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CHILDREN AND YOUTH COERCED DISPLACEMENT: A 
HISTORY OF POWER STRUGGLE BETWEEN STATE AND 
PROVINCIAL A‘YĀN’S FAMILIES 
 
Abstract 
This article offers a new perspective on children and youth’s coerced 
displacement in the context of the Ottoman Middle East and highlights their 
potential as a social group to inform studies of children, kinship, and family 
vis-a-vis the state. Using iltizām contracts, I argue that the Ottoman state 
prioritized its stability and economic interests and turned a blind eye to 
promises it made to ensure the “well-being” of young Ottoman subjects. The 
contracts recorded around the mid-eighteenth century document an 
institutionalized practice by the state to remove and incarcerate young and 
minor males associated with the families of multazims, or tax farmers, who 
generally hailed from the class of provincial notables, or a‘yān, to persuade the 
latter to render payment of taxes. Although multazims appeared to be 
indifferent to the fate of their castaway children, evidence suggests that 
multazims took advantage of geopolitical changes toward the last quarter of 
the eighteenth century to avoid the incarceration of their children, as the 
practice completely disappeared at that time. This article also attempts to 
approach the question of whether this forced displacement of children 
represents a form of mobility, in comparison to other forms of children’s 
mobility, like the devširme, and explores what this meant for the expansion, or 
retraction, of the state power and its governing policies.  
 

 ةصلاخ
 قرشلا قايس ف بابشلاو لافطلأل يرسقلا ريجهتلا لوح اًديدج اًروظنم ةلاقلما هذه مدقت
 ملاعلإ ةيعامتجا ةعومجمك مهتاناكمإ ىلع ءوضلا طلستو ,ةينامثعلا ةرتفلا للاخ طسولأا
 مدقأ ,مازتللاا دوقع مادختساب .ةلودلا ةهجاوم ف ةرسلأاو ةبارقلاو لافطلأا لوح تاساردلا
 فرطلا تضغو ةيداصتقلاا اهلحاصمو اهرارقتسلا ةيولولأا تطعأ ةينامثعلا ةلودلا نأب ةيلدلجا
 ف ةلجسلما دوقعلا قثوت .بابشلا يينامثعلا اياعرلا "ةيهافر" نامضل اهتمدق يتلا دوعولا نع
 راغصلا روكذلا نجسو ةلازلإ ةلودلا لبق نم ةيسسؤم ةسرامم رشع نماثلا نرقلا فصتنم
 اًمومع نوردحني نيذلا ,بئارضلا عمجب نيدهعتلما وأ ,يمزتللما تلائاعب يطبترلما نيرصاقلاو
 يلابم ريغ اودب يمزتللما نأ نم مغرلا ىلع .بئارضلا عفدب نيرخلآا عانقلإ ,نايعلأا ةقبط نم
 وحن ةيسايسويلجا تاريغتلا اولغتسا يمزتللما نأ ىلإ ريشت ةلدلأا نأ لاإ ,نيذوبنلما مهلافطأ ريصبم
 كلذ ف اًماتم ةسراملما تفتخا ثيح ,مهلافطأ نجس بنجتل رشع نماثلا نرقلا نم ريخلأا عبرلا
 ًلاكش لثيم لافطلأل يرسقلا حوزنلا اذه ناك اذإ ام ةلأسم لوانت اًضيأ ةلاقلما هذه لواتح .تقولا
 ام فشكتستو ,ةمريشفيدلا لثم ,لافطلأا لقنت نم ىرخأ لاكشأب ةنراقم ,لقنتلا لاكشأ نم
 .ةمكالحا اهتاسايسو ةلودلا ةطلس عجارت وأ عسوتل ةبسنلاب اذه هينعي
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INTRODUCTION 
In the summer of 1994, I reluctantly took a tour of the Citadel of Tripoli, 
in modern-day Lebanon, for the first time in my life, although I am a 
native of the city. My reluctance did not emerge out of thin air; the 
citadel, erected around 643–645 CE upon the Arab conquest,1 had been 
a dungeon for the larger part of its history. During the Civil War in 
Lebanon (1975–1990), it was an off-limits detention and torture gulag 
used by various military factions.2 I had an eerie feeling when I began 
to descend to the underground detention cells as all the anecdotes I had 
heard over the years about the notorious history of the citadel rushed 
to my mind. One such story which had terrified me, and other children, 
was about a snake that hid below the dungeon and occasionally got out 
to drink from the Abu Ali River flowing at the foot of the citadel.  

Years later, my tour of the citadel came to mind when I 
encountered sources describing, rather than a gigantic snake, evidence 
of children themselves incarcerated in the citadel’s gloomy depths. The 
iltizām contracts recorded in the sijillāt, the registers of the Ottoman 
shari‘a court of the province of Tripoli, reveal that young male relatives 
of, or associated with, multazims (tax farmers) were systematically 
incarcerated in the city’s citadel around the mid-eighteenth century. 
These minors from elite families remained in captivity for at least a 
year, until the multazims fulfilled all iltizām (tax farming) commitments 
to collect taxes and render them to the state.  

By the mid-seventeenth century, the Ottomans began 
transitioning away from the timar system,3 initially adopted in some of 
their Arab provinces, notably Syria and the province of Mosul, toward 
iltizām or tax-farming. According to Jane Hathaway, tax-farming 
involved the state delegating tax collection responsibilities and had 
been prevalent in various parts of the Muslim world since at least the 
nineth century. Although tax farmers could potentially exploit the 
system by retaining profits in excess of their pledged collected 
amounts, this method remained a robust means of tax collection well 
into the nineteenth century.4 The tax farming contracts as historical 
sources are very rich. They include details about the various 
administrative divisions within an Ottoman province, especially the 
nāhiya, and how their different sizes affected the amount of taxes to be 
collected each year; the fluctuation of the price of silk; and the iltizām 
system and families that monopolized the iltizām privileges.  
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These valuable economic aspects are not the only insights 
offered by these contracts. They also conjure evidence of internal 
displacement in the Ottoman context. They highlight the practice of 
separating minor boys from their families, incarcerating them, 
stripping them of their personhood, and using them as rahn (pawns), a 
form of guarantee for payment of taxes to the provincial government. 
Some of the incarceration sites, as further expounded below, were not 
geographically far from where some of the male relatives of multazims 
originated. Yet, their imprisonment could still be considered a form of 
temporary displacement. The contracts are thus laden with details 
relevant to the study of children’s mobility, contribute to the field of 
childhood studies, and shed light on the development of state policies 
and changes within the state administration.  

These iltizām contracts, particularly the changing use of 
children as rahn in the eighteenth century, as will be explicated below, 
trace one of the central and perennial concerns of Ottoman governance: 
the mobility of the empire’s subjects.5 Though the Ottoman state took 
advantage of some forms of migration and mobility, continuous, 
unregulated, or uncontrolled movement disrupted the daily activities 
and state affairs in large parts of the empire. The government’s great 
interest in settling various social groups which roamed the empire also 
emanated from an effort to essentially tie them to the land, engage them 
in cultivation, and collect more taxes from them.6 Furthermore, the 
contracts document an increased interest on the part of the state with 
the stability of the remote nāhiya and the endorsement of a policy 
referred to in the sources as the policy of istimāleh (win over by 
persuasion or lobbying) of the ahāli or ra‘iya (the people or the subjects 
of the empire) which constituted granting concessions to affected 
subjects and providing them with service and protection to gain their 
allegiance.7 

How does the incarceration of young boys fit into the policy of 
istimāleh and broader trends in Ottoman state engagement with 
children and youth? Using evidence from the sijillāt of the shari‘a court 
of Tripoli, I show that the Ottoman state’s concern with its social and 
political stability and economic interests consequently led to its 
forsaking the promises it routinely made, especially in cases related to 
personal disputes, to ensure “al-haz al-awfar wa al-ghibta al-rājiha” (the 
greatest fortune, happiness, and ultimate unbounded joy) of its young 
Ottoman subjects.8 Only toward the mid-1760s did other issues, which 
needed to be addressed with assistance from the multazims, force the 
Ottoman government to abandon the practice of incarcerating the 
multazims’ minor relatives in return for their support in implementing 
its plans and policies.  
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These issues included the reconstruction of the countryside in 
the aftermath of Bedouins’ attacks, the protection of roads and 
passersby, and the safety of livestock. Most importantly, the state 
sought the return and resettlement of those forced to leave their 
villages in order to resume cultivating the land, a top priority for the 
Ottoman government.9 According to Resat Kasaba, “Beginning in the 
final decades of the 18th century, Ottoman administrators made greater 
efforts to forcibly settle nomadic pastoralists in order to better identify 
the population and increase the amount of cultivated land.”10 It must 
be noted here that, as Donald Quataert demonstrates, the economy of 
the Ottoman Empire remained overwhelmingly agrarian throughout 
its history and the state’s main income came from land or from taxes 
on agricultural exports.11 Intriguingly, bargains struck with the 
multazims, as a component in the larger project of stabilizing the 
province and sedentarizing Bedouins, may have influenced Ottoman 
policy toward the multazims’ children. That is, the broader effort to 
control the population and even to curb subjects’ mobility had the 
additional effect of reducing the state-endorsed displacement of 
minors previously practiced within the iltizām contracts. 

This issue of forced displacement likewise sheds light on some 
legal aspects of parenthood practices. I show elsewhere that, in the 
early modern period, Tripolitan parents cared for the well-being of 
their children and acted accordingly to provide them with the best 
living conditions. Multazims, as male parents or relatives, may have 
shared the same propensity to care for children.12 Yet, multazims also 
showed some willingness to subject children to harsh living conditions 
under the custody of the state. In fact, this article takes on this 
ambivalence towards the forced familial separation and relocation of 
boys. It was only towards the end of the eighteenth century that 
multazims capitalized on the geopolitical changes to evade the practice 
of incarcerating their minor male relatives. This initiative on the part of 
multazims, which the state was receptive to, coincided with policy 
changes at the central administrative level.  

This article thus captures intersections among the history of 
displacement and mobility, the history of kinship and the family, and 
the history of childhood in Ottoman Tripoli. It explores the internal 
displacement of “elite” children in order to consider what the practice 
and its abandonment reveal about eighteenth-century Ottoman 
governing practices. I explore what this forced displacement by state, 
family, and clan members, lest the latter lose tax-farming contracts, 
meant for the expansion or retraction of state’s power, and offer a new 
twist to an old historiographical concept, inculcated in the Ottoman 
field, of decline and stagnation. I challenge the validity of the decline 
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theory and argue that, rather than declining, the Ottoman state 
changed and adapted to meet specific political, military, and financial 
challenges. 
 
THE STATE OF THE FIELD  
By drawing its primary source material from eighteenth-century 
Tripoli, this article aims to contribute to both the histories of children 
and youth and to the social history of the early modern Middle East by 
framing the pawn system as a type of displacement that can be read 
alongside other child-specific displacements. It explores a peculiar kind 
of forced migration, contributing to the literature on other forcibly 
mobile age-specific groups such as the devširme, in which a 
considerable number of Christian children, young men, and young 
women were enslaved, brought to the Ottoman capital, and forced to 
convert to Islam.13  

In her foreword to Children and Childhood in the Ottoman Empire, 
one of the most recent volumes on Ottoman childhood studies, Suraiya 
Faroqhi highlights the importance of focusing on children to 
understand how Ottoman society functioned.14 According to Colin 
Heywood, one of the pioneers in the field, “Historians of childhood 
have in fact been rather thin on the ground for a long time. As late as 
the 1950s, their territory could be described as ‘an almost virgin 
field.’ ”15 Nonetheless, the study of childhood is gaining momentum.16 
In 1960, Philippe Ariès published L’enfant et la vie familiale sous l’ancien 
régime,17 which was acknowledged by many historians as the “starting 
point of the history of childhood and . . . the first work to historicize 
childhood, to plant the idea that childhood was not a natural or 
universal phenomenon, but one that varied in the way it was 
understood and experienced according to period and place.”18 Though 
Ariès was considered the father of the modern history of childhood and 
the first to lay down the foundations for the field, he faced harsh 
criticism regarding his denying the existence of the concept of 
childhood before modernity.19 Moreover, his assertion that medieval 
society did not have an idea of childhood was entirely discredited by 
many experts, who also questioned his sources.20 

Ariès’s focus on the more modern periods is echoed in studies 
of Ottoman children and youth. Benjamin Fortna notes that in recent 
years, the history of childhood has expanded dramatically in scope and 
sophistication.21 Yet a quick review of the literature on children and 
youth history shows that “the field’s geographical coverage has 
remained heavily skewed toward the West”22 and is still 
underdeveloped in the context of the Middle East. Fortna also indicates 
that even when contributions to the field focused “on the ways in 
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which childhood was imagined and experienced on the eastern fringes 
of Western Europe, in the Balkans, Anatolia, and the Arab Lands,” their 
interpretations were limited to the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries.23 This neglect of the earlier period resulted from a scarcity of 
sources as well as an underutilization of available sources.  

Scholars are thus more attracted to the periods that 
accompanied the age of Tanzimat until the First World War because 
the modernization efforts on the part of the Ottoman state, which saw 
the education of children as a sign of advancement, resulted in the 
establishment of institutions and schools which produced multiple 
types of sources by and for the children. Fortna’s work offers one 
example of such scholarship. In Children and Childhood in the Ottoman 
Empire, mentioned earlier, contributors looked past these benchmarks, 
expanding their research to the period between the fifteenth and 
twentieth centuries and exploring topics related to children and 
displacement.24 Nonetheless, on the whole, urban centers like Istanbul 
received more attention than other cities within the empire, a 
shortcoming that this article attempts to rectify.25  

Debates in this field are still emerging. We have many more 
questions than answers. One question pertains to the nature of the 
sources available to researchers and their potential to access the lives 
of children. The sources I use in this research for example are official 
state-issued documents, which often require careful analysis to 
uncover details about the lives of children. Other debates revolve 
around the concept of childhood itself and how societies perceived 
children in various times and places. The happiness of children and the 
attention parents and states give to their well-being, the foci of this 
article, are other areas of inquiry whose study, as Heywood puts it, is 
not a hopeless task but a difficult one to achieve.26 As a historian of 
children and family, the particularities of the form of mobility and 
displacement that emerge in the ilitizam contracts complicate a story of 
a unified early modern childhood.  

Nazan Maksudyan indicates that “the general weakness of 
Ottoman/Turkish childhood studies is their neglect of the historical 
activities of children as a part of social, economic, and political 
processes.”27 She criticizes the tendency in historical and cultural 
studies to overlook childhood as an important area of analysis, mainly 
because it is perceived, legally and biologically, as a phase of 
dependency. For that reason, children are often disregarded as 
historical actors.28 This article thus benefits from the productive shift in 
the field which, according to Sarah Maza, has been emerging from 
writing the history of children alongside writing history through 
children.29 Moreover, this study of children and childhood offers, in the 
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words of Maksudyan, “a new angle of observation, that of children, 
into unexplored or even previously explored fields of study” and 
rectifies the notoriety of historical writings which tend to ignore 
children, their history, and their presence in the unfolding of social life 
and social change.30  
THE DEFINITION OF CHILDHOOD AND THE LEGAL STATUS OF 
CHILDREN 

Gülay Yilmaz and Fruma Zachs rightfully note that in the context of 
Ottoman culture and society, no general definition of childhood can 
cover fully early modern to modern times. Moreover, the history of 
children and the concept of childhood are both heterogenous within 
Ottoman society and specific to Ottoman lands, rather than a simplistic 
framework originating in the West.31 As far as the legal status of 
children, Faroqhi explains that the latter are, by definition, human 
beings with very limited contact to the state apparatus. They were 
unable to speak for themselves in any official procedure and needed a 
representative to speak on their behalf. Children who were underage 
could not turn to the courts to complain of mistreatment or 
exploitation.32 

An age-based determination of children is also problematic. 
Within Islamic shari‘a law, distinguishing between a qāsir (child) and a 
bāligh (adult) proves difficult because classification is tied to biological 
changes, physical appearance, and number of years since birth. For 
boys, bulūgh (coming of age) was manifested by a deep voice, facial 
hair, and puberty. According to Heywood, “Following Islamic law, the 
legal age of majority in the Empire came with puberty and sexual 
maturity, which could set in as early as the age of nine or as late as 
fifteen.”33 Heywood adds that this age blurriness was not unique to the 
Ottoman world, as “boundaries between childhood, youth, and 
adulthood in the Ottoman Empire were, as everywhere else, vague and 
fluid before the efficient registration of births.”34 In the case of the 
sources used here, there were some references in the contracts to a male 
who was khāli al-‘izār (has no facial hair) to specifically point out his 
young age, but this nomenclature was not consistent.  

It is important to note here that, according to the sijillāt, some 
individuals tried to renounce their legal classification as minors, or vice 
versa, in matters related to inheritance or property management so as 
to gain autonomy over their financial interests. In a dispute over the 
sale of a property, one of the litigants could not prove himself to be “old 
enough age wise” and consequently lost the legal status to go forward 
with a sale transaction that he just executed and which the court 
proceeded to annul.35 There is no evidence to indicate that the elite 
minor males in question here even attempted to appeal to the court to 
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escape incarceration. Moreover, cases of custody from Tripoli show the 
court’s effort to bring evidence to determine the age of children, often 
to keep them longer under the custody of a female relative because “it 
is in their best interest,”36 in line with a tradition upheld by the Hanafi 
law, as Leyla Kayhan Elbirlik also points.37  

Unlike these cases of custody, age determination is not critical 
in cases of iltizām contracts. If anything, some cases point to 
imprisonment with a male’s own free will, as we see with Salhab 
Agha’s brother ‘Uthman, described below. Classified as a murāhiq 
(adolescent) in the contract, ‘Uthman would have had the right to 
decide his own fate, though we cannot assume that he was at liberty to 
resist the patriarchal hierarchy within the family and escape 
incarceration.38 Phrases signifying signs of adulthood (“his appearance 
indicates that he attained the age of puberty” [hay’atuhu tahtamilou al-
bulūgh]) or youth (“young without facial hair” [al-shāb al-khāli al-‘izār]) 
were sometimes included within the text, implying that the court 
personnel inspected these children; however, this was not uniformly 
recorded.39 We can speculate that this neglect of age determination, and 
other detailed physical descriptions, further manifests the nonchalant 
attitude of the legal system toward this category of younger Ottoman 
subjects. However, as I explain later in this article, this absence of 
descriptive details of age and appearance may emerge from the reality 
that the legal status of the mobility of these elite boys, in comparison to 
the devširme boys for example, was temporary. 

The silence of the children is one area where the limitations of 
the sijillāt as historical sources for childhood studies become clear. 
After all, as Kayhan Elbirlik notes in her discussion of court records, 
some of the elements that are likely the most intriguing for the historian 
are commonly left out of the court cases since they are not legally 
relevant. Moreover, it is undoubtedly challenging to discern emotional 
motives behind multazims/parents’ actions in the absence of sources 
similar to the ones used in Kayhan Elbirlik’s case study of Sūnbūlzade 
Vehbi’s advice manuals. Such a source, which could offset the 
methodological limitations of the shari‘a court records by providing an 
insightful depiction of parenthood and the emotional bond between a 
father and his son, could not be identified thus far in the case of 
Tripoli.40 
 
THE PRICE OF ILTIZĀM CONTRACTS: DISPLACEMENT OF ELITE 
MINORS 
In 1751, Hasan Barkat appeared in the shari‘a court of Tripoli to execute 
a new iltizām contract with the deputy of Sa‘d al-Din Pasha, the 
governor of Tripoli. According to the contract, Hasan received the right 



126   Reda Rafei 
 

to collect the taxes of Hillat Oubin in Safita, a nāhiya that was under the 
administrative jurisdiction of the province of Tripoli but currently 
located in modern-day Syria. To guarantee the contract, Hasan, a 
multazim frequently mentioned in the Tripoli shari‘a court registers, 
then put (waḍa‘a) his cousin Junayd in the Citadel of Arwād off the 
Syrian shore, with the permission of the boy’s father. Junayd, whose 
age was not mentioned, was to be held in custody until the following 
year when Hasan fulfilled the iltizām commitment to render the taxes 
to the provincial treasury.41  

On the same day, al-shaykh Salhab Agha ibn al-shaykh Shadid 
al-Nasir also appeared at the shari‘a court of Tripoli. He received the 
iltizām contract to collect the taxes of the nāhiya of Akkar. In return, he 
put (waḍa‘a) his brother ‘Uthman, an adolescent/teenager (al-murāhiq), 
and his nephew Khodr, a minor (al-qāsir), to be held in custody in the 
Citadel of Tripoli until the contract was fulfilled. While ‘Uthman came 
of his own free will and permission, and the permission of the rest of 
his and Salhab’s siblings (“bi ithnin minhou wa min Salhab wa min baqiyat 
ikhwatihi”), Khodr was held in custody with permission from his father 
because he was a minor. When the iltizām contract was signed, Mustafa 
Agha, the dazdār42 of the Citadel of Tripoli, took custody of ‘Uthman 
and Khodr. He pledged to keep them under his protection and not to 
surrender them to anyone without personal permission from the 
governor of Tripoli Sa‘ad al-Din Pasha.43  

In 1755, Hasan Barakat, mentioned above, returned to court for 
the execution of new iltizām contracts. In this instance, a number of 
other tax farmers were also listed with a note explaining that they acted 
collectively to levy the taxes from Anfeh, a coastal town south of 
Tripoli, and part of the taxes of al-Askala, where the port of Tripoli was 
located. The tax farmers agreed to leave a boy named Isma‘il ibn 
Muhammad (it is not clear if he was related to any of the tax farmers), 
with permission from the boy’s father, since he was a minor, in the 
custody of al-hajj Dib ibn al-hajj Muhammad al-Khayyāt.44 Upon the 
conclusion of another of Hasan’s iltizām contracts, he agreed to leave 
his own three sons to be “incarcerated” at the Citadel of Tripoli. He also 
agreed to the incarceration of three additional boys, with permission 
from their legal guardians because they were minors, though no names 
or ages or any further details were provided for them.45  

As multazims, Hasan and Salhab contributed to the iltizām 
system, which undergirded the collection of taxes in the Ottoman 
Empire for hundreds of years. Stefan Winter finds a number of iltizām 
contracts recorded in the shari‘a court registers of Tripoli starting in the 
last quarter of the seventeenth century.46 Qasim al-Samad also suggests 
that the iltizām system existed in Tripoli and the neighboring provinces 
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starting in the last third of the seventeenth century and survived at least 
until the Egyptian expedition in 1832.47 Though iltizām contracts were 
annually executed between multazims and representatives of the state, 
and recorded in the registers of shari‘a courts across the empire, their 
practice and significance were not the same everywhere.48  

For example, Winter explains, in Ottoman Syria and in 
accordance with the Hanafi jurisprudence, eighteenth-century iltizām 
contracts increasingly required a pecuniary (kafāla bil-māl) as well as a 
corporal (kafāla bil-nafs) guarantee.49 Winter adds that this practice 
emerged from the Hanafi doctrinal concept of guarantee in person 
(kafāala bil nafs), and those incarcerated, which he also labeled as “rahn,” 
comprised sons and wives of multazims. The author highlights that the 
practice was abandoned at the beginning of the eighteenth century 
because the Hamāda lords, the most influential multazims, often 
descended to the city of Tripoli and liberated their family members.50 
Intriguingly, when the practice of incarceration resurfaced toward the 
mid-eighteenth century, as the sources indicate, there is no evidence 
that female relatives of multazims were ever included in the contracts 
in the period under study. Such discrepancy highlights, perhaps, how 
ideas of boyhood, childhood, and gender- and age-based familial roles 
found their way into iltizām contracts.  

In the case of Tripoli, the collection of contracts recorded 
around the mid-eighteenth century thus documents an 
institutionalized practice of incarcerating young and minor males 
associated with the families or clans of multazims, who generally hailed 
from the class of provincial notables or a‘yān, to lure the latter to render 
payment of taxes. Year after year, multazims came to the court to renew 
or sign new iltizām contracts with the representative of the Ottoman 
state, whether the governor or one of his deputies, in the presence of 
the qadi and scribes. Multazims voluntarily, at least as the contracts 
repetitively imply, turned in their male minor relatives to be held in 
captivity in the dungeons of the Citadel of Tripoli and the Citadel of 
Arwād, the latter located in modern-day Syria. It is worth noting here 
that the terms “put” (waḍa‘a) and “incarcerated” (habasa) were used 
interchangeably in the contracts; the use of the two words was not 
consistent, which suggests that it could be related to the scribe’s 
preference rather than the severity of the act of holding a minor in 
confinement. 

Aside from the state’s use of the citadels to incarcerate minors, 
the registers also indicate that few residences of Tripolitan figures, such 
as al-hajj Dīb ibn al-hajj Muhammad al-Khayyāt and Muhammad ibn 
al-shaykh Mustafa, were also used for imprisonment.51 The sources do 
not clarify who Dib or Muhammad were and what connection they 
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might have had to both the multazims and the state; nevertheless, they 
do reveal that they were residents of the city of Tripoli who were 
entrusted over the years with the custody of the minors who were not 
sent to the citadels of Arwād or Tripoli to be incarcerated. We can only 
speculate that these men were known public figures who were 
trustworthy, but the registers do not provide any clarification about 
them.  

With few exceptions, the signing of iltizām contracts took place 
around the same time each year; they may have been signed 
simultaneously in the same court session because they were recorded 
in the registers on the same page in chronological order.52 The contracts 
indicate that the minor males were to stay in custody until all 
installments of taxes were paid, a period of one year. Nevertheless, 
more research is needed to determine if returning multazims left their 
minor children/relatives in custody more than one year. Hasan 
Barakat, for example, appeared multiple times in court to renew his 
iltizām contracts, but it is difficult to confirm if he was using the same 
or different minors each time as guarantee for payment of taxes.53  

Within the thousands of pages of the shari‘a court registers 
from Tripoli in the fifty-year span between 1750 and 1800, children and 
youth are present in all types of legal cases. Careful review of the 
material reveals three main categories of cases pertaining to children: 
(i) cases related to personal status disputes including talāq, haḍāna, 
wisāya, nafaqa, and tarika; (ii) cases related to the appointment of minors, 
mainly boys, to different wazīfas (job or occupation) within the waqf 
system in masjids, hammams, and madrasas; and (iii) cases related to 
iltizām contracts. 

References to children could be reasonably anticipated in 
personal status, real-estate and properties’ transactions, disputes over 
inheritance, and waqf-related cases. However, the presence of children 
forced into displacement, as the cases of iltizām contracts document, 
was unexpected. What was surprising about the coercion of the 
multazims’ children is the fact that their treatment is inconsistent with 
their social status or the prominence of their elite families. However, 
by contextualizing this practice we begin to understand the centrality 
of mobility to state policies and how the governance of various social 
groups and their mobility influenced the experiences of young 
Ottoman subjects. I mentioned earlier Kasaba’s discussion of Ottoman 
efforts to mobilize and or settle various nomadic tribes to maintain the 
stability of the empire. Similarly, there is no shortage of children who 
found themselves coercively mobilized and left to face precarious 
circumstances to cater to state interests.  
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The work of Yahya Araz, who discusses young girls who were 
employed in domestic service in late Ottoman Istanbul, indicates that 
the government regulated the mobility of these girls. The state sought 
to make sure they were not taken advantage of, to spare them 
grievances, and to specify how much of the fee paid for their work 
would be kept by their custodian. However, Araz adds, these girls 
continued to be vulnerable to abuse, suffered isolation from their 
families, and were restricted in their mobility once they were living 
with their employers. Nonetheless, the government did not seek to end 
the practice because it served the interests of the girls’ impoverished 
families who collected some of their wages; it solved Istanbulites’ need 
for cheap domestic help at a time when slavery was partly in decline; 
and it took poor girls off the streets easing the burden on the 
government.54  

Yilmaz gives us a glimpse into a different category of children, 
that is the devširme, which she considers as a form of state-controlled 
and pre-modern enslavement. For centuries, Yilmaz explains, the 
Ottomans levied the children of their Christian population and 
uprooted them from their towns and villages to put them in the service 
of the state. In fact, the author argues, that there was a consciously 
developed policy toward selecting “proper bodies” depending on the 
state’s needs and the duties assigned to these levied boys. This intent is 
evidenced by the meticulous recording of their physical traits at the 
time they were levied.55    

The iltizām contracts do not reveal much about the 
circumstances of the captivity of the elite young males described in this 
article. We might assume that they fared better than the domestic 
servants or the levied devširme, given their elite status. However, it is 
clear that their mobility and separation from their families were 
justified by the fact that they served simultaneously the interest of their 
families and their employers/captors. Adding the example of young 
elites from Tripoli to discussions of child- and youth-specific 
displacement within the Ottoman Empire allows us to consider how 
the social role performed by each, and in turn, the presumed duration 
and nature of their mobility, factored in how the sources invoked each 
category of children. In the case of the domestic servants, and more so 
in the case of the devširme, one-way mobility, and, in the case of the 
latter, permanent displacement contributed to the more extensive 
details provided in archival records, which were essential for the state’s 
control over their bodies and whereabouts. The absence of such details 
in the case of multazims’ relatives points to the fact that the mobility of 
this category was, in the eye of the state, always temporary.  
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On a different note, the “presence” of children in iltizām 
contracts is used figuratively because the children were not necessarily 
physically present in the court every time a case was deliberated. 
Nonetheless, we can assume that they sometimes came to the court in 
person, accompanied by their legal guardian(s). In-person attendance 
was undoubtedly necessary in some instances because these minor 
males were surrendered to a state representative at the conclusion of 
the iltizām agreement. Multazims often agreed to the incarceration of 
their own minor sons as well as that of the sons of their extended family 
members and clan, with permission from the respective minors’ legal 
guardians. They also agreed to the incarceration of minor children of 
the inhabitants of the nāhiya where the taxes were to be collected, taking 
them away, even if temporarily, from their families and communities.  
 
HOSTAGES OF FAMILY AND STATE  
In the case of elite minor males, there is much the sijillāt do not reveal, 
such as a tangible portrayal of the circumstances of their displacement. 
For example, the life of Khodr, the minor nephew of al-shaykh Salhab, 
must have been drastically impacted when he was incarcerated at the 
citadel of Tripoli, away from his parents, even if he was not made 
aware of the story of the snake that hid underneath the citadel. Another 
difficult situation occurred when brothers and cousins, who 
presumably lived under the same roof, were separated when they were 
sent to different imprisonment sites. The sons of Hasan Barakat, all 
minors, were locked down in three separate locations: one in the 
Citadel of Tripoli, two in the Citadel of Arwād, and one at the residence 
of another Tripolitan figure, ‘Abdi Bashi.56 The absence of an 
explanation for why these siblings were separated highlights another 
limitation of the sijillāt.  

The sijillāt leave many additional questions unanswered as 
well, including whether those related to the duration and sanitary 
conditions of incarceration or to whether governors, qadis, or 
multazims ever took into consideration the minors’ age and potential 
proximity to their family’s residence in determining an appropriate 
“pawn” and incarceration site. Incarceration of Tripolitan minors at the 
Citadel of Arwād, for example, must have limited their family access 
and visitations. Aside from access to the citadel itself, the journey 
between Tripoli and the island of Arwād is arduous, even by today’s 
standards. A visit during the winter would have been particularly 
dangerous, as the journey from the coastal line to the island would have 
been interrupted by winter storms. In such cases, the displaced minors 
of Arwād were further isolated from their families. As mentioned 
earlier, official sources preserve many aspects of childhood and 
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children’s lives, though not all related to the inner lives of families, as 
this task is, admittedly, not easy to discover. Nonetheless, these traces 
within the sijillāt beckon historians to consider the potential 
experiences of young people separated from their social orbit.  

The sijillāt provide ample evidence to show that the Ottoman 
legal system reinforced shari‘a rules pertaining to personal status cases 
including custody, guardianship, alimony, and right to income from 
religious endowments. In those cases, minors’ best interests 
superseded other considerations simply because, I argue, the state’s 
own interests were not at stake. The state, represented by the court, 
advocated for children, irrespective of gender, especially those who fell 
victims of family disputes or were subjected to traumatic circumstances 
as a result of divorce or loss of one or both parents. The courts 
adjudicated in their best interest, seeking for them al-haz al-awfar wa al-
ghibta al-rājiha.57 This benevolent attitude contrasts with the court’s 
treatment of the minor male relatives of multazims, who were also 
Ottoman subjects, as the contracts turned a blind eye to the minors’ 
“greatest fortune and unbounded joy.” Contrary to the two categories 
of cases involving children in personal status disputes and waqf 
employment, the emphasis on keeping elite minor relatives of 
multazims in a safe place had less to do with their protection and well-
being, and more with the need to keep them in custody until the person 
who voluntarily left them incarcerated in the first place fulfilled his 
iltizām commitment. Moreover, the cases make it clear that they were 
not to be surrendered to anyone but the representatives of the state.58 
They were effectively the state’s hostages. 

As for the families of these elite minors, these iltizām contracts 
reveal the reluctance of their male relatives to stand up for them as they 
became victims of displacement and were forced into incarceration 
because, I would argue, multazims prioritized their tax-farming 
contracts. Multazims only intervened and expressed their interest in 
their minor relatives when the latter were subjected to extreme 
circumstances threatening their safety or lives. By the time Dahir walad 
Yousef appeared in the court in April of 1752, his son, Sarkis (his age is 
not specified), had been in the Citadel of Tripoli for three years, as his 
father failed to remit all the amount of taxes he committed. Dahir, a 
zhimmi multazim, negotiated the transfer of Sarkis from the citadel to 
the custody of al-shaykh Muhammad Ra‘ad and Shadid ibn Yousef 
who promised to protect him (yahfazāhu) and surrender him to the state 
representative upon request.59 In theory, multazims were aware of the 
state’s need for their services and consequently knew they had 
leverage. The state took advantage of the multazims’ interest in 
collecting taxes, because it was a lucrative business, and imposed on 
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them the stipulation of leaving their boys in custody until the iltizām 
was fulfilled.  

What sources might add details to historians’ understanding of 
the incarcerated minors’ experiences? One possible resource is the 
shikayat defterleri—collections of complaints, grievances, and petitions 
from the provinces that made their way to the central government in 
Istanbul, sometimes referred to as muhemet defterleri. It may be that a 
tax-farmer became concerned about the safety and well-being of his 
incarcerated minor sons, nephews, or other members of the extended 
clan, and consequently escalated the issue to the central government. 
Whether this ever happened—and admittedly, the odds are very slim 
given the notables-state complex relationship and mutual interests60—
we do not know. But if such an event did occur, the records of shekayat 
defterleri could provide another layer of data and different perspectives 
to inform our understanding of this aspect of the history of forcibly 
displaced children.61  

These minor elite males were thus caught between family and 
state; children from Tripoli and surrounding nāhiya were indeed 
Ottoman subjects but not always subjects of concern.62 This state 
practice to incarcerate young and minor males and displace them to 
maintain a strong grip on multazims and force them to fulfill their tax-
farming commitments manifests one aspect of Ottoman governance. 
This governance rested on the cooperation of the many countryside 
communities that enabled the function and expansion of the Ottoman 
Empire. 63 
 
FREEING UP THE ELITE MINORS: A SHIFT IN STATE PRIORITIES 
In 1778, As‘ad Barakat appeared in the shari‘a court of Tripoli to 
execute a new iltizām contract to collect the taxes of Hillat Oubin in the 
nāhiya of Safita.64 Unlike the contracts of a generation prior, As‘ad’s 
contract did not commit to the incarceration of any male relatives. 
Instead, As‘ad, who was none other than the son of Hasan Barakat and 
a victim of incarceration himself,65 pledged to protect the ahālī or the 
residents of the nāhiya, as well as those who were traveling through the 
region, and to maintain the stability of the countryside. As‘ad, once a 
victim of displacement, incarceration, and separation from his family, 
became a multazim himself.  

There is strong evidence to demonstrate that the phenomenon 
of incarcerating multazims’ minor relatives disappeared toward the end 
of the eighteenth century. It might be suggested that individuals 
subjected to harsh prison conditions were motivated to spare other 
minors from enduring the same fate as they did, though this is a very 
speculative argument. However, I would argue instead that the 
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abandonment of the practice had less to do with the multazims and 
more with the change of governance at the central administration level. 
The shift in practices of iltizām-prompted incarceration must be 
contextualized with reference to conditions in Greater Syria more 
broadly, including provincial approaches to managing the 
population’s mobility. The present study builds on scholarship that has 
dismissed the view of the Ottoman government as an unchanging 
monolith in favor of a conception that suggests institutional adaptation 
for the sake of meeting specific political, military, and fiscal challenges.  

Early in the eighteenth century, the Ottoman Empire sustained 
massive defeats on the European frontier and navigated a disaster in 
which thirty thousand pilgrims died on the Damascus–Mecca route in 
Bedouin attacks. The Bedouin threat to the pilgrimage routes 
symbolized a challenge to the sultan’s legitimacy and power. Quataert 
argues that this challenge signaled an urgent need to ratify the prestige 
of the state, which translated into revitalizing the administration of 
Damascus, strategically situated on the hajj route. Consequently, in 
1708, the Ottoman government appointed a new governor to the 
province of Damascus from the local a‘yān al-Azm family with strong 
local connections to provide the necessary manpower and military 
presence to protect the pilgrims.66  

In order for the Ottoman government to supplement the efforts 
to protect the hajj route without added burden to the central treasury 
which, at the time, already suffered from a chronic deficit, it 
recommitted the resources of Homs and Hama from Tripoli to the 
province of Damascus. Khaled Ziadeh points out that this 
administrative reconfiguration devastated Tripoli as a province.67 
Control over the southern part of the province had already weakened 
as a result of a long struggle with Fakhr al-Din II.68 A succession of 
members from the ‘Azm family, the same family as the governors of 
Damascus, served as governors in Tripoli. A struggle with the more 
powerful neighboring governors ultimately led to the annexation of the 
province, first to Damascus and then to Acre, around the end of the 
period under study.69 More power ultimately went to the local 
notables, especially after 1750, as the Ottomans gave provincial 
governors more discretion and increasingly relied on notables as 
intermediaries with the populace. Notwithstanding this power 
struggle, shared financial benefits continued to bind together the 
benefits of the central and provincial authorities throughout the 
eighteenth century.70   

 More recently, Ali Yaycıoğlu also shows that during the age of 
revolutions between 1760 and 1820, the Ottoman Empire experienced 
a series of institutional shakeups, political crises, and popular 
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insurrections.71 Yaycıoğlu argues that during this period, the provincial 
communities became active participants in provincial governance and 
politics. These participatory mechanisms were promoted by the central 
administration to facilitate taxation, governance and public finance, 
and ultimately contribute to the imperial order.72 This article thus 
captures a moment of provincial empowerment, though that should 
not be perceived as central power retraction, and a time of political 
fragmentation on the Ottoman provincial level; it also delves into a 
period of major administrative and economic changes which 
culminated with the dissolution of Tripoli as a province, its 
degeneration as an urban center, and its demotion from a provincial to 
a regional capital. Regional and international geopolitical tensions on 
one hand and the integration of the Ottoman Empire into the world 
economy on the other hand prompted the processes that would bring 
such watershed moments in the history of the Tripolitan province.73 
These major changes and volatile circumstances translated into 
population mobility and displacement in the countryside, ultimately 
necessitating an intervention of local notables, including multazims, on 
behalf of the state to restore stability. Central and provincial governors’ 
dependency on the multazims constituted an opportunity for the latter 
to impose their own conditions, which included avoiding using 
children as guarantee for their contracts.  

Resat Kasaba points out that the fluidity and indeterminacy of 
Ottoman society gave the empire an advantage in earlier parts of its 
history. Nomadic and other mobile groups played a central role in the 
expansion, organization, and administration of the Ottoman Empire in 
the early parts of its history.74 Kasaba explains that the Ottomans used 
the policy of istimāleh, mentioned earlier, which aimed to win over 
people while helping consolidate the power of local chiefs.75 However, 
by the end of the seventeenth century, it had become clear to the 
Ottomans that flexible borders and imprecise identities no longer 
served them well. According to the author, “A key component of this 
shift in priorities was a growing interest on the part of Ottoman officials 
in counting, registering, and ultimately settling the nomadic and other 
itinerant groups within the borders of the empire.”76  

Around 1763, the iltizām contracts started to allude to the 
“safety of the nāhiya, the happiness of the ra‘iya (the imperial subjects) 
and their istimāleh, and the safe passage of travelers through the 
region.” At that same time, multazims were no longer committing to the 
incarceration of their minor male relatives. This shift, which coincided 
with the age of revolution that Yaycıoğlu discusses, meant that, by 
1763, the Ottoman government had other concerns which needed to be 
addressed, including a devastated countryside whose inhabitants, 
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livestock, and passersby were terrorized, and the need to guarantee the 
safe return of the “displaced,” to the countryside.77 Although the 
continuous inflow of taxes was important, the registers suggest that the 
state placed equal value on stability and peace in the provinces’ 
hinterland.  

Another possible explanation for the change in young elite 
incarceration is the rise of the local notables, or a‘yan, whose 
“efflorescence resulted in no small part from the spread of the life-
tenure tax-farm (iltizām).”78 However, this ascendance and triumph of 
the a‘yān by the end of the eighteenth century must not be interpreted, 
as many historians have, in terms of decentralization or decline on the 
part of the central government; rather, the Ottoman state was “working 
to meet specific challenges.”79 We should always remember that Cemal 
Kafadar questioned almost three decades ago if the Ottoman Empire 
even declined. According to Kafadar, aspects of political, social, 
military, and economic changes were all lumped under an umbrella of 
decline. One of critical points declinists always neglected, was “this 
small yet indispensable notion of relativity” in defining what decline 
even meant.80  

The multazims remained dependent on the Ottoman 
administration to grant or deny them the renewal of itlizām contracts. 
Yet, these contracts reveal the state’s adaptation to changing 
circumstances. It abandoned the forced relocation and incarceration of 
minors in response to the need for the multazims to continue not only 
with the collection of taxes but more importantly to do so in such a way 
as to facilitate resettlement and maintain peace and stability in the 
countryside. Iltizām contracts thus corroborate Jane Hathaway’s 
reframing of the Ottoman Empire in the eighteenth century “as a polity 
whose administration went through cycles of greater and lesser 
centralization as a result of rational strategic and economic choices.”81 
Moreover, iltizām contracts convey how the Ottoman polity forced 
some of its subjects to stand still while allowing or encouraging others 
to be forcibly displaced, marooned from their families, and confined 
away—notwithstanding their legal or biological age or their purported 
well-being.  

 
CONCLUSION 
Using the proceedings of iltizām contracts, and particularly the practice 
of incarcerating the minor male relatives of multazims to guarantee 
those contracts, this article traces the intersection between the study of 
children, forced displacement, and the power struggle between (elite) 
family and state. This indicates that the histories of children and youth 
have the potential to inform an array of studies. Nevertheless, the field 
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of children and childhood history is still in its infancy. There is an 
urgent need for studies which cover the wide geographical span of the 
Ottoman Empire, utilize a variety of primary sources, and focus on 
different time periods before we can lay the foundations for future 
directions. 

This article demonstrates that the nuances of the state’s 
endeavor to maintain the unbounded joy of its younger subjects hinged 
on its financial interests and political stakes.82 The Ottoman legal 
system reinforced shari‘a rules pertaining to personal status cases to 
maintain social stability; it advocated for children, irrespective of 
gender, especially those who were subjected to traumatic 
circumstances. It often sought to adjudicate in their best interest. 
However, iltizām contracts, which were routinely executed between 
multazims and representatives of the state, indicate that the latter 
turned a blind eye to the “greatest fortune and unbounded joy of 
children” when it conflicted with its interests. Iltizām contracts 
represent the manifestation of the state’s exercise of power and its 
unconcern with the “happiness” of children. Children in Tripoli, the 
city and the province, were still Ottoman subjects, but their well-being 
was not a state priority. 

Attempts of parents to care for their minor children, which were 
obvious in cases related to personal disputes and appointment to 
wazifas, within the waqf system or religious apparatus, were less 
evident when it came to iltizām contracts that hinged on the 
incarceration of minor males. Nevertheless, the latter were still on the 
mind of their relatives. Multazims were aware that the state needed 
their services and consequently agreed to leave their children in 
incarceration, knowing that they had the leverage to guarantee their 
safety. Whenever possible, they negotiated for their release or better 
circumstances for their captivity, as demonstrated by the release of 
Sarkis walad Dahir from the Citadel of Tripoli, discussed earlier in this 
article. Though we might not be able to delve into the emotional bonds 
between a father and his son, which are more obvious in sources like 
the advice manuals of Sūnbūlzadeh, yet we can still capture nuances of 
concerned parents.  

The adoption of incarceration of minor males as a coercive 
strategy to control multazims was fading away by the end of the period 
under study. The complete absence of the phenomenon of 
incarcerating minor and young male relatives of multazims by the 1780s 
is just as revealing as the initial practice itself few decades earlier. This 
shift reflects the adaptive strategies of the eighteenth-century Ottoman 
state. The state was amenable to abandoning the practice as long as the 
multazims continued to collect taxes and used their local influence to 
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safeguard the countryside and ensured the resettlement of the ahāli.83 
The state and local a‘yān were both willing to adopt different strategies 
and make some concessions to protect their mutual financial interests.  

In conclusion, despite the limitations of the iltizām contracts in 
providing detailed descriptions of children, their experiences of 
displacement, and their own roles in and responses to their 
incarceration, the contracts do have much to offer to Ottomanists, those 
interested in early modern mobility and history in general, and 
scholars of children and childhood. They not only encourage historians 
to further explore and refine our understanding of child-specific forms 
of mobility and displacement but they also provide an intriguing 
example of how mobility, and in particular the mobility of young 
people, contributed to the unfolding of major changes within Ottoman 
governance in the provinces.  
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