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EXEGESIS 

 
 

Strenuous challenges to representation come from the traditions of expressionism 
and formalism. Expressionism generally posits an unrepresentable essence (God, the 
soul, the author’s intention) that is somehow manifested in a work. The “somehow” 
is the key: the unrepresentable is often construed as the invisible, the unpicturable, 
even the unspeakable—but not, generally, as the unwritable. Writing, arbitrary 
marks . . . and allegory are the signs that “encrypt” representation in a secret code. 
Thus, the cult of the artistic genius and the aura-laden artifact often accompany the 
expressive aesthetic. —W. J. T. Mitchell1 

 
A≠med£’s “Tev¡r£=-i Mül∞k-i ¡l-i <Oæm¡n ve »azv-i •√¡n b¡-Küff¡r” [lit-
erally translating, “History of the Kings of the Ottoman Lineage and 
Their Holy Raid(s) against the Infidels”] is the foundation text for the 
study of the rise of the Ottoman State. Virtually every scholarly work 
dealing with the subject refers to his versified account of the early Otto-
mans.2 Even though the “Tev¡r£=-i Mül∞k-i ¡l-i <Oæm¡n” encompasses 
only a limited period of the Ottoman dynastic history, from Ertu«rul to 
Em£r Süleym¡n, its importance derives from the fact that it is the oldest 
annalistic account of Ottoman history that has come down to us. Because 
those earliest Ottomans left no accounts of themselves, A≠med£’s work 
became the key source—though almost always without a proper reading 
of the text—for subsequent theories regarding the social and political 
structure of the early Ottoman State. One abiding example of its im-
portance is that A≠med£’s work has been cited in support of contradictory 
interpretations of the concepts of «¡z¡ and cih¡d (jih¡d) that provide the 
fuel for debate between Western and Turkish Ottomanists. The “Tev¡r£=-
i Mül∞k-i ¡l-i <Oæm¡n” serves as the fundamental reference both for those 

1W. J. T. Mitchell, “Representation” in Critical Terms for Literary Study, edited 
by Frank Lentricchia and Thomas McLaughlin (Chicago and London: University 
of Chicago Press, 1990), p. 15. 
2Just to list a few, see Paul Wittek, The Rise of the Ottoman Empire (London: Lu-
zac, 1938), pp. 12–15; Mehmed Fuad Köprülü, Les origines de l’empire ottoman, 
Études orientales, III (Paris: E. de Boccard, 1935), p. 26; Rudi Paul Lindner, No-
mads and Ottomans in Medieval Anatolia, Indiana University, Uralic and Altaic 
Series, Volume 144 (Bloomington: Research Institute for Inner Asian Studies, 
Indiana University, 1983), p. 3, p.7; Colin Imber, “The Ottoman Dynastic Myth,” 
Turcica: Revue d’études turques XIX (1987), p. 10, p. 11, p. 12, p. 17. 
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who maintain that the political expansion of the Ottomans was the out-
come of a “Holy War” against the “infidel,” and for those who consider 
the conduct of the Ottomans to have been contrary to any religious ideol-
ogy of Islam. 

Paul Wittek argued that “from the first appearance of the Ottomans, 
the principal factor in this political tradition was the struggle against their 
Christian neighbors, and this struggle never ceased to be of vital im-
portance to the Ottoman Empire.”3 This view was also embraced by per-
haps the greatest Ottoman historian of our time, Halil °nalcık: “At the 
time of its foundation at the turn of the fourteenth century, the Ottoman 
State was a small principality on the frontiers of the Islamic world, dedi-
cated to Gazâ, the holy war against infidel Christianity.”4 However, de-
cades after Wittek had established this “struggle” or “Holy War” inter-
pretation, Rudi Paul Lindner proposed a new hypothesis that “. . . the 
Holy War played no role in early Ottoman history, despite the later claims 
of Muslim propagandists.5 Pál Fodor, using some sections of A≠med£’s 
history as his basic source, maintained a similar view of the role of Holy 
War in the early Ottoman State: “. . . the Dâsitân contains concrete refer-
ences to the effect that the ideas of gazâ and gâzî are the products of later 
interpretations.”6 In a stunning response to Wittek, I find the following 
arguments made by R. C. Jennings to be the most compelling: 1) “Only 
Muslims may undertake a cihad, so a gazi army would be expected to con-
sist exclusively of Muslim soldiers.” 2) “It is well documented, however, 
that some of the earliest Ottoman armies included not just Muslim Turk-
ish horsemen but also some Greek Orthodox subjects of the areas first 
conquered from the Byzantine empire by Osman himself. Including such 
Christians in an army of real gazis is hardly conceivable.” 3) “While mar-
rying royal Christian women is not incompatible with the principles of a 
cihad, anything that could be construed as alliance of equals is. So many 
members of the Ottoman family, including rulers, became involved in 
marriages with such women that they must have at least at some times 
compromised the resolution of any who might have considered themselves 

3Wittek, The Rise of the Ottoman Empire, p. 2. 
4Halil °nalcık, The Ottoman Empire: The Classical Age 1300–1600, trans. Norman 
Itzkowitz and Colin Imber (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1973), p. 3. 
5Lindner, Nomads and Ottomans in Medieval Anatolia, p. 6. 
6Pál Fodor, “A≠med£’s D¡sit¡n as a Source of Early Ottoman History,” Acta Ori-
entalia Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae, XXXVIII, 1–2 (1984), p. 52. 
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as gazis.” 4) “The policies of the 14th-century Ottoman rulers reflect a prag-
matic policy of political and military aggrandizement more than a gaza.” 5) 
“Heroism is naturally the subject of epic poetry . . . Ahmedi was no historian, 
but a poet, author of an epic.”7 In a beautifully written and highly signifi-
cant work, Cemal Kafadar argued in support of Lindner’s earlier opposi-
tion to the so-called Holy War theory,8 though their view seems not to 
depend on a close reading of A≠med£’s text. The Nature of the Early Otto-
man State by Heath W. Lowry is perhaps the most sophisticated and thor-
oughly researched presentation of the role that “Holy War” played in the 
construction of the Ottoman State. Here, Lowry strongly opposes the so-
called “»¡z£ Thesis” and proposes that Wittek’s theory be laid to rest.9 In 
his recent article entitled “Impropriety and Impiety among the Early Ot-
toman Sultans (1351–1451),”10 Lowry attempts to provide further evi-
dence for his position and reaches the conclusion that “[i]f our sources 
are to be trusted, as late as the third decade of the fifteenth century, more 
than a century after they first appeared on the scene of history, the Otto-
man rulers were still observing only those aspects of Islam which did not 
interfere with a lifestyle typified by equally latitudinarian attitudes to-
wards the consumption of wine and engagement in illicit sex . . . At the 
risk of stating the obvious, the kinds of behavior discussed in this paper 
cannot fail to throw into doubt any depiction of the early Ottoman rulers 
as God-fearing «¡z£s whose primary motivation was to spread Islam to 
their Christian neighbors.”11 

Lowry and other scholars (including myself) who have opposed the 
“»¡z£ Thesis” were not the earliest critics of A≠med£’s representation of 
the early Ottomans as devout Muslims whose lives were dedicated to «¡z¡ 
and cih¡d. Manuscript J (MS J) of the present work (Türk Tarih Kurumu 
Kütüphanesi, Y 402) is a fascinating example of a critical voice from 

7R. C. Jennings, “Some Thoughts on the Gazi-Thesis,” in Wiener Zeitschrift für 
die Kunde des Morgenlandes, 1986, Vol. 76, Festschrift Andreas Tietze zum 70. 
Geburtstag gewidmet von seinen Freunden und Schülern (1986), pp. 151–161. 
8Cemal Kafadar, Between Two Worlds: The Construction of the Ottoman State 
(Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 1995). 
9Heath W. Lowry, The Nature of the Early Ottoman State (Albany: State Univer-
sity of New York Press, 2003). 
10Heath W. Lowry, “Impropriety and Impiety among the Early Ottoman Sul-
tans (1351–1451),” The Turkish Studies Association Journal 26:2 (2002), pp. 29–
38.  
11Lowry, “Impropriety and Impiety,” p. 38. 
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within the Ottoman times. The manuscript is missing some folios toward 
the end, therefore it is not possible to establish an exact date of composi-
tion or to identify its copyist. However, physical evidence (binding, paper, 
script style, absence of diacritical marks, etc.) suggests that it is a very late 
manuscript even though it looks like it was copied from an early manu-
script (orthographic evidence). MS J is by far the shortest of the manu-
scripts I utilized for the present work. It has a total of 215 couplets. In 
other words, it has 119 fewer couplets than the Manuscript A (°stanbul 
Üniversitesi Kütüphanesi, TY 921; copied in 847/1444 by Neb£ bin Res∞l 
bin Ya<œ∞b). The majority of the couplets MS J omits seems to have reli-
gious references. For example, an entire section narrating a Biblical story 
is eliminated completely: “±ik¡yet der-Bey¡n-‡ ◊∞m£-i <Adem-i °=l¡s” 
(“The Story about the Inauspiciousness of Deficient Belief”). It is quite 
unusual for a copyist to take this much liberty in eliminating this many 
couplets from a source manuscript. There might be many possibilities be-
hind this decision but the fact that the majority of the sections eliminated 
have religious references might have played a significant role during the 
selection process. This is indeed a rare situation in which the copyist acts 
as critic/editor/author. Among the possible scenarios: 1) the copyist ques-
tioned A≠med£’s representation as “history” and attempted to “correct” 
it by eliminating some religious references; 2) his patron did not approve 
the way A≠med£ was presenting the early Ottomans as Sunn£ warriors; 
3) his patron and/or himself was either a non-Muslim (Christian, Jewish, 
Zoroastrian), a ◊£<a or <Alev£, because textual evidence shows that all ref-
erences to <Ömer in the manuscript were eliminated. 

                                           MS J (Türk Tarih Kurumu Kütüphanesi, Y 402) Binding 
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The overwhelming religiosity found in the earliest history of the Ot-
tomans continues to stir great debates among historians. Most recently, 
Uli Schamiloglu has presented yet another take on the subject in his study 
entitled “The Rise of the Ottoman Empire: The Black Death in Medieval 
Anatolia and Its Impact on Turkish Civilization.”12 There, Schamiloglu 
argues that “the most important fact overlooked in all the theories on the 
rise of the Ottoman Empire . . . is the impact of the Black Death.” Schami-
loglu summarizes his support of this claim by focusing on the following 
points:13 (1) The Black Death was a general phenomenon in Anatolia be-
ginning in 1347. (2) After the arrival of the Black Death in spring 1347 
Byzantium fell into crisis, resulting in an invitation to the Ottomans for 
military cooperation. (3) The Turkish principalities that were the rivals 
of the Ottomans were devastated by the Black Death. (4) The Ottoman 
principality suffered less than its rivals because it was largely nomadic. 
(5) Ottoman expansion was aided by depopulation in Southeastern Eur-
ope. (6) The city of Constantinople became depopulated as a result of the 
Black Death. (7) There was a decline in indigenous ethnic and religious 
communities in Anatolia as a result of the Black Death. (8) The Byzan-
tines and Ottomans became serious rivals only after 1347. (9) The in-
crease in religiosity in Anatolia after 1347 contributed to the development 
of a new ideology of religious war against Byzantium. (10) The Black 
Death is not mentioned in the Ottoman sources, even though this histor-
ical phenomenon is well documented in other sources. His thesis merits 
serious consideration by the various historians engaged in this debate. 

For my part, however, A≠med£’s work of 334 couplets may be viewed 
as a religious epic (d¡st¡n) that manifestly glorifies the sacrifice made by 
the Muslim Ottoman warrior on the path of God. Regardless of whether 
these earliest militant engagements actually served a specific religious ide-
ology or not, A≠med£’s text nonetheless strives to construct a historical 
memory about them that requires a religious justification. 

12Unpublished article to appear in the Richard W. Bulliet Festschrift (New York: 
Columbia University Press). I thank Professor Schamiloglu for giving me permis-
sion to benefit from his article for the present work. 
13Schamiloglu naturally addresses the fact that the surviving sources on the foun-
dation of the Ottoman State simply do not mention the existence of bubonic 
plague by speculating that “[it is] possible that there was a strict taboo against 
invoking the name of such a powerful disease lest one unleash its awesome 
power. . .”; op. cit. I might add that even in today’s Anatolia one may encounter 
similar taboos in regard to such life-threatening diseases as cancer, tuberculosis, 
and the like. 
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However, any attempt to explain the rise of the Ottoman State solely 
as a result of a «az¡/cih¡d enterprise is destined to fail if it is based on the 
assumption that A≠med£’s work is an objective and factual record of those 
events. Such an approach would be equivalent to explaining the founda-
tion of the Turkish Republic only as the result of the workings of a mira-
culous nationalist spirit. Political entities routinely feel a need to con-
struct legendary and magical discourses when explaining their successes 
and failures. This need has manifested itself both in ideology and in liter-
ature over the centuries. 

The total rejection by Lindner and those in agreement with him of 
the “Holy War” discourse as the principle factor in the expansion of the 
early Ottomans and their characterization of this discourse as “the later 
claims of Muslim propagandists”14 raises several relevant questions. One 
question is whether A≠med£’s work, in any sense, could be viewed as the 
production of a later “propagandist.” Our earliest copy of the °sken-
dern¡me is the 1416 manuscript in the Bibliothèque Nationale. Given that 
A≠med£ was born around 1334 and that he began this work some decades 
later, this time frame still lies closer to the foundation of the Ottoman 
State around 1300 than to the so-called “later propagandists.” In fact, his 
work, regardless of its true nature, does not make claims that could be 
identified as typical of significantly “later” times. Moreover, one cannot 
ignore the possibility that A≠med£ merely copied and rewrote this section 
on the Ottomans from an earlier work by an unknown author, thereby 
rendering virtually moot the “later claims” argument. But, more im-
portantly, this argument by Linder and others does not take into consid-
eration the nature of court poetry and its discourse in the author’s time 
and, needless to say, throughout the centuries since. Specifically, we must 
ask why would a court poet like A≠med£, whose works (like those of the 
great majority of Ottoman court poets) are filled with secular and epicu-
rean images, compose his “History of the Kings of the Ottoman Lineage” 
within the confines of the “Holy War” discourse? After all, these authors 
were not “fanatical Muslims” or, for that matter, even “Muslim propa-
gandists.”  

14The following passage encapsulates Lindner’s views: “The constellation of 
events and evidence in these last few paragraphs should have left the clear im-
pression that the Holy War played no role in early Ottoman history, despite the 
later claims of Muslim propagandists. Economic and social symbiosis, political 
cosmopolitanism, and religious syncretism all combined to exclude the ghaza as 
an effective influence on the early Ottomans” (Nomads and Ottomans in Medie-
val Anatolia, p. 6). 
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Just as authors of numerous «azav¡tn¡mes and cih¡dn¡mes (jih¡d-
n¡mes) over the centuries, A≠med£ turned to the canonical sources of 
court poetry as his discursive inspiration: the Qur>¡n, the ≠ad£th, the al-
ready established Iranian and Arabic literature on the “virtues” of killing 
and dying on the path of Allah, the thirteenth-century Islamic Anatolian 
Turkish literature,15 and perhaps even the Islamic literature of the Cen-
tral Asian Turks.16 

In short, the “«az¡/cih¡d” discourse already existed when A≠med£ 
took up his pen. Whether he genuinely believed in that discourse or not, 
he reworked and intertextualized a known theme from the canonical 
sources in order to please the patron of his work. In the same way, court 
poets typically elaborated on details of a known and established theme 
with the goal of expressing the particular “color” of their own poetic 
voices, while at the same time endorsing an already established discourse. 
Taking into consideration this cultural and literary milieu, it would be 
hazardous to take at face value the historical information contained in a 
work like the “Tev¡r£=-i Mül∞k-i ¡l-i <Oæm¡n” to support a theory regard-
ing the creation of the early Ottoman State. 

This perspective on the nature of A≠med£’s work may also help to 
resolve the debate on whether «az¡ is synonymous with cih¡d. In the con-
text of modern Ottoman historiography, this question has become a sig-

15Works such as Behcetu’l-≠ad¡>iœ f£ mev<iΩeti’l-=al¡>iœ by an unknown author, 
A≠med Faœ£h’s Çar=n¡me and Kit¡bu Evß¡f-ı Mes¡cidi’√-√er£fe, and °br¡h£m bin 
Muß†af¡ bin <Al£√£r el-Mel£fdev£’s work on Islamic jurisprudence (fıœh) entitled 
El-ManΩ∞me fi’l-=il¡fiyy¡t (first mentioned by ◊inasi Tekin in his “1343 Tarihli 
Bir Eski Anadolu Türkçesi Metni ve Türk Dili Tarihinde ‘Ol«a-Bol«a’ Sorunu,” 
Türk Dili Ara√tırmaları Yıllı\ı Belleten (1973–1974), p. 68) are particularly im-
portant sources for understanding the process of Islamization in Turkish culture 
and literature. 
16Earlier examples of this discourse from the Central Asian past of the Turks may 
be found in K¡š«ar£’s D£w¡n Lu«¡t at-Turk. Robert Dankoff cited one instance 
as follows: “K¡š«ar£ relates (545,14–546,6) how the Gh¡zi [Gh¡z£], Arsl¡n Teg£n, 
with an army of 40,000 Muslims defeated the infidel Yab¡qu tribe, who were 
700,000 strong. Interestingly, he puts the story in the mouth of one of the de-
feated soldiers: ‘When the drums began to beat and the trumpets began to blow, 
we saw just ahead a green mountain blocking the horizon. In it were gates, too 
numerous to count, each of them wide open and shooting at us sparks from fires. 
We were bewildered on account of this, and so you defeated us.’ This is a typical 
‘ghazi’ [Gh¡z£] legend; K¡š«ar£ piously ascribes the miracle to the Prophet”; see 
“K¡š«ar£ on the Beliefs and Superstitions of the Turks,” Journal of the American 
Oriental Society 95/1 (January–March 1975), p. 69. 
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nificant point of disagreement among Ottoman historians. Moreover, de-
pending on the way they translate these two words into English, these 
historians have constructed differing arguments on the rise of the Otto-
man State. In this regard, Cemal Kafadar proposed that the two terms 
clearly differ in meaning: 

 
With respect to gaza, the first thing to be noted is that it is not syn-
onymous with jihad even though all the scholars mentioned in the 
previous chapter use the two terms interchangeably or use one Eng-
lish term “holy war,” for both as if there were no appreciable differ-
ence. But there clearly was such a difference in both the popular im-
agination and in canonical works. Whether one takes the position of 
a learned Muslim or a narrator of frontier lore, who may not have 
had a rigorous training (and his audience, I presume), these terms are 
not to be collapsed into one. The word “jihad” is rarely used in the 
frontier narratives analyzed above or in the early Ottoman chronicles 
to be analyzed below; the sources clearly maintain a distinction.17 

 
Colin Imber, on the other hand, held the opposite view, asserting in 

the strongest terms that «az¡ is synonymous with cih¡d: 
 
The two terms muj¡hid and «¡z£ both mean the same thing: one who 
wages jih¡d or «az¡—Holy War on behalf of Islam—, and their adop-
tion by Orhan shows that from their earliest years, the Ottoman Sul-
tans considered themselves leaders of a religious war against Infidelity. 
The foundation of the infant state on the border with Byzantium gave 
this idea a particular force and immediacy, but the idea of jih¡d is far 
older than the Ottomans and derives from the shar£<ah itself. The 
Holy Law, in fact, makes jih¡d against non-Muslims an obligation on 
the Islamic community. Although it is not an incumbency on each 
individual, a group of Muslims must at all times be fighting for the 
Faith, and if the jih¡d ever ceases, the entire community bears the 
guilt. The Holy War remains an obligation even when the Infidels 
have not themselves declared war. The Muslims should not, how-
ever, attack without inviting the unbelievers to accept Islam. If they 
refuse either to convert to Islam or to pay the tax due from non-Mus-
lim subjects, then jih¡d becomes a religious duty. In waging war on 
Christians, Orhan and his successors were fulfilling the command of 

17Kafadar, Between Two Worlds,  p. 79. 


