ottoman subjects, he laments the eradication of old customs
and celebrates the millet system. Jenny White’s novel, on the other hand, is rather more
directly engaged with the ideology of Ottomanism. Louis de Bernieres, differently from
the former two, engages with the transition from multiculturalism to nationalism in a
way that explores the limitations and the potential of state power and Ottomanism as its

viable form of cohabitation among people from different religious backgrounds.

The question of choosing a time period in history upon which to focus depends not only
on what aspects of the history the historian and the historical novelist want to write
about, but also on the history they prefer not to discuss. It is just enough to see the
setting and actors of choice, such as the Janissaries, the Armenians or a town which has
all but perished in contemporary times, to perceive that these are all conscious choices
made to convey a legacy in the act of storytelling. After all, this is also in the nature of
the novel form; as Agnes Heller suggests, ‘[a] novel is a novel. It needs to be
teleologically constructed. Through all its contingencies, the story finds its way to its

end. Whether the end is happy or unhappy, it is the end of a particular narrative’.1®

This aspect of the novel form, that the construction of a narrative requires active
manipulation by way of being selective about the data and the input, has led some
historians to see historical novels as spreading unhistorical truths. The author of The

Historical Novel, Jerome de Groot, points to this fact:

Much criticism of the historical novel concerns its ability to change fact, and indeed
those who attack the form are often concerned with its innate ability to encourage
an audience into being knowingly misinformed, misled and duped. [...] indeed this

16 Agnes Heller, ‘The Contemporary Historical Novel’, Thesis Eleven, 106.1 (2011), 88-97 (p. 92).
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fundamental strangeness is, it is argued, one the most important attributes of the
historical novel.’

Even though sometimes historical novels, like other works of fiction, have been
criticised for being shaped by creative and commercial constraints because of the need
for the author to write good books that sell, the viewpoint of the historical novel in this
argument is rather that ‘academic history has tended to be too wary of emotions, too
prone to treat historical knowledge as though it were a form of pure reason existing

beyond the sullying realms of passion, fear, hope and sheer pleasure’.®

De Berniéres’s earlier novel, Captain Corelli’s Mandolin (1994) deals with the dilemma
of involving emotions when writing history. The attempts of Dr lannis, one of the main
characters in the novel, to write the history of the island of Cephallonia fail because he
sets the tone of his book based on the memory of his emotions; therefore, being
premised upon his familiarity and relationship with the island, any attempt to create a
historical text becomes doomed to be replete with ‘loaded adjectives’ and subjectivity.®
The doctor’s inability to complete his book stems from his search for the authentic
Cephallonian identity since there hardly seems to be one. Therefore, by adding the word
‘the personal’ to the title of the draft of his history book, the doctor frees himself from
the burden of objectivity and finds that he can reflect ‘the ancient historical grudges’
and ‘be vitriolic about the Romans, the Normans, the Venetians, the Turks, the British,
and even the islanders themselves’.?% In his effort to accept the history of Cephallonia in
its entirety, he compares the previous Cephallonian rulers’ modus operandi with that of

the Turks:

[T]he Romans and the Normans were worse than the Turks, the Catholics were
worse, the Turks themselves were probably not as bad as we like to imagine, and so

17 Jerome de Groot, The Historical Novel (London: Routledge, 2010), p. 6.

18 Tessa Morris-Suzuki, The Past within Us: Media, Memory, History (London: Verso, 2005), p. 24.

19| ouis de Berniéres, Captain Corelli’s Mandolin (Great Britain: Martin Secker & Warburg, 1994; repr.
Great Britain: Minerva, 1995; repr. 1997), p. 5.

20 de Berniéres, Captain Corelli’s Mandolin, p. 5.
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paradoxically, were not as bad as themselves. The Russians were infinitely better
and the French were marginally better. The latter enjoyed constructing roads, but
could not be trusted — the Turks never promised us anything, and therefore were by
definition incapable of perfidy — and the British were worse than the Turks for
some of the time, and the best of all of them for the rest.?

The doctor is embittered about the centuries of invasions of the island, so builds his own
reality and the reality of the island on this whirl of emotions: “Why could he not write
like a writer of histories? Why could he not write without passion? Without anger?
Without the sense of betrayal and oppression?’.2? Being too well aware of this

conundrum, the doctor accepts the difficulty of writing history. In the narrator’s words:

It was the same old problem; it was not so much a history as a lament. Or a tirade.
Or a Philippic. He was struck by the illuminating idea that perhaps it was not that it
was impossible for him to write a history, but that History Itself Was Impossible.?

Doctor lannis questions the possibility of a sentimental presentation of history. He then
arrives at the conclusion that it is actually possible to write a sentimental history so long

as the subjective nature of historiography is revealed.

When the doctor’s daughter, Pelagia, decides to finish her father’s project, she gathers
data from a variety of resources, including libraries and her correspondence with the
learned, experts and the representatives of museums and libraries around the world.?*
The act of collation of history from various resources gives her the emotional
detachment to the material that her father lacked; a detachment that also gives her the
authority to write history. Unlike the doctor, Pelagia is able to complete the book,
although in the end the publishing agencies declare that they are not interested in
publishing it, because there is ‘no market’ for it.?> Regardless, the narrator describes

Pelagia as ‘a substantial intellectual in the great Hellenic tradition’.?® The doctor’s

2L de Berniéres, Captain Corelli’s Mandolin, p. 147.

22 de Berniéres, Captain Corelli’s Mandolin, p. 5.

23 de Berniéres, Captain Corelli’s Mandolin, p. 278.

24 de Berniéres, Captain Corelli’s Mandolin, pp. 395-6.
% de Berniéres, Captain Corelli’s Mandolin, p. 396.

% de Berniéres, Captain Corelli’s Mandolin, p. 396.
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search for identity is achieved when Pelagia finishes the book, and the direct connection
to the Hellenic roots the doctor had been trying to create is finally established because
of her intellectual connection to the island’s ancient inhabitants. The rejection by
publishers to publish a book which lacked emotional, that is subjective, engagement
demonstrates the demand among the common populace for emotional entanglement in
order to appreciate history. Historical novels, with their unhistorical truths, bridge this
gap between the historical knowledge of the reader and the reader’s unspoken emotions
by granting them the room for experiencing sympathy, pain and an eventual acceptance

of, or coming to terms with, one’s own experience of history.

One of the functions of the historical novel, the act of stimulating the right kind of
feelings for its consumer, is the key to the expansion of the reach of historical fiction as
a genre. It is still widely accepted that the historical novel was born in the early
nineteenth century as a result of the ‘transformation of men’s existence and
consciousness throughout Europe’ after the French Revolution, which ‘form[ed] the
economic and ideological basis for [Sir Walter] Scott’s historical novel’.?” The
historical novel, which was sometimes called historical romance, remained popular
throughout the nineteenth century; however, after a plunge of interest in it in the period
between the two world wars, the historical novel has again reached a big market today
with even more historical material in circulation. As Perry Anderson puts it ‘[t]oday, the
historical novel has become, at the upper ranges of fiction, more widespread than it was
even at the height of its classical period in the early 19" century’.?® The historical novel

has emerged as ‘a product of romantic nationalism’, and todayj, it still acts as a medium

2" Georg Lukacs, The Historical Novel, trans. by Hannah Mitchell and Stanley Mitchell (London: The
Merlin Press, 1989), p. 31.

28 Perry Anderson, ‘From Progress to Catastrophe: Perry Anderson on the Historical Novel’, London
Review of Books, 33.15 (28 July 2011), 24-28 (p. 27).
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for readers in their search for their personal or national identities.?® This ability of
historical fiction to represent the lived experience of its reader rests at the root of the

popularity of the genre.

In the same vein, the Turkish TV show Magnificent Century, geographically being the
most widely consumed cultural product ever produced on the Ottoman Empire, sits at
the centre of the debates on the ability of a work of historical fiction to stimulate
fascination of audience from a large variety of national background, completely
overlooking its implications for contemporary nationalisms. A BBC article grants that
‘[t]hat it looks back 500 years to the era when Turkish Sultans ruled much of the
Balkans and the Middle East is perhaps appropriate, as it has been seen in 47 countries
mostly from this region’.%® The show’s success lies in its ability to unite the post-
Ottoman citizenry beyond their current nationalist persuasions, allowing them to
reconnect with the history of their country as part of former Ottoman territories in a way
that enables them to appreciate the struggles and complications of their personal and

national histories. Gerald MacLean suggests that:

The popularity of Muhtesem Yuzyil across widely differing audiences in Turkey
testifies to different forms of cultural and nationalist nostalgia certainly, but the
massive international take-up of the show indicates that there is more to it than

Turks pondering their own past and debating its values.®

The reproduction of history as cultural products can actually bring a slow change to the
way national histories are written, as the single historical ‘truth’ and the desire to accept
it as it is presented are being cast off. The homogeneity of historical narratives in
predominantly homogenous societies, national, religious or gender constructions

included, can be ruptured through alternative narratives. The diversification of the

2 Perry Anderson, ‘From Progress to Catastrophe’, p. 24.

%0 Nathan Williams, ‘The rise of Turkish soap power’, BBC News, (28 June 2013)
<http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-22282563> [accessed 6 July 2018].

31 Gerald MacLean, ‘Remembering the Ottoman Past’, p. 146.
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imagery of the empire and the increase in its number and the diversity of medium used
to create an Ottoman model mean that there can be more than one reality of the Ottoman

Empire that the reader, or the viewer, can choose from.

Cultural productions can change the ways the consumers of historical fiction look at
history and help contemporary societies benefit from historical recreations in
unconventional ways. Creation processes can also bring additional values to our
understanding of history, which may be non-existing in the archives or artefacts, or
ignored for lack of resources. Elif Batuman mentions in her New Yorker article how
Leslie Peirce thinks that ‘the show has influenced her biography of Roxelana, drawing
her attention to the central role of children, who are often neglected in the historical
record’. In Peirce’s words, ‘[t]here are things you understand once you see them acted
out in front of you’.*? This is an important example which allows the characters in
history, especially the female characters, the possibility to speak out in Turkey’s largely
male-dominant social architecture. After all, in societies with hegemonic structures, it is
always possible to encounter ‘mistakes’ which are mostly caused by omissions. Reha
Camuroglu also cautions against too much dependency on the imperial archives, in
which, the writer believes, fabrications might have been possible, and documents may
have been destroyed.® The voice of the archives presents one of the challenges of

objective representation.

Apart from the ‘revisionist feminist” side of Magnificent Century, which largely dwells
on historical female characters, the series also acts as a postcolonial text which needs to
be considered in terms of writing back to the imperialist West, the fight against whom

has dominated the declinist narratives of the Empire. The powerful discourse of the film

32 Batuman, ‘Ottomania’. .
33 Reha Camuroglu, Yenicerilerin Bektasiligi ve Vaka-i Serriye (Istanbul: Kapi, 2009), pp. 8-9.
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shows that the East, with all its intricacies, complexities and power struggles, had once
been the seat of rule of the world, thus challenging the contemporary rhetoric of
dominant West versus weak and uncivilised East, which still occupies the consciousness
of both Western and post-Ottoman societies.3* In the same vein, Magnificent Century
can also be seen as a way of writing back to the early Republican official
historiographies that have come to dominate much of Turkish public space, and find
their counterparts in post-Ottoman nations in the Balkans and elsewhere. Such a wide
frame of reference demonstrates the ways in which historical fiction subtly helps its
consumers cope with the traumas of wars and their dissolved and forgotten past realities
in the contemporaneity. Such reproductions of history change one’s map of realities and
help them see alternative realities in past societies. The multiplicity of representations
opens the ground for more eclectic and multi-faceted discussions and evolves our own

conceptions of history, one sultan, one harem at a time.

The novels in this research project initiate a renewed renegotiation of the ways in which
the Ottoman Empire should be remembered today. By using the voice of the Ottomans,
both real and imagined characters, they play a key role in the readjustment of the images
of a perished Empire and its very real subjects to the social and political modes of our
times. Through such representations of Ottoman lived experience, the reader can start to
develop emphathy for those caught up in past struggles and better understand the
conditions that left scars through successive generations. An example of such struggles
is the growing nationalism of the nineteenth century which forced the Ottoman subjects
to embrace the prospects of having to redefine their own loyalty to the empire and to the
sultan, and their identity in relation to both. As a result, the Ottoman subjects of the

nineteenth century experienced deep transformations in short spans of time, which led

% de Groot, Historical Novel, p. 70.
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to recognition of new identities for some of them and clashes between others. As
religion started to lose its central position in the redistribution of power, Islam, which
had been the core pillar of the empire for four centuries, started to lose its grip across
the empire, slowly becoming one of the many means of reaching a social agreement

across the empire.

During this process, the definitions of Ottoman identity and the best ways of

governance multiplied. As Ibrahim Kaya puts it,

The rise of the West posed unforeseen questions to the Ottomans: should the West
be recognized as a power? Were the Ottomans themselves no longer capable of
governing the world? These questions could best be thought of as a search for a
new definition of the Ottoman Empire. It is no surprise that Islamism and
Westernism, as well as Turanism to an extent, came to be important paradigms in
the nineteenth century.*®

Furthermore, every millet divided into various factions based on the relations of their
membership with the imperial centre, and as a result, their financial status, religious
representation, and territorial engagements redefined their loyalty to the seat of the
Empire. In their descriptions of this period of transition to a more egalitarian and
bureaucratic form of government and the emergence of new social formations around
affinity-based identifications, a common point of reference in the novels in this study
has been the renegotiation of the loyalty of the Sultan’s subjects to their Sultans. Many
of the characters in the novels studied here negotiate the validity and potency of their
loyalties to the Sultan; while some commit acts of violence to defame or dethrone the
Sultan, some find ways of reiterating their allegiance to him. The historical and physical
backgrounds in the novels, especially the additional complications of criminal activities

in the novels of Goodwin and White, and the tension caused by the Great War in de

% |brahim Kaya, Social Theory and Later Modernities: The Turkish Experience (Liverpool: Liverpool
University Press, 2004), p. 35.
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Bernieéres, contribute to creating richly interesting settings that bring such confusions

into the open.

Another common trait among all of the novels studied here is the tests various
characters are put through regarding Western modernity. Reactions to European
modernisation (technological, institutional, etc.) in the novels vary from fighting,
confrontation to acceptance and blindly following, all surfacing in relation to their
professed Ottoman identities and positions within the society. The main characters are
those who view the Ottoman sense of justice and compassion as the guiding principles
of Ottoman modernity. In the first two chapters, we observe the detectives establish a
balancing act vis-a-vis the sultans of their time against these sultans’ radical policies
and actions. While Yashim, Jason Goodwin’s protagonist analysed in the first chapter,
questions the benefits of the modernisation movement in the empire in the shadow of
European powers, Kamil Pasha, the protagonist of the novels discussed in the second
chapter, wields his own education in and understanding of law to keep the empire united

rather than strictly working through the ordained methods of incredulity and violence.

Chapter One, to a large extent, engages with Ottoman modernity: while the tradition-
modernity dichotomy of the Tanzimat period is discussed in relation to the ‘decline’
thesis in The Janissary Tree, sporadic examples are given from The Snake Stone on the
topic of modernity in relation to multiculturalism. The plot of The Janissary Tree
follows Yashim’s unravelling of a series of murder cases, which are connected to two
simultaneous coup attempts against the Ottoman Sultan Mahmud Il in protest at his
Tanzimat reforms. Against this background, and particularly in The Janissary Tree, the
writer shares with the reader colourful imagery and historical details about the
Janissaries, eunuchs, European-Ottoman relations and Istanbul as a city where

Byzantine history converges with the Ottoman.
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Jason Goodwin initially studied Byzantine history at Cambridge University before
developing an interest in Ottoman history in later years. His interest in the Ottoman
Empire developed as a result of a journey he made on foot to Istanbul from Poland in
1990, the outcome of which was his non-fiction book On Foot to the Golden Horn: A
Walk to Istanbul (1993). This inspirational experience then becomes a point of entry for
Goodwin into his long engagement with Ottoman history. In the ‘Introduction’ of his
1998 book on the Ottoman Empire Lords of the Horizons, Goodwin suggests that this
walk changed his perspective of the European map at a time when Soviet Russia was
slowly fading away: ‘I think we caught Europe at a moment of clarity, and what we saw
was a world that slanted towards Istanbul’.*® Still relatively influenced by his early
experience in Poland, his crime fiction series largely take place in Istanbul with a
general focus on topics such as the map of Europe, threats to the monarchy, the
trafficking in antiquities, and modernisation versus tradition. After his fiction books
gained popularity, Goodwin later published a cook book called Yashim Cooks Istanbul:
Culinary Adventures in the Ottoman Kitchen (2016) based on the recipes his protagonist

Yashim cooks in the novels.

Jason Goodwin’s novels, even if they are set in and about the Ottoman Empire,
essentially focus on Ottoman-European relations and the ways Europeans, in general,
interacted with the Ottomans. Indeed, one novel, The Bellini Card (2008), is even set in
Venice, establishing the Ottomans’ ties with Venetians through the painter Gentile
Bellini’s (c.1429-1507) connection with Sultan Mehmed 11 (1432-1481). Jason
Goodwin, like Jenny White, likes to blend nineteenth-century Ottoman history with pre-

Ottoman history, and with Ottoman history from before the period about which they

36 Jason Goodwin, Lords of the Horizons: A History of the Ottoman Empire (London: Vintage, 1999), p.
Xii.
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write. On the intricacy of the plots of his thrillers, Goodwin says that ‘plot, after all, is
just the vehicle. What matters is the scenery, and who’s on board”.*’ As it happens, his
kaleidoscopic presentations of Istanbul have received enthusiastic reviews placing his
writing within the exoticising category: ‘“When you read a historical mystery by Jason
Goodwin, you take a magic carpet ride to the most exotic place on earth’.*® This
reception indicates the extent to which Goodwin’s novels can be read as Orientalist.
Therefore, the question of rational reforms within the empire, or rational debates
amongst Ottoman officials, does not play as strong a part in his representations as they
do in the novels of Jenny White. While discussing choosing the time period for his
fiction, Goodwin reflects on how he was hesitant about making a choice, or taking
decisive action, or even choosing a side. He preferred to let things evolve, to remain

open to possibilities as they unfolded:

‘There were two periods with an obvious draw. One was 16th century, the Ottoman
Empire at the peak of its powers, pushing up to Austria, pushing down to the Red
Sea, Suleyman the Magnificent, and all that. The trouble with that is that
triumphalism is a kind of dull mode. I think it’s much more fun to write about
decay and decline, things growing a bit shabby. The 1830s was an interesting
period when you’ve got two moods clashing. There’s the nostalgic one, you know,
Where have we gone wrong? And there’s the fearful, Where are we going next? I
suppose that just makes for an interesting milieu.”*

The first chapter is particularly interested in looking at this ‘clashing’ of ‘moods’. In
this chapter, Goodwin’s presentation of conflict as nonessential and the balancing role
his characters play with this regard correspond to the author’s own modest expectations

from history.

37 “‘Questions with Crime Writers: Jason Goodwin’ [interview with Jason Goodwin], Faber and Faber
<https://www.faber.co.uk/blog/questions-with-crime-writers-jason-goodwin/> [accessed 6 July 2018].

% Marilyn Stasio, ‘Ottoman Intrigue’ The New York Times (4 Nov. 2007)
<https://www.nytimes.com/2007/11/04/books/review/Crime-t.html> [accessed 6 July 2018].

39 Noah Charney, ‘How I Write: Jason Goodwin, Best-selling author; Noah Charney interviews great
writers about the writing life’, Versopolis <http://www.versopolis.com/interview/160/how-i-write-jason-
goodwin> [accessed 5 July 2018].
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The historical context studied in the second chapter allows a more detailed analysis of
Ottoman rationality. Jenny White’s Kamil Pasha series is different from Goodwin’s
Yashim series in that the changes in the Ottoman world are more internalised than in
Goodwin’s novels. There is a decisive position that has been taken through Kamil Pasha
regarding a stress placed on the rule of law. Random chance in Goodwin’s novels
regarding the investigation of crimes gives way to a more ordered, but at the same time
more hierarchical worldview in the semi-procedural crime fiction of White. In White’s
novels, ‘the actual methods and procedures of police work are central to the structure,
themes, and action’. In the works of both authors, however, romance has an important
role to play because of the way these works can be seen as the byproducts of what
Scaggs calls ‘the hero detectives of bourgeois weakness’.*> Within this context, Kamil
Pasha represents the ‘historical shift” which witnesses ‘[t]he transition [...] from a
judicial process centered on confession and torture to one centered in a trial by
evidence’.*! In this modern experience of fiction, Kamil Pasha’s faith in law and

Ottoman justice acts as the driving force in the novels.

As contrasted with Kamil Pasha’s confidence in rationality, law, and order, Jenny White
presents engrossing forces which take their power in the eyes of the general public from
spirituality and the potency of immeasurability of authority. In The Abyssinian Proof,
Kamil Pasha has to come to terms with his guilt over his father’s death by embracing
his intricate family relations with the help of a Muslim cleric, and not allow his personal

connections to get in the way of his search for justice. In The Winter Thief, he has to

40 John Scaggs, Crime Fiction (London: Routledge, 2005), p. 91; Stephen Knight, Crime Fiction since
1800: Detection, Death, Diversity, 2nd edn (London, Palgrave Macmillan: 2010), p. 229.

41 Jon Thompson, Fiction, Crime and Empire: Clues to Modernity and Postmodernism (Urbana and
Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1993), p. 2.
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come to terms with having to ignore the orders of his Sultan in order to protect the

Ottoman subjects from the personal vendetta of Vahid, the secret police chief.

Based on an understanding that Sultan Abdiilhamid II’s reign is stamped by the
monarch’s demand of loyalty, in Kamil Pasha novels, the author’s enactment of the use
of the secret police to counter dissension in Sultan Abdulhamid’s reign comes to the
fore as a demarcator for Kamil Pasha’s loyalty to the monarch and as an indicator of his
search for justice for all the sultan’s subjects in equal measure. The period of the
author’s choice provides ample complications for crime fiction, and through Kamil
Pasha’s belief in law, the weaknesses of Abdiilhamid’s pan-Islamic policies also appear
on display: ‘Kamil — the special prosecutor in The Winter Thief — is a modernist who
believes in the intrinsic virtue of a multi-ethnic, multi-denominational empire ruled by a

just and secular bureaucracy. He tries to defend this principle against all odds’.*?

Jenny White has taught at Stockholm University's Institute for Turkish Studies after
having taught social anthropology at Boston University until 2016. Her point of entry to
interest in Turkey came through friends she made when she was studying abroad for a
year in Germany. She then went on to Turkey to get a Master’s degree in psychology in
Ankara. Her academic interest subsequently fell on Turkey; her academic biography on
her personal website is self-explanatory about her choices of topic and focus in her

novels:

She has published three scholarly books on contemporary Turkey. Money Makes Us
Relatives, a description of women’s labor in urban Turkey in the 1980s, was
published in 1994. Islamist Mobilization in Turkey was published in 2002. It
explains the rise of Islamic politics in Turkey in the 1990s and won the 2003
Douglass Prize for best book in Europeanist anthropology. Her latest book (2012
Princeton), Muslim Nationalism and the New Turks takes a look at the
transformations that Turkish Islam and secularism -- and the idea of the nation --

42 Aaron Leonard, ‘Turkey Yesterday... and Today: An Interview with Jenny White’, History News
Network <https://historynewsnetwork.org/article/124707> [accessed 9 July 2018].
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have undergone in the past decade. What is behind Turkey's leap to international
prominence, and what should we make of it?*3

In her novels, female characters, lesbian relationships, religion, nationalism and
socialism come to the fore as the most-addressed topics. In her approach to history,
Jenny White blends popular and scholarly academic histories of such issues, including
the story of the Ark of the Covenant, and adapts them to the conditions of an Ottoman
setting, allowing the author to ask the questions she wants to ask and convey the kinds

of feelings she wishes these speculative narratives to evoke.

The subjectivity of history, artificiality of narratives, and the impossibility of acquiring
complete knowledge about history form an important part of the discussions in the third
chapter. The third chapter, in which Birds without Wings is examined, looks at the ways
history is used and abused for the purpose of building nations, rebranding civilisations,
and establishing loyalties. Louis de Berniéres poses in the novel conjectural questions
related to nationalism and irredentism that ravaged the accumulated customs, practices
and experiences of transcultural actuality that had made up the Ottoman identity until
the advent of the Great War. He is able to manifest the tensions of the early twentieth
century in the shadow of an impending world war through the portrayal of everyday
lives of the people of an idyllic, but by no means perfect or overly romanticised, town.

In an interview, de Berniéres tells how he came to write Birds without Wings:

'l went to south-west Turkey and there's a ghost town there. It used to be a mixed
community, as described in the book more or less, and they obviously had a
wonderful way of life, quite sophisticated. The town was finally destroyed by an
earthquake in the Fifties, but it really started to die when the Christian population
was deported. It was walking around that very special place that gave me the
idea."*

4 ‘Biography of Jenny White’, <http://www.jennywhite.net/> [accessed 9 July 2018].
4 Geraldine Bedell, ‘I know I'm not Tolstoy, but I Try’, The Guardian
<https://www.theguardian.com/books/2004/jun/20/fiction.louisdebernieres> [accessed 11 July 2018].
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Having already written a historical novel, Captain Corelli’s Mandolin, which
investigates the impact of the destruction Second World War had on local people of a
Mediterranean island, a visit to a coastal town in Turkey became Louis de Berniéres’s
point of entry in which he recognised a ‘quite’ sophisticated way of life, the Ottoman
imperial multicultural model, which had been destroyed by the Turkish War of
Independence and population exchange. In de Berniéres’s novel, the increasing tension
and hostility in the Empire among ethnic and religious groups have been approached
with a rather nuanced manner than a more usual binary approach that is relatively more
common in subjective historical narratives. De Bernieres observes the opportunities
presented within the Ottoman collective identity, but also demonstrates its limitations in
the early twentieth century when commonalities become ruptured by Western

imperialist and nationalist forces.

The works of fiction which are the subject of study in this thesis have been examined
through an interdisciplinary lens. Even though on the critique of the earlier
representation of the Ottoman Empire, a much larger literature exists, a major limitation
has been the scant number of readily available critical resources because of the
recentness of these works of fiction.*® Based on the main points of interest of this
research project, | have extensively benefitted from the writings of Niyazi Berkes,
Michelle Campos and Selim Deringil to reach a general analysis of modernisation,
multiculturalism and nationalism in the Ottoman Empire and of the ways the Ottomans

chose to adapt to the changing world around them.

4 Please see Nagihan Haliloglu’s essay as an example of the scope of contemporary scholarly interest and
criticism: Nagihan Haliloglu, ‘Istanbul’s Multiculturalism Reimagined in Contemporary British Fiction’
in Islam and the Politics of Culture in Europe: Memory, Aesthetics, Art, ed. by. Frank Peter, Sarah
Dornhof and Elena Arigita (Wetzlar: transcript, 2013), pp. 61-74.
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Goodwin, White and de Berniéres tell similar stories about the destabilising
relationships that emerged under the banner of liberty, equality and fraternity,
ultimately leading to the homogenisation of identities. These stories, above all, involve
the difficulties the Ottoman imperial centre encountered in managing populations from
different faith groups, which at times challenged the imperial integrity. The uniquely
complex social structure of the Ottomans was bounded, yet manageable and adaptable.
Moreover, towards the end of its existence, the empire almost achieved a model which
could permeate through the strict boundaries between faiths. Representations of lived
experience of hardship as well as treasured commonalities open up to Western
audiences this complex past, helping them grasp the disruptions and anxieties of the
nineteenth century Ottoman Empire and offering hints about contemporary confusions
and resentments. Representations of a shared past promote the possibility of a future
based upon the notions of cultural hybridization, exchange and unity. In its most basic
formulation, it has been the mission of this thesis to identify and analyse the nuances of
such contemporary representations of historical changes and interpretations of Ottoman

identity, or identities, in the last century of the Ottoman Empire’s history.
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Chapter One:
Palace Sleuthing and Tanzimat Problematics:

Tradition versus Modernity in Jason Goodwin’s Ottoman Detective Fiction

‘We can be modern, Yashim: we must be
modern. But do you really think modernity is
something you can buy? Modernity isn’t a
commodity. It’s a condition of the mind.’*

In the history of the Ottoman Empire, the nineteenth century is registered as the century
of economic deterioration, major territorial losses and empire-wide disintegration. It is
also seen as the century of transformation, with the abolishing of the Janissaries in 1826
regarded as the starting point of decisive and impactful reforms that, as interactions with
the states of Western Europe increased, expanded by degrees. Jason Goodwin’s fictions
shed light on the early development of the nineteenth-century reforms, reflecting a
much different character from the later reformation efforts of most interest to Jenny
White and Louis de Berniéres. The above passage from The Janissary Tree embodies a
typical model within Ottoman historiography for grasping the confusions and anxieties
of the nineteenth century that predominantly originated from the increasing encounters
of the Ottoman Empire with Western European countries. Written in the twenty-first
century, like the rest of the novels examined in this study, The Janissary Tree
participates in both an ontological (such as ‘who the Ottomans were, and what and who
they were becoming’) and epistemological (‘what they knew about the changes in their
identity and how they articulated them”) investigation into the nature of nineteenth-

century Ottoman identity. By representing compelling aspects of Ottoman history

! Jason Goodwin, The Janissary Tree (Croydon: Faber and Faber, 2006; repr. 2007), p. 316.
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involving the critical premises of tradition, loyalty and modernity in his series of
detective novels, Goodwin highlights the unique difficulties that the Ottomans
encountered that distinguished them not only from their peers in other parts of the
world, specifically in Europe, but also from the civilisations that preceded them.
Through his synchronic and diachronic investigation, the author tackles the issue of
modernity predominantly within the context of national, sexual and social identities, and
informs the reader of the prevailing Ottoman imperial anxieties at the time, particularly

in Istanbul, the imperial seat.

Jason Goodwin is a historical novel writer with an academic background as a historian.
He is the author of a popular history book on the Ottoman Empire, Lords of the
Horizons.? His historical crime fiction series, containing books titled The Janissary Tree
(2006), The Snake Stone (2007), The Bellini Card (2008), The Evil Eye (2011) and The
Baklava Club (2014), is centred on the adventures of the palace investigator, Yashim,
the Eunuch, who solves murder mysteries that generally have intricate connection to the
Palace or tragically to the future of the Empire itself. Chiefly set in Istanbul® in the years
between 1836 and 1842, the novels in this series shed light on the final years of Sultan
Mahmud II's and the early years of Abdulmecid I’s reigns, which are, in the novels,
associated with the early years of a series of social and economic reformations
following the Tanzimat Edict of 1839. The Janissary Tree mainly undertakes to
examine the domestic and international reactions to Western-style reform schemes,
especially military ones, undertaken in the Ottoman Empire as it, arguably, finds itself
in a new kind of relationship with post-revolutionary Europe in the background. The

Snake Stone addresses itself more specifically to changes to the millet system, the

2 Jason Goodwin, Lords of the Horizons: A History of the Ottoman Empire (London: Vintage, 1999).
3 Apart from The Bellini Card, which for the most part takes place in Venice.
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Ottoman system for enshrining in law religious toleration for Christians and Jews,
‘People of the Book’, and managing a huge multicultural and multi-faith empire. Taken
together, these first two novels serve to frame the governing preoccupations of the series
as a whole. This chapter will focus primarily on these texts, while attending to others in

the series along the way.

1.1. The Janissary Tree

The Janissary Tree, the first book in the Yashim, the Eunuch series, is the story of a
clash between traditionalist and progressive forces that emerged as a reaction to a series
of reforms in major legislative and civic areas, including the military, education and
taxation, in the early nineteenth century. The novel takes place in the year 1836, when,
ten years after the abolition of the Janissary corps, or Yeni Ceri (New Troops), in 1826,
Sultan Mahmud 11 (1785-1839) is about to initiate a series of reforms with an imperial
edict. Goodwin devises two groups of coup plotters in his novel who are not content
with the sultan’s reforms and plan to end his reign. The first opposition to Sultan
Mahmud’s reforms comes from the remaining members of the defunct military
organisation, the Janissaries, who collaborate with a group of members of the imperial
household, the eunuchs, with the intention of reversing the reforms. On the other side of
the Janissary-Eunuch conspiracy, the Seraskier, the head of the new army, comprises a
second camp of coup plotters, and finding reforms inefficient and insufficient and
seeing the empire itself as a defunct system in the modern world, seeks to replace it with
a republic. In other words, while one group fears the uncertainty of their future in a
rapidly changing state structure and attempts to depose Sultan Mahmud 11 in order to
protect their status quo, the opposite camp deems customs and traditions as ‘just grime

that accumulates’ and aims to replace the empire with a more modern mode of
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government.* The Janissary Tree, therefore, is an attempt to resituate the clash between
traditionalists and modernists at the time of the Tanzimat (reorganisation or
restructuring) reforms through the description of fictional coup attempts corresponding

to some of the confusions of the time.

The plot of The Janissary Tree follows the daily life of Yashim, the eunuch
investigator, who is assigned to investigate two different cases of murder: a series of
murders involving four Palace military officers, commissioned by the Seraskier, the
commander of the New Guard, the new European-style army, and the murder of a
favourite concubine of Sultan Mahmud 11, which is commissioned by the Valide Sultan,
the mother of the sovereign Sultan. The novel starts with Yashim being called for by the
Seraskier, who then informs Yashim about the mysterious death of a promising young
officer and the disappearance of three others. The first dead soldier is discovered in a
large copper cauldron in the old Janissary barracks after having been boiled. Pondering
on the incident, Yashim remembers the presence of a fire-tower on the edge of these
barracks, which had been manned by the Janissaries.> Apart from the significant
location, the symbolic tool of murder also points to a possible Janissary connection as
Yashim recalls that the Janissary ranks used to hold kitchen-related titles such as the
Soup-men, the Cook, the Head Scullion, Barrack-room Chief, Quartermaster,

Watercarrier and Black Scullion.®

As Yashim continues his investigation following this lead, the bodies of the remaining
three young officers, murdered with a cooking related tool or method, appear one by

one at locations that had allegedly been symbolic for the Janissary corps. The murders

4 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 313.

5J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 14

6J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 98; Raphaela Lewis, Everyday Life in Ottoman Turkey (New York:
Hippocrene Books, 1971), p. 35.
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being linked with the Janissaries unsettles Yashim profoundly, since the Janissaries’
abolition in 1826 was followed by bloody fighting, with an estimated loss of 5,000
Janissaries and 600 loyal troops, and Yashim predicts the possibility of the survivors’
vengeful return.” The mission gets even more complicated as, in addition to these
cadets’ murders, Yashim also has to investigate the mysterious death of a g6zde
(‘favourite’) concubine at the palace. Yashim, through these two murder investigations,
gradually uncovers the connection linking these two sets of murders with the two coup
plots designed to overthrow the sultan. At the end of the novel, Yashim’s mission to
find the murderers of the missing officers turns into preventing a civil disturbance

which could result in the regicide of Mahmud 11, or even the demise of the Empire.

In the novel, this commotion, forged as a result of the political agendas of the defunct
Janissary Corps, the Palace Eunuchs and the Seraskier, is claimed to have been incited
in consequence of the reforms set to be initiated by the Sultan Mahmud Il. The reform
edict that is expected to be proclaimed by the Sultan in 1836 in The Janissary Tree is a
conjectural fictional experiment based on the Imperial Rescript of Giilhane of 1839,
which is a document that concedes the presence of an imperial decline (of 150 years)
and urges that the needed changes be carried out based on three foundational precepts:
the protection of ‘life, honour and property’, a fairer tax system, and a reformed
conscription system.® Proclaimed on 3 November 1839, the document is an

acknowledgement and a short evaluation of the failures of the empire, and a framework

" Caroline Finkel, Osman’s Dream: The story of the Ottoman Empire 1300-1923 (London: John Murray,
2005), p. 423; Cemal Sener claims in his introduction to Reha Camuroglu’s Yenicerilerin Bektasiligi ve
Vaka-i Serriyye [The Bektashi Faith of the Janissaries and the Inauspicious Event] that 3 thousand
Janissaries died in Istanbul as a result of the turmoil of 15 June 1826, 7-8 thousand were executed, and tens
of thousands of Janissaries were exiled (Cemal Sener, ‘Sunus’ [Introduction], Reha Camuroglu,
Yenigerilerin Bektasiligi ve Vaka-i Serriye [The Bektashi Faith of the Janissaries and the Inauspicious
Event] (Istanbul: Kap1, 2009), pp. ix-Xii (p. xi)).

8 The Middle East and North Africa in World Politics: A Documentary Record, ed. by Jacob Coleman
Hurewitz; trans. by Halil Inalcik, 2 vols (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1956; repr.1979), Volume 2
British-French Supremacy, 1914-1945, p. 270.
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for a vision of a more just future. In The Janissary Tree, the Sultan’s formulation of the
Edict is explained within the context of the imperial throne’s commitments to restoring
the frail reputation of the Empire by overhauling the systemic faults within its

administration and by bolstering the Sultan’s sovereign rule in the face of the pressures

stemming from ‘military weakness[es]’.®

Introducing crimes and the means and techniques of solving them in fiction is a very
efficient way of unveiling the complications and dysfunctions in a given society. As
Heather Worthington puts it, ‘[w]e see clearly, in crime fiction, the anxieties, the morals
and values of the contemporary society’.! Goodwin, by having Yashim go sleuthing
after the criminals, takes the reader on an inquisitive mental journey related to both the
daily life in the Ottoman Empire, and its organisation, including the military system and
palace life. In the meantime, through the pursuit of the crime, it becomes possible to
witness the changes in society since ‘crime is the deviant action of the marginalised
individual that defines the normative centre of society’.!* This way, it becomes possible
to see how the author delineates through his characters some of the domestic and
international actors and conditions that are central to the organisation of the society. In
The Janissary Tree, these actors and conditions are those that were part of the Ottoman
political decision-making in the years right before the declaration of the Reform Edict in
1839. Before moving on to the tradition-modernisation dichotomy of this period, the
following sections of this chapter will explore the actors and the themes that have

played an important role in Goodwin’s vision of the Ottoman Empire at this point in its

®J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 229-30.

10 Heather Worthington, Key Concepts in Crime Fiction (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), pp. ix-
X.

1 Worthington, Key Concepts in Crime Fiction, p. x.
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history when its ‘anachronistic political and socio-economic structures’ were being

reformed extensively.!?

1.1.1. The Ottoman Decline, the Powers and the Eastern Question through the
Edict

Before the rise of the notorious Eastern Question, which was the political quandary
among the Western Great Powers presenting a new opportunity from which to draw
maximum benefit should the Ottoman Empire disappear, back in the classical period of
the Empire, the Ottoman rulers took pride in their military achievements, and by
incorporating religious multiplicity into their rule, they consolidated their power in a
large geography. Philip Mansel shows how the Ottoman Empire is mentioned as a
‘great power rather than as a Muslim enemy’ in the literature circulated in France from
the late fifteenth century to the seventeenth.'® Headed by the long-lasting and powerful
dynasty members with loyal subjects from a variety of backgrounds, their invincible
military capabilities had allowed the Ottomans to perceive themselves as the rulers of
the world. The consecutive military defeats, therefore, did not affect their self-
confidence in the years to follow even after the advance of the so-called age of
decline.!* Moreover, as Niyazi Berkes argues in his The Development of Secularism in
Turkey, their self-glorification even helped the Ottomans avoid confrontation with the

unfavourable realities of their time: the fact that the Ottomans had such strong beliefs in

12 Feroz Ahmad, The Making of Modern Turkey (London: Routledge, 1993), p. 23.

13 Philip Mansel, ‘The French Renaissance in Search of the Ottoman Empire’, in Re-Orienting the
Renaissance, ed. by Gerald MacLean (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), pp. 96-107
(p. 98).

14 Olivier Bouquet, ‘Is It Time to Stop Speaking about Ottoman Modernisation’, in Order and
Compromise: Government Practices in Turkey from the Late Ottoman Empire to the Early 21st Century,
ed. by Marc Aymes, Benjamin Gourisse and Elise Massicard (Leiden: Brill, 2015), pp. 45-67 (pp. 45-8).
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the ‘superiority of their own system’ had caused their detachment from the

developments in the West where ‘a new civilization’ was rising.*®

Developments in their western neighbours did not alarm Ottoman officials nor inspire
Ottoman intellectuals at a capacity that would encourage a grand-scale action; therefore,
the Ottomans sustained their status in the world without sizeable exchange taking place
with the West. A rare example mentioned by Berkes is ibrahim Miiteferrika, who was
an early eighteenth-century reformer. According to Berkes’s account, as early as 1731,
Miiteferrika discusses in his book 'Usil ul-Hikam fi Nizam ul-'Umam (Rational Bases
for the Polities of Nations) the reasons for the rise of the West and the necessity for
reforms in the Ottoman Empire. In the book, Miiteferrika first details the achievements
of the ‘Christian’ world, such as the colonisation of the American continent, the
occupation of some territories in the Eastern and Western oceans, and the discovery of a
new route to the Far East.'® Berkes explains how Ibrahim Miiteferrika thought, as early
as the early eighteenth century, that these recent developments in the West created a
division in the world between the old world and the new. Contrary to the innovative
world of Christianity, the world of Islam had remained stagnant and ignorant. It had
neglected to study its neighbours, especially its European neighbours and Russia, which
he anticipated would soon attack the Ottoman Empire. Muteferrika believed that the
Europeans were transforming into world powers not only because of the new methods
they were developing to protect their lands, but also because of the new principles,
procedures and laws that they were introducing to improve their society. Ultimately, the

Europeans were gradually becoming victorious over the Ottomans.!’

15 Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Secularism in Turkey (London: Hurst and Company, 1998), p. 24.
16 Berkes, Development of Secularism, p. 43.
17 Berkes, Development of Secularism, p. 43.
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A notion of nostalgia for the stronger days of the Empire and an anticipation of an
Ottoman decline can be traced early in the novel The Janissary Tree, starting from the
first few pages of the book when the conversation between Yashim and the Seraskier,
the chief commander of the army, puts emphasis on the territorial losses to the Russians.
A sense of longing for the old and strong days of the Empire is emphasized by means of
the heavy presence of lament and resentment for the loss of control in the territories
covering Crimea, Egypt and Greece. The Russian Empire is introduced as presenting a
great danger to the Ottomans, particularly because of the Russian dominance in Crimea
as of 1783, following the loss of the protectorate status of the Crimean Khanate in 1774,
and the resultant continuing expulsion of the Tatars from Crimea in the nineteenth
century. In Yashim’s reverie, ‘the ghosts of fearless riders’, ie. the Tatars, are in the
vicinity of the ‘shattered palace in the Crimea’, reminding him of the ruination of the
Khanate, and the lack of power of the Empire to defend them against Russia.*® In this
anachronistic account, Yashim is represented as having been overcome by a sense of
defeat and desolation that he witnessed in Crimea, which is no longer under the control
of the Tatars, the “little brothers to the Ottoman states’, but of the Russian Cossacks.®
Even if Yashim manages to run away from the bitter cold of the steppe to the safety of
Istanbul, he is still being hunted by the ghosts of the Crimean past in the Ottoman

present.?

The Seraskier disdains the diplomatic failure in Crimea that Yashim was part of,
although, speaking on behalf of the Ottomans, Yashim confesses that ‘[w]e failed there
[in Crimea - or in their war against Russia] many years ago’, invoking early concerns,

which were also shared by Ibrahim Miiteferrika, about the possibility of Russian threat

18 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 2.
19 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 7.
20 ], Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 2.
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to the Empire.?! It is unclear what Yashim’s mission in Crimea was, and what the “little’
he did in Crimea refers to, although, considering that it is mentioned in the novel that
‘[t]he khan himself fretted in exile’, the ‘little’ Yashim did may refer to the finalisation
of the Treaty of Kilk Kaynarca of 1774, which gave the Russians dominance over the
territory as well as ‘the right to navigate the Black Sea, the Bosphorus and the
Dardanelles’.?? By the end of the eighteenth century, Russia had already secured
considerable influence in the Black Sea and the rule of the entire northern coast of the
Black Sea. The diplomatic tensions between the Russians and the Ottomans arising
from military conflicts are alluded to not only by means of the derisive comments of the
Seraskier, but also through the complacent attitude of the Sultan regarding a case of the
humiliation of the Russian diplomats that is brought to his attention later on in the novel
during a concert at the Palace.?® Such examples of animosity between the Russians and
the Ottomans in the novel result from the succession of recent wars between the
Russians and the Ottomans, which generally ended with the Russians gaining control of

formerly Ottoman territory.

21 ], Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 6-7; The story of the loss of Crimea indeed goes a few centuries back
and epitomises the change in the balance of power that also took place in the Balkans. The Crimean
Khanate had been a vassal state of the Ottoman Empire from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries,
during which time the Crimeans fought for the Ottomans as mounted cavalry, making them ‘the only de
jure autonomous Muslim administrative unit in the empire’ (M. Siikrii Hanioglu, A Brief History of the
Late Ottoman Empire (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), p. 7). The change in their status
started to appear when Russia became strong enough to impose the Treaty of Karlowitz (1699) on the
Tatars, prohibiting them from raiding and pillage in Russia. The Ottoman dominance over Crimea was
eventually terminated by the end of the Russo-Turkish War (1768-74), which was concluded with the
Treaty of Kiiglik Kaynarca in 1774. The Treaty gave the Russians dominance over the territory as well as
‘the right to navigate the Black Sea, the Bosphorus and the Dardanelles’ (R. Lewis, Everyday Life in
Ottoman Turkey, p. 18). Only nine years later, however, Crimea’s independent status was annulled when
Russia claimed it under Catherine the Great’s rule.

22 ], Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 7; R. Lewis, Everyday Life in Ottoman Turkey, p. 18; The mentioned
Khan, therefore, may refer to Devlet Giray, who was installed as the khan by the Tatar rebels and had to
go into exile after Sahin Giray took over the Khanate, or it could even refer to Sahin Giray himself, who,
after the annexation of the Crimea to Russia in 1783, became an exile in Saint Petersburg at first, and then
was executed in Rhodes by the Ottomans (J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 7).

23], Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 205-10.
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The historical background presented in the novel is the period after which Mehmet Ali,
the Albanian, sent his forces to help the Ottoman Empire with the Greek uprisings.?*
The Russians had already been backing Greek struggles of independence, which had
indeed caused the Russo-Turkish War of 1828-29. This war was concluded by the
Treaty of Edirne (14 September 1829), which recognized Russia’s dominance over the
eastern shores of the Black Sea, Georgia and parts of present-day Armenia. However,
when Mehmet Ali in the late 1830s secured influence in the region, and he and his son
became a threat to the Ottomans, Mahmud Il was obliged to ask for outside help to stop
the advancement of Mehmet Ali’s troops. After the British declined the call for help, the
Sultan asked for the help of the Russians, who were eager to intervene as it would mean
that they could gain leverage against Western European powers over Constantinople.?®
Raphaela Lewis summarizes the ascent of the Russian power within the Ottoman

borders giving clues as to resulting anxieties:

The landing of a powerful Russian force in the Asian shores of the Bosphorus was
concluded by the Treaty of Hunkar Iskelesi in July 1833 [...]. This marked the
breakdown of Turkish dominance in the Black Sea, and also over their Christian
subjects, for it gave the Russians an excuse to claim to be protectors of all subjects
of the Turkish Empire who were members of the Greek Church.?

This instance of the Ottomans yielding to Russian military force is articulated in the
novel by the narrator from the perspective of the Seraskier, whose inner reflections
inform the reader that now ‘the Russians were closer to Istanbul than at any time in

living memory’.?’

Expanding Russian influence within state affairs coupled with the economic and

military failures of the Empire is a continuing source of anxiety in The Janissary Tree,

24 Hanioglu, A Brief History of the Late Ottoman Empire, p. 66.
% Hanioglu, A Brief History of the Late Ottoman Empire, p. 66.
% R. Lewis, Everyday Life in Ottoman Turkey, p. 18.

27 ). Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 8.
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not only for the Ottomans, but also for the Western Powers. The author further makes
use of this feud to institute a connection between the Russians and the pending fictional
1836 Janissary-Eunuch uprising to register the determination of the Russians to weaken
the Sublime Porte and the Palace. Yashim’s explanation to the Valide Sultan in the
resolution of the novel betrays the writer’s attitude regarding the central role the
Russians played in Ottoman consciousness, and possibly in the consciousness of the

English, too:

They’re poised for a takeover of Istanbul, [...] Ever since the days of the Byzantines
they’ve dreamed of the city. It was the second Rome — and Moscow is the third.
They wanted anarchy in Istanbul. They didn’t care how it happened — a Janissary
coup, the seraskier going mad and proclaiming himself ruler, anything. If the House
of Osman was extinguished, imagine the consequences! They’re camped a week or
so away. They’d claim to be restoring order, or to be protecting the Orthodox, or to
be being sucked into the vortex one way or another, it wouldn’t matter how. Just so
long as they could occupy the city and provide themselves with a reasonable excuse
afterwards, when the European Powers started kicking up a fuss. The French, the
English, they’re terrified of letting the Russians in — but once they’re in, they’d be
here to stay. Look at the Crimea.?®

The mention of Russian political ambitions by Valide Sultan within the context of
Constantinople’s strategic importance helps the author not only to portray the extent of
Russian menace, but also to situate the Western powers’ involvement in the domestic

affairs of the Ottomans.

The involvement of the Western Powers in the relations between the Ottoman and
Russian Empires following the Treaty of Hiinkar Iskelesi (1833) is an important
moment in history, since the resulting London Straits Convention of 1841, which forced
Russia to abandon its privileges regarding the closure of the straits to Western powers,
allowed the Powers to be involved in Ottoman internal affairs and cast a policy shift

woven around the Eastern Question.?® The Eastern Question was considered as a

28 ], Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 328.
29 pascal Firges, French Revolutionaries in the Ottoman Empire: Diplomacy, Political Culture and the
Limiting of Universal Revolution, 1792-1798 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), p. 50.
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diplomatic problem by the Western European countries that emerged as a response to
uprisings and independence movements in the Balkans, prompting the Great Powers to
institute their authority in these complications for the furtherance of their own interests.
This not only became part of the expansionist imperial policies of the European Powers,
especially due to the difficulties the Ottoman Empire was having managing its domestic
issues, but also created tensions among the European states in their race of gaining more

control in the world politics.

Along with Russian ambitions, another condition that led to the formulation of the
Eastern Question was the concern among the Western Powers regarding the status of
the Greeks under Ottoman rule. Towards the end of the eighteenth century, the Ottoman
lands with a majority Greek population had become a catalyst for the power struggles in
Europe, which would eventually extend into the remaining territories of the Ottoman
Empire at the beginning of the twentieth century. Siikriit Hanioglu maintains that the
extension of external support by the major powers, namely the French and the British,
for the independence of a people under the Ottoman dominion, was specific to the
Greek question, which had wider consequences for other Christian populations of the
Empire.®° Before the Greek uprisings, the fact that Ottoman Christian subjects were
ruled by a Muslim Empire had been typically acknowledged to be ‘an internal affair of
the Ottoman state’. The ‘Serbian Question’, for example, had remained outside the
Powers’ focus for being a ‘moral issue’ when Russia supported the rebels during the
Russo-Ottoman War of 1806-12. The Greek case, however, had a different value in
European consciousness, and unlike previous uprisings in the past, the Greek cause had
international support. The situation, therefore, had become tricky for the Ottomans,

since, when Greek independence was finally recognised by the Treaty of Constantinople

30 Hanioglu, Late Ottoman Empire, pp. 66-69.
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in 1832, it formed a precedent for other Christians of the Empire. The Christian world in
Europe thereupon started to form strong opinions regarding the problems of the
Christian populations in the Empire, and before long ‘internationalization of local
grievances’ proved to be a powerful method for the non-Muslim Ottoman subjects to

demand independence.®

Correspondingly, from the viewpoint of the Sultan, the narrator explains that ‘growing
spirit of rebellion’ of the Greeks had been ‘openly fostered by the Russians’, and that
their independence ‘had been bought for them by European Powers’, which had
established a ‘bad example’ for the rest of the Ottoman communities.? Despite the
attempt of the author to put the Russian and Western Powers on an equal footing, it can
be said that the involvement of the Western Powers in the international affairs of the
Ottomans is largely portrayed as an agreeable development, in contrast to the possibility
of Russia’s claims over Ottoman territories. As noted by Niyazi Berkes, in this early
period, ‘both Russia and France showed aspirations, conflicting but from the Ottoman
viewpoint identical, of establishing themselves in the Balkans or the Levant’.
However, the description of the fairly oblivious and Romantic-nationalist
representatives of the British embassy, who are purely interested in the cultural norms
of the Ottomans, can be seen as an attempt to evaluate the British Empire as an
impartial participant or arbitrator in Ottoman affairs. In the novel, the embassy officials’
coincidental presence at important times and places that result in events that could
change the course of history for the Ottomans, such as the death of the Seraskier, when

Compston and Fizerly, the two Embassy officials in disguise as traditional Ottoman

men, walk onto the roof of the Great Mosque, perhaps a criticism of the ineptness of the

31 Hanioglu, Late Ottoman Empire, pp. 66-69.
32 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 230.
33 Berkes, Development of Secularism, p. 51.
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British officials, also acts as a display of the nonchalant attitude of the British
government. The consequentiality of their effortless intervention and the caricature-like
image of the British officials function as a projection of the antagonistic forces around
the Ottomans and how even the casual involvement of the British nevertheless has the

power to turn around the events.>*

It can be said that the general tendency in the novel is to flaunt the difference between
the Russians and the Western European countries who support Greek independence
with the knowledge that the Crimean War (1853-56) is lying in wait. While the Russian
ambitions are employed as an important theme in the novel, the damage done by the
remaining members of the Concert of Europe through their participation in Ottoman
affairs is largely excused. In fact, it can even be said that the novelist is engaged in an
act of partial acquittal of the Western powers of any vile political deeds, in opposition to
his demonic descriptions of the Russians, which will be discussed at length in the next

section.3®

1.1.2. The Edict and the Foreign Agents in the Empire

In his formulation of the Ottoman decline in the novel, the author starts with the
Empire’s inability to defend the Crimean Tatars against the Russian Empire, which
indeed resulted in the delivery of hegemonic concessions to Russia in the Treaty of
Kicuk Kaynarca (1774), an outcome that became symbolic of the shifting power
relations in the region in Ottoman historiography and considered as the point the
Eastern Question was posed.®” The author also visits through the Seraskier’s bitterness

the further losses Turkish-Egyptian navies suffered at the Battle of Navarino (1827), the

34 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 317.

35 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 328.

3 Except for the wife of the Russian ambassador with whom Yashim has sexual intercourse.

37 Mehrdad Kia, The Ottoman Empire: A Historical Encyclopaedia, 2 vols (Santa Barbara, California:
ABC-CLIO, 2017), I, pp. 34-35.
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Russo-Turkish War of 1828-29 that was triggered by the Greek rebellion for
Independence (1821-32), and the resulting acknowledgement of the independence of
Greece (1832) by the Ottoman Empire, which were attestations to the increasing
supremacy of Great Britain, France, and Russia, over the Ottoman Empire. The novel is
framed throughout via the Ottomans’ relationship with the Western formulations of the
Ottoman decline as it is also maintained throughout the novel that Sultan Mahmud 11
(1809-1838) was aware of the need for military and social reforms if the Ottomans were
to regain their former strength and power in the region, and like his predecessor Selim

I11, he had enemies who attempted to prevent him from realising his reforms.

As suggested by the novel’s title, a key function in the novel has been assigned to the
Janissaries in regards to the military weakness and challenges the Ottoman Empire was
facing before the onset of the reforms prior to the promulgation of the Edict of 1839.
After the abolition of the Janissaries in 1826, Mahmud Il actively began social and
political reforms which would continue to be implemented after his death in 1839.
Among his wide-ranging reforms were the rebuilding of the empire’s armed forces,
limitation of the jurisdictions of pashas and high-ranking officials by means of
expanding the subjects’ rights to trial; publication of the first fully Turkish-language
newspaper, the Takvimi Vekayi; establishment of non-religious schools; and
introduction of the first municipal administration in Istanbul which carried out regular
police and firemen duties, which had previously been carried out by the Janissaries.*®
The Janissary Tree is presented as a contest between the institutions that take pride in
their traditions and those that are determined to revamp them within the framework of

the post-abolition history of the Janissaries, with additional factions in society other

3 John Freely, Istanbul: The Imperial City (England: Penguin Books, 1996), pp. 267-8.
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than the military challenging Sultan Mahmud’s reforms, which constitutes the main line

of historical inquiry by the author.

Taking these two points into consideration, there are two main spheres of operation in
the novel by means of which the rationale and the influence of the Edict are examined,
and as such render the decree the backbone of the novel’s plot. While the reactions to
the idea of change through the Edict produce a combination of responses within the
Empire, the evolving relationship of the Empire with the European Powers similarly
generates tensions as a result of the possibility of a power shift among Powers. The
presence and the portrayal of the foreigners in Istanbul in the novel speak precisely to
this point and to the formulation of the Eastern Question. Among the comments on the
changes in the empire, Niyazi Berkes speaks of an American bishop who wrote that
“[t]he destruction of the Janissaries overthrew the great barrier to the influence of
foreigners upon Turkey [...] The doors to a free intercourse have been thrown wide
open’.>® The presence of foreigners in the novel can profitably be read as a means of
reflecting on both internal developments regarding the reforms and their international

reception.

Yashim’s friend Stanislaw Palewski, the Polish Ambassador, provides some insights for
Yashim regarding the strategic position of the Sultan and the Porte in connection with
their relations with the Power countries, while the ambassador himself illustrates the
precarious situation of the Ottomans vis-a-vis the Western powers. He makes an
important suggestion concerning the dependence of the Ottoman Empire on Western
resources to achieve the goals of the sultan. In the novel, the sultan is portrayed as the

patron and pioneer of this reform enterprise, through whose promulgation, the Palace is

%9 Berkes, Development of Secularism, p. 138.
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described to have aimed to attract the financial sponsorship of the Powers. The 1839
Gulhane Rescript is known to have been drafted by the then Foreign Minister, Mustafa
Resid Pasa (1800-1858), in order to generate fundamental changes within the Empire.

In terms of its legislative foundation, while Berkes urges us not to presume ‘English or
French political impact’ in the formulation of the document, Butrus Abu-Manneh
explains how Stanford Jay Shaw finds in the document traces of the French Declaration
of the Rights of Man and the Citizen of 1789.%° Berkes, furthermore, asserts strongly the

claim that:

It is obvious that this is the earliest constitutional document in any Islamic country.
While the Protocol and Charter did not form a constitution, there is no doubt that
they contained the organic law by virtue of which a new political organization
would exist. They designated the fundamentals to be incorporated in the
organization of the state and its legal structure.*

This is an important argument for the originary power of the Rescript as a sign of
internal Ottoman dynamism and creative response to changing world circumstances. On
the other hand, Halil Inalcik from a pragmatic angle argues that the document had been
designed out of ‘the practical necessity of resuscitating the empire’.*? In a similar vein,
Butrus Abu Manneh positions the document alongside the belligerence between Sultan
Mahmud Il and Muhammed Ali Pasha of Egypt, and argues that as the Sultan was not
successful in consolidating his powers through a victory in Egypt, the document was the
only option left for the Sultan to accomplish his centralisation efforts.** Even more

damagingly, in terms of the document’s putative status as an originary Islamic

40 Berkes, Development of Secularism, p. 145; Butrus Abu-Manneh, ‘The Islamic Roots of the Glilhane
Rescript’, Die Welt des Islams, n.s., 34.2 (November 1994), 173-203 (pp. 173-4); Stanford J. Shaw and
Ezel Kural Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey, 2 vols (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1977, repr.2002), 11: Reform, Revolution, and Republic: The Rise of Modern Turkey,
1808-1975, p. 61.

41 Berkes, Development of Secularism, p. 145.

42 Halil Inalcik, ‘The Nature of Traditional Society: Turkey’, in Political Modernization in Japan and
Turkey, ed. by Robert E. Ward and Dankwart A. Rustow (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University
Press, 1964), pp. 42-63 (p. 57).

43 Abu-Manneh, ‘The Islamic Roots’, pp. 180-181.
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constitutional founding gesture, it has been extensively acknowledged by historians that

the main aim of the document was ‘to wheedle material assistance out of Britain’.**

Conforming with this latter remark, the Polish Ambassador Palewski tells Yashim, who
tries to apprehend the foreigners’ role in the Edict, that ‘foreign powers [...] are the
whole point: Foreign Powers, foreign loans’, essentially eliminating other perspectives
mentioned above.* Palewski informs Yashim that only ‘selected members of the
diplomatic community in Istanbul” had been informed of the pending Edict, which
discloses to Yashim the ‘primary purpose’ of the Edict, which is ‘to make the Porte
eligible for foreign loans’.*® The Ottomans, Palewski helps Yashim and the reader
understand, now found themselves in a new arrangement of balance of power in Europe.
Reforms are, therefore, principally necessary to form a new alliance with ‘Foreign
Powers’ and to get ‘foreign loans’.*’ Palewski keeps Yashim informed regarding the
power structures in Europe and the disingenuous nature of the support the Porte receives
from the nations in Europe for its reforms since it leaves questions as to the suitability
of the reforms to the empire. Palewski, furthermore, confesses the Edict to be
‘essentially, a Big Power arrangement’, detaching the Ottomans from the reforms,
cultivating distrust about the ingenuity and sincerity of reforms.*® Conflictingly, it is
also implied through the Sultan’s reflections that one of the motives behind the reforms
of the Sultan is the prospect of ‘reclaim[ing] his sovereignty over Greece’.*® A sense of
pragmatic conformity is invoked in the novel alongside a climate of increasing isolation
as the political nature of the reforms is tied to the ambitions of the sultan to curb the

dissemination of the ‘spirit of the rebellion’ by circumventing the external pressures

4 The Middle East and North Africa in World Politics, p. 269.
4 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 191.

4 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 190.

47J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 190-1.

4 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 190.

49 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 4.
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encouraging it.>° Palewski admittedly discloses to Yashim the breadth of challenges the
Sultan faces in his quest for reform when he tells Yashim that he ‘get[s] the impression
[...] that the sultan has sleepless nights over this Edict of his. It will make him a very
lonely man. He makes a lot of enemies’.>! In some respects, the novel communicates the
international significance of the Edict and the domestic threats evoked as though the

edict is coming through as a result of the Sultan’s clutching the straw.

Palewski’s conversations about the edict with Yashim and the Sultan carry the tinge of
lack of faith regarding the involvement of the Western governments in reforms since
Palewski himself, having been a casualty of the Polish Question, offers a cautionary tale
for those who collaborate with Western Powers. A homology is drawn between the
current weak state of the Empire and the dismemberment of the Polish-Lithuanian
Empire, Palewski representing the remaining Polish/Ottoman strength. This very fact
construes a mutual concern between the Sultan and the Ambassador regarding the
Powers’ intentions, and at the same time unites them on the idea that, given the lack of
options in the face of the economic and military decline, no other option is available
other than trying to avoid an ultimate collapse of the Empire by carrying out the
necessary reforms. Palewski’s precarious position as the Polish Ambassador in the
Ottoman Empire is depicted as emblematic of the lingering concerns of the Porte
regarding the intentions of the Powers as part of a broader Eastern Question, rather than
evaluating the Ottoman monarchical order as a factor sui generis. Palewski keeps
Yashim alert to the possibility that the reforms could be a step towards the carving up of

the state as had happened to the Polish Empire.

%0 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 229-30.
51 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 249.
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Stanislaw Palewski has been received by critics in the image of Sherlock Holmes’s Dr
Watson because of his role as a companion and an advisor to Yashim in solving his
cases.> Palewski’s role as an aide to Yashim in crime-solving in some of Yashim’s
cases builds a secondary detective character for the Ambassador following that of
Yashim. His knowledge of European history and politics, his resources at his
ambassadorial outpost such as the ‘copies of Le Moniteur, the Ottoman court gazette’,
and his eligibility as an ambassador to be present at important events such as a concert
at the Palace provide Yashim with a very important source of information as well as a
valuable capacity to maneuver in order to discover important information and
evidence. It is more often than not through his conversations with Palewski that
Yashim comes upon new perspectives that salvage his investigations from their clogged
progressions. Alongside his assistance in solving crimes in the Yashim series,
Palewski’s character revolves around Yashim’s cases not only because he provides
Yashim with an auxiliary intellectual capacity and an elite social circle, but also by
being a confidante to Yashim, Palewski poses as an audience and a companion to him,

and thus informs the reader of the progress of Yashim’s cases.

Both in The Janissary Tree, and also in The Baklava Club, Palewski’s character, by
merit of his status as the ambassador of the partitioned Poland to the Ottoman Empire,
illuminates the political concerns of early nineteenth-century Europe. An important
insight into the changing map of Europe comes through the dismemberment of the
Polish Empire. This development was against the political ambitions of the Ottoman

Empire; therefore, the Ottoman Empire did not recognise the final partitioning of the

52 Nagihan Haliloglu, ‘Istanbul’s Multiculturalism Reimagined in Contemporary British Fiction’ in Islam
and the Politics of Culture in Europe: Memory, Aesthetics, Art, ed. by. Frank Peter, Sarah Dornhof and
Elena Arigita (Wetzlar: transcript Verlag, 2013), pp. 61-74, (p. 69).

53 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 104, 200.
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Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth by Russia, Austria and Prussia in 1795, and it was
the only state to do so. The study of the historical ties between the Polish and the
Ottoman Empires has been one that has kept the readers of history of diplomacy
intrigued when this period is considered, as the rejection by the Ottoman Empire of the
partitioning of Poland has been deemed an important episode that left a positive

sentiment in the Polish collective memory and historiography.>*

By bringing this issue up for a discussion, the author aims to reveal the complications
regarding the perception of the Ottoman Empire nearer the inauguration of the Tanzimat
Reforms. For instance, after the remarkable shift of regional power in favour of Russia
as a result of the fall of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, Sultan Mahmud Il is
portrayed as seeking to retain the symbolic historic power of his empire by maintaining
the tradition of paying a stipend to the Ambassador and by providing protection for him

as the representative of a foreign country:

By a quirk of history, the Polish ambassador was maintained in Istanbul at the
sultan’s expense. It was a throwback to the days when the Ottomans were too grand
to submit to the ordinary laws of European diplomacy, and would not allow any
king or emperor to claim to be the sultan’s equal. An ambassador, they reasoned,
was a kind of plaintiff at the fount of world justice rather than a grandee vested with
diplomatic immunity, and as such they had always insisted on paying his bills.
Other nations had successfully challenged his conception of what an embassy was
about; the Poles, latterly, could not afford to. Since 1830 their country had ceased to
exist when the last parcel, around Cracow, was gobbled up by Austria.*®

The character of the Polish Ambassador is helpful in positioning the Ottoman Empire in
its relatively inert moment in history vis-a-vis the Powers, including Russia, whose

representatives deem Palewski a diplomatic nonperson.

%4 On Polish-Ottoman relationships see Jan Reychman and Andrew S. Ehrenkreutz, Handbook of
Ottoman-Turkish Diplomatics, rev. and trans. by Ananiasz Zajaczkowski, ed. by Tibor Halasi-Kun (The
Hague: Mouton, 1968); The Polish-Ottoman relationship is further examined in The Baklava Club which
raises the issues of Prince Adam Jerzy Czartoryski of Poland and the European centre of the Polish
diaspora. See Robert A. Berry, ‘Czartoryski's Hotel Lambert and the Great Powers in the Balkans, 1832-
1848’, The International History Review, 7.1 (1985), 45-67.

55 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 104-5.
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The Ambassador’s indeterminate position carries a weight of warning against a similar
outcome for the Ottomans. In The Janissary Tree, Yashim makes an observation about
the Powers’ favouritism, which, he claims, has brought the Greeks their independence,
and their discrimination against the Polish which brought the dissolution of their
Commonwealth.*® This kind of bias, in the final analysis, makes Yashim question the
integrity of the ‘Frankish laws’®’ which ‘allowed the Greeks to have a country but
denied the same convenience to the Poles’.>® Yashim’s apprehension about the Edict
results from the adoption of mainly French legislative models that he fears may not be
suited to the Ottoman social and administrative structure. He does not conceive how
these laws can be exercised in the Ottoman nation with so much diversity within its
territory and such a complex and conglomerate legal system. He questions if these laws
could be applied throughout the whole empire on an egalitarian basis: ‘would it work as
well in the highlands of Bulgaria as in the deserts of Tripolitana?’.>® By being wary of
the policies which have led to the partition of Poland, Yashim would like to ward off

any such important legal changes at the discretion of the Western Powers.

In addition to providing an example of a hostile solution of the ‘Polish’ Question, the
Polish Ambassador upholds a benevolent and tolerant image of the Empire as the last
standing power against the dominance of the European powers in the region. Doing so,
the Ambassador also complains about lack of consensus and compassion among

European Christians:

‘We talk of Christian justice,” Palewski would explain, ‘but the only justice that
Poland has ever received is at the hands of its old Muslim enemy. You Ottomans!
You understand justice better than anyone in the world!” Palewski would be careful
not to complain that the stipend he received had not changed for the last two

%6 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 105, 230.

57 An evaluation of Franks, a general term to indicate Western European people, will be made in the
second part of this chapter.

58 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 150.

59 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 150.
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hundred years. And Yashim would never say what both of them knew: that the
Ottomans only continued to recognise the Poles to irritate the Russians.®°

While Goodwin investigates the Empire as a strong but benevolent Empire in the first
book of the Yashim series, this particular image of the generous Ottomans housing
outcasts of Europe is also maintained in The Baklava Club (2014), with differing

attitude towards the Edict.

Set in 1842, the fifth book in the series, The Baklava Club (2014), focuses on
‘Istanbul’s role as a safe haven for European exiles and malcontents’ as the author
stages in Istanbul a plot with revolutionaries in hideaway, pardon-seeking exiles and
double-betrayers.5! Jason Goodwin revises the history of Europe through a range of
characters, including papal conspirators, youngsters volunteering to work undercover
for the unification of Italy, pardon-seeking daughter of a Decemberist exile, the Polish
characters seeking Ottoman support to regain their country’s autonomy and Russians
plotting against Polish ambitions. Among the exiles, the first group consists of three
young men from Italy, namely Giancarlo, Rafael and Fabrizio, who live in Istanbul as
expatriates absconding from an apostolic reprisal. These three young men form a
clandestine cell taking directions from a secret organisation called La Piuma, which the
youngsters trust because they received a warning from the organisation regarding the
counter-revolutionary forces’ pursuit of them while the trio was in Rome, and asked
them to go to Istanbul. Introduced to the reader first as the acquaintances of Palewski in
Istanbul, the three revolutionaries find a note through which La Piuma assigns them to
their first secret mission, which, they discover, is the assassination of a person with
Papal connections. Disclosed to the youngsters to be an important anti-revolutionary,

the target is actually the Polish Ambassador’s special guest Prince Czartoryski, who is

60 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 105.
61 Jason Goodwin, The Baklava Club (London: Faber and Faber, 2014), p. 281.
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in the city to visit the Sultan to campaign in order to receive the support of the Empire
in their cause of national revival of Poland and the re-establishment of a Polish nation.
The group of the youngsters, the Baklava Club (named after the fact that, during their
visits to the Ambassador at his residence, they bring baklava with them as a gift), and
the Prince, who is in exile in Paris, are against the Vatican and the Church assuming the
powers of a state, yet both the man and the small revolutionary group are convinced that
the other is actually against the unification of Italy. This mistrust ends with the tragic
and fatal realisation that it is a Russian agent that is actually pitting the revolutionaries

against each other.

The Russian agent and the third person belonging to the series of exiles in Istanbul is
Natasha, the pardon-seeking daughter of a Russian Decemberist exiled in Siberia. Until
the very end of the novel, it is assumed by the reader that, similarly to Prince
Czartoryski, who seeks the Sultan’s support for a national cause, Natasha is also after
Ottoman support for her personal appeal that she and her father be admitted back to St
Petersburg. She stays at the Palace as a guest of the Valide Sultan, who instructs
Yashim to entertain her guest by showing her Istanbul. During the time they spend
together, Natasha tells Yashim about her life in Siberia, which includes unpleasant
details about the physical abuse she endured at the hands of her Russian guardians and
caretakers. At the end of the novel, it is revealed that Natasha had indeed been sent to
Istanbul by the Russian czardom on a mission as a punishment after she had killed her
caretaker. In Istanbul, she is to set up the killing of the Polish Prince, which she carries
out by using the alias Piuma. Natasha, in her act as a Russian agent, tricks the
revolutionary youngsters into thinking that the Polish liberator prince is a Catholic agent
aiming to extend the influence of Rome in Europe. In order to promote hostility

between Catholics and Protestants and leave the Orthodox world to Russian control, the
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Russian plot aims both to prevent the rekindling of a Polish state through the murder of
the Polish prince, and to supress a minor opposition of young people to a Holy Alliance
headed by Rome. In The Baklava Club, Russia is once again represented as a disruptive

and manipulative force as it was in The Janissary Tree.

The Prince’s visit to the Sultan in The Baklava Club is a display of trust not only in the
Ottoman Empire’s power and support for the Polish cause, but also of the strong
relationship Palewski has with the Porte. Having been an important point in the first
novel, this element in the plot of the later book reinforces the image of the Ottomans as
a welcoming host to dissenters in Europe. Indeed, in both The Janissary Tree and The
Baklava Club, the Ottoman Empire is seen as an active agent in international politics
and a place of refuge for dissenters, in contrast to the repressive actions of powerful
state alliances across Western Europe. The Valide’s question to Yashim intends to
accentuate this point: ‘What are all these Franks doing in Istanbul, Yashim? It didn’t use
to be like this’.%?2 An important reason for this change is viewed in the novel as
stemming from the changing power relations in Europe as much as from the internal
dynamics of the Ottoman Empire.®® In Yashim’s words, the reason for this is that
‘[m]any people in Europe [...] want change. Their own governments resist it. People
look to the sultan to help them [...] Natasha. Palewski. Even those Italians feel more free

here than at home’.%*

In a similar manner, Niyazi Berkes mentions that many outcasts in Europe were arriving
in Istanbul to take refuge in the eighteenth century: ‘Hungarians [...] had taken refuge

in the course of their struggles with the Habsburg emperors, the leading adversaries of

62 J. Goodwin, Baklava Club, p. 139.
83 Niyazi Berkes treats this question extensively in Development of Secularism, p. 32.
64 J. Goodwin, Baklava Club, p. 140.
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the Turks, for their Catholic persecutions’, or ‘[tlhe Huguenots, persecuted by Catholic
governments, looked hopefully to the reputedly tolerant Turks for succour and an
opportunity to live and worship freely’.®® The instances of the conflicts involving
various Christian denominations demonstrate not only the ongoing intolerance within
Christian Europe for other religions and Christian denominations, but also the tolerance
demonstrated for various faiths in the Ottoman Empire. The growth in the number of
foreigners in the Empire is, however, mainly explained by the Reform Edict in the
novel. The number of population movement towards the East had increased, because, as
Yashim ponders, ‘[t]he sultan’s decree placing all his subjects, Muslim or otherwise, on
the same legal footing, had emboldened the merchants and the bankers, and stimulated

trade’.56

In both Janissary and Baklava, the inclusiveness of the reform legislation is a
fundamental point of interest, and this is seen as a favourable development for the
economy and for the narrative of interaction with the West in the latter novel. These
changes can be observed principally through the Polish example. Yashim’s suspicions
of the Edict in Janissary, likewise, turn into approval in Baklava. This shift can be
attributed to the shift in the author’s approach in his formulation of the main themes of
his novels, and it can be observed through Yashim. Yashim’s concerns regarding the
applicability of the Edict in Janissary because of his relativist attitude are eradicated in
Baklava as he perceives the enforcement of the Edict across the empire as
‘inclusiveness’ in the latter novel. This shift in attitude towards the edict arises from the
author’s attempt to formulate the question of the Ottoman decline in his first novel and

his focus on the comparative study of the Ottomans with the political landscape in

6 Berkes, Development of Secularism, p. 32.
6 J. Goodwin, Baklava Club, pp. 139-40.
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Europe in the latter. The frames of reference of Goodwin’s Yashim series are to a great
extent informed by the historical developments in Europe. The Janissary Tree, as a first
instalment preoccupied with the question of Ottoman decline, formulates Ottoman
history around the Eastern Question and Western perceptions and influences; hence the
prominence given to foreign characters. The Ottomans are therefore seen as weakened
and in need of Western European aid to gain financial strength. Moreover, the reforms
are introduced to represent a crossroads regarding increased interactions with the West,
on one hand, and as lacking any insight into the needs of the Ottoman people, on the
other. In his attempt to show the unsuitability of the reforms, the framework of The
Janissary Tree is predicated on rigid negative bifurcated reaction to the reform
movement. The next section examines these two representations of the dissatisfied
groups with a view to evaluating the contribution of Goodwin’s historical novels to
understanding the historical context of the landmark document in Ottoman history, the

1839 Imperial Rescript of Gilhane.

1.1.3. Interactions with Modernity: Traditionalists, Revolutionaries and the
Middle Way

In The Janissary Tree, the destruction of the Janissaries is observed through the lens of
mainstream historiography, which presents the claims that the Janissaries were holding
the Ottomans back from introducing innovations and new techniques in the military,
resulting in the decline of the empire. The massacre of the Janissaries is therefore seen
as an ‘auspicious’ event that finally allowed the Ottomans to pursue their efforts of
modernisation. The Seraskier, for example, mentions how ‘everything has changed
because the Janissaries are gone’ and that ‘[t]hey were all that stood in the way of —

what? The sultan riding on a European saddle’.®” This is a different reading from that of

67 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 101-2.
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revisionist historiographers of the likes of Baki Tezcan or Reha Camuroglu, which will
be examined in the following sections. Similarly, in the novel, the reforms of Mahmud
IT are not amply scrutinised through the perspectives of today’s contemporary
revisionist historiography. In this chapter, a frequently used resource is Niyazi Berkes’s
The Development of Secularism in Turkey since it reads the history of the late Ottoman
Empire as one of conflict between the institutions of tradition and modernity, which,
according to Berkes, paved the way for the secularisation of the state when the Republic
of Turkey was established. This dichotomy, and Berkes’s analysis, apart from the
argument about Mahmud II’s reign being a moment of the start of secularisation, which
is of no interest to Goodwin, resonates well with Goodwin’s intellectual and narrative

frameworks.

The main concern of The Janissary Tree is to shed light upon the conditions leading up
to the proclamation of the Gulhane Rescript by dwelling on two possible cases of
radical reactions to Sultan Mahmud’s reforms -- i.e. what some interest groups see as
the eradication of traditional customs and institutions, others conceive as slow-paced
reforms -- and to debate these through a spectrum of receptive and critical
interpretations. This particular way of reading of the Ottoman history tell us a possible
way of understanding how the Ottomans saw themselves at this critical point in
Ottoman history, within the framework of the reformation efforts in the early nineteenth
century. In the novel, while traditional elements are represented through the alliance of
the defunct military organisation Janissaries and the palace eunuchs as those clinging to
their ‘medieval’ identities, reformism is illustrated through the Seraskier, the military
chief of the modern army, who defends a ‘totalitarian ideology’ of reforms.®® A third

bloc represented in Goodwin’s novel is the reconciliatory approach, what can loosely be

% Berkes, Development of Secularism, p. 4.

59



associated with the theories of ‘alternative modernity’. This mid-way approach is
materialised in the main character Yashim, who, as a modern eunuch, epitomises the
conflict between modernity and tradition in an unobtrusive way. Below, these three
approaches will be examined at length with a view to analyse Goodwin’s presentation
of the complexities of this period through an investigative eye for clashing forces of this

time.

1.1.3.1. Traditionalists and Anti-Reformists: Against the Edict

The collaboration between the Janissaries and the Eunuchs, who are viewed in the novel
as the upholders of tradition in the Ottoman Empire and therefore in opposition to the
Edict, is significant since both are part of the system of slavery, one of military and the
other of harem slavery. While the Janissaries are emblematic of the military strength of
the most powerful days of the Empire, the Eunuchs are evocative of the sumptuous and
competitive Harem setting, which is seen as the symbol for the patriarchal influence and
power of sultans. After the abolition of the Janissaries in 1826, harem-slavery, which is
the royal (and high-class) expression of ‘household slavery’, remains not only the major
extant form of slavery, but also an important stronghold of the model of imperial
strength conveying the notion of reliance of the Empire on customs and traditional
forms.8° Hence the reforms carried out by the Porte are predominantly depicted by the
author as an attack on perennial hierarchies and traditions. In The Janissary Tree, the
class of Islamic ruling elite as a strong bulwark of Islamic traditions on which the
Empire thrives does not receive tenable attention. The following section will only
showcase the traditional institutions discussed in the novel in relation to the

modernisation movement in the early nineteenth century.

8 Ehud R. Toledano, ‘The Imperial Eunuchs of Istanbul: from Africa to the heart of Islam’, Middle
Eastern Studies, 20.3 (1984), 379-390, (p. 379).
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1.1.3.1.1. Eunuchs

The eunuch characters in the novel, namely Yashim, the Kislar Agha and Ibo, the palace
librarian, maintain a key role in understanding one of the most ancient institutions of the
Ottoman Empire. Yashim’s role in the novel, as a manumitted Eunuch, is different from
that of the Palace Eunuchs, and will be dealt with later in this chapter in more detail. On
the other hand, Kislar Aga, and partially 1bo represent the innermost opposition against
the Sultan’s Edict. Being a borrowed institution from the Byzantines, some of the tasks
and responsibilities of the Eunuch slavery system in the Ottoman Court were altered in
order to tailor the Eunuchs’ position and function in the Palace to the requirements of
Islamic traditions.”™ Classified as ‘Black’ or ‘White” eunuchs, depending on their
geographical origin and skin colour, the Palace eunuchs were, first and foremost,
harem-slaves, who were responsible for overseeing and protecting female slaves in the
Palace. They had a privileged status in the court as they acted as a conduit between the

male and female occupants of the Palace, as well as the outside world."

John Freely explains that ‘[e]unuchs played an important role in Byzantium, and many
of them rose to leading positions in the civil, military and religious hierarchies, several
becoming patriarch and one becoming magister militum, the commander-in-chief of the
army’.”2 Among such roles, the grand chamberlain (praepositus sacri cubiculi), which
is the equivalent of the Kislar Aga, was also a position held by a eunuch in
Byzantium.” In the Ottoman Empire, apart from being ‘in charge of the Harem’, the
Chief Black Eunuch, of African origin, ‘also supervised the primary education of the

sultan’s sons’; therefore, those in this position had considerable power and a critical role

0 Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, p. 379.

"L Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, pp. 380-1.
72 John Freely, Istanbul, p. 49.

73 John Freely, Istanbul, p. 49.
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to play in the future of the Empire.”* The ‘political influence’ of the eunuchs had largely
depended on the Chief Black Eunuch, and correspondingly, Eunuchs underwent periods
of increasing prominence during some of the critical moments of the Empire’s history.
Ehud Toledano, recounting from M. Cagatay Ulucay’s Harem, published in Turkish,
points out that the eunuchs had become more influential in the period between the
second half of the sixteenth century and the eighteenth century, which Ulucay calls

Kizlar Agalar: Saltanat: (the ‘Sultanate of the African Eunuchs’).”

During their service, eunuchs developed ‘an especially close relationship’ with their
masters and mistresses.’® As a result, as Toledano puts it, ‘the more powerful the ladies
of the Court were, the more influential the eunuchs became’.”” The eunuchs enjoyed a
‘dual structure’ whereby they had to pledge ‘allegiance both to their royal master or
mistress and to the senior officers of the [eunuch] Corps’.”® Since they were ‘a foreign
element in society’, as they were acquired either by purchase or as presents, and they
could not establish ‘alternative family ties by marriage’, they retained their ‘loyalties’
on both sides.” Especially the Chief Black Eunuch, or the Kislar Agha as he is called in
the novel, was at the confluence of powerful forces, holding a uniquely strategic status
in the Palace -- forces which had to be kept in a delicate balance or they might
otherwise lead to corruption and damaging intrigue. Ulucay relates the decline and fall
of the Empire to the exploitation of the power and influence established by the African
eunuchs in the Court.® In the novel, this theory is largely upheld due to the involvement

of the Kislar Agha in the coup plot, which can be explained by eunuchs’ pivotal and

4 John Freely, Istanbul, p. 352.

> Ehud R. Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, p. 382.
" Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, p. 381.

" Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, p. 382.

8 Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, p. 388.

7 Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, pp. 381, 388.

8 Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, p. 382.
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established position in the palace. Ibou’s case, on the other hand, presents a different
challenge since the Kislar Agha is the uncle and protector of Ibou; therefore, the
implications of Ibou’s involvement in the coup plot are ameliorated by the suffering and
pain Ibou had to endure in order to cross the desert, undergo an operation and finally

take up the job offered by his uncle.®!

Since the unique position of eunuchs in the palace is rooted in their powerful
connections and the uniqueness of the services they provide, the Kislar Agha shows
‘contempt’ for those who want eunuchs to be modern. ‘How can I be modern?’ he asks
Yashim, ‘I’m a fucking eunuch’.%2 He is presented as adamant in his belief that eunuchs
are out of touch with the outside world and therefore they cannot ‘modernise’. Even if
Yashim tries to convince the Head Eunuch that he can learn western social etiquette
such as ‘sit[ting] in a chair’ or ‘eat[ing] with a knife and fork’, the Kislar Agha points
out that the Tanzimat will require more of him.2 The head eunuch associates the
Tanzimat, not only with Western modes of behaviour and appearance, but also with the
Enlightenment and letters, which can be marked in his assertion that ‘modern people are
supposed to know stuff. They all read, don’t they?”.8* His actions rest on the knowledge
that reforms bring Western modes of life, which undermine royal customs, and
therefore, the requirement to keep a harem. Despite the fact that Islam prevailed as
‘[t]he core of the tradition’ in the Ottoman Empire, this point remains a moot point
throughout in the novel despite the fact that in most cases it is the Ulema, ‘the corps of
the learned men of religion or of the Seriat’, that gets challenged ‘by the forces of

modern civilization’.8% Without giving any reason, such as the secularising effect of

81 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 306-7.

82 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 277.

8 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 277.

8 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 277-8.

8 Berkes, Development of Secularism, pp. 7, 13-19.
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modernisation, but by only displaying hatred for the modernising Edict, the Kislar Agha
expresses his concern that failure to defend such customs as his role in the Harem will
mean a failure of survival, the end of his very existence: ‘It may not be now, maybe not
this year or the next [...] but the time will come when they’ll just turn us out into the

street to die’.8

The fear and concern of the palace eunuchs foreshadow the abolition of the royal house
after the republic came into being in 1923. Goodwin’s approach, in the main, highlights
the emphasis given to tradition and empowerment gained through the privileges of
proximity to the rulers. On the other hand, it was the case historically that the harem-
slavery system remained forceful and effective for a very long time because of the
difficulty of amending ‘family laws’ and the influence the Ottoman Royal House had in
keeping certain traditions intact for this purpose despite the prohibition of the
trafficking of the Africans in 1857 and anti-slave trade conventions signed between
Britain and the Ottomans in 1880.8” As a result, the practice of harem slavery survived
into the early twentieth century despite the enactment of laws prohibiting the trafficking
and trade of African slaves. By merit of being at the core of the empire, the household
of the sultan prevailed as the last bastion of this system in the Ottoman Empire.
Therefore, as Toledano claims, being ‘one of the most central and traditionally sensitive
institutions in Ottoman society’, harem-slavery, like military-slavery, resisted
modernising change.®® Toledano defends these lasting harem-slavery practices as
‘culture-bound practices’, and argues that, as they were part of the private realm of
society, namely, of ‘family structure’ and ‘relations between the sexes’, they resisted

formal legal and political change. Therefore, this aspect of slavery escaped the notice of

8 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 278.
87 Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, pp. 380, 383.
8 Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, pp. 388-9.
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many Ottoman Westernisers who adjusted their traditional outlook along Western lines,
as ‘the prestige of the Ottoman House kept its social structure and patterns of conduct
out of public criticism and preserved them as a source of emulation for the wealthy and

powerful’.®

In the novel, as a reaction to the Westernisation process carried out by Mahmud II,
Goodwin’s Kislar Agha not only conspires with the defunct Janissary Corps to organise
a coup against the Sultan, but also steals the Validé Sultan’s ‘Napoleon jewels’ to equip
himself with symbolic powers during his coup.®® His effeminate outlook embodied
through his stealing of the jewellery for his own use is overshadowed by the Head
Eunuch’s concern about the literate people of the West and the Westernisers.
Napoleon’s ‘N’ jewellery not only represents the Head Eunuch’s hatred of the West, but
also uncloaks his inadequacy and helplessness in the face of Western modernity, which
he tries to compensate with material symbols.®* The question of modernity, in which
there would be no need for eunuchs, is a notion the head eunuch cannot comprehend,
and his actions cannot go beyond symbolic connotations and the repetition of the
experiences of his co-conspirators, the Janissaries — such as uprising, and even regicide,

in the Court.

Kislar Agha associates the jewels with power presumably because of his jealousy of the
Valide, although the reason is not very clear. Before they became eunuchs, the Palace
slaves would undergo a difficult process of transition, which would include enduring the
health and life implications of their surgery and the experience of hormonal and

psychological difficulties after their operation, which is believed to have led to ‘peculiar

8 Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, p. 389.
% J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 29, 301, 304.
%1 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 264-5.
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characteristics’ and ‘eccentric social behaviour’.%? Ehud Toledano suggests that their
condition may have had an impact on their actions when eunuchs exercised their
strategical power in court politics.®® Toledano further suggests that their actions may
also have been determined by ‘a deep sense of bitterness’ and they may have ‘sought to
avenge the “unnatural crime” perpetrated on their person’.®* The narrator in The
Janissary Tree describes idiosyncrasies and eccentricities of eunuchs in a rather

emasculating manner:

The service of barren men, like their desires, began and ended with their death; but
in life they watched over the churning anthills of humankind, inured from its
preoccupation with lust, longevity and descent. Prey, at worst, to a fondness for
trinkets and trivia, to a fascination with their own decline, a tendency to hysteria
and petty jealousies. Yashim knew them well.*®

The effeminate description of the Kislar Agha, with him wearing the Valide Sultan’s
jewels, also participates in a stereotypically Orientalist discourse, with its images of
harems and eunuchs as alienating and effeminising. This type of character, reified in the
Kislar Agha’s imitation of the Valide Sultan, can be identified as the ‘effeminate
tyrant’, which, as Joseph A. Boone establishes, is one of the dominant ‘patterns’ of
homoerotic tropes in Middle Eastern depictions by Western writers and artists.® The
Kislar Agha assumes the most basic characteristic of a tyrant when he kills a concubine
for witnessing him stealing the Valide’s jewellery in order not to put his coup at risk.
This type of effeminising classification of Eunuchs actually tramps on Goodwin’s clear

intention to undermine Orientalist discourses that sexualise the Harem:

That was how the system worked, Yashim knew. Everyone knew. Everyone had
their own ideas about the imperial harem, but essentially it was like a machine. The
sultan, pumping a new recruit in the cohort of imperial concubines, was simply a

%2 Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, p. 382.

% Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, p. 388.

% Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, p. 382.

% J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 36-7.

% Joseph Allen Boone, The Homoerotics of Orientalism: Mappings of Male Desire in Narratives of the
Near and Middle East (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014), p. 51.
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major piston of an engine designed to guarantee the continuous production of
Ottoman sultans. All the rest — the eunuchs, the women — were cogs.®’

The correction by the narrator of Western Orientalist discourses about life in the harem
contributes to Goodwin’s historiographical intervention to rectify earlier Western
misrepresentations. However, Goodwin himself does not refrain from sharing in
Imagery that carries the tinge of Orientalist discourses at times, including the scene of
the cariyes, the harem maids, showing their bare breasts to Yashim while waxing.?® On
the other hand, the fact that Yashim is described as able to have sex with women, or the
fact that the Sultan is, in a way, forced to spend a night with the gézde, the slave girl, so
that she would not be disappointed, show harem life from a speculative lens, especially
since the author feeds the curiosity of some of his readers by posing and answering
some of the questions they may have regarding eroticism in the palace, including the
possibility of a sexual life for eunuchs.®® This approach possibly presents a commercial
compromise on the part of the author, which is based on the profitability of sexual

descriptions in a market-driven publishing industry.

Lastly, in addition to the attempts to introduce the system of eunuchs with attributes
specific to the Ottomans, the narrator also assigns significance to Ottoman eunuchs
through the ties of the system of eunuch-slavery to other civilisations in different ages.
The characteristics of eunuchs are described through the institutional history of eunuch-

slavery in Janissary Tree as below:

Yet men had been gelded for service in the time of Darius and Alexander, too. Ever
since the idea of dynasties arose, there had been eunuchs who commanded fleets,
who generalled armies, who subtly set out the policies of states. Sometimes Yashim
dimly saw himself enrolled into a strange fraternity, the shadow-world of the
guardians: men who since time immemorial had held themselves apart, the better to
watch and serve. It included the eunuchs of the ancient world, and of the Chinese
emperor in Beijing, and the whole Catholic hierarchy in Europe, too, which had

%7 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 108.
% J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 59-60.
% J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 4.
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supplied the celibate priests who served the kings of Christendom. Didn’t the Pope
in Rome himself serve man and God?'®

Goodwin employs this informative discussion to highlight continuity and the cross-
cultural transference of imperial institutions and traditions. He attempts to connect
Istanbul to the rest of the world not only through the practices of eunuch-slavery in the
Byzantine Empire, predecessors of the Ottoman Empire, but also through the institution
of eunuch-slavery itself in its perennial and universal context. By doing so, he connects
and relates Ottoman customs to their ancient precedents beyond and outside their
Islamic context. The perennial aspect of this institution makes it more difficult to make
a distinction between the Islamic and earlier inherited aspects of these practices;
therefore, the practice itself becomes part of Goodwin’s overall strategy regarding his
tradition versus modernity argument, which side-steps any focus on religion and the
complications Islam would introduce into formulating this dichotomy in relation to

Ottoman structures of governance.

1.1.3.1.2. The Janissaries

In The Janissary Tree, the Janissaries are introduced as the chief suspects for the
murders of the four military academy students. The book takes its title from the
janissary tree at Etmeydan: (Sultanahmet), notorious as the location where the
Janissaries revolted. Attached to the tree, Yashim discovers poems that the Janissaries
use to communicate with the Eunuchs at the palace. Like Palace eunuchs, the Janissaries
were also the subjects and the slaves of the Sultan. The origins of the Janissaries are
believed to go back to as early as the fourteenth century when non-Muslim captives
began to be employed as members of the army within the feudal cavalry where they

were also taught Turkish.1%* As Godfrey Goodwin explains in his work The Janissaries

100 3. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 36-7.
101 Godfrey Goodwin, The Janissaries (London: Sagi Essentials, 2006), p. 27.
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(2006), a new army may have been born out of these converts which came to be called
Yeniceriler [Janissaries], the New Army.1%2 When these men emerged as soldiers in
1416, during the reign of Mehmet | (1413-1421), they also became the Sultan’s kul
(slave), which meant that they had become ‘members of the imperial family’, whose
head, the Sultan, was ‘the Shadow of God on Earth’. It was during the reign of Murat 11
(1421-1444) that the Christian children were first mentioned in a document as the new
recruits of this standing army, who were commonly known as Christian Levy or
Devsirme.%® As Godfrey Goodwin describes, the Janissaries were ‘a newly recruited
caste, educated at the palace or its subsidiary colleges, [were] hardened and then bound
to a loyalist brotherhood proud of a growing tradition. It presented a potent force which
was eventually to win civil as well as military authority’.1% The Janissaries were known
to have been avid fighters and conquerors for the Ottoman Empire, and so they were
respected during the Empire’s most successful times for their accomplishments. Due to
these qualities, there are quite a few official historiographies of janissaries in which it is
suggested that being a Janissary, far from a mishap, had been a prospect looked
favourably upon. The fact that these fighters were ‘fed by a levy [had] set them apart

from the commonalty’.1%®

The widely accepted reason for the Janissaries’ abolition is their centuries of

degeneracy, which had economically and militarily held the Empire back, behind their

102 G. Goodwin, Janissaries, p. 27; In Turkish: Yeniceri. Yeni means “new”, and ¢eri means “class of
soldiers in war, army” derived from ¢érig in Old Turkic
(<http://lwww.nisanyansozluk.com/?k=yeni%C3%A7eri&view=annotated> [accessed 21 March 2014]).
103 G, Goodwin, Janissaries, p. 27; Goodwin holds that the tradition of recruiting children finds its
precedents in the Mughal, Hindu and Russian traditions of children levies (G. Goodwin, Janissaries, p.
32). Also, according to Cemal Kafadar, ‘[t]he Janissary corps and the kapikulu system bear resemblance
to “ghulam/mamluk™ organizations of Medieval Islamic states; however, the levy method, the act of
gathering soldiers by the state from among its own subjects, is a practice that is unique to the Ottomans’
(Cemal Kafadar, ‘Osmanli Siyasal Diisiincesinin Kaynaklar1 Uzerine Gozlemler’, in Cumhuriyet’e
Devreden Diisiince Mirasi: Tanzimat ve Mesrutiyet’in Birikimi, ed. by Tanil Bora and Murat Giiltekingil,
9 vols (Istanbul: Iletisim, 2009), i: Modern Tiirkiye 'de Siyasi Diisiince, pp. 23-8 (p. 27) [translation mine].
104 G. Goodwin, Janissaries, p. 33.
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peers in the West. The commonly-discussed reasons for their degeneracy, which are
also employed in his novel by Jason Goodwin, include the changing structure of the
corps such as their involvement in trades; the recruitment of Turkish people by birth
instead of recruiting through devshirme; the introduction of new practices of marriage
and having children; and lower payments and gains caused by the slowdown of the
conquests of new lands and the gradual decline of imperial power which had become
tiring for the Janissary fighters and caused their unwillingness to defend the Empire.1%®
In Jason Goodwin’s words, ‘loaded with privilege, they lorded it over the common
people of the city’, which, according to the narrator of the novel, made the Janissaries
‘dangerous’.2%” The out-of-control demeanour of the Janissaries finds expression in

Lady Mary’s letters, in which the Janissaries outside Istanbul are criticised for

displaying tyranny:

the oppression of the peasants is so great, they are forced to abandon their houses
and neglect their tillage, all they have being a prey to the janissaries whenever they
please to seize upon it. We had a guard of five hundred of them, and I was almost in
tears every day to see their insolences in the poor villages through which we
passed.1%®

The new order of the Janissaries, or their lack of discipline as many would say, often
produced major revolts during the eighteenth century, including those led by Patrona
Halil Isyani and Kara Ali Isyani.'® Because of their changing structure, the Janissaries
are generally described as amounting to getting so much out of hand that they had even
become a threat to the continuation of monarchical rule when they rebelled or scorched
the city once their demands were not met, which could even culminate in the deposition

of the sultans. In the novel, the Seraskier takes advantage of the Janissary rebellion and

106 3. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 24, 85.

107 3. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 23-24.
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the fires started by the castaway members of the Janissary corps to carry out his own
coup against the Monarchy. Jason Goodwin writes: ‘it was typical of their degeneration
that they had combined their fire-duty with the more profitable occupation of fire-
raising, demanding bribes to put out fires they themselves had started’.*® Godfrey
Goodwin suggests that their passion for money was stronger than their will to protect
the Empire’s interests, and mutiny occurred when long fights tired them.!* Jason
Goodwin’s humorous depiction of this situation reads as ‘[t]he men who had been sent
to terrify Europe made a simple discovery: it was easier — and far less dangerous to

terrorise at home’.11?

Godfrey Goodwin stresses that ‘[t]he often repeated tragedy lay in their inability to
think ahead constructively or to plot more than a coup or a mutiny’.*** He suggests that
the history of the Janissaries mirrors the Ottomans’ history as a whole, giving clues to
the ‘struggles beneath the surface of Ottoman politics, the struggles of the tumultuous
majority’.*** This view, therefore, also helps to elaborate the conclusion that the
Janissaries remained at the root of the administrative instability as they were infamous
for dethroning and even regicide of sultans whenever their demands were not met.
Godfrey Goodwin maintains that the professionalisation of the army, had it happened,
could have acted as ‘a challenge to the structure of the state’; as it was, there was a
strong link between the welfare of the Empire and the interest of the Janissaries.!*>The
imperial history can therefore be depicted as one of transformation whereby the
demeanour of the Janissaries altered by and large in conjunction with the empire from

bright to shadowy days. The fact that the empire’s rise and decline went hand in hand
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with the rise and decline of the Janissaries is considered a sufficient rationale by
‘declinist’ scholars to conclude that the loss of the territories and corruption in the

Empire were the result of the degeneracy in the janissary military corps.

Correspondingly, in The Janissary Tree, the demise of the Janissaries is discussed in
relation to the downfall of the Empire, which is then displayed as the reason for their
desire to protect their self-interest, combined with their attachment to their tradition and
brotherhood. The narrator is unambiguous in his assertion that, by clinging to tradition
and by reclaiming their old power, the Janissaries had caused immense damage to the

Empire:

Once the Ottoman Empire’s crack troops, the Janissaries had degenerated — or
evolved, if you liked — into an armed mafia, terrorising sultans, swaggering through
the streets of Istanbul, rioting, fire-raising, thieving and extorting with impunity.
Outgunned and outdrilled by the armies of the west, stubbornly they had clung to
the traditions of their forefathers, contemptuous of innovation, despising the
common soldiers of the enemy and rejecting every lesson the battlefield could
teach, for fear of their grip loosening. For decades they had held the empire to
ransom.!16

The Janissaries saw reforms as a threat to their traditional structures and the New Guard
as their competitor. The story of the end of the Janissaries can hardly be told without its
dramatic overtones, and Goodwin’s fiction bears no exception to this tendency. Even
the symbolic power of overturning cauldrons had a grandiose effect, signifying a
janissary uprising, and as for the narrator, ‘[i]t meant that they wanted blood’.**” The
narrator further explains that the very last time the Janissaries overturned their cauldrons
was because the Sultan had wanted them to ‘adopt the western style of the New Guard,
knowing that they would be provoked and affronted’, and so they were. Goodwin’s

narrator explains what happens in 1826:

The sultan issued orders that the Janissaries should adopt the western style of the
New Guard, knowing that they would be provoked and affronted. And the

116 J, Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 8-9.
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Janissaries had rebelled on cue. Caring only for their own privileges, they turned on
the palace and the fledgling New Guards. But they had grown stupid, as well as
lazy. They were loathed by the people. The sultan had made ready. When the
Janissaries overturned their cauldrons on the night of Thursday, 15 June, it took a
day to accomplish by modern means what no one had managed to achieve in three
hundred years. By the night of the sixteenth, efficient modern gunnery had reduced
their mutinous barracks to a smouldering ruin.!8

Subsequently as the narrator chronicles, ‘on the night of Thursday, 15 June, it took a
day to accomplish by modern means what no one had managed to achieve in three
hundred years’ — the Janissaries had been dissolved.'® The Janissaries’ rebellion was
also the means of their final destruction. Yashim speculates how the incident had been
‘a trauma [...] from which the empire still waited to recover’.?° From this, as the
narrator states, ‘[c]ertain people might never recover at all’.*?! It is therefore symbolic
that the murders Yashim investigates are committed and displayed by using the symbols

of Janissary traditions from their ranking system to their spiritual meeting houses.

Jason Goodwin’s novel, to a great extent, follows the mainstream argument of Ottoman
historiography in terms of the stress placed on the narrative that the Janissaries became
corrupt and did not accept the use of modern military techniques within the corps. They
are seen as the albatross around the neck of the Ottomans, holding back the progress of
the empire. A recent generation of observers who don’t agree with this thesis, such as
Baki Tezcan and Reha Camuroglu, argue that the Janissaries actually had an important
role to play in the broader democratic corpus within the religious (Sunni sectarian)
monarchical absolutist rule. These perspectives tend to see the developments concerning
the Janissaries, especially around the year 1826, in terms of internal power struggles
rather than as an extension of the East-West, or in other words, traditionalism-

modernity dichotomy. Reha Camuroglu’s criticism falls on the palace’s mechanisms of
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self-preservation and policies of exclusion while Baki Tezcan offers a criticism which

sees a stabilising quality in the Janissaries.

Reha Camuroglu’s interpretation of the events that led to 1826 focuses on the vast
power the Janissaries had acquired rather than on how degenerate and dangerous they
had started to become. Camuroglu does not see the issue of Janissaries’ getting married
and having children as signs of deterioration and corruption; for him, these practices
should be regarded merely as the humanization of the sultan’s slaves.'?? According to
this viewpoint, the changes in the nature of the Janissary corps started to occur when the
Janissaries realized that they had become influential against sultans, an important
example of which was the dethronement campaign Selim | (1512-1520) waged against

his father Bayezid 11 (1481-1512).%

As noted by Reha Camuroglu, an important power struggle the Janissaries staged was
the one with the Ulema, who would have been their superiors if the Janissaries had
remained in the faith of Sunni Islam and would have caused the limitation of their
powers to some extent. The Janissaries’ increasing association with the Bektashi sect, a
dervish order that follows the spiritual teachings of Hac1 Bektas Veli, which Jason
Goodwin calls Karagozi in the novel, might therefore be explained by their power
struggles with the Ulema. Many critics point to the late sixteenth century as the early
formative years of the Bektashi-Janissary association, although there is no agreement on

when this connection actually started to ferment.'?* During the subsequent two

122 Camuroglu, Yenigerilerin Bektasiligi, p. 10. Camuroglu points out that these were the Janissaries’
natural rights as Muslims, based on the Prophet Muhammad’s life (stinnet/sunnah).

123 Camuroglu, Yenigerilerin Bektasiligi, p. 11.

124 As opposed to the idea that the Janissaries had always followed Bektashism, Reha Camuroglu supports
the idea that the Janissaries started to incline towards Bektashism at the end of the sixteenth century;
however, they came to be associated more and more with the sect in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries (Yenigerilerin Bektasiligi, pp. 19-20). According to Godfrey Goodwin, the “official recognition
of the Bektashi connection with the janissary corps” is dated to 1591-2 (G. Goodwin, Janissaries, p. 148).
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centuries, the Janissaries gained strength by being present in the palace as armed
functionaries and statesmen, as well as in public as craftsmen and tradesmen, enabling
them to hold strong positions in both public and state functions.'?® Camuroglu
establishes that ‘as this union [of Janissaries and Bektashis] progressed, it would grow
into a more civilized disobedience that would incrementally reproduce itself against the
state’.1?® Therefore, although it is generally acknowledged that the formal change the
Janissaries underwent was induced by their own success in gaining power within state,
in Camuroglu’s view, this change, or corruption as some say, would still have taken
place, even without the imperial defeats. According to this reasoning, the change in the
Janissaries did not depend on the West developing new military technologies and tactics
or the diminishing resources of the Ottoman Empire so much as it depended on the
lessening loyalty of the Palace to the Janissaries. Camuroglu thus sees this corruption to
be internal rather than external, and their uprisings not as efforts to stop Westernisation,

but to maintain their own power within the administrative bodies.*?’

Berkes points out that by the end of the eighteenth century, the Sultan did not have
unfettered influence within his administrative cadre anymore, and correspondingly, ‘the
struggle for power’ had surfaced within the bureaucratic groups who were attached to
tradition and isolated from society.'?® There are three main factors according to Berkes
that explain the atmosphere and the various types of mindset when the Janissary revolts
developed. First of all, the Ulema and military leaders were enjoying self-acquired
prosperity in a corrupt bureaucracy and they had become insensitive to the problems

causing instability to the welfare of the state. Secondly, the new techniques in the

125 Camuroglu, Yenicerilerin Bektasiligi, p. 13.

126 Camuroglu, Yenicerilerin Bektasiligi, p. 14, translation mine.
127 Camuroglu, Yenicerilerin Bektasiligi, p. 11.

128 Berkes, Development of Secularism, p. 17.
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military were seen as against tradition (Seriat) and were taken to be signs of further
decline. In addition to that, new technological developments were also seen as a threat
to the worsening economic conditions among the craftsmen, who served the military,
and were in danger of being uprooted if the traditional structure were to be upset.*?° All
these developments comprised sufficient excuse for the Janissaries to revolt against the
reforms made along European lines. When compared to Berkes’s analysis, Camuroglu’s
defence of Janissaries omits Berkes’s structural economic perspective on the period, and
instead focuses on the microeconomic and status benefits of interest groups, and on

their opposition against the bureaucratic Islamic elite.

Baki Tezcan provides another structural perspective to approach the question of the
Janissaries’ relationship with Western modernity. While Camuroglu argues for the
Janissaries’ power domination from the perspective of their religious sectarian
affiliations and institutional intolerance to heterodoxy in the empire, Tezcan analyses
the issue from the vantage point of the form of government itself, which is the
unquestioned legitimacy of monarchical absolutism. Baki Tezcan presents his research
question as it had been asked by Andrews and Kalpakli in their earlier study and asks
‘[w]hy movements towards limitations on monarchical absolutism are seen as an
advance in the one case and as a decline in the other’.>** Tezcan argues that, until very
recently, the mainstream historiography has tended to see the regicide of sultans in
terms of imperial decline discourse in which each deposition hampered the Empire’s
progress vis-a-vis its counterparts.'3! Although the Ottomans did not have a parliament

that compares with the English system, Tezcan argues that the depositions and regicides

129 Berkes, Development of Secularism, p. 63.

130 Baki Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire: Political and Social Transformation in the Early Modern
World (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), p. 5; Walter G. Andrews and Mehmet Kalpakli,
The Age of Beloveds: Love and the Beloved in Early Modern Ottoman and European Culture and Society
(Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2005), p. 322.

181 Tezcan, Second Ottoman Empire, p. 5.
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should not simply mean that they were carried out by ‘some soldier-turned-bandits’. By
arguing thus, he asserts that it shouldn’t be considered that the Janissaries’ perceived
out-of-order actions ‘lacked any formal constitutional components’.**? He justifies his
argument by supporting his perspective with that of a Frenchman, Victor Fontanier,
who claimed that the Janissaries were standing in defence of the population in the face
of the devastation caused by ‘absolute power’.13® Seen this way, the Janissaries can be

understood in terms of their limited democratic contributions.

Baki Tezcan proposes that this period of transition, in which the Janissaries gained a
voice against the absolute power to the extent that they safeguarded the economic
interests of the people, providing an unfettered environment for competition,
corresponds to the post-medieval and post-patrimonial period of the Ottoman Empire,
which he calls the Second Empire (1580-1826) in direct opposition to Berkes’s and

Goodwin’s notions of what constitutes Medieval and early modern polities:

Although modernity came to be closely associated with capitalism and colonialism
and this came to be seen as a European phenomenon imposed on the rest of the
world, | suggest that early modernity can be defined much more globally and has to
do with the relative democratization of political privileges as a result of the political
empowerment of economically affluent commoners. If one were to define early
modernity using these parameters, the Second Empire would definitely be an early
modern polity. That does not mean, however, that it did not fall into decline. The
Second Empire’s future was determined by the interaction of its present with its
past. The institutions it inherited from the past were truly transformed by the
developments of early modernity. Yet at the end of this transformation, these
institutions were no longer able to fulfil their original functions properly, which left
the Ottomans vulnerable in the face of European imperialism.***

Focusing, on the one hand, on the mechanisms of a gradually emerging market
economy in this ‘early modern polity’ of the empire, and the transformation of land

politics on the other, in his The Second Empire, Tezcan proposes that the absolute rights

132 Tezcan, Second Ottoman Empire, p. 5.

133 Victor Fontanier lived in the Ottoman Empire in the early nineteenth century (Tezcan, Second
Ottoman Empire, p. 6).

134 Tezcan, Second Ottoman Empire, p. 13.
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of the monarch in this period were, at any rate, being confronted by the court, the
viziers, the Ulema and the Janissary order, although the latter had particularly gained an
important capacity for creating social and economic transformation in the Second
Empire. In the post-Janissary period, when the New Order had established itself in the
Ottoman and Turkish consciousness, the Janissaries eventually became the symbol of
the Ottoman ‘ancien regime’ and were regarded as the chief culprits of the Ottoman
decline.'® For Tezcan, the New Order represented the revenge of the state on pre-1826
structures and forces, and its historians denounced the Ottoman ancien regime as

accountable for the decline of the Ottoman Empire.**

In The Janissary Tree, neither the economy-polity related focus, like Baki Tezcan’s, nor
the sectarian focus, like Reha Camuroglu’s, is examined in depth in relation to the
‘decline’ of the Empire. The transformation of the Empire is investigated in terms of
reformations in the military and the cultural transformations along Western lines, which
take precedence over other developments in the Empire related to the Gililhane Rescript,
such as the farm tax reform. The Seraskier’s New Army corresponds the New Order
mentioned above, even if in the novel the Janissaries are not seen as having democratic
significance. Through the Seraskier, who advocates the Edict when he talks to Yashim
about it, the premises of the reforms are associated with structural and executive
changes: ‘Changes will be made in many areas. Equality of the people under a single
law. Administration. Ministers instead of pashas, that sort of thing. It will follow the
way the army has been reformed in western lines, and it will not be enough.
Naturally’.*®" The Seraskier’s prospective administration of the Ottoman Empire as

republic forms a precedent for the later leadership of the Young Turks, especially that of

135 Tezcan, Second Ottoman Empire, p. 191.
136 Tezcan, Second Ottoman Empire, p. 194.
137 . Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 147.
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Enver Pasha, who led the Empire to the Balkan Wars and the Great War, which caused
the suffering and displacement of a big portion of the Ottoman population, Muslim and
non-Muslim alike. Tezcan’s thesis of the New Order describes the Young Turks, who

were responsible for the:

modernizing autocratic government that developed in the New Order, both in
response to and hand in hand with European imperialism, [and] fostered the
development of new political elites whose members eventually took over the
leadership of the empire and oversaw its dismemberment. 1%

This short description of the direction of the Empire in the nineteenth century, in which
the rise of the modernising elites is criticised for taking the modernising project to an
extreme, is a prospective backdrop for the modernising Seraskier of The Janissary Tree,
who offers a solution of intense remodelling of the stumbling empire along military
lines. He is, therefore, a precursor of a group of intellectuals, who, by incorporating the
European Enlightenment into the Ottoman intellectual framework, paved the way later
on for the empowerment of a group of military decision-makers, namely Enver Pasha
and his associates, who came to rule the empire through the rise of the Committee of

Union and Progress in the early twentieth century.

Until recent years, the abolition of the Janissaries had generally been accepted as a cut-
off point for a new era as a general rule-of-thumb in Ottoman studies. Even if views
differ on the categorization of the life span of the Ottoman Empire into epochs, it is
possible simply to categorise the lifetime of the Empire into the stages of rise,
stagnation, decline and collapse. After the increase in new perspectives in the study of
the empire in recent years, Christine Woodhead argues that the revisionist ‘Ottomanist

historians have largely jettisoned the notion of a post-1600 “decline’.** Baki Tezcan

138 Tezcan, Second Ottoman Empire, p. 6.
139 Caroline Woodhead, ‘Introduction’ in The Ottoman World, ed. by Caroline Woodhead (London:
Routledge, 2012), p. 5.
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also explains that the decline period of the mainstream declinist historiography has now

been replaced by new revisionist approaches:

Ottomanist historians have produced several works in the last decades, revising the
traditional understanding of this period from various angles, some of which were
not even considered as topics of historical inquiry in the mid-twentieth century.
Thanks to these works, the conventional narrative of Ottoman history — that in the
late sixteenth century the Ottoman Empire entered a prolonged period of decline
marked by steadily increasing military decay and institutional corruption — has been
discarded.'4

As the declinist view has been predominantly positioned around the failure of the
Janissaries, the study of the Janissary corps has been an important part of the
mainstream historiography for a generation of writers. As has also been demonstrated
by Camuroglu and Tezcan, there have emerged different ways of understanding the
Janissary rebellions, with narratives that see them acting as safeguards against religious
sectarian monopoly, and acting as pioneers for a more democratic administration by
limiting the purview of the autarkical rule of the Sultan. These approaches provide
supplementary examples to Jane Hathaway’s claim that ‘historians of the Ottoman
Empire have rejected the narrative of decline in favour of one of crisis and
adaptation”.**! In light of these works, Goodwin’s fiction remains within the framework
of declinist historiographical narratives, which see the Janissaries as the force that

prevented the modernisation of the Empire.

1.1.3.2. Against the Edict: Revolution and the Seraskier

Through the character of the Seraskier, Jason Goodwin situates the Edict within the
context of the Ottomans’ military defeats against technologically more advanced
opponents. Feeling humiliated by the military losses, the chief of the army is portrayed

to be eager to start his own project of modernisation by instituting a Republic along

140 Tezcan, Second Ottoman Empire, p. 9.
141 Jane Hathaway, The Arab Lands under Ottoman Rule, 1516-1800 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013), p. 8.
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military lines after the fashion of French revolutionaries. The continuing success of the
Russians in warfare is explained by their being ‘formidable opponents with up-to-date
equipment and modern armies’, while in Egypt, Mehmet Ali Pasha, the Albanian, had
used ‘the experience of the Napoleonic invasion to train the fellahin as soldiers,
western-style’, as a result of which ‘[t]hey had drill, and discipline; they had tactics and
modern guns’.}*? The Seraskier’s resentment at the lack of a competent Ottoman army
is witnessed in his train of thought: ‘No more than peasants in pantaloons, led by
quarrelsome windbags, even the Greeks had proved to be more than a match for the
New Guard’.}*® The Seraskier’s army is seen in competition against these armies since
it had been introduced as a countermeasure against further territorial losses: ‘The sultan
read the message and began to train his own, Egyptian-style force: the seraskier’s New

Guard’.***

The position of the chief of the army is a rather precarious one as he is presented
throughout the novel as a military commander preoccupied with the Review of his army
by the Sultan despite the fact that it is discovered, towards the end of the novel, that
behind the scenes he has been preparing a military coup against the Sultan and the
Empire itself. As a result of lack of confidence in the Sultan’s reforms, the project of
modernisation takes an extreme character in the Seraskier’s vagary of following the
image and fashion of Napoleon. On the surface, the Seraskier attracts Yashim’s
sympathy for his tentative situation, between wanting to be modern and lacking the

education and manners to be able to become so. On this account, Yashim feels sorry for

142 3. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 8, 25.
143 3. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 8.
144 3, Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 25.
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the Seraskier for believing too much in the symbolic power of his French military Kit,

the ‘Ferenghi magic’ as Yashim calls it in his reflection:'#°

Yashim felt a wave of pity for the seraskier, in his western kit, his efficient boots,
his buttoned tunic. These were symbols he endured, not knowing exactly why, like
one of those simpletons in the bazaar who feel that no medicine is good unless it
causes them some pain. Magic boots, magic buttons,4

Yashim is critical of the fact that by wearing the French military kit, the Seraskier
thinks he and his soldiers can look and be modern, which is expressed in the Seraskier’s
words as modernity being ‘a condition of the mind’.!*’ The fact that the Seraskier takes
modernisation at face value is juxtaposed with the scepticism displayed by Yashim
regarding so-called Western modernity, and his sense that the Ottomans will never

really be accepted in the league of Powers:

A dangerous party: always a guest, never a player. Only obliged to stand by,
confused and helpless, as the old, grand battle raged, a battle that would never be
won between the old and the new, reaction and renovation, memory and hope.
Coming in too late, when last night’s manti were already curling at the edges.**

This feeling of missing-out seems to be a weighty emotional burden for the commander
of the army, who bemoans the absence of the French dictionary until a couple of

decades ago even if he appreciates its novelty.4°

From the viewpoint of the Seraskier, Ottoman losses are assessed with a view to the
Ottomans’ belated dialogue with European modernisation. The sultan, the narrator tells
us from Yashim’s point of view, ‘was a born moderniser. He’d taken to the European
saddle faster than anyone. The change that had come over the city went beyond the
gradual but continuous disappearance of turbans and slippers, and their replacement by

the fez, and leather shoes’.*®° The Seraskier’s concern about the delay in military

145 ). Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 147.
146 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 147.
147 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 316.
148 3. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 322.
149 3, Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 146.
150 3. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 239-40.
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modernisation and Yashim’s criticism of the rapid adoption of Western fashions in daily
social practices are viewed in manifest contrast regarding the Ottomans’ place among
their peers and neighbours. While for Yashim a total cultural transformation is not
necessary for military achievements, for the Seraskier, the feeling of academic and
cultural inadequacy vis-a-vis the French and the Russians is an extension of their

military supremacy:

‘I could pretend that none of that matters. There was a time when we met our
enemies on the field, and crushed them underfoot. We were very good. But times
have changed. We are not as fast as we were, and the enemy has become faster. [...]
We can’t afford to ignore them — Russians, Frenchmen. Yes, even those Egyptians
can teach us something, but not if we suck on narghiles here, in Istanbul, trying to
imagine what they are like. It’s for us to go out and learn how they think’.*>!

In order to be active in this learning process, the Seraskier admits to having set up a
meeting between his young officers and the Russians, which, even though no detail is
offered in the book regarding how it came off, presumably abets the Janissary coup by

hiding the kidnapping of the young men from Yashim.%2

Despite being a product of the most recent military reforms carried out by Mahmud II,
the Seraskier is portrayed as sceptical of the upcoming reforms as he finds the Edict to
be ‘just another worthless piece of paper’.1*® He confesses to Yashim his belief that
reforms are not enough, and that the sultans and eunuchs aren’t ‘important’ as the core
of the Ottoman Empire.?>* Instead, he wants to form an Ottoman republic, since in order
to be modern and strong, it is simply required to change the old system, the ancien
regime, for a new Republic.?®® The Seraskier is presented by Goodwin as an example of
the revolutionary mindset which was protested in Edmund Burke’s influential criticism

of the French Revolution in his Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790). In this

151 . Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 146.

152 3. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 116, 145-8.
158 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 147.
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work, Burke’s criticism targets the idealist republicans and revolutionaries of France

who carried the French nation from anticipations of liberty to dictatorship.

In his Introduction to Burke’s Reflections, Leslie George Mitchell mentions that, for
Burke, ‘[a]ny practice that had shown itself capable of binding men together in political
communion for any length of time was entitled to respect’.**® Contrary to Edmund
Burke’s convictions, ‘the French had shown a complete contempt for all the
accumulated wisdom and evidence in their political history’.*>” In other words, based on
his belief in the unpredictability of humanity’s nature, in his defence of the ancien
regime, Burke maintains that, as noted by Mitchell, ‘given the diversity of man’s
political character, any existing institution should be approached with reverence’.'%®
Burke believes that, in Mitchell’s words, ‘[e]Jmancipated from the constraints of
historical prescription [...], the French had become wreckers’.*>® In the novel, similar to
Burke’s depictions, the Seraskier attempts to destroy the Palace through his violent plan
and build a republican state to replace the empire using imported European methods.
Europe is seen by the Seraskier as the source of reason, which Thomas Paine (1737-
1809) sees as the foundation of ‘good government’ in his The Rights of Man (1791-2).
Duncan Wu summarises Paine’s defence of the republic through his conviction that
‘democracy — a society in which all men have equal rights and in which leadership
depends on talent and wisdom — is better than aristocracy’.®® Goodwin’s interpretation

of the unfolding historical events echoes Burke’s Reflections in his scepticism about any

new republic’s capacity to protect individual liberties. Yashim’s position is one of

1%6 eslie G. Mitchell, ‘Introduction’, in Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. vii-xix (p. xv).

157 Mitchell, ‘Introduction’, p. xvi.

1%8 Mitchell, ‘Introduction’, p. xv.

159 Mitchell, ‘Introduction’, p. xviii.

160 Duncan Wu, Romanticism: An Anthology, ed. by Duncan Wu, 3rd edn ([Oxford]: Blackwell
Publishing: [2006]), p. 23.
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trying to preserve certain customs, and protect his fellow subjects in their multiplicity,
according to certain measures that are part of the existing system. His questioning of,
and growing antagonism towards, the Seraskier’s republican idealism can be seen as a

reflection of this nuanced position, which we could call an ‘alternative modernity’.

Since modernity is only ‘an arrangement of power’ for the Seraskier, he looks up to
Napoleon and the Russians for their military strength to achieve modernity. He also
believes that equality will be achieved through a military regime, by being ‘shoulder to
shoulder with the men beside you, taking orders’.1®* The Seraskier, in other words, is an
enlightened dictator. Goodwin’s fiction provides us with an opportunity to think about
the Napoleonic scare and the new arrangement of power in Europe by means of
situating the Ottomans’ military and structural reorganisation attempts in the early

nineteenth century within this context:*62

Most of the foreign instructors in the New Guard, Yashim knew, were Frenchmen,
or others — ltalians, Poles — who had been swept into the enormous armies the
Emperor Napoleon had raised to carry out his dreams of universal conquest.
Fifteen, ten years ago, with the Napoleonic Wars finally at an end, some of the
modern indigent remnants of the Grande Armée had found their way to Istanbul, to
take the sultan’s sequin. But learning French was a business for the young, and the
seraskier was pushing fifty.163

According to general consent, the Ottomans have generally been seen as unresponsive
to the French Revolution until the conquest of Egypt by Bonaparte’s forces in 1798

when the revolution directly influenced them. Until then, the Ottomans have been

161 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 146, 313-4, 316.

162 Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Secularism in Turkey; Bernard Lewis, The Muslim Discovery of
Europe (London: Norton, 1982), p. 52; also see Ali Budak, ‘Fransiz Devrimi’nin Osmanli’ya Armagani:
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Emergence of Turkish Media], Turkish Studies, 7.3 (September 2012), 663-81; Fatih Yesil, ‘Looking at
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regarded to have stayed outside the influence of the ‘mass experience’ of their European

counterparts with respect to the French Revolution.'®*

Niyazi Berkes remains tentative regarding the way the Western Enlightenment was
translated into Ottoman experience. He does not find in the historical accounts of
Ottoman historians Cevdet or Asim substantial reference to the rational philosophy and
ideology of the French Revolution, Napoleonic campaigns, or intellectual and scientific
movement of ‘Enlightenment’. Even of ‘the French penetration’, he finds unclear
expressions of opinion regarding ‘the appearance of the Frankish manners and ideas’.1%®
In particular, the vague nature of the wording of Cevdet Pasa’s observations in his Tarih

regarding the new influence of the countries of Western Europe doesn’t escape Berkes’s

notice:

In Istanbul appeared many French affairs and several European things which were
necessities of civilization. The grandees of the sultanate and too-eager government
officials exceeded reasonable limits and initiated French ways in everything. They
began to follow European ways, necessarily or unnecessarily.'®®

Berkes sees this vague expression as to the cause of the adoption of French innovations
as insinuating that it results from undiluted appropriation and imitation by the reforming
elite, which could lead to an unnecessary shift from Sharia ways and customs.*” So, for
Berkes, Enlightenment and revolutionary ideas, both by means of their dissemination
and in terms of their after-effects, primarily influenced only the Ottoman elite in their
intellectual and cultural interactions with the French and other Europeans, who now
appeared in greater numbers. These new styles of encounter with Western European
visitors and residents accelerated the acceptance of the idea of Western superiority in

the areas of ‘knowledge, technology, industry and economic power’, which is what the

184 Fatih Yesil, ‘Looking at the French Revolution’; Georg Lukacs, The Historical Novel, trans. by
Hannah Mitchell and Stanley Mitchell (London: Merlin Press, 1962; repr. 1989), p. 23.
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Seraskier and the narrator from the viewpoint of the jewellery thief, that is Kislar Agha,
repeatedly refers to when they say ‘new ways’.1%8 Janissary brings criticism to the
understanding of Western civilisation as an unattainable entity through the character of
Kislar Agha while the Seraskier and his ambitious westernisation project is used as a
means to criticise the idealisation of the Western civilisation. Another approach that
advocates an exclusively Ottoman modernity is presented through the protagonist
Yashim, who embraces a model of intellectual engagement, which will now be

examined.

1.1.3.3. Middle Way: Yashim

Between the extreme models of dependency in the security of tradition as well as the
belief in the corrupt nature of the Western modernisation (Occidentosis), and the
extreme belief in the potentiality of a wholesale modernisation, Yashim presents as a
mid-way character, by both illustrating the aspects of the Empire that indeed cannot be
transformed and the changes that can be adopted. Having been freed from his duties at
the palace by Sultan Mahmud Il, Yashim lives outside the Palace, but he still keeps his
organic connection to the Palace as he tends to the requests coming from the Sultan or
the Valide (mother of the) Sultan.!®® Acting as a conduit between the immured world of
the Palace harem and his liberated world outside it, Yashim could still carry out many

of the responsibilities of a eunuch, since:

Apart from the sultan himself, and the palace eunuchs, he was the only man who
could take up an invitation to enter the women’s quarters. The only man in the
whole empire who could come and go at will. And when the palace turned to him
for help it was his duty to oblige.*™

168 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, pp. 48, 66.
189 Jason Goodwin, An Evil Eye (London: Faber and Faber, 2011), p. 58.
170 3, Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 107.
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It has been noted that the manumission of eunuchs did not actually make much change
in terms of the eunuchs’ employment status, because, as Ehud Toledano observes, ‘the
wealth and prestige which attached to the position of Palace eunuchs required no
coercion on the part of their masters’, so they would willingly work for their masters.’*
In view of this point, it is possible to argue that, like many other eunuchs, Yashim too is
‘advantageously positioned at the crossroads of sensitive information, privy to the
innermost secrets of many Court figures’, and this helps him in his duties as the Palace
investigator, as does having a friendly and trustworthy relationship with the Valide
Sultan.'”? Having been manumitted, Yashim can also conveniently avoid the

complications of delicate 'balance of loyalties' that existed in such a highly competitive

environment as a harem; and this allows him to act as an independent agent.'”®

We learn in Jason Goodwin’s later novel An Evil Eye (2011) that Yashim’s castration
was carried out by some unknown people who also raped and killed his Greek
mother.t’* Yashim’s father being a governor, Yashim’s status in the Palace as a white
eunuch, unlike that of other, African, slaves, is less clear-cut. His job as an investigator
in the service of the Sultan as a non-black eunuch aptly betrays a different background,
despite the fact that his freedom remains considerably limited even after his
manumission, as Ehud Toledano points out: ‘The physical damage inflicted upon them
[the eunuchs] could not be remedied by a mere certificate of manumission; their
employment and prosperity were practically guaranteed by their handicap’.}™ The
narrator talks about Yashim’s coping strategy with his out-of-place position in the

changing world with a solemn tone. Yashim chooses to remain invisible in his brown

111 Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, p. 387.
172 Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, p. 388.
178 Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, p. 388.
174 3, Goodwin, An Evil Eye, p. 240.

175 Toledano, ‘Imperial Eunuchs’, p. 387.
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cloak, finding shelter in detachment, since if he wore European clothes he would no
longer have a real place in the emerging world: ‘Perhaps detachment was a mannerism
he had adopted because the agony was too biting and too strong to bear without it. A
very fragile kind of make-believe’.}’® Despite the fact that he enjoys his liberation being
in the company of his friends outside the palace, shopping and cooking, and enjoying
the products of modernity outside of the palace, such as reading French books he
borrows from the (French) Valide Sultan, Yashim has reservations about the ways

modernity has been transformed in the Turkish experience.

Yashim’s position in The Janissary Tree, overall, resembles that of the ‘middling’ hero
type character of Georg Lukacs in his The Historical Novel. Hamish Dalley details two
types of character in Lukacs’s analysis of the historical novel. The first character type,
‘historical-social types’, are the typical figures that can be found in Sir Walter Scott’s
novels as representatives of ‘social trends and historical forces’. Hamish Dalley
suggests that ‘this mode of characterization enables the depiction of large-scale
processes of change via narratives of fictional individuals’, which means that they
manifest some kind of political and historical significance.}’” In Janissary, the main
‘extreme opposing social forces’ are represented by the traditionalists (the eunuchs and

the Janissaries) and a revolutionist (the seraskier).'’®

The second type of Lukacs’s classification, the ‘middle-of-the-road’ or the ‘middling’

hero type, on the other hand, ‘is defined by the relative absence of positive qualities’.*"

This hero of the historical novel is given a neutral character, which provides him/her the

176 3, Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 34.

17 Hamish Dalley, ‘Postcolonialism and the Historical Novel: Epistemologies of Contemporary Realism’,
The Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry, 1.1 (March 2014), 51-67 (pp. 58-9); Lukacs,
The Historical Novel, pp. 34-35.

178 |_ukacs, The Historical Novel, p. 36.

178 Dalley, ‘Postcolonialism and the Historical Novel’, p. 59.

89



flexibility to operate between clashing ‘historical-social types’ with contrasting
expectations.*® Yashim, with his flexibility to move between the court and the public
spaces (between the seraskier of the New Guard, the Bektashi tekkes, the harem and the

kdcek dancers) is able to interlace different layers of the society. It is the heroes’

task to bring the extremes whose struggle fills the novel, whose clash expresses
artistically a great crisis in society, into contact with one another. Through the plot,
at whose centre stands the hero, a neutral ground is sought and found upon which
the extreme opposing social forces can be brought into a human relationship with
one another.8!

In addition to bringing together the contenders of a given society, the middling hero also
operates between the past and the present. Jerome de Groot describes some of the
characteristics of Sir Walter Scott’s Waverly as representing history as a

bildungsroman, as a personal history:

In the same way that Lukacs talks of the masses achieving historical consciousness
the hero of the Bildungsroman achieves a sense of ‘then’ and ‘now’ in relation to
his personal identity. Yet Waverly himself is, as Lukacs points out, entirely
middling as a character. This is key for Lukacs in that it allows Scott to explore the
‘reality’ of history through a figure who is without prejudice.®?

Yashim’s is the voice raised to refuse the choice between the two extremes and the
limited view of the world that is trapped between this dichotomy. By giving Yashim the
characteristics of a middling protagonist, Jason Goodwin is able to produce ‘a narrative

that posits society as a totality of contradictory forces’.8®

The theme of contradictory traditional and progressive forces in The Janissary Tree,
namely the surge of contradictions created by political and social changes in a closed
society that functions based on a deeply traditional system, had been an important topic

for Ottoman intellectuals in previous centuries but coalesced with a new urgency in the

180 Dalley, ‘Postcolonialism and the Historical Novel’, pp. 58-60, cited from Lukécs, The Historical
Novel, pp. 35-36.

181 |_ukacs, The Historical Novel, p. 36.

182 |_ukacs, The Historical Novel, p. 40; Jerome De Groot, The Historical Novel (London: Routledge,
2010), p. 29.

183 Dalley, ‘Postcolonialism and the Historical Novel’, p. 59.
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early nineteenth century.'® By consolidating characteristics of this turbulent political
climate by means of characters and social groups in the novel, the author translates

historical circumstances into deeply felt expectations and disillusionments.

1.1.4. The Crisis of Modernity in The Janissary Tree: A Condition of the Mind

As opposed to the staunch traditionalist perspective of the Janissaries, both Yashim and
the Seraskier are portrayed in favour of the Sultan’s modernisation even though they
don’t receive the importation of the French laws, expertise and culture with equal
confidence and eagerness. Despite the difference in their attitudes in this matter,
however, they both identify their relation to modernity as ‘a condition of the mind’.
Yashim’s brown cloak as his choice of attire is explained by his wish to remain
inscrutable, which is defined as a ‘talent [...] [m]ore likely [...] a condition of mind’.18
His avoidance of European clothes gives him a degree of anonymity and an appearance
of neutrality. The Seraskier, on the other hand, sees the French military kit he wears as a
symbol of modernity, and defines modernity as ‘a condition of the mind’.*®® The
concept, therefore, is associated with the acts of both welcoming and disregarding

change.

Even if he does not follow European forms in his appearance and attire, Yashim
appreciates French culture and literature. One of the books Yashim reads in French is
Choderlos de Laclos’s Les Liaisons Dangereuses, which describes the plans of two ex-
lovers to manipulate and seduce an innocent aristocratic girl. In the epistolary novel, the
seduction of the girl is carried out in the name of giving her an education. In Yashim’s

dream, Marquise de Merteuil tells Yashim ‘depravity is not a word we recognise in the

184 For an exemplary earlier instance of Ottoman discussion of ‘decline’, see Cornell H. Fleischer,
Bureacrat and Intellectual in the Ottoman Empire: The Historian Mustafa Ali (1541-1600) (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1986).

185 3. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 3.

186 J. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 316.
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Academie [...] It is a condition of mind’.*®" The Marquise achieves liberation from
social forces around her by redefining morality and social norms; therefore, it can be
said that de Laclos’s book is essentially about liberation from social constraints.
Nonetheless, this book is also about the decadence of the French aristocracy nearing the
French Revolution, and Merteuil is characterised as a corrupt person who abuses
‘entrusted power’, that is her discretion, ‘for private gain’.'®® In this sense, the
decadency of French society is demonstrated in juxtaposition to ‘depravity’ being ‘a
condition of mind’. The comparison Goodwin conveys between depravity and
modernity is carried through when Yashim gets surprised upon hearing from the
Seraskier these same words he hears from the Marquise. This may mean that, from the
viewpoint of Yashim, the Seraskier is at the root of the decadence in society, proving
that being corrupt is a feature that does not solely apply to corrupt elements within
status-quo defenders. The Seraskier is viewed in this vein as guilty as the traditionalists,

who are rebellious against the Sultan’s reform edict.

Another pattern of corruption in the Seraskier’s representation can be found in the
alliance of the Seraskier with the Russians. A definition of ‘corruption’ that speaks to
this arrangement can be found in Mark Philp’s work on the same topic: ‘A public
official (A), acting for personal gain, violates the norms of public office and harms the
interests of the public (B) to benefit a third party (C) who rewards A for access to goods
or services which C would not otherwise obtain’.*®® One of the key features of this
definition is ‘[t]he idea that three actors are normally involved or affected by corrupt

activity: the occupant of the public office (A), the intended beneficiary of that office

187 ). Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 1.

188 < Anti-Corruption Glossary’ in Transparency International
<https://www.transparency.org/glossary/term/ corruption> [accessed 27 March 2018].

189 Mark Philp, ‘Corruption Definition and Measurement’ in Measuring Corruption, ed. by. Charles
Sampford, Arthur Shacklock, Carmel Connors and Fredrik Galtung (London: Routledge, 2016), pp. 45-56

(p. 45)
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(B), and the actual beneficiary of the particular exercise of that office (C)’.1% The act
that is described as corrupt is defended in the novel by the Seraskier as being in a
certain state of mind. This plot structure is a strong reminder of a Cold War-style
treachery story pattern. The Seraskier (A), who wants to gain power like that of
Bonaparte in order to impose modernity, instead of serving the Sultan and his subjects
(B), collaborates with Russians and hides information regarding their culpability from
the investigator (C), who would exploit and benefit from the chaos created in Istanbul
from the murder of the officers by the Janissaries. In order to conceal his coup plans, the
Seraskier tries to hide his knowledge of the French language, although Yashim learns
from Palewski that the Seraskier can speak French fluently, and interestingly, this gives
Yashim a clue regarding the Seraskier’s intention of dethroning the Sultan. For the
Seraskier, the change is unavoidable and the Janissaries are just a hurdle: “We’ve seen
those weak old fools for the last time. Blathering about tradition! Padding round in their
own nest, like silly chickens. Defying history’.1°! His idea of the Ottoman Empire is that
it is sunken and corrupt, like a disease, whereas modernity and his revolutionist coup
bring cure: ‘Think of it as . . . surgery. It hurts, of course. The surgeon’s knife is
ruthless, but it cuts out the disease. [...] For the patient the agony brings relief’.2% The
Seraskier sees a noble future in transitioning to republic by removing the sultan;
therefore, he doesn’t deem himself as corrupt for causing the death of the officers and a

commotion in Istanbul.

190 Mark Philp, ‘Corruption Definition and Measurement’, p. 45.
191 . Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 316.
192 3. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 316.
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In The Janissary Tree, the concept of ‘modernity’ in the period leading to the Tanzimat
is entertained as fraught with conflict and crisis. The standard for modernity in the
contest between radical forces is the anticipated reform edict, which, in line with the
author’s conventional declinist approach in his historical analysis, provides a definitive
point for embarking on grand-scale of reforms following the abolition of the Janissaries.
Jason Goodwin brings forth his scepticism concerning the way reforms were
implemented through his main character, Yashim, who can be perceived as one of the
oddities of the Ottoman Empire from the perspective of a Western European observer.
In his attempt to demonstrate the unique character of the Ottomans at this crossroad of
changes, Jason Goodwin has created and employed other exceptional characters,
including the Valide Sultan with French origin, Preen, a kdcek, transvestite dancer, and
Palewski, an ambassador with no country. These characters, partially representing the
Ottoman social tapestry, constitute the groundwork examples for Goodwin’s
formulation of cultural diversity in the Empire. These characters and the presentation of
their daily lives attest to the author’s formulation of a model for alternative modernity.
On the other hand, the Ottomans’ struggles at the time are formulated only in
connection with the developments in Europe and the involvement of the Western
European countries in the domestic affairs of the Ottoman Empire, allowing the author
to fall into the quagmire of the Eastern Question vis-a-vis Ottoman weakness. This
results in a clash between the approaches of the obsolete Ottoman decline rhetoric and

the alternative modernity approach.

Any attempt at providing a comprehensive analysis of The Janissary Tree gets even
more challenging because of the contradictory presentation of cultural exchange, as
observed in the exchange of cultural attire. While the author’s suspicion of the

Ottomans’ use of European style garments is exampled abundantly through the
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Seraskier, Yashim, the vegetable-seller George and the Valide Hanim, this attitude
becomes an issue of a masquerade when the two officials from the British embassy,
Fizerly and Compston, are clad in Ottoman attire and disguise themselves as Turks.
Yashim, presumably in order to appease the Seraskier, tells the chief of the army that
the duo who appear on the roof of the Great Mosque, are ‘[m]Juch more modern than
they look, I imagine. And efficient, as you say’.**® The complexity of the question of
modernity and cultural relativist perspective will be further discussed at length in the
following section, which treats The Snake Stone principally in relation to the writer’s
viewpoint on the millet system. Here we can begin to see more clearly the limitations of
Goodwin’s attempts at intervening in Ottoman historiography by means of historical

detective fiction.

1.2. The Snake Stone

1.2.1. The Millet System

An important aspect of Mahmud II’s reforms was that they laid the basis for the
secularization of the government kicking off the Tanzimat (Reorganisation, or
Reordering) period and planted the seeds of a political and social movement called
Ottomanism, which is an ideology that flourished at the turn of the twentieth century
and saw democracy and equality among the people of the Empire as the most viable
alternative to the millet system in order to prevent the nationalist and separatist
movements.!®* Stretched over three continents, the Ottoman Empire accommodated

people from a variety of religious and ethnic groups called millets. These conglomerate

198 3. Goodwin, Janissary Tree, p. 318.

194 Berkes, Development of Secularism, p. 90; Michelle U. Campos, Ottoman Brothers: Muslims,
Christians, and Jews in Early Twentieth-Century Palestine (Stanford, California: Stanford University
Press, 2011), pp. 2-3
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non-Muslim communities were simply divided into communities according to their
major religious variation, such as the Greek-Orthodox millet, the Armenian-Catholic
millet and the Jewish millet. Millets were administered by their own religious leaders in
legal matters which were resolved within their individual judiciary system unless they
were criminal cases or cases where the involvement of a Muslim was in question. This
is why millets can be said to have held a partially self-governing entity. Non-Muslims
were also liable to pay taxes called cizye which secured them exemption from military
duties. Ottoman society was divided into two classes: The ruling (askeri) class were
Muslims who carried out the governmental tasks and this category included the officers
of the court and the army, civil servants, and ulema, the learned people of Islamic
law.2% The rest of the population were called the reaya and were composed of both

Muslim and non-Muslim individuals.1%

The Muslims in the Ottoman Empire were considered to have privileged status because
Islam was the official religion in the administration of the Empire and this was the
determining factor of social class. This prerogative underscored a model that has most
often been called ‘tolerant’ since it functioned even in the most hostile conditions in
Europe since the system of Islamic core permitted the pre-Islamic Abrahamic religions
to be recognised as ‘people of the book’.1%" Karen Barkey explains the function and the
use of this system by indicating that ‘[t]he Ottoman state, like the Russian, throughout
its history tried to use a policy of containment rather than letting religious rivalries get

out of control’.1%® Gerald Maclean discerns the Ottoman system from that of their peers

195 Serif Mardin, ‘Power, Civil Society and Culture in the Ottoman Empire’, Comparative Studies in
Society and History, 11.3 (Jun. 1969), pp.258-281 (p. 259).

196 Berkes, Development of Secularism, pp. 10-11.

197 Donna Landry, ‘Said before Said’ in Debating Orientalism, edited by Ziad Elmarsafy, Anna Bernard
and David Attwell, (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), p. 65.

198 Karen Barkey, Empire of Difference: The Ottomans in Comparative Perspective (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. 117.
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in Europe through the concept of ‘imperial envy’, which he uses to describe a ‘structure
of feeling’ that developed in Europe at the height of the Ottomans’ beneficial
engagement with an exuberant cosmopolitanism.**® MacLean maintains that the English
began ‘to develop a new sense of their own place in the world’ through their cultural
encounter with the Ottoman Empire, which gave way to ‘imperial envy’.2%° Laila Abdel-
Rahman El-Sayed outlines envy as the feeling that constitutes a person’s view of ‘his
equal as a rival in politics or in any arena’.?®! According to her, MacLean’s use of the
concept denotes to a ‘language of fascination” which can be detected ‘in the writings of
early modern English visitors to the Ottoman empire’, and which was actually used as
‘the facade for imperial envy, which entails rivalry besides fascination’.?%? MacLean
describes the attitude of the English towards the Ottomans as ‘an explicit declaration of
the malicious hatred of Ottoman imperial success’, and in El-Sayed’s words, also as ‘a
negotiation between fear and fascination’ resulting from the tolerant image of Muslim

rulers.2%3

In addition to resuming the structural reorganisation of the military that had been
initiated during Selim III’s reign, Mahmud II also launched some modifications in the
traditional customs and practices in daily life. When Mehmet Il conquered
Constantinople in 1453, he had declared that each community would dress the way that
was ascribed to them. Jason Goodwin describes the specifics of these garments in his

Lords of the Horizons: ‘Greeks wore black trousers and slippers; the Armenians violet

199 Landry, ‘Said before Said’, p. 62.
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p. 182.

97



slippers and purple trousers; and the Jews sky-blue trousers and slippers, and certain
very privileged non-believers were allowed to wear yellow slippers and red trousers,
like a Turk’.?%* In Mahmud’s time, the imperial subjects were encouraged with a decree
issued in 1829 to change their robes and turbans that symbolised the historical and
religious affiliations. In the decree it was demanded that everyone in the Empire,
including the sultan himself, wear red fezzes, western boots and the stambouline, a
cutaway coat, although it did not involve the clergy, who were allowed to wear their

robes and turbans.2% This was the new modern outlook of an Ottoman man.

Jason Goodwin in his novel The Snake Stone (2007) frequently addresses the issue of

the decree on clothing. The narrator voices Yashim’s reflections on these changes:

It seemed to Yashim that he had once been able to glance at people’s feet to tell
who they were, and where they belonged. In Fener, or Sultanahmet, perhaps; but in
Pera, no longer. The distinctions blurred; the categories no longer held. That lanky
figure in a Frankish suit — was he Russian? Belgian? Or an Ottoman, indeed —a
Bosnian schoolmaster, perhaps, or a Russified Moldavian shipping agent?2%

In this passage, Yashim seems to lament that the distinctly Ottoman cosmopolitanism is
vanishing and the Ottoman man is no longer distinguishable by his appearance. For him,
the ‘origins’ of the Ottomans now seem to be ‘so clouded and confused’.?%” Goodwin
portrays the difficulty of leaving one’s habits and customs in the multi-faith society
Ottomans lived in in the scene in The Snake Stone in which the narrator introduces the
conversation between the investigator Yashim and the Greek Ottoman grocer George as

below:

Almost ten years after the sultan had told his people to dress alike, George stuck to
the traditional blue, brimless cap and bl