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Abstract

This article outlines the history of the polysemous word millet from the early Ottoman times up to the reign of Mahmud II (r. 1808–39). It challenges the view that, before the nineteenth century, the Ottoman millet had an exclusively religious meaning. In contrast, in the beginning of the Ottoman era, millet had at least three different meanings: in a theological register, it was used as an abstract concept, related to dīn and sharīʿa; pertaining to religious groups it had the meaning of “a people shaped through belief”; while, in a more vernacular register it was used in the sense of “a people”. The article examines how these meanings shifted in the longue durée of Ottoman history. It comes across some major social, political and cultural changes that impacted on the sociolinguistics of Ottoman-Turkish: the development, since the mid-sixteenth century, of an elaborated imperial language grounded on shariatic ethics; the growing acquaintance, since the early eighteenth, of the Ottoman Porte with the Westphalian diplomacy; the formation, since the mid-eighteenth century and notably under Mahmud II, of an Ottoman confessional policy. I conclude that, in modern times, millet undergoes a twofold development: in two different registers it shifts to the modern concepts of “nation” and “confession", thereby holding together, in a single polysemous word, two arguably antithetical aspects of Ottoman secularisation.
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1. Introduction
This paper deals with the history of the polysemous word millet from the early ottoman times up to the reign of Mahmud II (r. 1808–39). The paper challenges the widespread view that, before the late nineteenth century, the Ottoman millet had a fixed and exclusively religious/confessional meaning. In contrast, in the beginning of the Ottoman era, millet had at least three different, and semantically distinct, meanings. First, in keeping with medieval Islamic theology, millet was used as an abstract theological concept, related to these of dīn and sharīʿa. A second meaning of the word, stemming from medieval Islamic heresiography, was that of “a people shaped through belief”. Finally, in a more idiomatic register, millet was used in narrative sources in the sense of “a people", i.e. likewise Medieval Latin polulus, or Medieval Greek λαός (laos) or γένος (genos). The present study examines how these different meanings have shifted and intertwined with one another in the longue durée of Ottoman history.

There are three major milestones in the history of this concept. First, since the mid-16th century millet as “a people” – and accordingly even millet as “a people shaped through belief” – vanished from the high linguistic registers, due to the development of an elaborated imperial discourse, which was grounded on normative/shariatic ethics. Thereafter, millet in the sense of “a people” has been relegated to low linguistic varieties. Second, since the early eighteenth century millet started to be used as an equivalent in meaning to the Western European concept of “nation”. This happened when the Ottoman Porte became increasingly acquainted with the Westphalian, balance-of-power diplomacy. Third, in another register, millet moved towards the Western European concept of “religion",
 when the Eastern Orthodox and the Armenian Apostolic churches started to be, for the first time, loosely integrated in the Ottoman administration. Subsequently, millet became a key concept of a new confessional policy whereby Mahmud II sought to deal with the numerous crises that unfolded during his reign. In this context, millet moved towards “confession", which was then on the way to becoming the main Western European category for the administration of religious groups.
 In the same way as nineteenth century Western European “confession", millet ended up being used in the sense of a religious community taken in charge by the state. In other words, the state was now setting the framework for the different millets’ institutional existence and sought to adjudicate on matters of worship and dogma arising between them.
Therefore, the concept of millet has fully participated in the secularisation of the Ottoman world, whether this is defined as a shift from a religious worldview to a national (or multi-national) one, or as the aim to integrate the different “confessions” into the state. Moreover, millet’s polysemy, invites us to reframe Ottoman secularisation as the interplay between “nation” and “confession”: the two opposite and complementary meanings of this very concept, which became two intertwined features of Ottoman modernity. This interplay lasts until the collapse of the Empire, giving shape to multifarious ideologies and strategies of identification: theories of the nation, interpretations of religion, religious schisms and secularisms. This turbulent phase of millet’s history is not addressed here.
 The present account ends when the two modern shifts of millet – to “nation” and to “confession” – are accomplished and start to intertwine.

1.1. A persistent historiographical utopia: the millet system theory

Millet’s polysemy, and more precisely its late twofold semantic development, lies at the heart of a major historiographical misunderstanding called millet system theory.

This theory was introduced in the 1930s by Alford Carleton,
 an American missionary minister, who represented for over thirty years the Congregational churches in Greater Syria and Turkey.
 Carleton considered millet to be an untranslatable “term", which “takes its place along with dhimmi, ra‘āyā, kharāj, jizya, and shari’a [sic.], for instance, as one of the technical terms necessary in the vocabulary of those dealing in any precise way with the history and the culture of Muslim lands.”
 According to his “working definition”, “the Millet System is a provision for the government of subject minorities whose religious faith differs from that of the governing institution of the State, and who are, therefore, limited in their citizenship by virtue of the fact that the laws of personal statute are based upon religious sanctions.”
 Therefore the “millet system” had provided “minority religious groups [with] a large measure of self-government, as integral parts of the administrative machinery of the [Ottoman] State.”

For Carleton the millet system was “common to all the Ancient World, with its concepts of the State as rooted in religion.”
 It constituted “an arrangement operated to give the maximum of tolerance.” Yet, such an “arrangement” had dissolved in Europe after the rise of territorial sovereignty, to remain in force only in the East, where it equally started to weaken with the decline of the Ottoman Empire. This decline was brought about by the rise of nationalism, when “by the accident of circumstances, it was the millet that adopted the new ideas and came to think and speak of itself as a Nation.”

Needless to say that Carleton’s millet system theory was inspired by the independent government of the congregational churches. To meet this ideal, he relegated to a remote past what was a relatively recent development: early nineteenth century Ottoman confessional policy. What was a form of religious modernity came thus to be interpreted by Carleton as the original state of things, in contrast to nationalism, which he considered to be a “modern evil”. Two synchronous meanings of millet were therefore mistakenly deemed to belong to two different historical periods and even to embody their spirit.

Carleton’s millet system theory was adopted by H. A. R. Gibb and Harold Bowen in their influential Islamic Society and the West,
 which had long been the main structural-functionalist synthesis on the Ottoman Empire. Thereafter, millet became the key concept of a widespread orientalist utopia, leading to a misconception of the place held by “religion”, “confession” and the “nation” in Ottoman history. The millet system theory has been challenged since the 1980s by Benjamin Braude,
 Halil Inalcik,
 Kevork Bardakjian,
 Paraskevas Konortas
 and Daniel Goffman,
 among many others, who contested its anachronistic character. These scholars suggested that the millet system theory is predicated on the projection onto the past of administrative changes that came about during the Tanzimat era (1839–1876). However, this assumption lacked chronological precision, for during the Tanzimat era – more precisely after 1856 – millet ceased to be used in Ottoman documents concerning the “non-Muslim communities”.
 Besides, Michael Ursinus has shown that the word millet was used in relation to non-Muslims communities since the late eighteenth century.

Subsequently, criticism focused on the merely financial character of the titles bestowed by the early sultans on Patriarchs and Metropolitans, defined as collectors of the ecclesiastical tax-farm (iltizām).
 Another group of scholars, who wished to move beyond the millet debate, focussed on different types of communities, their interaction and organisation,
 underscoring the feeble and informal interplay between these constantly shifting structures and the Ottoman administration until the late eighteenth century.
 These approaches take issue with the rehabilitation of the millet system by historical sociologist Karen Barkey as part of a structural-functionalist synthesis on the Ottoman state.

A much more relevant attempt to rehabilitate the “millet system” was recently made by Bruce Masters, who argued that this “system” had been formed during the last part of the eighteenth century and was further “implemented” under Mahmud II, when the Porte was dealing with the conversion of numerous Eastern Orthodox reʿāyā to Catholicism.
 Masters identifies with great accuracy when and how millet became the key concept of a new confessional policy. However, instead of addressing the modernity of this policy, through e.g. its comparison with similar imperial policies of the time, he uses the outdated and orientalist millet system theory, which tends to particularise the Empire, thereby invalidating comparative approaches.

Another cluster of studies inspired from the millet system theory are those that examine the “transformation of millets to nations”.
 Despite Braude’s and other early-modernist historians’ criticisms, nineteenth century specialists keep on defending the linear (and somehow teleological) derivation of the nation from millet
 (notwithstanding that millet had the meaning of nation already since the early eighteenth century).
 Hence, monocausality and teleological reasoning obscure the polysemy of the word millet as well as the complex interplay between religion and nationalism.

To clear up these misunderstandings, the present article studies millet’s semantics in the longue durée of Ottoman history. Using the Foucauldian genealogical method, I aim at restoring the word’s historical polysemy, digging up those among its meanings that have been neglected by historiography. In a well-known article Reinhart Koselleck discussed the (somewhat Hegelian) tension and complementarity between conceptual history and social history, encouraging their mutual encounter.
 Even so, the two fields remained imperviously separated. In my view, this is partly because historical semantics drew heavily on philosophy (including the philosophy of language), neglecting contemporary linguistics. This article advocates the encounter of conceptual history with such branches of linguistics as sociolinguistics and historical linguistics, which consider linguistic change as related to social and political history.

2. The Arabic milla in philosophy, theology, jurisprudence and heresiography.

Turkish millet derives from Arabic milla, already a polysemous word, the meaning of which varies according to the period, corpus and place.

Arabic milla stems from a Syriac homonym meaning “word", which was systematically used to translate the Greek logos.
 It appears fifteen times in the Qurʾan in the sense of path or doctrine. It is mainly used in the expression millat Ibrāhīm, i.e. the Abrahamic path or doctrine. But it is also used in relation to other paths or doctrines, as in the verse:

“The Jews or the Christians will never approve of you [Muhammad] until you follow their milla (millatahum)” (2:120).

Gradually, a differentiation came about between the use of the word in the singular and in the plural number, ahl al-milla (people of the milla) being used in the sense of “Muslims” and ahl al-milal (people of the millas) in that of “non-Muslims”. More commonly, however, ahl al-milla were opposed to ahl al-dhimma.
 Another important source for the early semantics of milla is the adage of the prominent jurist al-Shāfiʿī (d. 820): “All infidelity is one milla; likewise, all Islam is one milla” (al-kufr kulluhu milla wāḥida wa ka-dhālika al-islām kulluhu milla wāḥida). al-Shāfiʿī formulated this maxim to deal with issues of inheritance between people converted from one non-Muslim faith to another – given that Islamic jurisprudence (al-fiqh) prohibits inheritance among people of different faiths.
 In this adage milla is used both in the sense of doctrine and in this of a people that follows the same doctrine, since the legal problem in question is related to the boundaries between different groups.
The concept of milla has also been a matter of scholastic theology (kalām). Since the eleventh century, it became the object of a true “quarrel of definition” among kalām theologians.
 The reason has probably been that Ash‘arite definitions of milla drew heavily from al-Fārābī’s Kitāb al-Milla. By his definition and dialectical discussion of milla, al-Fārābī (d. 950/51) modified the semantic field of the word, thereby issuing a challenge to the mutakallimūn.

2.1. Milla in al-Fārābī’s philosophy: “opinions and actions” shaped by a founding ruler

In his Kitāb al-Milla, al-Fārābī defined milla as follows:
“Milla is opinions and actions, determined and restricted with stipulations and prescribed for an assembly (jamʿ) by their first ruler (al-raʾīs al-awwal), who seeks to obtain through their practicing it a specific purpose with respect to them or by means of them. The assembly (jamʿ) may be a tribe (ʿashīra), a city (madīna), a great umma, or many umam. If the first ruler is excellent and his rulership truly excellent, then in what he prescribes he seeks only to obtain, for himself and for everyone under his rulership, the ultimate happiness that is truly happiness; and that milla will be excellent milla (al-milla al-fāḍila).”

Although very concrete, this definition looks ambiguous today, less due to multilevel writing
 than to the fallacy of nunc pro tunc, or presentism. Obviously, al-Fārābī assimilates milla to Greek politeia (polity, form of government), which is excellent (aristē) when excellently ruled – ideally, for Plato, by a philosopher-king. Yet the equivalence between al-milla al-fāḍila (the excellent milla) and aristē politeia went unnoticed, as specialists focussed on aristē politeia’s more evident resemblance with al-madīna al-fāḍila in the homonymous treatise. Although the overlap between milla and madīna has been noticed by Muhsin Mahdi in the 1960s,
 this observation remained unexploited by the specialists, due to milla’s systematic translation as “religion”
. One needs to be as familiar with early Islamic theological vocabulary as Josef van Ess to understand that, in the above quoted passage, al-Fārābī does not attempt to define religion but “uses milla in the sense of ‘constitution’ (Verfassung), as the sum of those ideas and behaviours that are imposed upon society by its rulers in the form of laws.”

This inquiry led him to deal with other abstract Qurʾanic concepts, such as dīn, sharīʿa and sunna, which he correlated with milla in an ambitious, although summary, dialectical examination:

“Milla and dīn are almost synonymous, as are sharīʿa and sunna. Most often, the latter two signify and apply to the determined actions in the two parts of milla. It may be possible, as well, for the determined opinions to be called sharīʿa, so that sharīʿa, milla and dīn would be synonymous, given that milla consists of two parts: specifying opinions and determining actions.”

The above excerpt displays the ambition of this philosophical inquiry. Through the re-definition of chief theological concepts, al-Fārābī had probably wished to achieve a synthesis between philosophy and theology – if not to subordinate the latter to the former.

In sum, al-Fārābī’s milla is equivalent to politeia (regime or polity) in the sense that it means the “opinions and actions” of the members of a community that are shaped by a founding ruler aiming at “obtaining a specific purpose”. This founding ruler corresponds both to the Qurʾanic prophet and to the Platonic philosopher-king. Hence, al-Fārābī subsumes the early Muslim milla (doctrine, path of a prophet) under the Platonic concept of polity (ideally established by a philosopher-king), which, in turn, is adjusted to suit the Muslim template of godly guided ruler. In practice, through his milla, the original ruler is supposed to bring the community (jamʿ) into being. Therefore, milla is more than a doctrine. Its dialectical examination leads to a distinction between its theoretical and its practical aspect. By its theoretical aspect milla is correlated with dīn, which is also considered to have a theoretical and a practical side, as well as with sunna and sharīʿa, which are correlated with milla with regard to its practical side.

al-Fārābī’s dialectical examination of milla overtly impressed Ashʿarite theologians, who took over the comparison between milla, dīn, sharīʿa and other abstract theological concepts.

2.2. Milla in Kalām theology and heresiography: “This form of corporate living is the milla”

The Ashʿarite scholar ʿAlī b. Muḥammad al-Sharīf al-Jurjānī (d. 1413), interprets the, already formulaic, syntagm al-dīn wa-l-milla as follows:

“Dīn and milla denote one essence and yet have different connections. Sharīʿa in the sense of submission is called dīn and as it assembles (tajmaʿ) is called milla, and as a reference it is called madhhab. Some views distinguish between them by ascribing dīn to Allah, milla to the prophet and madhhab to the mujtahid.”

al-Jurjani’s lemma is indicative of Ashʿarites’ aim to follow a midway between dialectic and literalism. Literalists used to associate milla with the prophets, by virtue of the Qur‘anic syntagm millat Ibrāhīm. Besides, the attribution to milla of the faculty of assembling (tajmaʿ), reminds of al-Fārābī’s definition. Another eleventh century Ashʿarite theologian, Rāghib al-Iṣfahānī, makes further concessions to the literalists, although his introductive definition of milla brings immediately to mind that of al-Fārābī, even though in a reenchanted form:
“The concept of milla is equivalent to the term dīn. It is the arrangement of rules chosen by God the Almighty for his slaves, through his envoy. [...] As to the difference between the concepts of milla and dīn, it consists in that milla can only be related to prophets […] The concept of milla can never be used in relation to Allah. Neither can it be attributed to a single member of the Prophet’s umma. It can only be ascribed to the champions of sharīʿa. Therefore, whereas one can say ‘the dīn of Allah’ or ‘the dīn of Zeyd’, it cannot be said: ‘the milla of Allah’ or ‘my milla’. Consequently, one cannot say ‘the ritual prayers are milla of Allah’.”

Subsequently al-Iṣfahānī gives a false etymology of milla as stemming from amalla (to dictate [a book]), and concludes:

“Milla is said to refer to what God the Almighty has dictated, whereas dīn to how people accomplish it. For dīn’s meaning is obedience.”

The definition of milla by twelfth century renowned theologian and heresiographer al-Shahrastānī is more directly influenced by the philosophers (falāsifa):
“Since man needs to live together with others of his species to provide for his subsistence and also to prepare himself for his eternal destiny, this corporate living has to be of a kind that will ensure mutual defence and cooperation; by mutual defence he will be enabled to keep what is his, and by mutual cooperation to obtain what he does not possess. This form of corporate living is the milla.”

This definition reminds of the platonic account of the origin of the polis (Republic II) that the Muslim literati were familiar with through translations and neoplatonic accounts.
 The difference is significant between al-Fārābī’s milla (“opinions and actions”) and al-Shahrastānī’s (“a form of corporate living”). al-Shahrastānī’s milla is mutatis mutandis the community (jamʿ) that al-Fārābī’s “first ruler” was to bring, through his milla, into being. Moreover, al-Shahrastānī’s assumes that: “The creation of the milla and the prescribing of the way are not possible except through one chosen by God, whose genuineness is manifested by certain signs.”

Despite the above sophisticated definition, al-Shahrastānī uses milla in more or less the same sense as the other Muslim heresiographers of the time, i.e. in order to describe the different groups into which people were divided with regard to their beliefs. This use of the word stems from the “hadith of the sects”:

“The people of the Book were divided before into seventy two millas, and this milla [of the believers] will be split into seventy three: seventy two of them will go to Hell and one of them will go to Paradise, and it is the most numerous group (jamāʿa)” (Abū Dāwūd 4597).

In other versions of the same hadith, milla is replaced by firqa, i.e. division, section or group. Accordingly, Josef van Ess proposes to call these groups “sections", instead of “sects", 
 which constitutes milla’s usual translation in this context, in order to avoid sect’s negative connotations that milla had not. However, “division” is more suitable for firqa than for milla. Van Ess discusses also the translation “a people” (Volk), but rejects it on the grounds that it would ask for a predicate.
 “A people” without a predicate would overlap with “umma", used e.g. by al-Shahrastānī with regard to the main peoples of the world: the Arabs, the Persians, the Romans (Rūm) and the Indians.
 On the other hand, using a predicate is probably the only way to avoid a reductive translation. Therefore, we may assume that milla was used by the heresiographers in the sense of a people shaped through belief; whereas belief was considered to be spread by an original leader, fitting the Muslim ideal of the Prophet. Accordingly, the different milal were perceived in the image of the ahl al-milla, i.e. as having followed the path of a Prophet and of his successors.

3. Early Ottoman sources

Let us now shift to early sources in Turkish of Rūm,
 which became a written language under the different beyliks that replaced the Seljuk Sultanate of Rūm in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The first books in Turkish of Rūm lacked linguistic normalisation, being very close to vernacular varieties. This “anarchic” configuration came to an end in the sixteenth century with the formation of a new, sophisticated, literary language, which borrowed heavily from Arabic and Persian.
 The new written Turkish – shaped by learned and scribes who studied in Istanbul’s newly founded madrasas and in the palace’s internal school – banished vernacular Turkish from the literary field for over a century. From mid-sixteenth century to the early eighteenth century, vernacular Turkish led an underground existence. The spoken Turkish that timidly resurfaced in Istanbul in the eighteenth century was a genuine linguistic variety, resulting apparently from koineization, i.e. mixing, levelling and simplification of different dialects within the densely populated seventeenth century Istanbul.

In the following section we focus on narrative sources from a period that predates both the literary language’s formation and the koineization of Istanbulite Turkish.

3.1. Narrative sources: “And every language that has been voiced became a millet”

Ahmedi’s İskendernāme is a masnavī (narrative poem) from the late fourteenth century about the life of Iskender/Alexander, including an extended excursus on the conquests of Bayazit I (Gazavātnāme). In the following excerpt, İskender, in his return to Egypt, admires an ancient dome, where is represented a panorama of the world. Along the prophets, the saints, the kings, the mosques, the churches and the synagogues:

“Written are there all the millets that you have not visited / And you do not know their names and qualities

The form of every ṭāʾife that you have not visited / Has been painted there distinctly”

In these verses, millet is used in the sense of “a people” (without a predicate), which is emphasised by its substitution with ṭāʾife in the second couplet. Millet has the same meaning all through the İskendernāme. Although written in vernacular Turkish, İskendernāme draws from a masnavī tradition in Persian. During the fourteenth and the fifteenth centuries, the Muslims of Rūm were writing books mainly in three languages: Arabic, Persian and Turkish. At the same time, numerous books were translated into Turkish of Rūm from Arabic, Persian and Chagatai,
 while vernacular Turkish had long coexisted with Persian in the Sultanate of Rūm and with Greek in different parts of Asia Minor. This linguistic configuration needs to be further studied to understand whether millet in the sense of “a people” was common in other languages spoken or written in Rūm, or it originally emerged in the Turkish of Rūm through conceptual transfer.
Another source from the early times of the Ottoman dynasty is Ali Yazıcızade’s Selçūḳnāme or Histories of the lineage of Seljuk (Tevārīḫ-i Āl-i Selçūḳ), composed for Murad II in rhymed prose. Unlike Ahmedi, Ali Yazıcızade did not use millet in the sense of “a people”. Instead, millet has in Selçūḳnāme the early meaning of “doctrine", as well as that of “a people shaped through belief", as in medieval heresiographers. When Umur bey visited Timurtash bey (of the Chupanid dynasty):

“Timurtash bey asked him: ‘why did you not bring the ḫarāç (poll tax)?’ Umur bey retorted: to what millet do you belong for us to give you ḫarāç? The ḫarāç is taken from the unbelievers; we are Muslim as you.” 

In the above excerpt millet has both the meaning of doctrine and of the people who follow the same doctrine. Umur bey associates millet with ethnoreligious boundaries, which have a very practical aspect: poll tax. Elsewhere in the Selçūḳnāme, the unbelievers of Antalya are deemed to have said to one another:
“It is beyond our sense of honour to obey permanently to a ṭāʾife (a people), which is always opposed to our millet and [whose members] deem it necessary to turn their faces away from the direction of the cross and to suffer the humiliation they inflict on us.”

Here millet has solely the meaning of doctrine and not that of the people who follow the same doctrine. Ali Yazıcızade persisted in using millet as medieval Arabic texts did; this being probably due to his familiarity with sources in Arabic, illustrated by his abundant use of Arabic expressions. Moreover, in Selçūḳnāme one comes across the syntagms Mesīḥ milleti (the millet of the Messiah), millet'ül-islām (millet of Islam) millet-i Ḥanīfī (Abrahamic millet)
 and a wide range of formulaic syntagms used in compound honorifics of sovereigns and dignitaries, i.e. “mülk ü millet”, “melik ü millet ü devlet” and, above all, “dīn ü millet”
 (see infra).

Dürr-i Meknūn (The Hidden Pearls) is an extensive cosmological enquiry in prose attributed to the Bayrami dervish Ahmet Bican Yazıcızade (d. ca. 1466). Ahmet Bican, who translated many books from Arabic into vernacular Turkish, was aware of kalām dialectical definitions of millet to which he added a mystical tenor: “They do not know what is dīn and millet”
 or “they do not know what is millet and meẕheb.”

He also uses millet in a completely different sense in the following excerpt on the Tower of Babel:

“The people were so impressed [by what they saw] that they did not understand the language of one another and every language that has been voiced became a millet.”

This time millet has nothing to do with dīn and şerīʿat, its meaning is rather similar to that of Medieval Latin populus or Medieval Greek λαός or γένος, i.e. “a people”. When used in that sense, millet was a synonym for ṭāʾife in the syntagms ʿAcem ṭāʾifesi, Tātār ṭāʾifesi etc. But unlike milet, ṭāʾife was also used in order to describe professional groups. Moreover, in contrast to millet, ṭāʾife is used, in the Hidden Pearls, to refer to communities of extraordinary creatures, such as djinns (cinn ṭāʾifesi), and even for the community of Satan (şeyāṭīn ṭāʾifesi).

The use of millet is more uniform in Aşıkpaşazade’s (d. 1484) Histories of Osman’s Sons [i.e. male descendants] (Tevārīḫ-i Āl-i ʿOsmān), which lacks citations in Arabic and the ensuing theological references. Millet is used only twice in Aşıkpaşazade’s chronicle in brief poems interpolated into the main prose text. The first occurrence follows the description of the conquest of Bursa by Orhan bey due to the help of the local Rūms
:

“If God provides prosperity and assistance / Every suitable goal becomes true

Whatever you try becomes easy for you / All the millets come to your aid”

Here millet is once more a synonym for ṭāʾife, i.e. “a people”. The word occurs for a second time in Aşıkpaşazade’s chronicle in a poem that refers to Mehmed II’s allegation of world rule:
“This king who illuminated the world / And whose felicitous destiny has taken shape […]

To the descendants [of Osman] belongs the excellence on judgement Day / Under this king’s orders are all the millets”

The non-declinable Turkish plural cümle millet (all the millets) means the different “peoples” who are under the rule of the “king of the world” (şāh-i cihān), as the title of the Ottoman sultans was coined, especially after Memhet II’s conquest of Constantinople. These peoples are instantiated in the following verses:

“He [Mehmet II] orders the Arab, the Iranian, the Bulgarian and the Pakistani / ‘Come immediately to my court’

All the creatures of the world obey / To the orders of this king as one.”

3.2. Documents addressed to Cristian prelates

Let us now examine some early Ottoman documents addressed to Christian prelates. According to an order issued by Selim I after the conquest of Jerusalem, in 1517: “The Rūm Patriarchate [of Jerusalem] will take precedence over the different milel, without the intervention of other milel and without being affronted by them.”

In this quote, the Rūm Patriarchate of Jerusalem is, indirectly, assimilated to a millet. More concretely, the sultanic order gives precedence to the patriarch of the “Rūm infidels” (Rūm keferesi) over the other churches then present in Jerusalem, i.e., according to the document, the Ethiopian, Georgian and Serbian church. Those are names of historical peoples and churches alike, but they are not names of religious doctrines or dogmas. From these churches, the Rūm keferesi had a dogmatic difference with the Ethiopian church alone. The Rūm, the Serbians and the Georgians belonged to the same dogmatic group (the Eastern Orthodox Church), while their independent hierarchies have been formed under different rules. Two of these rules (the Rūm and the Serbian) had vanished by then, instead there remained in place the ecclesiastical hierarchies they had founded and the peoples named after them.

In the above quote, the plural milel referred to these churches and to the peoples associated with them. More precisely, millet pertained to the people under the same spiritual leadership; for the early Ottoman chancellery did not perceive “the church” as an institution, but only the patriarchs and the metropolitans as leaders of their people.
 Thus, millet has here a slightly different meaning from the meaning it had for medieval heresiographers. Like the latter, the members of early Ottoman chancellery used millet in the sense of a people subjected to a religious leader, but unlike the heresiographers, they did not understand millet as a matter of doctrine or dogma.
The meaning of millet as a people subjected to a religious leadership, reified through it, is common to most early Ottoman documents concerning the Christians of Jerusalem, as e.g. in the following excerpts from an order issued in 1634 by Murat IV to settle a quarrel between the Rūms and the Armenians about the precedence in the Church of the Holy Sepulcher:

“The Rūm ṭāʾife and its Patriarch enter in the beginning preceding all the other ṭāʾifes and milel.” 

“According to transmitted old custom, the Rūm ṭāʾife shall come and celebrate the mass before the Armenians and the other milel, and the Frank, Georgian and Ethiopian ṭāʾifes and all the other millets [sic], and shall perform the customary ritual and visit the place as required, without being preceded by a single person belonging to the abovementioned ṭāʾifes.” 

In the above document ṭāʾife and millet are rather synonymous. They are not interchangeable however, for whereas ṭāʾife is directly associated with the Rūms, the Armenians, the Georgians etc. in the syntagms Rūm tāʾifesi, Ermeni tāʾifesi and the like, millet is only indirectly related to these ethnonyms, through expressions such as “the different milel”, “other ṭāʾifes and milel” etc., having thus a more abstract character.

In another order, issued by Murat IV in 1637, concerning the dispute between the Rūms and the Franks (Catholics) for the control of the Basilica of the Nativity in Bethlehem, millet is not used at all. Instead are used the expressions Rūm keferesi, Frenk keferesi, Rūm ṭāʾifesi and Frenk ṭāʾifesi.
 These are also the terms used in the renewals of this ferman by Ibrahim I in 1644, Mehmet IV in 1675 and Suleiman II in 1688.
 More generally, millet ceases to be used during this period in documents concerning ecclesiastical matters. This change is related to a broader sociolinguistic development discussed in the following section.

4. Normative change

The use of millet in the sense of “a people” became very scarce in the sixteenth century both in literature, i.e. verse and rhymed prose (şiʿr ü inşā), and in science (ʿilm) due to the establishment of conceptual norms for the learned, which have been increasingly integrated into the new literary language. These norms influence chronography
 as far as it was written by ʿulemā who studied in the new madrasas of Istanbul. One of the first chronicles that combined the new Rūmī ornate prose
 with a learned conceptual framework was the Histories of Osman’s Sons (Tevārīḫ-i Āl-i ʿOsmān) by Kemalpaşazade, a prominent religious scholar and şeyḫ'ül-islām (1526–1534) under the reign Suleyman I. Kemalpaşazade was very rigorous as regards the use of theological concepts. Unlike most former chroniclers, he avoided using dīn, millet and şerīʿat in order to legitimise power.

Interestingly, in Kemalpaşazade’s Histories, not only millet does not have the meaning of “a people", but no other word does. Kemalpaşazade’s vocabulary was practically lacking such a concept. It was also lacking ethnonyms for the different peoples: Bulgarians, Serbs, Turks, Arabs, Romans etc.
 This şeyḫ'ül-islām’s world was ruled by the dichotomy between Müslimān and kāfir (infidel). The same dichotomy applied to the geographical space, which was accordingly divided it into dār al-islām and dār al-ḥarb. Kemalpaşazade’s worldview was entirely coherent with the Hanafi fiqh. All other, socio-political and cultural differences disappeared behind the normative categories of the law. Besides, this homogenised worldview might have been more suitable to a rapidly expanding realm, which claimed to world domination.

The chronicler Mustafa ʿĀlī from Gelibolu (d. 1600), who, although he was a madrassa graduate, had become a scribe and not a religious scholar, was less inclined to adopt the normative categories of the fiqh. The following excerpt of ʿĀlī’s Quintessence of Histories (Zübdetü't-Tevārīḫ) refers to the beginnings of humanity:

“Then, all the sons of Adam formed one single millet and, as there were no disputes among them and between their millets (sic), they were humble and affable and the angels used to come and shake hands with them. But when their number increased and they were divided into different millets the Angels ceased to come and shake hands with them.” 

In the above excerpt, sing. millet is equivalent in meaning to ’am in the Hebrew Bible (translated as laos in the Septuagint and as populus in the Latin Vulgate), whereas pl. millets (miletler) matches the plural goyim (translated as ethnē and gentes, respectively). In the Bible, ’am is mainly used with regard to the people of Israel and goyim (sing. goy) for the gentiles (or “outsiders”), who disobey God.
 In Medieval Islamic sources, this semantic opposition takes the form of a differentiation between sing. umma and pl. umam,
 where the former refers to the people of God and the latter to the divided peoples (goyim, ethnē or gentes) of the infidels. Equivalent in meaning is the above differentiation between sing. millet and pl. milletler; millet having broadly replaced umma in the sense of “a people” in early Ottoman sources.

However, Mustafa ʿĀlī is among the very few literati of the late sixteenth century to use millet in that sense. As already said, the normative ʿulemā conceptual framework had then dominated poetry and ornate prose (including chronography), which came to be increasingly composed by ʿulemā.
 At the same time, the ʿulemā of Rūm, who rediscovered the theological debates of medieval times, came across the dialectical definition of millet with relation to dīn, şerīʿat etc. Lastly, the pietistic Kadizadeli movement aimed at limiting theological debates up to a “permitted” threshold. Hence, the forefather of Rūmī pietism, Imam Birgivi (d. 1573) wrote in his Testament (Veṣāyet-nāme):

“Dīn and millet are one and the same. They are the things that the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, brought us from God. They are conveyed [to us] in relation to iʿtiḳād (belief), şerīʿat and praxis; a summary belief is enough; there is no need for details. The faith of the imitator is true. If one knows the necessary practices of the faith and believes in them but he cannot describe them in detail, he is no less considered to make part of Islam [i.e. to be a believer].”

Birgivi warns against overanalysing abstract theological terms as dīn and millet. And he is not the only Rūmī scholar of the time to issue such a warning. His contemporary and theological opponent, Ebussuud effendi, who had been şeyḫ'ül-islām from 1545 until his death in 1574, issued the following religious decree (fetvā) to answer the question “what is the dīn of islām and millet”:

“It is sufficient for the common people (ʿavām) to believe in the uniqueness of God, Glory to Him, in the prophetic status of his envoy, God bless him and grand him salvation, and in the truth of the noble şerīʿat. There is no need for commentary on concepts (mefhūmlar) and on detailed rules.”

As these requirements indicate, since the sixteenth, the Rūmī learned became increasingly familiar with the works of the medieval mutekellimūn, in whose works they came across the dialectical definitions of dīn and millet. A remarkable example of this revival constitutes the eighteenth chapter of Katib Çelebi’s (d. 1657) Balance of Truth,
 where the author summarises three essays he had previously written on millat Ibrāhīm. The chapter starts as follows:
“It should be known that although there is a distinction, if one considers the matter, between the ideas of millet, dīn and şerīʿat, their import all goes back to the concepts brought to his community by one of the great prophets, lords of resolve.”

In his three essays the author examines the views of a large number of medieval theologians, both of the Ashʿari and the Maturidi schools. He also takes into account the opinions of some important scholars of Rūm, such as Sadullah Saʿdi, Ebussuud and Mehmet Birgivi, thereby illustrating the eclecticism of Ottoman theology.
 Theological eclecticism, however, has been a frequent target of the Kadizadeli preachers, whose denigration of the “logicians” and the “philosophers” was bitterly described by Katib Çelebi.

Irrespective of whether this intellectual context was related to an Ottoman confessionalisation
 or not, both sixteenth century’s theological revival and pietistic criticism resulted in a greater semantic control over the theological vocabulary used by the learned. Consequently, the use of millet in the non-theological sense of “a people” almost vanished from the, increasingly normative, seventeenth century narrative and scientific prose. The same happened, as aforementioned, with millet’s meaning as “a people subjected to a religious leadership”.

4.1. Formulaic uses
Two exceptions stand out, however. The first is a short prayer wishing that “the friends (evliyā) of dīn and devlet (the dynasty) are victorious and the enemies of mülk and millet are defeated.”
 Variations on this prayer, based on different combinations of the hendiadyses dīn ü devlet and mülk ü millet, constitute a recurrent pattern in Ottoman poetry and rhymed prose.
The second exception is found in dynastic and aulic titles (laḳab, pl. elḳāb). The titles used by Ottoman/Rūmī scribes draw on Seljukide, Timuride and Mameluke compound titles, which over time acquired a particularly formulaic character. The hendiadys mülk ü millet made part of different elḳāb, such as the following one, used for şeyḫ'ül-islām Feyzullah efendi (d. 1703): “Who arranges solidly the pillars of dīn and devlet and builds the rules of mülk and millet” (d. 1703). 

Millet was also used in the elḳāb of Christian sovereigns, dignitaries and ambassadors, as it was already used in the elḳāb of the Mameluke court.
 Thus e.g., the epithet “pride of the great dignitaries of Messiah’s millet” was used for the nobles of the Republic of Ragusa in 1571, as well as for the Ambassador of the Hungarian King (The Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian II) in 1580.
 In 1568, the ambassador of the Polish king was called “head of the dignitaries of Messiah’s millet” and the very same epithet was used in 1630/31 both for the King of France and for the Voivode of Wallachia.

These examples could be easily multiplied without changing the broader picture, i.e. that while titles containing millet were regularly used for Christian rulers and dignitaries from both the dār al-ḥarb (abode of war) and the dār al-ʿahd (abode of the convent), i.e. from stranger and tributary realms, similar titles were not – or were perhaps exceptionally – used for ẕimmīs until the nineteenth century.

4.2. Vernacular uses

Millet in the sense of “a people” did not vanish however. Being excluded from the higher linguistic registers, it remained in use in the lower ones. Thus e.g., in two documents of 1727 pertaining to the appointment of Ottoman viziers as fortresses’ defenders, the appointees were ordered to “leave immediately with your millet and the well-ordered people of your porte.”

Above, millet refers to those men who did not belong to the household of the pasha but to the common people of his province, whose military importance increases during the eighteenth century.

Millet was also used in the sense of “a people” in books written in vernacular Turkish with Greek characters (currently known as karamanlidika), published since the mid-eighteenth century. Metropolitan Seraphim from Antalya, a pioneer of early karamanlidika editions, translated several books of catechesis from Romaic Greek into Anatolian Turkish. Among them was Discourses on the Passion Beneficial to the Soul,
 a translation into vernacular Turkish of a catechetic book written in Romaic by the Cretan monk Athanasios Varouchas.
 Below, some excerpts of Seraphim’s translation are juxtaposed with Athanasios’ original:

“The inhumanity of the Jewish millet” (Seraphim 15) “The inhumanity of the Jewish genos” (Athanasios 8)

“All the millets, come and look at your God” (Seraphim 39) “Ethnē, fylais (pl. of fylē) and glōssai (languages), look at your God” (Athanasios 32)

“The entire Jewish millet” (Seraphim p. 40). “The entire Jewish laos” (Athanasios 33).

In the above excerpts, millet translates alternatively Romaic Greek laos, genos, ethnos and fylē, which can all be rendered grosso modo, in vernacular premodern context, by “a people”. The Turkish used by Seraphim had been very far from the high register written language of his time, being close to one, or some vernacular Anatolian varieties.
 Apparently, these vernacular varieties had not undergone the abovementioned normative turn and therefore millet continued to be used in them in the sense of “a people”. This fact illustrates the limits of linguistic control in the premodern world.

5. Paradigm shift: from world rule to a world of millets

Millet underwent a major semantic change around the turn of the eighteenth century, when the Ottoman dignitaries encountered balance-of-power diplomacy. During the last two decades of the seventeenth century, not only the Sultans’ army had been forced to fight on four different fronts, against the four members of the Holy League, but Ottoman dignitaries sat at the same table with those powers’ representatives in Karlowitz (Sremski Karlovci) to negotiate a common peace (1699). The surprise of the Ottoman Sultans and dignitaries before that unforeseen situation is reflected in a letter sent in 1688 by Suleyman II (d. 1691) to the Khan of Crimea:

“According to the adage ‘all infidelity is one milla’ [quoted in Arabic] all the Christian milel have made alliances with one another, captured many parts of the lands of Islam, taken so many fortresses and enslaved so many of the people.”

Here, the misinterpretation of al-Shāfīʿī’s maxim (very common among the Ottoman sources of that time) becomes even more patent by its juxtaposition with the syntagm “Christian milel", which contradicts the shariatic perception of millet. The same syntagm was used in an order sent in 1690 to the provincial governors to ask for new recruits, because “various Christian millets, having asked for one another’s assistance, aim to conquer the lands of Islam.”
 These “various millets” were the different “peoples” or “nations” that participated in the Holy League. Through the confrontation with the Holy League, the Ottoman dignitaries came across Westphalian diplomacy, whereby conflicting imperial claims had been replaced by the idea of “different nations", occupying synchronically, through their alliances and antagonisms, the European political stage. The Ottoman dignitaries became increasingly accustomed to this worldview, in the course of the eighteenth century, insofar as the sultanate participated in the new balance-of-power diplomacy.
Two major chroniclers of the early eighteenth century, Mustafa Naima (d. 1716) and Defterdar Sarı Mehmed Paşa (d. 1717) describe the different coalitions of the “Christian millets” against the “Army of Islam”.
 Millet’s semantic change is more widely reflected however in the Wise Method for the Order of the Umem (Uṣūl'ül-ḥikem fī niẓām'il-ümem) by Ibrahim Müteferrika, published in 1731/32, in the author’s own press. The first part of Müteferrika’s treatise was largely replicated from the Amazing Clarifications (İrşādü'l-ḥayārā) by Katib Çelebi, which in turn drew on the Atlas Minor by Gerardus Mercator.
 Nevertheless, through paraphrases and digressions, Müteferrika produces a new text, semantically more adapted to his own time. Thus, in a passage that is not taken from Katib Çelebi, Müteferrika gives the following account of the origin of war:
“From the very first appearance of the humankind until this day, the ümem and the milel who live on earth are continuously at war with one another. And today, while the world is decaying and people are endlessly killed, some düvel (pl. of devlet) and milel started to be involved in corrupted affairs wishing all the profits of the world to be in the hands of only some races (ecnās).”

This is a condensed criticism of the mercantile incentive of colonial expansion. Ümem and milel, obviously two alternative ways to translate “the nations", are here the protagonists of human history, which unfolds as a struggle for profit. In this struggle the Christian millets (milel-i naṣāra) had been victorious for quite some time, for some people among them invented new wise methods of warfare, allowing them to prevail against the most violent attacks.
 Müteferrika’s treatise is essentially an appeal to the dignitaries of the state (devlet)
 to study and to emulate these methods. In this regard, he defends the merits of geography, which informs on:
“the lands of the milel and the tribes (ḳabāʾil) that live on earth, and teaches how they communicate and [how] they are separate from one another, how close or how far they are, the occupations of these milel and of these tribes and so many other facts.”

Here the plural milel has again the meaning of “nations", and the relations between the different milel/nations give shape to the geographical space, as they are deemed to give shape to history. In keeping with the new Westphalian worldview, historical agency is no more the prerogative of normative religious groups or of world empires, but it lies with the “nations” (milel or ümem). This semantic shift appears already in the title of Müteferrika’s treaty: Wise Methods for the Order of the Ümem, which alludes to the title of Akhisari’s (d. 1615) treatise Wise Method for the Order of the World (Uṣūl'ül-ḥikem fī niẓām'il-ʿālem).
 With this title, Müteferrika shifts the focus from a premodern world-order theory
 to a world of ümem: an inter-national world. Accordingly, the proposed reforms did not aim at restoring a world-order which was instituted by God on time immemorial,
 but to restore the position of a particular ümmet, or millet within an inter-national world.
Müteferrika stages the princes and scholars of the “Christian milel” reflecting on the possibility that the devlet-i ʿaliyye emulates the “science of war” of the Christian armies. This prospect worries them a lot, for the devlet-i ʿaliyye has “as many soldiers as there are stars in the sky.”
 Through this “staging", Müteferrika sought to urge the sultan and his advisers to undertake military reforms. Previous authors of naṣīḥatnāmes (counsels to the Ottoman sultans) had also aimed to do so. But they drew examples from a past, idealised, “world order” (niẓām'il-ʿālem), which they reckoned it was disturbed.
 In contrast, Müteferrika’s treatise drew examples from an order of milel or ümem that coexisted synchronically. Through this shift of paradigm, the sultan was implicitly dislodged from his transcendental position as “the shadow of God on the earth.”
 The new patterns of legitimacy will gradually become “reforms” and the establishment of a modern army and state. Needless to say that these underlying conceptual changes are not proper to a single author or to a group of scholars but impact subliminally on an increasing number of individuals throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Müteferrika shows early awareness of the consequences of the sixteenth-seventeenth century transformation of West European military tactics on the entire world system. Without getting here into the historiographical debate concerning the “military revolution",
 it should be emphasised that Müteferrika was an early proponent of this idea. For him, learning and applying the new “science of war” (fenn-i ḥarbiyye) was necessary in order to restore the devlet-i ʿaliyye in its former central position in the inter-national system. In this regard, the Russian example stood out:
“The Russian infidels belong to the Christian milel. There are a shameful and contemptible ṭāʾife, which could not consider confronting any enemy with its army. […] But some twenty-thirty years ago […] the Tsars examined the state of the [world’s] different ṭāʾifes, became interested in the science of war and brought specialists of this science in their country. Hence, […] in a small amount of time they created an army equivalent to those of the great Christian rulers.”

In sum, Müteferrika used millet, ümmet and even ṭāʾife in order to translate in Ottoman-Turkish the new concept of nation, which shaped the modern perception of Europe as an inter-national community. This new worldview was shared by a group of Ottoman dignitaries whose number increased along the eighteenth century. Among them, the word millet became more and more a synonym of Western European “nation", at the expense of ümmet and ṭāʾife. The semantic change was gradual: without replacing ṭāʾife or the plural küffār in the chronicles, relations of embassies and official documents, millet as an equivalent of “nation” appears increasingly in these sources all through the eighteenth century.
 This use of the word goes hand in hand with the impact of the new diplomacy on the Ottoman power system. Therefore, millet is used in the sense of “nation” in the Treaty of Belgrade of 1739, concluded with French mediation, e.g.: “and more particularly the millets of France, England and Netherlands.”

An anonymous treatise, written during the Russo-Ottoman War of 1768–1774, in order to define the best mediator for peace on behalf of the Ottomans, begins as follows:

“Since different kinds of milel have occupied and inhabited the biggest part of the terra firma, each group of people (gürūh) needs to be given laws (kānūn) that are useful and adapted to it. […] As the different groups of people (gürūh) were more and more in need of a balance in their foreign affairs, in order to be proportionally equal to one another, some one hundred years ago, they created this balance too and called it balance of foreign affairs. From that time the situation in Europe became as follows: when the head of a sultanate seizes the property of a neighbour or of a weaker devlet
 or abolishes its liberty, thus shifting the balances in one direction, the other düvel act in common to shift the balance back.”

Here millet is a group of people (gürūh) that evolves into a state (devlet or salṭanat),
 when ruled by laws that are “useful and conform to itself”. This “naturalism” is remindful of the French Physiocrats and of Montesquieu’s Spirit of Laws. Moreover, the millet of the anonym author of the treatise does not stand by itself; it makes part of the broader cluster of milel inhabiting the terra firma, each one of which corresponds to a devlet of the inter-düvel world that the balance of power aims to regulate.
As suggested by Michel Foucault, the formation of the modern state was due to the mutual limitation of the European royalties’ expansionist aims, owing to the balance of power, which led them direct their power towards their internal affairs, thereby gradually increasing their sovereignty.
 In any case, diplomacy is the field the new meaning of millet as “nation” came about. Thus, millet occurs several times in the Ottoman text of the 1774 Treaty of Kücük Kaynarca, where it translates nazione of the Italian version (which was the Treaty’s text of reference), translated as нация (nation) in the Russian version.

Of special interest as regards the uses of millet is a report addressed to the Ottoman Porte in 1784 by an Austrian convert from Pest, General Carlo de Cotzi, alias Osman Bey, as well as its commentary by the Voivode of Moldavia, Constantin Ypsilanti. The report is a dragoman’s translation from a French original, which comments on the European balance of power and proposes to the Porte a military alliance with Prussia against Russia. Here are some excerpts from both:

“The German millet generally does not fear death; it is a people (ḳavm) of unquestionable strength and endurance” (de Cotzi).

“all the allied millets” (Ypsilanti)

“In addition to the ambassador of Austria, these of France, Prussia and other milel can verify [his claim]” (Ypsilanti).

In these quotes, millet is used in the sense of its contemporary Western European “nation”. Besides, it is worth noting that in this document – and more generally, in Ottoman diplomatic sources of this time – millet and devlet are used somehow interchangeably. For the relative equivalence of meaning between millet and devlet in Ottoman diplomatic documents of the time accounts for the fact that the Law of Nations was systematically translated in Ottoman-Turkish as “law of düvel” (ḥuḳūḳ-ı düvel).

During the French Revolution, nation is systematically translated by millet, in official documents.
 This is also the case of the chronicler Şanizade (d. 1826). As shown by Edhem Eldem, Şanizade’s introduction is a paraphrase of Voltaire’s long article on “history” in Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie.
 In comparing Voltaire’s text with that of Şanizade we notice that the latter translates nation invariably as millet, which shows that this translation was then a standard linguistic operation. Interestingly however, Şanizade translates sometimes peuple by devlet, as in following case:

“Toutes les origines des peuples sont absurdes” (Voltaire).

“The origins of most of the düvel are characterised by marvels [sic.]” (Şanizade).

In most occasions, however, peuple is translated by Şanizade as ḳavm or ḫalḳ.

The use of millet as an equivalent to “nation” is not the only semantic change this word undergoes during this period. In another register, this polysemous word evolves toward the modern Western European concepts of “religion” and “confession”. Religion is a modern concept, which, in seventeenth and eighteenth century Western Europe, it was used in the current sense of “denomination”.
 Early modern international treaties and royal edicts refer to Catholic, Protestant or Calvinist “religion”. Since the end of the eighteenth century, “religion” in this sense was replaced by “confession”. This conceptual shift was related to the incorporation of religious groups into the state, which sought to manage religious disputes and to adjudicate on issues of religious practice and dogma.
 A similar evolution came about in the Ottoman realm under the reign of Mahmud II. It resulted in the shift of millet – along with some other theological concepts – to a meaning close to these of Western European “confession”.

6. Millet towards “religion” and “confession”

6.1 Rūm milleti: The “soft” institutionalisation of the late eighteenth century

It should be remembered that, as part of a broader normative change, millet ceased to be used in sultanic orders addressed to the Patriarchs of Jerusalem in the early seventeenth century. This trend was reversed, however, since the mid-eighteenth century. In an order issued by Mustafa III in 1757 we encounter for the first time the syntagm Rūm milleti (millet of the Rūm(s)),
 used regularly thereafter in this corpus.
 This order was a turning point in the antagonism between the Orthodox and the Catholics in Jerusalem. According to the contemporary chronicler Comnenos Ypsilantis, by virtue of this ḫaṭṭ-i şerīf, “the Patriarch of Jerusalem Parthenios took back the sites of pilgrimage in Jerusalem.”

Komnenos Ypsilantis was a secretary of the influential grand vizier (Koca) Mehmed Ragıp Paşa, who assisted the Rūm church in its struggle against the Catholics in Aleppo and Jerusalem.
 In 1757, under Ragıp Paşa’s vizierate, the Metropolis of Aleppo was placed under the jurisdiction of the Oecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople.
 During the same year, the appointment titles (sing. berāt) of the Orthodox Patriarchs of Constantinople mentioned for the first time that the election of a new patriarch ought to be made by the five metropolitans whose sees were close to Istanbul;
 the participation of the metropolitans to the government of the Church was defined more precisely in a sultanic order of 1763.
 Therefore, since the mid-eighteenth century the Orthodox Church, as an institution, started to be integrated into the Ottoman administration.

In the eighteenth century there was great interplay between the Ottoman administration and Rūm merchants, artisan guilds, financiers and the families of dragomans and voivodes of Moldavia and Wallachia. The more powerful among the Rūms interfered constantly with the appointments of the clergy and accordingly the tenure of the patriarchs and the metropolitans diminished and the “admission money” (pişkeş) increased, bringing the Patriarchate’s finances to ruin. At the same time, the Rūm churches’ struggle against the Uniate Catholic Church caused dissidence and quarrels among the clergy. For both reasons – in order to stabilise the church’s administration and the fluctuating confessional boundaries – the metropolitans sought an ally in the Ottoman administration. This was possible by virtue of people such as Comnenos Ypsilantis, who could intercede with powerful dignitaries, such as Ragıp Paşa.

In other words, the syntagm Rūm milleti started to be used in official documents when the Rūm church – under the strengthened leadership of the Patriarchate of Constantinople – begun to be integrated in the Ottoman administration. In this context, millet ceases to be a people reified through its religious leadership, to become a “church”, a “religion”, in the early modern sense of the word. To this semantic change contributed the incorporation of the autocephalous metropolitan sees of Peć (considered also to be a patriarchate) and Ohrid into the Orthodox Oecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople in 1766/67,
 whereby Rūm milleti came to mean all the people belonging to the Orthodox Eastern Church who lived in the Ottoman realm.
 Yet, the shift of millet to “religion” did not supersede its meaning as a people reified through its religious leadership. The two meanings were not contrasted in the late eighteenth century, for any of these had not been the object of a concrete religious policy. Even though the Oecumenical Patriarchate sought to reinforce and stabilise its confessional boundaries through its integration into the Ottoman administration, the latter was inept to offer to the Patriarchate the institutional stability it was asking for, for it was not yet a modern state’s administration.
 The transformation of this premodern structure into a modern centralised state began, in a rather turbulent manner, under Mahmud II’s rule.

6.2. “To become an independent millet by law”: millet as the key word of a new confessional policy
Under Mahmud II, the syntagms Rūm milleti and Ermenī milleti came to be more frequently used, along with these of “Ethiopian, Copt and Assyrian millets.” At the same time, millet in the more traditional sense of a people reified through its spiritual leadership started to be juxtaposed to this of “religion” or even “confession", as in the following excerpt from an order issued by Mahmud II during the early years of his reign:

“The Ethiopian, Copt and Assyrian millets, which are of the same millet (hem‑milletleri) and are subjected to them [the Armenians].”

This excerpt refers to the canonical law in force in Jerusalem, whereby all the Eastern Orthodox Churches present in the city fall under the jurisdiction of the Rūm Patriarchate, whereas the Oriental Orthodox Churches fall under that of the Armenian Patriarchate. Therefore, millet is used in the same phrase both in the sense of a people reified through its spiritual leadership (the Ethiopian, Copt or Assyrian people) and in this of “confession”: the confession of the Eastern Orthodox Churches, i.e., in current terms, Miaphysitism.

Another dimension of millet’s semantic change has to do with law. Mahmud II decided to enforce the Oecumenical Orthodox Patriarchate’s rights on Aleppo’s metropolitan see, giving rise to a bloody repression of the Catholics in 1818.
 The very day of these events, a delegation of Catholics visited Aleppo’s governor, Hürşid Paşa, who asked them if they were Rūms, to what they retorted that they certainly were Rūms, but that the Rūms had split. Refusing that such a division had ever occurred, the Paşa affirmed: “If you are not Christians, have you become either Muslims or Jews? For if you are still Christians you must obey the head of the millet-i Rūm.”

Hürşid Paşa’s message was clear: there are no other millets than these recognised by the state. Millet, in this sense was an institutionalised religious community, i.e. a “confession”. Mahmud II was determined to stabilise the boundaries of the Christian communities of his realm, as it was obvious e.g. from his decision to oust the Catholic Armenians from Istanbul, in 1828.
 The Sultan’s anti-Catholic campaign backfired, however, forcing him to endorse the separation of the Armenian Catholics from the Armenian Patriarchate, in 1830.

According to an Ottoman report, the French Ambassador claimed that the enmity “between the original Armenians and the Catholic part” was so great that “these two millets need[ed] to be separated from one another both as regards worship and the supervision of their affairs.” Moreover, the interpreter of the French Embassy had repeatedly stated that the Catholics ought to “become an independent millet by law” with a Patriarch as their leader.

As used above, presumably by the French Ambassador and his interpreter, millet has the meaning of “confession", i.e. a community of belief the legal status of which is endorsed by the state. The conception of the “state” as source of legality of different religious communities emerged in early modern Western Europe (epitomised in the cuius regio eius religio principle) and was further intensified through the nineteenth century’s Western European confessional policies. Interestingly, the same text opposed to the above meaning of millet, a different one:
“[the minister of the Catholic Armenians] will necessarily have the grade of a bishop, for two Patriarchs are not suitable for a millet formed by people of the same species.”

In the above quotation, millet has the meaning of “a people” or even of “nation", in the modern sense of the word; the Armenian millet being deemed to preserve its unity despite its confessional split, for it is “formed by people of the same species (or race?)” (bir cinsden olan). At the same time, the idea that two different religious leaders cannot coexist within the same millet brings us back to the concept of millet as a people reified through its spiritual leadership.

Mahmud II and his dignitaries sought to avoid the recognition of a Catholic Armenian bishop, limiting the separation between the Catholic and the “original Armenians” in the appointment of a Muslim minister (naẓīr) entrusted with the “supervision” of the Catholic Armenians’ affairs” (rüʾyet-i umūrları).
 Reʾīs efendi’s arguments drew from canon law. A bishop, he explained, cannot be independent from a Patriarch. Such exceptional statuses existed earlier on in France, but are now abolished there and are being also abolished in the devlet-i ʿaliyye, which strives to get rid of such vain customs.

By these words, reʾīs efendi evoked what was retrospectively interpreted as the “millet system”: the tendency to give to the local churches’ administration a more centralised and homogenous form – a more rationalised one, Max Weber would say – through their integration into the Ottoman administrative system. This process started in the mid-eighteenth century, and was, as reʾīs efendi proudly asserted, more or less accomplished by then. Moreover, the churches’ administrative integration overlapped with the aim of the Ottoman administration to adjudicate on the churches’ issues of worship and creed, i.e. with the formation of an Ottoman confessional policy. Being a key concept of the new Ottoman confessional policy, millet started to be used in the sense of a confessional group the centralised hierarchy of which was integrated to the devlet-i ʿaliye. What was left from the earlier concept was the great importance given to millet’s leadership.

The institutional character of the new concept of millet is obvious in the discrete announcement, in the Ottoman Official Journal (Taḳvīm-i Veḳāyiʿ), of the unification, in 1835, by Mahmud II, of the Jews of the Ottoman realm under a common religious leadership, i.e. their transformation into a single millet. To justify this administrative change, the article mentions that the “Rūm, Armenian and Catholic Patriarchs” had received from the Sultan the order of ferūġ-efşān, which had been a great honour for their respective millets. Therefore, the announcement continues, the Jewish millet (Yahūd milleti), making part of the sultanate’s oldest reʿāyā, ought also to receive this honour. This was not possible hitherto, because the ḫāḫām-başı (chief rabbi) was elected among the members of the community, without the involvement of the Porte or an investiture ceremony in the seraglio. Nevertheless, the previous ḫāḫām, an elderly person, eager to see this honour received by “his millets", addressed a petition to the Porte, asking to be replaced by his younger successor, who was then appointed by a sultanic diploma, via an investiture ceremony at the seraglio, where he also received the order of fürūġ-efşān.

The above description gives an explicit idea of Mahmud II’s confessional policy. According to it, each one of the different millet-confessions of the Ottoman realm should be unified under a common leadership, integrate into the state and remain loyal to it. To put it another way, in the frame of this new confessional policy, millet came to mean a religious community reified through its legal and administrative integration to the state.

7. Epilogue

Mahmud II conceived the stabilisation of the confessional landscape of his realm as a way to stabilise his rule and even to create a modern state: a modern centralised state, in which the confessions ought to be integrated. Millet became the main focus of this policy, i.e. what was to be stabilised, homogenised, incorporated in the state and morally redressed. Mahmud II’s confessional policy was expansive in scope; it was systematically used by this Sultan to deal with the numerous crises that broke out during his reign. His campaign against the Janissaries and the Bektashis was framed as a restoration of the millet-i islām; whereas the war against the Greek Revolution was conceived, by Mahmud II and his dignitaries, as an effort to deal with these members of the Rūm milleti who had broken their pact of raʿiyyet: a concept made up of combined elements of western European subjecthood and dhimmitude.
 The Porte’s translators had methodically translated genos and ethnos of the Greek revolutionary declarations as millet.
 But this revolutionary-national millet overlapped in the Ottoman documents with the confessional millet that the Sultan sought to redress through punishment, as well as through its incorporation into the state, ensuring administrative and moral control.

Being perfectly aware, by virtue of a century-old linguistic experience, of the meaning that millet had in the translations of the Greek revolutionary declarations, the Ottoman dignitaries refused to “endorse” this meaning, by substituting a confessional Rūm milleti for the nationalist-revolutionary Yūnān milleti. In doing so, Mahmud II was in keeping with the other kings and emperors of post-Napoleonic Europe, who perceived the reorganization of religion as a means to hinder nationalism. The Sultan and his officials deemed that national ideas were alien to the revolted populations. They accurately perceived religion as being the revolutionaries’ main cohesive bond.
 But, like their West European counterparts, Mahmud II and his dignitaries had underestimated the pervasive force of nationalism.

Last, but not least, as noted by Hakan Erdem,
 millet’s meaning as an equivalent to confession (in syntagms such us Rūm milleti and even İslām milleti) was influenced both by its overlap and by its juxtaposition with millet as “nation”. This relation of opposition and complementarity of the two different modern meanings of millet develops all through the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries in the frame of different ideologies and politics. The two meanings’ dialectical relation underlines the complex interplay between nationalism and the modern concepts of religion and confession. Holding together, in a single polysemous word, the apparently antithetical meanings of nation and religion/confession, millet contributed to veil their interaction. Millet’s semantics can help us to unveil it and to study its implications for the history of the late Ottoman and the post-Ottoman world.
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