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Abstract:
This presentation deals with Ottoman politics of justice towards European merchants in the Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. By focusing on the sultan’s own court (the Imperial Council, divan-ı hümayun) and on the Venetian merchants, it illustrates how Ottoman commercial and political interests affected the production and application of Islamic law (Sharia) for European merchants in Ottoman courts. In order to promote Venetian trade, Ottoman political and legal authorities introduced new norms and procedures in commercial and criminal disputes between Venetian and Ottoman subjects, and they promoted settlements in favor of Venetian merchants. Such politics of justice, I argue, demonstrate the dynamism of the Ottoman legal system in a period of global commercial development and the strong commitment of Ottoman authorities towards regulating and promoting international trade.  Overall, this presentation shows the fallacy of widely held-views of pre-modern Islamic legal and economic systems as unchanging before the Europeanizing reforms of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and of Ottoman passivity and anti-mercantile attitudes towards long-distance trade.
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