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Summary :

Janissaries were “slaves to the sultan”. They mainly came about either from 1/5 of all prisoners, percentage which according to the holy law
belonged to the sultan, or were hostages from newly-conquered areas, or were bought in slave markets, or came from the notorious devsirme. The

first records on devsirme date back to the end of the 14™ century; it reachesits peak during the 151 and 161 centuries, while the last reports on it are
recorded in the early 18™ century.

Date
14™ century - 1826

Geographical Location

Ottoman Empire

1. Recruting and training

Janissaries (yeni ceri, which means “new army”) were “daves to the sultan” (kapikullari). This institution, meaning the use of roya
slaves in both the army and the administration, is part of an ancient middle-eastern tradition (with roots in ancient Iran, central Asia and
the Seljuks) and, at least in theory, consolidated the sultan’s absol ute power, since in that way he had in hisimmediate disposa a body
of devoted and disciplined servants, on whom he had power of life and death. These daves were usually prisoners of war or hostages

from newly-conquered areas. They could also come about from slave markets, or, lastly, from the notorious devsirme. *

Thefirst records on devsirme date to the end of the 14th century; it reaches its peak during the 15" and 16 centuries, while the last
reports are recorded in the early 18" century. Periodically, special officers from Istanbul (Constantinople) visited Christian villages in
the Balkan Peninsula, mainly Albanian and Serbian ones, but also in Asia Minor, and selected Christian boys between 8 and 20 years
old. These children were transported to the capital, where they underwent a preliminary selection process; the brightest and most able
boys were named i¢ oglani and remained at the palace, while the rest were sent to rural Turkish familiesin order for them to learn the
language and the religious ways, while afew years later they were trained in military art and discipline (from then on they were called
acemi oglan) and entered the elite musketeers corps, the celebrated Janissaries (yenigeri), but aso other salaried corps, like the
armourers (cebeci), the artillerymen and canon makers (topcu), the lanced sipahi cavalry (kapukulu siivarileri, sipahiser; these sipahi
should not be confused with the feudatory cavalry corps of the same name).

These corps constituted, in away, the elite forces of the )ttoman army, especially during the 15" and 16! centuries, a period during
which they were the only ones using fire arms (the Ottomans’ most important military advantage), in contrast to the lanced sipahi.

Although since the 17th century other corps (especially mercenaries) had started to use muskets as well, the Janissaries’ corps
continued to be of high importance during war, since, essentially, they constituted the main body of the empire’s standing army.

However, the point of devsirme was not only a military one. The children that were selected in order to provide services in the palace,
the i¢ oglam, were trained in letters as well as other arts, and were taught how to read and write; after a period of time, ranging
between two and seven years of training, they had to go through a second selection process, after which they left the palace bearing
different ranks of military or administrative hierarchy. From the middle of the 15t century, al of the high-profile officers, the

included, were selected almost exclusively from the ranks of the sultan’s slaves.2

2. Decline of therecruiting system
The opportunities for social mobility for a boy after he had entered the sultan’s slaves corps were so great, that quite soon Muslim

families started to pursue the right to enter their child in that specific group. For the same reason, moreover, Bosnian Muslims earned
early on the right to be eligible for devsirme, as were Christian children.
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The advisory literature of the period often paints the state of the empire in rather gloomy colors and proposes measures for it to reach
its earlier glory; most of the writers emphasize on the decline of the Janissaries’ corps. It is frequently mentioned that what is to blame
isthe violation of the rules that used to regulate their formation and hierarchy (prohibition on marriage or involvement with other

activities), but what is mainly decried is the great and unnecessary increase of their numbers.® The figures given are quite characteristic.
According to the great scholar Hezarfen Hiiseyin Efendi, the total number of soldiers receiving wages from the Ottoman state treasury

rocketed from ca. 48,000 during the reign of Siileyman | to 100,000 in the first decades of the 17" century. During the reign of
Murad IV (1623-40), their number was reduced to amost half (59,000), but only to reach 94,000 again in 1670.%

In order to understand the reason of this spectacular rise, it suffices to consider the decrease of the new recruits (acem oglani) from
7,745 to 4,372 in 1670, while the respective number of Janissaries rose from 12,789 to 53,849.% Consequently, the increase is not

due to the intensification of the devsirme, which, furthermore, appears to slack at least since the beginning of the 17th century in
contrast to the percentage of the slaves bought or captured in war, but — as it has aready been stated above — to the infiltration into
the Janissaries’ corps of different foreign elements originating neither from devsirme nor from alternate slave sources.

In the texts of the so-called “advisory literature” Gypsies and “city boys” (sehr oglanlari, meaning young Muslims from the lower socia
strata of Istanbul) are often mentioned to have been illegally registered in the Janissaries’ records; these accusations are aso

accompanied by reports of “Turks’ (Muslim peasants from rural Asia Minor, Laz, and other Muslim ethnic groups).® According to
Koci Bey, the whole thing started during the 1574 festivities, when some men who had hel ped restrain the people with oiled sacs,

were granted their request to enlist in the Janissaries’ corps.7 In 1610 it is mentioned that the Janissaries are allowed to enroll their
first-born sons in the records but not the rest of their offspring.8 However, in the middle of the 17t century, it is reported that the
janissaries’ barrack-guards used to enlist grocers and porters, causing the protestation of the newly recruited acemf oglan.9

It had become so easy to enlist as a Janissary that, according to a martyrology, during the same time, an Armenian named Gabriel who
grew up in Istanbul, following the example of his older brother, converted to Islam and, like him, joined the Janissaries; he

consequently defected from the army, returned to his former religion and was executed in 1622.19 Moreover, by the end of the

century, many appear to be enlisted in the Janissaries’ records without being paid, only for remission from tax payment&11 In 1765 the
infamous Phanariot Stavrakoglou appears, despite being a Christian, “to be an *atmis bes’ enlisted in the Janissaries’ corps/and to

have so great a fame acquired”, that the is afraid to execute him “in case the do come and get him”.12 By the end
of the 18" century, Athanasios Komninos Y psilantis may well simply note that “the Janissary title is hereditary; most Turks are enlisted
in the corps as soon as they are selected (to serve the Sultan), in order to share their privileges®.13

3. The Janissaries' part in the capital’s everyday life

Something often commented upon by the Ottoman political literature is the fact that many palace slaves occupied themselves with a
variety of activities not included in their duties, mainly concerning profitable commercial business; 4in fact, in some occasions, these
ventures were not even legal. The collaboration of Janissaries with non-Muslims in wine smuggling’® or theillegal Janissary involvement
with slave-trade'®, for example, is mentioned. It has to be noted, however, that this historiographical tradition is part of a specific kind

of “literature of decling” and has to be studied cautiously. In redlity, financial activities were never incompatible to the status of any
“military man” (‘asker?); so, Slaves to the sultan — either Janissaries or officials— embarked on both agricultural and commercial

activities since (at least) the beginnings of the 16! century.1” Besides that, however, some of these enterprises were often not even a
secondary way of earning aliving, but a primary one, especially regarding the guards in border frontier fortresses, who were being
paid less regularly than the standing army and, consequently, were forced to deal (or even smuggle) with the indigenous population

until their wages were paid.*8

In that context of the Janissaries’ business ventures, it is interesting to note that in the 17t century censuses, lower army officers seem
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to own mainly cash and secondly mobile assets, afact which is reversed concerning the higher officers (kethiida, cavus), who were,

probably, also involved in investments.® Asto how it was possible to accumulate such afortune, it is apparent, for example, when
one takes into consideration that in 1651 the Janissaries, the actua rulers of the capital at the time, impose higher prices on the material
they sdll to the state, have their say in the products’ prices and invest capital in establishments (eg. bakeries, convenience stores) that

operate under certain privileges. 20 Later on, and contrary to the sipahi revolts, that mainly expressed the interests of the Asia Minor
rural economy, the Janissaries’ revolts often appear to serve the interests of the commercial classes of the capital, usualy in codition

with some of the elite groups as well 2L Inthe 181 century, the open aliance between the Janissaries and the artisans of Istanbul, most
of whom were either enlisted in the corps or had family relations to Janissaries, was a fact.??

4. Janissaries and transgression

Evidently, the relations between the Janissaries and the urban social groups were of many kinds. Besides the commercial transactions,

mentioned in the above chapter, and the servants (yamak) mentioned by Athanasios Komninos Y psi lantis, > the Janissaries also
frequented coffee shops and taverns, where people from al socia strata gathered; from the highly cultivated, to the “witty and lustful”,
to “city boys’. Members of the various military corps (Janissaries, irregular soldiers, sipahi of the Porte) made up the usud clientele for
the coffee shops, 2* the taverns,?° but also the bath-houses and brothels?® of Constantinople. Around 1640 it is characteristically
stated that all the taxes and fines gathered by the Janissaries were immediately spent on taverns, as if they were agents of the tavern

proprietors.27

It is understandable that such kind of behaviour was almost endemic in the corps, no matter the suppressive efforts made from time to
time. We read, for example, about Murad 111’ s discontent when, while passing by boat a seaside Christian tavern, he saw a group of

drunken Janissaries saluting him and drinking to his health.28 Consequently, according to the writer and historian Kéatib Celebi, one of
the reasons of the Janissaries’ disaffection for Osman |1 (disaffection that led to his dethronement and execution in 1622) was the fact
that the chief of the palace guard, because of a grudge between him and the of the Janissaries, used to charge into taverns and

throw the Janissaries he arrested into the sea.?®

Regarding the relations between the Janissaries and fringe or delinquent behaviour, we have to stress the privilege of exterritoriality
they enjoyed. Aswe saw earlier, Janissaries were being tried by their own judges, a privilege that appears to have encouraged them to
take on criminal action; it also encouraged common criminals to try to enlist in the corpsin order to ensure impunity.2° In the end of the
16 century, a Bosnian writer named Hasan K&f1, records the many cases of oppression and arbitrariness of the soldiers against the
reaya (the tax-paying population), noting that the worst were the sultan’s slaves.3! Moreover, in a advisory text from the mid-17t"
century it is stated that all military men should wear their special uniform in order to make it easier to find and arrest them in case they

got involved in a brawl 32 Janissaries and other soldiers are often recorded to be involved in many kinds of crimes; in most of the
judicia records of Istanbul is striking the high percentage of cases of injuries or murder committed by members of the army corps and,
mainly, by the sultan’s daves.

5. Janissaries revoltsand the elimination of the corps

Since as early as the final decades of the 16t century, revolts by the Janissaries of Constantinople were endemic. Either demanding a
raise in pay or the discharge and execution of officers they disliked, they often revolted and, usually, got their way.

With the 1622 revolt, their involvement in politics entered a different level, since their target was no more a vizier or other officer, but
the sultan himself (Osman |1, in this case), who paid with his own life the rumors that he was intending to abolish their corps. After that
and during the whole 171" and 18" century, their corps was considered one of the most powerful players in the Ottoman political
game, by allying with different groups within the administrative elite and the palace and, finally, from the end of the 17t" century
onwards by serving the interests of the capital’s artisans and traders. Sultans like Mehmed |V (1648-1687), Mustafa |l (1695-1703),
Ahmed I11 (1703-1730) were dethroned because of revolts staged by Janissaries. The same happened when in 1789 Selim |11
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wanted to found a new regular army corps, the Nizam-i cedid (new order), based on European army standards. By now, being an
obstacle instead of an advantage in the Ottoman state’s effort to follow developments in Europe, the Janissaries of the capital were
eliminated and slaughtered due to awell organized plan by Mahmud Il in 1826. The corps was atogether abolished and the Ottoman
Empire entered a new phase.
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Glossary :

aga
A title given to military officials of high rank in the Ottoman Empire. From the 17th - and particularly the 18th- century thetitle bore also powerful
Muslims who did not have any immediate military capacity.

bostancibas:
The head of the palace guard, an office with police responsibilities.

grand vizier

Highest government official in the Ottoman Empire, second only to the Sultan. Before the 19th century he led the Ottoman army to war, when the
Sultan could not go. He had vast administrative, legislative and judiciary responsibilities. During the reforms of the 19th century the office became
even more important, as the grand vizier becamein fact the head of the Ottoman government, very similar to the prime minister.

yoldas

"Comrade", "partner”, aterm of address used among the Janissaries.
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