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c h a p t e r  4

The Ottoman–Habsburg Rivalry 
over the Long Sixteenth Century

Modern History begins under stress of the Ottoman Conquest.
Lord Acton, 18991

Introduction

European 16th-century history occupies a peculiar place in historical socio- 
logical narratives. Compared with the preceding Medieval age, it was a period of 
striking social alteration and development. Both in its encounter with unchar-
tered territories and in its own self-definition, this was very much Europe’s ‘Age 
of Discovery’. And yet the 16th century occupies only a marginal place in the 
‘Age of Revolution’2 that followed, in the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries. Such 
a duality is represented in the period’s very characterisation as ‘early modern’. 
The term ‘modern’ anticipates the developments of the next 300 years, whereas 
the prefix ‘early’ suggests an epochal budding that has not quite blossomed, 
or the embryonic shaping of a society that is yet to come. Just as the culture of 
the Renaissance was defined by a Janus-faced view of the past and future, its 
geopolitics was characterised by new inventions in diplomacy and warfare that 
were nonetheless bound by the social relations of the old. And while filling the 
womb of a bloated aristocracy, trade, commerce and production displayed the 
first signs of tearing open this archaic order with the deep breath of primitive 
accumulation that preceded capitalism’s screeching birth.
 In examining this early modern period, this chapter takes as its starting 
point the clue of the Turkic rug in Holbein’s Ambassadors, in order to trace the 
historical significance of the Ottoman Empire in the making of capitalism. If 
we recall, this rug alerts us to the fact that in the context of the New World 
discoveries, primitive accumulation, religious revolt and Habsburg ascendency, 
the Ottoman Empire was a persistent and prominent presence, lying behind 
and in many ways underpinning these manifold European developments.3 In 
this period, the Ottomans constituted the most prevalent non-Christian ‘Other’ 
that confronted Europe,4 ‘persistently capturing the headlines and profoundly 
transforming the geopolitics of (and beyond) the Mediterranean world’.5 In the 
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words of Daniel Goffman, ‘this was an Ottoman Europe almost as much as it 
was a Venetian or Habsburg one’.6 Yet despite the latent centrality implied by 
Holbein’s painting, dominant theorisations of early modern Europe have been 
constructed with the Ottomans in absentia. Whether in the sphere of politics, 
economy, culture or ideology, the emergence of capitalist modernity is generally 
understood as a sui generis development specific to Europe. In short, the history 
of capitalism’s origins is an unmistakably Eurocentric history (see Chapter 1).
 There are two moments to the Eurocentric approach that will be the subject 
of scrutiny and criticism in this chapter. The first is historical priority. Based on 
the assumption that any given trajectory of development is the product of a 
society’s own immanent dynamics, Eurocentrism ‘posits the endogenous and 
autonomous emergence of modernity in Europe’.7 Thus we find in cultural 
history that the flowering of the Renaissance was a solely intra-European 
phenomenon.8 Analyses of the rise of absolutism and modern state systems are 
similarly conducted exclusively on the terrain of Europe, with non-European 
cases appearing (if at all) comparatively.9 Dominant accounts of the origins of 
capitalism as either an economic form10 or a social system11 place its origins 
squarely in Western Europe, while the world outside Europe is relegated to an 
exploited and passive periphery.12 As such, a prevailing problem of Eurocentric 
analyses in the extant historiography of the period is rooted not only in defi-
cient theorisations of the Ottoman Empire, but in an equally problematic and 
one-sided view of European modernity.
 A consequence of the epistemological separation (or epistemological exteri-
ority) of ‘Eastern’ from ‘Western’ societies, Eurocentrism articulates and situates 
the developmental (and in some cases normative) distinction between tradition 
and modernity through a spatial separation of ‘West’ and ‘East’. As such, the 
study of the origins of capitalism has been an exclusionary process in which the 
agency of the Ottomans has been erased or overlooked. This is not to say that in 
studies of the 16th century the Ottoman Empire have been heedlessly avoided.13 
But where its imperial apogee has been studied, it has been largely considered 
a ‘social formation apart … largely a stranger to European culture, as an Islamic 
intrusion on Christendom’, or as a comparative case study, against which the 
specificity and distinctiveness of Western modernity has been defined.14

 The epistemological distinction between the Ottomans and Europe depends 
on an ontologically singular narrative of the emergence of modernity within the 
spatially delimited and hermetically sealed boundaries of Europe. Here the 
second moment of Eurocentrism becomes evident: an internalist methodology. 
Conceptions of the ‘East’ have subsequently focused on its essential(ist) charac-
teristics – typically Islam, Oriental despotism, or the Asiatic mode of production. 
Simultaneously, the distinctiveness of the ‘West’ is presented in terms of its 
own endogenous and autonomous history. This ontological claim gives rise to 
the assumption that any given trajectory of development is the product of a  
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society’s own immanent dynamics, and hence sociological theorisations can only 
be derived solely from within the domestic confines of a single society. 
 Recent scholarship in the fields of World History and postcolonial studies 
has attempted to ‘ReOrient’15 historiography in order to both destabilise and 
potentially escape the Eurocentric trap. However, despite providing extensive 
additional empirical frameworks that have decentred the historical priority of 
Europe, these works have also largely overlooked the role of the Ottomans in the 
construction of capitalist modernity, while eschewing any concomitant theorisa-
tion of capitalism’s origins in light of their empirical findings. Even Ottomanists 
working within the anti-Eurocentric research programme have tended to stand 
outside of debates concerning the origins of capitalism.16 Hence, the gnawing 
separation between ‘East’ and ‘West’, Europe and the Ottomans, tends to be 
replicated even in anti-Eurocentric accounts.
 To return to and extend our critique of postcolonialism in Chapter 1, a truly 
non-Eurocentric interpretation of history must pose an alternative theoretical 
framework to these traditional conceptions in which to conduct historical and 
sociological study. That such an alternative has not yet been forthcoming has 
left the study of modernity at a peculiar impasse that we might term Euro-
centric realism – the claim that owing to the historical record, there simply is 
no alternative to Eurocentric accounts of the origins of capitalism. Indeed, 
for those who subscribe to this realism, Eurocentrism is straightforwardly  
unproblematic.17

 In this chapter, we ‘return to Holbein’ via uneven and combined development 
to recapture the significance of the Ottomans in the geopolitics of the Long 16th 
Century. In particular, we seek to bring out the causal impact of the Ottoman 
Empire on the primary historical themes in The Ambassadors – the political frag-
mentation of feudal Europe in resistance to Habsburg attempts at empire building, 
the structural shift away from the geopolitical and commercial centrality of the 
Mediterranean towards the Atlantic, and the primitive accumulation of capital. 
We argue that these developments – each crucial to the emergence of capitalism 
– were causally inseparable from Ottoman geopolitical pressures on Europe. 
In developing this argument, we seek to challenge and criticise Eurocentrism 
through the theory of uneven and combined development, and in the process 
further demonstrate its non-Eurocentric credentials. We argue that uneven and 
combined development can make a positive and illuminating contribution to 
these debates because it speaks directly to each of the two moments of Euro- 
centrism identified above. By positing the multilinear character of development 
as its ‘most general law’, uneven development provides a necessary corrective 
to the ontological singularity and attendant unilinear conception of history that 
underpins assumptions of historical priority. By positing the inherently inter- 
active character of this multiplicity, combined development in turn challenges the 
methodological internalism of Eurocentric approaches (see Chapter 2).
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 In this chapter, we further develop the argument that the question ‘why 
Europe?’ can only be properly addressed by situating its peculiar development 
within the context of the international relations of the Long 16th Century. 
Consequently, a theorisation of the dimension typically elided by Eurocentric 
analysis – ‘the international’ – is required for us to break out of the Eurocentric 
spatiotemporal limits of the hegemonic perspectives provided by the likes of 
World-System Theorists and Political Marxists. As argued in Chapter 2, uneven 
and combined development provides precisely such a theorisation, by positing 
that historical processes are always the outcome of a multiplicity of spatially 
diverse nonlinear causal chains that combine in any given conjuncture.
 In what follows, we show that geopolitical relations between the Ottoman 
Empire and European states over the Long 16th Century provided one of these 
vectors of uneven and combined development that fed into the emergence of 
capitalism. In the first section, we explicate the social relations that under-
pinned a relation of unevenness between the tributary Ottoman Empire and the 
feudal European states. This Euro–Ottoman relation of unevenness gave rise 
to numerous political, military, economic and territorial advantages held by 
the Ottoman Empire over Europe. These forms of unevenness entailed both 
an Ottoman ‘whip of external necessity’ and a European ‘privilege of historic 
backwardness’ which we argue were crucial preconditions for the eventual 
emergence of capitalism in Europe. In the second section, we demonstrate 
how these moments of Euro–Ottoman interactivity entailed various instances 
of combined development, in which European ‘backwardness’ compelled the 
adaptation to and adoption of the developmental advantages possessed by the 
Ottomans. In particular, we argue that Ottoman attempts at empire building 
curtailed the imperial threat of the Habsburgs, giving Northwestern European 
states the structural geopolitical space in which modern state-building practices 
and the formation of capitalism could take place. In so doing, the Ottomans 
unwittingly facilitated the primitive accumulation of capital and brought about 
a structural shift to Atlantic trade and Northwestern European dominance, 
leading to processes of developmental ‘catch up’ and overtake in Europe that 
would give rise to capitalism.

Unevenness: A Clash of Social Reproduction

Ottoman–European Relations

Ottoman relations with the outside world have primarily been understood by 
scholars through an idealised and uncritical notion of diplomatic precepts rooted 
in Sharia law.18 Here, the supposed self-regarded superiority of the Ottomans 
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constituted the basis of a unilateral policy on international affairs, and a reli-
gious commitment to permanent war with Europe. This mystified conception 
of Euro–Ottoman relations – articulated as a continuation of the eternal clash 
between Christianity and Islam – was captured in the literature, philosophy and 
art of early modern Europe. In the work of artist Leonardo Dati, Sultan Mehmet 
II was portrayed as a minion of the devil,19 while Martin Luther argued that the 
Ottomans were a punishment from God for the degeneration of Christianity.20

 Yet alongside this widespread belligerence there were also significant levels 
of European appreciation for Ottoman achievements. For example, reflecting 
the resistance to the Habsburg alliance, German pamphleteers downplayed 
the need to intervene militarily against the Ottomans, with some pointing to 
the Turks’ efficiency as a model for German reform.21 Similarly, the legal code 
established by Süleyman II was studied by a legal mission sent from England by 
Henry VIII.22 The efficient and merit-based character of the Ottoman adminis-
trative system was also widely appreciated by European diplomats and visitors 
to the region. ‘[A]mong the Turks, dignities, offices, and administrative posts 
are the rewards of ability and merit’, the ambassador to the Ottoman Empire 
in Constantinople for the Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand I (1556–64), 
Ogier Ghiselin de Busbecq, wrote. ‘This is why the Turks succeed in all that 
they attempt and are a dominating race and daily extend the bound of their 
rule’. This was in stark contrast to the European ‘method’, de Busbecq went on, 
where ‘there is no room for merit, but everything depends on birth; consid-
erations of which alone open the way to high official position’.23 Likewise, 
in their examinations of European state forms, Machiavelli, Bodin, Bacon 
and Montaigne all heralded Ottoman military discipline and administrative  
efficiency.24 To quote Busbecq again:

I tremble when I think of what the future must bring when I compare the Turkish 
system with our own …. On their side are the resources of a mighty empire, 
strength unimpaired, experience and practice in fighting, a veteran soldiery, 
habituation to victory, endurance of toil, unity, order, discipline, frugality, watch-
fulness. On our side is public poverty, private luxury, impaird strength, broken 
spirit, lack of endurance and training; the soldiers are insubordinate, the officers 
avaricious; there is contempt for discipline; licence, recklessness, drunkenness, 
and debauchery are rife; and, worst of all, the enemy is accustomed to victory, and 
we to defeat.25

This mixture of fear, awe, belligerence and admiration reflected a material 
relation of unevenness in which the Ottomans held numerous advantages over 
their European allies and foes.26 Perry Anderson goes as far as to suggest that 
under Süleyman I’s reign the Ottomans were ‘the most powerful Empire in the 
world. Overshadowing his nearest European rival, Suleiman enjoyed a revenue 
twice that of Charles V’.27 This relation of unevenness was neatly captured 
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by Aeneas Sylvius (the future Pope Pius II) who, after the fall of Constanti-
nople, reflected on the existential threat the Ottomans posed to a disunited 
Christendom:

[Christendom] is a body without a head, a republic without laws or magistrates 
… every state has a separate prince, and every prince has a separate interest …. 
Who will make the English love the French? Who will unite the Genoese and 
the Aragonese? Who will reconcile the Germans with the Hungarians and Bohe-
mians? ... If you lead a small army against the Turks you will easily be overcome; 
if a large one, it will soon fall into confusion.28

Almost a century later in 1554, Cardinal Pole – an envoy sent by Pope Julius 
III to negotiate an accord between the French and English – berated Francis I, 
Henry II and Emperor Charles V for their ‘dissensions and wars’, which were 
supposedly to blame for the Ottoman conquest of Belgrade and Rhodes.29 
While Europe struggled with divisions, the Ottomans faced them as a unified, 
resourceful and disciplined force,30 one that was able to expand consistently into 
Europe and beyond. The phenomenon of Christian renegades ‘turning Turk’ 
and converting to the ‘Ottoman way’ appeared to be a pertinent danger, espe-
cially since, in certain regions of conquest, the Ottomans had been welcomed 
as ‘liberators’ owing to their less onerous taxation systems and respect for local 
customs.31 ‘[H]ow it comes to pass’, a contemporary R. Carr lamented, ‘that so 
many of our men should continually revolt, and abjuring all Christian rites, 
become affectors of that impious Mahumetane sect, whilst on the other part 
we finde none or very few of those repaying unto us’.32 Such was the awesome 
ideological and material force that the Ottoman Empire brought to bear upon 
the less developed feudal Europeans. But what were the sources of this uneven 
set of relations between the Ottomans and Europeans?

The Tributary and Feudal Modes of 
Production: Unevenness Combined

The unevenness between the Ottomans and Europe was underpinned by the 
divergence in forms of social (re)production associated with the tributary and 
feudal modes of production. This was expressed in three ways. The first was 
in the relations that pertained among social classes based on predominantly 
agrarian production: between exploiter and exploited (and therefore also in 
the forms and character of surplus appropriation by the ruling class in these 
societies); second, in the contradictory relations between different sections of 
the ruling class (and hence political relations as such); third, in relationship 
between merchants and states to which these forms of social reproduction gave 
rise. In order to better understand these forms of unevenness, we must first 

anievas maintext.indd   96 18/05/2015   12:18:49

This content downloaded from 192.246.229.127 on Sat, 17 Feb 2018 12:47:55 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



97

the ottoman–habsburg rivalry

explicate the modal differences between the Ottoman tributary and European 
feudal modes.
 A number of scholars have explicitly denied that there ever existed a histori-
cally specific ‘tributary mode of production’, instead viewing tributary formations 
as a distinct subvariant of feudalism. This ‘universal feudalism’ thesis has been 
most coherently and systematically developed by Halil Berktay and John 
Haldon.33 Their central methodological claim is that a distinction should be drawn 
between a ‘mode of production’ as an abstract ideal-type and a ‘social forma-
tion’ as a concrete ‘really existing’ society.34 This allows them to develop Marx’s 
argument that the mode of production – ‘the same economic basis’ – can, ‘due to 
innumerable different empirical circumstances’, exhibit ‘infinite variations and 
gradations in appearance’ at the level of a social formation.35 For both authors, 
the economic basis of feudalism therefore resided in the form of exploitation,36 
and more specifically in the juxtaposition of a ruling aristocracy exploiting a class 
of peasant direct producers through extra-economic means.37 Consequently, for 
Haldon, ‘both sides of the couplet tax/rent are, in fact, expressions of the politico- 
juridical forms that surplus appropriation takes, not distinctions between different 
modes’.38 For Berktay, ‘political decentralisation … is a superstructural feature. 
Thus no clear cut economic differences of a primary nature can be pinpointed 
between Western feudalism and Ottoman society – both were based on peasant 
production’.39 Accordingly, the precise natures of these extra-economic means – 
whether tax or rent – constitute superstructural variations of the same mode of 
surplus appropriation. Such variations are therefore only ascertainable through 
the more historically specific analytical level of the social formation.
 However, Haldon’s and Berktay’s insistence on the distinction between modes 
of production and social formations (and equivalently, between economic bases 
and political superstructures) generates an array of disconcerting separations 
between history and theory. By defining a mode of production in terms of an 
economic basis distinct from a political superstructure, and then conceptually 
conflating this economic basis with a form of exploitation, they exclude the very 
social relations that make such exploitation an historical possibility, as conjunc-
tural and contingent specificities that lie outside of the ‘mode of production’ 
conceived as an ideal-type theoretical construct. Hence, Haldon argues that:

the actual conditions in which coercion occurs, and which makes possible its 
continuation, are fundamental to the ways in which the claims to the appropri-
ation of wealth are enforced and validated. But these can take a multiplicity of 
different forms and, while they are fundamental to the process of the reproduction 
of the social relations of production in a specific historical context, they are still not 
a part of the economic relations of appropriation.40

This tendency to keep history at an arm’s length from theory is a striking 

anievas maintext.indd   97 18/05/2015   12:18:49

This content downloaded from 192.246.229.127 on Sat, 17 Feb 2018 12:47:55 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



how the west came to rule

98

position for a historical materialist to take, for it omits any theorisation of 
three crucial conditions under which any form of surplus appropriation takes 
place. First, there is a tension between Berktay and Haldon’s claim that extra- 
economic exploitation was a defining characteristic of the feudal mode of surplus 
appropriation, and their dismissal of the specificity of these extra-economic 
means – that is, whether they are tax or rent – as entirely political or super-
structural. Both Derek Sayer and Perry Anderson have convincingly argued that 
the very ‘fusion’ of political and economic functions of coercion and consent that 
underpin surplus extraction in a pre-capitalist context makes any such separation 
of economic basis from political superstructure inherently problematic.41

 Second, in Haldon’s and Berktay’s accounts, the concept of mode of produc-
tion becomes detached from history, wherein the specificity of a social formation 
is rendered independent from the dynamics or ‘laws of motion’ of any given 
mode of production. Haldon quite explicitly states that ‘a mode of production 
is not a concrete social reality’, that it does ‘not exist in any real form’ and does 
‘not develop’.42 Hence, analysis into the processes of state formation and class 
conflict becomes entirely a question engaged with at the level of the ‘social 
formation’, leaving us with a static ‘ideal-type’ conception of a production 
mode.43

 Taking these two exclusions together, Haldon and Berktay’s explanation for 
the ‘variations and gradations’ in a mode of production comes to rest entirely 
on historical chance and accidents. So, third, historical variation – unevenness, 
multiplicity – appears only as a contingent fact of social reality which sits outside 
the explanatory purview of a mode of production-centred analysis. Theoreti-
cally, this involves a conflation of universality with homogeneity, whereby 
sociological differences are obscured rather than articulated. In turn, the very 
dimension of socio-spatial multiplicity – ‘the international’ – also becomes 
obscured or overlooked. We are instead left with a pervasive commitment to 
an ontological singular conception of society. Indeed, Berktay argues that ‘it is 
permissible to investigate the Ottoman Empire in the 15th–16th centuries as 
an autonomous pre-capitalist social formation, without referring it to any significant 
external economic dynamics’.44 As demonstrated below, such a methodologically 
internalist perspective is not only unsustainable empirically, but also does 
violence to any theoretical understanding of the developmental dynamics of the 
Ottoman Empire.
   In what follows, we seek to reframe the Ottoman mode of production debate 
by confronting this question of ‘the international’ overlooked by Berktay and 
Haldon. In doing so, we argue that a ‘mode of production’ should be seen not as 
a simple economic relation, or merely a form of exploitation, but as a composite 
totality of social relations that encapsulate certain conditions of production – be 
they political, cultural or intersocietal – and the ‘laws of motion’ that arise out 
of those conditions (see further Chapter 7).
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 From such a perspective, the Ottoman Empire can be fruitfully conceptual-
ised as a tributary mode of production, distinct from – rather than a subvariant 
of – feudalism. Following Jairus Banaji, we may define the tributary mode as 
constituted along two class-relational axes: first, the vertical opposition of a 
ruling, tax-collecting class in a contradictory relationship with a class of peasants 
exploited for the appropriation of productive surpluses; and second, the hori-
zontal differentiation between a ‘landed nobility’ and ‘patrimonial authority’ 
within the tax-collecting class, in which the state controlled the nobility as well 
as the means of production.45 Hence, the relations of production of the trib-
utary mode ‘involved both the control of peasant-labour by the state … and 
the drive to forge a unified imperial service based on the subordination of the 
ruling class to the will of the ruler’.46

 The emphases on these social relations help to identify some of the essen-
tial elements of the Ottoman form of the tributary mode. The first – ruling 
class–peasant – division was articulated through the appropriation of peasant 
production surpluses through taxation. The most common tax was the öşür 
tithe, which took one-tenth of agricultural produce, followed by the cizye head 
tax for non-Muslims. In addition, the orfi ‘sovereign prerogative’ could be 
levied on decree, and included the adat customary and avârız household taxes. 
While it was initially levied to meet extraordinary expenses – in particular for 
war-making – this became a regular tax on villages and towns.47 
 The preponderance of taxation as a mechanism for surplus appropriation 
was distinct from the European lord–peasant rent nexus of exploitation because 
taxation was regulated by regional and central agents of the Ottoman state.48 
This meant that peasants had greater access to their surplus than in Europe 
because of the preservation of subsistence plots, as well as state-fixed limitations 
on taxation by intermediaries at local (beys) and regional (beylerbeys) levels.49 
Peasants also had inalienable rights to land,50 were better protected from market 
fluctuations,51 had the option – albeit limited – to legal recourse should their 
conditions worsen,52 and were legally considered free.53 Without overlooking 
the fact that peasants were subject to highly exploitative conditions and abuses 
of power, such differences suggest that Ottoman subjects’ experiences diverged 
from those of their European counterparts.54

 The second division – between a landed nobility and patrimonial authority – 
was distinct from intra-ruling class relations in Europe because almost all land 
was formally owned by the Sultan, while military fiefs – tımars – were predom-
inantly nonhereditary, changeable and regularly rotated among individuals in 
the ruling class.55 This created a contradictory distribution of political power 
and surplus, forming a centre–periphery sociopolitical structure.56 Located 
primarily in Constantinople, the Ottoman centre consisted of the sultan, his 
household and the imperial council, comprising the army judge (kadi-asker), 
Grand Vizier, treasurers and slave elites (the devşirme or kapıkullar).57 The latter, 
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despite their slave status, occupied the highest administrative and military posi-
tions in the Empire, comprising a large and unified bureaucratic administration 
and the Janissary (yeniceri) military.58 Together they provided the state with well-
trained standing troops and administrative officers capable of overseeing the 
complexity of the Ottoman tax system.59 Because the kapıkullar were recruited 
through levies (kul) on children from conquered territories and then transferred 
to and assimilated into the Ottoman centre, they were entirely dependent on 
(and therefore loyal to) the Sultan.60 By the 14th century these centralised insti-
tutions acted as a crucial counterbalance to provincial power, and by the time 
of Mehmed II’s conquest of Constantinople in 1453, they came to predominate 
over other sections of the Empire.
 Although the state established control over provincial notables and land, 
central authority was relatively dispersed. The Ottoman state was able to 
regulate both production and exploitation by devolving power to its agents 
in the rural provinces through the tımar system.61 A tımar was the predomi-
nant form of land division,62 an allocation of land from which the holder could 
extract revenue. Tımars provided the basic income for the sipahi cavalrymen and 
imperial officers (sancak beys) in return for their performing state services. Tımar 
holders were also responsible for the collection of land taxes and the periodic 
redistribution of peasant holdings, as well as the maintenance of civil order.63 
Some larger tımars were assigned to more powerful and entrenched sections of 
the Ottoman ruling class, such as the devşirme and those close to the house of 
the Sultan.64 In these cases, the holding was often passed onto the tımar holder’s 
son, establishing a degree of hereditary ownership in some sections of the ruling 
class.65 For example, in the early period of Ottoman expansion, a number of 
the old Turkish clan elite – ghazis – were able to retain ancestral lands as timar 
grants, enabling them to maintain an economically dominant position. As such, 
the tımar system was partly designed to placate through compensation the ghazi 
leaders and local notables of newly conquered lands by admitting them into the 
ruling askeri class.66

 Nonetheless, tımar holders were fundamentally dependent on and 
constrained by the Ottoman central state functions for their social reproduc-
tion. Tımar holdings were assigned by the Sultan, and possession was granted 
through the acquisition of a Sultanic diploma.67 Scrupulously maintained tax 
registers kept a strict record of the size of tımars and their contents, in turn 
setting the level of taxes that could be levied by the tımar holder from the 
peasantry.68 Moreover, the rotation of tımar allocations were used to remove 
potentially discontented ghazis from their local environment.69 By resettling 
ghazis in Ottoman-controlled Europe, the administration could prevent the 
growth of provincial centres of power while filling the Empire’s frontiers with a 
powerful military force.70 Through these mechanisms the Ottomans were able 
to institutionalise the social reproduction of tımar holders into a relationship 
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of dependence to the Sultan.71 Consequently, the tımar, despite providing a 
basis of provincial power, was a function of a form of social stratification that 
was crucial to the reproduction of the tributary state. In this sense, the tımar 
embodied the distinction in tributary ruling class relations between the patri-
monial authority of the sultan and his household, and the local nobility, in 
which the former controlled the latter.
 The devices of ruling class reproduction under the tributary mode proved 
remarkably efficient and stable, so much so that theorists have often mistaken 
its very dynamism in ruling class reproduction for a static and unchanging 
social form.72 Due to the nature of Ottoman power sharing and the alienability 
of notable land, there was limited potential for unified class interests acting 
outside the purview – or counter to the interests – of the Ottoman state.73 
Instead, discontented sections of the ruling class sought to articulate disaffection 
within the confines of the extant political system,74 while the state was able to 
maintain the internal integrity of the Empire by co-opting local elites,75 or coer-
cively centralising power.76 Furthermore, the relatively lenient form of surplus 
extraction levied on Ottoman peasants, as well as tolerance for local religions 
and identities, meant that rebellion in the countryside was a less marked feature 
of the Ottoman tributary mode than it was of European feudalism.77 Hence, 
there was little impulse or necessity for reform of the tributary system from 
above, or revolutionary pressure from below.78 Consequently, through their 
contradictory relations to production, the state, provincial ruling classes and 
the peasants, as well as more marginal groups such as merchants and religious 
foundations, were overwhelmingly geared towards the reproduction and expan-
sion of the state and its functions. This was the defining feature of the tributary 
mode and its ‘laws of motion’.
 The primary contradiction of the tributary mode therefore lay in the struc-
ture of the ruling class itself, which could potentially come into conflict over 
the distribution of surplus between its central and provincial sections. The 
prevention of this conflict, and hence the continued reproduction of the tribu-
tary mode, was possible so long as the Ottoman ruling class could maintain its 
material well-being and ideological unity.79 Haldon suggests that such unity was 
achievable only through a policy of military and economic expansion.80 Provin-
cial notables and would-be members of the Ottoman ruling class could best be 
guaranteed expanded access to surplus only through the accumulation of more 
land that would in turn be redistributed to them in the form of tımars.81 Simi-
larly, the burgeoning central state required greater access to taxes, tributes and 
a population from which to recruit slave elites. Both objectives were possible 
only through continual territorial accumulation. These specific historical 
configurations of the tributary mode of production were therefore inextri-
cably bound up with not simply an internal temporal dynamic of a society – its 
‘laws of motion’ – but also its interactive relations with other societies. Put  
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differently, the laws of motion of the tributary mode had an inherently uneven  
and combined component to them, and this uneven and combined feature  
explains sociological differences between tributary societies.
 As detailed above, tributary laws of motion consisted in the reproduction 
of the imperial state through the appropriation of surpluses derived from the 
centre’s control of the ruling class and means of production. The social reproduc-
tion of the tributary state thus took place not only through ‘internal’ relations 
of surplus appropriation, but also through the ‘external’ means of geopolitical 
accumulation. By conquering land, the tributary state was able to extend and 
widen its control of the means of production – land – enabling it to extract 
greater tribute from its population. In the Ottoman case, this involved not only 
the appropriation of productive surpluses but also the power of workers (in 
particular, slaves) for the expansion of state functions. Territorial conquest also 
enabled the Ottoman state to control the ruling class through the triple means 
of consent, coercion and competition.
 First, subservient members of the ruling class could be co-opted by being 
offered access to more land, building relations of dependence and consent 
between centre and province in the process. Second, discontented or rebel-
lious sections could be relocated to the frontiers of expansion and away from 
the imperial centre. In some cases, by incorporating pre-existing notables 
in conquered territories, troublesome members of the ruling class could be 
expropriated and replaced. For although Ottoman expansion was predicated 
on conquest, ‘outsiders’ would also willingly seek to become part of the ruling 
class, with the knowledge that subordination to the state would confer privi-
lege and security: that is, it would guarantee social reproduction. So third, such 
incorporation could foster competition between different sections of the ruling 
class with differential relations of dependence on – and autonomy from – the 
imperial system.
 Imperial geopolitical accumulation was therefore crucial to maintaining state 
power over sections of the ruling class. This made tributary societies particu-
larly sensitive to external conditions – either through conquest, assimilation, 
diplomacy, secession or conflict – as a fundamental component of their social 
reproduction. That is, geopolitical accumulation was not just an externalisation 
of internal contradictions, arising from logics of reproduction ‘within’ soci-
eties.82 Nor was it – in contrast to Marx’s ‘Asiatic’ model – simply a process in 
which the tributary form was unidirectionally superimposed onto pre-existing 
communities.83 It was rather a mechanism through which relations with other 
societies would feed back upon and reconfigure the internal class composition 
and laws of motion of the tributary mode itself.
 In reference to nomadic empires, but equally applicable to the tribu-
tary mode, Kees van der Pijl calls this relational form of social reproduction 
‘caging’.84 On the one hand, conquered territories would assimilate tributary 
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social relations into their own pre-existing forms.85 On the other hand, the 
tributary state would habitually absorb the local customs, laws, forms of social 
organisation, and individuals of conquered territories.86 Such ‘caging’ through 
geopolitical accumulation was a central part of tributary laws of motion and a 
concrete practice of combined development, in which the developmental expe-
riences of differentiated societies were syncretically merged in an ‘amalgamated 
state’ form.87 As van der Pijl puts it:

the principles of sovereignty and bureaucratised authority of empire, heralding the 
territorial state, here mix with the notion of shared space reminiscent of tribal 
foreign relations. Different ways of life are pressed together, and the density and 
intensity of social interaction works to accelerate development.88

Consequently, the reproduction of tributary rule was fundamentally dependent 
on agrarian production in support of geopolitical accumulation and vice versa 
– what Burak Tansel aptly calls the Ottoman ‘military-agricultural complex’.89 
Provincially, this involved the maintenance of sipahi cavalry troops who repro-
duced themselves and their retainers by appropriating peasant surpluses on their 
tımar land allocations. In return, they provided arms, horses, food and other 
supplies for themselves and their retainers in military campaigns.90 Through the 
institution of devŞirme, the Ottoman centre was able to fill its ranks with the 
most able boys in the Empire, training them into a well drilled military force, 
the Janissaries. This section of the military was supported by the extensive accu-
mulation of agrarian surpluses, redistributed to them through the treasury in 
the form of wages. Janissary pay constituted the single largest item of treasury 
expenditure, costing 44 per cent of the treasury’s budget in 1527.91

 Through these mechanisms of social reproduction, the Ottomans were able 
to raise seasoned, disciplined and steadfast armies on an unprecedented scale. 
The kapIkullar army – which included the Janissaries, as well as a cavalry and 
artillery – comprised the best trained and most loyal section of the Ottoman 
army, numbering an estimated 30,000 by the reign of Suleiman I.92 In the prov-
inces, the tımar system could raise up to 80,000 men between the sipahis and 
their retainers. These were supplemented by auxiliary troops and akıncıs drawn 
from peasant and nomadic populations within the Empire.93 For example, rela-
tions of tribute with the Tatar Khan of Crimea could supply up to an estimated 
100,000 additional akıncıs to the Ottoman army.94 Similarly, North African 
corsairs under Ottoman vassalage provided a large and skilled naval force in 
the Mediterranean.95 Taken together, in the 16th century the Sultan could 
potentially deploy over 200,000 men without putting the Ottoman treasury or 
peasantry under any exceptional strain.96

 The Ottomans’ ability to raise vast and loyal armies for military campaigns 
was matched by the development of ‘centralized modes for resource extraction 
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and allocation for use in war’ that provided the administrative basis of military 
support.97 The state’s regulation of production though records of land tenure 
enabled them to encourage grain production that would feed this vast army, 
as well as raise oxen and buffalo in Rumelia and horses from the Danube for 
transporting supplies.98 Routinised levying of military provisions in the form of 
avârız taxes was an established procedure by the 16th century.99 Armies were 
supplied with basic foodstuffs from the state treasury or locally from state-owned 
lands, rather than resorting to forced contributions from peasant populations.100 
Integrating agrarian production with war-making in this way left agrarian 
and civilian life relatively undisturbed by war-making, imbuing the military- 
agricultural complex with a continuous stability unmatched in feudal Europe.101 
In the fields of transport, logistics and food supply, the unity of the tributary 
mode made the Ottomans ‘trend-setters and models of perfection whom the 
others strove to emulate’.102

Ottoman ‘Penalties of Progressiveness’ – 
European ‘Privileges of Backwardness’

The unity and stability of the Ottoman Empire examined above contrasted 
significantly with European forms of social reproduction. These too were 
predominantly based on agrarian production, where peasants had direct access 
to the means of production and subsistence. And like the Ottoman Empire, this 
condition meant that an aristocratic ruling class required political, ideological 
and military means in order to exploit the peasantry and extract a surplus for the 
purpose of lordly consumption. However, unlike in the Ottoman Empire, these 
means were not controlled by – or concentrated in – a centralised and unified 
state, but were dispersed across the nobility.103 As a consequence, peasants 
were more susceptible to coercive squeezes on their productivity, while having 
no recourse to outside legal protection from their lords. This regularly led to 
declining living conditions and, in turn, rural rebellions.104 At the same time, 
the dispersion of coercive capabilities meant that political authority in Europe 
was unusually fragmented, parcellised and therefore also highly competitive, 
with heightened intralordly struggles taking place over territories both within 
and outside of feudal ‘states’.105 In short, both war and rebellion was more 
pronounced within Europe than in Ottoman territories.
 Because of the fragmented and parcellised character of political power, 
Europeans who wanted to make war required extraordinary financing outside 
the day-to-day mechanisms of ruling class reproduction. In order to raise 
armies, European rulers borrowed from international banking houses106 or 
asked wealthy and powerful sections of society for contributions, in terms of 
either military support or taxes.107 This was often conducted via ‘local estates 
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and assemblies or city-leagues in which the merchant-entrepreneurial class 
wielded significant – even military – power’.108 Hence, a byproduct of European 
feudal war-making was an attendant rise in the political autonomy, power and 
influence of merchants, with increasing degrees of representation in the deci-
sion-making structures of states;109 for ‘behind every successful dynasty stood 
an array of opulent banking families’.110

 By contrast, the Ottoman Empire had little requirement for monetary 
financing outside of the customary levies already imposed on agrarian produc-
tion.111 Consequently, there was scarce potential for autonomous merchant 
activity outside of the functional requirements of the tributary state. The 
relations between merchants and the Ottoman ruling class were balanced consid-
erably in favour of the latter, who exercised significant control over merchant 
activities through the guild system.112 Moreover, conflicts or tensions between 
merchants and guilds tended to curtail merchant autonomy and power,113 while 
merchant access to state apparatuses and decision making was limited.114 The 
accumulation of wealth was discouraged and restricted by controlling coin circu-
lation, production and prices, and anti-luxury laws were deployed to confiscate 
merchant fortunes.115 Inter-regional trade was heavily regulated, and provisions 
for towns came almost exclusively from their own hinterlands, narrowing the 
geographical remit of production and distribution to local regions.116 Caravan 
endpoints geographically coincided with seats of government authority, 
ensuring close supervision of prices and commodities traded. Taxes on trade 
also enabled state extraction of surpluses from mercantile activities.117

 The subordination of merchants to the tributary state was also evident 
geopolitically. For a ruling class fundamentally dependent on agriculture and 
tribute for their reproduction, the capturing and control of trade routes was 
considered essential to tributary power in order to bring those outside of its 
imperial purview within its tributary regime.118 So while the state could at 
times show signs of ‘economic intentionality’,119 merchants were not considered 
important enough for state protection or support. Rather, agriculture remained 
the priority. Following the capture of the Mamluk Empire in 1517, for example, 
the Ottomans were placed in a position of direct competition with the Portu-
guese over access to the spice trade in the Indian Ocean, and gold and slaves 
in Africa.120 But instead, imperial policy reverted to territorial expansion into 
the agriculturally more fertile and populous territories of Southeast Europe. 
That the Ottomans did not pursue the Indian course was primarily due to the 
reproductive requirements of a ruling class based primarily on agrarian produc-
tion,121 reflecting the swelling claims made by provincial notables on access to 
booty, land, and power as such.122

 By contrast, European powers were explicitly focused on bringing commer-
cially valuable territories under direct conquest and political control for 
specifically (though not exclusively) economic purposes. The reason was the 
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relative ‘backwardness’ of European structures of ruling class reproduction, 
which were dependent on the wealth drawn from merchants and financiers 
to either fund (geo)political accumulation (in the case of Habsburg Spain and 
Austria) or for the direct reproduction of the ruling class itself (in the case of 
city-states such as Genoa and Venice). Consequently, the state was sensitive to – 
or at the behest of – merchant interests, and state resources, especially military, 
were deployed in order to obtain commercial advantages.123 Such was the extent 
of merchant power that no European ruler could have withdrawn or demanded 
the return of ships in the Indian Ocean as the Ottomans had done.124

 These uneven internal relations – between ruling and ruled class in agrarian 
production, on the one hand, and between state and merchant, on the other 
– formed the basis of an international relation of Euro-Ottoman unevenness: 
the relative backwardness of the European ruling classes, and the comparative 
weakness in its form of social reproduction when opposed to the Ottoman 
Empire. These European ‘privileges of backwardness’ encouraged and compelled 
its people – both ruling and ruled classes – to develop and adopt new ways of 
securing their social reproduction, which we elucidate in the next section. At 
the same time, the relative strength of the Ottoman social form entailed ‘penal-
ties of progressiveness’: the stability of their structures of social reproduction 
provided the Ottoman ruling class with various mechanisms through which 
their power could be sustained, even in the face of social upheaval.125

 This relation of unevenness goes some way to explaining why the so-called 
‘miracle’ of capitalism would occur in Europe, and why it would not be repeated 
in Ottoman territories. That this divergence was a product of Ottoman ‘progres-
siveness’ and European ‘backwardness’ suggests that Eurocentric assumptions 
of historical priority need to be reconsidered. Moreover, these two elements – 
Ottoman strength, and European ‘privilege of backwardness’ – were ultimately 
interrelated and co-constitutive phenomena. As a consequence of its compara-
tive strength, the geopolitical pressure of the Ottomans (the ‘whip of external 
necessity’) constantly affected and redirected European development, in turn 
compelling changes in its forms of social reproduction. This meant that while 
the Ottomans were faced as a significant existential threat, they were also 
an opportunity for the most ‘backward’ part of Europe – the Northwest – to 
outflank the more advanced Habsburg Empire and Italian city-states.

Combination: Pax Ottomana and European Trade

Coupled with the unevenness in forms of social reproduction, the Euro–
Ottoman relation entailed a curious form of combined development. The 
development of European culture over the course of the Renaissance cannot be 
separated from such interrelations. In certain cases, such as that of Constanzo 
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da Ferrara, European artists spent time in the Ottoman court and worked under 
the Sultan’s commission.126 Ottoman imagery was widely featured by Italian 
Renaissance painters seeking to elicit support for crusades by representing the 
Ottomans as the embodiment of the Islamic threat.127 Humanist literature would 
similarly deploy the Ottomans as a comparative allegorical vehicle through 
which medieval forms of European statecraft could be analysed and criticised.128 
In both Shakespeare’s Othello and Thomas More’s Dialogue, Ottoman military 
supremacy revealed the underlying divisions in Christendom.129

 These comparisons with the Ottoman Empire therefore reflected a period of 
European self-examination and criticism in the context of Christendom’s break-
down as a unifying principle.130 It was in the context of the Ottoman threat 
that propagandists, politicians and thinkers began talking about Europe as a 
normative as well as geographical concept. The aforementioned Aeneas Sylvius 
invented the very adjective ‘European’ following the fall of Constantinople to 
the Ottomans.131 Habsburg and Polish publicists began appealing to secular 
‘European values’ in order to defend Hungarian territories from Ottoman 
incursions.132

 In terms of diplomacy, culture and religion, the Ottoman presence was insep-
arable from the breakdown of the old and the emergence of increasingly modern 
ways of thinking. Considering the extensive ideological effect of Euro–Ottoman 
relations, we might wonder why the historiography of capitalism’s origins has 
been constructed with the Ottomans absent. For the remainder of this chapter, 
we explore this as an additional and underappreciated trajectory of combined 
development between the Ottomans and Europe in the 16th century and argue 
that this constituted a fundamental and necessary (but not sufficient) condition 
for the emergence of capitalism in Western Europe.

The Ottoman ‘Whip of External Necessity’

Prior to the definitive establishment of the Ottoman Empire in the 14th century, 
Europe existed in an interdependent commercial relationship with the rest of the 
world in which it was relatively peripheral to global trade.133 European traders of 
this period greatly benefited from pre-existing networks, relations and cultures 
of exchange,134 as well as the exposure to extensive sources of technology and 
knowledge (see also Chapter 3).135 Because of this condition of ‘backward-
ness’, the recovery of European feudalism, the flourishing of commerce and 
the cultural Renaissance that accompanied it were directly connected to the re- 
establishment of peaceful lines of communication and trade between ‘East’ and 
‘West’ that followed the expansion and consolidation of the Ottoman Empire.136

 Through the institutional support of the Ottoman state, the Pax Ottomana 
lowered commercial protection and transaction costs, established relatively 
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uniform trading practices and hastened the alacrity of trade. On land and sea, 
Ottoman rule was crucial to safeguarding traders from banditry or piracy, while 
building roads and canal routes that would facilitate inter-regional trade.137 The 
emergence of the Pax Ottomana also brought together highways of commerce 
linking Russia and Central Asia with Europe via the Black Sea, and the Levant 
and North Africa to the Indian Ocean where the bulk of Euro-Asian trade was 
conducted.138 Geographically and economically, ‘the Ottoman Empire was the 
hinge that connected the rapidly growing economies of Europe with those of 
the East’.139

 The safe passages into the Indian Ocean and along the Silk Route were crucial 
to the transmission of commodities that gave rise to the European demand for 
Eastern goods, which aided the further development of commerce in Europe.140 
The ‘engines of the economic boom of the late fifteenth century [such] as Venice, 
Marseilles, and Ragusa depended on the Ottoman Empire’ for both luxury and 
bulk goods,141 and in the course of the 16th century less established states 
such as France, England and the Low Countries became increasingly reliant 
on Ottoman raw materials.142 The spice trade that would become a cornerstone 
of colonial capitalism was primarily conducted between the Indian Ocean and 
the Middle East, with European markets only receiving surpluses left over from 
Middle Eastern consumption; by the late 1500s, 80 per cent of the pepper trade 
was being conducted through the Levant.143 Supplies of Iranian silk were trans-
mitted to the West via Aleppo, significant amounts of wheat came from Crimea 

Figure 4.1 Eurasian trade routes during the Pax Ottmana
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and Greece, rice from Egypt, cattle from Hungary, Wallachia and Moldova, and 
timber, wool, mohair, cotton and hides from the Balkans and Anatolia.144

 Trade and communication between the Ottomans and Europe also assisted 
the transmission of social and technological knowledge, leading to a spurt of 
developments in European manufacturing, particularly those sectors imitating 
‘Eastern’ products.145 The boost in French economic activity following a trade 
agreement with the Ottomans led to the ‘proto-industrialisation’ of towns 
such as Marseilles.146 The competition in silk markets between the Levant and 
Venice inspired the creation of the hydraulic mill in Bologna which would later 
be adapted to construct Lombe’s Mill in Derby in the early 18th century147 
– arguably the world’s first fully mechanised factory.148 Because Ottoman 
merchants themselves were active agents in bolstering trade within the Empire 
and beyond, their own credit system and methods of accumulation such as the 
simsar monopoly association and mudaraba advance system149 became woven 
into the fabric of European commercial relations, prefiguring the ‘complete 
control of a commodity from production to sale’150 that would become the 
hallmark of ‘company capitalism’.
 However, despite the commercially regenerative effects of Pax Ottomana, for 
Europe the Ottoman incursions seemed like a semi-apocalyptic event. With a 
standing army the size of which no alliance of European rulers could match, 
the Ottomans constituted a formidable military danger that threatened the very 
existence of Christendom. This Euro–Ottoman confrontation was rooted in a 
relation of unevenness: the Ottoman tributary system allowed for the raising of 
armies on a stable and unified basis, while the feudal system in Europe required 
extraordinary financing for armies, which weakened intra-ruling class unity 
and rural stability. The very efficacy of the Ottoman military meant that from 
the mid-15th century and ‘[u]p to 1596 there was no question of international 
politics which did not somehow involve the Ottomans’.151 

 This involvement was permanent and regularly hostile. In 1453, the 
Ottomans conquered Constantinople, subsequently using it as a base to conduct 
further excursions into Greece, Bosnia and Albania. Europe’s Eastern preoccu-
pation was soon justified, as Ottoman armies surged onward to Budapest and 
Vienna in the 1520s, putting them in direct conflict with the Habsburgs. The 
ensuing wars between these two ‘superpowers’ were conducted primarily on 
the southeastern terrain of Europe, with an especially long drawn-out war over 
Hungary and Mediterranean possessions. Having conquered Egypt and Syria 
in 1517, and thus obtaining access to this crucial hinge in the Eurasian trade 
routes, the Ottomans became, perhaps briefly, the most impressive seaborne 
power in the Mediterranean.152 Access to this crucial artery of seaborne trade, 
teeming with Ottoman-sponsored corsairs, became conditional on the outcomes 
of the Ottoman–Habsburg rivalry.
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The Breakdown of Christendom

Such was the concern over ‘the Infidel’ that ‘the papacy put more of its resources 
into fighting the Ottomans than it did into combatting Protestantism’.153 The 
very purpose of a united Christendom was repeatedly emphasised in func-
tional terms to launch a new wave of crusades against the Ottoman Empire. 
After Francis I was captured by the Hapsburgs in the Italian Wars (1521–26), 
his release was negotiated on the condition that wars with the Ottomans would 
become his ‘principal intention’.154 Similarly, the Peace of Cambrai (1529) called 
on its signatories to stop the Turkish invasions, as did the Peace of Crepy (1544), 
which required Francis I to provide soldiers to fight in Hungary against the 
Ottomans.155 Legitimacy for that other bulwark of Christendom, the Habsburg 
Empire, was similarly constructed in the Ottoman mirror. By 1519, concern 
for the ‘Terrible Turk’ loomed so large that the election of Charles V as the 
Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire was in part based on his ability to unite 
Christendom in wars against the Ottomans.156 The pre-eminence of Charles’s 
son, Philip II, was also legitimised through appeals to his ability to repel the 
Ottoman threat.157 In such respects, it could be argued that Ottoman belliger-
ence, despite tearing into Christian lands, served as a common enemy around 
which the disparate factions of Christendom could unite.
 Calls for harmony, however, generally fell on deaf ears. One exception was 
the Holy League formed in 1571, which brought together the Papal States, 
Spain, Venice, Genoa, Tuscany, Savoy, Parma, Urbino and Malta. Deploying 
290 ships carrying 44,000 sailors and oarsmen, 28,000 soldiers and 1,800 guns, 
the Holy League established ‘the largest naval force mounted by Christendom, 
and the largest ever deployed against Islam’.158 Confronting an Ottoman naval 
force of a similar size, the ensuing victory for the Holy League at the Battle of 
Lepanto in 1571 came to be regarded as one of the greatest victories for the 
forces of Christendom. Subsequently mythologised, it long remained a central 
plank in the ‘clash of civilizations’ narrative, distinguishing the ‘liberated West’ 
from a ‘despotic East’.159 In this respect, the battle was central to the formation 
of a European identity that was distinctly ‘non-Ottoman’.
 But revealingly, Lepanto had little actual impact on the sort of crusading 
missions that the Holy League was created for. For starters, such was the 
strength of the Ottomans that they suffered no further territorial losses and had 
the resources to immediately replace the armies lost in 1571. In fact, when the 
Ottomans conquered Tunis in 1574, they did so with a naval force larger than 
the one that fought at Lepanto: ‘The Ottomans thus reminded Christendom 
that they could still bring war to Europe’s heartlands’.160 At the same time, the 
Holy League betrayed the divisions within Christendom by disbanding in 1573. 
Here again, the Ottomans played a determining role. Venice, seeking to defend 
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its commercial interests in the Mediterranean, approached the Ottomans for a 
peaceful resolution to ongoing conflicts in the region. In doing so, the Venetians 
effectively abandoned the continuing Habsburg military campaign in North 
Africa.161

 In short, the very notion of the crusade as a unifying ideology, with its impli-
cation of an offensive on the Infidel, proved impracticable and unsustainable. 
The reality was, as we have seen, the opposite; the 16th century was one of 
near-permanent victory for the Ottomans and defeat for Christendom. With 
the unifying principle of the crusade in tatters, the legitimacy of Christendom, 
already divided, came more and more into question.
 Here again, the Ottomans were active participants. Aside from direct 
instances of military pressure, the Ottomans also deployed alliances and connec-
tions with dissident groups in Europe as a means of undermining Habsburg and 
Papal hegemony.162 Francis I, king of Valois France, recognised the significance 
of the Ottoman Empire as a ‘power-balancer’, candidly admitting:

I keenly desire the Turk powerful and ready for war, not for himself, because he 
is an infidel and we are Christians, but to undermine the emperor’s power to 
force heavy expenses upon him and to reassure all other governments against so 
powerful an enemy.163

But the ‘unholy alliance’ between the French and Ottomans went beyond mere 
power balancing, and instead constituted – for both sides – a useful strategic 
union against the Habsburgs and Papal alliances.

Figure 4.3 Battle of Lepanto, 7 October 1571, depicted by an unknown artist

Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Battle_of_Lepanto_1571.jpg (accessed 
22 November 2014).
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 After Charles V attacked Provence in 1536, Francis I was able to call upon 
Barbarossa, a corsair commander under Ottoman suzerainty, to attack the 
Genoese.164 The following year, an Ottoman attack on Corfu in 1537 called on 
the assistance of 13 French galleys. Even more remarkably, in 1543, Barbaros-
sa’s fleet participated in a French invasion of Nice (then under the duchy of 
Savoy), eventually occupying the town. Unable to provision their troops in 
Nice, the Ottomans were given permission by Francis I to station troops in 
nearby Toulon for eight months. Francis cleared the town of its French popu-
lation, effectively turning it into an Ottoman colony including a slave market 
and Mosque.165 Even after Francis’s reign, Ottoman-French strategic relations 
continued to thrive. Henry II signed a treaty with Süleyman I, leading to the 
1551 siege of Tripoli by Ottoman ships. Triggering the Italian War of 1551–59, 
the French and Ottomans conducted joint operations against Charles V, with the 
Ottomans committing up to 100 galleys. The Franco-Ottoman alliance captured 
Reggio in 1552 and invaded Corsica in 1553.166 A decade later, the Capitula-
tion agreement given to the French in 1569 was deployed as an attempt by the 
Ottomans to ‘divide its European neighbours on the eve of its assault upon  
Cyprus’.167

 The Ottoman-French alliance grabbed the headlines, but the Ottomans also 
established more clandestine links with dissident groups in Christendom. For 
example, Sultan Süleyman I contacted the Schmalkaldic League of German 
Protestant princes, urging them to cooperate with France against the Habsburgs, 
and offering them amnesty should Ottoman armies conquer Europe.168 
Moreover, the military pressure of the Ottoman Empire proved a crucial 
contributing factor in the origins and expansion of the Reformation. Lutheran 
revolts swept through Germany during a period in which the Habsburgs were 
especially dependent on German military support and financial aid in wars 
against the Ottomans.169 This proved to be forthcoming only on the condition 
that Charles V agreed to religious reforms. In this context, Lutherans sought to 
carve out greater religious freedoms whenever conflict between the Ottomans 
and Habsburgs surfaced, using the Ottoman threat as a bargaining chip in  
negotiations with Charles V.170

 The ensuing spread of the Reformation often occurred in territories that bore 
the mark of the Ottomans, most notably in Hungary. The Ottomans encouraged 
religious heterodoxy in Hungarian lands as a check on Roman Catholic (and by 
extension Habsburg) claims to power and authority in the region.171 Under the 
rule of John Sigismund Zápolya – elected king of Hungary twice (1540–51 and 
1556–71), very much due to Ottoman protection – Hungary became ‘a haven for 
Reformed Protestants’172 which recognised or at the very least tolerated Latin-
rite Christians, Calvinists, Lutherans, Unitarians and Orthodox Christians. The 
Ottomans went so far as to provide direct military assistance to the Hungarian 
Protestant revolt against Habsburg-Catholic rule (1604), and awarded its 
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leader Stephen Bocskay an ahitname (treaty) which confirmed him Prince of  
Transylvania and King of Hungary.173

 The ‘Calvino-turcismus’ would reach as far as the French Calvinist party, who 
called for the use of an Ottoman alliance against Spain in the second half of 
the 16th century.174 The Ottomans also developed links with the Moriscoes, 
committing on occasion infantries of 200–400 men to assist in rebellions 
against the Spanish.175 By 1580, Sultan Murad III had established connections 
with Queen Elizabeth I, leading to a 1580 commercial treaty and a capitulation 
in 1583. By the 1590s, Anglo-Ottoman relations were considered a key strategic 
alliance against the shared enemy of Habsburg Spain, although the hoped-for 
assistance by Barbary corsairs in the English naval wars against Spain never 
materialised.176

 With slightly greater success the Ottomans also established links with Prot-
estants in the Low Countries177 in order to internally destabilise Habsburg 
Spain. William of Orange sent ambassadors to the Ottoman Empire in 1566 to 
assist with the Dutch Revolt, stating, ‘the Turks are very threatening, which will 
mean, we believe, that the king will not come to the Netherlands this year’.178 
Later, in the 1570s, Dutch rebels were known to use the slogan ‘Liever Turks 
dan Paaps’ (‘Rather Turkish than Papist’).179 However, the conflict between the 
Ottomans and Christendom was not restricted to the geographical confines of 
Europe. The Ottomans built alliances with Islamic sultanates in South Asia and 
East Africa – such as Calicut, Ajuran and Adal – as part of a concerted effort to 
undermine Portuguese attempts to infiltrate these regions.180

 Various authors have noted that it was the accumulation of such ‘cross- 
pressures generated by the heterogeneity and scale’181 of the Habsburg domain 
that hindered attempts at the establishment of a unified imperial hegemony in 
Europe.182 And in numerous ways it was the Ottoman threat that so persistently 
redirected both Habsburg and Papal resources away from the internal divisions 
that were stretching the Empire in the northwest, contributing in turn to the 
perpetuation of ‘multiple polities within the cultural unity of Christian Europe’ 
that ‘time and again frustrated universal imperial ambitions’.183 Both Charles 
V’s and Philip II’s prioritisation of the Ottoman front came at an extremely 
high cost. The former could not maintain either religious or Austro-Castilian 
unity, and the latter oversaw the eventual breakaway of the Dutch Provinces 
that would mark the beginning of the end for the Spanish Habsburg epoch. It 
was only after the Ottoman threat was dispelled from the Mediterranean that 
Philip II could concentrate Spanish efforts on consolidating rule in the Neth-
erlands and invading England in the late 16th century, by which time it was 
arguably all too late.184

 It could be said, then, that the uneven and combined development of rela-
tions between the Ottomans and Europe created further vectors of unevenness 
throughout Europe. Consequently, ‘combination’ was itself felt unevenly, with 
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its specific causal effects varying across different European states. The more 
‘advanced’ European states constituted the primary focus of Ottoman military 
operations, while alliances with more ‘backward’ European states were utilised 
to balance against the Habsburgs. As such, while the Habsburgs, Genoese, 
Venetians, Spanish and Portuguese were antagonistically engaged with the 
Ottomans, Northwestern European states such as France, the Low Countries 
and particularly England were afforded the geopolitical space to conduct modern 
state-building practices. This ‘privilege of backwardness’ became manifest along 
two causal vectors of combination: first, by bringing about a structural shift 
away from the dominance of the Mediterranean to the Atlantic; and, second, by 
isolating England from Habsburg geopolitical pressures. These will be discussed 
in turn.

The Ottoman Blockade and the Emergence of the Atlantic

In accordance with Ottoman geopolitical interests, the commercial effects of the 
Pax Ottomana were felt unevenly across Europe. Following Ottoman conquests 
of the Black Sea, Red Sea and much of the Mediterranean, European traders 
were only allowed conditional admittance to these areas.185 Once the Ottomans 
had obtained these territories, commercial activity became subject to state regu-
lations and supervision thus limiting the export of key commodities such as 
timber, horses, grain and alum.186 At the same time, the Ottoman–Habsburg 
military conflict exacerbated Mediterranean volatility, ‘cutting the arteries of 
Venetian seaborne trade’.187 The Spanish and Portuguese fared little better, 
failing to push into a Mediterranean rife with Ottoman-sponsored corsair 
attacks on merchant ships.188 Therefore, besides facilitating trade, the Pax 
Ottomana broke the commercial monopoly previously held by leading traders 
(primarily Venetian and Genoese) in the Mediterranean and Black Sea,189 while 
exposing such trade to competition from Northwestern European traders, as 
well as Ragusan, Armenian and Jewish merchants under Ottoman suzerainty.190

 By blocking the most dominant European powers from their customary 
conduits to Asian markets, the Ottomans directly compelled them to pursue 
alternative routes. Having lost its Black Sea monopoly, Genoa sought to 
circumvent the Ottoman passage to Indian and Far Eastern markets,191 while 
turning to private business and financial operations in Western Europe 
and the Atlantic.192 With the Ottoman-dominated Mediterranean inacces-
sible to Genoese capital, the Atlantic became a considerably more promising 
avenue for commercial activity.193 In both Spain and Portugal, the relationship 
between Genoese merchant-financiers and New World colonialists grew as 
Genoa’s position in the Eastern Mediterranean declined. The Atlantic ventures 
that this alliance gave rise to were ultimately made possible through the  
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investments of Genoese capital that had been forced out of the Mediterranean  
by the Ottomans.
 In the course of the Ottoman blockade, capitulations also came to play a 
major role, mediating between European commercial and Ottoman geopolit-
ical interests through alliance building and blockading rivals. The Genoese, 
Habsburgs, Spanish and Portuguese were all excluded, while the French (1536), 
English (1583) and Dutch (1612) benefited from capitulations. Political in scope 
for the Ottomans, capitulations proved an economic boon for the merchants of 
Northwestern Europe. These states that had been otherwise peripheral to the 
Mediterranean (and thus Eurasian) commerce were now able to trade under 
significantly more advantageous terms than their competitors. Plugged into 
the security afforded by the Ottoman state along its trade routes, Northwestern 
European connections with Asian commodity markets were significantly 
expedited.
 With the conquests of the eastern Mediterranean and its subsequent blockade, 
the Ottomans reconfigured the entire European balance of power, bringing with 
it a ‘structural shift’194 from the commercial dominance of Adriatic city-states 
such as Genoa and Venice to the Northwestern European states positioned on 
the Atlantic coast. As Michael Mann notes, ‘[t]he trade of the central Mediterra-
nean powers declined at the same time as their military commitments grew. The 
Atlantic powers seized their opportunity, and the West became dominant’.195

 The competition over markets that arose from this shift gave a major impulse 
to the development of ‘company capitalism’ and anticipated the increasing 
unity of merchant and state interests that became a hallmark of English and 
Dutch politics in the 17th and 18th centuries.196 These developments would 
lead to efforts to build permanent circuits of capital through the advance 
system, in turn escalating merchant intervention and control over international 
production.197 An additional unforeseen consequence of the incessant compe-
tition among the city-states ‘for access to Eastern markets and the threat of the 
expanding Ottoman Empire’ was that it would eventually lead the Europeans to 
the discovery of the Americas.198 For ‘[w]ith the Eastern frontiers blocked by the 
powerful Ottoman Empire after the fall of Constantinople in 1453 the brighter 
horizon was in the West, into and eventually across the Atlantic’.199 The line 
connecting the 1492 Discoveries with Europe’s subsequent ‘global destiny’ ran 
through Constantinople in 1453.

The Ottoman Buffer and English Primitive Accumulation

The states best placed to take advantage of this structural shift were those where 
the Ottoman geopolitical buffer was most keenly felt. As we have seen, the 
protagonists most intensely involved in the continental conflicts of the 15th 
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and 16th centuries were concerned with the Ottoman presence in the Mediter-
ranean and Southeast Europe. The Habsburg–Ottoman rivalry thereby formed 
a geopolitical centre of gravity that often redirected imperial concerns away 
from England and the Low Countries. The Dutch made use of the divisions in 
Christendom to make a long-desired break away from Habsburg domination.200 
The English were perpetually buffered from European geopolitical pressures 
precisely at a time when the continent was experiencing a demographic and 
commercial revival. And typical of Ottoman manoeuvres, both states were 
offered diplomatic agreements – capitulations201 – that weaved political alliances 
with commercial privileges in Ottoman territories. This was a major contrib-
uting factor to the integration of Levant and Atlantic trade in the 17th century 
and the ensuing rise of these Atlantic commercial powers. The Dutch became 
dependent on the Ottomans for supplies of the raw materials for which they 
had the heaviest demand – silk, cotton, mohair and wool – and equally depen-
dent on the Ottoman market for their principal exports, textiles and precious 
metals.202 England became similarly attached to both the import of wool and 
silk from, and export of manufactured cloths to, the Ottoman Empire.203 In both 
cases, the attempts of merchants and financiers to monopolise and control such 
trade led to the establishment of strong trading companies.204

 At the same time, raw materials from Ottoman territories acted as a stimulus 
for the development of European manufacturing, in particular textiles.205 As 
the Levant trade fed Northwestern Europe with staple commodities produced 
through extensive land use, the need for self-sufficient production at home was 
removed. And by ‘freeing’ agricultural land from extensive production, land 
around European towns and ports became geared toward more capital-intensive 
and labour-intensive forms of use, such as (proto)industrial manufacturing.206 
The concomitant increase in land value – especially among those plugged into 
inter-regional and international trade networks – increased the profitability and 
hence frequency of short-term land lets, sales of land and land transfers. This 
contributed to 16th-century population increases, pressures on land, rises in 
rents and short-term tenures, depression in rural wages and growing demand 
for staples.207 In short, the upsurge in Euro–Ottoman trade contributed to 
the preconditions of rural revolt and the primitive accumulation of capital in  
Northwestern Europe.
 Aside from these new commercial privileges, the effects of the Ottoman 
geopolitical buffer were especially pronounced in English intra-lord class rela-
tions and the peculiar development of the English state. A variety of authors 
have stressed the significance of England’s lack of involvement in the conti-
nental geopolitical conflicts from 1450 onwards as a fundamental factor in 
its ‘precocious’ development of capitalism.208 Theda Skocpol suggests that 
‘England could remain somewhat aloof from the continental military system’ 
which made it ‘uniquely responsive to commercial-capitalist interests’.209 For 
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Fernand Braudel, this isolation abetted a highly beneficial protectionism, 
helping England ‘remain independent and to fend off interference from foreign 
capitalists … more successfully than any other European country’.210 For Derek 
Sayer, England’s privilege of isolation meant it was not ‘squandering productive 
resources on Continental empire building, nor obliged, to the same degree or 
in the same ways as Continental powers, to defend itself against others’ expan-
sionist predilections’211 during the period when agrarian capitalism was set to 
take hold.
 One of the more peculiar features of Tudor ‘absolutism’ flowed directly from 
this isolation – a regression in the military resources held by the state and aris-
tocracy. For example, in the 1470s, the Spanish and English military numbered 
20,000 and 25,000 men respectively. By the 1550s, Spain’s military forces had 
risen to 150,000 while England’s manpower had fallen by 5,000 to 20,000.212 

Disarmament among the English aristocracy was even more pronounced: ‘in 
1500, every English peer bore arms; by Elizabeth’s time … only half the aristoc-
racy had any fighting experience’.213 This demilitarisation meant that England 
effectively ‘skipped over’ the development of the strong, tax-appropriating 
bureaucratic state structures characteristic of French and Spanish absolutism 
from the 16th century onwards.214

 This exceptional historical trajectory proved especially conducive to capi-
talist development in 16th-century England. First, demilitarisation among the 
nobility meant limited access to the means of coercion required to raise feudal 
rates of exploitation. This inability to ‘squeeze’215 peasant surpluses meant that 
the option of dispossessing peasants and exploiting them through market mech-
anisms became an increasingly preferable means for ruling class reproduction.216 
Second, the English state did not possess the coercive or administrative strength 
to protect the peasantry from attempts by the nobility to ‘engross, consolidate 
and enclose’ land.217 This contrasted with the French state, which competed 
with the nobility over agrarian surpluses by habitually protecting the peasantry 
from attempts at dispossession.218 Third, geopolitical isolation meant that the 
English ruling class was unusually homogenous,219 with a relative absence of 
social stratification across the state, the pre-existing landed aristocracy and an 
emergent commercial class. Under conditions of demilitarisation, the English 
landowning class became disassociated from ‘patented peerage’.220 Influence 
and office became a more important source of power for the ‘untitled gentry’ 
who would come to dominate English political and economic life.221 As such, 
the English landowning class was ‘unusually civilian in background, commercial 
in occupation and commoner in rank’.222 The lack of social stratification in turn 
engendered an intersection between the landed classes, would-be capitalists 
and state officers that became a central plank of the landlord–capitalist tenant–
wage-labourer triad.
 These three factors help to explain one of the fundamental propositions of 
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Robert Brenner’s argument on the origins of capitalism: that it was in England 
alone that agrarian revolts were met with a unified and successful attempt by 
the state and landed class to remove the peasantry from their land through 
enclosures.223 As peasants were dispossessed, they turned to an alternative 
means to secure their means of subsistence and social reproduction: selling their 
labour to landlords and capitalist tenants in return for a wage.224 The persistent 
success of the state–nobility alliance in dispossessing the peasantry of the 
means of production led to the emergence of a ‘free’ class of wage-labourers. 
The social property relations through which surplus were appropriated was thus 
transformed, from the extra-economic means of feudalism to the ‘economic’ or 
‘market’ mechanisms of agrarian capitalism.
 Considering that English isolation was such a crucial condition for the 
processes outlined in the ‘Brenner thesis’, a fuller exposition of capitalism’s 
origins requires that this geopolitical isolation be satisfactorily accounted for. 
We argue that this condition of geopolitical isolation, rather than signalling an 
absence of international determinations, is inexplicable if it is separated from the 
broader processes of uneven and combined development within which it took 
place. As the preceding analysis has shown, this isolation should be understood 
as the outcome of a distinctly intersocietal condition arising from the European 
continent’s preoccupation with the Ottoman Empire. The peculiar social form 
to which this isolation gave rise proved especially conducive to the symbiotic 
unity of state and landed class interests that underpinned the exceptional 
growth of agrarian capitalism in England. When considered in this specifically 
international context, English development in the 16th century can be best 
understood as a particular outcome of ‘combined development’: the develop-
mental outcomes of an intersocietal condition rooted in the uneven relation of 
England to the Euro-Ottoman geopolitical milieu. Ottoman geopolitical pres-
sures must therefore be seen as a necessary but not sufficient condition for the 
emergence of agrarian capitalism in England.

Conclusion: The Ottoman Empire as a Vector 
of Uneven and Combined Development

It must be re-emphasised that none of these developments were sufficient 
conditions for the emergence of capitalism; there were numerous other causal 
chains – vectors of uneven and combined development – both European and 
extra-European that must be incorporated into a full understanding of capital-
ism’s origins. It is nonetheless difficult to establish a proper appreciation of the 
key developments in 16th-century history and the (Northwestern) European 
trajectory towards capitalism without looking at the Euro–Ottoman relation as 
a fundamental determinant.
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 The duality of Euro–Ottoman relations – both belligerent and collaborative 
– was a crucial driver in the development of capitalism. By establishing a node 
of international trade, the Ottomans contributed to the internationalisation of 
merchant activity and a cultural revival in Europe. More significantly, through 
their military conflict with the Habsburgs the Ottomans abetted the Reforma-
tion and the break-up of Habsburg geopolitical hegemony. The breakdown 
of Christendom as the unifying principle of the feudal age must therefore be 
understood as a product of the multiplicity of geopolitical interactions with the 
Ottoman Empire that converged over the course of the 16th century.
 We have, moreover, argued that the very breakdown of Christendom, and the 
Habsburg concern for the Ottomans in particular, gave Northwestern Europe 
the geopolitical space to conduct modern state-building practices. The isola-
tion of England was a direct product of a continent occupied with the Ottoman 
threat in Southeast Europe and the Mediterranean. This ‘buffer’ – and the isola-
tion it permitted – gave rise to the peculiar fusion of interests among the landed 
nobility, capitalist tenants and the state in England, which proved crucial to 
the success of the English ruling class in enclosing land. We can therefore see 
how Ottoman geopolitical pressure on Europe inadvertently contributed to the 
process of primitive accumulation in the English countryside.
 We have also seen how, through their geopolitical policies, the Ottomans 
actively and directly brought about a structural shift away from Mediterranean 
trade and the concomitant ascendancy of Italian city-states, toward the Atlantic 
powers that would eventually come to dominate the world through colonialism. 
In this respect, many of the developments that emerged out of Euro–Ottoman 
interactions prefigured the integration of every corner of the globe into a unified 
world system. Before Europe could ‘batter down all Chinese walls’ and ‘create a 
world in its own image’,225 the Ottoman Empire had to first shatter the citadel 
of Christendom. Paradoxically, once it had done so, a ‘New World’ began to 
supplant the Ottomans as the primary preoccupation of Europeans. This novel 
geopolitical concern – the Atlantic and the Americas – is the subject of the next 
chapter.
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