
 

From Frontier Beylik to Proto-Empire: A 
Deep Analysis of the Origins of the 
Ottoman State (c. 1280–1362) 
 
 

I. Introduction: The Anatolian Crucible of the Late 
Thirteenth Century 
 
The genesis of the Ottoman Empire represents one of the most remarkable transformations in 
world history. From an obscure Turkoman principality, or beylik, founded circa 1299 in the 
marches of northwestern Anatolia, it evolved into a transcontinental empire that endured for 
over six centuries.1 The central historical question is how this minor frontier polity, one among 
many, achieved such unprecedented success. The Ottoman emergence was not an inevitable 
outcome but rather the product of a unique convergence of political disintegration, social 
fluidity, and strategic opportunism that characterized Anatolia at the close of the thirteenth 
century.2 This report seeks to provide a comprehensive analysis of this formative period, 
situating the nascent Ottoman state within the complex tapestry of its time. 
A principal challenge in this endeavor is the acute scarcity of contemporary Ottoman sources. 
The first Ottoman chronicles were composed more than a century after the death of the 
dynasty's founder, Osman I, leading some historians to describe the period as a "black hole" 
in which foundational myths are difficult to separate from historical fact.4 This 
historiographical problem necessitates a multi-faceted and critical approach, one that weighs 
the later Ottoman narratives against the invaluable testimony of contemporary Byzantine, 
Arab, and other external accounts.5 By analyzing these varied sources in concert, a more 
textured understanding of the early Ottoman world can be achieved. This report will therefore 
examine the political, social, and military dynamics that facilitated the Ottoman rise, arguing 
that its origins are best understood not as a radical break from the past, but as a process 
deeply rooted in the continuities of the Seljuk, Byzantine, and Mongol worlds it inherited and 
ultimately superseded.8 

 

II. A Power Vacuum: The Convergence of Imperial 
Decline 
 



The emergence of the Ottoman state was conditioned by a profound and widespread power 
vacuum in Anatolia and the Near East. This was not the result of a single empire's decline but 
the simultaneous and interconnected collapse of the region's two traditional hegemons—the 
Seljuk Sultanate of Rum and the Byzantine Empire—under the influence of a third, transient 
power, the Mongol Ilkhanate. The Ottomans arose within this unique geopolitical void, which 
provided both the space and the opportunity for their expansion. 
 
A. The Fading Sultanate of Rum 

 
The Seljuk Sultanate of Rum, which had dominated Anatolia since its victory over the 
Byzantines at the Battle of Manzikert in 1071, entered a state of irreversible decline in the 
mid-thirteenth century.3 The decisive blow came in 1243 at the Battle of Köse Dağ, where the 
Seljuk army was crushed by the invading Mongols.3 This defeat was catastrophic, reducing the 
once-mighty Sultanate to a vassal state of the Mongol Ilkhanate based in Persia. The Seljuk 
sultans became mere figureheads, stripped of their sovereignty and forced to pay substantial 
tribute to their new overlords.12 The internal cohesion of the Seljuk state disintegrated as the 
realm was divided among rival princes, further eroding any semblance of central authority.13 In 
the ensuing decades, the Sultanate fragmented into a mosaic of Turkoman principalities, the 
Anatolian Beyliks, which asserted their independence as Seljuk power waned.1 The Ottoman 
beylik, established in the northwestern frontier region of Bithynia, was initially just one of 
these many successor states, no more prominent than its rivals such as the Karamanids or 
Germiyanids.1 

 

B. The Mongol Hegemony and Its Collapse 

 
Following the victory at Köse Dağ, the Mongol Ilkhanate became the undisputed arbiter of 
Anatolian politics. Mongol governors and military garrisons, one of which was stationed near 
Ankara, exercised true authority, while the Seljuk sultans reigned only in name.12 The 
subordinate status of the beyliks is clearly demonstrated by numismatic evidence; for 
decades, local Turkish rulers did not mint coins in their own names, a crucial prerogative of 
sovereignty in Islamic political tradition.12 Osman I was one of the first to do so in the 1320s, a 
definitive statement of his polity's independence from Mongol suzerainty.12 The Ilkhanate's 
role was paradoxical: it suppressed the rise of any single powerful beylik, thus maintaining a 
fractured political landscape, while simultaneously preventing a Byzantine resurgence in the 
region. However, the Ilkhanate itself proved to be a fragile entity. Weakened by internal power 
struggles and succession crises, its authority in Anatolia crumbled, and the state collapsed 
entirely in the 1330s and 1340s.8 This event removed the last overarching power from Anatolia, 
unleashing the beyliks into a period of open and fierce competition for supremacy. 
 



C. The Waning Byzantine Frontier 

 
The Ottomans' primary target for expansion, the Byzantine Empire, was a mere shadow of its 
former glory. The Fourth Crusade's sack of the imperial capital, Constantinople, in 1204 had 
inflicted a mortal wound from which the empire never truly recovered.3 Although Byzantine 
nobles in exile managed to recapture the city from the Latins in 1261, the restored Palaiologan 
dynasty presided over a state that was territorially diminished, demographically depleted, and 
economically bankrupt, having granted ruinous trade concessions to the Italian maritime 
republics of Venice and Genoa.17 

Critically for the Ottoman story, the Palaiologan emperors were forced to concentrate their 
scarce resources on defending their European territories in the Balkans and countering 
persistent threats from Latin powers in the West.17 This strategic reorientation led to the 
systematic neglect of the Anatolian frontier. The traditional border defense system, manned 
by local militias ( 
akritai), was allowed to decay.17 This neglect, compounded by a series of debilitating civil wars 
in the fourteenth century that consumed Byzantine manpower and resources, left the rich 
provinces of Bithynia dangerously exposed to the Turkoman raiders, chief among them the 
followers of Osman.1 The Ottomans thus emerged in a uniquely advantageous position, facing 
a weak and distracted Christian empire on one side while being insulated from the main 
centers of Seljuk and Mongol power on the other. 
 

III. The Frontier Society (Uc): A World of Raiders, 
Mystics, and Opportunity 
 
The Ottoman state was born in the uc, the Turkish term for the frontier march between the 
Islamic and Byzantine worlds.16 This was not a clearly defined border but a wide, fluid, and 
violent zone characterized by a unique social and cultural dynamic. The society that took 
shape here was a melting pot of peoples and ideas, and its distinctive ethos was fundamental 
to the early Ottoman enterprise. 
 
A. The Uc Environment 

 
The frontier was a land of constant, low-intensity conflict, characterized by raids and 
counter-raids rather than large-scale pitched battles.19 This environment attracted a diverse 
and volatile population. It was a magnet for nomadic Turkmen tribes pushed westward by the 
Mongols and in search of pasturelands for their flocks, as well as for landless peasants, 
unemployed urbanites, and warriors of all stripes seeking fortune and opportunity.1 This mix 
also included Byzantine renegades and defectors, who brought with them valuable military 



skills and local knowledge.1 The result was the formation of a hybrid, syncretic culture that 
was distinct from the more settled, Persian-influenced high culture of the Seljuk court in 
Konya. It was a society defined by military prowess, pragmatism, and a remarkable degree of 
cultural and religious fluidity.19 

 

B. The Ghazi Ethos 

 
A central ideological component of this frontier society was the concept of the ghazi, an 
honorific title for a warrior for the Islamic faith.2 The act of 
ghaza—a raid or war against non-Muslims—was a powerful motivating ideal that could rally 
disparate groups to a common cause, promising both spiritual rewards in the afterlife and 
material gain in the form of plunder in this one.21 

For much of the twentieth century, the "Ghazi thesis," most famously articulated by historian 
Paul Wittek, dominated the study of Ottoman origins, portraying the early state as a polity 
driven almost exclusively by a zealous, orthodox ideology of holy war.25 However, modern 
scholarship has profoundly revised this view. It is now widely accepted that the concept of 
ghaza was far more fluid and pragmatic than Wittek allowed.1 While religious motivation was 
certainly a factor, 
ghaza was often indistinguishable from a simple raid for booty.26 The early Ottomans were not 
rigid ideologues. They willingly employed Christian mercenaries, formed alliances with 
Byzantine factions when it suited their interests, and did not hesitate to wage war against rival 
Muslim beyliks.1 The 
ghazi identity, therefore, was not just a religious calling but also a social and political one, a 
marker of prestige and a tool for legitimizing leadership in the competitive environment of the 
frontier.28 The early Ottoman polity was less a "Ghazi State" in the strict religious sense and 
more of an inclusive, pragmatic "plundering confederacy" open to all who could contribute to 
its success.29 

 

C. The Role of Turkmen Tribes and Sufi Dervishes 

 
The military backbone of the frontier was provided by the Oghuz Turkic nomads, or Turkmens. 
Having migrated into Anatolia in waves since the eleventh century, their pastoral lifestyle, 
tribal social structure, and formidable skills as light cavalry made them perfectly adapted to 
the conditions of the uc.2 They formed the bulk of the warrior bands that followed leaders like 
Osman. 
Equally important to the social fabric of the frontier were the Sufi dervishes. These itinerant 
mystics and holy men were instrumental in the process of Islamization and Turkification in 
Anatolia.34 They acted as spiritual guides, mediators, and community builders, and their often 
heterodox and syncretic interpretation of Islam—blending orthodox tenets with pre-Islamic 



Turkic shamanistic beliefs—resonated strongly with the nomadic Turkmen population.35 These 
dervishes were not merely passive figures; many were "warrior dervishes" who actively 
participated in raids and conquests. By bestowing their spiritual blessing upon a warlord, they 
could provide a powerful source of legitimacy. The close relationship between Osman and the 
revered Sheikh Edebali, whose daughter Osman married, is a prime example of this crucial 
alliance between the temporal sword and spiritual authority.27 This synergy allowed the early 
Ottoman leaders to harness the diverse and often contradictory energies of the frontier, 
building a coalition based on pragmatism that could appeal to the material, spiritual, and 
political motivations of all its disparate groups simultaneously. 
 

IV. The Mythic and the Historical: In Search of Ertuğrul 
and Osman 
 
The study of the first Ottoman leaders is fraught with difficulty due to the nature of the 
available sources. As the Ottomans did not begin to record their own history until the fifteenth 
century, more than a hundred years after the events in question, the earliest period of their 
history remains what historian Colin Imber has termed a "black hole".4 The surviving 
chronicles are not straightforward historical accounts but rather foundational narratives, 
crafted to legitimize the dynasty's rule by creating a heroic and divinely sanctioned past.4 
Disentangling historical reality from this carefully constructed mythology is one of the central 
challenges for historians of the period. 
 
A. Ertuğrul: Father of a Dynasty 

 
The historical existence of Ertuğrul, Osman's father, is confirmed by the most reliable 
evidence available: coins minted during Osman's reign that bear the inscription "Minted by 
Osman son of Ertuğrul".38 Beyond this numismatic proof of his paternity, however, virtually 
nothing is known about him with certainty.38 

Later Ottoman tradition, which became canonized in the fifteenth century, presents a much 
more elaborate story. In this version, Ertuğrul was the leader of the noble Kayı tribe of Oghuz 
Turks, who fled the Mongol onslaught in Central Asia and was granted the territory of Söğüt 
on the Byzantine frontier by the Seljuk Sultan Alaeddin Keykubad I in exchange for military 
service.4 Many modern scholars, however, view the claim of Kayı lineage as a later fabrication, 
an ideological "improvement" designed to provide the Ottoman dynasty with a prestigious 
genealogy and connect them to the heroic Oghuz epic tradition.4 This skepticism is supported 
by early, non-official chronicles and even other coins that suggest Ertuğrul's father was not 
the legendary Suleyman Shah of the official tradition, but a man named Gündüz Alp.4 

 



B. Osman I: Founder of the State 

 
The life of Osman I (c. 1258–1324), the eponymous founder of the dynasty, is similarly 
embellished with legend. The most famous of these is "Osman's Dream," a powerful 
foundational myth in which Osman, while staying in the home of Sheikh Edebali, dreams of a 
moon rising from the Sheikh's breast and entering his own, from which a great tree then 
sprouts, its branches covering the entire world.4 Edebali interprets this as a divine sign that 
God had granted sovereignty to Osman and his descendants, and gives him his daughter's 
hand in marriage. This story provided the House of Osman with a potent narrative of divinely 
ordained rule and explained their astonishing success.27 

While such stories belong to the realm of mythohistory, a clearer picture of the historical 
Osman emerges with the Battle of Bapheus in 1302. This event, recorded by the contemporary 
Byzantine historian George Pachymeres, is the first datable event in Osman's life and a crucial 
turning point.1 The victory established Osman's reputation and military credibility, attracting 
followers from across the region. This has led influential historians like Halil İnalcık to argue 
that the true foundation of the Ottoman state should be dated not to the traditional 1299, but 
to 1302, when Osman's victory at Bapheus demonstrated his capacity to act as a sovereign 
power and defeat a regular imperial army.42 

 

Year Event Significance Key Sources 
1243 Battle of Köse Dağ Seljuk Sultanate 

becomes a Mongol 
vassal, leading to the 
fragmentation of 
Anatolia. 

12 

c. 1280 Death of Ertuğrul Osman succeeds his 
father as leader of the 
tribe in Söğüt. 

38 

c. 1299 Traditional date of 
Ottoman 
independence 

Marks the symbolic 
beginning of the state, 
though its historical 
basis is debated. 

1 

1302 Battle of Bapheus Osman's forces defeat 
a regular Byzantine 
army, establishing his 
legitimacy and 
attracting followers. 
Argued by İnalcık to be 
the true founding 
moment of the state. 

1 

1317–1326 Siege of Bursa A long blockade 45 



signifying a shift from 
raiding to urban 
conquest. 

c. 1324 Death of Osman I Orhan succeeds his 
father, inheriting a 
rapidly expanding 
polity. 

1 

1326 Capture of Bursa The Ottomans gain 
their first major urban 
center, which becomes 
the first official capital. 

1 

1329 Battle of Pelekanon Orhan defeats a 
Byzantine relief army 
led by the emperor 
himself, sealing the 
fate of Nicaea. 

46 

1331 Capture of Nicaea 
(İznik) 

A city of immense 
symbolic and strategic 
importance falls to the 
Ottomans. 

2 

1337 Capture of Nicomedia 
(İzmit) 

Completes the 
Ottoman conquest of 
Bithynia and brings 
their frontier to the 
Bosphorus. 

2 

1345 Annexation of the 
Beylik of Karesi 

First major absorption 
of another Turkish 
beylik, giving the 
Ottomans access to 
the Dardanelles. 

46 

1354 Capture of Gallipoli An earthquake allows 
Ottoman forces to 
seize the fortress, 
establishing their first 
permanent foothold in 
Europe. 

17 

c. 1362 Death of Orhan The Ottoman state is 
firmly established as 
the dominant power in 
the region, poised for 
Balkan expansion. 

2 

 



V. From Beylik to State: The First Ottoman Conquests 
(c. 1299–1337) 
 
The transformation of the Ottoman polity from a nomadic war-band into a territorial state was 
driven by a series of strategic military victories. These conquests were not merely about 
acquiring land; they were the very engine of state formation, providing the resources, 
administrative centers, and demographic base necessary for institutional development. 
 
A. The Battle of Bapheus (1302): A State is Born 

 
The Battle of Bapheus, fought on the plain near Nicomedia, was a pivotal moment. It was the 
first major engagement between Osman's forces and a regular Byzantine field army, sent from 
Constantinople under the command of the megas hetaireiarches George Mouzalon to relieve 
the besieged city of Nicomedia.20 The Byzantine force, composed of regular troops and Alan 
mercenaries, was ambushed and decisively routed by Osman's more mobile Turkoman light 
cavalry.42 

The victory's impact was profound. Strategically, it shattered Byzantine military authority in 
the Bithynian countryside. With their main mobile force destroyed, the Byzantines were forced 
to retreat to their walled cities, which were now isolated and vulnerable.42 This defeat 
triggered a mass exodus of the local Christian peasant population, who fled the 
now-defenseless countryside for the safety of the cities or the European provinces, 
fundamentally altering the region's demographic balance.42 Symbolically, the triumph at 
Bapheus elevated Osman from a mere frontier raider to a victorious 
ghazi emir, a leader who had proven he could defeat the armies of the Christian emperor. This 
success acted as a powerful magnet, attracting thousands of warriors, nomads, and dervishes 
from across Anatolia to join his banner, swelling the ranks of his army and providing the 
manpower for subsequent campaigns.2 As historian Halil İnalcık has persuasively argued, it 
was at this moment that the Ottoman entity first achieved the characteristics of a true state.4 

 

B. The Conquest of Bithynia: Securing a Heartland 

 
Following Bapheus, the Ottomans embarked on the systematic conquest of the major 
Byzantine cities of Bithynia. This process was not one of swift assault, as the early Ottomans 
lacked sophisticated siege technology.2 Instead, they employed a patient, long-term strategy 
of blockade and attrition, controlling the surrounding countryside to cut off supplies and 
starve the cities into submission. 

●​ Bursa (captured 1326): The siege of Bursa (ancient Prusa) was a protracted affair, 
lasting nearly a decade.45 Its eventual fall, shortly after the death of Osman and the 



accession of his son Orhan, marked a critical transition. Bursa was the first major urban, 
commercial, and administrative center to come under Ottoman control. Orhan 
immediately made it the first official capital of the beylik, establishing a mint, building 
mosques and public kitchens (​
imarets), and beginning the process of transforming a nomadic polity into a settled, 
urban-based state.1 

●​ Nicaea (captured 1331): The conquest of Nicaea (modern İznik) was an even greater 
prize. The city held immense symbolic weight as the site of the first and seventh 
ecumenical councils of the Christian church and had served as the capital of the 
Byzantine Empire in exile after 1204.47 In 1329, Emperor Andronikos III personally led a 
relief army, but it was defeated by Orhan's forces at the Battle of Pelekanon.46 With no 
hope of rescue, the great city surrendered two years later.47 Its capture was a 
devastating blow to Byzantine morale and prestige and cemented Ottoman control over 
the heart of Bithynia.47 

●​ Nicomedia (captured 1337): The fall of the ancient port city of Nicomedia (modern 
İzmit) in 1337 completed the Ottoman conquest of the core Bithynian region.47 This 
victory extended Ottoman territory to the eastern shores of the Bosphorus and the Sea 
of Marmara, placing them directly opposite Constantinople.48 With this conquest, 
Byzantine rule in Asia Minor was effectively extinguished, save for a few isolated coastal 
towns.48 The strategy born of necessity—slow encirclement—had resulted in the 
creation of a consolidated, urbanized heartland that would serve as the foundation for 
all future imperial expansion. 

 

VI. Forging an Empire: The Genesis of Ottoman 
Institutions 
 
As the Ottoman beylik evolved from a frontier principality into a regional power, its rulers, 
particularly Orhan, developed the administrative, military, and legal institutions necessary to 
govern their expanding and diverse territories. This process was not one of pure invention but 
of pragmatic adaptation and synthesis, as the Ottomans borrowed and modified existing 
Seljuk, Byzantine, and broader Islamic models to create a uniquely effective state structure. 
 
A. The Military Machine: From Tribal Levies to a Standing Army 

 
The earliest Ottoman forces were composed of Turkoman tribal cavalry—nomadic warriors 
and ghazi volunteers who fought under their own chiefs in exchange for a share of the 
plunder.2 While effective as raiders, these forces were often undisciplined and of unreliable 
loyalty to the central ruler. Recognizing this weakness, Orhan took the first steps toward 
creating a more professional military. He established a corps of paid, regular infantry known 



as the 
yaya (or piyade), which reduced his dependence on the tribal levies.46 

A more radical and consequential innovation was the creation of the Janissary corps. While 
the precise origins of this elite force are debated—with traditional accounts crediting Orhan 
and modern historians often pointing to his son Murad I in the 1360s—its character is clear.52 
The Janissaries ( 
yeni çeri, or "new soldier") were a standing army of slave-soldiers whose loyalty was 
exclusively to the person of the sultan. Initially formed from the sultan's one-fifth share of 
prisoners of war, the corps was later institutionalized through the devşirme system, a levy of 
young Christian boys from the Balkan provinces.53 These boys were converted to Islam, 
educated, and trained to be the finest soldiers and administrators in the empire. Severed from 
their families and forbidden to marry, they formed a military brotherhood with unwavering 
devotion to the sultan, providing him with a powerful tool to enforce his will and a crucial 
counterbalance to the potentially rebellious Turkish nobility.53 

 

B. Land and Power: The Timar System 

 
To finance a large cavalry army without a sophisticated cash-based treasury, the Ottomans 
adopted and refined the timar system.57 A 
timar was a grant of the right to collect state revenues from a parcel of agricultural land, 
awarded to a cavalryman (sipahi) in exchange for military service.59 The 
sipahi was responsible for maintaining order in his district, equipping himself for war, and, 
depending on the value of his grant, bringing a number of armed retainers (cebelü) with him 
on campaign.60 

This system was not an Ottoman invention. It had clear precedents in the iqta of earlier Islamic 
states, including the Seljuks, and, more immediately, in the Byzantine pronoia system that the 
Ottomans encountered directly in the lands they conquered.59 The genius of the Ottomans lay 
in their pragmatic application of this model. In the newly conquered Balkans, they often 
converted the holdings of the local Christian aristocracy into 
timars, allowing these former Byzantine pronoiarioi to retain their lands and status in 
exchange for service to their new Ottoman masters.61 This policy of co-optation was a 
masterstroke of statecraft, facilitating a relatively smooth transfer of power and integrating 
conquered elites into the Ottoman military-administrative structure.64 

 

C. The Law of the Sultan: Administration and Justice 

 
The early Ottoman state developed a dual legal system that provided both religious legitimacy 
and administrative flexibility. It was grounded in Islamic religious law (Sharia), specifically the 
Hanafi school of jurisprudence, which governed matters of personal status such as marriage, 



divorce, and inheritance.65 Alongside 
Sharia, however, the sultans developed their own body of secular, administrative law known as 
kanun, which was based on custom (örf) and imperial decree.65 This sultanic law covered 
areas where 
Sharia was silent or impractical, such as public administration, criminal penalties, and land 
tenure, giving the state the ability to adapt to the complex realities of governing a diverse, 
multi-religious empire.65 

The administrative apparatus was initially modeled on that of the Seljuks, with early 
bureaucratic records being kept in Persian, the administrative language of the Seljuk court.6 
As the state expanded, a more formal provincial structure was created, with the empire 
divided into large provinces ( 
beylerbeyliks), which were in turn subdivided into districts (sancaks), each governed by a 
sancakbeyi who held both military and administrative authority.60 This hierarchical structure, 
supported by the 
timar system, allowed for effective central control over a rapidly growing realm. The originality 
of the early Ottoman state thus lay not in pure invention, but in its remarkable capacity for 
synthesis, creating a unique and durable amalgam of the Turkish, Perso-Islamic, and 
Byzantine traditions it inherited and conquered. 
 

VII. Explaining the Rise: A Century of Scholarly Debate 
 
The question of how and why the Ottoman Empire rose to prominence has been the subject of 
intense scholarly debate for over a century. The explanations offered have evolved 
significantly over time, reflecting broader shifts in the discipline of history itself, from a focus 
on grand ideologies to social-scientific models, postmodern skepticism, and finally, to 
nuanced cultural and multi-causal analyses. 
 
A. The Ghazi Thesis: A State Built on Holy War 

 
The first major theory to gain widespread acceptance was the "Ghazi thesis," formulated by 
the Austrian historian Paul Wittek in the 1930s.25 Wittek argued that the primary impetus 
behind Ottoman expansion was the ideology of 
ghaza, or holy war against non-Muslims.21 In his view, the early Ottoman state was a "Ghazi 
State," whose raison d'être was the expansion of the frontiers of Islam. This powerful religious 
ideal, Wittek contended, attracted a constant stream of warriors to the Ottoman banner, 
providing the manpower and moral fervor that fueled their conquests.26 As evidence, he 
pointed to the use of the title " 
ghazi" by the early Ottoman rulers, notably in a 1337 inscription in Bursa honoring Orhan as 
"ghazi, son of a ghazi".26 



 

B. Revisionist Critiques: Deconstructing the Myth 

 
Beginning in the 1980s, Wittek's thesis came under sustained attack from a new generation of 
historians. These revisionists argued that the image of the early Ottomans as zealous holy 
warriors did not align with the historical evidence. They pointed to the Ottomans' pragmatic 
and often unorthodox behavior: their frequent alliances with Byzantine Christians, their 
willingness to employ Christian mercenaries, their wars against other Muslim states, and the 
syncretic, heterodox nature of popular Islam on the frontier.21 

Different scholars proposed alternative models. Rudi Paul Lindner, employing an 
anthropological approach, recast the early Ottomans not as a religious movement but as a 
predatory tribal confederation. He argued their organization was based on shared political 
interests—namely, the pursuit of plunder—which allowed them to inclusively assimilate diverse 
groups, including Christians.26 

Heath Lowry went further, arguing that the primary motivation of the early Ottomans was a 
desire for booty and slaves, and that they constituted a "plundering confederacy" in which 
religious ideology was secondary to material gain.29 The most skeptical critique came from 
Colin Imber, who, focusing on the unreliability of the late-written Ottoman chronicles, 
declared the entire formative period a "black hole" about which almost nothing could be 
known for certain, dismissing most accounts as politically motivated myths.4 

 

C. The Synthesis: Towards a Multi-Causal Explanation 

 
In recent decades, scholarship has moved beyond the simple dichotomy of holy war versus 
plunder, seeking a more complex and nuanced synthesis. The pioneering Turkish historian 
Halil İnalcık acknowledged the importance of the ghazi ethos as a real motivating force on 
the frontier but integrated it into a broader, multi-causal framework. For İnalcık, the Ottoman 
success was a product of the ghaza ideal combined with the demographic pressure of 
continuous Turkmen migration, the strategic location of the beylik, and the political genius of 
its early leaders in building a durable state apparatus.24 

Building on this foundation, Cemal Kafadar, in his influential work Between Two Worlds, 
argued for a "both-and" approach. He re-examined the narrative sources, including epic 
poems and hagiographies, and concluded that the frontier warriors were capable of holding 
seemingly contradictory motivations simultaneously. For Kafadar, ghaza was a genuine and 
meaningful component of the frontier warrior's identity, but it coexisted with pragmatism, a 
desire for wealth, and political ambition.68 The early Ottomans were successful precisely 
because they were masters of operating "between two worlds"—between Islam and 
Christianity, nomadic and settled life, idealism and realpolitik. Their rise was not the result of a 
single factor but a long, deliberate process of skillful state-building and adaptation to the 
unique conditions of the frontier.37 Today, most historians accept this multi-causal 



perspective, viewing the early Ottoman expansion as a complex phenomenon fueled by a fluid 
combination of religious zeal, material desire, and political pragmatism.1 

 

VIII. Conclusion: The Foundations of a World Power 
 
The emergence of the Ottoman Empire from a small frontier principality cannot be attributed 
to a single cause. Rather, it was the result of a remarkable confluence of historical 
circumstances, strategic opportunities, and astute leadership. The Ottoman state was not 
born in a single moment but was forged over decades of conflict, adaptation, and institutional 
creativity.1 A synthesis of the historical evidence reveals five critical factors that underpinned 
its rise. 
First, the Ottomans benefited from extraordinarily favorable geopolitical conditions. They 
emerged within a "triple power vacuum" created by the simultaneous decline of the Byzantine 
Empire and the Seljuk Sultanate of Rum, and the subsequent collapse of the Mongol Ilkhanate 
that had dominated the region. This unique situation provided them with a weak and 
distracted primary adversary and an open field free from the interference of a regional 
superpower. 
Second, they were a product of a dynamic and syncretic frontier culture. The uc was a 
melting pot that provided a ready supply of manpower in the form of Turkmen tribesmen and 
a powerful, if flexible, motivating ideology in the ghazi ethos. The spiritual authority conferred 
by Sufi dervishes provided crucial social cohesion and legitimacy. 
Third, the early Ottoman leaders, Osman and Orhan, demonstrated exceptional pragmatic 
and inclusive leadership. They successfully built a broad coalition that transcended ethnic 
and religious lines, incorporating Byzantine defectors and Christian mercenaries into their 
military and administrative structures, a policy that greatly facilitated their conquests. 
Fourth, their strategic location in northwestern Anatolia was pivotal. It placed them on the 
frontier of a weakened but still wealthy Byzantine Empire, offering a clear and profitable 
direction for expansion. The plunder and territory gained from these early conquests provided 
the essential resources for state-building. 
Finally, and perhaps most decisively, was their success in early and effective 
institutionalization. The Ottomans proved uniquely adept at creating the structures needed 
to transform a predatory confederacy into a durable, centralized state. They developed a 
standing army (the yaya and later the Janissaries) to secure the sultan's power, a land-tenure 
system (the timar) to support a large cavalry force, and a dual legal and administrative 
framework (Sharia and kanun) to govern their expanding realm. It was this capacity for 
pragmatic synthesis—blending Turkish, Islamic, and Byzantine traditions into a coherent and 
powerful state apparatus—that truly laid the foundations of a world power. 
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