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OTTOMAN’S PRESENCE IN EGYPT (923/1517) AND ITS POLITICAL
IMPLICATIONS: AN OVERVIEW

KAMARUZAMAN YUSOFF

Relations between the Ottoman empire and the Mamluk sultanate of Egypt can be
traced back to the first reign of Murad II when he sent his felicitations to al-Ashraf
Barsbay when the latter was proclaimed as the new Mamluk sultan in 825/1423.!
Later, when Mehmet al-Fatih captured Constantinople in 857/1453, the Egyptians
welcomed the news with great festivities.2 However, this cordiality did not endure
and during the second half of the fifteenth century, the Ottomans, under the
leadership of Mehmet 11, and the Mamluks became involved in a dispute regarding
abuffer state, Dhu’l-Qadr3 with its capital Elbistan.4 In 870/1465, the ruler of Dhu’l-
Qadr, Arslan Bey, (858/1454-870/1465) was murdered, leaving his two brothers,
Budaq and Shahsuwar,> to compete for power. The struggle finally resulted in the
former succeeding to the throne with the help of the Mamluk sultan, Khushgadam.

In Rabi‘ II 870/December 1465, Shahsuwar, aided by Mehmet II who was
married to a princess of Dhu’l-Qadr, drove Budaq out of power. The victorious
Shahsuwar, no longer inclined to be dependent on Mehmet and his allies, took
measures to free himself from Ottoman protection. Not very long after that, in 877/
1472, Qa’itbay captured Shahsuwar in Cairo and he was executed. Budaq was then
sent to run the state as a Mamluk vassal. For a few years, peace reigned in the area.
In 884/1479, Mehmet II intervened in the internal affairs of Dhu’l-Qadr when he
chose to establish another leader, Ala’ al-Daula, on the throne.6

When Mehmet Il died in 886/1481, two princes, Bayazid and Jem, contended
for power. Jem was defeated in the battle of Yeni Shehir in Rabi‘ II 886/June 14817
and took refuge in Syria and then Egypt where he was warmly welcomed by Sultan
Qa’itbay. The Mamluk sultan’s action aggravated further the already deteriorating
relations® between the Ottomans and the Mamluks. In 887/1482 and 897/1491,
Bayazid 11 went to war with the Mamluks but he was defeated.®

During the early reign of Qansuh al-Ghuri (Shawwal 906/April 1501-Dhu’l-
hijja 922/August 1517), the Mamluk state was threatened by three different powers,
the Portuguese from the sea,!0 Shah Isma‘il, (907/1501-930/1524) the Safavid ruler
of Persia, and Sultan Bayazid II from the north. The Mamluk sultan then contrived
to establish better relations with Bayazid 11 which apparently was reciprocated
when, in Shawwal 916/January 1511,11 the Ottoman ruler sent naval artillery to
Egypt to fight the Portuguese. Nevertheless, this alliance took a different turn when
Selim I12 (918/1512-926/1520) succeeded to the throne and launched a new round
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of hostilities not only with the Mamluks but with Persia and all its neighbouring
areas. As a shrewd leader, Selim I was always cautious not to appear to start a war
without provocation. Under the pretext of pursuing Murad, the son of his rival
brother, Ahmad,!3 Selim attacked Persia. Thereafter, a large number of his own Shi‘i
subjects were executed by Selim.

During the reign of Selim, the Mamluk ruler sent his ambassador to Istanbul.
In view of the emergence of Shah Isma‘il of Persia as an imminent threat to both
governments, it was perhaps prudent to joint forces to counter his attacks. An aspect
of the shah’s belligerent stance towards the Sunni powers, the Ottomans and the
Mamluks, was his public espousal of the Twelver Shiite madhhab.14 The shah began
his aggression in the first decade or so of the sixteenth century by conquering most
of Kurdistan and Iraq. In 913/1507, he made further inroads when his army fought
‘Ala’ al-Daula of Dhu’l-Qadrl5, the buffer state to which both the Ottomans and the
Mamluks were staking a claim.

In Safar 920/April 1514, Selim started a new campaign against the shah,
probably after an overture by the Mamluks. In August, the two armies clashed on a
plain in the battle of Chaldiran.16 Shah Isma‘il was defeated by the Ottomans. This
defeat was a turning point for the Persians. Shah Isma‘il, desperately in need of
new allies, sent officers to Qansuh, ‘Ala’ al-Daula and some European powers,!7
signed an agreement not to maintain any diplomatic relations with the Ottomans and
to help to crush the Ottomans. In retaliation, Selim I acted against those who were
in alliance with the Shah. His first step was to sent his army to Dhu’1-Qadr. In Rabi*
I 921/June 1515, ‘Ala’ al-Daula of Dhu’l-Qadr was defeated and the state was
incorporated into the Ottoman Empire.!® When Qansuh heard this news, he
promptly broke his treaty with Persia and sent his ambassador to Selim I in 921/
1515.

In Jumada I 922/June 1516, Sultan Selim I left for a new campaign in
southern Anatolia while his commander-in-chief, Sinan Pasha, waited until Rabi‘ I/
May 1516 for him with reinforcements in Elbistan.!® Qansuh did not move when he
knew of Selim’s advance towards Persia. He started to move his army towards
Syria20 but, because of lack of sufficient funds and low morale among the soldiers,
the Mamluk army could only set forth two weeks behind schedule. By that time,
however, the Turks had made further advances close to the border. An Ottoman
ambassador?! was sent to meet the sultan to inform him that Ala’ al-Daula had been
killed as a rebel and to give the sultan an ultimatum in order to improve the relations
between them. On the other hand, Qansuh received different information on what
was going on from his own amir, Inal Bey, who was sent to investigate Selim’s
movements. Qansuh not only rejected Selim’s proposals but also demanded that
Selim hand Dhu’l-Qadr back to the son of ‘Ala’ al-Daula.22 He then condemned the
ambassador to prison. Thereafter, Selim I joined Sinan Pasha’s army in Elbistan on
22 Jumada 1II/23 July because originally Selim and his army were actually going to
attack Persia and not Egypt. Two days later, an emissary was sent to Selim in Elbistan
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to request that he should not continue the war against Persia.

During this critical period, Selim heard that the sultan had moved his army
towards Aleppo. The soldiers of Aleppo, led by Khair Bey, refused to fight the
Ottomans but it was too late toretreat. On 24 Rajab 922/24 August 1517, the Mamluk
and Ottoman armies fought against each other in the battle of Marj al-Dabiq, near
Aleppo. The Egyptians were completely routed in this short battle.23 Then Selim
entered Aleppo without bloodshed.24 After about three weeks, Selim continued his
campaign to Damascus. After two months of encampment in Damascus, news
spread of the enthronement of a new Mamluk sultan, Tuman Bey (Ramadan 922/
October 1516-Rabi‘ I 923/September 1517).25 Envoys were sent to Cairo to offer
peace but this initiative failed.26 By the end of October, another clash between the
two armies took place near Gaza. Janberdi al-Ghazali who led the Mamluk forces
was routed.

In Muharram 923/January 1517, Tuman Bey was dealt the final blow when
the Egyptian army suffered a humiliating defeat at Ridaniyya near Cairo.27 The
sources suggest that Janberdi al-Ghazali’s treachery sped up the process when he
conspired with Khair Bey to give way to the Ottomans. Ultimately, Tuman Bey was
surrendered by his Bedouin allies. It was again, through the influence of Khair Bey
and other amirs, that Tuman Bey, the last Mamluk sultan, was then executed.?8
Altogether, Selim I stayed in Cairo for four months before he left for Damascus in
Sha‘ban 923/September 1517, bringing with him the last Abbasid caliph, al-
Mutawakkil. At this juncture, Sharif Barakat Musa sent his son, Nami, to submit his
oath of allegiance to Sultan Selim.29 Consequently, the sharif’s power over al-
Haramain was reconfirmed by the Ottomans. Thus Egypt became part of the
Ottoman empire.

During the early stages of Ottoman control, many of the existing adminis-
trative aspects of this new Ottoman province were retained. Khair Bey and al-
Ghazali30 who were stationed in Cairo and Damascus respectively played key roles
in the continuity of the Mamluk pattern of administration. Although there were some
attempts by the mamluks to break free from Ottoman control, such as the attempt by
al-Ghazali to gain independence in Syriain 925/152031 and an uprising by Janim and
Inal in Egypt during the rule of Mustafa Pasha (968/1560-61-971/163-64, these
undertakings were easily suppressed.

Eight years later, probably feeling that it was the right time to regulate the
administrative system of Ottoman Egypt, Sultan Sulaiman the lawgiver sent his
grand vizier, Ibrahim Pasha, to promulgate the Kanun nama3? for Egypt in 931/
1525. Egypt was then divided into several provinces. Each of them was governed by
a provincial governor called kashif.

At this point, some new developments took place in the financial system of
the state. The position of al-mugatta’, whose duty had been to be in charge of the
igta’ system during Mamluk times, was gradually abolished and was replaced by tax
collectors (multazims), those who collect taxes (iltizam) from the subjects.33



86 Jebat 23

Ottomans as well as mamluk grandees were eligible for this new status.

The Ottoman presence in Egypt brought about changes in the military
structure as well as in the social strata of society. Selim I, before his departure, left
behind some garrison troops: two groups of infantry, i.e., the Janissaries (mustahfizan)
and ‘Azaban (bachelors) and two groups of cavalries, i.e., the Goniilliyan (volun-
teers) and Tiifengjiyan (riflemen). In 930/1524, two more cavalry corps were
stationed in Egypt; Cerakisa34 (Circassians) and Cavushan (messengers). Later on,
the governor’s band of body guards, the Mutaffariga, was added to other forces in
Cairo.35 The last three groups of the army were called the sipahis.

Selim who had a relatively smooth ride in gaining advantage over vast parts
of the Arab lands as far as Yemen and the Hijaz chose to recognise Banu ‘Umar, a
fraction of Hawwara3®, a Berber tribe, as the ruling clan in Upper Egypt.37 This
practice was upheld by the next-sultan-in-line, Sulaiman, when he excluded Upper
Egypt, in his Kanun nama, from the list of districts administered by provincial
governors. However, in 983-4/1576, the Bedouin lost their political control and were
then put under direct rule of an appointed governor.3® Among the first governors to
venture into this remote area of the province was Ibrahim Pasha (991/1583-992/
1584). It was recorded that there he mined emeralds and brought back some of them
to Cairo.39 This Berber tribe did not, however, accept their subjugation without a
fight and were constantly out to defy the authority of their masters.

Ottoman rule in the Arab lands was also challenged by other Arabs and
Bedouins in many parts of Egypt such as on the Syrian border and in the north-east
of Egypt. These groups repeatedly caused trouble for the government. Although they
did not start their activities until towards the end of the sixteenth century,40
governors and officials of Ottoman Egypt experienced constant challenge from
them. This series of disturbances cost a lot of money and effort for the government
and it became worse as such rebellious activities became more frequent in the
seventeenth century when the governors were beginning to lose control of the
government.

Early indications of the weakening control of the governors in Egypt began
when certain factions in the army started their rebellion against the government. The
first recorded such incident happened in 994/1586. Three years later, successive
attacks displayed more aggression when a clash claimed some casualties, among
them, the governor’s officials.4! The worst incidents occurred when, in the early
seventeenth century, governors became victims of the rebels.

In conclusion, the Ottoman occupation of Egypt and Syria changed the
political map of the Islamic world. Governors were sent to Cairo from time to time
to enforce Ottoman rule in Egypt. Istanbul became the nucleus of the Muslim world
for more than three hundred years. As was mentioned above, new developments
ensued in this new province during the early period of the Ottoman subjugation of
Egypt. After a short spell of peace and harmony in Ottoman Egypt, governors and
officials again, as expected, faced serious challenges from different components of
the society. As a result, this inevitably affected the smooth running of the govern-
ment.
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