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The Decline of the Ottoman Empire


The Ottoman Empire was founded around 1300 by Osman Anatolia in the Arabian Penninsula and began to spread Islamic ideas to the surrounding areas as it expanded. The Ottoman Empire was great it had thousands of servants, and amazing palaces, mosques, and infrastructures (ZHN 1). This success lasted through many rulers such as Osman who ruled from 1299-1326, Mehmet II who ruled from 1451-1481, and Suleiman the Magnificent who ruled from 1520-1566 (ZHN 1). However like many other great empires, the Ottoman empire also fell. The Ottomans went into debt and faced many military losses. One cause of the Ottoman decline was the change in practices related to promotion and succession. In the first centuries, Ottoman military and administrative officials were promoted based off of ability, however by the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, promotion was based on nepotism (favoritism) and bribery. This ld to less effective leadership from the sultan down through his administration and military. 


The Ottoman Empire practices led to success because of the meritocracy that was in place from the fourteenth century to the seventeenth century. Meritocracy is simply the rule of the able. Both the practices of apprenticeship and the Janissaries training lead to the success of the Ottoman Empire. Apprenticeship helped the sultan’s sons prepare for their possible role as a sultan. A child was raised by the mother until the age of ten or eleven, when the son stayed with the mother, but was given a province that they could rule (HOWS 635). The apprenticeship taught the son about how to rule and got the son involved in the kingdom. This lead to successful leaders because the sons had been raised to know how to succeed, since they already went through the trial and error phase of learning how to govern people. While the apprenticeship helped to lead to the success of the Ottoman Empire, so did the training of the Janissaries. The Janissaries or “elite army corps” were trained to be warriors (HOWS 636). The Janissaries were not allowed to have children, which meant that the process of becoming a Janissary was not hereditary, and therefore the Sultan was the only person responsible for the Janissaries success in life. This meant that the Janissaries felt full loyalty towards the sultan (HOWS 636). The recruited children were placed in a Turkish Family as a way to learn the language and culture before being sent off to the Sultan’s Palace in Istanbul (EIP 415). At the Sultan’s Palace the boys would be trained in military, but also Islam and liberal arts. (EIP 415). Through this process the Janissaries formed a connection with the culture and therefore also felt like they were part of the culture, which made them stronger fighters. The Ottoman Empire’s success was shown through its wealth, due to the quality of its leaders, and military conquests, due to the quality of the Janissary corps. Under Suleiman the Magnificent the annual state revenue was $80 million as compared to only $150,000 in Queen Elizabeth’s court in England and $1 million under Francis 1 in France, during the same time period (ZHN 1). Wealth was a sign of the administrative power, but the sign of military power was the military expansion. In 1453, under the reign of Mehmed II , the Janissaries conquered Constantinople (EIP 413). Then during the reign of Selim 1 they conquered Egypt, Syria, Palestine, and Parts of Arabia (Turkish Letters). Finally during the reign of Suleiman I, the Ottoman Emire acquired Hungary in 1421, Rhodes in 1422, and some Persian territories in 1529 (Turkish Letters and EIP 415). The Ottoman Empire had great success, while under the presence of meritocracy, however the Ottoman Empire soon switched to nepotism.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Ottoman Empire switched to nepotism, which is the rule based off of favoritism or popularity. This shift occurred because Suleiman found out that he had been betrayed by his son Mustafa, which caused him to rethink the way that the sons are raised. As a way to avoid betrayal, the sons grew up in the harem because they would always be close to the king (EIP 417). However this switched created many administrative and military problems.  The administration had difficulties because the sultan’s were not prepared to be sultan, since they had grown up in the harem and they had no life experiences on what to do. One example of a king who did not know how to rule was Selim the Drunkard, who ruled from 1566 to 1574, because he lead the kingdom with the same actions that he had while he was in the harem (ZHN 1). In the harem everything was based off of popularity, and since there was no way to choose the son was the most prepared to become sultan, often the most popular son became the sultan. As a result of the leaders not being prepared they had to pass the responsibility down to the grand viziers who did not have the kingdom as their primary interest, and they made some selfish decisions (EIS 417). The military also faced issues because of this switch. Since the administration was falling apart, the Janissaries took advantage of this time and as a result of persuasion they were allowed to marry. As a result the process of selecting Janissaries became hereditary, which is nepotism because it is based off of favoritism. The  number of Janissaries increased, but the experience decreased because they did not received the same level of training that the Janissaries did under the meritocracy. This lack of experience lead to many military weaknesses. All of these problems eventually lead to the decline of the Ottoman decline. 

The decline of the Ottoman Empire was shown through the debt, economic crises, and military losses; this decline occurred because of the shift from meritocracy to nepotism. The Ottoman Empire began to have many economic crises because the leaders had not control over the kingdom. The money that the tax collectors collected from the tax farms was never given to the kings because the tax collectors could get away with keeping it, since the Sultan had no control and could not punish the tax collectors. The signs of this fall is when the Ottoman Empire is forced to sign the Treaty of Karlowitz in 1699 because it gives the Transylvania tax revenues that the Ottomans received to Austria (ZHN 2). Another sign of economic problems was that they were forced to make capitulations (ZHN 2). The capitulations were unfavorable trade deals for the Ottomans that they signed with the Europeans, and if they were not in an economic crisis then they would not have had been desperate enough to sign the capitulation (ZHN 2). However, this change was also shown as instead of expanding land, the Ottoman Empire began to lose land. The first sign of this was in 1683, when the Ottoman Empire attacked Vienna, but was defeated by the Christian force and Habsburg (ZHN 2). Then when they signed the Treaty of Karlowitz they lost control of Hungary and Transylvania (ZHN 2). Finally, during 1736 to 1739, the Ottomans also lost control of Austria and Russia. This decline was all caused by the changes that were made when the Ottomans switched from a meritocracy to nepotism because the leaders were not as strong as they used to be in nepotism, which seeped into the rest of the Kingdom and lead to the eventual downfall.

The Ottoman Empire declined do to the change in promotion and succession, which came when there a change took place from meritocracy to nepotism. This change affected both the military and administration. The decline in the leadership from the sultan seeped through to the administration and military and had dire consequences. While the Ottoman Empire declined the Europeans increased. The Ottoman debt allowed the Europeans to control the Ottoman Empire trade and commerce. Therefore the Ottomans decline allowed other countries to succeed as well. The nepotism lowered the skills and quality of the Ottomans on the whole. When the standards lowered, so did the Ottoman Empire. The Ottoman Empire was a powerful civilization that eventually fell like all great empires. 
