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ABSTRACT

THE ARSENITE SCHISM AND THE BABAI REBELLION: TWO CASE STUDIES IN
CENTER-PERIPHERY RELATIONS

Hüsamettin Şimşir

M.A Thesis, June 2018
Thesis Supervisor: Dr. Fac. Member Ferenc Péter Csirkés

This thesis aims to present an analysis of the interaction between Christians and
Muslims in the west of Asia Minor at the end of the 13th and the beginning of the 14th
centuries after two religious-social movements in the Byzantine and the Rum Seljuk
Empires, the Arsenite Schism and the Babai Rebellion. After the unsuccessful rebellion of
the Babais, antinomian dervishes who had migrated to the west of Asia Minor because of a
heavy oppression as well as inquisition by the state and had a different religious belief apart
from the mainstream religious understanding of the center initiated missionary activities in
the regions along the Byzantine border. Accordingly, these dervishes had joined the
military activities of the Turcoman chieftains against the Byzantines and interacted with the
local Christian population and religious figures. As a result of this religious interaction,
messianic and ascetic beliefs were increasingly present among the Greek-speaking
population as well as spiritual leaders of western Anatolia. Since such interfaith and crosscultural interaction had a considerable impact on the course of all these events, this thesis
focuses on them to create a better understanding of the appearance of the Hesychasm in the
Byzantine spiritual environment in the later period.
Keywords: Babai Rebellion, Arsenite Schism, Hesychasm, Interfaith relationship, 13th
century Western Anatolia
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ÖZET

MERKEZ-ÇEVRE İLİŞKİLERİ ÇERÇEVESİNDE ARSENİT
SKİZMASI VE BABAİ AYAKLANMASI MESELELERİ

Hüsamettin Şimşir

Yüksek Lisans Tezi, Haziran 2018
Tez Danışmanı: Dr. Öğr. Üyesi Ferenc Péter Csirkés

Bu tez, Bizans İmparatorluğundaki Arsenit Skizması ile Anadolu Selçuklu
Devletindeki Babai Ayaklanması sonrasında, Batı Anadolu bölgesinde Hristiyan ve
Müslüman halk arasında vuku bulmuş olan sosyo-kültürel etkileşimlere odaklanmaktadır.
Babai Ayaklanması akabinde, Selçuklu merkezi yönetiminin baskısı altında Batı
Anadolu’ya göç etmiş olan ve Sünni İslam anlayışı dışında bir din anlayışına sahip olan bu
dervişler

özellikle

Bizans

sınırına

yakın

bölgelerde

misyonerlik

faaliyetlerinde

bulunmuşlardır. Bu gelişme sonucunda, bölgeye göç etmiş bulunan derviş zümreleri,
Hristiyan halk ve dini liderler ile etkileşime girmiş ve bu etkileşim sonucunda bölgede
bulunan Yunanca konuşan topluluğun dini inanışlarında mesiyanik ve münzevi ögeler
giderek ağırlığını arttırmıştır. Bölgedeki Hristiyan ve Müslüman dini figürler arasındaki
etkileşimi incelemek, sonraki dönemde Bizans ruhban sınıfı arasında ortaya çıkmış olan
“İsihazm” tartışmasının daha iyi anlaşılmasına katkıda bulunacaktır.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Babai Ayaklanması, Arsenit Skizması, İsihazm, Dinler arası ilişkiler,
13. Yüzyıl’da Batı Anadolu
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To “our holy mother ‘western’ Anatolia”

My respects to my family…
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INTRODUCTION
“Fetheden de biziz artık fethedilen de
Eriten de biziz eriyen de”
Sabahattin Eyüboğlu

General Ottoman and Seljuk history courses offered at the university level are mostly
focused on political, economic and military aspects of Turkish history in Anatolia while,
interreligious issues are mostly neglected. University courses and recent scholarship often
illuminate the wars, political treaties, conquests, territorial changes, and individual
narratives of Turkish-speaking people in the Seljuk and Ottoman Empires. Nevertheless,
although studies on religious matters in Ottoman history have increased ostensibly in recent
years, there are plenty of topics to be covered in the field of interfaith and frontier
relationship of Turkish people with other peoples. Indeed, studies on interfaith relationships
between Islam and Christianity have made significant process in the last three decades,
regarding especially the history of relations between the crusader states and Muslims in the
Middle East, while the Anatolian Peninsula has received far less academic attention in this
regard. In my opinion, it is quite difficult to elaborate on the history of Anatolian Turks
without focusing on their interactions with other cultures and beliefs.
This study is a preliminary work that attempts to analyze first the two rebellious
initiatives in the 13th century in two different Anatolian realms, the Arsenite Schism in the
Byzantine Empire and the Babai Rebellion in the Rum Seljuk Sultanate. Focusing on these
revolts, my aim is to show the relationship between these groups in these two realms and
unveil the possible connections between the heterodox parties of these religious
environments.

1

There are several prominent reasons for this choice of study. First, on the assumption
that after the failure of the Babai Rebellion, many followers of the rebellious religious
leader, Baba Ilyas, fled to the west of Asia Minor to escape the inquisition of the Rum
Seljuk state. It seems that the followers of this antinomian dervish had taken refuge in the
newly emerging small Turcoman principalities in the west of Asia Minor and facilitated the
organization of these petty principalities in the region which deserves further research.
As many heterodox dervishes came to the petty principalities in west Asia Minor, they
joined the religious Ghazi warriors active there. The ghazi warriors who had been
galvanized by the spiritual influence of these unorthodox figures later took part in many of
the conquests in the Balkans and Asia Minor.
The second factor, on the other hand, stemmed from divisions among the Byzantine
clergy. In the Byzantine Empire, there was competition and conflict between two groups in
church affairs. One group was closer to the Ancient Greek philosophy, while the other part
labeled themselves as true defenders of Christianity, an idea which had been nourished by
Jewish-influenced religious traditions of the Middle East. In the 6th century, because of
religious oppression the pioneers of the first group were under heavy oppression, which
culminated in the banning of the School of Athens and ostracizing pagan philosophers in
529 by Justinian.1
In the 8th century, however, tensions between the two distinct religious groups gave
rise to the Iconoclastic movement in the Byzantine Empire. The majority of the Christians
in the Empire venerated the icons for centuries without any controversy over the issue of
whether icon veneration was acceptable within the boundaries of Christianity. However,
the rise of Islam began to turn the tide. After the Islamic conquest in the Middle East, many
provinces where Christians had constituted the majority of the population became the
subjects of the Caliphate. This facilitated doctrinal exchange between Eastern Christianity
and Islam. Thus, the Islamic understanding of iconoclasm deeply affected the development
of the dispute on icons in Byzantine society in a later period.2 However, the
Edward Watts, “Justinian, Malalas, and the End of Athenian Philosophical Teaching in A.D. 529”
The Journal of Roman Studies Vol. 94 (2004) 172.
2
Alexander Vasiliev, History of the Byzantine Empire Volume 2 (Wisconsin: The University of
Wisconsin Press, 1980) 661.
1

2

other part in the clergy strictly opposed iconoclasm, relying on favorable examples from
the life of Christ. As Anagnostopoulos states, this party was especially influenced by
ancient Greek philosophy, especially by Aristotelian logic. For instance, the most ardent
supporter of icons, “[…] John of Damascus, articulated the value of secular learning for a
Christian monk like himself and composed a handbook on the elements of Aristotelian
logic […]”3
The iconoclasm controversy created a turmoil in Byzantine society and its religious
sphere. The controversy came to an end with the Second Council of Nicaea where the
veneration of icons was accepted within the boundaries of Christianity. Nevertheless,
although the moderate party succeeded in protecting its advantage up until the beginning of
the 13th century, a similar controversy grew during this century which later culminated in
the Hesychasm.
Alexander Vasiliev writes that beginning with the twelfth century, there was a serious
separation between the aforesaid two distinct theological groups in the Byzantine spiritual
atmosphere.4 He uses the term of “zealots” for the first religious group which mostly
included ascetic monks living in rural monasteries in the wilderness.5 They followed
strictly of the ascetic and austere lifestyle and strongly criticized the orthodox-minded
clergy in the city centers. On the other hand, the spiritual realm of big cities was mostly
controlled by educated clergy. Vasiliev names this group as “moderates” or “politicians”
(πολιτικοι).6
The power balance between these groups changed after an event of great magnitude,
the fourth crusade, which resulted in the sack of Constantinople. Due to the removal of the
capital to Nicaea in Asia Minor, where ascetic monasticism and heterodoxy had strong
roots mystical and unorthodox doctrines began to increase their influence both on the
masses and the state. In my opinion, the heterodox dervishes who increased in number in

Thalia Anagnostopoulos, “Aristotle and Byzantine Iconoclasm” Greek, Roman and Byzantine
Studies (2013) 53. 768.
4
Alexander Vasiliev, History of the Byzantine Empire Volume 2 (Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin
Press, 1980) 659
5
Ibid. 659.
6
“Beginning with the twelfth century, there were two irreconcilably opposing parties in the Byzantine
church which were struggling for influence and power in the ecclesiastical administration. One of those
parties is called in Byzantine sources the “zealots” (ζηλοται), the other the “politicians” (πολιτικοι) or
moderates” Ibid. 659.
3
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the western Anatolian region after the unsuccessful Babai rebellion had a strong effect on
the augmentation of ascetic movements in the Byzantine Empire.
The third factor derives from my wish to understand the abstract effect of the Turkish
conquest of western Asia Minor on the Byzantine religious realm. It is possible to figure
out from the primary sources coming from either the Muslim or the Christian side that a
process of Islamization of the western Anatolian Greek-speaking population took place
during and before the 13th century in the region.7 Nevertheless, here I will focus more on to
what extent the western Anatolian Greek-speaking migrants to the European side of the
Empire from the common folk and the clergy were influenced by heterodox Islamic
understanding. Although it is quite difficult to study this issue primarily due to the lack of
large numbers of primary sources, I will make a comparative analysis of several Byzantine
and Islamic sources which remained from the relevant time period in order to reach a
conclusion about the interaction between two distinct unorthodox doctrines and their
antinomian leaders in the region.
This thesis is divided into three main chapters in addition to the introduction and
conclusion. The first chapter focuses on the reasons behind these two unrests in 13th
century Anatolia. The first one is the Babai Rebellion in the Sultanate of Rum and the
second one is the Arsenite Schism in the Byzantine Empire. I will suggest that there was an
alienation of an important segment of society, which stemmed from similar reasons in both
the Byzantine and the Rum Seljuk realms. In the first part of this chapter, I will flash out
the political instability in both realms which resulted in the neglect on the part of the
respective political leaderships of domestic affairs. Secondly, my aim is to shed light on
socio-economic problems that deepened the alienation between the states and a segment of
their subjects. The third part of the chapter will investigate the impact of military
reorganization on the unrest in the Rum Seljuk as well as Byzantine lands.
The second chapter covers the division between orthodox and unorthodox religious
movements under the Byzantines and the Rum Seljuks. It starts with the introduction of
heterodox dervishes and their doctrines, which developed in Rum Seljuk territories,
discussing its development from the beginning of the 13th century and to the early 14th
Aşıkpaşazade, Osmanoğulları’nın Tarihi ed. Kemal Yavuz and Yekta Saraç, (İstanbul: MAS Matbaacılık,
2003) 102.

7
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century. As for the Byzantine side, I focus on the distinction between the zealot party and
the moderate party in the clergy. In this chapter, I will elaborate on the relationship
between the state and heterodox movements from Manuel I Komnenos’ times to Michael
VIII Palaiologos’ era. Lastly, I am going to analyze the interaction between unorthodox
movements that rose in different monarchies in the West Asia Minor.
The third chapter will discuss the increasing penchant for mysticism in the first half of
the 14th century in the Byzantine Empire. After providing background information on the
migration of heterodox Christian holy men from western Anatolia to the European half of
the empire, I will try to explain the connection between Islamic Sufi thought and
Hesychasm movement. In the last part of this chapter, I will suggest that, with the
acceptance of Hesychast practice by the Byzantine state within the borders of Orthodoxy,
the heterodox faction (I will also refer to it to as Zealots) in the Byzantine clergy won a
decisive victory against their rival faction, the so-called moderate party.8
In conducting this research, I benefit from both primary and secondary sources. The
primary sources are general histories covering the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries in
which the Babai Rebellion and Arsenite Schism took place. The first primary source I use
is the chronicle of Aşıkpaşazade who claims to be a descendant of Muhlis Pasha, the son of
Baba İlyas, the spiritual leader of the Babai Rebellion. In his work covering the period
between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries, Aşıkpaşazade narrates the events from the
beginning of the rule of Ertuğrul Gazi and his legendary ancestors to the first years of
Sultan Bayezid II. In addition to Aşıkpaşazade’s chronicle, I used several other Ottoman
sources such as Oruç Bey’s work. As the main chronicle from the Rum Seljuk era, I have
used Ibn-i Bibi’s work which covers a time period between 1192 and 1280 and gives
valuable information about the development of Turcoman movements on the eve of the
Mongol invasion. From the Byzantine side, I have used many sources including Anna
Komnene, John Kinnamos, George Akropolites, and George Pachymeres works written
between the 1070s and the 1350s. Lastly, in this thesis, have I benefited from works of
8

Anita Strezova, Hesychasm and Art: The Appearance of New Iconographic
Trends in Byzantine and Slavic Lands in the 14th and 15th Centuries, (Canberra: ANU Press, 2014) 26.
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several travelers who visited west Asia Minor or Constantinople in the 13th and 14th
centuries such as Ibn Battutah, the famous Moroccan traveler who visited both Asia Minor
and Constantinople in the 1330s and provide with plenty of information about spiritual life
and religious structure in the region.
There are many secondary works which discuss political, social, cultural, economic,
and military developments in the late Byzantine and early Ottoman periods in general and
in 13th-14th century western Anatolia in particular. Angeliki E. Laiou, in her book titled
Constantinople and the Latins, The Foreign Policy of Andronicus II, deals with the
Byzantine position vis-a-vis western powers after the reconquest of Constantinople and its
impact on the Byzantine population of Western Asia Minor. She argues that the loss of
Asia Minor to the emergence Turcoman principalities in the region was not a natural
consequence of the “collapse” of the Byzantine political and military power. Rather, she
puts forth that the loss of Asia Minor mainly stemmed from internal matters in the
Byzantine Empire.9 Divisions and disagreements among churchmen especially after the
recapture of Constantinople, the neglect of western Anatolia due to revolts in the region
against the Palaiologos dynasty, and landholders’, as well as state officials’ avarice and
injustice towards the native population of the area paved the way for the intensification of
the activities of Turcoman tribes.10 She states that particularly the years between 1296 and
1302 were a decisive period for the future of Byzantine western Anatolia. While in 1296
there was still a chance for the Byzantines to keep the region. Especially, after the Catalan
disaster, Turkic tribes began subjugating the native population and becoming the real
masters of the area.11
Tijana Krstic’s book titled Contested Conversions to Islam: Narratives of Religious
Change in the Early Modern Ottoman Empire focuses on the conversion of the native
population to Islam in the Balkans and Anatolia and the interaction between Christians and
the Muslim mystical movements. She addresses the relationship between holy men from
two different religious environments in western Anatolia and suggests that the Byzantine
population in the area was mostly converted by heterodox dervishes, who had offered them

9

Angeliki E. Laiou, Constantinople and the Latins (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972) 20.
Ibid. 91.
11
Ibid. 91.
10

6

a heavily Christianized form of Islam.12 Krstic also revisits the question of the development
of Sufi orders in the Ottoman Empire from Osman Gazi’s era to the 17th century, paying
special attention to the Bektashi order’s function as state instrument to incorporate
heterodox groups into state structure.
Rustam Shukurov’s study titled The Byzantine Turks, 1204-1261 analyzes the
Byzantine perception of the Anatolian Muslim population and their relationship with each
other. He strongly criticizes Wittek’s Ghazi Thesis which relied on an idea of Islamic holy
war against Christian infidels as the main ideology of Muslim principalities on the western
Anatolian borderlands; Shukurov suggests that Wittek’s idea was mainly based on a single
inscription from Bursa dated 1337.13 In contrast, he states that “no specific Ghazi ideology
existed in Anatolia in the eleventh through the thirteenth centuries, where the Turkic
principalities and chiefdoms fought against both Christians and neighboring Muslims.”14
On top of it, he analyzes the connection between the Byzantine mystical movement,
Hesychasm, and Islamic Sufism concluding that there might have been a strong Sufi
influence on the Hesychast doctrine; he supports this with strong evidence, such as
widespread bilingualism in the western Anatolian region,15 Greek converts who denounced
Islam and embraced Christianity again,16 and the presence of Islamic holy men in
Constantinople around the time that the Hesychast doctrine appeared.17
Heghnar Zeitlian Watenpaugh, in his article Deviant Dervishes: Space, Gender, And
the Construction of Antinomian Piety in Ottoman Aleppo questions the incorporation of
antinomian dervishes into state order in a later period, at the end of the 16th century. 18
Although she mostly focuses on a later era, her general division between holy men in
Muslim Asia Minor illuminates the reasons for the spiritual separation between urban and
rural spheres from the Rum Seljuks to the Ottoman period. Just like Vasiliev distinguishes

12

Tijana Krstic, Contested Conversions to Islam: Narratives of Religious Change in the Early
Modern Ottoman Empire (California: Stanford University Press, 2011) 17.
13
Ibid. 5.
14
Ibid. 5.
15
Ibid. 361.
16
Ibid. 368.
17
Ibid. 375.
18
H. Zeitlian Watenpaugh, “Deviant Dervishes: Space, Gender, And the Construction of Antinomian Piety
in Ottoman Aleppo” International Journal of Middle East Studies (2005) 552.
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between moderate and the zealot groups in the Byzantine clergy, Watenpaugh pays
attention to the relationship between the holy men of the rural environments whom she
defines as “tiger or lion riders” to the holy man of the cities who stands on the wall.19
Allegedly, the lion-riding saint had possessed the mystical secret which he used to
galvanize the people around him against the socio-religious order, while those who stands
on the wall preached less threatening forms of piety.20
Tom Papademetriou’s study of Orthodox Hesychasm and Dervish Mysticism in the
Late Byzantine and Early Ottoman Periods focuses on heterodox movements and their
antinomian leaders in the late Byzantine and early Ottoman periods. As regards the
Byzantine side he questions the relationship between the monastic foundations and the state
beginning with Emperor Manuel I Komnenos’ era.21 On the other hand, he pays special
attention to the Bektashi order and concludes that the state used this heterodox order to
absorb antinomian spiritual groups which would challenge the state.22 In addition, he also
discusses possible interactions between heterodox holy men from Christian and Muslim
sides in western Asia Minor, asking “If the monk and the dervish inhabited the same world
at the same time, what happened when they crossed?”23
Ahmet Yaşar Ocak has published several works concerning the development of
unorthodox movements and their relationship with the state and “high Islamic” institutions.
In his book titled Babailer İsyanı, Aleviliğin Tarihsel Altyapısı, Anadolu’da İslam Türk
Heterodoksisinin Teşekkülü he discusses socio-economic reasons for the Babai Rebellion
against the Seljuk authorities.24 He concludes that after the defeat of the Babais at the Battle
of Malya, Baba Ilyas’ many followers migrated to western Anatolia where they had a
strong influence over the spiritual environment and the state structure of the Turcoman
principalities including that of the Ottomans.25

19

Ibid. 552.
Ibid. 552.
21
Dean Papademetriou and Andrew Sopko (Eds.), The Church and the Library: Studies in Honor of Rev.
Dr. George C. Papademetriou (Boston: Somerset Hall Press, 2007) 39.
22
Ibid. 61.
23
Ibid. 65.
24
Ahmet Yaşar Ocak, Babailer İsyanı Aleviliğin Tarihsel Altyapısı (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 2000) 55.
25
Ibid 207.
20
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CHAPTER 1
REASONS BEHIND SOCIAL UNREST IN 13TH CENTURY ANATOLIA: THE
CASES OF THE BABAIS AND THE ARSENITES

As a bridge between Europe and Asia, the Anatolian Peninsula has welcomed
people of different ethnicities for centuries. During the 11th Century, however, the ethnic
balance of the peninsula shifted dramatically. Throughout this century, various Turkic
tribes which were organized under Seljuk rule poured into the Middle East from the vast
steppes of Central Asia. After eliminating the Ghaznavid dynasty from Iran by defeating
them at the Battle of Dandanakan, these tribes then directed their attention towards the rest
of the Middle East.26 With lightning speed, they “liberated” the Abbasid Caliph in Baghdad
from the control of the Buyids in 1055.27 The capture of the Caliphate allowed the Seljuk
rulers to label themselves as Sultans, a title legitimized by the approval of the caliph.28
However, the era of Turkic western expansion did not end here. The Seljuks followed
corporate notions of sovereignty, which meant that every member of the dynasty, in theory,
possessed the right to rule if they were in a strong enough position following the death of
the previous monarch. As a result, several princes who had failed in their attempt to capture
the throne instead embarked on expedition, and penetrated the eastern frontier of
Byzantium, in order to find glory and riches there. Together with other nomadic tribal
contingents, they pillaged significant strategic centers in Anatolia, such as Amorium and
Ceasaria, wreaking havoc upon the Byzantine Empire. In response to such nomadic

Ergin Ayan, “Political Legislation Process During the Foundation of
Great Saldjukian Empire” Sosyal Bilimler Araştırmaları Dergisi (2012) 23.
27
Ibid. 32.
28
Zahir Al-Din Nishapuri, The History of The Seljuk Turks from the Jami’ al-Tawarikh An Ilkhanid
Adaptation of the Saljuq-nama, Edmund Boshword (ed) (Cornwall: Curzon Press, 2001) 41. “And in the
year
447 (1055-1056), the Caliph ordered them to give the Friday sermon in Tughril Beg’s name from the pulpits
of Baghdad. They struck his name on the coins of the mint and they made his titles Rukn al-Dawla Abu Talib
Tughril Beg Muhammad b. Mikail and after his name they set the name and titles of Malik Rahim Abu Nasr
Ibn Abi’l-Hayja, Sultan al-Dawla.”
26
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incursions, the Byzantine Emperor Romanos launched a large-scale campaign in 1071, in
the hopes of eliminating Seljuk presence from Eastern Anatolia.29 This mission failed,30
however, following the crushing Byzantine defeat at Manzikert; indeed, Romanos himself
was subsequently captured and, imprisoned by Sultan Alp Arslan.31 In the wake of this
battle, various Turkish chieftains began a slow and steady conquest of Anatolia,32 and
gradually, the Seljuks of Rum eliminated the other Turkish principalities in the area and
consolidated their own power.
The Seljuks managed to establish their rule in Anatolia. However, in the long-run,
they faced serious internal problems. After the consolidation of their power, they came to
be alienated from their nomadic tribal base, which insisted upon maintaining their

29

Before the Battle of Manzikert, Romanos had launched campaigns to the east twice with the aim of not only bringing
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traditional lifestyles, and who remained intransigent in the face of various measures to
dissuade them from continuing to practice pastoralism. In an attempt to increase tax
revenues, the Seljuks began to encourage these pastoral nomads to settle in specific areas;
however, they ran into difficulties providing enough pasture land in Anatolia for many of
these nomads, whose number had increased dramatically following the Mongol invasions
of the 1220s.33 These nomads were forced to live within determined limits, in order not to
disturb the sedentary subjects of the Sultanate. However, nomads were not accustomed to
living in such conditions and were thus prone to unrest and revolt. In addition, many of
them proved unable to earn a livelihood in the territories assigned to them by the Seljuks
and subsequently fell into poverty. Ultimately, as a consequence of their eventual
destitution, the majority of them gathered around a religious figure and raised the banner of
rebellion against the central authorities of their time.34
Turning to the Byzantine side, the origins of the Arsenite Schism lie in the period
following the death of the Byzantine Emperor Theodore II Doukas Laskaris, leaving an
eight-year-old boy named John Laskaris as heir. Plotters such as Michael Palaiologos who
had descended from the notable families of Constantinople that had taken shelter in Nicaea
following the Fourth Crusade began to extend their power and finally eliminated the
Laskaris Dynasty.35 Nevertheless, this family continued to be regarded as legitimate by
much of the Anatolian population of Byzantium. The usurper was a man named Michael,
from the Palaeologus family. He attempted to strengthen his position within the Nicaean
Empire before finally succeeding in declaring himself co-emperor. However, with the
recapture of Constantinople, Michael was able to find an opportunity to eliminate the rights
of the Laskarids to the throne; he eventually imprisoned the lawful heir John in a fortress in
Bithynia and had him blinded.36 These actions created a wave of unrest in the Anatolian
provinces of the Empire. Adding to the instability of the situation, the Patriarch of
Constantinople, Arsenios Autoreianos, excommunicated Michael in response to his
Ahmet Yaşar Ocak, Babailer İsyanı Aleviliğin Tarihsel Altyapısı (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 2000) 39.
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35
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blinding of the lawful heir to the Empire. Due to continuing loyalty to the old dynasty in
Anatolia, alongside the unrest generated by his excommunication, Michael launched a
program of violent suppression in his Anatolian territories, also targeting those churchmen
who supported the Patriarch.37 These actions, along with ever-present economic
difficulties, eventually caused a great deal of division within the Empire and led the
Anatolian population, especially the peasantry, to gradually fall away from imperial
control; indeed, some of them even joined the Turks.

1.1 Political Instability

In order to make a more proper comparison between the two revolts, it is necessary
to first look at the political situation in both the Seljuk Sultanate of Rum and the Byzantine
Empire at the time. In the first half of the 13th century, the Seljuk-Byzantine border was
relatively quiet,38 except for several looting campaigns from both sides and a Seljuk
attempt to invade Byzantine territory in 1211,39 which failed after the Byzantine victory at
Battle of Antioch on Meander.40 Indeed, the Seljuks had captured most of the western
Anatolian region in the era of Suleiman Shah who ruled in the 1080s. As Reha Çamuroğlu
writes in his book, however, it is the Byzantines themselves who may have initially
authorized Suleiman of Kutulmush from the Seljuk dynasty to organize the disorganized
Turcoman tribes which had been looting the Byzantine territory ceaselessly and bring them
into line. 41 Having the permission of the Byzantine emperor in Asia Minor, Suleiman was
able to organize the Turcoman tribes in western Anatolia under his leadership and then
declare his independence from the Byzantines. As is put by Clive Foss in his book entitled
37
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Nicaea: A Byzantine Capital and Its Praises, during the Byzantine civil war of 1081, the
city of Nicaea was handed over to Turkish mercenaries by Nikephoros Melissenos, who
aimed to be crowned emperor on his march towards Constantinople.42 Nevertheless, the
western Anatolian region along with the cities in the north and the south shores of Asia
Minor was later reconquered by the Byzantines with the aid of the crusaders. After the first
crusade in 1095-1099, the Byzantines initiated an aggressive policy known as the
“Komnenian Restoration,” reconquering western Anatolia as well as the cities in the
southern and the northern coasts of Asia Minor. During the first half of the 12th century,
The Rum Seljuks lost all of West Asia Minor to the Byzantines and were in a difficult
position, facing the Danishmendids in the east. Nevertheless, after the Battle of
Myriokephalon in 1176, this trend began to be reversed. Having secured their western
frontier, the Rum Seljuks managed to annex the lands of the Danishmendids in the
following years and expanded their borders as far as Malatya in the east in 1178.
The annexation of the Danishmendid territories gave the Seljuks the opportunity to
secure their position in Asia Minor and focus on the economic improvement of their realm.
In the first half of the 13th century, the sultanate was at the zenith of its political glory. The
era of Sultan Kayqubad I was a prosperous time for the Seljuks of Rums for many reasons,
ranging from a general improvement in economic circumstances to an increase in Seljuk
military strength. In order to augment their revenue, the Seljuks made an effort to control
important trade networks through the conquest of several key cities and ports, not only in
Anatolia but also on the northern shores of the Black Sea, such as the port of Sudak in
Crimea. In addition, Sultan Kayqubad expanded the borders of his empire towards the east,
and prosperous cities such as Harran, Van, Ahlat, Bitlis, Adıyaman, and Erzurum pledged
or were made to swear their loyalty to his throne. In the cultural realm, the age of
Kayqubad is generally considered to be the zenith of Seljukid architecture, Kayqubad
wishing to display the wealth of his country through the commission of large-scale
construction projects all over the country. For this purpose, he ordered the construction of a
Seljuk palace in Konya, Qubadabad Palace, near Lake Beyşehir, and Keykubadiye Palace
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in Kayseri, which are masterpieces of Seljuk art in Anatolia.43 Nevertheless, towards the
end of his reign, new nomadic forces from the east began to appear. The Mongols had
recently emerged as a powerful force from Inner Asia and had quickly toppled or invaded
every realm they had come across, from Northern China to Persia. In the last years of
Kayqubad’s rule, the Mongols sent envoys to the Sultanate of Rum to ask for a yearly
tribute, which would be considered as a sign of the Sultan’s allegiance to the Great Khan of
the Mongols and which Kayqubad accepted. Subsequently, however, he was poisoned and
died in Kayseri, while preparing for another campaign to the east.44 Kaykhusraw (r.12371246) was very young when he succeeded his father as the next sultan of the Seljuks of
Rum in 1237. After his enthronement, the problems within the Sultanate became more
apparent. Turcoman tribes, seeking shelter from the Mongol advance, flocked to Anatolia.
At the start of these migrations, Sultan Kayqubad managed to allocate pastures for these
nomads in the no man’s land between their realm and the Byzantines. However, the human
wave of Turcoman migrants proved to be unceasing, and the Sultan soon ran out of
available land to settle the newcomers. Furthermore, some local tribes had already started
to pursue agriculture in these areas, and therefore they were unwilling to share their lands
with the Turcoman pastoralists. Social unrest thus became increasingly likely in eastern
Anatolia, a development hardly mitigated by the inexperience of the new sultan
Kaykhusraw.
On the other side of the border, the political situation in Byzantium had also become
increasingly unstable. The Byzantines were defeated heavily at the Battle of Manzikert in
1071; nevertheless, they were able to recover part of Anatolia during the period known as
the Komnenian Restoration.45 In the 1150s and the 1160s, the Byzantines were able to not
Scott Redford, “Thirteenth-Century Rum Seljuq Palaces and Palace Imagery.” Ars Orientalis 23 (1993)
220.
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only operate in Anatolia and the Balkans, but they also managed to initiate military
campaigns in Egypt46 and on the Italian Peninsula, although these campaigns fell short of
their expectations.47 However, the Battle of Myriokephalon in 1176 gradually turned the
tide. Although Manuel Komnenos was able to secure peace with the Seljuks in 1179, the
Seljuks invaded Byzantine territory and captured several border cities including Cotyaeum
(Kütahya) and Sozopolis (Uluborlu), benefitting from the turmoil in Byzantine domestic
affairs due to Manuel’s death. The catastrophic years after 1180 weakened the Byzantine
position in Asia Minor as well as in the Balkans. The Hungarians led by King Béla III
invaded Bosnia and the Venetians captured the shores of Dalmatia from the Byzantines. On
the top of it, the increasing reaction against Manuel’s penchant for western traditions and
way of life, and his heir Alexios’ mother and regent Empress Maria’s Latin origins led to
resentment by Greek subjects in Constantinople. Later this turned into a civil war which
resulted in the dethronement of the young Alexios and the enthronement of another
member of the Komnenian Dynasty, Andronikos. Nevertheless, Andronikos’ short reign
became increasingly unpopular in Constantinople due to his violent methods to maintain
the peace within the Empire. Thus, his dethronement in 1185 began the unsuccessful rule of
the emperors of the Angelos Dynasty. The inefficient rule of the Angelos’ resulted in a
Bulgarian revolt, which ended up in the formation of the Second Bulgarian Kingdom in
1185 and the Sack of Constantinople itself by the Crusaders in 1204.48
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After the fourth crusade, three small Greek principalities in different regions lay claim
to the Roman (Byzantine) heritage, the Despotate of Epirus, the Empire of Nicaea and the
Empire of Trebizond. Although Trebizond managed to survive longer than the other two
principalities thanks to its geographical advantage, it was Nicaea which restored the
patriarchal throne in its capital and conquered Constantinople, bringing the Latin Empire to
an end.49 However, the real threat for them lay in the west again, due to the threat of a new
crusade which would be announced by the Pope. The reconquest of Constantinople was
indeed a major achievement; the Latins who had invaded Constantinople in the fourth
crusade, however, were enraged by this and subsequently began preparations for a new
crusade to bring the Byzantines back into line.50 In such a political situation, the Byzantines
were forced to station a large proportion of their military forces on their western frontier,
and they even transferred the border guards of Anatolia, the Akritai, to face a possible Latin
invasion from the west. Due to the diplomatic acumen of Michael Palaiologos, however,
the attack never came. Having appealed to the Pope to stop the invasion of the Normans by
promising that the Orthodox Patriarchate would accept the authority of the Pope and that a
cardinal would be present in Constantinople as the symbol of papal supremacy, Michael
Palaiologos was able to avert the threat from the west and secure his European flank. His
supplication resulted in the Union of Lyons in 1274, whereby the orthodox dignitaries sent
by the emperor formally accepted papal supremacy. The political efforts of Michael in
1274 allowed the empire to

imprisonment of the Venetians in 1171 and the Latin massacre of 1182, not to mention such recent events as the
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avert a possible invasion, but his actions only deepened the schism between the state and
the Anatolian subjects of the state including the Arsenites, who came to see themselves as
the last believers in true, uncorrupted Christianity.

1.2 Socio-Economic Problems

As we have seen, then, the Byzantine Empire and the Rum Seljuks faced threats
coming from different directions for most of the first half of the 13th Century. Above all,
the Mongol invasion of Iran and Latin threat to the city of Constantinople contributed
dramatically to the social disturbances of the Babais and Arsenites, respectively. In order to
fully focus on these movements, it is necessary to understand the political context in which
they were situated; for both the Byzantines and the Rum Seljuks, the threat of invasion
exacerbated the political instability of these empires. However, there is also an economic
dimension. At the time of Turcoman incursions into Anatolia, the agricultural productivity
of the region was destroyed, and the extent trade networks were severely damaged. After
the formation of the Rum Seljuk state, however, newly established centers created an
economic boom throughout the Anatolian Peninsula, and trade was fostered all over the
Seljuk realm.51 In contrast to the Anatolian economy of previous centuries, which was
dependent on cultivation, the Turks managed to create economically valuable peripheries
around the city centers by populating the pasture-lands.52 Nomadic migrants who engaged
in pastoralism on the empty pastures of the central Anatolian Plateau revived the local
economy and supported commercial activities in the region.53 The first half of the 13th
century represented a golden age for the economy of the Sultanate of Rum. The state
attempted to control important trade nexuses, such as Alaiye, Sinop, and Antalya, and
began construction projects along important trade routes, in order to provide merchants
with safe and comfortable travel accommodations such as
Jonathan Osmond and Ausma Cimdiņa, Power and Culture: Identity, Ideology, Representation (Pisa: Pisa
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caravanserais and hans. The letters between the Seljuk Sultan and King of Cyprus as well
as the Doge of Venice shows us that a special commercial insurance was granted to the
merchants from these realms within the Seljukid lands.54 Jonathan Osmond also gives us
information on the growth of the Seljuk economy in the first half of the 13th century. Trade
networks improved and the accumulation of wealth in the Seljuk realm increased
dramatically between 1200-1240, especially during the reign of Kayqubad I:
[…] “Gıyaseddin Keyhüsrev, the sixth ruler of the Anatolian Seljuks, conquered
Antalya. He intended to organize a Turkish commercial colony in Antalya. […]
Another Seljuk sultan, İzzeddin Keykavus, maintained similar policies and
conquered Sinop. During his reign, the Seljuk state signed important agreements
with the Lusignan of the Kingdom of Cyprus and the Venetians about the
immigration rights of merchants, freedom of movement, and tax reductions. […]
The economic and political power of the Seljuks during the reign of Sultan
Kayqubad I has led many scholars to view him as the greatest of all Seljuk Sultans.
He introduced a kind of commercial insurance for merchants. The standards of the
caravan roads were greatly enhanced through his efforts, and the largest surviving
caravanserais were built in this period.”55
The Mongol threat in the east ended this positive economic trend. Since the Mongols
invaded many significant economic, cultural and religious centers in Transoxiana and
Persia, a large number of nomads flocked to the relative safety of Anatolia. As was
mentioned earlier, the Seljuk Sultanate initially tried to accommodate them by settling them
along the Byzantine frontier, with the aim to dampen the nomadic-sedentary conflict and to
weaken the Byzantine defensive system in Western Anatolia. However, it seems that the
number of people migrating to Anatolia soon became too overwhelming for the Sultanate
to deal with.
In his book Babailer İsyanı, Ahmet Yaşar Ocak describes the system of land tenure in
the Rum Seljuk lands before the nomadic migrations to Anatolia incited by Mongol
expansion and explains how the system deteriorated soon afterward.56 As he writes,
although it appeared as though the economy of the Sultanate had improved, in fact, the
existing land tenure system had been severely damaged by civil wars. He suggests that
when the Seljuks arrived in Anatolia, they began to apply the same fief system which they
had seen before in the regions of Transoxiana and Byzantine Anatolia, in order to prevent
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any further social and economic disruptions in the region.57 Nevertheless, Akdağ states that
the iqta system did not remain very stable during the era of the Sultanate.58 Civil wars, for
instance, caused its deterioration; indeed, after the death of Sultan Kilij Arslan II, a civil
war erupted between his sons, and soon after this civil war ended another one occurred
following the death of Sultan Kayhusraw I, this time between his sons Kayqubad and
Kaykawus.59 In terms of the conflicts about the land tenure system, Ocak emphasizes that
during these struggles the iqta system was severely abused and almost became defunct.60
In such a troubled era, the arrival of nomadic Turcomans created a burden that the
land administration of the Sultanate could not properly manage. In addition, the nomadic
notion of land usage and ownership was quite different from that of the sedentary peoples.
As is described by Ocak, the newly arrived Turcoman population still followed numerous
principles of tribal ownership, according to which land belonged to the community as a
whole.61 Furthermore, although land was not inheritable within the realm of the Seljuks,
landholders nevertheless managed to find ways to turn it into a source of family wealth.
Several landholders and state administrators managed to transform their assigned iqta lands
into public awqaf “charitable endowments”. By doing this, they were able to pass on their
assigned lands to their children and keep the custodianship of those lands in the family.62
Legally, the awqaf were tax-exempt organizations, and in practice the landholders legally
disguised their lands as waqf and afterward, continued their family business.63 This
transformation of the iqta system must have created a great deal of trouble
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for the arriving nomads, whose numbers increased greatly during the 1220s and 1230s.
They could not find sufficient empty land to graze livestock and maintain their nomadic
economy. On top of it, the state instituted a burdensome regime of taxation for them. As
Werner notes, a nomadic tribe had to pay 24.000 sheep per year as a “voluntary gift” to the
tax officers.64 According to this calculation, this must have created serious unrest among
nomads if we consider that it was around 40-50 sheep to sustain a nomad family of seven.65
He argues that every nomadic family must have given 5 sheep to the tax officer yearly. 66 It
was a great risk for the families to reproduce their herds when considering that the average
number of animals to slaughter for food was sixteen. Sheep breeding and pastoralism were
generally their only economic activity, which, together with their traditional lifestyle,
prevented them from engaging in agriculture. Werner concludes that the state’s heavy
taxation policy towards nomads might have resulted in a general poverty and starvation,
and even mass deaths among them.67 Initially, nomads moved to the peripheries of
prosperous city centers, and in so doing contributed to the flourishing of the empty
pasturelands of the central Anatolian plateau, but their increasing number prevented a
healthy symbiotic relationship from forming with the sedentary population of the area. In
order to meet their herds’ increasing need for pasturelands, the nomads started to invade the
cultivated iqta and waqf lands of the sedentary population. In addition, due to both their
increasing economic destitution and in accordance with their nomadic traditions, the
Turcomans began to plunder the cities, towns, and trade caravans of Anatolia in order to
provide for their basic needs.
On the Byzantine side, the threat of invasion from the west forced the Byzantine state
to collect increasingly heavy taxes in order to field a strong army against the renowned
Latin knights. To increase state revenue, Michael instituted a burdensome regime of
taxation over all of the provinces. In the western part of the Empire, Michael’s financial
policies were, to some extent, bearable because he retained a degree of support for saving
the population from the unpopular rule of the Latins. Indeed, the economy of the Latin
Empire had been in crisis for most of its lifespan. The Venetians and Genoese maintained
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trade outposts in the region without paying the important customs tax to the Latin ruler.
While the latter two maritime states prospered due to the trade passing through the region,
the only considerable revenue that the Latin Empire could obtain from this economic
activity were heavy taxes collected from local Byzantine peasants. In the last years of
Latin rule, “it is well known that the Latin emperor Baldwin II had to sell the lead from
the roof of the imperial palace out of sheer poverty.”68
By contrast, the situation in western Anatolia was considerably different. In the era of
the Laskarid Dynasty, western Anatolia flourished economically.
“Although the Fourth Crusade (1204) had forced many ruling Byzantines to seek
refuge and temporary solace in Anatolia, the emperors, churchmen, and the
administration of Nicaea, the Byzantine successor state in the west of the peninsula,
became excellent stewards of their reduced estates and spent two generations
expanding their resources in preparation for the return to Constantinople.”69
The state attempted to maintain a subsistence economy by encouraging trade and
supporting the development of agriculture. Specifically, emperor John Vatatzes was very
concerned with the economic improvement of the countryside. As Nicol states,
“The economy was based not on the needs and the traffic of great cities but upon
the land, on agriculture and the breeding of cattle. The emperor himself encouraged
his subjects to be self-sufficient by taking a personal interest in the management of
his imperial estates.”70
Nicaean agricultural prosperity improved in this period of time to such an extent that they
were able to export grain and different kinds of agricultural products to the Sultanate of Rum

in times of crisis and drought. Gregoras writes that
“an advantage befell the Byzantines in that the Turks were afflicted by a severe
famine. All roads which led to the Byzantine realm were filled with the comings
and goings of this race of people: men, women, and children. And the wealth of the
Turks emptied itself in a great abundance into the hands of the Byzantines. […]”71
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Further, the emperors of Nicaea pursued anti-aristocratic policies to secure their own
position and support the peasants against the exploitation by the landholders. In the
heydays of the Empire of Nicaea, peasant investment was encouraged steadily. According
to Laiou, the majority of the villagers had the ownership of the vineyards either by
inheritance, by purchase or through their own investments.72 The Nicaean emperors’
propaganda was mainly based on the idea of social justice in the agricultural hinterland.73
Especially, Theodore II Laskaris tried to weaken the power of the aristocracy. 74 As
Angelov states, the Nicaean ruler raised objections against the political importance of
kinship; instead, he favored the friendship ties in politics in general.75 However, his
measures against the aristocracy in the Empire of Nicaea must have created general unrest
among aristocrats. According to Angelov however, these measures were the main reason
for the dethronement of John IV Laskaris in 1261 by a clique which was set up by
aristocrats and headed by Michael Palaiologos, “These reforms upset the Nicaean political
elite to the extent of provoking a reaction among a group of disgruntled aristocrats after
Theodore II’s death: the aristocrats toppled the Laskarid dynasty and installed the first
Palaiologan emperor, Michael.”76
The recapture of Constantinople, however, halted the economic development of the
region, as the maintenance of the capital was quite expensive. “The very fact that the
Empire lacked the great city of Constantinople, on whose upkeep and defense so much of
its wealth might have been consumed, seemed to make for a more even distribution of the
resources available.”77 In 1261 the treasury had a considerable amount of income
accumulated thanks to the diligent savings of Nicaean emperors. Runciman states that “the
empire was still rich. The thrift of the Nicaeans had left the treasury full. The Italian
capture of the carrying trade did not destroy but, rather, enhanced the importance of the
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markets in Constantinople: while Thessalonica, the second city of the Empire, prospered as
the chief port of the Balkans.”78 To defend Constantinople from a possible Latin invasion,
it was necessary to repair the city walls, which had been neglected by the city’s former
rulers, as well as to build a new fleet. The state was thus forced to drain the economic
resources of the empire for the provision of the newly conquered capital, impoverishing
western Anatolia, whose economic situation had significantly improved during Nicaean
rule. Laiou notes that western Anatolia had a secondary position in the eyes of Michael
Palaiologos.79 He perceived the region as the center of defiance against his own rule, which
was conducive to the economic sanctions against its inhabitants. The increasing need for
money due to Constantinople’s rebuilding program and the Latin threat on the western
border both contributed to Michael’s devastating taxation policy which impoverished the
region and exposed it to nomadic forays into Byzantine territory due to the general
weakening of central control.80
In addition, as a usurper, Michael felt compelled to strengthen his own position vis-àvis Byzantine aristocracy. In order to be accepted as the legitimate ruler instead of the
lawful heir from the Laskarids, John, Michael began granting pronoia, i.e fiscal rights on
cultivated lands, to the various notables. He distributed such pronoia with tax exemptions,
allowing these landholders to enrich themselves. However, while tax exempted pronoia
holders were able to create free trade zones in their own territories, the state lost a
considerable amount of tax source. Furthermore, the other source of revenue, the customs
tax, did not bring the Byzantines enough to meet their increasing expenditures. Laiou
argues that even after the recapture of Constantinople, the privileged state of the Italian
city-states continued in Byzantine economy.81 The commercial privileges of the Genoese
and Venetians had left the Byzantines to collect but a small amount of customs tax. Laiou
asserts that at the time the city of Constantinople was able to collect 30.000 gold coins a
year from the customs duties; on the other hand, the small Latin inhabited town, Pera,
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managed to have 200.000 gold coins.82 In the face of such a financial situation, the
Byzantine gold currency, Hyperpyron, gradually lost its gold content as far as 12 carats in
Michael’s heir Andronikos’ reign.83 Nevertheless, it had 18 carats of gold during the
Nicaean Empire and 15 carats during Michael’s rule. According to Laiou, wheat prices
doubled between the years of 1266 and 1277.84 During this era, the state had to tax its
subjects in kind instead of cash due to lack of money.85 The once flourishing western
Anatolia now became the center of exploitation by the state and its population had
difficulty to fulfill their basic human needs. This economic exploitation must have
strengthened Arsenite supporters who wished to see the Laskarid Dynasty on the throne for
having brought wealth to the region. Also, it is not very difficult to perceive that the severe
exploitation of the region had facilitated nomadic expansion towards the west. Nicol
expresses the feelings of the western Anatolian Byzantines as follows:
“the people of Byzantine Asia Minor watched the concentrated riches of their
former Empire of Nicaea being dissipated in Constantinople. The sympathies of
many of them continued to be with the family of Laskarids rather than with that of
the usurper Palaiologos. For it was the Laskaris who had maintained the Empire in
exile, and it was they who had brought prosperity to Asia Minor”86
1.3 Changing Military Organizations

In the Nicaean Empire, the eastern frontier of Byzantium was well-protected. Because

the core region of their polity was west Asia Minor, the Nicaean emperors tried two
different methods to prevent incursions of Turcoman nomads. One of these strategies was
to settle along the eastern border nomadic tribes that had on occasion poured from north of
Bulgaria into Thrace. Indeed, it was not a new strategy in the Byzantine military system.
From time to time, the Byzantines had taken many nomadic groups into the ranks of the
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military by enslaving them or distributing agricultural lands to them; such state slave troops
in turn invaded and crossed the Danube. For instance, during the reign of Alexios I
Komnenos (r.1081-1118), with the aid of their Cuman allies, the Byzantines defeated the
Pechenegs who had poured forth from north of the Danube to pillage Byzantine territory.
Nevertheless, although the majority of the Pecheneg prisoners were killed after the battle
due to a threat of rebellion, it seems that some of the prisoners were spared for the army.
Anna Comnena writes in her book Alexiad that these Turkic bands were used alongside
other nomadic contingents against the invading Normans in the Balkans.87 The Byzantines
were aware of the advantage deriving from the mobility of nomadic troops against their
heavily armored western adversaries. They also used nomadic troops against other nomadic
groups possessing the same battle strategies. In the 1050s, although it had resulted in a
revolt and devastation of Thrace and Macedonia, Emperor Constantine IX attempted to hire
a large number of Pecheneg mercenaries to end the increasing incursions from the Great
Seljuk territory during his reign.88 The Nicaean emperor John Doukas Vatatzes also
attempted to deploy along the eastern frontier Cuman groups who had to leave their lands
beyond the Danube due to the Mongol menace. As Shukurov states, in 1242 “some of the
Cumans were transferred from the Balkans to Anatolia on the Byzantine and Seljuk border,
while others were given lands in Thrace and Macedonia.”89 Charanis notes that the total
number of Cumans who took refuge in Byzantine territory was close to 10.000, and in
Anatolia, these groups exercised considerable influence over the region.90 It seems that in
the later period these Cumans were assimilated by the native Greek population of the
region as they began speaking Greek well and some of them left their lands in order to join
Michael Palaiologos’ campaigns in the European half of the empire.91
The other method which was used by Byzantines to protect their borderlands was the
traditional Akritai system. In the Empire of Nicaea, the state distributed tax-exempt lands
among soldiers along the eastern border. The people who settled along the border guarded
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it against the enemy and in the process also defended their own farms, houses and families.
During the lifespan of the Empire of Nicaea, the state retained an interest in the economic
and military well-being of the Akritai and tried to prevent their impoverishment. The
Akritai were well-respected in the empire, and remained in a good economic condition,
thanks to the tax exemptions they were accorded and due to the lands and salaries they
were regularly given.92 However, after Michael Palaiologos deposed the lawful heir, John,
and seized the throne for himself, the Akritai were neglected93 by the new government in
Constantinople. Their privileges were canceled, and they were obliged to pay for their
lands; that is, the status of their lands was changed to pronoia.94 For Michael, the city of
Constantinople, which was protected by the mother of God, was the eternal capital of the
Romans and every kind of sacrifice was worthwhile to protect it. Hence, to strengthen its
defense system and bring back its former glory, Michael began to divert much of the
economic resources of the empire to the maintenance of Constantinople. It soon became
clear that the necessary amount of resources to complete such a large-scale construction
project exceeded the reserves of the Byzantine treasury. To extract as much revenue as
possible, Michael began to severely deplete the Byzantine tax base. The first target for
Michael’s financial ambitions was the population of western Anatolia because they had
been prosperous during the reign of the Laskarids. Michael struggled to weaken the border
guards in Anatolia and break their loyalty to the old Laskarid Dynasty, due in part to the
economic privileges to which they had since become accustomed.95
In addition, with the threat of Latin invasion from the west, Michael decided to
transfer these units to the western frontier. However, these irregular soldiers had been
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fighting for their own lands and families on the eastern border before and had thus no
vested interest in the west. Therefore, some of them did not obey the orders of the center
and feeling the effects of increasing financial exploitation, they soon raised the banner of
rebellion against the Constantinopolitan rule. In 1262, some of the Akritai revolted and
proclaimed that they would defend the rights of the Laskarid Dynasty against the usurper
Michael and his family. Laiou argues that towards the end of the 13th century very few
Akriati remained in the borderlines and they did not have their former might, prosperity,
and bellicosity anymore.96 The Christian auxiliary troops within the Ottoman service called
martolos (from the Greek ἀμαρτωλός, ‘a sinful one’) in the 1280s may probably have been
Akritai deserters.97
“The central government must share part of the blame for the dissolution of the
defensive system of the East: Michael VIII, pursuing his western ambitions and
trying to break down the opposition of Asia Minor to his rule, had discontinued the
pay of the Akritai, the frontier guard, and moved the armed forces of Anatolia
westward to fight his other wars. In the later years of the thirteenth century, it was
the provincial officials who tried to make money by reducing the salary of the
frontier soldiers. The rapid advance of the Turks into Asia Minor indicates that
very few of these frontier soldiers were left by the later 1290s.”98
At the same time, across the border in the Sultanate of Rum, it soon became clear that,
although the Seljuks had succeeded in maintaining their dynasty as the ruling class, the
state was relying heavily on a nomadic and tribal structure for military support, even
well into the second half of the 12th Century. As has already been indicated above,
Suleiman Shah managed to make the Turcomans in the west of Asia Minor recognize his
own supreme rule thanks to his dynastic ties with the Seljukid Dynasty. However,
although he was able to carve out a kingdom in the region, he had to rely on tribes,
which acted as semi-independent entities. The state had no certain authority over the
Turcoman tribes, especially on those which had been migrating along the border with
the Byzantine Empire. From time to time, the tribesmen in the frontier zone arranged
raids in enemy territory without the permissionvof the supreme ruler, the Seljuk Sultan,
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as they had been accustomed to this kind of warlike,traditional lifestyle.99 Nevertheless, as
Çamuroğlu states, although the Seljuks were not centralized too much and their state was
made up of tribal communities and their own soldiers until the 1170s, after the Battle of
Myriokephalon this trend gradually reversed.100 Following this battle, the Seljuks began to
rely increasingly upon Islamic law as the foundation for their government and aimed to
constitute a household army which would be composed of soldiers from different nations.
Göksu states that, in order to accomplish that goal, the state began hiring a great number of
mercenary soldiers.101 The dynasty was able to strengthen its position among the Turcoman
tribes by eliminating the Danishmends to the east and defeating the Byzantines, to the west.
Following these victories, the Seljuks aimed to get rid of their Turcoman military, as the
latter was seen as increasingly unreliable and a threat to the dynasty. Göksu notes that, after
the Battle of Myriokephalon the Turcomans accused the Sultan of treachery due to his
peace negotiations with the Byzantine emperor while being in an advantageous situation on
the battlefield, which would be conducive to the total annihilation of the Byzantine imperial
army and the vulnerability of western Anatolia.102 After the battle, however, some of the
Turcoman tribesmen did not obey the peace treaty between the Sultan and the Emperor and
harassed the Byzantine army on their return to Constantinople.103 In addition, Khoniates
notes in his book that the enraged Turcoman leaders left the battlefield without the Sultan’s
permission104 due to his negotiations with the Byzantines which allowed them to withdraw
from the area.
The change in the military organization created a wave of unrest among the Turcoman
tribes that had taken part in many of the Seljuks’ military campaigns and had shared in the
spoils according to their tribal customs. Especially after the annexation of the Danishmend
principality, these tribes reacted against the increasing centralization in Rum Seljuk lands.
Regarding this issue, Itzkowitz gives a comparison between the Danishmends and the
Seljuks. He suggests that the Seljuks represented the governmental and cultural traditions
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of High Islam; whereas the Danishmendids still carried the religious spirit of the ghazi
warriors who were closer to the Turcoman notion of military and spiritual structure.105 “The
Danishmends typified the older ghazi spirit of frontier warfare; they had created an eclectic
culture infused with mysticism, heterodoxy, and tribal customs.”106 As Kaymaz argues, in
1185, fifty years before the Babai rebellion, the Turcomans in the former Danishmend
territory were already in a state of regular revolt,107 which posed a serious threat to Seljuk
rule in East Asia Minor.108 It seems to me though, as it would be exercised on the eve of the
Mongol invasion again, the Seljuks tried to move these warlike Turcoman groups to
western Anatolia in order to get rid of their rebellious initiatives. “The Danishmends and
their followers, now evicted, fled to western Anatolia, where they again took up the frontier
fight against the Byzantine Empire.”109 Peacock notes that the sons of the last
Danishmendid ruler,Yaghibasan, were appointed commanders of the Byzantine border
region by the Seljuks in the Byzantine border.110 In sum, the unrest among Anatolian
nomadic groups before the mass migrations on the eve of the Mongol invasion paved the
way for the revolutionary Babai movement later.
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CHAPTER 2
ANTINOMIAN MOVEMENTS IN TWO REALMS

I argue that the socio-economic transformations occurring in the two realms induced
similar consequences later on. In these areas, a certain segment of society became alienated
from the central administration over time owing to the reasons mentioned earlier, such as
the effects of centralization and economic impoverishment. In each situation, the alienated
populations of Anatolia, in both the Byzantine Empire and the Sultanate of Rum, began to
gather around religious figures who castigated the center for these structural changes, and
for what they perceived as an injustice to the periphery. Because of this neglect, people
began to increasingly favor religious figures, dervishes, who promised them an end to their
predicament and the creation of a more just society. Particularly, in the Seljuk domains, it
seems as though these leaders were able to find a suitable environment in which to preach
heterodox doctrines, and in the course of time, these doctrines became especially popular
amongst western Anatolian Turcoman tribes. It is likely that these ideas originating from
the Seljuk-held part of Anatolia also influenced the Byzantine population of the region.

2.1 Unorthodox Holy Men Among the Turkish Speaking Population: Antinomian
Dervishes
2.1.a Two types of the Spiritual Leaders: "Riders Versus those who stand on the Wall"

The economic, military and political developments in the 13th-century Rum Seljuk realm
indeed gave rise to increasing unrest among alienated Turcoman groups. Beyond this,
however, there was also a spiritual dimension. It is a well-known fact that after the
conquest of eastern and central Asia Minor, several different ethnic and religious groups
migrated to Anatolia. However, it seems that the main body of immigrants from the Great
Seljukid lands were Turcoman nomads who settled in different pastures throughout the
30

Anatolian Plateau, Iran, Iraq, and Syria. These groups generally lived away from the city
centers and created peripheries around them which were conducive to flourishing trade
activities. Contrary to nomads, however, migrants to cities had a different way of life,
culture. These urban dwellers had come from the flourishing city centers of the Great
Seljuk Empire in Persia and were able to communicate in Persian or Arabic,111 which
facilitated contact with significant Islamic centers in the Middle Eastern region.112 Peacock
suggests that Seljuk Anatolia was almost a “Second Iran” at that time due to being under
the heavy influence of Persian culture. Immigrant men of learning from Persia had
transformed Seljuk cities into Perso-Islamic cultural centers.113 In Rum Seljuk lands,
literacy or literary production was in Arabic or Persian, and until the very end of the 13th
century, the use of Turkish in literature was very limited.114 In addition, the coexistence of
Turkmen nomads and Persianate city culture also rendered the region part of the broader
Persianate world, a state of affairs that only changed with Ottoman shift to a more
centralized, early modern imperial format from the 16th century. Instead of the nomadic
population, who had Central Asian pre-Islamic traditions due to less exposure to the “highIslamic” urban culture, Muslim urban dwellers adhered to Shari’a-based Islam and its
practices. Their religious understanding and intellectual make-up was heavily influenced by
Sufi mystics such as Ibn-i Arabi and Mawlana Jalal-al Din Rumi who were in great
harmony with the state order and flourishing city life of 12th and 13th century Seljuk
Anatolia.115 For instance, the “Mawlawi” order which was founded by
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Rumi116 had always remained within the boundaries of Orthodox Islam.117 Watenpaugh
defines these dervishes in the cities as “holy men on the wall” and notes that this type of
holy man was not dangerous for the state structure.118 One of the basic characteristics of the
Middle Period of Islamic history was that Sufism became the leading form of personal
piety. An important development in this process was enshrined in works by al-Ghazali,
who basically canonized Sufism.119 According to the Cambridge History of Iran, “after
years of distrust and even persecution by members of the orthodoxy, found its way in a
modified form into Sunni orthodoxy itself.”120 Indeed, Ghazali’s ideas were strictly
opposed by strict orthodox theologians, especially by scholars from the Maliki madhab;
however, he succeeded to be accepted as the ‘reviver of the religion’ and introduce his
doctrine to the Orthodox Islamic understanding later in the 12th century.121 On the other
hand, it seems that although Ghazali systematized Sufism and criticized esoteric beliefs
such as Batiniyya,, he suggests that “[…] after the Prophet’s death the Muslim community
was still in need of divine inspiration […]”122, which demonstrates that Ghazali’s
spirituality was also influenced by esoterism.
These Sufi organizations were even supported due to their contributions to public order in
the cities. The state and the Sufi orders complemented each other in urban environments. While
the state used the holy law and power for the maintenance of order, these Sufis “on
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the wall” preached their doctrines based on the “Wahdat-al wujud” going back to Ibn’
Arabi, which were primarily concerned with personal sacrifice and tolerance which also
contributed to order. Köprülü also juxtaposes this type of holy men with “rural” spiritual
leaders and concludes that urban holy men were never persecuted by the central
government of the Rum Seljuks.123 According to Köprülü, these urban holy men, including
the Mawlawis, favored the Seljuk Dynasty against the nomadic Turcoman chieftains before
the Mongol invasion. More significant, he argues that after the Mongol invasion, at least
for a while, the Mawlawis preferred the new rule of the Mongols to that of the Turcoman
principalities124:
“The Mawlawis, starting with Jalal al-Din al-Rumi, regarded the Turkmen babas in
a bad light and saw them as rivals. After the Mongol invasion, they did not take a
position against their new rulers, and for a while even preferred the government of
the Mongols to that of the Karamanids”125
Furthermore, as Ay states, the second great wave of migrations from the east to
Anatolia as a result of the Mongol conquests of the Middle East especially contributed to
the development of two different religious understandings within the Rum Seljuk realm.126
Thus, a result of the Mongol menace in the first half of the 13th century, the Turcomans
significantly increased in number flocking to the empty pastures of Asia Minor in order to
maintain their nomadic economic order. Ay observes that, apart from the Turcomans and
the Oghuz, other Turkic groups such as Khwarazmians also came to the Seljuk Sultanate.
Furthermore, several heterodox Persian-speaking people migrated under the duress of the
Mongol threat.127 It appears that although many of these groups had recently changed their
religion and accepted Islam, this was only a nominal acceptance. They called themselves
Muslim, but their belief system still carried many elements from old shamanic and Central
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Asian nomadic practices. These groups flock into Anatolia, even with their shamans as
their spiritual leaders who had transformed into Islamic heterodox holy men as babas, as a
consequence of Islamic influence.128 Many of these religious leaders were also chieftains of
their tribes who had both regulated religious issues and maintained order within the tribe.
Besides shamanic traditions, the heterodox groups had also embraced the basic principles
of Islamic mysticism after they had encountered heterodox brotherhoods and communities
along their way to Anatolia, which means that the religious understanding of these groups
was not similar to the principles of Sunni-Orthodox Islam.129 On this issue, Ocak states that
“…Turks entered Islam mostly through the activities of Sufi babas/atas who closely
resembled pre/Islamic Turkish shamans. These erstwhile shamans, whose familiarity with
Islam was only superficial, later appeared in front of the nomadic masses in an Islamic garb
and managed to Islamize them by proffering a simple Islam.”130 The religious leaders –
referred to as babas or atas- were not appear to be not as peaceful as those who settled in
the city centers, such as Jalal al-Din Rumi. In his article, Watenpaugh defines these
heterodox holy men as “lion or tiger riders”, in contrast to the “holy men on the wall.”131
These types of holy men were especially dangerous for the state order due to their potential
to rally the rural masses. In the first half of the 13th century, these kinds of holy men who
had a very strong position in the eyes of nomadic Turcomans increased in number.132
128

In the book of Dede Qorqut, one can see plenty of themes which had remained from the Central Asian shamanic
spirituality. In one story, the character, Deli Dumrul, tries to fight against the angel of death, Azrael. The angel disguises
itself in human form and challenges Deli Dumrul. After a clash, Azrael beats the character and attempts to take his life.
Nevertheless, in the end, the angel is convinced to take his parents’ life instead of his, thanks to Deli Dumrul’s prayer to
God. At the end of every story, a respectable holy figure,
Dede Qorqut, appears and prays to Allah to forgive the sins of the character. He probably does it with his musical
instrument reminiscent of the old shamans of the pre-Islamic period. His poems include many elements from nature
worship. In this respect, I think he can be a common example of this type of holy man.
“Let me pray, my khan: May your rugged black mountains never fall down. May your large shade tree never be
felled. May your clear running streams never dry up […]”
Dede Korkut, The Book of Dede Korkut trans. and ed. Faruk Sümer, Ahmet E. Uysal and Warrend S. Walker, (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1972) 89-97.
129 Zahide Ay, “13. Yüzyılda Anadolu’nun İslamlaşma Sürecindeki İsmaili
Etkiler ve Bu Etkilerdeki Vefâilik Boyutu” Akademik İncelemeler Dergisi, Journal of Academic Inquiries
11/2 (2016) 6.
130 Ahmet Yaşar Ocak, (ed.). Sufism and Sufis in Ottoman Society (Ankara: Turkish Historical Society, 2005) 70-71.
H. Zeitlian Watenpaugh, “Deviant Dervishes: Space, Gender, And the Construction Of Antinomian Piety in
Ottoman Aleppo” International Journal of Middle East Studies (2005) 552.

131

“Etrak tavayifini ki anlarun ehlimdür yirlü halk-ıla muhalatı az olur. Bir sehel nesne ki fakih-i sefihten ve müfti-yi
meftundan istima kılalar, i’tiraz itmeyüp müsellem tutarlar. Ve ol söze asla inkar itmezler” Yazıcızade Ali, Tevarih-i Ali
Selçuk (İstanbul: Çamlıca Basım Yayın, 2009) 650.

132

34

They had been connected to several different unorthodox Sufi orders and a significant
number of them were ready to raise the banner of rebellion, especially when they
perceived a weakness in the state structure. Köprülü says that
“[…] the Turkmen babas, who wore strange clothing, made prophecies, and lived
as those obsessed with divine love (in a mystical sense, meczubane) under a form of
Islam reminiscent of the old bakhsı/kam (terms used respectively by the Altay Turks
and Kirghiz for shaman) inspired the Oghuz clans, in a language they could
understand, with mystical but simple and popular versions of Islam that conformed
to their old ethnic traditions. These nomadic Turkmen clans were the only vigorous
element that could carry out a religious or political movement against the multifactional armies of the Seljuk emperors, who followed a policy of pursuing the
form of Sunnism that was the official creed of the state in Anatolia.”133
In sum, Watenpaugh compares the holy men on both sides as follows: “…the lion-riding
saint was associated with itinerant, antisocial, threatening forms of mysticism, while the
saint on the wall seemed to index settled, orthodox, less threatening forms of piety.”134

2.1.b First Phrase: Strong Center - Weak Periphery

As is stated in the previous chapter, the relationship between the state and the orthodox Sufi
orders was relatively peaceful. Although it is difficult to trace this mutual relationship back
due to the lack of sources, we know that the Rum Seljuk Sultans assigned rich endowments
to Sufi orders in the cities centers during the 12th and 13th centuries.135 Köprülü deduces
that the construction of the Mas’udi lodge in Amasya in 1150 cannot have been an isolated
event.136 On the other hand, the type of holy men among the nomadic population, “the tiger
riders”, in the absence of an invasion or turmoil within the society, could not find an
appropriate environment to increase their effectiveness during the 12th and beginning of the
13th century. Until the Battle of Kösedağ in 1243, the state mechanism was capable enough
of coping with any rebellious initiatives, as was

133

Mehmed Fuad Köprülü, Islam in Anatolia After the Turkish Invasion (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press,
1993) 11.
134 H. Zeitlian Watenpaugh, “Deviant Dervishes: Space, Gender, And the Construction of Antinomian Piety in
Ottoman Aleppo” International Journal of Middle East Studies (2005) 52.
In Eflaki’s Menakıb’ul Arifin, it is quite possible the close connection between the urban Sufis with the state
organization. Plenty of times, the Rum Seljuk Sultans, and notables send money to the Mawlawis in order to get their
blessings. Ahmed Eflaki, Ariflerin Menkıbeleri 1 trans. Tahsin Yazıcı (Istanbul: Remzi Kitabevi, 1987) 131.

135

136

Mehmed Fuad Köprülü, Islam in Anatolia After the Turkish Invasion (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press,
1993) 9.

35

demonstrated by the suppression of the rebellious attempts of Turcoman tribes in the east
after the annexation of the Danishmend principality. Papademetriou explains the
characteristics of “wild” holy men and the necessary environment for their increasing
influence as follows:
1)

“The holy man existed on the edge of society with the ability to move in
and out of civilization.

2)

The holy man represented a total renunciation of the world so as to be an
objective critic and judge.

3)

The holy man was dedicated, hardworking, and gained the trust of people.

4)

The holy man was a mediator with God on behalf of the people.

5)

The holy man had prestige in society being able to influence all levels of
society including the rulers.”137

It would appear that although the unorthodox dervishes of the rural environment had a
chance to strengthen their position in the eyes of the nomadic population of the Rum
Seljuks in the first half of the 13th century, this event did not occur as no weakening or
decentralization of state structure occurred. Conversely, the Babai Rebellion was an act
against the centralization of the state which resulted in changing military as well as
economic organization and increasing exploitation of the periphery. In addition, the
Mongol menace had increased the number of nomadic people within the borders of the
Rum Sultanate which enabled the “wild” holy men challenge against state authority.
During the reign of Ala al-Din Kayqubad, the centralization of the state reached its peak.
As was mentioned in the first chapter, the state began challenging Turcoman tribal leaders
after the military successes against the Byzantines and the Danishmendids. Nevertheless, it
seems that state officials who had possessed considerable wealth, lands and even private
slave armies138 were very influential on the eve of Kaykubad’s ascension to the throne,139
and they were even able to challenge the Rum Seljuk Sultan in terms of economic power,
military strength, and popularity.140 According to a report preserved by Ibn Bibi, after the
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death of the previous Sultan Kaykaus I (r. 1211-1220), Ibn-I Bibi writes, these notables, the
king makers, discussed among themselves choosing the new Rum Seljuk Sultan: “High
officials such as Emir Seyfü’d-din Ayaba, Şerefü’d-din Mehmed Pervane, Mübarizü’d-din
Cavlı, Mübarizü’d-din Behramşah, and Zeynü’d-din Bişare kept the death of the previous
Sultan secret[…] Later they began discussing the enthronement of the new Sultan.”141 They
offered several candidates, some of whom were not even from the Seljuk dynasty;
however, in the end they had to accept reluctantly Kayqubad as the legitimate leader.142
Nonetheless, over time, Kayqubad was able to weaken the officials’ position and eliminate
them from the state administration. Instead of these strong land-holding state officials, he
sought to fill the ranks of the bureaucracy with his loyal men and several foreigners such as
Mavrozomes Komnenos, the son of Manuel Mavrozomes, who played an important role in
west Asia Minor after the sack of Constantinople in 1204 and deserted to the Rum Seljuks
after his botched attempt to challenge the increasing power of Theodore Laskaris in
1205.143
Kayqubad was not only able to deal with these influential state officials but also kept
watch over antinomian religious leaders in the rural areas. As is written in Baba Ilyas’
grandson Elvan Çelebi’s book Menakıb’ul Kudsiyye, Kayqubad visited Baba Ilyas from
time to time in the region of Çorum, located northeast of the Seljuk capital, Konya. 144 A
fairly clear inference from the book is that the Sultan was aware of Baba Ilyas’s religious
and social standing and influence, which resulted in an inspection of him and the area
where the nomadic population had become a serious threat to the existing state structure.
Ilyas was not able to start a rebellion before the death of the capable ruler, Kayqubad, due
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the latter’s ability to create a collaborating state mechanism on top of which he stationed
himself after his struggle with the state officials. Nevertheless, the Sultan’s assassination
disrupted the unity and integrity within the state mechanism. According to Koca, it is likely
the state officials who had lost their privileged position after the enthronement of
Kayqubad and might have convinced one of the Seljuk princes, Kayhusraw, to assassinate
the Sultan.145
It appears that after the death of the Sultan, these high officials broke their oaths to
crown prince Qilij Arslan and enthroned the other son, Kaykusraw. In this turbulent period,
many important figures from the previous sultan’s entourage, such as Kayır Khan were
eliminated by the same conspirators. The death of the capable Sultan not only allowed the
high officials to strengthen their positions but also paved the way for an antinomian
rebellion by the rural holy men.
2.1.c Second Phase: Strengthening Periphery-Weakening Center
Within a few years following the death of Kayqubad, rivalry among the state officials
resulted in a turmoil in the Rum Seljuk Sultanate. A court administrator by the name of
Sa’d al-Din Köpek managed to kill or exile his previous co-conspirators which were
conducive to the growth of his influence over the new Sultan.146 In the end, Köpek even
attempted to take the throne instead of Kayhusraw by fabricating a fictional story aimed to
connect his bloodline with the Seljuk Dynasty; however, these attempts failed, and later he
was executed at the behest of the sultan.147 Köpek’s bloody methods of eliminating his
rivals contributed to the alienation of a part of the Seljuk army, which resulted in the flight
of the Khwarezmian troops, who pillaged Seljuk-held cities along their way to southeast
Asia Minor.148
In such a troubled time, the leader of the Babai movement, Ilyas, supposed that it
would be an advantageous time to launch a large-scale rebellion against the Seljuk
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authorities.Indeed, the Khwarezmians left as a reaction against the imprisonment of their
leader; the most capable state officials had been detained or executed due to rivalry among
them, which resulted in the ranks of bureaucracy being filled with second-rate state
officials; and most importantly, the legitimate heir to the throne had been executed and
instead of him, a relatively less promising and inexperienced prince was enthroned.149 All
these developments led to the weakening of the central authority in the face of the
periphery. However, the suppression of the rebellion proved that the center and state
mechanism was strong enough to cope with the peripheral rebellious initiatives on the eve
of the Mongol invasion.
Baba Ilyas was sent from Khorasan to the Sultanate of Rum by the leader of the
unorthodox Wafā'īyya order “Dede Garkın” to preach a version of Shi’a doctrine to
Anatolian Turcomans.150 Nevertheless, regarding the issue Ay suggests that the Wafa’iyya
was founded in Iraq, however, its doctrine mainly spread among the Turcomans in
Northern Iraq, who had migrated to their pastures in the Anatolian plains in the summer
season. During this time, the wandering Turcomans were also influenced by some kind of
Shi’a and Ismaili doctrines in the area which caused the Wafa’iyya to turn into an
antinomian order and spread among other Turcoman groups.151 Although there is no
empirical information about the spread of the Wafa’iyya doctrine save Ay’s suggestion, it
is well known that towards the end of the 1230s, as Baba Ilyas’ religious authority over the
Turcomans of the Amasya region increased, he began to refer to himself as Mahdi, the
figure who Muslims believe will save them from tyranny and rule the Muslim ummah with
justice and prosperity until the end of the world. A contemporary historian of the time, Bar
Hebraus writes that “an old man and an ascetic, whose name was Baba -father in Turkishbecame notorious in the country of Amaseia. He called himself Rasul, that is to say, one
who is sent (i.e. Apostle), for he said that he was the Apostle of God in truth, and Mahamad
was a liar and not the Apostle.”152 After declaring that he was the Mahdi who
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had come to save the Turcomans from tyranny, he called for a large-scale rebellion against
the Seljuk authorities. Whether his aim was to strengthen his position, or he genuinely
believed in his mission, it was his representative Isaac who took the last step against the
Seljuks, finally launching an uprising in Southeast Anatolia.153 The rebellion began in
earnest here because it was a remote place, far from the center and because it had been
pillaged by the Khwarazmians shortly before; as Bar Hebraus states, “he sent one of his
disciples, whose name was old man Isaac, to the country of Hsen-Mansur, which was the
limit of the countries of Beth-Rhomaye, so that he might teach from here, and come; and
when this man came he captivated many with the love of his master.”154 After they raised
the banner of rebellion, the Babais tried to reach Amasya in order to meet their religious
leader and savior, the messiah Baba Ilyas. Along the way, they defeated several Seljuk
armies, and Turcomans from various regions began to flock to their ranks. However, Baba
Ilyas was captured and subsequently executed by the Seljuks.155 It was only when they
were close to Amasya that the news of their messiah’s execution was delivered to the
rebels. We might expect that such news would demoralize them; on the contrary, the
Babais believed so deeply in the prophecy of Baba Ilyas that they did not believe the news
of his death. His followers asserted different theories about the reports of Baba Ilyas’s
demise. Some said that he had gone into hiding or occultation because of the sins of his
followers. Others said that he had not died but changed his appearance in order to deceive
the Seljuk authorities. His most zealous followers, however, had a different theory: they
claimed that he had been called back by the heavens, and he would return to the world
again in a short period of time in order to save them from their oppressors. Regarding this
issue, Bar Hebraeus states that “they spread the report that he had gone up to bring the
angels to their assistance.”156 Ibn Bibi gives similar information: “Although it was said that
their religious leader, the Messiah was executed, they did not believe that and in the name
of Baba
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Rasulullah they started to plunder the surrounding area.”157 Despite these high hopes,
however, “God’s apostle” did not bring angels from heaven to help the rebels in the Battle
of Malya. The Frankish mercenaries in the pay of the Sultanate managed to resist the first
wave of zealous Babais thanks in part to their superior armor; the majority of the rebels
were subsequently slaughtered. This was not to be the end of the Babais, however. It seems
that the remnants of the followers of Baba Ilyas managed to survive by migrating to
different places, while in the process transforming their beliefs. The most common
destinations for the Babai dervishes were the western regions of Anatolia.158 After the
Battle of Kösedağ, towards the end of the 13th century, Turcoman chieftains began to
rule their assigned territories as independent lords, which resulted in the shifting of the
power balance in favor of the periphery against the center.159 The religious understanding
of Turcoman chieftains was closer to that of the Babai rebels than that of the Seljuk center
because these nomadic leaders preserved older traditions outside of the central Sunnite
religious doctrines. Although these leaders accepted Islam as their religion and Mohammad
as their prophet, it seems that they had been converted by heterodox dervishes before their
arrival in Anatolia. Therefore, the Turcoman tribes in western Anatolia were in theory
Islamic, but in practice, they did not strictly rely upon Islamic laws as understood in
scholarly Islam.
In conclusion, although the state proved to be able to protect its unity and efficiency
for a brief period after the Battle of Kösedağ, towards the end of this century, the Mongol
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Ilkhanate began to rule the east of Asia Minor directly by assigning their governors.160 As a
result, the Turcoman chieftains who needed all kind of public figures to legitimize their
rule in the uj, or border regions, began acting independently towards the end of this
century,161 which paved the way for the heterodox dervishes to migrate to the region and
increase their influence for a period of time.162

2.2 Antinomian Figures on the Byzantine Side: Zealous Monks
2.2.a The Zealot Party Versus the Moderate Group in the Byzantine Clergy

In the Byzantine spiritual environment, it is quite possible to observe a similar
division among spiritual leaders. One group called the zealots (ζηλοται) labeled themselves
as the pure believers of Christianity who honored the holy men of the Middle East in the
late antique period and claimed to carry their legacy. Most likely, the zealots were the
supporters of the iconoclastic movements in the 8th and 9th centuries against those who
were likely influenced by Aristotelian logic. The zealots stood against state interference in
church affairs and wished to see the Patriarchate as a separate entity, independent from the

160
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state. In the Byzantine religious realm, this idea had been nurtured for a long period of
time; however, most of the time the state asserted control over the church mechanism and
limited the independence of this institution. On this issue, Vasiliev states that “[…] the
zealot ideas resembled those of the famous Theodore of Studion, who in the ninth century
openly spoke and wrote against imperial interference with church affairs. The zealots
would not make any concessions to the imperial power; they wished to submit the Emperor
to severe ecclesiastical discipline[...]”163 The zealous party was mostly made up of by
monks who favored strict moral values and preferred an ascetic lifestyle in their
monasteries.
“They could not boast of much education and took no care to have an educated
clergy, but they faithfully observed the rules of strict morality and austerity. In the
struggle with their opponents they were often supported by the monks, and in the
moments of their triumph they opened to the monks the way to power and
activity.”164
Their most important center in the European side of the empire was Mount of Athos and in
the Anatolia side, the Mount Olympus (Uludağ).165Nevertheless, in the course of time, the
majority of Anatolian monks had to migrate to European monasteries, as a result of the
Turkic conquests, which weakened the position of the Byzantine zealot party in Anatolia,
and contributing to the rise and development of the hesychasm movement in the Byzantine
spiritual realm in the following years.
It appears quite possible to compare the monks from the zealot party with the
antinomian dervishes in the Islamic spiritual environment. As was the case with
unorthodox spiritual leaders in the Seljuk realm, the wild holy men, the zealous monks
were also ready to rally the population around them against the central authority. However,
when one of the monks from among their ranks occupied the patriarchal position,166 the
163
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majority of them tended to co-operate with the state organization.

167

The zealot monks of

Asia Minor were in harmony with the flourishing Laskarid Dynasty in the region; however,
after Michael Palaiologos executed the lawful Laskarid heir John and moved the capital to
the newly conquered Constantinople, the zealot party-backed border guards, the Akritai,
rebelled against Constantinopolitan rule in 1262.

In contrast to the zealots, the churchmen from the moderate party were eager to
cooperate with the state, especially under difficult conditions. According to the moderates
or the politicians (πολιτικοι), to use Vasiliev’s terminology,168 it was proper for the church
to seek harmony with the state structure and make sacrifices to protect the empire against
its enemies. “They believed that a strong temporal power unrestrained by external
interference was essential for the well-being of a nation; therefore, they were ready to make
considerable concessions to the imperial power.”169 Similar to the moderate Sufis in the
Islamic world, this type of religious leader was usually educated in the cities, which
prevented them from being exposed to the antinomian doctrines of the rural holy men.
Therefore, unlike the monks from the zealot party who claimed to carry the legacy of the
famous ascetics of the late antique period when Christianity and neo-platonist doctrines had
intermingled with each other, the moderates preferred a mainstream understanding of the
religion which was practiced in the Byzantine urban environment. It should be noted that
many of the educated

within one day) climb the ranks up to the patriarchal position. The same procedure was adopted even after
the conquest of Constantinople by the Ottomans. “Gennadios Scholarios belonged to the ranks of layman
when Sultan Mehmed II, ordered his appointment to the Patriarchal throne. His ordination at a forced pace
to the ranks of a deacon, priest, Bishop, and Archbishop/Patriarch without prior resolution by the Church’s
Holy Synod constitutes a non-canonical procedure practices[…]”
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and high-ranking Byzantine officials also had some connections or positions in the clergy.
In the 13th century, for example, Akropolites writes against the patriarch Arsenios who was
known as a zealot monk before ascending to the patriarchal throne with the support of the
Nicaean Emperors. In Akropolites’ work, Arsenios is portrayed as a bigoted and uncultured
man which is a general bias against monks from the zealot group: “Arsenios had been put
forward for the patriarchal throne by the emperor Theodore. He was a dull man both in
speech and in deed. He had no reason adorning him, neither that which comes from an
education nor that produced by nature […]”170 In another passage, Akropolites informs us
that Arsenios had miraculous powers which are also attributed to ascetic holy men, “[…]
Sebastokrator Tornikes pressed the emperor (Michael Palaiologos) to restore Arsenios to
the patriarchal throne, describing some miracles and portents worked by Arsenios […]”171
In the later period, during the Hesychasm, the famous Byzantine historian Nicephorus
Gregoras also strongly criticized the zealot party calling them “Messalians”, who were
believers in an heresy that emerged in the 4th century;172 however, after his death a zealous
mob entered his house and dragged his body through the streets of Constantinople.173

2.2.b First Phase: Strong Center-Weak Periphery

In Byzantium, before the Battle of Manzikert, there was a power struggle between the
central administration and the powerful landholders in the provinces which resulted in the
victory of the landholders, with the enthronement of a landholder from the Komnenian
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Family, named Isaac, and later Romanos Diogenes from Cappadocia.174 Nevertheless,
although the defeat at Manzikert induced the growth rebellions for a while in the empire’s
peripheries,175 in the period known as the “Komnenian Restoration”, these attempts were
totally suppressed. As a result of the Komnenian Restoration, in the era of Manuel I (r.
1146-1180), the state was able to reorganize its structure and maintain order throughout the
empire. In such a situation, the state mechanism was not only able to deal with rebellions of
governors or antinomian leaders but it could also directly intervene in church affairs and
control the seat of the Patriarchate. “During the reign of the Byzantine Emperor Manuel I
Komnenos, the institutional church was in disarray. Imperial forces continually interrupted
ecclesiastical affairs.”176 During this era, the emperor generally chose the patriarchs from
among the more peaceful and cooperative moderate party, and he was able to change them
at his pleasure and according to his current church policies. The relatively weak patriarchs
in this period were unable to do anything against this.177 On this issue, Papademetriou
states that “the state, in essence, had become a large authoritarian intuition that squelched
the effectiveness of the smaller institutions that were more accessible to the people. The
emperor Manuel I Komnenos deliberately attempted to subordinate the church to the
imperial throne through his religious policies.”178 The state also challenged the monastic
institutions aiming to seize their wealth and weaken the popularity of the monks in the eyes
of the people.

When Emperor Basil II had suppressed Bardas Skleros’ revolt in 989, he wanted to consult him about the rebellious
governors and landholders in the peripheral areas. Skleros gave the emperor the following advice: “'Cut down,' he said,
'the governors who become overproud. Let no generals on campaign have too many resources. Exhaust them with unjust
exactions, to keep them busied with their own affairs. Admit no woman to the imperial councils. Be accessible to no
one. Share with few your most intimate plans.”
Michael Psellus, Chronographia, trans E.R.A Sewter, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1953) 9.
175 Immediately after the battle of Manzikert, Norman mercenary General Roussel de Bailleul tried to carve off a
kingdom for himself in central Anatolia. Another mercenary soldier, Tzachas, managed to set up a small principality
around Smyrna for a short period of time. Lastly, during Alexios I’s reign, the governors of both
Cyprus and Trebizond raised the banner of rebellion for independence.
Anna Comnena, The Alexiad trans. Elizabeth Daves (Ontario: In parentheses publications, 2000)150-154.
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“Monasticism was seen as having become corrupted by great amounts of wealth and lay

patronage while local concerns and issues disregarded.”179 Although several Byzantine
aristocrats had succeeded in launching some monastic foundations at the time, Manuel
aimed to prevent this increase in the number of monasteries in the empire.180 “[…] he
(Manuel) concerned himself chiefly with the material interests of the empire’s church and
bishoprics, opposing the opening of new monastic centers in order to gain greater control of
those that existed.”181 The dire position of monks in this period confirms that they were not
seen as required in a relative imperial stability.182 Since the state was strong and able to
watch over possible rebellious subjects of the empire, antinomian religious leaders were
limited in their activities. Also, in this relatively stable period, there were no disastrous
catastrophes, economic crises, or foreign invasions. In the 1160s, from the shores of the
Danube to the gates of Cilicia and even Antioch, the region was under the sway of the
Eastern Roman Empire, which was not only able to protect the border but also to expand it
on both sides. Nevertheless, the tide turned with the disastrous events after Manuel’s defeat
at Myriokephalon. Although Manuel managed to protect the empire’s frontiers after the
battle until his death,183 after 1180 the defense lines in the frontiers began to crumble.184 In
the turbulent era of the Angelos Dynasty, rebellions on the empire’s periphery initiatives
began gaining the upper hand over the center. Just as after the Battle of Manzikert, the
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governors and notables in Trebizond185 and Cyprus began acting independently and at this
time became successful.186 In 1185, the Bulgarians revolted and gained their independence,
annihilating an imperial army which came to suppress their revolt.187 Eventually,
competition between the members of the Angelos Dynasty led to a devastating civil war,
which culminated in the sack and capture of Constantinople in 1204.

2.2.c Second Phase: Strengthening Periphery-Weakening Center

In 12th and 13th century Byzantium, there was an incongruity between the ruling class in
Constantinople and notables in the important peripheral centers. As was the case with
Trebizond, Cyprus, and Bulgaria, the periphery was ready for a process of disintegration
after a period of weakness in the center. People who lived in peripheral areas understood
that the riches and resources of their homeland were drained through harsh taxes for the
maintenance of the great capital city, Constantinople. Even in regions located in the
immediate surroundings of the center, voices of a negative opinion of the ruling class in
Constantinople were increasingly audible. According to Niketas Honiates, the inhabitants
of Selimbria were not eager to let him and his retinue in the city after the fall of
Constantinople, mocking Niketas’ and Constantinopolitans’ desperate situation at the hands
of the Latins.188 Furthermore, being known as Constantinopolitan notables, Constantine,
and later his brother Theodoros, could not declare themselves as emperors in the first years
of their career in Anatolia until 1208.189 Even the inhabitants of Nicaea
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rejected their request to enter to the city in 1204. In such a situation, it seems that the
Laskarids aimed to reconcile with local notables as well as religious public figures in the
region in order to gain recognition from locals as their new rulers. In the western Anatolian
region, especially around the Olympus Mountain (Uludağ or Keşiş Dağı), where the
Laskarid Dynasty would flourish, monks were very active, and it seems that some of them
also pursued their own ascetic traditions apart from the main orthodox way of worshipping
in cultural centers such as Thessaloniki and Constantinople.190 Since the region was the
home of ascetic and antinomian monks, the state pursued a symbiotic relationship with
them, which contributed to the growth of the monks’ influence over the state and the
society. In this light, although several scholars, such as Magdalino, claim that “the events
of 1204 did not, apparently, cause the Byzantines of the diaspora to turn to the holy men for
comfort; instead they got on with the job of restoring their empire”191, such an explanation
seems insufficient to explain the spiritual reasons for the emergence of the Arsenite Schism
later. In my opinion, if people had not begun relying on holy men, especially towards the
end of the Laskarid rule in western Anatolia, the Arsenites would not have found ready
support among the western Anatolian Byzantine population. In this light, as Vasiliev puts
it, after the exile of the Arsenites from the capital to the west of Asia Minor during the
reign of Michael VIII Palaiologos, the local population welcomed them with open arms
“the provinces were now open to their propaganda, and the provincial population, in
huge crowds, thronged to listen to their inflammatory speeches condemning the
Emperor and exalting the deposed patriarch by its feverish animation and
unscrupulousness remind us of the stormiest times of the heresy struggles in the
fourth, fifth and sixth centuries.”192
As Papademetriou notes, these such ascetics were men of tempestuous periods: “[…] the
holy man was especially necessary when community identity began to fail. He refocused
the community through important and familiar rituals that re-instilled in the people a sense
190
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of identity that was in danger of being lost.”193 On the other hand, Talbot states that very
few hagiographic texts survived from the era of the Laskarids, and thus it appears difficult
to trace the circumstances of holy men back to this period of time.194 What we do know is
mostly about the dynastic holy men of the Laskarids such as John Vatatzes derives from
several hagiographic texts which were written down almost 100 years later in the
Palaiologian period, which gives us an idea that there must have been more holy men
whose vitae disappeared or were not written down.195
In sum, after the elimination of the center, being in a similar position to that of
Trebizond and Epirus, Nicaea struggled to become a new center to replace Constantinople.
In order to achieve their goals, the Laskarids tended to cooperate with the local holy men in
the region, which even resulted in the sanctification of several Laskarid dynastic figures.
Towards the end of the Laskarid rule, the figure of the holy man and the emperor were so
intertwined that John III Vatatzes was venerated as an emperor-holy man. After his death,
similar to famous holy figures in the area, his shrine was treated by locals as a healing
place. According to Polemis, inhabitants of Magnesia on Syplos in western Anatolia
believed that the shrine of Vatatzes had miraculous healing powers: “Vatatzes had received
the grace of healing… His Vita provides additional evidence of Vatatzes’ powers of
healing the sick who flocked to his grave.”196
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CHAPTER 3
WEST ASIA MINOR AS THE SHELTER OF ANTINOMIANISM:
INTERCONFESSIONAL AND CROSS-CULTURAL INTERACTION AT THE
END OF THE 13TH AND THE BEGINNING OF THE 14TH CENTURY

As has already been indicated in the second chapter, the disintegration of the Rum
Seljuk realm allowed the nomadic chieftains in the marches to act more independently. In
the course of time, the center had weakened so much that it was able to enforce its rule only
in the immediate surroundings of the capital city, Konya.197 Although it was retaken
shortly afterward, the capital was sacked198 by subjects from peripheral territories of the
Sultanate.199 Under such conditions, nomadic chieftains in the marches sought to establish
their authority over the people who had recognized the supreme leadership of the Sultan in
Konya.200 Indeed, these holy men had spiritual influence over the Turcoman masses who
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still possessed some of the central Asian spiritual traditions. This paved the way for
antinomian spiritual groups to migrate the marches where they would be welcomed by
these nascent tribal organizations. Towards the end of the 13th century, both antinomian
dervishes and Turcoman chieftains were in a clash with the center in Konya, which induced
a symbiotic relationship between these two sides. In my opinion, antinomian dervishes also
had an influence over the Greek-speaking native population and the spiritual figures in the
west of Asia Minor which contributed to the late Hesychast after their migration to the
European side of the empire.

3.1 Religio-politics among the general populace
It is quite possible to say that in the 13th century western Asia Minor, antinomian religious
figures from both sides were very active, and interfaith interaction was widespread.
Nevertheless, one should bear in mind the interaction between Christians and Muslims in
western and central Anatolia did not start with antinomian dervish migration to the region.
At the same time, Sufi mystics in the cities interacted with Christian communities and their
leaders in their surroundings. In Eflaki’s book on the life of the founder of the Mawlawi
dervish brotherhood Mawlana Jalal al-Din, one encounters many anecdotes on the
conversion of non-Muslims with Sufis in cities and their interaction.201

However, as Ocak states, moderate Sufis in the cities were not able to support the
expansionist policies of the Turcoman principalities along the borderline with the
Byzantine Empire.202 He argues that the Sufi orders such as Khalwati, Rifa`i, and Qadiriyya
did not participate in the missionary activities in the newly acquired territories; rather, they
were focused on the Muslim population in the cities.203 It seems that the followers of these
Sufi orders also did not join the conquest of the western Anatolian Byzantine territory.
Ocak states that if they had been active in this process of conquest, the
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Ottoman ghazis and the Janissary order would have preferred one of such orders instead of
the antinomian Bektashiyya order.204
In this light, it would appear that the western Anatolian local Christian population had
mostly interacted with antinomian dervishes who had migrated to the region after the failed
rebellious attempt. In early Ottoman sources, one encounters many antinomian figures, and
while some of them had participated in the conquest of western Anatolia,205 others
preferred seclusion from society.206 Aşıkpaşazade writes that a certain dervish named
Abdal Musa came to Bythinia in order to fight against the infidels.207 However, it seems
that afterward he gave up fighting and founded his own lodge in the village of Tekke in
Antalya.208 Many others stayed in western Anatolia and began missionary activities. These
spiritual figures exerted such an influence on the local population that according to Nicol,
“Whole Christian villages were converted, sometimes as a result of miracles performed by
a dervish.”209 Steinherr argues that after their unsuccessful rebellion, several Babai
followers took refuge in cities that lied in the frontier zone, such as Göynük, where
according to the Tahrir records of 1487, several names including dede, derviş, and resul are
traceable and two of the nine
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districts of the city were called Baba’i Mahallesi.210 Korobeinikov also focuses on the rural
area of Göynük city, concluding that several village names such as Bektaşlar are related to
antinomian dervish migration to the region.211 Nevertheless, these dervishes must have
migrated to the region some-time after 1333 because Ibn Battuta writes that at that time
there was no Muslim in the city of Göynük save the Muslim governor of the city. 212 It
seems that the population around this city was converted to Islam afterwards, about which
Aşıkpaşazade says that shortly after the Ottoman conquests, the local Greek-speaking
people accepted Islam willingly.213 On the issue, Lowry states that conversion had some
certain advantages such as lower taxation for the local community. Greek aristocrats also
joined the Ottomans and converted to Islam in order to benefit from the nascent political
situation in the region:
“It is as if the behavior of Köse Mihal and others, several hundred years prior to the
Treaty of Augsburg, exemplified the classic justification for the maxim ‘cuius regio
eius religio,’ as over time an increasing number of local Christians came to realize
that sharing the religion of the ruler brought (or allowed one to retain) certain
advantages. The predatory joint venture they were already engaged in made their
decisions to adopt their new ruler’s faith easier.”214
Focusing on Tahrir records from 1487 Korobeinikov points out that there were certain
çiftlik holders in the rural areas of the city whose ancestors’ names were Greek, but they
had Islamic or Turkic names: “A çiftlik (land parcel, that formed a unit for taxation) is
called Vasil-oğlu (‘a son of Basil’), but the cadaster specifies that its masters were the
commander
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of the irregular troops (yayabaşı) Seydi-bey and his brother Türkmen”215 He also adds that
there was a village called Falanoz which “is obviously Greek; but the cadaster records no
trace of the Greek population there.”216 It seems that Islamization in this environment
started shortly after the conquests, and it was decisive; therefore, no Christian population in
the area survived until the late 15th century. Against Islamization in Byzantine Bythinia, the
Patriarchate could do very little. Only seven years after the Ottoman conquests, Patriarch
Kalekas had to write two letters to the inhabitants in and around the city of Nicaea, which
had been one of the most important centers of Christianity. In these letters, he orders them,
to denounce their new faith, Islam, which demonstrates that conversion was very rapid and
widespread, “Those who choose the true faith in God and desist from the wickedness of the
Muslims, in which they have fallen, (the church) will again attribute to the flock of
Christians, heal and maintain them; they will not find an obstacle to the salvation of their
souls because of their, as I said, earlier error.”217
In such an environment, intercultural and interconfessional relationships between
Christians or “newly converted Christians” and Muslims were very common. Divitçioğlu
argues that the western Anatolian Greek-speaking population welcomed antinomian
Muslim dervishes almost without distinguishing them from the zealot Christian monks.218
On this issue, Krstic also suggests that the dervishes in the region preached a heavily
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Christianized Islam which had facilitated the conversion of the Greek-speaking population
in West Asia Minor.219 Further, it seems that some of the Greek-speaking population in the
region kept their Christian faith, creating a crypto-Christian community, while officially
converting to Islam: “Undoubtedly the Patriarch adopted this tactic of actually encouraging
Crypto- Christianity in what was to be a futile effort to reverse the growing course of
conversions which were decimating his Bythinian flock […]”220Vryonis also states that
although these people were converted to Islam, they had preserved their Christian traditions
for a while, existing as semi-Christian and semi-Muslim.
“There were large numbers, however, particularly in Asia Minor, who, long
deprived of the support of their Christian institutions, were gradually and peacefully
persuaded by the dervishes that there was little difference between Islam and
Christianity. These converted to Islam, though in many respects they remained
semi-Christian through the retention of much from their Christian cult.”221
Both, the Greek-speaking and the Turkish speaking population were influenced by
each other in terms of religion as well as culture; and as a result of widespread
intermarriages, a mixed Muslim ethnicity must have appeared in the region.222 “[… T] he
Ottoman expansion into Bithynia had been accompanied by the widespread union between
Muslim men and local Christian women which had resulted in the appearance of the
mixobarbaroi, (the offspring of such mixed marriages).”223 On the issue, Gibbons suggests
in an otherwise racially charged passage that nomads and converted Christians created a
new hybrid cultural identity in the region: “The appeal of Islam was greater than that of
219
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Christianity. Pagan and Christian alike, then, in their conversion to a new, fresh faith joined
in the formation of a new race.”224 Shukurov states that bilingualism in the region was so
common that “it was noticed by an outside observer who knew neither Turkish nor
Greek.”225 He also adds that besides the newly converted Christians, there were others
who denounced Islam and reconverted to Christianity.226 The number of converts must
have been quite large, “since the church under pressure significantly reduced the
punishment

for

such

lost

souls, facilitating

their

return

to

the

Christian

community.”227 Since these Christians were exposed to antinomian dervish preaching
and accepted Islam through their way of understanding, this situation influenced the
appearance of Hesychasm in the later period. As I will try to elaborate on the possible
interaction in the paragraphs below, interfaith relations in west Asia Minor resulted in an
increase of ascetic, messianic and apocalyptic practices in the Byzantine spiritual
environment. Just as the nomadic Turcomans expected that their religious leader Ilyas
would come back from the heavens, the local Byzantines believed that the Nicaean emperor
John Vatatzes had not died but turned into marble. Referred to as Marmaromenos, ‘marble
king,’ he became a figure of local folk legend: for example, the inhabitants of a city in
western Anatolia called Magnesia on Sipylos believed that he came back to life to save
them from the besieging Turks around the year 1300.228 It should be noted that until the end
of the 13th century, such messianic legends existed for no emperor save Constantine I, who
was the founder of Constantinople and the first Christian emperor. That such a
comparatively minor figure as Vatatzes spawned similar legends is a puzzle which deserves
further attention. In my opinion, it is possible that there was an increase in messianic and
apocalyptic expectations amongst the western Anatolian Byzantine population during this
period, and although these people already had such traditions due to the deep-rooted
monasticism in the region and ascetic traditions of the region, the presence and interaction
with heterodox dervishes in the second half of the 13th century made these expectations
considerably more explicit.
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3.2 Interaction between “Holy Men”

Aside from the common folk, religious figures in western Anatolia, particularly
zealous Christian monks and antinomian Muslim dervishes, had a deep influence on each
other. Ocak argues that interaction between these heterodox spiritual figures is much easier
compared to the orthodox religious scholars and clergy, which facilitated the conversion of
Christian monks in the region.229 He also adds that dervishes’ role in conversion is
comparable to heterodox churchmen’s converting communities from Paganism to Christian
faith in the Late Antique period.230 On the other hand, apart from antinomian holy figures,
there was an interaction between the monks and Sufis in cities. In Eflaki’s Manaqibu’l
Arifin several local Christian religious figures appear to be Mawlana’s followers who were
also converted to Islam.231 Nevertheless, one should bear in mind that, as I mentioned in the
earlier paragraphs, these moderate Sufis in the cities had not intensely participated in
missionary activities in west Asia Minor; that is, probably they were not in affiliation with
the zealous Christian monks.
Papademetriou focuses on the same issue and asks, “if the monk and the dervish
inhabited the same world at the same time, what happened when their paths crossed?”232
He gives some examples from the life of Haji Bektash Veli,233 concluding that there was an
intensive exchange of ideas between these “holy men” in the western Anatolia.234
Numerous monks embraced beliefs similar to those of the heterodox dervishes of Anatolia,
and some even became Muslim. Others did not convert to Islam but were nevertheless
heavily influenced by the heterodox belief system of the dervishes. In western Anatolia, the
most
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important center of the monks was Mount Olympus in Bithynia, where many monastic
foundations had flourished for centuries. However, when antinomian dervishes migrated to
the region, they also settled in this area and practiced their own ascetic way of worship.
Kaplanoğlu especially focuses on the influence of the Christian monks on the Islamic
antinomian dervishes, concluding that these dervishes had inherited the monastic traditions
in Mount Olympus, which reshaped their ascetic practices.235 On the other hand, Barkan
states that many dervishes in western Anatolia and later in the Balkans were recorded as the
“son of Abdullah” and kul or son of a kul in the zawiyah records, which demonstrates that
converts were very common in dervish organizations.236 He also argues that this type of
dervish, the converts, were the most zealous missionaries in the newly conquered
territories. I argue for the strong possibility that there were no strict borders between
Christianity and Islam for these antinomian holy figures from either side. In 1354, the
famous defender of Hesychast ascetism in the Byzantine ecclesiastical world, George
Palamas, was imprisoned by Turkish pirates on his voyage to Constantinople. Afterwards,
he was detained in Bursa and then in Nicaea by the Ottomans for approximately a year. The
Ottoman Sultan, Orhan, recognizing Palamas’ high status among the Byzantine population
in the region, permitted him to act independently within the city walls and participate in
religious arguments with the Muslim scholars. In one such argument with a Muslim
religious figure, Palamas concluded the heated debate with the following words,
“Had we been able to agree in debate, we might as well have been of one faith. Let
the understanding understand the purport of my words. And one of them answered,
‘There will be a time when we shall all agree.’ I acquiesced and wished that that
time might come quicker. I did so, because I remembered the Apostle's saying that
every knee shall bow down before the name of Jesus Christ and every tongue shall
confess the Lord Jesus Christ to the glory of God the Father, and this will come to
pass in the Second Coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.”237
In a later period, Doukas writes that he encountered a monk in the Aegean Islands who
came from Crete and deeply believed in the messianic propaganda of the followers of the
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antinomian Sheikh Bedreddin.238 According to Doukas, the monk did not believe
Bedreddin’s most influential follower Börklüce Mustafa’s death, thinking that he had gone
into hiding and would come back in the near future.239 In many similar cases antinomian
dervishes were in search of a religious syncretism with the Christian monks as well as
population. This kind of religious syncretism even allowed the newly converted Christians
to eat pork and drink wine which would facilitate their conversion process240, and in some
cases several antinomian dervishes also had not abstained from drinking wine.241
In this period, antinomian Christian and Muslim holy men were so intermingled that
there were many common saints and places of pilgrimage. Balivet notes that Anatolian
village people venerated holy men, be they either Muslim or Christian and the population
had sought assistance from them in difficult situations.242 The population visited the holy
man of their religion first in order to seek a remedy to their problems in their daily life and
if this was not effective, they would often ask holy figures of the other religion for
advice.243 At times of famine, in several cases, the Christian and Muslim religious leaders
gathered their community and prayed for rain together.244 As has been stated above, people
in such multi-ethnic societies respected the holy figures from both sides; religious
boundaries having a different meaning at the time. We know of many cases when Muslims
had their children baptized the monks in order to protect them from misfortune as or dark
magic.245 In such a close connection between Christianity and Islam, both dervishes and
monks were aware of each other’s religious doctrines, which in my opinion might have
resulted in a kind of exchange between them. Kafadar states that, the famous Turkic holy
figure, Sarı Saltuk knew Christianity so well246 that he was able to “recite the Bible with
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such an emotion that The Orthodox congregation dissolves into tears.”247 On theissue
Vryonis notes that conversion from Islam to Christianity is also observable among religious
figures. A certain monk Meletius who is known to live in the first half of the 14th century
was “[…] formerly an Ottoman ulema who had deserted the court in Bursa, had come to
Constantinople and converted to Christianity.”248 Shukurov also claims that in the first half
of the 13th century, there was an increasing penchant for mystical and ascetic practices in
the Byzantine religious environment.249 As per his quotes from Gregoras, there were Sufi
dancers at the Byzantine imperial court at that time who performed prayers in an
antinomian fashion; they would “sing and dance in a ring in the palace halls, shouting down
[the liturgy] by singing intricate dances, with unintelligible yells they cried out odes and
hymns to Muhammad thus attracting more listeners than the reading of the Holy
Gospel.”250 These Sufis were also invited to the “emperors table” with their musical
instruments to play their songs; they would “lead a ‘simple and celibate’ life, but indulge
themselves in gluttony and consumption of undiluted wine.”251
In such a syncretic environment, it would be difficult to believe that no exchange
between these two spiritualities took place. Although it is quite difficult to trace this due to
lack of a large number of primary sources, we are still able to reach some conclusions.
Şahin notes that in the late Palaiologian period, several Ottoman dervishes were wellinformed about Byzantine messianic and apocalyptic traditions. As an example, he adduces
a literate member of the Bayramiyye order, Ahmed Bican,252 who had an Islamic mystic
background due to his position in the order; however, he was also aware of Byzantine
apocalyptic and messianic traditions.253 In his book of Dürr-i Meknûn, it seems that
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Ahmed knows the Byzantine solar calendar and comments on the expected end time in the
Byzantine world. He notes that several Byzantine scholars determined the end time as
1492, which is the 7000th lunar year in the Byzantine calendar, however, due to using the
lunar calendar, Ahmed determines the end time as the 7200th year in the Muslim
calendar.254 Furthermore, a general belief about blond people in Byzantine apocalypticism
can be seen in Bican’s work, too. The Byzantines believed that after the fall of
Constantinople, blond people from the north will save the city and expel the Muslims as far
as Syria. Şahin argues that this case was reflected in Bican’s work too, but this time the
Ottoman Sultan had a messianic role and was portrayed as a champion of Islam against
the blond people.255 More interestingly, Bican uses several allegories such as the ox,
which can be commonly encountered in Byzantine apocalyptical texts.256 These examples
demonstrate us to that Ottoman ulema class members and Sufi mystics were in a close
contact with the Christian religious leaders and were well-versed about Byzantine religious
practices as well as apocalyptical traditions. Beside this, Krstic argues that many converts
were Christian religious figures, such as monks and priests which in my opinion
contributed to such interfaith interactions.257 Nicol also writes that in the west of Asia
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would deploy between Aleppo and Damascus. Closely to Damascus.
The blond people would follow them.”
Yazıcıoğlu Ahmed Bican, Dürr-i Meknun trans. Necdet Sakaoğlu (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yurt Yayınları, 1999) 124.
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Minor, local Turkish princes enslaved many such Christian spiritual figures and I think at
least some of them must

have converted to Islam.258 He goes on to say that “the Ottoman

court appears to have believed in the practicability of some kind of religious syncretism.”259
According to him, Palamas’ writings during his captivity in Ottoman lands are quite
illuminative about how much the Ottoman ulema class knew about Christianity.260 Lowry
states that during Bayezid I’s reign, a preacher in a mosque was able to preach that Jesus
was a holy figure not lower in rank than the prophet Muhammad:
“[…] a preacher in Bayezid’s reign who, from a mosque in the capital city of Bursa,
even went so far as to declare from the pulpit that Jesus was in no way a lesser
prophet than Mohammed. Then, when an Arab member of the ulema pointed out to
the congregation the fallacy of this view from the perspective of the Islamic science
of exegesis, the congregants rejected his intervention in favor of their own
preacher’s position. It seems clear, from the manner in which this seeming heretical
declaration was wholeheartedly accepted by the populace of Bursa, that they were
at a stage where a doctrine preaching that Islam and Christianity were basically one
religion was acceptable.”261
Moreover, Vryonis states that some Turkic shamanic and Muslim practices and beliefs
may well have been adopted by Christian communities and spiritual leaders in
Anatolia.Among others, Vryonis cites the ritual of animal sacrifice led by Christian priests.
He states that although animal sacrifice as a religious practice was a heritage from late
Antiquity, there was a serious disagreement in the clergy whether it can be accepted within
the boundaries of Christianity.262 Nevertheless, the interaction between these two sides
made this practice more widespread among Christian communities in Anatolia who began
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to “frequently refer to these sacrifices by the Turkish term kurban.”263 According to
Vryonis, another religious practice shared by the two sides was the belief in tree spirits. As
stated in the previous chapter, shamanic belief systems of Central Asian nomads included
many elements about nature and spirits. Greeks also revered cypress trees and had beliefs
associated with the holiness of such trees, which might be a result of a spiritual encounter
between these sides.264
3.3 Impact of the Interfaith Interaction on the Hesychasm

On the issue of cross-cultural interaction between holy figures, Langer states that “in
fact, it is difficult to draw any fundamental distinction between the Turkish dervishes on
the one hand and on the other the numerous zealots, mendicant monks, pilgrims,
wanderers, and madmen who swarmed through Byzantine territory in the time of the first
Paleologi.”265 In my opinion, an important example of the exchange between these holy
men can be detected in the issue of the Jesus Prayer, which has a close resemblance with
Dhikr prayer in the Islamic world. Nicol defines the prayer practice in the eastern Christian
tradition as follows: “in the solitude of his cell the monk must sit with chin resting on his
breast and eyes fixed upon his navel. Then, while carefully regulating his breathing, he
must say over the Jesus-Prayer.”266 As was mentioned before, this tradition can be traced to
one of the early Christin groups, the Messalians, who practiced the Jesus prayer in a very
long form without stopping.267 In a later period, in the 7th century, several Orthodox monks
on Mount Sinai, including John Climacus, were aware of the Jesus prayer and its
practice.268 It seems that Symeon the New Theologian somehow also acquired this practice
and carried it to several monasteries in west Anatolia where he was exiled for his
contradicting church of Constantinople.269 Nevertheless, the Hesychast practices including
the Jesus prayer were not widespread in the Byzantine spiritual realm in the 13 th and the
beginning of the 14th century. In addition, monks’ encounters with dervishes in western
263
264
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Anatolia resulted in the transformation of such Hesychast practices and created a turmoil in
the Byzantine spiritual environment. Palamas’ new Hesychast practices separated
Byzantine ascetic monks; a number of them, such as monk and theologian Akindynos
criticized Palamas and his followers for “abandoning the long-established tradition of the
fathers and developing an innovative approach to defining the practices of the
Hesychast.”270 Hesychast doctrines induced a lot of ecclesiastical problems and the
supporters of Hesychasm were imprisoned and persecuted for a period of time.271 On the
issue, Baldick states that Islamic Sufi thought was heavily influenced by early Christianity
after the conquests in the Middle East; however, later on, Sufis preserved and developed
these ascetic practices and reflected them back to Eastern Christianity: “[…] the original
Christian remembrance of God, was taken over by Sufism, was now influenced by it. Here
again, we have details of bodily postures and breath control, which must have come from
India, and are part of a later development, attested from the late thirteenth century
onwards.”272 If this new kind of asceticism had been widespread in the Byzantine Empire,
the Hesychasm would not have divided the Byzantine clergy in the mid-1300s. Conversely,
it was part of the struggle of Anatolian monks to establish their new ascetic practices
coming from interactions with Muslims in Anatolia within the boundaries of the
Orthodoxy.
As Lawrance states, however, many of the Hesychastic practices were brought to
Mount Athos by Saint Gregory of Sinai.273 He adds that during the Patriarchate of
Athanasius, there was no reference to experiencing “uncreated energy,” which means
contemplation of God as light; thus, this topic must have appeared sometime after 1310.274
Furthermore, several monks who migrated from western Anatolia to western monasteries
followed practices similar to those of Turkish dervishes, such as acting mad, cutting their
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hairs and eyebrows, and withdrawing from daily life.275 In addition, it is well-attested that
the originator of these practices, Gregory, was imprisoned by Turks in his youth and spent
some time with Turkish dervishes and heterodox holy men. In this light, although several
scholars, such as Geanakoplos, claim that hesychastic practices appeared first in Sinai and
then spread to Mount Athos via monks from Crete,276 such an explanation seems
insufficient to explain close similarities and synchronicities between the Hesychast and
antinomian dervish practices and beliefs. While it is likely that ascetic belief systems and
practices did, in fact, develop in the environment of the Monastery of Sinai and had been
developing there since Late Antiquity, the question of why this kind of asceticism,
Hesychasm, spread among monks of Athos after the 1310s, and most importantly why such
a controversy did not erupt before this time, remains unanswered. It seems plausible that
Hesychasm must have included some elements borrowed from, or otherwise influenced by
practices of antinomian dervishes. Ibn Battuta reports that when he visited Emperor
Andronikos in Constantinople, he encountered plenty of monks and ascetics there an
important number of whom probably had migrated from west Asia Minor: “[…] churches
where there were monks, numbering a hundred man or more or less in each church. Most of
the inhabitants of the city are monks, devotees, and priests, and its churches are numerous
beyond computation.”277 On a different occasion, Doukas reports that during the Byzantine
civil war of 1341-1347, Andronikos besieged the city of Constantinople, and during siege
he had tried to humiliate the insurgents in the city by calling them Anatolians and halfTurks, mixobarbaroi.278 In my opinion, the time when the Hesychasm emerged is crucial to
understand its nature; one must ask why such a controversy did not appear in the Byzantine
religious context before the loss of Asia Minor. In 1336, Barlaam of Calabria came to
Mount Athos and saw many monks practice a method of unity with God. After witnessing
these monks, he issued a number of treatises mocking the absurdity of such practices, and it
was these treatises that instigated
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controversy among churchmen. While Barlaam and his supporters argued that it is
impossible to unite with God by praying for long periods in silence and seeing the
uncreated divine light, others continued to adhere to their ascetic religious practices.
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CONCLUSION

In this thesis, I have aimed to demonstrate the connection between antinomian
movements in Eastern Christianity and Islam regarding the Byzantine Hesychasm
Movement and Islamic Sufi ascetic beliefs. To this end, two rebellious movements in 13th
century Anatolia, those of the Arsenites in the Byzantine realm and the Babais in the Rum
Seljuk polity have been examined. With the removal of Byzantine authority over west Asia
Minor due to reasons such as neglect of the region by the new Palaiologos Dynasty, severe
economic exploitation, and increasing nomadic presence, local society had to readapt itself
to a nomadic-Muslim rule, religion and culture.
In the first chapter, I examined the reasons for these rebellions. The native people of
West Asia Minor were alienated from the rule of Constantinople already in the 12th century.
However, the foundation of Laskarid rule in the region strengthened the bond between the
society and the ruling dynasty. Local society rallied behind the Laskarids such an extent
that they rebelled against the usurpation of Michael Palaiologos. On the opposite side of the
border, in the Seljuk realm, it was economic exploitation and structural changes in the
Seljuk military system that incited nomads to rebel. In addition, the increasing number of
Turcomans due to the Mongol menace from the east threatened the existing land tenure
system and economic structure. Therefore, the Turcoman population began gathering
around certain religious figures who had castigated the center for the structural changes and
promised to create a more just society. All these developments paved the way for certain
Turcoman groups to raise the banner of rebellion against Seljuk rule in Anatolia. However,
these Turcomans, who believed in messianic and apocalyptic doctrines preached by ascetic
figures were heavily defeated by the center. As a result of this crushing defeat, the
followers of Baba Ilyas had to take refuge in the border principalities in order to survive
Seljuk persecution.
In the second chapter, I focused on the development of antinomian movements and the
relationship between the center and the periphery. I explained the division between
religious figures in the Byzantine Empire and in the Rum Seljuk realm. I argue that
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antinomian groups on both sides were on a tight leash until the appearance of a catastrophic
event, which was 1204 sack of Constantinople by the crusaders for the Byzantines and the
Battle of Kösedağ for the Seljuks. The sack of Constantinople paved the way for the
surfacing of antinomian figures in the west Anatolia who increased their influence on
politics. Since the Laskarids organized their state in a region where ascetics had been
numerous, they tended to co-operate with and co-opt them in order to legitimize their rule
over the region. However, the Byzantine recapture of Constantinople turned the tide.
Michael Palaiologos usurped the throne by blinding the lawful heir John before
imprisoning him in a castle in Bithynia. Furthermore, he removed his capital to
Constantinople, which created a wave of unrest among western Anatolian locals.
As stated above, after the Battle of Kösedağ, antinomian figures moved to the border
principalities. In these areas they were welcomed by the Turcoman chieftains due to their
influence over the masses, which would contribute to the tribal leaders’ legitimacy in the
eyes of their nomadic subjects. In the process of time, the followers of these antinomian
leaders took part in the conquest of Byzantine cities in West Asia Minor, and some of them
preferred to perform their ascetic doctrines in the countryside such as the old monastery
center, Mount Olympus.
In the third chapter, I elaborated on the interconfessional interactions between
Christians and Muslims in West Asia Minor and the possible influence of these interactions
on the later Hesychasm in the Byzantine Empire. I argue that local Greek speakers in the
region were mostly converted by these antinomian figures. However, I also suggest that
although some of the local population were converted, there were others who were also
exposed to such antinomian Muslim doctrines but remained Christian and migrated to the
European half of the empire. Moreover, there were also laymen and clergy who converted
to Islam but later denounced and reconverted to Christianity. These interactions created an
increasing penchant for mysticism in the Byzantine Empire in later years. In my opinion,
the time for the emergence of such a controversy is very important to understand its
reasons. Mysticism was very widespread in the Byzantine religious context since the late
antique period; however, the encounter with Muslim dervishes resulted in the
transformation of these ascetic practices in Seljuk territories, as is evidenced by the AntiHesychast party, which
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criticized the Hesychasts for abandoning the long-established mystical tradition and
transforming it.
Yet there are several questions that remain unanswered with respect to the effect of
Sufi thought on Hesychasm belief. These include Hesychast influence on other Orthodox
communities across Eastern Europe and the continuation of the spiritual division between
the moderates and zealots in later periods. It seems that Hesychast practices later spread to
other Orthodox communities in Serbia and Russia, a question that needs to be further
investigated. Second, we need more research on the interaction between Sufi and Hesychast
mystics until the very end of the Byzantine Empire, though this would be challenging, due
to the limited number of primary sources from the era and sparse research on the issue.
Third, one of the most important questions is the continuation of the division between the
moderates and zealots in the Byzantine Empire. Thanks to existing research on antinomian
spiritual figures in the Ottoman Empire, we are now able to state that such holy figures
came into conflict with the state structure during confessionalization in the Ottoman period
in the 16th century and were absorbed by state-sponsored religious orders such as the
Bektashiyya. However, on the Byzantine side, continuity between the separate religious
groups still poses a great mystery for scholars.
This project can be continued in a number of directions in the future, each of which
should treat the subject with a complex methodology that includes political, social, cultural
and religious history on the one hand, and incorporates all the available sources, on the
other hand. One of the key questions could be worded as follows: After the conquest of
Constantinople by the Ottomans, what groups were active in church affairs and what was
the fate of the ascetic movements in the spiritual environment of the Patriarchate of
Constantinople?
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