INTRODUCTION

Turning “Rumi”

Conversion to Islam, Fashioning of
the Ottoman Imperial Ideology, and
Interconfessional Relations in the
Early Modern Mediterranean Context

Nt

In a letter sent to the Ottoman grand vezir Rilstem Pasa around 1555,
a group of clite Ottoman imperial infantrymen (janissaries) complained
that their recently appointed head officer (aga) was an unjust, ignorant
“Hungarian infidel who converted to Islam only yesterday and whose
breath still recks of pork.”! Although the authors of this letter were
themsclves converts to Islam, recruited through child levy (devsirme)
among Ottoman Christian subjects in the Balkans and Anatolia, they ap-
parently did not find it problematic to bring up the charge of their aga’s
recent embrace of Islam and his supposed ignorance of Muslim faith as
a disqualifier for his successful service. Echoes of a similar sensibility
toward conversion arc also found in a polemical treatisc on Islam and
first-person account penned in 1556—57 by a Hungarian convert to Islam
named Murad b. Abdullah.? Perhaps in order to preempt a similar charge
as the onc leveled at this janissary @ga, in his treatise Murad recounts
how he was inspired to embrace Islam through lcarning and reading
about Muslim faith. This, he implics, endowed him with great moral
capital to criticize what he perccived as lack of picty in Ottoman society.?

It is by now commonplace to asscrt that the carly modern Ottoman Em-
pirc was remarkably intcgrationist toward converts in comparison to its
Christian contemporarics—there were no “purity of blood” (Sp. limpieza
de sangre) laws or Inquisition in the Ottoman domains. Converts were
integrated into Ottoman socicty through a varicty of patronage mecha-
nisms, given opportunitics for upward social mobility, and in the period
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between the fiftcenth and seventeenth centuries were prcfcrrcd to born
Muslims for positions in the Ottoman government. However, that docs
not mcan that conversion to Islam did not pose a challenge to Ottoman
Muslim socicty’s constantly cvolving sensc of community and orthopraxy.
The examples given are just two among many Ottoman sources authored
by born Muslims and converts to Islam in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centurics that usc the notion of conversion to advance particular visions
of what it mecant to be a good Muslim in the age of growing polarization
between Sunnis and Shi‘ites and increasing complexity of social relations
in a burcaucratizing and expanding Ottoman Empire.

Nor were Muslim authors the only ones within the Ottoman domains
producing narratives about conversion that sough‘c to define the bound-
arics of their confessional and political community at this time. In the
1560s, an Orthodox Christian monk from Sofia (today in Bulgaria) re-
corded a story about a certain local Orthodox Christian named Nikola
who converted to Islam while drinking with his recently converted friends
but later apostatized and was exccuted according to Ottoman Islamic
law.* Nikola’s story is onc of many ncomartyrologics—accounts of the
suffering and death of Orthodox Christians who converted to Islam and
later rcncgcd, only to be exccuted by Ottoman authoritics for apostasy or
blﬂsphcmy—produccd in the pcriod between the fiftcenth and seventeenth
centurics. These narratives warned the Orthodox Christian flock against
interaction with Muslims (even former friends) lest such relationships re-
sult in conversion. Neomartyrologics also instructed those who lapsed
and converted in how to atone for their sin by voluntcering for martyr-
dom, thus defying the long-standing Orthodox Christian tradition that
frowned upon thosc who deliberately sought to “witness” for Christ. Be-
sides encouraging resistance to conversion and thus sctting firm boundar-
ics between Christianity and Islam, the ncomartyrs and narratives about
them provided the Orthodox Christian Church with a powerful polemi-
cal argument against their Catholic and Protestant contemporarics who
claimed that a good Christian could not live under Ottoman rule.

Between the fifteenth and seventeenth centurics Ottoman Muslim and
Christian authors and institutions produced a rich corpus of narrative
sources like these contesting the meaning and implications of conver-
sion to Islam. These polemical narratives articulated different visions
of imperial and communal religious politics, challenging and redefin-
ing in the process the boundarics of the authors’ confessional entitics.
The prescnt study‘ r.:xplorcs thesc competing and constantly cvolving
concepts of conversion in the carly modern Ottoman Empire by draw-
ing on heretofore unknown Ottoman sclf-narratives of conversion to
Islam, little-studied personal miscellanics of Ottoman literati (mecmi'a),



Introduction 3

“catcchisms” of Muslim faith (%ilim-i bal), hagiographies of Muslim holy
men (menakibname, vilayetname), Ottoman chronicles and historics,
Christian captivity narratives, Orthodox Christian ncomartyrologics,
Western travelogues and ambassadorial accounts, and Jesuit missionary
reports. These attempts to delincate what it meant to be a Muslim or a
Christian in the Ottoman Empire transpired in the context of a broader,
Mediterrancan-wide age of empire building, confessional polarization,
and interimperial rivalry between the 1450s and 1690s.

The debates on conversion and religious boundaries did not have the
samc intensity or overtones throughout the Ottoman domains, and they
draw attention to the neced for a more nuanced undcrstﬂnding of the
cmpire’s cultural gecography in the period between the fifteenth and sev-
cnteenth centurics. The narratives to be discussed come for the most part
from the Ottoman “Lands of Rum” and were produced by “Rumis.”
Although in carly Islamic Arabic and Persian literature the term Ritm
referred to the “Romans™ (Rim = Rome), cspecially Eastern Romans
or Byzantines, and their lands, following the Turkish scttlement in Asia
Minor in the cleventh cecntury the same term also bcgan to be used for
Muslims inhabiting the former Byzantine territorics.” In the Ottoman
context the term continued to cvolve, and by the fiftcenth contury the
Ottomans uscd the expression “Lands of Rum” (diydr-t Rim) to des-
ignate their domains in Anatolia and the province of Rumeli (Rim ili;
literally, the “Land of Rum™) that was made up of the growing conquests
in what is today the Balkans.

The term “Rumi” (Rimi), however, did not refer only to the inhabi-
tants of Rum but had alrcady attained further cultural implications in
pre-Ottoman times. More specifically, it came to denote a particular
scgment of socicty—"“thosc who spoke Turkish (preferably a refined kind
of Turkish, but not nccessarily as their mother tonguc) and acquired
their social identity within or in proximity to urban scttings, professions,
institutions, cducation and cultural preferences.” As a sociocultural cat-
cgory, “Rumis” differentiated themsclves from the *Turks,” a term that
primarily had associations of “cthnicity-not-transcended and attachment
to tribal ways and cultural codes.” Mustafa Ali (1541-1600)—onc of
the most prominent sixtecenth-century Ottoman literati—cloquently
sums up the development of “Rumi” as a cultural category different from

but related to “Turk” in the Ottoman context. In his Essence of History
(Kiinbii'l-Abbar), Mustafa Ali writes:

Those varied peoples and different tvpes of Rumis living in the glorious days of
the Ottoman dynasty, who are not [generically] separate from those tribes of
Turks and Tatars . . . are a select community and pure, pleasing people, who,
just as they are distinguished in the origins of their state, are singled out for their
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piety, cleanliness, and faith. Apart from this, most of the inhabitants of Rum are
of confused ethnic origins. Among its notables there are few whose lineage does
not go back to a convert to Islam . . . either on their father’s or their mother’ side,
the genealogy is traced to a flcthy infidel. It is as if two different species of fruit-
bearing tree mingled and mared, with the leaves and fruits; and the fruit of this
union was large and flled with liquid, like a princely pear. The best qualities
of the progenitors were then manifested and gave distinction, either in physical
beauty, or spiritual wisdom.”

According to Mustafa Ali, Rumis embodicd the history of the Otto-
man territorial expansion, cultural diversity, and integration under the
umbrella of Islam, with conversion playing a central role. Although
official Ottoman documents did not usc the term “Rumi” to refer to
Ottoman Muslim subjects from the Lands of Rum, the latter (both
converts and others) often identified themselves as “Rumi”™ (besides
the more generic “Muslim”™) to people from other regions, and were in
turn known as Rumis by other Muslims.® As Cemal Kafadar suggests,
“Rumi” was a rclational category shaped by socicty and cvolved with
the changing social and political conditions in the Ottoman Empirc
and around it.? As such, its mcaning was wider than that of the more
official term “Osmanli” (Ottoman), which continues to confound his-
torians of the Ottoman Empire becausc it is unclear to whom it can
justifiably be applied beyond the members of the ruling dynasty and
the military-administrative clite. However, both “Osmanli” and “Rumi”
had social and cultural implications surpassing “Tiirk” (Turk)—the term
consistently used by Westerners to deseribe any Muslim from the Otto-
man Empirc. Although the meaning of “Tiirk™ was not entircly ncga-
tive—after all, even the language of the clite of the empire was called
Turkish—or static, to an urban Muslim living in the sixtcenth-century
Ottoman Empirc the term tended to call to mind the nomadic tribes of
Anatolia and invoke notions of boorishness.

Nevertheless, in the cultural usage the primary opposite of “Rumi”
was above all “Acem” (‘Acem), which most frequently referred to Irani-
ans or Safavids but could also designate a forcigner (as in ‘acemioglan,
the official term for devsirme recruits who were “sons of forcigners” or
non-Muslims), and at times “Arab” {‘Arab), a term that could denote
anybody from nomadic Bedouin to speakers of Arabic regardless of their
cthnicity to other broad social categorics.'” Although in the fiftcenth
and sixtcenth centuries the categories of “Rumi,” “Acem,” and “Arab”
scrved mostly to mark cultural competition and affinity, by the late six-
teenth and cspccially in the seventeenth century the sources bcgan to
register increasing tensions among them, particularly along the Rumi/
Acem but also RumifArab lincs. These tensions stemmed from a varicty
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of sources, including the increasing religio-political polarization between
Sunni Ottomans and Shi‘a Safavids and changing methods of recruit-
ment for the Ottoman military and administrative ranks.!' It is there-
fore important to reflect on the obscrvations of the Venctian ambassador
(bailo) Lorenzo Bernardo in his report (relazione) from 1592 (despite fac-
tual mistakes he makes about belicfs of the “Persians™). Bernardo writes:

In former times, Serene Prince, all Turks held to a single religion. . . . But now
the Turks have not a single religion, but three of them. The Persians are among the
Turks like the heretics among us [Christians], because some of them hold the be-
liefs of Ali, and others those of Omar, both of whom were followers of Muham-
mad, but held different doctrines. Then there are the Arabs and Moors, who claim
they alone preserve the true, uncorrupred religion and that the Turks from Grecia
[Rumeli], as they call these in Constantinople, are bastard Turks with a corrupted
religion, which they blame on their mostly being descended from Christian ren-
egades who did not understand Muslim religion.'?

This book explores how the process of conversion to Islam related to
these and other aspects of gradual confessional and political polarization
in Ottoman domains through texts from the Lands of Rum produced in
the period between the fifteenth and seventeenth centurics. In this sense,
I do not claim to provide an empirewide perspective but to reflect on the
debates stemming from the arcas of the empire most denscly inhabited by
both non-Muslims and new Muslims and most acutely affected by the on-
going proccss of conversion. For this reason, although it takes into consid-
cration Anatolia, where the process of conversion to Islam reached back to
the eleventh and began to cbb by the sixteenth century (most significantly
shaped by factors predating the Ottomans), the boolk privileges Rumeli,
where conversion became a new and important phenomenon in the four-
teenth century with the appearance of the Ottomans." That is not to say
that throughout the period in question conversion to Islam did not occur
in other parts of the Ottoman Empire, especially in the significant Chris-
tian population centers in the Levant. However, it was a phenomenon of
limited proportions (compared to Rumeli); and in this context, conversion
to various denominations of Christianity and encounters with the Catho-
lic and Protestant missionarics become interesting topics of rescarch, cs-
pecially beginning in the scventeenth century.” Importantly, Rumeli was
also the location of the seat of the Ottoman government where imperial
policics were crafted in dialogue with information from other regions of
the empire. The book will explore how the heavy presence of converts
from Rumecli and the wider Mediterrancan region in the Ottoman capital
and among the ranks of the Ottoman government influenced the articu-
lation of imperial policies, in relation to both the empire’s western and
castern neighbors in the period under discussion.
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Although not all parts of the Lands of Rum were located along the
shores of the Mediterrancan, I treat them as part of the larger Medi-
terrancan zonc—what Braudel called the “Mediterrancan of the histo-
rian,” which stretches far beyond the shores of the sca.’ In a recent
study, Adnan Husain reflects on Braudel’s monumental work and sug-
gests that “what renders the Mediterrancan zone unique might be [the]
longue durée of inter-religious contact, interchange, and even competi-
tion among the universal claims about history and confessional identity
cxpericneed conscquentially by Muslims, Christians, and Jews during
formative periods of their—far from static—late antique to carly mod-
crn traditions.”' It is my contention, drawing both on primary sources
and recent rescarch, that the nature of c:Lrly modern Ottoman history
or of the phcnomcnon of conversion cannot be understood without pay-
ing attention to the ongoing dialoguc of Ottoman cultural discourse
with the Mediterrancan heritage of the Lands of Rum, in all its reli-
gious, linguistic, political, and cultural complexity.'” As Ottoman gco-
graphic literature suggests, by the sixtcenth century the Ottomans came
to consider the Mediterrancan—the geographic center of the ancient
Roman Empirc—as central to their imperial authority and legitimacy,
particularly as the sultans’ aspirations to join the two Romes (Rome
and Constantinople) and establish a Universal Monarchy recached its ze-
nith in the cra of Sultan Siileyman (1520-66)." Although the dreams
of an Ottoman-controlled Mcditerrancan recede after the late sixtcenth
century, as Evliya Celebi’s writings show, the sca continucs to play an
important role in Ottoman imperial ideology and cultural imagination
throughout the scventeenth century. This ongoing fascination with the
Mediterrancan culminated in the Ottoman conquest of Crete from Ven-
icc in 1669, which gave a new boost to the Ottoman clites’ aspirations to
the glory of the empirc of old, if only for a few years.”

Contact among the Religious Cultures of the Medieval and
Early Modern Mediterranean: A Framework for Inguiry

Recent post-Oricentalist scholarship acknowledges that the sustained
contact among rcligions in the Mediterrancan zone has resulted in nu-
merous mutual influences that shapcd and continuc to shapc cach of
the confessional communities involved. However, contact among rcli-
gions continucs to be cxamined mostly within a framework that tends
to dchistoricize the debate over dogma, or through the anthropological
catcgorics of religious practice such as holy places or sacred journcys
that localize and schematize the issuc of interconfessional contact.?” In
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this way, the l;u'gcr shared conccptual frameworks that resulted from the
long history of interaction and “mutually informing dialectics of Medi-
terrancan religious cultures” are casily overlooked.?! The reconstruction
of thesc conccptual frameworks is a task that new scholarship aspir-
ing to integratc the study of religion into historical inquiry will have to
undertake. In the following chapters | initiate this inquiry by focusing on
the pcriod between the fifteenth and seventeenth centurics when shared
conccptuﬂl frameworks were woven at lcast p:Lrtly out of cxpectations
of the Last Days, concerns with the spiritual renewal and purification of
religion, the language of Neoplatonism and human expericnce of the di-
vine, and aspirations to a Universal Monarchy. Depending on the histori-
cal context and actors involvcd, these shared frameworks were at times
deliberately constructed and maintained, but at times they also existed
without the knowledge of those who operated within them.

For instance, the first interconfessional polemical encounter in the
Ottoman context on record is the debate between Gregory Palamas
(d. 1359), the bishop of Thessaloniki and a great Byzantine mystic who
spent closc to a year in Ottoman captivity in 135455, and the so-called
Chiones, most probably Jewish converts to Islam who were members of
the entourage of the sccond Ottoman ruler (emivr) Orhan (r. 1326—59).2
The Chiones informed Palamas that they had “made themselves Turks”
after learning that Turks also adhered to the Ten Commandments given
to Moscs.? They discussed with Palamas Christian concepts of divinity
and the naturc of Christ. The Chiones found the ideas that Christ was
God although he was born a man and that God could be contained in
the womb of a woman particularly contentious. Attending the discussion
himself, emir Orhan inquired why Christians do not accept and love
Muhammad, despite the fact that Muslims love and honor Jesus (Tr. Isa)
and his mother, to which Palamas responded that Jesus was the last
prophet and that Christians cannot accept anyone who came after.?* The
same question was poscd to Palamas by a Muslim lcarned man whom
he encountered while roaming frecly around Ottoman Iznik (formerly
Nicaca) and who asscrted that Christians intentionally removed the evi-
dence of Muhammad’s coming from the Gospels. Palamas diplomatically
concluded that it was important to reflect on what had been said, while
another Muslim obscrved that the time would come when they would
all be in accord.? Both partics understood what was implicd—accord-
ing to the eschatological tradition shared by Christians and Muslims,
the crowning cvent of Jesus’ Second Coming and of the Day of Judgment
will be the conversion of infidels to onc truc faith that will unitc the
world. The question was, of course, which faith was the truc faith that
would guarantee salvation and entrance into paradisc.
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Palamas’s letter to his congregation in Thessaloniki describing these
cncounters illustrates how casily he and his interlocutors found common
points to discuss and contest. It also previews some of the key topics of
religious polemics that will resurface in the Ottoman period: the validity
and authenticity of the scripturces, the naturc of Jesus, the relationship
between Jesus and Muhammad, and the conscquences of the Day of
Judgment. Of coursec, many of these topics were tropes from Muslim
and Christian polemical literature, alrcady long established by the four-
tcenth century.®® However, what makes Palamas’s polemical letter to his
congregation special is that it was based on a face-to-face encounter—a
rarc cxpericnee for a Byzantine polemicist based in or around Constan-
tinople—that transpired in a remarkably respectful atmosphere in the
Ottoman domains during the carly stages of Ottoman cxpansion. In the
fourteenth century, Byzantine anti-Muslim polemics, which had thrived
since the seventh century, underwent a chﬂngc as a result of particularly
intensc relations with the Ottomans, as both foes and allies.?” Palamas’s
letter to his congregation in Thessaloniki and the record of his debate
with the Chiones changed the tenor of the Byzantine anti-Muslim trea-
tiscs into a morc informed, if not more conciliatory, onc.*®

However, even more interesting than the common topics Palamas and
his interlocutors did discuss are the topics that they did not touch upon
but could have. Gregory Palamas was not just onc of the most famous
Byzantine thcologians but also the forcmost proponcnt of hcsychasm—ﬂ
time-honored cremitic style of Christianity based on the pursuit of inner
quictude (besychia) in which victory over passions allows the monk to
contemplate and experience the divine.?” Palamas followed in the tra-
dition of Christian Ncoplatonists, most important, Pscudo-Dionysius,
but he shunned the latter’s belicf that God is unknowable and beyond
scnsory cxpericnce. Palamas’s hesychast theology explored the limits of
biblical anthropology by emphasizing the potential of man, who was
created in the image of God, to physically experience divine “cnergies,”
which Palamas distinguished from divine “essence.” The expericnee
of divine grace came to a hesychast through regulating breathing, fix-
ing the cycs on onc point, and repeating the uninterrupted monologic
prayer in which onc invokes Jesus and remembers God until spirit de-
scends into the heart.™ Those hesychasts who managed to sce God
within themselves reportedly saw him in the form of light, such as the
light that appeared to the apostles on Mount Tabor, which denoted a
prelude to the glory of Jesus in his Sccond Coming.™ Hesychasm be-
camec popular in Byzantium in the late thirtcenth century but attained
the status of mainstrcam Orthodoxy through theological debates in the
mid-fourtcenth century.



