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Empires and Diversity:
Inclusion and Control in Roman,
Mughal and Ottoman Polity

he word “empire” often calls to mind images of marauding, powerful people, often

Europeans, oppressing large groups of innocents. There is a copious historical narra-
tive that documents empires as rapacious, depersonalized, dehumanizing entities. Cer-
tainly, in the modern era, this has been the case. The late British and French empires, for
instance, display some of the worst impulses of the imperial state—economic exploitation,
legal depredation, and racism all in a single coherent package.! But this story of empires
does not do justice to the full range of expressions of imperial political and social logic
across time. The story of late empire, infused by the boundary drawing, exclusivist logic
of nationalism and the ethnocentric impacts that follow, is the story of a certain kind of
empire in the modern world. There are, however, other models of empire from earlier (and,
this is key, prior to the rise of nation-state thinking) that can serve as cases to examine forms
of inclusion and the large-scale tolerant management of diversity. Examining pre-modern
empires sheds light on the tensions which inform the administrative impulse to include
or exclude certain groups. Further, it reveals that imperial states often tolerated difference
in the interest of growth, stabilization, and the consolidation of power. In other words, out
of sheer pragmatism. This study will briefly examine the ideas of diversity and inclusion,
and their relationships to forms of control, in the Roman, Mughal, and Ottoman empires,
and present some possibilities for understanding diversity and inclusion within world
empires that may enrich contemporary discussions of diversity in world history whether
they occur in or beyond the classroom.

A Diversity Framework

Diversity has become a crucial topic in recent public discourse. A recognition of diversity
in its many forms is the basis for social justice movements across the broad array of identi-
ties—race, gender identity, sexual preference, and ability, for instance—that have rightfully
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taken center stage in our contemporary social, political, and cultural conversation. In the
recent historiography of world empires, there are developing conversations about the role
of diversity and inclusion as elements of their political logic, stability, and longevity.Z As
Burbank and Cooper note at the very outset of their work, empires “self-consciously main-
taining the diversity of people they conquered and incorporated—have played a long and
critical part in human history . . . Despite efforts in words and wars to put national unity
at the center of the political imagination, imperial politics, imperial practices, and imperial
cultures have shaped the world we live in.”? These conversations move our attention to
how empires have functioned for centuries. The prevalence of a focus on diversity (and the
controversies it provokes) shows how the study of empires can provide tools for opening
discussions of diversity, inclusion and toleration as modern ideas with deep histories.* As
Arjun Appadurai notes, “diversity remains a basic feature of human societies, and of how
human societies organize difference itself. In this sense, I would say that diversity is a lens
on the idea of culture itself.”> Discussions of diversity, therefore, serve as entry points into
current debates about the nature of diversity in our own societies, and potentially, models
for understanding some of our own polities marked by broad racial, ethnic, and cultural
differences.

Our contemporary discourses on diversity encompass a wide array of issues and intel-
lectual approaches to the topic, as Steven Vertovec very clearly outlines.® Historians will
benefit from attending to his analysis of the positive impacts of thinking about diversity.
He notes that diversity studies allow us greater “understanding of modes, mechanisms
and outcomes of social differentiation.” This comes about through an analysis of “modes
of social differentiation: how categories of difference are constructed, manifested, utilized,
internalized, socially reproduced,” and through understanding diversity as creating “com-
plex social environments,” by looking at how modes of difference interact in differentiated
social contexts.” In the examples below, I seek to illuminate the ways that homogeneity
and heterogeneity exist in tension in these imperial moments, thereby attending to how
social differentiation is negotiated in these societies. Further, by looking at the ways that
the diversity of peoples within these imperial spaces becomes instrumental to the political
logic of empire, I will demonstrate the importance of the differentiated social and cultural
space for the operation of empire itself. Understanding this tension in a range of historical
contexts opens avenues of discussion and potential connection to contemporary issues of
identity construction and interaction.

Each of the examples I use are from a moment in time before nationalism and the
nation-state ideal became the dominant political discourse, emanating in the modern period
(roughly from the nineteenth century) from Europe out into their imperial territories. My
argument here is that the turn towards nationalism within modern empires resulted in a
firming of territorial and ideological boundaries due to competition between nations for
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land area, economic gain, and national pride. Bonnie Smith notes that this new imperialism
was concerned with “promoting modern state power, ensuring national prosperity, and
making citizens feel that their nation was better because it had colonies.”® Modern empires
competed to create wealth for their nation, projected the superiority of European race and
culture over that of the colonized, and sought increased territorial expansion as part of the
global competition between European nations.” This process of firming territorial and ideo-
logical boundaries and their accompanying logic of exclusion and homogeneity, became
translated from the imperialist center to the far-reaching peripheries of their imperially
claimed spaces.”

In contrast, the early logic of empire—pre-modern and not Eurocentric -was marked
by an inclusive impulse that relied on the recognition and acceptance of geographically,
ethnically, and religiously diverse populations to achieve the rapid expansion and stability
necessary for the establishment of a strong foundation on which to build. Burbank and
Cooper make this the very definition of empire, noting that empires are “large political
units, expansionist or with a memory of power extended over space, polities that main-
tain distinction and hierarchy as they incorporate new people.”" The logic of empire itself
“presumes that different peoples within the polity will be governed differently.”** The rul-
ing ideas of empires changed dramatically when national sentiments became part of the
calculus of empire, shifting the emphasis away from the embrace of diversity to a focus
on distinction between rulers and colonized, identity and belonging, and discourses of
inclusion and legitimate national citizenship.

World history is first and foremost the history of encounters between peoples, and
the spread of empires was one of the main drivers of that encounter.”” Because of this, a
constant issue within history is how people manage this encounter with difference. Some-
times this encounter is marked by violence, either through direct aggression or sometimes
by cultural distancing or “Othering.” Within the histories explored in this study, there are
many examples of intolerant, oppressive and aggressive relations between the imperial cen-
ter and many of their subjects or outsiders to their realm. My intention is not to minimize
these facets of the imperial histories. Rather, I want to show that there are also histories that
tell the story of much less damaging encounters, and in a way represent what I believe is
a widely prevalent historical tale—that of diverse peoples working together.

Further, the examples used here are historically bound up with processes of expansion
and consolidation of empires. I am not making the claim that evidence of toleration and
inclusion mark the whole history of these empires. Violence and domineering techniques
increasingly become part of almost every imperial story, especially as the center begins
to lose confidence in its hold on power. The examples in this essay reflect very specific
moments in the histories of these empires and are not totalizing claims for these empires.”
I submit here, however, that the histories I explore display a pragmatic logic of inclusion
that is well-suited to moments of geographic expansion and political stabilization, and that
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different moments in the trajectory of an empire’s history display vastly different admin-

istrative logics.

Rome: Commerce, Citizenship, Consumption

Atits height, from about the first century BCE to the second century CE, the Roman Empire
encompassed lands and peoples across three continents, from Europe to North Africa and
into Western Asia. This imperial spread built on the history of the Roman Republic, which
from the sixth century BCE until the founding of the Empire in 27 BCE spread from the
city of Rome to control of the entire Mediterranean world. The Republic had a diverse
array of Latin, Etruscan, and Greeks peoples, and the political constitution of the Republic
enshrined forms of citizenship at the core of what it meant to be in the Roman polity. This
negotiation of citizenship was a key element of the way Roman emperors managed their
diverse population and provided a means of inclusion in the empire, but also served as a
powerful means of control.”>
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Image 1: “The Roman Empire in 117AD”. Source: Public Domain at https:/commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:RomanEmpire_117.svg
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A crucial, early step in the expansion of the empire, however, was knowledge of the
peoples with whom the Romans would come in contact. Commerce is a central driver of
cultural encounter. One example of an early Roman attempt at understanding and manag-
ing the wide diversity in their commercial realm comes from a text entitled Periplus of the
Erythraean Sea.’® This text is a commercial handbook and navigation manual covering the
Indian Ocean, the Red Sea, and the Persian Gulf. The dating of this text has been the subject
of much scholarly investigation and debate, but prevailing research places the text at some
time between 95-130 CE. The text is written in Greek, and little more is known about the
author than that he was likely a sailor and merchant who had first-hand experience with
the area.”

In sixty-six short entries, the text presents an overview of the various trading ports,
goods, peoples, and customs from the area beginning near Egypt and the African coast,
and then moving as far east as ports in India. Primarily, the text provides information that
is useful for navigation and trade. For example, the author explains “And at a distance of
nearly 800 stades there is another very deep bay, at the mouth of which on the right hand
is a great sandbank, in the depth of which is found the opsian stone, which occurs in this
place only.””® Further on, the author warns navigators that, “After the river Sinthos there is
another gulf running northwards, not yet explored . . . [the sea] is shoaly with continuous
shifting whirlpools far from the land, so that . . . ships run aground; and if they are pushed
farther in by the current they are wrecked.”"” There are other sections with such practical
information as which materials are available in certain ports and what ports are home to
immigrants who can speak a variety of languages.

There is an additional ethnographic narrative in the piece, as well. The author pro-
vides a catalog of some of the various peoples and groups who inhabit these areas, and in
so doing opens a path to understanding cultural difference to enhance trade. The text is
not without judgements, of course; for instance, the author deems the merchants of a place
called Moundou “stubborn,”? and he notes that a particular merchant named Zoskalés is
“mean of life and with an eye on the main chance, but otherwise high-minded, and skilled
in Greek letters.”2! Occasionally, there are more general statements about various peoples.
For instance, there are places in which there “are many barbarous tribes . . . with squeezed
noses, and savage,” and there is another group “who are said to be cannibals.”% The key
point to note is that cultural difference here is not read as inferior but is simply a fact of the
place being described. The judgements are localized. The author provides verdicts about
individual people(s), not overly broad cultural judgements or condemnations of entire pop-
ulations in a given geographic region. The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, therefore, serves as
an early attempt at presenting a kind of tableau of the diverse peoples, goods, and lands
under an expanding Roman polity.

Nandini Pandey, in a recent article and video seminar, presents the later Roman version
of this focus on the fully diverse panoply of their realm as Roman leaders displayed the
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diversity of empire as a form of consumption.Z Pandey rehearses the history of inclusive
practices of empire, which includes bestowing citizenship, incorporating various peoples
into military service, manumitting slaves, and assimilating gods into the Roman pantheon.
She then ties this to the deep roots of inclusive ideas in the founding myth and central liter-
atures of the empire. She also notes, however, that the use of these techniques of inclusion
also served as a mechanism for controlling the oppressed. “Rome’s social and belief systems
were remarkably unbiased with regard to race or origin; belonging and advancement had
little to do with blood or soil . . . Rome was at its heart a nation of immigrants, built on a
foundation of pragmatic pluralism. And Roman identity was an expansive category, based
ultimately on shared practices and values rather than accidents of birthplace.”? In effect,
therefore, what made for a Roman was the opportunity, open very broadly, to become part
of the Roman state system. Inclusion was indeed a real opportunity that had a real benefit
for the empire and a real cost for the included—shared Roman practices and values spread
through this nation of immigrants. Roman citizenship exacted a form of social expectation
and control over these citizens.

The intersection of inclusion and control becomes clear in the Edict of Caracalla in 212
CE. Emperor Caracalla (r. 198-217, and a man who himself had North African and Levantine
heritage, but was able to become emperor®), issued an edict granting citizenship to all free
inhabitants within the bounds of the empire. There are a wide variety of opinions about the
nature of this move. Some sources state that this was to raise taxes for the imperial coffers.
Others argue that it was a way to increase the size of the Roman army in the service of an
emperor who engaged in many military campaigns under his reign. Still others see this as
an attempt to extend Roman law into the provinces and to therefore curtail the private law
that had held sway for much of the Roman population, thereby bringing them closer to a
consolidated, Romanized legal state.® Regardless of the motive, the logic of the act was,
through broad inclusion in the Roman state, to also provide an enlargement of social con-
trols through Romanization. As Peter Heather explains, the social, cultural, and economic
advantages of Roman citizenship that many people sought as a means of individual empow-
erment through “self-Romanisation” did indeed give way to increased taxation, imperial
service, and a severe narrowing of religious options in favor of a centralized Christianity.”

In the end, Pandey argues that the Romans were deeply proud of the diverse and
broadly inclusive nature of their empire, to the point that this diversity became commod-
ified for consumption within Rome itself. As Pandey notes, “[M]ost Romans knew and
admired their empire’s expanse in tangible forms: through goods, pictures, people and
stories that came from distant lands.”? The enjoyment of empire through the elevation of
goods from around it was not simply a celebration of the grand diversity within the realm,
but consumption is also control. Possession of the goods of empire, like the power to grant
status to varied peoples within empire, were forms of power that Romans held over the
breadth of the imperial state. What had started in the Periplus as a catalog of the commercial
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diversity available to the then Roman world—a statement of power in knowledge—reached
a mature stage in the later empire through the mechanisms of control implicit in Roman
practices of political inclusion and economic consumption.

The Mughals: Syncretism and Stability

The Mughal Empire in India was founded by Babur (r. 1526-1530 CE) in 1526 CE and ended
with the British taking control of India in 1858 CE. The key Mughal figure to examine in
looking at inclusion and the management of difference is the Emperor Akbar (r. 1556-1605
CE). After a turbulent beginning that saw Babur’s establishment of the empire lost and
then regained by his son Humayun (r. 1530-1540, 1555-1556 CE), it fell to Akbar (who took
the throne at the age of thirteen) to stabilize and expand this domain. The Mughal Empire
grew rapidly under Akbar, almost tripling in size, and it developed a strong foundation
for the generations of Mughals to follow. At this time in India, centuries of migration and
invasion had produced a multi-ethnic, multi-religious culture that contained elements of
North African, Central Asian and a nascent European presence in the Subcontinent. Under
Akbar’s near fifty-year reign, the empire eventually also encompassed parts of Afghani-
stan, Kashmir and Panjab in the North and Northwest, Rajputana and Gujarat in the West,
Bengal and Bihar in the East, and into the Northern Deccan plateau in central India. Such
arapid and widespread expansion brought a remarkably diverse array of people and cul-
tures under the umbrella of the Mughals, who were then, and remained throughout their
more than 300-year history, a ruling minority in India.? They initially were able to attain
this feat through Akbar’s central tenets of political and economic inclusion and openness
to cultural diversity, particularly in the realm of religion.

One of the most famous aspects of Akbar’s rule was his deep curiosity about the range
of religions that existed in the Indian Subcontinent. Akbar was known to spend a great
deal of time in the company of Brahmans, Jains, Buddhists, Sufis, Jesuits, and others who
came to visit him at court. Akbar’s interests were wide ranging, and over time he began
to develop a syncretic set of ideas that came to be known as the din-i-illahi, or “religion of
light.” This faith statement explored the idea of a single truth behind all other religious
ideas. As such, it represented a deeply tolerant and accepting evaluation of a remarkably
diverse set of beliefs. Additionally, the impact of this approach provides important insight
into the way that a syncretic idea developed in the crucible of this imperial moment could
have both a literal and metaphorical unifying force.

The reign of Akbar was diligently recorded by his court historian, Abu’l-Fazl. In one
of a series of detailed treatments of Akbar’s meetings with religious officials, Abu’l-Fazl
notes that on an October evening in 1578 CE:

A general proclamation was issued that, on that night of illumination, all orders and
sects of mankind—those who searched after spiritual and physical truth, and those



Freitag | Empires and Diversity

Image 2: “Interior of Diwan-i-khas, Fatehpur Sikri,
India. The pillar has Hindu, Muslim and Christian
elements, representing Akbar’s religious tolerance.”
Source: Public Domain at https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Diwan-i-Khas-2.jpg

of the common public who sought for an awakening, and the inquirers of every sect
- should assemble in the precincts of the holy edifice, and bring forward their spiritual
experiences, and their degrees of knowledge of the truth in various and contradictory
forms in the bridal chamber of manifestation.>

Akbar made a broad call to the adepts of the various religions in India to gather in his pal-
ace, and to share their knowledge and experience of their faiths. This call served to forward
Akbar’s genuinely wide-ranging interest in spiritual matters, but it was also explicitly tied
to the administration of his empire. The account continues:

His sole and sublime idea was that, in the external administration of the dominion,
which is conjoined with eternity, the merits of the knowers of the things of this world
had by profundity of vision, and observance of justice, been made conspicuous, and
there had ceased to be a brisk market for pretence and favouritism, so might the mas-
ters of science and ethics, and the devotees of piety and contemplation, be tested, the
principles of faiths and creeds be examined, religions be investigated, the proofs and
evidences for each be considered, and the pure gold and the alloy be separated from
evil commixture.2
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Beyond Akbar’s spiritual propensities, the expressed aim of these conversations was to
enhance the functioning of his domain by making it a space in which sham and artifice
were decreased in favor of pious ethics and contemplation. This was to be accomplished
first, as the passage shows, by an authentic engagement with the practices of spiritual
seekers and a genuine desire to avoid falsehood and seek truth. Akbar’s vision for stable
administration of his empire, therefore, began with the deep understanding of the variety
of faiths and practices under his realm. Along with the engagement with spiritual truths,
there is also a clear and recognized pragmatism tied to his program. The next step in this
process was the recognition of the extraordinary variety of religions and spiritual disci-
plines within India. As Abu’l-Fazl noted:

The wide capacity and the toleration of the Shadow of God were unveiled. Sufi, phi-
losopher, orator, jurist, Sunni, Shia, Brahman, Jati, Sitira Carbak, Nazarene, Jew, Sabi
(Sabian), Zoroastrian, and others enjoyed exquisite pleasure by beholding the calmness
of the assembly, the sitting of the world-lord in the lofty pulpit (mimbar) and the adorn-
ment of the pleasant abode of impartiality. The treasures of secrets were opened out
without fear of hostile seekers after battle. The just and truth-perceiving ones of each sect
emerged from haughtiness and conceit, and began their search anew. They displayed
profundity and meditation, and gathered eternal bliss on the divan of greatness. . . .
The conferences were excellently arranged by the acuteness and keen quest of truth of
the world’s Khedive.

The account of a court historian is clearly biased in favor of the emperor, but I submit that a
genuine executive program comes through. From the gathering of many people of diverse
faiths, there emerged a discourse of unity that was both a literal outcome of their meeting
and a metaphorical aspiration for the administration of the empire. People of diverse ideas
come together, and move forward together, with humility and openness, as a unified whole.
Without Abu’l-Fazl’s reference to the “external administration” of the empire, this could
simply have remained in the realm of religion. With that reference, though, it becomes clear
that the syncretic moment has evident political advantages in the management of the empire.

It is not the case, however, that Akbar was being overly solicitous only in public for
purely political purposes. Evidence for this comes from the genuine consternation of a
chronicler of the time named Badauni. Badauni was a committed, mainstream Sunni Mus-
lim, who eventually became the first Grand Mulfti (a high Islamic official) of India. In his
history, he took the bold step of criticizing Akbar for so intensely engaging with the range
of religious beliefs and believers that Akbar allowed air in his court. For instance:

His Majesty used frequently to go to the ‘ibadat-khana, and converse with the ‘ulama
and the shaikhs, especially on Sabbath evenings, and would sometimes pass the whole
night there. The discussions always turned upon religion, upon its principles, and upon
its divarications. The learned doctors used to exercise the sword of their tongues upon
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each other, and showed great pugnacity and animosity, till the various sects at length
took to calling each other infidels and perverts. * * * Innovators and schismatics artfully
started their doubts and sophistries, making right appear to be wrong, and wrong to be
right. And so His Majesty, who had an excellent understanding, and sought after the
truth, but was surrounded by low irreligious persons, to whom he gave his confidence,
was plunged into scepticism. Doubt accumulated upon doubt, and the object of his
search was lost. The ramparts of the law and of the true faith were broken down; and,
in the course of five or six years, not one trace of Islam was left in him.*

Clearly, Akbar’s commitment to embracing novel religious concepts and to questioning
mainstream Islamic thought was real enough to be seen as a moral threat by Badauni.
Beyond this, however, the underlying metaphor of this segment is an aggressive one. For
Badauni, the meeting of these religious figures was akin to battle among the low, not unity
among high-minded seekers. In this reading, the convergence of diverse individuals and
ideas results in conflict and disagreement. Concomitant with this, the “ramparts of the law”
are broken down, and all traces of Islam leave Akbar. For Badauni, the results of such inter-
religious dialogue are not the political benefit of a unified realm, but rather a cacophony
of views in conflict that eventually degrade a central pillar of Mughal governance—the
emperor’s adherence to Islam as the true faith.

Akbar’s understanding of inclusion was also evident in the economic and political
realms. As the religious conversations outlined above were occurring, Akbar began to reor-
ganize the system of tax-free pious land grants to religious practitioners, removing some
illegally obtained by Muslims and making such pious land grants available to learned
officials of all religions.” Given the growth of the empire, in order to understand the rea-
sonable levels of economic contribution that regions coming under his control could make,
he commissioned surveys and the computation of a ten-year average output from each
area.” These moves assured a kind of economic justice in these newly acquired areas, and
stabilized the treasury by ensuring reasonable, predictable tax targets.

Akbar (again to the chagrin of many of his advisors) chose his nobility to represent the
diversity of the ethnic groups in India. He had “Rajputs, Afgans, Indian Muslims, Arabs,
Persians, Uzbeks [and] Chagatais” within the upper ranks of his court.”” Though most
were Sunni Muslim, there were also Shi’ites and Hindus among them. Finally, no single
ethnic or religious group was large enough to form a political challenge to Akbar.** This
nuanced management of diversity, therefore, was also a carefully calculated mechanism
of political control. Particularly important here is the inclusion of the Rajputs within the
nobility. Rajputs were the ancient princes in the northern Indian desert area of Rajputana,
and much of their self-image was defined by a fierce independence from submission to
outside powers. One of the key conquests during Akbar’s expansion of the empire, how-
ever, was Rajputana and the multiple princely states that comprised the area. In a display of
political acumen, Akbar legitimated the power of these princes by granting them sole right
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to their lands, forging strong military relationships with the princes, and finally by taking
offers of Rajput women (who were Hindu) in marriage.” The Rajputs theoretically retained
complete freedom to control their own polities, and maintain their religions and customs,
owing economic concessions to the court, along with their fealty, presence, and support
of the emperor. Their residence at the court, however, was a tangible sign of relationship
to a higher authority and was a source of controversy among Rajput princes.”” From the
Mughal perspective, Akbar’s inclusive political moment demonstrates his acceptance of a
deeply diverse set of groups beneath the imperial umbrella, and the ways that acceptance
and imperial stability worked in tandem.

To help structure this “complex, heterogeneous nobility with divergent experience
and cultural expectations,”* Akbar employed a system of ranks that used ranking policy
as a mechanism of inclusion for the broad array of ethnic groups in the empire. The word
mansab referred to the system of ranking, and the holder a rank was the mansabdar. All
nobles, and many others held these ranks. The ranks reflected a salary (zat) and a desig-
nation for the size of the military contingent (sawar) that individual needed to maintain
to maintain his rank. In this way, a broad array of individuals became stakeholders in the
imperial hierarchy.” This highly nuanced and flexible system of granting was a powerful
tool for controlling the mansabdars, as the emperor could adjust the ranks at will to reward
or punish his officers. This inclusive ranking system also provided the means for inculcating
a deep sense of belonging in the political workings of the empire and commitment to the
person of the emperor. The ranks came with no preconditions other than the requirement
to maintain the military contingent, therefore this was not a system designed to homog-
enize the Indian populace. Instead, the mansab system brought the diverse array of caste
and ethnic groups under the Mughal umbrella, providing them a fiscal and political space
within the empire while at the same time allowing the emperor to deploy a nuanced form
of control over his rank holders.

Finally, recent scholarship on the Mughals has begun to demonstrate the degree to
which they advertised to the wider Persian world the diversity and richness of the cul-
tures within their empire. Audrey Truschke’s work on the role of Sanskrit translation at the
Mughal courts shows how the Mughals tried to make this high literary Indian culture part
of a larger Indo-Persian tradition. Mughal courts from the founding displayed an amaz-
ing multi-lingual awareness, with volumes in Persian, Arabic, Sanskrit, Kashmiri, Hindi,
Greek and other European languages housed in the imperial library.? Akbar commissioned
a major translation of the Sanskrit epic Mahabharata, working in close consultation with the
translators at times and consulting the work regularly, as he saw his relationship to this
crucial Sanskrit text as part of a larger project legitimating his imperial power.* Projects
of translation into Persian continued for some decades after Akbar’s death, and there are
instances of transfer of these texts to the leading Persian power of the day, the Safavid court.”
Somewhat like the Romans, therefore, the Mughals used the dispersion of literature—in
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this case, Sankrit literature in Persian—as a form of display of the diverse cultural fabric
of their empire as part of a power project within the court. Textual translation became a
symbol of Mughal imperial supremacy within the Indian Sanskritic intellectual world.

Ottoman Empire: Millets and Merit

The Ottoman Empire enjoyed a very long run, beginning in the very late thirteenth century
in eastern Europe and northwestern Anatolia, solidifying its position with the conquest
of Constantinople in 1453 CE, and remaining active in total for close to 600 years.* The
Ottoman Empire collapsed in 1922, with the end of World War I and the realignment of
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the Middle East in its aftermath. From the outset, the Ottoman Empire was built on and
influenced by a vast array of cultural and political entities, including Byzantine political
and religious institutions, the influence of Mongol and Turkic martial culture, and the
development of major Islamic powers such as a the Safavids and Mughals. The empire
reached the peak of its growth, military, and economic power under the reign of Sultan
Suleiman (r. 1520-1566 CE). The spread of the Ottoman Empire brought them into contact
with and control over an enormously broad range of peoples from eastern Europe through
Anatolia, into North Africa, the Levant and Arabia, and finally across parts of modern-day
Iraq.” The court itself, additionally, was “pluri-ethnic and multi-lingual.”*® Such an array
of peoples, religions, and cultures presented a uniquely complex challenge in the manage-
ment of so much diversity.

The Ottomans devised a wide range of strategies for governance of this diverse space.
Lafi notes that one of the most important aspects of imperial governance “was the delegation
of imperial function to local notables, either rural, urban or confessional.”* The governance
of cities was often delegated to local notables as a way of managing the diversity in the
empire. Davidann and Gilbert, for example, explore the fascinating, cosmopolitan cultures
of Jews, Christians, and Muslims under Ottoman rule in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
Salonica and Algiers, and their relationships with trading partners in the Mediterranean
and North Africa.” In the 1530s, Suleyman continued and expanded the practice of granting
special trading privileges (“capitulations”) to Venetian, Genoese, Mamluk, French, and Cat-
alan merchants to form trading communities in North African territories and the Levant.”!
This was a pragmatic assignment of governance power to these local communities, and it
was a clear attempt to keep commercial relations stable and healthy.

Finkel explains that the early Ottoman religious world was not an exclusive one.
Fourteenth-century Ottoman rulers had deep ties to Sufi dervishes, who were very influ-
ential and popular in northwest Anatolia and who helped to spread the influence of Islam
widely before an institutional version of the faith took hold at the center.”” In this same
period, Ottoman oral traditions recorded that “co-operation between Muslim fighters and
Byzantine Christians was frequent” and that “intermarriage was not uncommon.” Dav-
idann and Gilbert also note the presence of a syncretic ties between Jewish, Orthodox Chris-
tian, and Muslim faiths in folk practice on the Greek island of Salonica in particular.> One
clear mechanism for managing religious inclusion and the diverse legal cultures associated
with different faiths was the institution of the millet system.

The early Ottoman Empire was particularly notable for its open acceptance of large
numbers of Jews during the period 1492-1512 CE. These groups migrated both out of Anda-
lusia in the time following the Spanish Reconquista and from other European cities which
had formerly been their homelands.>> The conquest of Constantinople and expansion into
Anatolia brought the Greek and Armenian Orthodox Churches within Ottoman territory.
The millet system was a key element of the Ottoman administrative state that applied to
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these religious groups. Though there is some controversy among scholars as to when the
millet system came into effect, evidence of the system appears in grants of administrative
rights to the heads of the Armenian and Jewish communities from as far back as the late-
fifteenth century.”® Millets were loosely defined “central-local” administrative arrangements
that “instituted religious boundaries, marking difference, yet allowing for enough space,
movement and parallel alternative structures to maintain a divided, yet cohesive and tol-
erant imperial society.”” Millets were able to define personal law for themselves through
grants from the Sultan to community leaders. Christian and Jewish private customary laws
were in effect within the empire, but with the proviso that Islamic law had precedence
and that the millets did not challenge the imperial order.”® Millet status, therefore, was not
a license to operate completely independently, but rather was a space of cultural liberty
within the overall framework of the empire. As Barkey notes, this kind of “non-territorial
autonomy” was particularly well suited for managing these geographically dispersed
minorities.” The Ottomans did not try to impose a version of Islam or royal identity on the
millets, recognizing the value of allowing individuals to preserve their own ways of life as
a way to also maintain order and stability within their enormous political domain.

This broad toleration of a wide array of religious and cultural identities within the
empire, however, exists in a clear tension with a drive towards institutional homogeneity
at the heart of early Ottoman polity and imperial policy. Two clear mechanisms are the rise
of militant Sunni Islam at the Ottoman court and the reliance on merit in admission to the
Ottoman state hierarchy. Both represent pragmatism of a different sort in the administra-
tion of the Ottoman Empire.

With the rise of the Safavid Empire (1501-1722 CE) on the eastern Ottoman border,
the Ottoman state had a powerful political rival, as well as an Islamic rival in the Shi’ite-
identified state. The Safavids enjoyed deep support in eastern Anatolia, especially among a
Muslim warrior group known as the kizilbash (i.e. red-heads, for their distinctive headgear).®
Sultan Selim I was reluctant to violate the Muslim restriction on war with other Muslims,
so he sought and received a religious opinion declaring the kizilbash infidels for their sup-
port of the Shi’ite Safavids. In 1514 CE, Selim then waged a violent campaign against the
kizilbash.®' Before his death in 1520, Selim also brought Mecca and Medina, the most sacred
sites of Islam, under Ottoman control, and provided the Ottoman sultans with a position
of primacy among global Muslim rulers.® In the century that followed, influenced by these
political and ideological concerns, the Ottomans engaged in a process of “Sunnification” of
the state, or the conscious and sometimes aggressive embrace of Sunni Islam.”” Concurrent
with its diversity management initiatives, the Ottoman state, therefore, was also engaged
in a process of establishing a particular version of Islam under their rule. This eventually
culminated in a centralized Sunni religious standard at the center of the empire.

Further, the Ottomans used a strict meritocracy as a way of centralizing their military
and state bureaucracy. The early-fifteenth century saw the creation of the Janissary corps
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as the most elite Ottoman military force, and the development of the devshirme system for
recruiting non-Muslim, Balkan youth into the corps and bureaucracy.”* As Imber explains,
the recruitment system brought Christian youth into Ottoman service under strict selection
principles designed not to deplete the populations of the collection areas. The young boys
were then trained in physical labor, Turkish language, and “the rudiments of Islam through
living in an Islamic environment.”® This system, therefore, acted as a homogenizing force
for a population of non-Muslim, non-Ottoman subjects.

Ogier Ghiselin de Busbecq (1522-1592 CE) was a Flemish author and diplomat who
visited the court of Suleiman and recorded his impressions in his Turkish Letters. De Bus-
becq was deeply impressed by the social institutions of the Ottomans, and in particular
the military prowess of the Janissaries. De Busbecq chronicled what he believed to be the
source of the power of the Ottoman state, and he notes:

but there was not in all that great assembly a single man who owed his position to aught
save his valour and his merit. No distinction is attached to birth among the Turks; the
deference to be paid to a man is measured by the position he holds in the public ser-
vice. There is no fighting for precedence; a man’s place is marked out by the duties he
discharges. In making his appointments the Sultan pays no regard to any pretensions
on the score of wealth or rank, nor does he take into consideration recommendations
or popularity; he considers each case on its own merits, and examines carefully into
the character, ability, and disposition of the man whose promotion is in question. It is
by merit that men rise in the service, a system which ensures that posts should only be
assigned to the competent. Each man in Turkey carries in his own hand his ancestry
and his position in life, which he may make or mar as he will. Those who receive the
highest offices from the Sultan are for the most part the sons of shepherds or herdsmen,
and so far from being ashamed of their parentage, they actually glory in it, and consider
it a matter of boasting that they owe nothing to the accident of birth.%

Position within the Ottoman institutional structure was not based on a predetermined
aristocratic or ethnic order, but on an individual’s merit and ability. In other words, entry
into the precincts of the state bureaucracy, theoretically, was open to any who could earn
it. Given the extraordinarily diverse nature of the empire, this was a genuinely inclusive
policy that not only provided for opportunity across a broad range of constituencies, but
also demonstrated, as a ruling ideology, that the power of the state ultimately was in the
power of the individuals within it. As Barkey notes, “active state society management and
concrete organizational efforts in daily dealings made toleration the desired outcome.”*
The strength of the state resided in harnessing the strengths of the people, but in doing
so, it also resided in promoting, through meritocratic competition, a standard version of
allegiance and devotion to the empire. The Ottoman Empire, therefore, had a deep, almost
dialectic, tension between an administrative strategy that embraced a widely diverse array
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of cultures under its umbrella, while at the same time using elements of that diversity in
the service of unified control.

Conclusion

This study offered three examples of the ways in which empires have used the management
of diverse communities to achieve stability and longevity during their periods of growth
and expansion. It demonstrated how the Romans recognized the deep relationships between
citizenship, commerce, and the consumption and display of diversity as a means of control
within the empire. It then turned to the Mughals, who made syncretism and the concomi-
tant working across difference the centerpiece of their ideology of diversity management.
Finally, the Ottomans allowance for the private laws of religious communities within the
larger framework of their administrative state provided the blueprint for maintaining their
strong Islamic identity alongside the active management of religious and ethnic diversity.

In each case, the administrative imperatives of these empires made the acceptance
and administration of difference the most logical course of action to meet the political and
economic needs of the empire during periods of growth and stabilization. Further, the
logic of inclusion became the basis of arrangements that provided benefits for the diverse
communities within these empires, while at the same time devising concomitant and alter-
native arrangements that incentivized homogeneity to allow the ruling empire to exert its
power and maintain control of its domain. Historically, therefore, the acceptance of diver-
sity within these polities resulted in stronger, more vibrant, and enduring states, but that
stability and vibrancy was achieved through a balance between the inclusive acceptance
of diversity and the drive towards unified imperial identity.

This tension is not simply an historical artifact of these long-dead empires but is also a
teature of much of our contemporary conversation around diversity and inclusion. Contem-
porary consumer culture centers the display of diversity as an element of capitalist rhetoric.
Modern debates around immigration and citizenship, for instance, center around language
politics and levels of assimilation. Modern conversations on racial identity and inequality
are crucially informed by analyses of systemic, institutional logics of inclusion and exclusion.
The analysis of diversity in historical context provides depth to our modern discourses and
demonstrates the enduring quality of diversity as an issue across human societies.
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