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FOREWORD 

It is a great pleasure to welcome Tax Farm Register of Damascus 
Province in the Seventeenth Century, this important book on the history of 
Damascus and the Ottoman Empire. I would like to congratulate 
Professor NAGATA Yuzo for editing the text in collaboration with 
SHIMIZU Yasuhisa. The original manuscript is preserved at the 
Museum of Arabic Calligraphy in Damascus. 

At the Ministry of Culture in Syria, we were happy to grant 
Professor Nagata permission to edit and publish this Ottoman Turkish 
text, which gives scholars valuable information about political, social, 
and economic life in Damascus Province during the first half of the 
seventeenth century. This text is also important for studying the histor
ical evolution of Ottoman tax farming, the malikane, and role of tax 
farming in the rise of the ayan and decentralization of the empire. 

I would like to thank all the Japanese authorities that gave finan
cial support to publication. Their actions reflect a cultural collabora
tion between Syria and Japan that is also evident in the support given 
to the Syrian National Archives Center in Damascus. This coilabora
tion is further reflected by the studies in the book, written by Japanese 
and Syrian scholars such as my former professor Abdul-Karim Rafeq. 
I would also like to thank my friend and colleague Professor MIURA 
Toru, who has made important contributions to the study of 
Damascus history, for the support he gave this publication as it shed 
new light on the history of Damascus Province . 

Damascus, March 2006 

Dr. Abdal-Razzaq MOAZ 

Vice Minister of Culture 
The Syrian Arab Republic 





Introduction: Tax Farming under 

the Ottoman Empire 

NAGATA Yuzo 

This book is an edited version of the Ottoman Turkish text of "The Tax 
Farm Register of Damascus Province," as preserved by the Museum of Arabic 
Calligraphy in Damascus. Studies by Japanese and Syrian scholars of tax farm
ing in the Ottoman period are also included in the book. I saw this register in 
the Museum for the first time in 1984. Editing its text, in collaboration with 
SHIMIZU Yasuhisa, has taken about 20 years. The Toyo Bunko (The Oriental 
Library) is financing its publication as a result of the three-year research project, 
Contractual Documents in the Islamic Sphere, conducted by the West Asian 
Studies Group there in cooperation ,vith the Contemporary Islamic Studies 
Group. 

What is Tax Farming 

Tax farming (iltizam) is the act of contracting out the collection of taxes in 
an attempt to maximize revenue from a taxation unit, mukataa, through compe
tition among bidders willing to supply a given sum, often in advance, regardless 
of the actual yield of the tax resource . The aim of the tax f;umer, multezim in the 
Ottoman case, was to collect more revenue than his total costs and enjoy a prof
it on his investment1. 

It is generally thought that the biding (muzayede) took place in such large 
cities as Istanbul and Cairo. However, Linda Darling points out that "while sim
ilarly regulated public auctions may have been held in the sixteenth and seven
teenth centuries, the record holds little trace of such a practice: most of the time 
it appears that the presentation of an arz (petition) was sufficient to constitute a 
bid. "2 In the tax farming register that I have been involved in editing, we have 
come upon many examples of the presentation of an arz being done in the form 
of an application to the local kadz Qudge) or to the financial department of 
Damascus Province. 

Although "tahvzl," or the tenure of the tax farming right, was generally con
sidered to be one to three years, in actuality, it was never fixed after the con
tract was in fact concluded. Moreover, if someone else offered to pay a higher 
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amount to the Treasury, the tax farmer under contract could lose his right at 

any time during his tenure. Therefore, any miiltezim could not be assured that 

he would be able to keep his tenure until the contract matured.3 

Anyone residing in the Empire could submit a tax farming bid, and 

Darling also points out that all branches of society could participate in any auc

tion: bureaucrats, religious figures, military men, local elites, merchants, well-to

do farmers, widows, tribal sheikhs, members of non-Muslim communities, even 

slaves. 4 The tax farmer was only required to present a guarantor, kefil, who as

sured payment of all or part of the sum contracted with the Treasury. Mehmet 

Gene; suggests that kefils were originally "petty capitalists" living near the 

mukataa, but indemnification (kefolet) came to be taken on gradually by urban 

people specializing in the "business", especially in Istanbul during the sixteenth 

century.5 Then during the eighteenth century, the role of kefil came to be mo

nopolized by a few wealthy non-Muslim sarrafs (money changers) in Istanbul. 

They were called kuyruklu sarraf (sarraf with a tail) and were the monetarily priv

ileged class in Istanbul. 6 

1. The Historical Evolution of Ottoman Tax Farming 

Documents concerning tax farming first appeared during the second half 

of the fifteenth century and showed that the system was rather developed by 

that time, meaning that the system itself had been probably introduced at an 

earlier stage in Ottoman history, although the details of its origins are yet un

known. According to the documents dated 1527-28 and published by b.L. 
Barkan, about 23% of the total tax revenue submitted to the Treasury from the 

Balkan provinces was collected through tax farming; the collection was about 

20% for the Anatolian provinces, though the Timar system was the basic form of 

tax collection in both provinces. 7 

Owing to the relative security provided under the Timar system, a popula

tion boom occurred during the second half of the sixteenth century, and the de

velopment of a market-economy brought about inflation in agricultural prices, 

especially after the 1580s, when gold and silver from the New World began to 

penetrate the Ottoman Empire through Portugal and Spain. These new demo

graphic and economic developments worked to destroy the traditional social 

organization formed under the Timar system, while at the same time draining 

the Treasury with the help of the extravagances perpetrated by the Imperial 

family and their high officials.8 Confronted with serious budget deficits and dif

ficulty in paying salaries to askerzs (the government servant class), the number of 

whom increased continuously throughout the sixteenth century, the govern-
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ment farmed out land previously under the Timar system to those same askerzs . 
On the other hand, faced with decreases their real wages due to inflation 
and/or unreliability in the payment of their salaries, the askerzs rushed into the 
sphere of tax farming instead of that of productive enterprises. In this way, il
tizam-related businesses burgeoned by the beginning of the seventeenth centu
ry. L. T. Darling has estimated that during 157 5-76 only 36% of tax farmers 
came from the askerz dass, including members of the standing military forces 
and palace servants; but by the 1620s, most iltizams were being granted to mili
tary personnel, and according to registers from the 1630s and 40s, over 85% of 
the emzns (salaried tax collectors) came from the military. Thus the collection of 
taxes from iltizam gradually fell under the control of military and palace person
nel. 9 

M. ~izakc;a points out that in the course of the sixteenth century, the term 
of tax farming tenures grew shorter and shorter in the midst of severe competi
tion among bidders from every class of society. Consequently, miiltezims who 
were feeling the pressure of unreliable tenure would exploit the peasantry so 
excessively as to cause the ruin of many village economies. However, as budget 
deficits skyrocketed during the long war of 1683-99, the government was forced 
to introduce a new fiscal institution, called malikane, which guaranteed lifelong 
tax farming status in the hope of immediately and drastically increasing govern
ment revenue. 10 

2. The Introduction of Mfilikane 

Thanks to the pioneering research of M. Gene;:, we have been well in
formed about the institution of lifelong tax farming status. 11 In the malikane sys
tem, tax resources were farmed-out to tax farmers on a permanent basis under 
the condition that two distinct payments be made to the state: a lump sum pay
ment, muaccele, and an annual payment called mal. M. {;izakc;a points out that 
the exact amount of the muaccele was determined by competitive auctions, while 
the annual payments were fixed by the state; the minimum amount of muaccele 
was calculated by the state as two to ten times the annual average estimated 
profit of the tax source. 12 

The malikane system was first introduced by a Jerman (edict) issued in 1695 
to the provinces of Eastern Anatolia and Syria, being modeled after the method 
practiced in Egypt in the hope of protecting reaya (subjects) and preventing the 
bankruptcy of villages. This new system was expanded to include taxes collect
ed from almost every economic activity during the eighteenth century. The 
malikane contract was auctioned off in such big cities as Istanbul, Aleppo, 
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Diyarbekir, Tokat and Damascus. 13 In 1714, when the sale of muaccele to reaya 

was prohibited by the government, the system again became dominated by 

members of the askerz class: bureaucrats, palace servants, military personnel, 

ulema, and their families. 14 

During the earlier stage of this system, the government hoped that malikane 

holders would either protect reaya in the interest of raising agricultural produc

tion or investing in economic enterprises. However, such expectations were 

never realized, for these tax farmers chose to reap where they never sowed, and 

sub-contracted their tenures to local notables, while reserving the right to hire 

and fire their sub-contractors as anytime. That is to say, they were satisfied with 

receiving the income yielded from the capital they had invested as muaccele. 15 

It is a well known fact among Ottoman period historians that tax farming, 

especially the malikane system, no doubt constituted one of the economic bases 

of local notables, or ayans, because malikane holders could not be deprived of 

their tenures during their lifetimes and could often pass their tenures on to their 

families' next generations. However, in fact, the great majority of malikane hold

ers were askerzs living in Istanbul and ayans sub-contracting on a yearly basis 

with them to actually collect the taxes. H. inalc1k has termed these ayan sub

contractors "on the spot-operator[ s]." 16 

In spite of all this, the position of ayans in the tax farming system, has yet to 

be considered in the research to data as possibly the main basis of ayan power. 

From the middle of the eighteenth century on, there were powerful ayans who 

were able to accumulate many mukataas and consequently sub-contract them to 

their followers for tax collecting purposes. Thus a pyramidal hierarchy of hu

man relations came into existence in their locales. It was this hierarchy that en

abled ayans to put local production and distribution under their control. B. 

McGowan asserts that tax gathering, tax farming and tax allocation were the in

stitutional bases of the provincial ayan class. 17 I myself have pointed out, based 

on documents concerning the Karaosmanoglu family, one of the most powerful 

ayan families in Anatolia, that they were able to accumulate some fifty fiftliks 

(large estates) through their tax farming operations and that there were strong 

ties between tax farming and fiftliks. 18 

3. The Abolition of Tax Farming 

After it became clear that tax farming had led to the rise of ayan power and 

the decentralization of the Empire, the government began to control important 

tax-resources under the Darphane (the Mint) as one of Sultan Selim III's Nizam-z 

Cedid (New Regime) policies. Sultan Mahmut II continued Selim III's policy 
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and decided not to farm out the tax-resources of malikanes after their holders 
died, but rather to put them under the direct control of the Treasury and to 
farm them out instead to provincial governors. 19 

Although the abolition of tax farming was declared in the edict, Giilhane 
Hatt-z Hiimayunu, issued in 1839, the system was revived within a short time 
thereafter. However, the government was able to establish sultanic authority in 
the provinces through its Tanzimat (Reformation) policy, resulting in gradual d i
minishing of the extent of tax farming. The system would be abolished com
pletely after the birth of the T urkish Republic. 
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Description of the Tax Farm Register 

of Damascus Province 

SHIMIZU Yasuhisa 

The Tax Farm Register of Damascus Province records the many kinds of 
contracts ( 'uhde) between the provincial government (divan) of Damascus 
(Sham) and tax farmers for collecting tax revenue in Damascus Province , by 
way of the financial department of Damascus. 

1. Preliminary Information 

1.1 Title and Appearance 
The present register has no original title written on it. We call it the "Tax 

Farm Register of Damascus Province" (Sham Vilayeti Mukataa Defteri; SVMD) 
because it records tax farm (mu~ata 'a; in Ottoman Turkish) contracts. 1 In the 
Prime Ministry Ottoman Archives (Ba~bakanhk Osmanh Ar~ivi) in Istanbul, 
furthermore, the "mu~ata 'a" register2 is similar in format to this register. The 
register is 40.5 cm (length) x 14.5 cm (breadth) and has 373 pages in all. The 
page numbering, however, is not original but was added later. Some pages are 
missing, for we find fragments at the binding edge between pages 54 and 55, 56 
and 57, 180 and 181, and 372 and 373. The document written on page 56 ends 
halfway, while the document at the head of page 7 5 starts at midpoint even 
though we can find no fragment at its edge. 

Three writing styles appear in the register. The first two are the handwrit
ing of siyakat style and a variation of it similar to the style used in the documents 
called maliye tezkiresi, drafts of imperial orders issued by the chief director of 
financial department and preserved at the Prime Ministry Ottoman Archives. 
The third writing style is a variation of divanz style (dzvanz kzrmasz) 3 which is used 
to record the Miihimme Defteri (Register of the imperial orders) . 

1.2 Chronology 
The oldest date given for any of the documents in SVMD falls in early in 

the month of Dhu al-Hijja, 1025 AH/December 1616 A.D.4 The latest date is 
early in the month of Dhu al-Qa'da, 1044/ April 1635.5 SVMD therefore covers 
a seventeenth century period of 18 years and four months. 
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1.3 Types of Documents 

A total of 604 documents are recorded in SVMD. 6 All of these except one 

document (IJ,iiccet) in Arabic are written in Ottoman Turkish, and most are con

tracts for tax farming. Two terms are used for the taxation units: first, the unit 

called mufata 'a and set by the government for farming taxation blocs in 

Damascus City, sub-districts (nalJ,iye) and districts (sancaf) generally; and second, 

the maftu' a tax farming unit covering individual villages. In addition to these 

tax farm contracts, we find imperial orders (emr-i $erif), imperial diplomas 

(berat), deeds (IJ,iiccet), certificate (taJarruf mektubu), copy of entry written in tax 

revenue register (Jfiret-i defter), and memoranda (tezkire). 7 

1.4 Format of Tax Farm Contracts 

The tax farm contract has three parts, of which the first is a summary of 

the main body, written in siyakat script. It is followed by the other two parts -

the main body and the date of documentation.8 The summary includes only 

the names of tax farmers, with their official posts and their roles for tax farm

ing; the name of the tax unit (mufata 'a); and the starting date of the contract. In 

the next line are three separate blocks. In the middle block are the term and 

amount of the tax farm (if the term is more than one year, the taxation amounts 

are given for individual years as well as for the total period of the contract). In 

the right block are the names of former tax farmers and the amounts farmed by 

them, and in the left block are the amounts by which tax revenues are to be in

creased by the present tax farmers. The main body describes the above-men

tioned items, followed by the date of issue. 

Two types of signature are found in some documents . One type is by direc

tors (defterdar) of the financial department of Damascus Province or their 

deputies, and the other is by officials (mufata 'a 'z) responsible for taxation units. 

In the former, a person's ni$iin (mark)9 is written, which suggests that a signature 

by the director ( or his deputy) of the financial department is likely to be in the 

original deed. In the other type, a mark of Ja!J followed by a personal name 10 is 

found, which shows that an official may have written his signature in the regis

ter to certify (Ja!J) the contract, although we do not know whether his signature 

was on the original deed. As some documents refer to the order (ferman) of the 

provincial governor (beylerbeyi) of Damascus, 11 authorization by the provincial 

governor appears to have been needed for tax farm contracts . 
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2. Contents of the Tax Farm Contracts 

2.1 Geographical Divisions 
The documents all relate to Damascus Province (Sham Vila.yeti). Though 

its territory changed in the Ottoman period, a list of administrators in 
Damascus Province in 1041 A.H./1631-32 AD. suggests that the province was 
composed of eight districts (sancaf): Damascus, Jerusalem (Quds), Ghazza, 
,$afad/,$ayda/Bayrut (,$afad ve ,$ayda ve Bayrut), Nabulus, 'Ajlun, Lajjun, and 
Karak/Shawbak. 12 Here I would examine the contracts of SVMD, classifying 
them into four geographical divisions according to the tax administration sys
tem at that time: Damascus City, the area surrounding Damascus City, sub-dis
tricts (nalJ,i,ye) in Damascus District, and all other districts. 

2.1.1 Damascus City 
Taxation units (mufata 'a) in Damascus City were not constant, for contrac

tors often farmed some items in the different units. 13 The two categories of tax
ation were, first, taxes imposed on real economic activities such as sales, pro
duction and management, and second, nominal items to confer tax revenue on 
a person. 

The first category relates to sales of livestock (such as sheep, goats and 
horses), coffee, silk and other clothes, commodity sales and brokerage at the 
Jaqmaq Market, customs (giimruk), minting of coins, storehouse for sheep heads 
and trotters (ba$hane), management of the Ghazali Public Bath, and water sup
ply. The second category includes irregular offices such as the gatekeepers at 
the Sharqi Gate and Tuma Gate (who seem to have collected tax under the 
name of protection fee), scribes and money exchangers for taxation at the horse 
market, and scribes for recording market inspections. These offices seem to 
have been set up to allow the holder to collect tax instead of a salary or pen
sion. The lease (IJ,ikr) of a mill and other immovable properties of land was also 
subject to taxation and tax collectors called ifJ,kiir emzni were appointed. 14 

Contractors were usually Muslims, an exception being the non-Muslim 
contractor of the mint in Damascus City. 15 

2.2 .2 Surrounding Area of Damascus City 
The tax revenue register of Damascus District refers to the agricultural 

lands in the suburbs of Damascus City and thereafter to surrounding sub-dis
tricts (nalJ,i,ye) with villages and sub-villages (mezra 'a). I intend to follow this de
scriptive order below. 

The tax revenue register describes all lands and orchards in the suburbs of 
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Damascus City as either waqf ( donated property) or milk (private property), as

serting that the tax ( 'ushr / 'o~r) on them should be a state revenue (mfrz). 16 The 

tax of 'ushr (tithe) was imposed on products of agricultural lands and orchards, 

to be paid to the financial department of Damascus Province. 

The SVMD records the tax farm contracts regarding 'ushr taxation and 

those on pensions. 17 Tax farm contractors applied to the financial department 

of Damascus to receive tax income for their pensions and the department is

sued a document allowing the right to the pension. 

The surrounding sub-districts (nalJ,iye) of Damascus City referred to here 

are Ghuta and Marj. The SVMD records the tax farm contracts of individual 

villages and sub-villages located in these administrative districts; there is no con

tract in which an entire district was farmed as a single mu~ata 'a. The tax farm 

contracts of Ghuta and Marj surpassed in number those for other sub-districts. 

There is a special mu~ata 'a ( a taxation unit) covering the supply of soap material 

such as alkaline lime to be supplied in six villages including the village of 

I;>umayr. 18 

2.2.3 Other Sub-districts in Damascus District 

The SVMD records two types of tax farm contracts in other sub-districts: 

one for the tax farms of individual villages, and the other for the tax farm of the 

whole sub-district. 

The first type is found in the sub-districts of Jubba al-'Assal, Zabadani, 

Wadi Barada, Qara, and Wadi al-'Ajam. Ten or more documents are recorded 

for each district. Except for one contract in which two sub-districts (Zabadani 

and Wadi Barada) were farmed together, all the contracts are for tax farms of 

individual villages. 19 

The second type is found in the following sub-districts: J abal K.israwan, 

Gharb, Shuf b. Ma'n, Jurd, Matn, Shal).l).ar, I:Iawla, Sha'ra, Wadi al-Taym, 

'Arqub, Shuf al-Baya<;l, I:Iammara, Biqa', Ba'labakk, and Karak Nul).. The local 

notables, such as the Ma'ns, the Shihabs, and the I:Iarfushs, farmed the taxation 

of the whole sub-district. The SVMD shows that the Ottoman provincial gov

ernment carried out many kinds of taxation by using the services of such local 

notables. 

Why the two types of tax farm contracts in Damascus Province? The an

swer is related to the administrative power of the Ottoman provincial govern

ment. The sub-districts of the first type (Marj, Ghuta,Jubba al-'Assal, Zabadani, 

Wadi Barada, Qara, Wadi al-'Ajam) were located near the city of Damascus, 

where the provincial government had direct authority. In general, the other 

type of contract occurred in the sub-districts of what is now Lebanon, which the 
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provincial government controlled by allotting taxation rights to the local nota
bles. In fact, the provincial government and the notables competed to secure 
taxation rights. In Iqlim al-Zabib Sub-district, to the southwest of Damascus 
City, tax farms were contracted for individual villages, and the Shihab family 
and the provincial government were in conflict concerning the taxation of Bayt 
J inn village and others nearby. 20 

Tadmur District and I:Iawran ~aiii ( dis trict) had special administrative sta
tus. Tadmur, for example, had been part of a dis trict (sanca~, liva) in the struc
ture of financial organization, but was later incorporated into the state land rev
enue (haJ). Tax farm contractors then collected its revenue to be assigned to 
pilgrimage expenses. I:Iawran, located on the pilgrimage route from Anatolia 
and Syria to Mecca and Medina, was an administrative unit ((caiii) governed by 
an Islamic judge (~aiz). Tax farms of individual villages on the pilgrimage route 
were recorded in the SVMD, which suggests the importance of the pilgrimage 
route to the Ottoman government. 

2.2.4 Other Districts in Damascus Province 
Districts other than Damascus District were ruled by the district governor 

(sanca~beyi) as a military-administrative representative. After tax farm contracts 
between the provincial government of Damascus and the district governors 
were concluded, the latter were also responsible fo r tax collection . 
Consequently, their tax farm contracts defined each district as a taxation unit 
(mu~ata 'a); the sanca~beyi supervised the contracts and his attendants collected 
the tax on his behalf from the sub-tax farmers. Local notables, such as the 
Qan~u, Turabay, and Farrukh families, were appointed sanca(cbeyi. In $afad, 
Nabulus, Ghazza, 'Ajlun, Lajjun, and Karak districts, the local notables wete 
appointed as governors (sanca~beyi) and tax farmers as well. 

It should be noted that the imperial soldiers (janissaries; yenir;eri) of 
Damascus and garrison soldiers atJerusalem and Hebron entered into tax farm 
contracts in J erusalem.21 As the state revenue was allotted to the salary of garri
son soldiers in the Ottoman provinces, the Ottoman government intended to 
fortify control of the sacred city of Jerusalem by assigning revenue there to 
those soldiers who were responsible for guarding the city. 

Some tax farm contracts for individual villages were directly concluded 
with the provincial government of Damascus, not with district governors, in or
der to keep the taxation right of the contractors, but they handed over the col
lected taxes to the attendants of the district governors.22 The garrison soldiers 
were given tax-collecting rights in place of a salary from the state . 23 In districts 
other than Damascus District tax farm contracts for individual villages were 
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particularly found in Nabulus District andJerusalem District. 

As stated above, the Ottoman government ruled the districts in Damascus 

Province by appointing local notables as both district governors and tax farm

ers . The revenue was often assigned to provide imperial soldiers with their 

salaries and to cover pilgrimage expenses, which meant that the tax farmers of 

local notables, not the Ottoman government, took on the role of collecting ad

ministrative expenses. 

2.2.5 Other Tax Farm Units 

The tolls (ag/ar) collected near Damascus City were set as tax farm units 

(mu~ata 'a)24, as were the taxes on nomads and those other traveling groups25 

now called by the name Romany (Gypsies). 

3. Features of the Tax Farm Register 

The importance of the SVMD was as a record of financial documents kept 

by the financial department of the provincial government. The Prime Ministry 

Ottoman Archives has tax farm registers, but they are secondary to the registers 

that the imperial government ordered the provincial governments to submit for 

surveys, as well as the summaries compiled by the imperial government. In con

trast, the SVMD consists of administrative records, at the provincial govern

ment level, that illustrate the contract form of tax farming. I will now point out 

some salient features, comparing the SVMD with other Ottoman documents. 

For a start, the SVMD records tax farm contracts of individual villages. 

These records detail the terms of the tax farm contract, and the names of bene

ficiaries in cases where the tax revenue was allotted in lieu of pension and 

salary. In contrast, the tax farm registers of Aleppo Province and Rumeli 

Province in the Prime Ministry Ottoman Archives do not record such contra~ts 

for individual villages. Another point relates to the currency units used for tax 

farming. Syrian currency units such as para and guru$ were used, while the for

mal unit of Ottoman currency (akr;e) was used for calculation between different 

currencies. A third feature relates to the guarantee. In the tax farm register sub

mitted from Aleppo to the imperial government, the names of guarantors were 

recorded, but guarantors' names are not usually recorded in the SVMD except 

for contracts in the districts of Palestine.26 This indicates that it was not impor

tant for the provincial government to record a guarantor's name at the time of 

concluding tax farm contracts, in contrast to the other contracts of sales, lease 

and inheritance concluded at the Islamic law courts. In future, the exceptional 

cases where names of guarantors are included in certain SVMD tax farm docu-
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ments should be examined. 
As shown here and in studies to follow later, this register records a variety 

of taxation contracts. It has much to tell us about the vertical relations between 
the Ottoman government and local notables, but it is more complex in social 
context than in its simple definition as a tax farm register. 
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The Province of Da1nascus in the Seventeenth 
Century: Provincial Challenge to 

Ottoman Authority 

Abdul-Karim RAFEQ 

Introduction: 

The tax farm register edited by SHIMIZU Yasuhisa deals with tax farms 
in Damascus and its dependent countryside in the period between the first half 
of the month of Dhu'l-Hijja 1025 AH/mid-December 1616 AD. and the first 
half of Dhu'l-Qa'da 1044/second half of April 1635. The register refers to dif
ferent types of tax farmers, such as government officials, Janissaries, and local 
notables, who were given tax farms in Damascus and its neighborhood, includ
ing the Ghuta (the green belt around Damascus) and al-Marj (the meadow be
yond the Ghuta). Local notables of Bedouin or religious origins in Mount 
Lebanon and Palestine, which follow the province of Damascus, were also ap
pointed by the Ottomans as local governors (sancak beyis) and tax farmers in the 
regions under their control. The aim of the government was to encourage the 
notables to establish security in their region and pay the taxes they collect to 
the treasury to defray local expenses and finance the pilgrim caravan that de
parts annually from Damascus to the Hijaz. 

The province of Damascus witnessed in the seventeenth century major 
changes in its relationship with the central government. The Janissaries of 
Damascus staged mutinies against Ottoman authority, the governors of 
Damascus clashed with the local notables appointed as sancak beyis and tax 
farmers, and the peasants in the countryside suffered from gross injustices com
mitted against them by tax farmers and fief holders. Muslim notables (ulama) 
in the province of Damascus defended the peasants against their oppressors . 

1. The Revolt in Janissaries 

The influx of silver and gold from the New world -America- into Spain 
under its ruler Philip II ( 1556-1598), who was building up an Empire, caused a 
price revolution in Europe and affected the currency of the Ottoman Empire 1. 
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The silver unit of the Ottoman currency, known as the aqche (akr;e), was deval

ued, causing inflation2 . The devaluation of the currency affected the salaried of

ficials, both civilian and military. Civilian officials accepted bribes to make up 

for the devaluation of their salaries The military imposed extra taxes on the 

people, especially in the countryside, where they acted as tax farmers or aides 

to tax farmers. When the government tried to stop them they rose in revolt. 

A chain of revolts by the military occurred in most of the Arab provinces. 

The first revolt occurred in Yemen in the 1560s due to the devaluation of the 

Ottoman silver currency, known as 'uthmani, in Yemen. The salaried troops in 

Yemen, according to a contemporary chronicle, were no longer able to buy cof

fee3 with their salaries let alone their basic needs. They, therefore, imposed ex

tra taxes on the people. When the Ottoman authorities tried to stop them, they 

rose in revolt. Sinan Pasha, the Ottoman governor in Egypt, was sent to Yemen 

to punish the rebels. He defeated them in 1571. His action was known as the 

second Ottoman conquest of Yemen. The rebels who survived joined the ranks 

of the rebellious Zaydi imam. Yemen eventually split from Ottoman rule in 

1635, but the Ottomans went back to Yemen in 1873 after the opening of the 

Suez Canal in 1869 for strategic purposes.4 

More powerful revolts occurred in Egypt where salaried troops stationed 

in the countryside imposed extra taxes on the peasants due to the devaluation 

of the Ottoman currency in Egypt in 1584. The revolts lasted from 1589 to 

1609, and were exploited by the Mamluks, who were one of three salaried mili

tary regiments to rise in revolt in the countryside. The Mamluks attempted to 

avenge the defeat of the Mamluk Sultanate by the Ottomans in 1516-1517.5 

In Syria, where the devaluation of the currency occurred in 1585, the 

salaried Janissaries staged mutinies when the government tried to stop them 

from raising extra taxes. The fact that Syria was close to the Ottoman center of 

power and did not have power groups similar to the Zaydis and the Mamluks 

anxious to take revenge on the Ottomans, explain why no major revolts oc

curred there . The mutinies occurred at intervals in the period between the 

1590s and the 1650s. The Janissaries of Damascus, who led the mutinies, were 

recruited mostly from Turkomans and Kurds, and were employed as tax farm

ers or aides to tax farmers in the rich Syrian countryside. Their killing by 

Ottoman disciplinary action enabled Damascene notables, mostly grain mer

chants from the Midan quarter, to join the Janissary corps and eventually con

trol it. By the late 1650s, most of the members of the Janissary corps in 

Damascus had been recruited from local Damascenes. The corps became 

known as Yerliyya, meaning local Janissaries. To ensure Ottoman authority in 

the city, the sultan sent a fresh Janissary corps to Damascus which became 
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known as Kapz Kullarz Janissaries (Imperial Janissaries), rendered in Arabic as 
Qabiqul. The Imperial Janissaries took control of the walls, the gates, and the 
citadel in the city. The Yerliyya were assigned to defend the fortresses along the 
route of the pilgrim caravan to the Hijaz, but most of them stayed in Damascus 
to protect their own interests. The Yerliyya and the Kap1 Kullan Janissaries, 
representing different constituencies, kept fighting with each other until the 
Janissary corps as a whole was abolished by Sultan Mahmud II in 1826.6 

In Baghdad, the revolt of Ottoman troops in the early 1620s, provided an 
opportunity for the Safavid ruler of Persia Shah Abbas I ( 1587- 1629) to inter
vene and occupy Baghdad in 1623. The occupation of Baghdad by Twelver 
Shi'i Safavids was a major challenge to the Sunni Ottomans. After continued at
tacks against the Safavids, the Ottoman Sultan Murad IV ( 1623-1640) regained 
Baghdad in 1639. 7 

2. The Relationship between the Governor of 
Damascus and the Tax Farmers: 

The jurisdiction of the province of Damascus extended over a wide area 
stretching from the Mediterranean coast (from Beirut down to 'Arish) and as far 
as Palmyra in the east. The revenue of the tax farms of Rims and Hamah, 
which were attached to the province of Tripoli, was occasionally sent to 
Damascus to help finance the pilgrim caravan. In the south, the province of 
Damascus included the sancaks of Palestine composed of Jerusalem, Ghaza, 
Safad, Nablus, 'Ajlun, Lajun and Karak and Shawbak. In 1660, during the rule 
of the Koprtilti Grand Veziers, who infused vigor into the administration of the 
empire, a fourth province in Syria (in addition to the provinces of Damascus, 
Aleppo and Tripoli), was established in Sidon,8 The province of Sidon was 
carved out from the province of Damascus. It included the sancaks of Beirut 
and Sidon, and Safad and Tiberias. Its creation was intended to keep a close 
watch over Mount Lebanon after the Ottoman authorities had defeated Fakhr 
al-Din Ma'n II (1590-1635). 

Fakhr al-Din was Druze amir and tax farmer in the Shuf district of Mount 
Lebanon, as well as head of the Qaysi faction that opposed the Yemeni faction. 
Both factions originated in the Arabian Peninsula among the tribes and were 
carried with them to wherever they settled. The Druzes in Mount Lebanon 
made up the majority of both factions which also included Maronites, Sunnis 
and Shi'is. The Ma'ns were entrusted with the rule of Mount Lebanon in 1517 
by Sultan Selim I after he conquered Syria in 1516 and removed the Druze 
Buhturid dynasty that ruled Mount Lebanon and was loyal to the Mamluks. 
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Fakhr al-Din promoted the production of natural silk in his territory and 

traded with the Medicis of Tuscany in Italy. His economic resources enabled 

him to raise an army made up of his Druze and Qaysi followers, in addition to 

mercenaries he recruited from Anatolia. Fakhr al-Din extended his rule over 

the rich Biqa' valley, annexed Beirut and Tripoli, and dominated northern 

Palestine. The Ottomans bestowed on him the title of Sultan al-Barr (Sultan of 

the countryside) in a bid to put him under their control. However, Fakhr al-Din 

was always suspected by the Ottoman administration which attempted on a 

number of occasions to get rid of him. In 1613, for example, Fakhr al-Din fled 

Mount Lebanon and sought refuge with his commercial partners the Medicis. 

He returned to Lebanon in 1618 only to find that Ottoman hostility to him had 

increased. In 1635 the powerful Sultan Murad IV (r. 1623- 1640) anxious to re

gain Baghdad from the Safavids decided to first get rid of Fakhr al-Din. Fakhr 

al-Din was accordingly defeated and executed in 1635 . 

The Ma'n dynasty came to an end in 1697 when the last Ma'n amir did not 

leave an male heir to succeed him. The Qaysis convened and chose a Qaysi 

Shihab amir as successor. The Shihabs were Sunnis whereas the Ma'ns were 

Druzes; the main reason, however, for the election of the Shihab amir was to 

uphold Qaysi hegemony in face of the rival Yemenis. Tribal factional solidarity 

was more important than religious affiliation. The Shihab Amir Bashir II, who 

ruled from 1788 to 1842, converted to Maronitism which set a precedent that 

the governor of Lebanon has to be always a Maronite, as still is the case today. 

The election of the Qaysi Sunni Shihab amir in 1697 heightened the enmi

ty between the Qaysis and the Yemenis. In the fighting that occurred between 

them in 1711, the Yemenis, whose majority were Druzes, were worsted and fled 

Mount Lebanon to the mountain of Hawran in southern Syria where they es

tablished a Yemeni Druze community, which still does not see eye to eye with 

their adversaries the Qaysi Druzes of Mount Lebanon.9 

Other notables/tax farmers none of whom reached the prominence of 

Fakhr al-Din II established themselves in the sancaks of Palestine in the seven

teenth century, as the register under review indicates . A number of them were 

appointed commanders of the pilgrim caravan. Being mostly of Bedouin origin, 

those notables/commanders were better prepared than government officials to 

manage the Bedouin tribes along the route to the Hijaz and ensure the security 

of the pilgrims. The tribes along the pilgrimage route usually received annual 

payments from the Ottoman authorities, made through the commander of the 

pilgrim caravan, for providing security to the pilgrims.10 
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3. Fief Holders, Tax Farmers and Peasants 

Peasants in the Syrian provinces suffered from excessive taxation imposed 
on them by fief holders and tax farmers who were in control of agricultural 
state (miri) land. The fief holders, commonly referred to in the Shari'a court 
records in Syria as timariots or sipahis ( cavalry), were composed of timariots 
(holders of iimar, which are miri lands yielding an annual revenue of up to 
20,000 aqche), and za'ims (holding zi'amet that yield an annual revenue of up 
to 100,000 aqche). Most of the sipahis were of Kurdish or Turkoman origins 
who either resided on the land entrusted to them as iq?a' (land grant) or in the 
city. The tax farmers were mostly government officials, local notables, or influ
ential Janissaries among whom figured members of Turko man and Kurdish ori
gins. In addition to the regular taxes they had to collect, the tax farmers collect
ed additional taxes to maximize their profit. The peasants suffered a lot from 
these illegal impositions. 11 

Halil Inalcik, in his work entitled, The Ottoman Empire: The Classical Age, 
1300-1600, described the misery that befell the peasants in the Ottoman 
Empire at the hands of sipahis and tax farmers. He wrote, "The peasants com
plained of illegal and excessive fines, and in particular petitioned against the 
habit of sancak beyis and kadis staying in their houses on the pretext of estab
lishing order and pursuing suspects, and forcing them to feed them, their nu
merous followers and animals, free of charge. The peasants also complained 
that sipahis attempted to collect money from them through illegal imposts and 
attempted to collect the tithe in cash rather than in kind. Suleyman I issued a 
number of decrees forbidding these practices." 12 In another context, lnalcik 
mentioned that the Janissaries and the sultan's standing cavalry, stationed in 
the provinces "used their influence and power to amass great fortunes, usually 
acquired by extortionate tax-farming. They acquired, by various means, large 
tracts of state lands, the villagers in these lands sinking to the status of share
croppers. As the central authority weakened in the provinces, their power and 
influence increased ... "13 

The oppressed peasants usually had two alternatives to escape oppression: 
either take to banditry by attacking government troops and convoys on the 
highways, or desert their villages and seek safer places. The suburbs of cities re
ceived a lot of those fugitive peasants who became an easy prey for adventurers 
who used them to their advantage . A case in point is Yahya al-Karaki, who 
hailed from the town of al-Karak in the region of al-Balqa' to the east of the riv
er Jordan. Al-Karaki studied Islamic jurisprudence in Egypt and then settled in 
1610 in the impoverished suburb of Qubaybat at the southern extremity of the 
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Midan quarter, south of Damascus. A large crowd of uprooted people fleeing 

oppression in the countryside gathered around him. Fearing his growing influ

ence, the ulama of Damascus accused al-Karaki of disseminating non-con

formist beliefs among the people and considered him a zindiq (free thinker or 

atheist). They prevailed on the Ottoman judge (qarf,z) in Damascus who autho

rized the execution of al-Karaki under the pretext of disturbing the public 

peace. al-Karaki was executed on 8 Dhu'l-Qa'da 1018/2 February 1610. 14 

The peasants who fled their villages to avoid oppression left a heavy bur

den on their compatriots. Since taxes were imposed collectively on the village, 

the peasants who remained there had to pay the taxes for those who had fled. 

The sipahis and tax farmers pressured the judge in the Shari'a court to order 

the fugitive peasants to return to their villages, work the land and pay their 

share in the taxes. Those who had left their villages for a minimum of fifteen 

years, settled in other places, had family and business, and paid taxes there 

were exempted from returning to their original villages. 

The ulama of Damascus supported the oppressed peasantry and comfort

ed them by the example of the Prophet Muhammad who fled Mecca to Medina 

with his followers to avoid persecution. The Prophet urged the Muslims to flee 

their original homeland (watanahum al-a~lz) if they were coerced and to settle 

wherever they found goodness. The ulama went to the extent of authorizing the 

victims of injustice to kill their oppressors without risking punishment or the 

commitment of sin. 15 'Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulsi (1641-1731), a top Hanafi mufti 

Uurisconsult) and famous sufi shaykh in Damascus, wrote a treatise entitled, 

Takhyzr al- 'ibad ft sukna al-bi/ii,d (giving the people the option to live wherever 

they wanted) in support of the fleeing peasantry. 16 

4. The Significance of these Events 

The damage done to the peasants by tax farmers and holders of land 

grants who abused their positions was part of a general crisis from which the 

people at large had suffered. The devaluation of the currency continued un

abated causing inflation and bearing heavily on the poor. 

Pondering the ills from which the people suffered at the time, the 

Damascene Shafi'i mufti and biographer Najm al-Din al-Ghazzi ( 1570-1651) 

wrote a multi-volume work, entitled Ifusn al-tanabbuh li-ma warada fi'l-tashabbuh 

(Reminder about the goodness of imitation). Ghazzi began the book by ques

tioning the cause behind the backwardness of the umma (sabab ta 'khzr hadhihi al

umma). Ghazzi was no doubt referring to his immediate Arab-Islamic umma 

which was suffering from a variety of problems at the time. He intended from 
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writing Jfusn al-tanabbuh to alert the people to their backwardness, comfort 
them that God meant well for them, and that they could overcome their back
wardness and achieve progress by imitating the good people of the past. 17 

Ghazzi's work was quoted at length by 'Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulsi, who, likewise, 
expressed concern about the well-being of the Arab umma. 18 Truthful to their 
role as mediators between the authorities and the people, the ulama not only 
defended the oppressed but also offered advice to the Ottoman sultan to ob
serve the Islamic Shari'a in his dealings with the people. 19 
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Practices of Tax Farming under the Ottoman 
Empire in Damascus Province 

SHIMIZU Yasuhisa 

In this paper I would like to examine two issues relating to the practice of 
tax farming under the Ottoman Empire in and around Damascus Province: that 
of local notables and their tax farming activities; and that of tax farming con
tracts for individual villages. My choice of the first reflects the fact that the tax 
farm register is littered with references to the House of Ma'n and its powerful 
leader, Fakhr al-Din, who flourished in Syria at the time. It is often been noted 
how large a role tax farming played in the expansion of his power, but to date 
there has been virtually no document-based research on how precisely he went 
about it. This paper aims to fill that gap in the historical record by looking at 
the modus operandi of local notables of the day from the specific standpoint of 
tax farming. The second theme, of tax farming that treated individual villages 
as units for taxation, has been almost entirely overlooked by scholars to date . In 
this paper I will clarify the pattern that these contracts took, in an attempt to 
show their status and significance in the overall picture of financial administra
tion in Syria. 

Part 1: Local Notables and Tax Farming: 
Tracing the Footsteps of Fakhr al-Din 

In the province of 17th century Syria, a series of local notables flourished 
and perished. In southern Lebanon, a part of Great Syria, one Fakhr al-Din the 
Second of the House of Ma'n returned from exile in the Grand Dukedom of 
Toscana in 1027/1618 and proceeded to expand his influence in the area. The 
tax farm register we are looking at here is a historical document that testifies 
eloquently to his rise to power and subsequent decline in terms of his tax farm
ing activities. Numerous previous studies have argued that Fakhr al-Din and the 
House of Ma'n used tax farming as a means to expand their political power, but 
to date this has never been empirically demonstrated with Ottoman documents 
for tax farming. This tax farm register is limited to recording primary-level con
tracts between the provincial government (divan) of Damascus Province and tax 
farmers in the region; nonetheless I propose to use the traces of Fakhr al-Din's 
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activities revealed in its pages to investigate the multi-layered connections link

ing the provincial government to local notables of influence in connection to 

tax revenue. 

1. The House of Ma'n and its Tax Farming Contracts 

The House of Ma'n concluded tax farming contracts in the districts of 

Safad/Sayda/Bayrut, 'Ajliin, Ghazza, Nabulus, and Tadmur; and in several sub

districts of Damascus District: Biqa', Shuf al-Baya<;l, I:Iammara, Ba'labakk, 

Karak Nul;t, I:Iawla, and Sha'ra. I will now take a closer look at these contracts 

in chronological order, dividing them into three phases: ( 1) The period after 

Fakhr al-Din's return from exile in 1027/1618: (2) the victory over the provin

cial government in 1033/1623; and (3) the period following defeat against the 

provincial government in 1043/1633. 

1.1 The Period after Fakhr al-Din's Return from Exile in 1027/1618 

The first tax-collecting contract recorded in this register in connection with 

the House of Ma'n1 after Fakhr al-Din's return to Syria in 1027/1618 is the one 

relating to Safad/Sayda/Bayrut, concluded in 1030/1620-21.2 We cannot estab

lish the precise date that this document was issued because the page carrying 

the last part of the contract has been torn out and lost. However, the document 

served to extend a three-year contract originally concluded in 1027/1617-18, 

and attests that the tax-collecting contract has been re-negotiated to cover the 

three-year period from fiscal year 1028 (taxes that would actually be collected 

in 1030). We can also establish from an imperial order dated the 28th day of 

the month of Jumada al-Akhira (12 June 1619) that the provincial government 

and the House of Ma'n did have a tax farming contract as of 1028/1618-19.3 

The tax farming contractor is Fakhr al-Din's son, 'Ali, who appears to have 

held the office of district governor (sancafbeyi) of Safad/Sayda/Bayrut. 4 The con

tract covered suburbs of Bayrut, the Sayda region, the sub-districts of Jurd, 

Matn, Gharb, Shal;tl;tar,Jabal Kisrawan and Shuf b. Ma'n. The contract also ex

tended to the entire district of Safad, consisting of the five sub-districts of 

'"fabariya, 'Akka, Jira, Bishara and Shaqif.5 Two more sub-districts in the dis

trict of Damascus are also included: I:Iawla and Sha'ra. In the case of 

Safad/Sayda/Bayrut, the same area, give or take a few boundary changes, is list

ed as Fakhr al-Din's tax-collecting territory in a list of muM,ta 'a (a taxation unit) 

in Damascus Province from some 24-25 years earlier.6 We may reasonably con

clude that this region was the central stronghold of Fakhr al-Din's zone of au

thority. From the content of the documents discussed above, we may also make 

an informed guess as to the destination of the payments and the use to which 
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they were put. The recipient was the financial department of Damascus, and 
the funds were to be used for pilgrimage expenses and to pay the wages of janis
saries (yenir;eri). According to the above-mentioned imperial order of 1028/1619, 
Fakhr al-Din and 'Ali had promised not only to pay the contracted amount to 
the financial department for pilgrimage expenses, but also to take responsibility 
for remitting the specified sum to the central government. Details like these are 
interesting because they suggest that there had been negotiations between the 
central government and Fakhr al-Din. 

This point becomes considerably clearer from an examination of the con
tracts for 'Ajlun District. The House of Ma'n acquired tax farming rights to this 
district in 1032/1623. 7 The contractor was another of Fakhr al-Din's sons, 
I:Iusayn, who took over the position from one A}:imad of the House of Qan~u. 
The document includes an account of how the House of Ma'n acquired the 
contract, stating that the family had sent somebody to the central government, 
who acquired the imperial diploma required to confirm the acquisition of the 
tax farming rights and then showed the diploma to the provincial government 
of Damascus. We may conjecture that the family's success in achieving its objec
tive was its acceptance of a condition stating that the value of the contract was 
to be increased, and the extra money remitted to the central government. 

It is likely that a similar condition applied in the case of 
5afad/5ayda/Bayrut. Admittedly the 1030/1620-21 contract does not mention 
remittances to the central government. However, the contract document for 
'Ajlun District does state that 'Ali, the Bey of 5afad, had undertaken to remit 
tax revenues to the central government, and it seems reasonable to assume that 
this condition specified in the imperial order of 1028/1619 would have re
mained in effect in the later contract of 1030/1620-21.8 It seems likely, then, 
that the House of Ma'n succeeded in acquiring tax farming rights to 
5afad/5ayda/Bayrut and 'Ajlun districts by agreeing to accept the kind of condi
tions mentioned above in negotiations with the central government. However, 
since the register under examination includes just two documents relating to 
'Ajlun District, including the one just mentioned,9 we cannot judge from the 
register to what extent the House of Ma'n succeeded in exerting its influence 
over that district by acquiring the tax farming rights. 

1.2 The Victory over the Provincial Government in 1033/1623 
In the month of Mu}:iarram, 1033 (November 1623) an army of the House 

of Ma'n defeated the forces of Mu~tafa Pa~a, the provincial governor of 
Damascus, in a battle at 'Anjar in the Biqa' Highlands, and took the governor 
himself prisoner. This decisive battle spelled defeat for the forces hostile to the 
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House of Ma'n, including the House of I:Iarfiish, the House of Sayfa, and the 

janissary officer Kurd I:Jamza who had incited Mu~tafa Pa~a to battle. This peri

od marked the zenith of Fakhr al-Din's power. 

After the victory at 'Anjar, Fakhr al-Din acquired tax farming rights for the 

districts of Ghazza and Nabulus. 10 In the case of Ghazza District Fakhr al-Din 

himself became district governor and took charge of tax collecting for the dis

trict, while in Nabulus he secured an imperial diploma appointing an agent 

(kethiida) of his named Mu~tafa as district governor and supervisor of taxation. 

The contract for Nabulus does include the condition that tax revenues will be 

remitted to the central government. However, some doubt remains as to just 

how effective these two contracts were. We know that both districts resisted the 

acquisition of the tax farming contracts by the House of Ma'n, and that local 

notables made new contracts with the provincial government. 11 

In contrast to those two districts, the House of Ma'n seems to have main

tained tight control of tax revenues in the Biqa' Highlands, which had been the 

main stronghold of the House of I:Jarfiish, right up to the final defeat of Fakhr 

al-Din. The first tax farming contract concluded by the House of Ma'n covered 

the sub-districts of Biqa', Shuf al-Baya<;l and I:Jammara. 12 In a tax revenue regis

ter entry for Damascus District there is reference to Biqa' as an alternative 

name for two sub-districts (Shuf al-Baya<;l and I:Jammara) 13 . However, we lack 

materials to confirm the point. At any rate it seems likely that the above-men

tioned two or three sub-districts covered the southern half of the Biqa' 

Highlands. This contract was concluded on the first day of the month of Rajab, 

1033 (19 April 1624), and was reconfirmed the following year with the addition 

of tax farming rights for the two villages of Majdal 'An jar and Ghazza. 14 

As for tax farming rights in areas of the northern Biqa' Highlands, such as 

Ba'labakk and Karak Nul_i, the House of I:Jarfush still controlled them in the 

immediate aftermath of the battle of 'Anjar. 15 However, a close look at the con

tents of the contracts indicates considerable effort to accommodate demands 

from the House of Ma'n. The conditions include payments to the private purse 

of the Sultan (Sultan Murad IV), destruction of the tower at Ba'labakk, and pay

ment of three months' worth of wages to the janissary army stationed in 

Damascus Province. Even so, the House of I:Jarfush did not enjoy control of 

these taxation districts for long. Another pair of documents 16 testifies that in 

1035 (1624-25) the House of Ma'n acquired the contract to collect taxes in 

these districts. A period of about one month separated the issue of these two 

documents - one deed and one contract. One of these documents, the deed, 

takes note of a request from the janissary officers for the tax-collecting rights in 

Ba'labakk to be transferred to the House of Ma'n. The deed also records that 
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the governor of Damascus Province expressed concern about conferring the 
tax farming contract on the House of Ma'n in his response to the request from 
the officers, which put pressure on himself and the director of financial depart
ment. The date on the other indicates that the tax farming contract for 
Ba'labakk was concluded one month before the deed. The thing that strikes 
one about this contract document is that Fakhr al-Din is named as guarantor. 
Names of guarantors are rarely included in the tax farm register, and the fact 
that Fakhr al-Din is named as guarantor here speaks to the determination of 
those issuing the document to ensure strict adherence to formal procedures. 
One has the impression that this was a defensive measure in the face of the po
litical pressure from the House of Ma'n to get the contract concluded. Later, 
both the Biqa' and Ba'labakk contracts were extended. 17 

Other mu~iita 'a for which the House of Ma'n concluded tax farming con
tracts included Tadmur18 and Jubayl, Batrun and Bsharra, all in Tripoli 
(Tarabulus al-Sham) Province. 19 In the case of Tadmur, the area has been de
fined as a 'fiscal district' (sanca~) in order to allocate revenue to a certain per
son, not as a military-administrative unit. Later, income from Tadmur came un
der direct state control and tax revenue was earmarked specifically for 
defraying pilgrimage expenses. As far as we can gather from the register, some
one attached to the janissary army appears to have been in charge of collecting 
taxes. 20 It is not clear when Fakhr al-Din took control of tax revenues from 
Tadmur, but an imperial order from the central government strictly stipulated 
that all tax revenues had to be sent to the financial department of Damascus to 
be allotted as pilgrimage costs. The very reason why tax revenues from Tripoli 
Province are mentioned in the register21 is because the province had been de
fined by central government as the one to be held responsible for shouldering 
the burden of pilgrimage costs. Remittances from the province are included in 
the accounts for Damascus Province.22 

At the peak of his powers, Fakhr al-Din aimed to acquire tax farming rights 
in most regions of Damascus Province. He had a try at gaining control of tax 
revenues from the districts of Ghazza and Nabulus, but does not appear to have 
succeeded in the face of hostile local reaction against the Ma'n's acquisition of 
the contracts. In the case of Tadmur too, there is not enough material for us to 
reach a conclusion as to how far he was able to exert influence over the area. 
Meanwhile, in the Biqa' Highlands Fakhr al-Din tenaciously repressed the 
House of I:Iarfush in his campaign to secure tax farming rights, and succeeded 
in renewing the contract. We can confirm that the contract for 
.$afad/$ayda/Bayrut District was also renewed,23 indicating continued control 
over this region. 
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1.3 The Period Following Defeat against the Provincial Government in 

1043/1633 

In 1043/1633 Fakhr al-Din came under attack from AJ:.imad Pa~a, the 

provincial governor of Damascus, and suffered defeat. Consequently the House 

of Ma'n lost control of tax farming rights in most of region. 

Tax farming rights over the sub-districts of I:Iawla and Sha'ra, strategically 

important staging posts on the highway to Egypt running south-west from 

Damascus, were allotted to 'Abd al-Karim Aga, chief gatekeeper of the victori

ous Al_imad Pa~a. 24 Rights over the sub-districts of Biqa', Shuf al-Bayac;l and 

I:Iammara went initially to the House of Shihab, but were later reclaimed, along 

with Ba'labakk, by AJ:.imad for the House of I:Iarfush. 25 Tax farming contracts 

for the sub-districts of Jurd, Matn, Gharb and Shal_il_iar were granted to 'Ali b. 

Mu'.?affar. 26 In $afad District the district governor entrusted tax-collecting to 

one Mul_iammad Bey.27 Thus was Fakhr al-Din stripped of his tax farming 

rights, and the rights distributed among others. 

2. Fakhr al-Din and Tax Farming 

In some cases it is possible for us to see how Fakhr al-Din exercised his tax- . 

collecting rights as he forcefully went about the task of gathering taxation pow

ers over as many districts as possible into his own hands. In most cases tax farm

ing contracts were issued for each sub-district, but the register shows special 

arrangements for the villages of Majdal 'An jar, Ghazza and 'Aithi, which are ex

cluded from the contract for Biqa' Sub-district and treated with separate, vil

lage-level contracts. I now propose to analyze this point, before embarking on a 

broader discussion of what we can learn about tax farming practices of the time 

from the evidence left to us in this register by Fakhr al-Din. 

2.1 Tax Farming Contracts for Villages in the Biqa' Highlands 

The tax farming contracts in this tax farm register relating to individual vil

lages were agreed directly between the people requesting tax farming rights for 

each village and the provincial government of Damascus. This seems to have 

been slightly irregular, since usually the provincial government concluded tax 

farming contracts at the sub-district level, making no reference to who should 

be in charge of collecting taxes from individual villages, nor to the amount of 

taxes to be collected from each village. In the case of Ghazza there is no indi

vidual contract to be found in the register, so I will confine myself here to analy

sis of the salient features of the contracts for the two villages of Majdal 'Anjar 

and 'Aithi. Both these villages were located at the strategically important east

ern entrance to the Biqa' Highlands. 
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The register contains two contract documents relating to Majdal 'Anjar. 
The first concerns one 'Ali b. Ibrahim, who is confirmed to have acquired tax 
farming rights as of the first day of the month of Rabi' al-Thani, 1033 (22 
January 1624).28 The reason given for the new contract is that the provincial 
government was anxious about delays in collecting taxes, the previous contrac
tor, a janissary officer called I:Jamza,29 having fled. The taxes to be farmed un
der the contract would become payable to the share of state revenues (~iJJe-i 
m'irz). This contract dates from the period of confusion immediately after the 
House of Ma'n defeated the provincial governor and took him prisoner. As stat
ed above, Majdal 'Anjar, along with Ghazza, was initially excluded from the ar
eas subject to tax farming by the House of Ma'n, though later on these villages 
did come under Ma'n control. Perhaps reflecting the process by which the 
arrangement was concluded, the register includes some extra notes written in 
the margins of 'Ali's contract. These notes state that this 'Ali had been unable to 
acquire tax farming rights; that in his place another man, also called 'AE but 
this time Fakhr al-Din's son, had acquired the rights for a period of time; but the 
second 'Ali had not paid any taxes at all, and that the period after the first day 
of the month of Muparram, 1034/1624 related to "the afore-mentioned Amir 
'Ali." If we are to take this Amir 'Ali to be a member of the House of I:Iarfush, a 
reasonable inference judging from the shift in the tax farming rights, then the 
date 1034/1624 looks like a possible error for 1043/1633. Alternatively, it is just 
possible that the note might have been deliberately added after the defeat of 
the House of Ma'n, referring retroactively to the period of Ma'n ascendancy 
with the benefit of hindsight in the light of the defeat. 

The second contract is dated the first day of the month of Rajah, 1043 (1 
January 1634), and is a contract concluded after the defeat of the House of 
Ma'n. 30 Two contractors are named: Mu~tafa Gelebi, who was the Damascus fi
nancial department official in charge of accounts, and Apmad Bey. To summa
rize the events leading up to the concluding of the contract, from the account 
given in the document itself, Majdal 'Anjar had formerly been treated as an in
dependent unit for tax farming purposes, but after the House of Ma'n acquired 
the contract it had been incorporated into the mulfiita 'a of the local sub-district 
Biqa'. After the defeat of the Ma'n, I:Iusayn of the House of I:Iarfush had added 
it to the mulfiita 'a covering the sub-district of Biqa' and taken charge of tax col
lecting. 

Here I would like to draw attention to the fact that the period when these 
two personages applied for the tax farming contract was immediately after the 
period when the House of Shihab held the tax farming contract for the Biqa' 
Sub-district. Further research is needed to confirm the precise course of events, 



30 SHIMIZU, Practices of Tax Farming under the Ottoman Empire in Damascus Province 

but it seems very likely that under the contract held by the House of Shihab the 

two villages of Ghazza and 'Aithi were excluded from the Biqa' mufata 'a, where

as Majdal 'Anjar was included in the muMta 'a . Hence it seems likely that this 

document was drafted and recorded in order to separate Majdal 'Anjar from 

the mufata 'a. 
The aim of individual contractors in concluding a tax farming contract di

rectly with the provincial government in Damascus was to avoid handing over 

tax-collecting rights to the holder of the tax farming contract for the sub-district. 

The contracts relating to individual villages feature clauses specifically barring 

tax farmers at higher administrative levels or any other person from interfering 

in the collection of taxes, and conversely, the contract for the mufata 'a specifi

cally bars the tax farmer from collecting any taxes from those villages separated 

from it, as had been the practice previously. 31 

Now let us take a look at the case of the village of 'Aithi. The register in

cludes four documents relating to 'Aithi - three contracts and one imperial or

der. Three of the four documents were drawn up after the Shafiite mufti, Kamal 

al-Din, held active negotiations with the administrative authorities, and these 

documents date from the period before the House of Ma'n acquired the tax 

farming rights. 32 Taxation payments levied on income generated by this village 

were to be divided as follows: half to the waqf of the two holy cities (Mecca and 

Medina), a quarter to the waqf of a certain building ( 'imara), and the remaining 

quarter to be allocated to state revenues.33 Kamal al-Din appealed directly to 

the central government to be allowed to appropriate the quarter allocated to 

the state in place of the pensions to which he himself and his son were entitled. 

His aim in taking this action was to by-pass the House of I:Iarfiish, which at the 

time held the tax farming contract for the sub-district. 

We find no reference to the village of 'Aithi from the date when the House 

of Ma'n seized control of tax farming rights in the Biqa' Highlands to the fall of 

the House of Ma'n. After the defeat of the Ma'n, however, there is one more 

contract document. 34 The contractor is one Mu]:iammad Efendi, who held a 

post in the Damascus provincial government that entailed the issuance of timar 

certificates (tezkire). He concluded a contract that allowed him to collect the 

part of the village's taxes previously payable to the late Mu~tafa Pa~a, and stat

ing that as the person entrusted with this work had hitherto also collected the 

share payable to the state, he had also undertaken tax farming of that portion. 

Here too, we find the clause forbidding the holder of the tax farming contract 

for the regional mufata 'a from interfering in the taxation affairs of this village, 

which had been separated from the mufa(a 'a . 

To sum up, we find that both these villages were subject to contracts that 
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specifically excluded them from the rest of their sub-district when it came to tax 
farming. Both these cases appear to be instances of village-level contractors ac
tively negotiating with the central or provincial authorities to agree tax farming 
contracts that would exclude the sub-district tax farming contractor and there
by defend their spheres of interest from the incursions of regional powers such 
as the House of Ma'n and the House of I:Iarfush. 

2.2 Traces Left in the Register by Fakhr al-Din 
The impression that lingers from a thorough reading of this register is of 

the pervasive influence of Fakhr al-Din. He has left his mark all over the regis
ter. 

First of all, all contracts involving the House of Ma'n were subjected to in
tensive auditing after the family's defeat in 1043/1633, and this appears to be 
reflected in the pages of the register. Contracts with the House of Ma'n have of
ten been checked, as we see in the explanation appended to the Ghazza District 
contract after the battle at 'Anjar, and in the note added to the contract for 
Majdal '.A_n.jar village about the transfer of tax farming rights. 

Secondly, we should note that, at least for the sake of appearances, Fakhr 
al-Din did exchange formal contracts with the provincial government in 
Damascus when acquiring tax farming rights. He often worked directly on the 
central government in his pursuit of these perquisites, but even in such cases he 
would still enter into contracts with the provincial government. The subsequent 
transfer of tax farming rights for the Biqa' Highlands on the basis of this register 
is probably not unrelated to the fact that the House of Ma'n had gone through 
formal contractual procedures when aiming to acquire the rights for this region. 

I do not believe that all the contract documents were entered in the regis
ter, and I do not deny for a moment that some of those that were entered have 
subsequently been lost. It is possible, too, that circumstances prevailing after 
the defeat of the House of Ma'n may have influenced some of the entries in the 
register. However, this series of documents does show that no attempt was made 
to discard the formal procedures laid down by the governing authorities of the 
Ottoman Empire. In particular, when Fakhr al-Din acquired tax farming rights 
in regions under the influence of rival local notables, he took particular care to 
get all the appropriate documents drawn up. This appears to have been an at
tempt by Fakhr al-Din to use the authority of the Ottoman Empire as a tool to 
exclude his rivals from the targeted revenue source. In exchange for the imperi
al authority, he would undertake to pay the wages of the janissaries in the local 
army divisions. We may conclude from this that Fakhr al-Din was in a mutually 
beneficial relationship with the Ottoman imperial authorities: in exchange for 
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being entrusted with a portion of the state's authority over a given region, he 

would undertake to supply the state with the funds deemed necessary to keep 

the state machinery working. As a result, Fakhr al-Din may be described as indi

rectly supporting the Ottoman structure of dominance. In the field of tax farm

ing at least, this register gives a very clear picture of how local notables like him 

went about their business. 

Part 2: Tax Farming Contracts for Individual Villages 

One interesting feature of this tax farm register is the large number of en

tries pertaining to tax farming contracts where the unit is an individual village. 

Based on a number of case studies, I will try to show the process by which these 

contracts were concluded, how they differed from the other type of contract 

which covered a number of localities grouped into a mu~i.ita 'a or tax farming 

unit, and what they signified in the context of overall fiscal administration. 

1. Case Studies of Village Tax Farming Contracts 

1. 1 Number of Contract Documents and their Format 

I have already discussed the format of tax farming contracts relating to dis

tricts and sub-districts of Damascus Province outside the capital that were treat

ed as mu~i.ita 'a, or administrative units for tax farming. I now want to consider 

documents relating to cases where a single village, or a group of villages and/ or 

sub-villages (mezra 'a) were treated as a taxation unit (ma~tu '). 

There are 271 contract documents in the register relating to individual vil

lages,35 accounting for about half the total number of documents. More than 

half of them deal with villages within the district of Damascus, with the two sub

districts of Ghuta and Marj between them accounting for more than 90 docu

ments. l:fawran ~am ( district governed by a Islamic judge) also accounts for 

more than 30 documents, and over 20 relate to Jubba al-'Assal. Five more sub

districts, those of Qara, Wadi al-'Ajam, Zabadani, Wadi Barada and Iqlim al

Zabib, each have ten or more documents relating to them. Outside Damascus, 

there are 18 documents relating to the district of Nabulus, 15 relating to 

Jerusalem (Quds), four to Ghazza and three to $ayda. Outside the province of 

Damascus, we find five documents relating to the districts of !:lama and I:lim~. 

Like the documents relating to muMta 'a (a taxation unit) covering the city 

of Damascus and various districts and sub-districts, these documents have three 

main elements: a portion written in si,yakat script; a portion describing the items 

written in the script, and the date. These documents give the name of the vil-
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lage or mezra 'a, the name and official title of the person undertaking the tax-col
lecting duties, the accounting year to which the contract pertains ( or the precise 
dates), and the actual years for which taxes will be collected. The name of the 
previous contractor and the amount he was entitled to collect, and the annual 
amount of collectable by the new contractor, the name -and any increase in the 
amount collectable, would also be included in many cases, though the name of 
the previous contractor is not always included. The documents discussed below 
all have these basic features and the date appended. 

I will now proceed to analysis, focusing mainly on the two sub-districts of 
Ghuta and Marj, which are the subject of particularly large numbers of docu
ments. For my case studies I will start with an example of a village that had 
been paying taxes to the financial department of Damascus, and then look at a 
case of a village whose tax revenues had become payable to the financial de
partment following the confiscation of an individual's ze'amet (a medium-sized 
revenue grant in the timar system). By looking at these case studies, I hope to 
make clear the form that these contract documents took. 

1.2 Tax Farming Contract for a Village that had been Paying Taxes to the 
Financial Department of Damascus 

Tax revenues from the sub-village of Taltiyata, the subject of my first case 
study, were divided equally between the two neighboring villages of J arama_na 
and Bayt Sal;am. 36 The first reference to this sub-village comes in a tax-collect
ing contract dating from fiscal year 1026.37 The contract allocated half the tax 
revenue from J aramana and its affiliated sub-villages, plus that of Taltiyata, to a 
mufti by the name of Fa<;ll Allah, for use as his own pension (jawalzjcevali va:(i,fe
si), 38 on condition that he transferred the remainder of the revenue to the finan
cial department of Damascus. 39 

After this contract was established, there appears to have been a dispute 
about the revenue from this sub-village, and a total of five documents relate to 
it. The first contract document, dated from early in the month of Rama<;lan 
1032 Oune:July 1623) states that out of all the revenues from Taltiyata sub-vil
lage for fiscal year 1031, a person called Shaykh 'Ali is entitled to receive half of 
all the taxes to be paid by the villagers ofjaramana and half of half (i.e. a quar
ter) of all taxes payable by the villagers of Bayt Sal;am, to be used to finance his 
own pension. 40 According to the document, his above-mentioned right had 
been confirmed by the issue of an imperial order from the chief director of fi
nancial department, dated the 7th day of the month of Rabi' al-Akhir, 1032 (8 
February 1623). The register also contains a duplicate of this document, is re
peated twice more after that, and is referred to in an imperial order dated to the 
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middle of the month of Rajab, 1032.41 It seems likely that this has something to 

do with the authority acquired by the Shafiite mufti, Najm al-Din. 

I say this because Najm al-Din acquired a document with exactly the same 

date as that acquired by Shaykh 'Ali. 42 This document records a tax farming 

contract entered into by him and his wife for the fiscal year 1033. It states that 

he and his wife are entitled to use the tax revenues from Bayt Sa}:iam village 

and Taltiyata sub-village to finance the pension of 40 ak~e a day to which they 

were entitled. The document further states that they are entitled to receive the 

pension payments from those sources under an imperial order dated the second 

day of the month of Rajab, 1032 (2 May 1623). A close look at this document 

suggests that the passage in siyakat script recording the allocation of the income 

may well have been added afterwards. In that part of the document it states 

that 'Ali is entitled to half the revenue from Taltiyata sub-village, amounting to 

15 altzn,43 with the remaining 15 altzn from the sub-village and the 60 altzn from 

Bayt Sa}:iam being payable to Najm al-Din and his wife. 44 From these additions 

we may surmise that the three copies made of 'Ali's tax farming contract repre

sent a determined attempt by himself and Najm al-Din to defend their respec

tive rights. However, there is some doubt as to just how secure 'Ali's hold on the 

tax farming rights really was, the reason being that there is no reference at all to 

him in the following documents. 

In fiscal year 1035 we find a document recording a tax farming contract 

under which one Shaykh 'Umar and his two sons lay claim to half the revenue 

fromJaramana village and Taltiyata sub-village, on the grounds thatJaramana 

village falls within their waqf.45 Before concluding the contract, they had ac

quired an imperial order, which stated the following conditions: the income de

rived from tax farming was to be used to finance 'Umar's pension and a stipend 

for his son 'Ali Aga, who was working as a miiteferri~a, with the remainder to be 

paid to the financial department of Damascus. On these terms the tax farming 

contract with the provincial government of Damascus was agreed. Though I 

have been unable to establish the precise location of Taltiyata sub-village, the 

village of J aramana, so often mentioned in connection with the revenue from 

Taltiyata, was located very close to Damascus City. J aramana was in Ghuta 

Sub-district, and judging from entries in the tax revenue register (TT 4 7 4) it 

seems that most of the wealth generated by villages and sub-villages in that sub

district was earmarked for waqf or milk income of many parties and was taxed 

accordingly. Thus we may surmise that from the point of view of waqf or milk 

beneficiaries, using their pension rights as grounds for acquiring tax farming 

rights to the villages and sub-villages around Damascus may have been an effec

tive strategy to defend their waqf or milk income from interference by the gov-
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ernment or other parties unrelated to themselves. 

i.3 Ze'amet Income Appropriated by the State 
Among the contract documents in the register, a very large number refer 

to a portion of the income deriving from a village that had been allocated to a 
certain individual as ze'iimet, but was then appropriated by the state .46 Two 
types of ze 'iirnet were appropriated. One type was the ze 'iimet of senior employ
ees of high-ranking officials. The register includes five cases involving named 
individuals: those of 'Ali Aga, the son-in-law of Ghazanfar Aga; Darwish Aga, 
the kethudii (agent) of Vizier Sinan Pa~a; Mu~tafa Aga, the kethudii of Vizier 
l:fasan Pa~a; the son of Murtac;la Pa~a; and Piyale Kethuda. Another case con
cerns ze 'iimet that had been conferred upon certain camel entrepreneurs, known 
variously as ~uturbiin or mzrz deveci, who had been employed on state business. 
There are 68 contract documents relating to the confiscated ze 'iimet, of which 32 
relate to Ghuta and Marj, and 20 to the l:fawran ~aiii. From these I have select
ed two examples to use as case studies: that of the village of Subayna al
Gharbiya, which was the ze 'iimet of 'Ali Kethuda; and that of the village of 
Zibdin, which had been granted to some ~uturbiin (camel entrepreneurs). These 
villages were located in the sub-districts of Chuta and Marj. 

1.3.1 Case Study 1: Subayna al-Gharbiya 
This village was located on the pilgrimage route leading south from 

Damascus towards Kiswa. There are six documents relating to this village, of 
which two are contract documents, one is an imperial order, and three are doc
uments guaranteeing pension rights. The imperial order also relates to pension 
rights, meaning that there are only two documents directly concerning the con
tent of the tax farming arrangements. I will therefore concentrate mainly on 
these two documents. The first is a tax farming contract relating to fiscal year 
1029, and dated from early in the month of Mu}:iarram, 1029 (December 
1619) .47 The document consists of two items: a tax farming contract concluded 
with the people of Subayna al-Gharbiya, and another granting one Yusuf b. 
Karim al-Din the right to a pension funded from village tax revenues. The tax 
farming contract had covered part of what had once been the ze 'iimet of the late 
'Ali Aga, the son-in-law of Ghazanfar Aga. 48 The ze 'iimet had covered widely 
scattered land revenues, and this contract covers a share worth 3,300 akfe a year 
that had been collected from this particular village. The ze 'iimet had been con
fiscated by the state, and the contract was concluded so that income arising 
from the village would be duly paid to the financial department of Damascus. 
When the ze 'iimet was confiscated, state revenues from this village were desig-
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nated for use in defraying pilgrimage expenses (ocaJ~lzf) . 

Before this contract came into force, the tax farming contract for this vil

lage had been held by the villagers (ahalf) themselves. The villagers had visited 

the regional authorities in Damascus and requested the granting of the tax 

farming rights, bolstering their case by displaying an imperial order they had 

obtained, and a statement of opinion (fetva) from Shaykh al-Isliim (the mufti of 

Istanbul). When they obtained the imperial order, the villagers had their appli

cation granted by the central government, with the amount of the contract tre

bled from the 3,300 ak(e in the former ze'amet to 9,900 akw49 In addition to this 

increase in the tax farming amount, the other main item that they had recorded 

in the fetva was a request that the janissaries not be given tax-collecting authori

ty. The villagers negotiated with the provincial government of Damascus on 

these two points and succeeded in acquiring the tax farming contract on mak

ing an advance payment of 400 altzn. 

The contract in question here, for fiscal year 1029, concerns the pension 

(tefii, 'ud) of Yusuf b. Karim al-Din. He too came to negotiations armed with an 

imperial order and afetva, this one from Shaykh al-Isliim. Yusufs connection with 

the village appears to stem from a certain waqf that he had previously held. It is 

not clear exactly how many people were enjoying a share of revenues from this 

village at the time, but Yusuf appears to have had something to do with the 

waqf income of the 'Izziya Madrasa, and so there is a strong possibility that he 

had previously managed to acquire the madrasa's waqf income from this vil

lage.50 I will omit the details of the pension to which he had acquired the rights; 

suffice to say that its value was calculated at 100 ak(e a day, to come out of the 

former ze'amet income. It is probably because of this that in fiscal year 1029 the 

tax farming amount was raised by 32 altzn to 432 altzn, with Yusuf himself now 

named as the contractor and under contract to remit to the financial depart

ment of Damascus the amount remaining after deducting the value of his pen

sion from revenue. This is an example of what I call 'type A tax farming', in 

which the contractor raises funds for his own pension out of tax revenues. 

The second document is a taxation document for the year 1033, and car

ries a date from the middle of the month of Shawwal, 1031 (August 1622).51 If 

we are to believe what is written in the document, the reason it became neces

sary was because adverse weather conditions in 1032, including drought and 

damage from locusts, meant that no revenue accrued that year. Because of this 

Yusuf b. Karim al-Din had to pay the village's tax bill himself, and this seems to 

have led to a change in the contractual conditions. Unlike in the previous con

tract, a janissary (yeni(eri) was added to the tax farming team, the reason given 

being to protect the villagers . The document states that the villagers have given 
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their consent for a janissary named Mu~tafa <;avu~ to work with them in ensur
ing the payment of 391 guru§ a year. Another change from the previous contract 
is that now every single item of taxation payable by the village to the financial 
department of Damascus is specified, and Yusufs pension is clearly stated as 
300 guru§ a year. We may interpret this as a move by the authorities to clarify 
the source and value of Yusufs pension, and draw a clear line between it and 
other taxation revenues from the village. Under these revised conditions, re
sponsibility for tax farming was effectively split three ways: between Yusuf, who 
paid the village's tax for the year 1032, Mu~tafa <;avu~, and the villagers them
selves. However, it is noticeable that the date of the document does not match 
taxation year. This does not appear to have been scribe's error, and there is a 
strong possibility that the contract was concluded under pressure from one of 
the parties or some third party. 

In this second document, there is a reference to the Asara waq/52 having 
rights to a share of the income from the village of Subayna al-Gharbiya. The 
share amounted to a third of the income arising from one faddan of land. 53 

However, the person responsible for collecting this share was found to have act
ed unjustly towards the villagers, and so the waqf s share, valued at 15 guru§, 
was instead contracted to Yusuf, Mu~tafa and the villagers. A note, dated the 
first day of the month of Jumada al-Akhira, 1032 (2 April 1623) and signed by 
Suhrab Efendi, director of financial department of Damascus, states the total 
value of the tax farming contract, with the addition of the share of the Asara 
waqf, as 706 guru§. 

These are the only two contract documents pertaining to the village of 
Subayna al-Gharbiya. The four other documents relating to the village are all to 
do with rights to pensions to be drawn from village tax revenues.54 One is an 
imperial order; two (s. 312, 369) are documents testifying that the person in 
question is qualified to receive a pension (type B); and the fourth (s. 360) is a 
somewhat ambiguous document that could arguably be read either as a confir
mation of pension rights or as a tax farming contract - an indication of the 
close connection between these two forms of economic right acquisition. 

1.3.2 Case Study 2: Camel Entrepreneurs 
The organization in charge of preparing camels for use by the bands of pil

grims traveling to Mecca and Medina, and lending those camels to the state for 
that purpose, was called the §Ulurban or mzrz deveci, terms that roughly mean 
'camel entrepreneurs.' Their leader ( mu~addam) was for a period granted ze 'amet 
income in order to finance his activities. 55 But at the time of this tax farm regis
ter this kind of ze 'amet income had been administrated by the financial depart-
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ment of Damascus, which were issuing tax farming contracts for the former 

ze'iimet. My example, the tax farming contract for the village of Zibdin, shows 

the following pattern of development. The register shows that two different con

tracts were concluded in relation to this village, and I will now examine them in 

chronological order. 

There are seven different documents relating to the first contract. The first 

two date from early in the month of Mul:iarram, 1035 (October 1625).56 In the 

past, a share of 20,000 akre from the tax revenues of this village had been grant

ed to the suturbiin as their ze 'iimet, and a certain person had been awarded a tax 

farming contract worth 500 gurus a year to collect the former ze'iimet revenues. 

This contractor, whose name is not recorded, was an attendant of the Grand 

Vizier, I:Iafi~ Al:imad Pa~a, and he had acquired a share of 6,000 akre from the 

village revenues as his timiir. Both documents carry the same date, but since the 

tax farming contract has no name recorded on it, it is impossible to say whether 

these are two separate contracts or whether a single contract has simply been 

copied. In any case, these documents relate only to tax collecting - they are type 

C documents. 

The handling of the former ze 'iimet revenue from this village is made clear 

in the third document, dated from early in the month of Rama<;lan, 1038.57 It 

states that a janissary officer (bdliikbasz) named Mul:iammad has acquired an im

perial order giving him tax-collecting rights over the village; accordingly, he is 

awarded the tax farming rights for 1038, with an increase in value of 50 gurus. 

The previous holder of the contract, one Mul:iammad Baghdadi, appears, in 

view of his title of bas mu~addam, to have been affiliated to one of the groups 

providing camels to bands of pilgrims. The 50 gurus increase offered by 

Mul:iammad Boliikba~1 brought the total value of the tax farming contract to 

550 gurus, 200 of which he was responsible for collecting and passing on as pen

sions to two women who were connected to the Grand Vizier, Al:imad Pa~a. 

The remaining 350 gurus were the share of Mul:iammad Baghdadi. This is a 

type D document: as well as being a tax-collecting contract, it also specifies peo

ple to whom part of the collected revenues is to be distributed. 

The fourth document, dated early in Rama<;lan, 1039 (April 1630), still 

names Mul:iammad Boliikba~1 as the tax farming contractor, but the contractual 

conditions have changed from the previous contract.58 Once again he has ac

quired an imperial order in his bid to secure the tax farming rights, but accord

ing to this document he is an attendant of Al:imad Pa~a. The value of the con

tract has been reduced, back to its original level of 500 gurus, out of which 300 

gurus is payable to the financial department of Damascus and the remaining 

200 to a single woman, who will receive it as her pension. The net result of this 
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contract is to strip MuJ::iammad Baghdadi of his ze 'iimet income. 
There are two documents relating to the tax-collecting contract for 1041, 

both of them concluded towards the end of the month of Rajab that year 
(January to February 1632),59 and both appear to be related to the change in 
government that occurred in Istanbul around this time. First of all, the fifth 
document states that I:Iafq: AJ::imad Pa~a's chief gatekeeper (kapzczba$z), a janis
sary officer named Qadri Aga, has requested and been granted the tax-collect
ing contract on condition that he pay three months' wages of his janissary corps 
in advance. The sixth document, bearing the same date as this contract, autho
rizes another janissary officer, Darwish Yayaba~1, to collect the taxes on behalf 
of Qadri Aga, on condition that he use the amount collected to defray pilgrim
age expenses. We may hazard a guess that this change in the contractual 
arrangements reflects the fact that I:Iafii AJ::imad Pa~a was killed in Istanbul in 
that very month of Rajab. 60 Unlike the previous four documents, these two 
specify that the former ze 'amet income is to be paid to the financial department 
of Damascus to defray pilgrimage expenses. 

The seventh document is a tax-collecting document for the year 1042. It 
renews the existing contract and simply says '(written) on the date', without ac
tually stating which day it was in fact concluded. 61 It confirms that the former 
ze 'iimet income for the village, as recorded in the register kept at the financial 
department of Damascus, amounts to 26,000 akr;e, and renews Darwish' autho
rization to collect that amount, consisting of a portion of 20,000 akr;e plus anoth
er 6,000. The actual amount of money he would have to pay to the financial de
partment was set at 600 guru$, and it was a condition of the contract that he 
would pay that amount in cash for use in covering pilgrimage expenses. An ex
planatory note is appended to this document. It states that out of the former 
ze 'iimet revenue, 6,000 akr;e62 is timiir, and to be treated separately from the rev
enue to be collected by Darwish; and that accordingly a contract document set
ting the value of the revenue to be collected at 500 guru$ has been drawn up 
and issued. It is not clear what the total income from Zibdin village was at the 
time, but we can tell from the two documents already discussed that date from 
early in the month of MuJ::iarram, 1035, that there were revenues separate from 
the former ze 'iimet portion. In fact, there are two further documents in the regis
ter that indicate there were yet further sub-divisions in the village revenue. 

These two documents reveal the contents of another contract relating to 
tax-collecting in the village of Zibdin. 63 This is a contract relating to the portion 
allocated formerly as ze'iimet income to the late 'Ali Aga (maybe the son-in-law 
of Ghazanfar Aga) derived from Zibdin. The first document is a tax-collecting 
contract document from early in Ramac;lan, 1038. The tax farming contractor is 
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named as janissary officer 'Ali Be~e; the document explains that 'Ali Be~e has 

requested a reduction in the tax farming amount; this request has been granted 

and the new amount of the contract has been set at 90 guru~. The document 

states as a condition that this sum of 90 guru~ is to be allotted to Ibrahim Efendi, 

formerly director of financial department of Damascus, as his pension. The sec

ond document is a tax-collecting contract for the year 1042, and states that it 

was concluded 'on the aforementioned date' - a date not made clear to us. This 

contract reports that the three sons of Ibrahim Efendi are in possession of agri

cultural land and gardens in the village and names them as the tax farming con

tractors. The amount of the contract remains unchanged, and as before, the rev

enues raised are to be used to supply the pension of Ibrahim Efendi. Although 

these two documents refer to revenue from the same village as the seven docu

ments mentioned above, neither group of documents makes any reference to 

the other. However, close examination of all nine documents suggests that tax 

revenue from the village of Zibdin was divided up into at least three portions. 

Analysis of these two villages where distribution of former ze 'iimet income 

was an issue clearly shows that the tax-collecting rights were entrusted by the 

provincial government to various tax farming contractors. In these contracts 

the contractors are not referred to as miiltezim, in fact they do not seem to have 

had any particular title. The references to Yusuf b. Karim al-Din, the women as

sociated with I:Iafi?'. AJ::imad Pa~a and the case of Ibrahim Efendi all speak to a 

pattern in which acquiring the right to a pension derived from revenue from a 

particular village was closely linked to the acquisition of tax-collecting rights for 

that village. In the cases of Yusuf b. Karim al-Din and Ibrahim Efendi, they ap

pear to have held various interests in the relevant villages even before they en

tered into tax farming contracts, so there is a strong possibility that acquiring 

tax-collecting rights on the basis of their pension awards was a device to protect 

their own vested interests. As for MuJ::iammad Boliikba~1, while we know that he 

was an attendant of I:Iafi?'. AJ::imad Pa~a, the actual connection between the two 

men remains obscure. It seems quite likely that MuJ::iammad used his connec

tion with a powerful government official to help him win the tax farming con

tract, on the pretext that the revenue would be used to pay the pensions of 

women connected with the great man. In this case, the tax-collecting contractor 

and the pension recipient were different people. As for the Zibdin contract, the 

connection between 'Ali Be~e and Ibrahim Efendi is not clear either, but the 

contract won by 'Ali Be~e seems to have been a similar one, with different peo

ple getting the tax-collecting contract and receiving the pension. We may sur

mise that there was another document of the type B variety, establishing some

body's right to receive a pension. 



SHIMIZU, Practices of Tax Farming under the Ottoman Empire in Damascus Province 41 

In these case studies of Taltiyata sub-village, Subayna al-Gharbiya village 
and Zibdin village, we have seen how individual villages and sub-villages were 
used as units for tax-collecting, and how people would approach the provincial 
government in hopes of winning the tax farming contracts for such villages. Not 
all the contracts entailed paying the revenue collected to the financial depart
ment of Damascus: in some cases the revenues would be used to pay the pen
sions of specific individuals. In these cases the tax farming contractor and pen
sion recipient was sometimes the same person, sometimes not. Where the two 
positions did coincide, there is a strong possibility that people who already had 
vested interests in the village or sub-village would look to parlay their pension 
rights into tax farming contracts as a means of defending those vested interests. 
In sub-districts like Ghuta and Marj, the wealth generated by villages and sub
villages would be divided up in quite complex fashion between charitable insti
tutions and private individuals. Our case studies also clearly demonstrate that 
when the state sought to raise taxes from such villages, the usual strategy would 
be to conclude contracts with one or more individuals regarding particular 
shares of overall revenue. 

2. Evaluating Village Tax Farming Contracts 
Our inspection of the entries in the register pertaining to tax farming con

tracts for individual villages reveals four clearly distinct types of contract: 

(A) Documents in which the tax farming contractor is entitled to a pension 
or stipend, which is paid to him out of the revenues collected. 

(B) Documents which guarantee the right to receive a pension out of the 
income from a specified village. 

(C) Contract documents restricted to tax farming activities alone. 
(D) Documents stating that a portion of the tax revenues to be collected 

are to be apportioned to a specified third party as a pension. 

As a special feature of type A, we have been able to establish that the ac
quisition of a village's tax farming rights was directly linked to the acquisition of 
pension rights payable from the income of the village in question. In cases of 
type B or D, further research needed regarding the connection between two 
parties (the tax farming contractor and the pension recipient). 

In the village tax farming contracts featured in my case studies, the akfe has 
sometimes been used as the unit of account, but these are rather exceptional 
cases. 64 Usually values would be expressed in terms of para or guru~ (silver 
coins), or ~asene/altzn (gold coin). 
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In the cases of former ze 'amet income that we looked at, in the villages of 

Subayna al-Gharbiya (s. 39, 104) and Zibdin (s. 199, 206, 348), the ak(e is prob

ably used as a unit of account because the documents are quoting fixed values 

inscribed in the taxation revenue register kept at the central government. 

Likewise in the case of pensions, the register of pension-right holders kept by 

the central government used the ak(e, a currency that had lost its real value, as 

its unit of account. It is clear from a reading of the documents contained in the 

tax farm register that when a tax farming contract was actually agreed in 

Damascus, those ak(e values would in fact be converted into para, guru$ or gold 

coin.65 

Very well - let us now ask ourselves what is the difference between tax 

farming contracts for individual villages and those where the unit of taxation 

falls within the city of Damascus or is a district or sub-district of the province. 

One difference is that in the former case the term for which tax farming is au

thorized is not clearly specified. They merely state an amount of money that is 

to be collected "in a year" (fz sene) or "every year" (beher sene). What does this 

mean, I wonder? Perhaps a look at exceptional cases may provide a hint. There 

are ten cases in the register of tax farming contracts for individual villages that 

do specify the periods to which they apply.66 Since five of them relate to Iqlim 

al-Zabib, a sub-district of Damascus District, we shall use this location for our 

case study. 

A tax farming contract was agreed for a cluster of five or six villages in

cluding the village of Bayt Jinn and their affiliated sub-villages. Out of seven 

documents relating to this contract, five of them do specify the period to which 

the tax farming rights apply. In four of the documents the contractor is named 

as the Shihab family, a powerful local clan which held tax farming contracts for 

all of the sub-districts of Wadi al-Taym and 'Arqub. In one document the con

tractor, perhaps in a temporary capacity, is named as Darwish Aga, who served 

as the suba$t ( commander) of Qunaytra which is in the Golan ( or J awlan) 

Heights.67 By contrast, in the two documents that do not specify a period, the 

contractors are named as the janissaries 'Ali and 'Umar, and the cavalryman 

'Abd al-l:lalim. 68 Judging from the differences in status between the contractors 

in this case study, it seems that the provincial government in Damascus speci

fied the periods in its tax farming contracts when it was seeking to bring the 

contractor recognized in the document under its authority by formally limiting 

the period for which it would enjoy tax farming rights. This is probably why the 

contracts with the Shihab family carried date limitations. We may further point 

out that although the tax farming period may formally have been limited to one 

year, there are cases where these contracts were passed down from father to 
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son, 69 so that the contracts did carry the possibility of long-term extension. 
As well as omitting to specify the periods to which they applied, tax farm

ing contracts relating to individual villages also leave out another common fea
ture of contracts relating to large mu~ata 'a: the title of the contractor - typically 
emzn (agent) or na~zr (supervisor) in the mu~ata 'a contracts. What might account 
for this difference? Since the contractors for mu~ata 'a were sometimes in charge 
of tax collection for very large areas - especially where the mu~a(a 'a covered a 
whole district or sub-district - it is quite conceivable that they may have further 
sub-contracted tax-collecting duties. In that sense, the contractor for a district or 
sub-district would be a general overseer of tax-collecting activities, and hence 
would be given one of these special titles by the Ottoman government for a 
fixed period. In contrast, the recipient of a tax farming contract for a single vil
lage, or a small group of villages and sub-villages, would receive no official title, 
meaning that he would take on the responsibility for passing on tax revenues to 
the financial department as a private individual. 70 Naturally such an arrange
ment would require the authorization of the provincial government. 

Were these individual village contracts exceptional? The tax farm register 
does not contain sufficient material for us to give a clear answer to the question 
of what standards were applied to the contract documents recorded in it, but 
even so I would like to state a tentative opinion, restricting my observations to 
Damascus District, and particularly the sub-districts of Ghuta and Marj. 

First, as I mentioned in my commentary earlier, there is not one single case 
in the tax farm register relating to the entire sub-district of Ghuta or Marj. We 
cannot say for certain that every contract concluded in this period was entered 
in the register, but the complete absence of any such record would appear to 
make it very likely indeed that these sub-districts were never put out to contract 
as a single taxation unit. Another suggestive point is that in cases where ze 'amet 
had been impounded by the state, the old name of the ze 'amet was still used in 
the tax farming contracts for individual villages. One likely explanation for this 
is that the confiscation of such ze 'amet was still in the fairly recent past when 
these documents were drawn up. 71 At the same time, the fact that it was so rare 
for the entire sub-district to be put out to contract may have been another ele
ment in the tendency to carry on using the name of an old ze 'amet in tax farm
ing contracts even after it had been impounded. In short, there is a strong possi
bility that villages in the Ghuta and Marj Sub-districts made a practice of 
concluding individual contracts with the provincial government. There are not 
many cases available to test this conjecture, but in the tax farm register we are 
looking at here the use of such terminology as "Marj ve Ghuta ma#u 'atz" and 
"Marj ma~tu 'atz" suggests that it may well be correct. 72 



44 SHIMIZU, Practices of Tax Farming under the Ottoman Empire in Damascus Province 

The advantage to the person actually collecting the taxes of concluding a 

contract with the provincial government, whether directly or under the autho

rization of the central government, would probably be the stronger legal posi

tion resulting from holding an officially authorized contract with a public au

thority, rather than a private contract with an individual who had been given 

the title of nti?zr or emzn. Ghuta and Marj were not the only places where this 

was the common practice. Other places where it was general practice to con

clude contracts with individual villages included the sub-districts of Jubba al

'Assal, Zabadani, Wadi Barada, Qara and Wadi al-'Ajam. Village-based tax 

farming contracts were the norm in these sub-districts, suggesting to me that 

they were within the scope of direct Ottoman rule. 73 If a tax farming contract 

was concluded that went beyond the boundaries of the sub-districts, villages for 

which individual tax farming contracts already existed would be specifically ex

cluded from the sub-district tax farm - as we saw in our survey of the tax farm

ing activities of the House of Ma'n. For the governing authorities the probable 

reason for concluding individual village tax farming contracts like this, judging 

purely from the taxation revenue register, was that, particularly in Ghuta, a ma

jority of the taxable entities were in somebody's waqf or milk, making it neces

sary to pay due attention to complex local economic interests. In places within 

the scope of direct Ottoman rule the interests of the governing authorities and 

the contractors were directly arranged and negotiated. 

Published source material shows that individual village-level tax farming 

contracts were also used in other parts of the Ottoman Empire, including the 

Aleppo Fiscal Region (including Adana, 'Ayntab, Marash and Malatya) and 

Diyarbakr Province. 74 The existence of this pattern of contract can also be con

firmed in areas within Ottoman territory at the end of the 17th century, when 

the lifetime tax farming system was first introduced, and in 19th century Iraq. 75 

Research hitherto has tended to look at tax farming only from the perspective 

of central government fiscal policy and has neglected to look at the situation in 

the regions. There has been a strong tendency to interpret tax farming as a 

form of administrative decentralization, but it is only by grasping the signifi

cance of individual village-level tax farming contracts and the workings of re

gional tax-collecting bodies that we can deepen our understanding of how tax 

farming relationships developed, mediated by contracts that reflected the sub

tle process of coordinating the sometimes differing interests of central and 

provincial government under the Ottoman Empire. 
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Conclusion 

This paper has looked at two related issues: the relation between local no
tables and tax farming, and the use of individual village-level tax farming con
tracts. We have shown that there were two, clearly differentiated types of tax 
farming contract: one type that covered a mu~ata 'a, or taxation region, covering 
an entire district or sub-district; and another type that applied to an individual 
village. The former type was usually entrusted, for a specified period of time, to 
a supervisory official knovm as an emzn or na+zr. In Damascus Province, except 
for the city of Damascus itself, the kind of person entering into this kind of tax 
farming contract with the government authorities was usually an influential lo
cal notable. In exchange for being granted a degree of discretion over the fiscal 
affairs of the region in question, this personage would undertake to collect tax
es on behalf of the state, and make the necessary payments to keep the wheels 
of government turning. In contrast, tax farming contracts for individual villages 
would be concluded between regional political authorities and individuals, who 
would not be given any official title and whose tax farming tenure would not 
necessarily be specified. On the outskirts of Damascus, these individual village
level contracts were the main form adopted in devising tax farming arrange
ments. The other kind of contract, based on the district or sub-district, was dom
inant in present-day Lebanon and districts other than Damascus District. 

In Damascus Province during the first half of the 17th century, taxation 
units called m'ir'i mu~ata 'a were established to administer the tax affairs of re
gions subject to taxation by the state. Provincial governments would sub-con
tract the work of collecting taxes to tax farmers. Further research is needed on 
the question of how much income connected with the timar system was confis
cated and used as state revenue, but at any rate it is clear that increases in state
controlled revenues entailed greater responsibility for those in charge of admin
istrating state revenues. As I mentioned in my commentary on the format of tax 
farm contracts, the persons responsible for authorizing contractors to collect 
the state revenues in districts within Damascus Province were the provincial 
governor and the director of financial department. The governor was the per
son who issued the order recognizing the contrad with the director who signed 
the contract document. Here the authority of both parties would be enhanced 
in the execution of fiscal administration. 

Notes 

1 A lot of research has been published on the House of Ma'n; here I will merely 
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record the following as basic sources of information on the family specifically in 

connection with Fakhr al-Din: Abdul-Rahim Abu-Husayn, Provincial Leaderships in 

Syria 7575-7650, Beirut, 1985; K. Salibi, "Fakhr al-Din", Encyclopaedia of Islam, new 

edition, vol. 2, Leiden, 1965, pp. 749-7 51. 

2 SVMD, s. 56. Each tax farming item in this document has been checked off using 

Arabic mim characters with red ink - evidence that they had been audited. 

3 SVMD, s. 139. 
4 The imperial order of 1028/1619 (SVMD, s. 139) refers to Fakhr al-Din as Bey of 

Safad and to his son 'Ali as Bey of ,Sayda. Further research is needed to clearly es

tablish the formal titles and their holders. 

5 For more on the district of Safad, see the maps included in the works of Rhode and 

Cohen. H. Rhode, "The Geography of the Sixteenth-Century Sancak of ,Safad," 

Archivum Ottomanicum, 10 (1985 [1987]), pp. 213-218; Amnon Cohen, Palestine in 

the 7 8th Century: Patterns of Government and Administration, Jerusalem, 19 7 3. 

6 Maliyeden Mildevver Defterler (MAD) 4928, s. 18-19. The tax farming districts 

are listed as follows: ha~ha-i ,Sayda ve iskele-i Bayrut ve tevabi'ha der liva-i Sham, 

ha~ha-i na}:iiye-i Shuf b. Ma'n der ~aza-i Bayrut der liva-i Sham, ha~ha-i na}:iiye-i 

J urd ve Matn der ~aza-i Bayrut der liva-i Sham, fayda-i mil}:i-i ,Sayda ve Bayrut der 

liva-i Sham, fayda-i mil}:i-i 'Akka der liva-i Safad, ha~ha-i na}:iiye-i Shaqif der liva-i 

,Safad, ha~ha-i na}:iiye-i Bishara der liva-i ,Safad, ha~ha-i na}:iiye-i Biqa' ve Shuf al

Baya<;l der liva-i Sham 

7 SVMD, s. 120. 
8 Usually if a tax farmer increased his revenue from the previous contract, this 

would be recorded in siyakat style. In the case of the 'Ajlun contract, there is no 

such entry. The likely explanation is that the item was recorded in the document 

as one of the conditions of the contract but the increase was not recorded in siyakat 

style because it would not result in revenue for the financial department of 

Damascus. There is another item entitled 'Pre-existing contract income of Safad 

District.' There is no written indication of what this refers to, though my guess 

would be that this was money that the district governor was contracted to pay to 

the central government to cover the costs of pilgrimages and cash transfers to the 

central government. 

9 SVMD, s. 205. 
10 For Ghazza District, see SVMD, s. 159. For Nabulus District, see SVMD, s. 

160-161. On the margins of the contract document for Ghazza District we can see 

notes and a signature which would appear to be by the director of financial depart

ment of Damascus. The notes state that while in Ba'labakk, MuHafa Pa~a had is

sued an order at the request of the House of Ma'n, and had been obliged to grant 

a tax farming contract. The notes appear to be trying to explain the special cir

cumstances in which Mu~tafa Pa~a found himself after his defeat at 'Anjar, a cap

tive and thus in no position to refuse demands from the House of Ma'n. 

11 SVMD, s. 164, 184. Neither of these contracts makes any reference to Ma'n family 

tax farming contracts. For more on local notables to the south of Damascus 

District, see Dror Ze'evi, An Ottoman Century: The District of Jerusalem in the 7600s, 

Albany, 1996, pp. 35-62. 
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12 SVMD, s. 186. 
13 For the names of these sub-districts in Damascus District, see Tapu Tahrir 

Dcfterleri (TT) 474 (ea. A.H. 977), s. 26. The register includes a note attached to 
the name of each of these two districts: "This is also called Biqa' (Bunu dahi Biqa.' 
derler)," "Another name is Biqa' (nam-z diger Biqa.')." 

14 SVMD, s. 196-197. On the locations of the two villages of Majdal 'Anjar and 
Ghazza, see Rene Dussad, Topographie historique de la Syrie antique et midievale, Paris, 
1927, Carte III, C-2. The village of 'Aithi, mentioned below, was not far from these 
two villages. 

15 SVMD, s. 183. 
16 SVMD, s. 209-210, 211. 
17 SVMD, s. 260. 
18 SVMD, s. 331, 332. 
19 SVMD, s. 257. 
20 For documents relating to Tadmur, see SVMD, s. 40, 72, 133, 145, 146, 268. 
21 SVMD, s. 138, 147. Both of these are imperial orders issued by the chief director 

of financial department. Since this register relates only to the province of 
Damascus, it does not refer to the activities of the Ma'n family in the province of 
Tripoli. 

22 See for example MAD 927, s. 6. 
23 SVMD, s. 296-298. 
24 SVMD, s. 354. 
25 SVMD, s. 355,370. 
26 It is conjectured that this person may have been the son of Mu?-affar al-'Andari. 
27 SVMD, s. 358. 
28 SVMD, s. 181. For an example of how the Ma'n family was made subject to taxa

tion, and became an obstacle to tax-collecting activities see SVMD, s. 355. 
Incidentally, the document on s. 355 refers to the villages of I:Iilwa? and q-r-n-a-n
h? as being in Iqlim Billan Sub-district, but judging from the corresponding entry 
in the tax revenue register, this appears to have been an error for I:Iammara Sub
district (TT 474, s. 359-361). 

29 This person is thought to be Kurd I:Iamza. There are six other documents refer-
ring to him: SVMD, s. 196, 199, 204, 278, 319, 325 . 

30 SVMD, s. 359. 
31 SVMD, s. 370. 
32 SVMD, s. 23, 61, 136. 
33 According to the tax revenue register, revenues are to be divided between the waqf 

of the two holy cities, the waqf of the Mamluk Sultan Ghawri and the share of state 
revenues (TT 474, s. 329). A later amendment states that Sultan Ghawri's portion 
is to be treated as a private property of a descendent of his, a woman called 
Fatima. The names of the waqf vary between the various documents. In two of 
them (SVMD, s. 23, 61) the name of a building ( 'imiira) is given, but the reason for 
this remains obscure to the present author. In the other two documents (SVMD , s. 
136, 353) Mu~tafa Pa~a's waqf is specified. Mu~tafa Pa~a's name is also found in tax 
revenue register entries for Majdal 'Anjar (TT 474, s. 665), leaving some possibility 
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that this may have been a scribe's error. 

34 SVMD, s. 353. 

35 For counting the number of contracts, entries using the word of ma~tu' in syakat 

script are picked up. However, the entry of the village of Tafas on s.83 and those of 

land-leasing on s.94, 101, 154, 334 are excluded even though the word of ma~tu' is 

employed. Entries using the word of tevcih or ta 'yin are also omitted since it is clear 

that they relate to pension payments. 

36 I have been unable to establish the precise location, though it seems likely that it 

was somewhere close to the two villages ofjaramana and Bayt Sa}:iam. In TT474, 

s. 231 it is referred to as a village rather than a mezra 'a, and as a piece of land con

stituting both waqf and milk. As such it was subject to the following taxes on waqf 

and milk income: the 'ushr, levied on their agricultural products except those of the 

two holy cities and the Umayyad Mosque, goat tax (resm-i ma 'z), the bee-keeping 

tax (resm-i na~l), the marriage tax (resm-i 'arus), and miscellaneous taxes (bad-z hava). 

3 7 In deciding whether specific dates refer to calendar years or fiscal years, I have fol

lowed the policy of assuming the latter in cases where the word vacib appears be

fore the year. In cases where the word ma~ul is used there is a degree of ambiguity, 

but I have not assumed that these are references to fiscal years. 

38 In this register, poll tax payments extracted from non-Muslims are called 

jawali/cevali, and recipients of pensions derived from those payments are called 

jawali-horan (SVMD, s. 61, 314, 342). This nomenclature was used in Tripoli 

Province and in Jerusalem District. See Rhoads Murphey, Regional Structure in the 

Ottoman Economy: A Sultanic Memorandum of 7636 A.D. concerning the Sources and Uses of 

the Ta.xfarm Revenues of Anatolia and the Coastal and Northern Portions of Syria, 

Wiesbaden, 1987, pp . 194-195; also Oded Peri, Christianity under Islam injerusalem: 

the Question of the Holy Sites in Early Ottoman Times, Leiden, 2001, pp. 191-192. 

39 SVMD, s. 16. In this document, and another that I will discuss later (s. 224), 

Taltiyata is described as a village rather than a sub-village or mezra 'a. 

40 SVMD, s. 121. 
41 SVMD, s. 127, 132, 175. In this period two persons called Qasim and 'Uthman 

Nu}:i al-Din were appointed by the financial department of Damascus. An imperial 

order recognizing their right to receive stipends out of the revenue from the village 

ofJ aramana and its associated sub-villages was issued on the 21st day of the month 

of Rajab, 1032, and this document is recorded in the register (SVMD, s. 261 ). This 

may also have influenced the contract of Shaykh 'Ali and Najm al-Din. 

42 SVMD, s. 126. A second tax-collecting document, concluded by Najm al-Din the 

same day, is recorded on the same page. 

43 Najm al-Din's pension, stated here as 20 akfe a day, is given in the siyakat script part 

of the document as 10 para, from which we may conclude that one para was worth 

two akre at the time. Since the altzn was worth 96 para (7 5 altzn being worth 7,200 

para), it ought to be possible simply to double that figure to give a rate of 192 akre 

to the altzn. However, elsewhere in the register the altzn is computed against the 

akre at 1:120 (s. 92, 99,163,204), and at 1:160 (s. 41,201). There is even one entry 

(s. 74) where the rate seems to be 1:80. 

44 The entry in siyakat script from "gayr az nzsfz mezra 'a ... " is unnaturally positioned 
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within the document, and there is a strong possibility that it was a later addition. 
45 SVMD, s. 224.Judging from TT 474, s. 212-214,Jaramana was classified as a vil

lage, yet does not seem to have been subject to 'ushr on agricultural products. Only 
the sub-villages (mezra 'a) whose revenues constitutes waqf or milk income were sub
ject to 'ushr. 

46 In the Ottoman Empire, taxation rights generating a certain level of income would 
be paid to an individual in consideration of military services, and the taxable 
amount would be stated in terms of a silver coin, the akr;e. Taxation rights up to 
19,999 akr;e were called timar, and those from 20,000 to 99,999 akr;e, 'ze'amet.' In 
the case of senior officials (beylerbeyi and sanca*beyi) in charge of the military and 
policing affairs of a province or district, taxation rights were granted in considera
tion of administrative responsibility rather than military service, and these person
ages received taxation rights called hi4, worth 100,000 akr;e and above. 

47 SVMD, s. 39. 
48 We may conjecture that this person was the same Ghazanfar Aga who served as 

Jf.apz Agasz, chief white eunuch at the courts of Sultan Salim II, Murad III, and 
Mu}:iammad III. 

49 Actually the figure stated in the contract is 9,300 akr;e. However, since it clearly 
refers to 'triple' (ur; yazu) the previous amount of 3,300 akr;e, and since the other 
contract (s. 104) stipulates 9,900 akr;e, I have taken the liberty of correcting the fig
ure. 

50 According to TT 474, s. 523 the total income receivable from this village was 
13,000 akr;e. This was divided into eight parts, of which one part was waqfincome 
for the 'Izziya Madrasa. In this tax revenue register, seven of the eight portions are 
listed as waqf income of several parties, with the one remaining portion (~iJJe) be
ing defined not as ze'amet but as hZi!f income, payable to the provincial governor 
(beylerbeyi) and worth 3,300 akr;e. 

51 SVMD, s. 104. 
52 The Asara waqf is thought to have been established at the time of the Crusades, in 

order to free Muslim prisoners of war. 
53 According to TT 474, s. 523, the total area of cultivable land owned by the village 

was 13 faddan. The faddan was a unit of area established in Egypt during the Middle 
Ages, and was equivalent to 6,368 square meters. See Walther Hinz, Jsl,a,mische 
Masse und Gewichte, Leiden/Koln, 1970, S. 65. On the usage of faddan, see also 
Margaret L. Venzke, "The Ottoman Tahrir Defterleri and Agricultural 
Productivity," OsmanlzAra~tzrmalarz, 17 (1997), pp. 15-16 n25. 

54 SVMD, s. 269, 312, 360, 369. The document on s. 312 establishes a certain per
son's entitlement to a pension of 6 akr;e (3 para) a day; the one ons. 360 establishes 
a pension of 70 akr;e a day, and the one ons. 369 a pension of 30 akr;e a day 

55 Materials relating to this organization may also be found in the Record of imperial 
orders (Mtihimme Defteri (MD)). See MD5, no.508, 519, MD12, no. 867. T. C. 
Ba"bakanhk Devlet Ar,;ivleri Genel Mtidtirltigil Osmanh Ar"ivi Daire Ba,;kanhg1 
(OADB), 5 numarah Mtihimme Defteri (973/ 1565-1566), tipk1bas1m, Ankara, 
1994. OADB, 12 numarah Mtihimme Defteri (978-979/ 1570-1572), tipk1bas1m, 
Ankara, 1996. Faroqhi also discusses this organization. See Suraiya Faroqhi, 
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Pilgrims & Sultans: The Hajj under the Ottomans 7577-7683, London, 1994, p. 49. The 

tax farm register refers to people in charge of this service purchasing camels in the 

market (SVMD, s. 239). 
56 SVMD, s. 199, 206. 
57 SVMD, s. 296. 
58 SVMD, s. 321. 
59 SVMD, s. 329, 333. 
60 Katib <;elebi, Fezleke, (A. H. 1287) Cild 2, s. 139-140. 

61 SVMD, s. 348. 
62 The register actually gives a figure of 6 akr;e, but judging from context I believe this 

was a scribe's error. 

63 SVMD, s. 295, 329. 
64 Outside the district of Damascus we find 16 village-based contracts in the register 

that use the akr;e, at least in some places, as a unit of account for purposes other 

than to express the value of pensions (SVMD, s. 27, 74, 80, 81, 88, 89, 92, 99, 106, 

162, 165, 179, 248). Within Damascus District we find 13 such contracts: the two 

relating to Subayna al-Gharbiya (s. 39, 104) and the four relating to Zibdin (s. 199, 

206, 256, 348) are cited in my case studies. Others may be found ons. 17, 21, 37, 

188, 204, 277 and 365. There are also some documents other than those relating 

to individual village contracts that use the akr;e as a unit of account (s. 41, 94, 124, 

160, 188). 
65 The exchange rates of these coins varied. The altzn was exchanged against the para 

at 1:80 (SVMD, s. 118, 189, 353), at 1:95 (s. 17 5) and at 1:96 (s. 96, 126, 270). The 

para was exchanged against the akr;e at 1: 1.5 (s. 162, 188) or at 1:2 (s. 46, 89, 126). 

The guru§ was exchanged against the para at 1 :53 (s. 346) or 1 :60 (s. 283, 312, 320). 

The altzn was exchanged against the guru§ at 1: 1.5 (s. 299) or at 1: 1.6 (s. 60, 104, 

129, 157, 158, 200, 201, 283, 299, 328, 359, 364). The guru§ is sometimes written 

as the esedz guru§ ( a Dutch silver coin), but more frequently simply as guru§. 

66 Five are from Iqlim al-Zabib Sub-district (s. 63, 102, 127, 190, 213). There is one 

from the I:Iawran ~aia (s. 176), two from Nabulus District (s. 13, 25), and two from 

the districts of Hama and I:Iim~, both outside Damascus Province (s. 225, 325). 

The document ons. 341 relating to Jerusalem District may also fall into this cate

gory. 
67 SVMD, s. 190. 
68 SVMD, s. 65, 66. 
69 Consider for example the case ofFa<;ll Allah and his son. SVMD, s. 19,101,304. 

70 As we saw in the case of Subayna al-Gharbiya village, there were also cases where 

the residents of a village could be given put in charge of tax-collecting. 

71 In the account registers for Damascus Province, there are revenue items represent

ing the total value of a number of impounded ze 'amet. Speaking merely from my 

own inquiries, there appear to be no such entries in MAD 4928 (1004/1595), but 

they start to appear in MAD 933 (1015-16/1607) (s. 96), and may also be found in 

MAD 880 (1021-23/1612-14) (s. 3), 1308 (1029-30/1620-21) (s. 4), 1286 

(1031-32/1622-23) (s. 4, 60), 1290 (1039-41/1629-31) (s . 4), 4985 (1045-46/ 

1635- 1636) (s. 4, 72), 927 (1047/1635-36) (s. 6). I have not yet been able to con-
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firm the point for MAD 2520 ( 1005/1596-97) or 5689 ( 1006-7 /1598-99) but plan 
to do so. The question of when exactly the former ze'amet mentioned in the tax 
farm register were impounded is another matter for further research. 

72 SVMD, s. 3, 69, 154. 
73 In the I:Iawran ~aiii and in Tadmur, the provincial government paid special atten

tion to relations with nomadic groups under their jurisdiction, so that these areas 
were roughly halfway between those where the Ottoman provincial govei,-nment 
wielded power directly and those that were governed through the authority of lo
cal notables. The importance of the I:Iawran ~aiii in connection with pilgrimage 
routes is clear enough from the existence of tax farming contracts for villages in 
the vicinity of Muzayrib, such as 'fafas, Shamskin (Shaykh Miskin), I:Iabra~ etc. 
Concerning the locations of these villages, see Dussad, op. cit., Carte I (D-3), II (A-
2). 

74 Murphey, op. cit., pp. 6-7, 10-13, 22-27, 68-69. The Aleppo Fiscal Region is a 
term I have invented myself, because the tax-raising authority of the director of fi
nancial department of Aleppo went beyond the borders of Aleppo Province to in
clude Adana, 'Ayntab, Marash and Malatya. On this taxation district, see 
SHIMIZU Yasuhisa, "Ottoman Provincial Fiscal Administration in the Late 
Sixteenth Century: The Case of Aleppo," in The Toyo Gakuho 85-1 (2003), p. 27 (in 
Japanese). In 'Ayntab and Malatya, a special post was created for an official called 
the voyvoda, probably because a new tax-collecting body had been created in the 
Aleppo Fiscal Region, leading to further sub-division of Lax-gathering duties. 

7 5 Erol Ozvar, Osmanlz maliyesinde malikane uygulamasz, istanbul, 2003, s. 34, 99, 
103-104, 115, 121, 127-128, 133, 147-148, 152-153; KIYOTAKI Keiko, "The 
Practice of Tax Farming in the Province of Baghdad in the 1830s," in Colin Imber 
and Kiyotaki Keiko eds., Frontiers of Ottoman Studies: State, Province, and the West, vol. 
l,London,2005,pp. 96-100. 

(Research Assistant, The Toyo Bunko) 
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The Importance of the Tax Farn1 Register 
for the Study of Damascus City 

OKAWARA Tomoki 

The purpose of this paper is to describe how the "Tax Farm Register of 
Damascus Province (Sham Vilayeti Mukataa Defteri)" (SVMD) is important for the 
study of economic activities in Damascus City in the Ottoman period. As is 
well known, studies in this field had been enveloped in a dense fog until pio
neers such as b. L. Barkan, R. Mantran,J. Sauvaget, A-K. Rafeq, M.A. Bakhit, 
and others made a breakthrough by their use of Ottoman primary sources, in
cluding Acts (Kanunnameler), Tax Revenue Registers (Tapu Tahrir Defterleri), 
Islamic Court Records ($eriye Sicilleri), and so forth. Their efforts resulted in 
many important accomplishments. 1 

Nonetheless, some issues remain. For example, how did the fiscal system 
of Damascus Province change and develop during the Ottoman period? 
Specifically, many Ottomanists agree that the one hundred years following the 
end of the sixteenth century were a phase of fundamental change for the 
Ottoman state system. This change began in the military and tax systems and 
then extended to all aspects of the Ottoman societies. However, its process has 
not yet been clearly understood. We expect that study of SVMD, covering the 
first half of the seventeenth century, can solve the question efficiently, at least 
for Damascus Province. Here, we focus on the tax farm in Damascus City, be
cause we must look more carefully into how the public and private economic 
sectors were arranged for the tax system, how they changed and developed, 
and how their share was divided among various political powers. This paper is 
a trial to outline the fiscal system of Ottoman Damascus during the pre-modern 
period, and to fill up some spaces in the puzzle. 

1. The Tax System in Damascus City in the Ottoman Period 

1.1 Transition from Mamluks to Ottomans 
In general, the administrative and fiscal structure of Ottoman Syria experi

enced various stages in each century. The sixteenth century was the first stage, 
during which "Ottomanization" was established. In the fiscal system, this 
process was complex. At first, the old Mamluk practice seems to have contin-
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ued to some extent, and then, after the Ghazali's rebellion, the survey was con

ducted by Nuh al-Rumi, the defterdar (the head of provincial finance adminis

tration) and the terrain divided into state domain, timar, waqf, and the privately 

owned lands. After the survey, the three provinces of Damascus, Aleppo, and 

Tripoli were coalesced into one fiscal unit until 97 5/1567, at which time the 

treasury of Damascus Province was separated from Aleppo. 2 According to the 

defterdar's account book of 990-991/ 1583-1584, revenue of the treasury of 

Damascus Province was as follows: 

1- uncollected revenue of the former defterdar ........................ 254,168 para 

2- revenue related to succession to property (bayt al-miil al-khii~~ wa al-'iimm) 

......... .. ....... ....... ... , .................................................................... 860,184 para 

3- extraordinary taxes ( 'awiirief,) of the provinces of Damascus and Tripoli 

.......... ..... ....... ........... .......... ........ ......... .. ...... .......................... 1,006,652 para 

4- ordinary taxes ..... .......... ... .... ........... ......... ..... ... .................. 19,889,704 para 

Total .... ........ ..... .... .............. ...... .... ............................... .... ....... 22,010,708 para 

Within the fourth category, revenue from mukataa occupies about two-

thirds of the total (13,021,884 para).3 This shows how mukataa units were im

portant for the Ottoman fiscal system in Syria. In the seventeenth century, or 

even earlier, most of the revenue of the Damascus District was disbursed local

ly, large sums of tax revenue being disbursed for the pilgrimage to Mecca 

rather than sent to the central government. Indeed, among the expenditures of 

the Damascus Province treasury were salaries for the Janissary corps of 

Damascus or garrisons stationed at fortresses along the pilgrimage route, and 

thus the expenditures related to the pilgrimage were many.4 

1.2 The Tax Farm System inside Damascus City 

How can we understand the tax farm system inside Damascus City? First, 

we should distinguish which mukataa units can be classified as "inside 

Damascus City," because the Ottoman fiscal registers do not clearly classify be

tween inside and outside.5 Here, we took note of the term "in Damascus itself 

(der nefs-i Sham)" in the Ottoman fiscal register, and as a datum we chose the reg

ister recording a list of mukataa between 997-1003/ 1588-1594.6 We classified 

the first twelve mukataa units as "inside Damascus City" and excluded others. 7 

However, these mukataas are themselves often composed of multiple 

mukataas, so we distinguish twenty-two units, as follows: Original item number

and (sub number), distinguished 

1- mukataa of (1) market supervision tax (ihtisab) of Damascus and 

Salihiya, (2) weighing cereal (kapan-z bac-z bazar-z galle), (3) house for 

cannabis (ha$i$hane), and (4) slave market tax (bac-z esra) 
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2- mukataa of (5) sheep market dues (bac-z bazar-z agnam), (6) silk scales (resm
i mizan-z harir), and (7) customs (giimriik) 

3- mukataa of (8) mint of gold, siiver and new copper coins (dariiddarb-z ze
heb ve nukre ve fils-i cedid), and (9) money exchange (sarrafiyeha-i Sham) 

4- mukataa of (10) horse market dues (bac-z bazar-z esb), and (11) horsedeai
er's dues (adet-i giidiiciiyan ve tevabiha) 

5- mukataa of (12) dye-house tax (boyahane), and (13) stamp tax on fabric 
(rusum-z damga-i akmi$e-i miitenevvia) 

6- mukataa of (14) storehouse for sheep heads and trotters (ba$hane) 
7- mukataa of (15) half the criers' fees for thejaqmaq market (nzsfzdellaliye-i 

suk-zJaqmaq) 
8- mukataa of (16) defense fees of the Sharqi gate (bevvabiye-i bab-z Sharqi), 

and ( 17) the fees for the gatekeepers of Damascus ( bevvaban-z sur-z medine-i 
Sham) 

9- mukataa of (18) fees for the Ghazali's public bath (hammam-z Gazali) 
10- mukataa of ( 19) fees for the mill inside Damascus Citadel (tahun-z en

derun-z kale-i Sham) 
11- mukataa of (20) birdmarket dues (diikkanutteyr), and (21) fishing dues 

(seyd-i semek ve tevabiha) 
12- mukataa of (22) rent fees of state estate in Damascus (ihtikar-z buyut ve 

bustan-z sultan ve tevabiha der nefs-i Sham) 
As shown above, mukataa units levied on Damascus City were composed 

chiefly of taxes levied on commercial facilities such as public bath, market, 
mint, mill, or state estate, protection and so on.8 How important was the 
mukataa system inside Damascus City? Since the beginning of Ottoman rule, of 
the total revenue collected from Damascus District (12,657,665 ak<;:e), more 
than one-fourth (3,478,390 ak<;:e) was from taxes levied on Damascus City. All 
were classified as specific mukataa units.9 

In comparing mukataa units in the 1590s with tax items listed in the 1520s, 
some points are observed. First, some items such as (9)(11)(13)(15)(16)(17)(19) 
do not seem to exist, probably because some items, for example (9)(13)(16)(17), 
were newly created and some were included in others. On the other hand, . 
some items listed in the 1520s do not exist in the 1590s. For example, in 
977/1569 the mukataa of wine (khamr) was abolished to commemorate the ac
cession of Sultan Selim II, 10 and others, except fruit market dues (khan al-laymun 
wa dar al-battzkh), already did not exist in a list of mukataas farmed out during 
the interval 968-974/1560-1567.11 

vVe can then look at mukataa units abstracted from SVMD and compare 
them with tax items listed in the 1590s. We can acknowledge some firm conti-
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nuity between the same tax items, that is, (1)(2)(3)(4)(5)(6)(7)(8)(10)(11)(13)(14) 

(16)(18)(20)(21)(22), 12 at the end of the sixteenth century and during the first 

half of the seventeenth century. We also find some tax items added. Of these, 

some seem to have been newly introduced in the Ottoman Empire or recog

nized as tax items only recently, 13 because new"commodities such as coffee, na

tive to Ethiopia, or the tobacco of America, appear to need time to become new 

mukataa units. Sometimes a tax item seems to have been separated from exist

ing tax items; for example, the office of clerk (kitabet) and the office of money 

exchange (sarrafiye) of the horse market were separated from the market tax 

farming. 14 We can therefore assume that the mukataa tax unit can be divided in 

flexibility. Although we cannnot understand the reason for it, it might be for 

revenue-raising for the central government or compensation money for salary. 

As a mukataa unit could be farmed out by partnership, such a separation did 

not greatly benefit the tax farmer. Such a situation continued to the nineteenth 

century when the Ottoman Empire begun reform in all possible aspects: politi

cal, financial, economic, and social. 

2. The Tax Farm and "Politics of Factions": 

The Janissary Corps of Damascus 

2.1 "Politics of Factions" 

As already well known, there is a close connection between the develop

ment of the tax farm system and the rise of "politics of factions" and local nota

bles (ayan). Damascus was no exception. In this city, politics appeared as al

liances and conflicts between high officials related to the central government, 

such as provincial governor (vali), chief judge (kadi), defterdar, and so on, as 

well as armed forces such as the Janissary corps and mercenary troops. 

The importance of the Janissary corps of Damascus derived from some 

special reasons, the most significant of which is that the corps was the most pre

ponderant armed force in Damascus City. Damascus was the departure point of 

the annual pilgrimage to Mecca, and the Janissary corps of Damascus was given 

the task of defending it. They were stationed not only at Damascus Citadel, but 

also at fortresses along the pilgrimage route from Damascus to Mecca. In addi

tion, from the second half of the sixteenth century to the first half of the seven

teenth century they were actively engaged in the Ottoman-Safavid war. After 

the end of the sixteenth century, they did even more on the tax farming in not 

only Damascus Province, but also Aleppo Province. From another viewpoint, 

the Janissary corps and Damascene people have some connection by means of 

guild cooperation, commercial partnerships, and the like. 
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The first prominent clash between Janissaries stationed at Damascus 
Citadel (Qabiqul, Kapzku0 and local Janissaries stationed at fortresses outside 
Damascus (Yerliya, Yerlii Yenir;eriyan), observed in the middle of the seventeenth 
century in Damascene chronicles, was caused by the grand vizier Kopriilii 
Mehmed Pasha, who accelerated "politics of factions" in Ottoman history. 15 

Since then, until 1826, when the Janissary corps was abolished throughout the 
Empire, conflict and the alliance of various political factions, such as vali, kadi, 
deferdar, Qabiqul, Yerliya, and other mercenary troops, overflowed in the his
tory of Damascus. 

2.2 The Janissary Corps and the Tax Farm of Damascus City 
Already, at the end of the sixteenth century, local elements were entering 

into the Janissary corps despite Imperial orders prohibiting such an entry. 
There was a strong tie between the Janissary corps and craft and trade guilds. 
Janissaries were engaged in banking, trading of horses, and silk; they also pos
sessed farms, orchards, shops, public baths, houses, slaves, and other proper
ties. Since the end of the sixteenth century, some Janissaries had been granted 
tax farms as collateral for tax collection. As a result, the Janissaries of Damascus 
became the most powerful political faction in the city. The above-mentioned in
troduction of a new Qabiqul in the middle of the seventeenth century can be 
understood as a counterbalance of political factions in the city. 16 

According to previous studies, the Janissary corps came to control the 
economy of Damascus City, but the process by which this came to be has not 
been well studied; previous studies gave as a reason the important role 
Damascene Janissaries played not only in military, but also in administrative, 
political, and economic spheres. 17 Darling and Shimizu made the significant 
suggestion that some vehicles enabled important military-administrative offi
cials to control the tax farm. To illustrate, Darling notes that the Damascus 
stamp tax on cloth was for payment of wages of the city's garrison, and the 
mukataa was increased after negotiation among interested parties. 18 As such 
cases are also found in SVMD, some tax items seem to have been granted to 
Janissaries as salary. 19 Shimizu pointed out that Qabiquls of Damascus and 
Aleppo were employed by the fiscal office of Aleppo Province for tax collec
tion itself. 20 Accordingly, many revenues from the tax farming were also spent 
for the Janissary corps. 

By using SVMD, we can estimate how Janissaries obtained tax farming in 
Damascus City. For example, among 632 data21 recorded in SVMD, we can 
find at least lGS data containing the names of Janissary members (26.1%), and 
among 184 data related to the tax farming inside Damascus City, at least 47 da-
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ta containing such names (28.5%). The process by which Janissaries obtained 

tax farming is quite complicated, however, because tax farm units were actually 

transmitted from one political faction to another every few years, in some cases 

within only a few months. For example, one of the most important mukataas in 

Damascus, the market supervision tax of Damascus and Salihiya, was farmed 

by Darwish Agha, commander of the Janissary corps of Damascus starting in 

1626 August for the term of a half year; his contract was renewed in 1628 

March for a term of one year because he managed the tax collection efficiently 

and established a good relationship (hiisn-i muamele) with marketers. Just four 

months after the renewal, however, without any reason given, the tax was 

farmed by 'Abdulkarim, a Sipahi, and after five months it was granted to yelik 

Muhammad Agha, a Sipahi. A similar pattern was observed from 1630 April to 

1631 March, involving five tax farmers. 22 

Such frequent transfer of the tax farming from one person to another re

sulted from specific reasons. First, the tax was farmed through auction, so bid

ders could access the tax farm by raising their bids or adding new conditions. 

Indeed, in this case the tax farm was increased from 6000 kuru~ to 9240 kuru~ 

during a ten-year period, even though the continuing currency inflation should 

be considered. Second, to hold a tax farming unit, ordinarily one got the rec

ommendation of some high-ranking person. In many cases, provincial gover

nors intervened in the appointment of tax farmers. For example, in 1633 July, a 

man (mertf) of the vali Ahmed Pasha farmed the market supervision tax for 7200 

kuru~, which was cheaper than before (9240 kuru~)- Third, sometimes the tax 

was farmed by way of emanet, a direct tax collection assignment by a govern

ment agent (emin). Such cases were often observed, in which bidders on the 

mukataa offered less than the government's expectation, or no bidder ap

peared for the bidding. 23 For example, a Janissary, Ibrahim oglu Muhammad, 

who farmed the market supervision tax of Damascus and Salihiya, was sent to 

prison in 1621 because of his clumsy management; after the collection of his 

obligatory right by emanet, new bidding opened, but no one appeared to farm it. 

So, this tax farming was granted to him again, for a term of three years. 24 

The Janissary corps therefore did not control the tax farming in Damascus 

City firmly and continuously. However, some tax farming was apparently con

centrated in the hands of Janissaries: special mukataas recording a Janissary 

member as tax farmer were observed in SVMD. These were defense fees of the 

Tuma gate (bevvabiye-i bab-z Tuma) 25 (occupying over 75% of all relevant data); 

cotton market dues (bac-z bazar-z kutn),26 defense fees of the Sharqi gate27 (each 

item occupying 50-7 5%); coffee tax (resm-i kahve-i bun),28 slave market tax, 29 

weighing cereal,30 commercial building tax (kapan-z han), 31 tax on house for 
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cannabis,32 market supervision tax of Damascus and Salihiya,33 stamp tax on 
fabric and the crier's fees (resm-i simsariye),34 rent fees of state estate (muhakere), 35 

sheep market dues36 (each occupying 25-50%); storehouse for sheep heads and 
trotters, 37 the clerk fees of the market supervision tax of Damascus and 
Salihiya,38 tax on water rights (muJiddiye-i enhar), 39 horse market dues and 
horsedealer's dues,40 mint of gold, silver, and copper coins,41 half the criers' 
fees for theJaqmaq market, 42 and silk scales43 (each occupying less than 25%). 

Almost the above-mentioned taxes had become important revenues for 
the Janissary corps at the beginning of the eighteenth century, because the 
source for local Damascus Janissaries' pay in 1706 (52,327 kuru~) consists 
chiefly of tax farms, such as coffeehouses of Damascus and its dependencies, 
market supervision tax, silk scales, coffee tax, sheep market dues, horse market 
dues, half the criers' fees for the J aqmaq market, heads of household tax, extra
ordinary taxes of Damascus, extraordinary taxes of Gaza-Ramla and Lajjun, 
coffee tax of the Maydan quarter of Damascus, tobacco customs tax farm, and 
tax farm on quarterly payments on tobacco. 44 

These revenue sources were continuously in their hands until the abolition 
of the Janissary corps in 1826. Local Damascus Janissaries added further rev
enue sources such as tax farm of inspection of a commercial building, tax farm 
of donkey market dues (sukulhimar), tax farm of Barr Ilyas village in the Beqaa 
valley, and others. At the abolition, their total revenue had reached 171,683.5 
kuru~. 45 These findings demonstrate how the Janissary corps was dependent on 
revenue sources inside Damascus City. After abolition, these revenue sources 
were immediately confiscated by the central government and granted to the 
new garrison of Damascus Citadel and the management of the annual pilgrim
age to Mecca. 

The history of the tax farm in Ottoman Damascus is reasonably superim
posed on the history of Janissary revenue sources in Damascus. We should 
therefore continue the study of SVMD, abstracting from it to whom tax farming 
inside Damascus City was granted in the first half of the seventeenth century. 
By so doing, we can better understand the Janissary corps's actual process of 
tax farming control in Damascus City. 

Concluding Remarks 

At the beginning of Ottoman rule, the Ottomans tried to intervene in eco
nomic activities in Damascus City and control them, much as the Mamluks had 
done. Beginning in the second half of the sixteenth century, however, a so
called "Ottoman financial system" was established, by way of the tax farming 



60 OKA W ARA, The Importance of the Tax Farm Register for the Study of Damascus City 

system. In Ottoman Damascus, during the seventeenth century especially, the 

Janissary corps formed strong political factions based in Damascus City and its 

countryside. Tax farming inside Damascus was not drastically changed until the 

nineteenth century, although sometimes a new item was introduced and some

times another was abolished. SVMD records the heyday of tax farming, by 

which we mean, when it was well controlled by central government. We are 

completely convinced that SVMD is the most important document for the 

study of Damascus City from social, economic, and political perspectives. 

* We sincerely appreciate all good offices of SHIMIZU Yasuhisa who edit

ed the text of SVMD and constructed its database carefully. 
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39 SVMD s. 141, 340-341/49, 153,282,290,301 (2data), 311,318, 334-335, 343. 

40 SVMD s. 18-19, 129, 220/1, 79, 83, 92 (2data), 125, 129, 176, 214, 233, 239, 288 

(2data), 338, 339, 343. 
41 SVMD s. 90/105, 140, 320, 323. 

42 SVMD s. 330/31 (2data), 41 (2data), 218, 368. 

43 SVMD s. 336/8, 8-9, 60, 240-241 (2data), 247, 326, 344. 

44 These tax revenues were spent for local Damascus Janissaries' pay in 1706. Karl 

Barbir, Ottoman Rule in Damascus, 1708-1758, Princeton, 1980, p. 183. 

45 BOA, Hatt-1 Hilmayun Tasnifi (HAT), 34919. Another 16, 311 kuru~ of stamp tax 

on fabric was distributed to a garrison stationed at Damascus Citadel. Markaz al

Watha'iq al-Tarikhiya bi-Dimashq (MWT), al-Awamir al-$ultaniya (AS), Dimashq, 

3, no.112. More precise information about the revenue ofjanissaries of Damascus 

at the time of the abolition, see Okawara, "The Abolition of Janissaries and the 

Military Reform of the Ottoman Empire: A Case of Damascus," The Toyo Gakuho, 

78-3 (1996), pp. 027-059 (inJapanese). 
(Associate Professor, Tohoku University) 
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