
devshirme definition ap world history
Devshirme definition ap world history refers to a historical practice that significantly
influenced the social and political landscape of the Ottoman Empire from the late 14th
century until the 17th century. This system involved the periodic collection of Christian
boys from the empire's European provinces, primarily the Balkans, who were then trained
and converted to Islam to serve in various capacities within the state. The devshirme
system is a crucial topic in AP World History, as it highlights themes of power, cultural
exchange, and the complexities of governance in a multi-ethnic empire.

Understanding the Devshirme System

The devshirme system was not merely a method of recruitment; it was a social and political
institution that allowed the Ottoman Empire to maintain control and foster loyalty among its
subjects. The term "devshirme" translates to "gathering" or "collecting," which aptly
describes the process of gathering boys from their families for service to the Sultan. This
practice can be broken down into several key aspects:

Historical Context

- Origins: The devshirme system emerged as a response to the needs of the expanding
Ottoman Empire. As the empire grew, so did the need for a loyal administrative and military
class that was separate from local power structures.
- Time Period: The practice began in the late 14th century and continued until the 17th
century, evolving throughout its existence.
- Geographical Focus: Primarily, the boys were taken from Christian communities in the
Balkans, regions that were often in conflict with the Ottomans.

Process of Devshirme

The devshirme process involved several steps, each crucial to the transformation of the
selected boys into loyal subjects of the Sultan:

1. Selection: Ottoman officials, often referred to as "collectors," would visit villages to select
boys, typically aged 8 to 18. This selection was often based on physical appearance and
potential for ability.
2. Conversion and Training: Once selected, the boys were taken to the capital, where they
underwent a rigorous process of education and training. They were converted to Islam and
taught the language, culture, and values of the Ottoman Empire.
3. Integration into Society: After their training, the boys were assigned to various roles
within the empire. Many became part of the elite military corps known as the Janissaries,
while others entered administrative roles within the government.



Significance of the Devshirme System

The devshirme system played a critical role in the functioning and stability of the Ottoman
Empire. Its significance can be understood through various lenses:

Cultural Impact

- Cultural Exchange: The devshirme process facilitated a blend of cultures within the
empire. Boys from different regions brought various customs, languages, and practices,
contributing to the rich tapestry of Ottoman society.
- Religious Transformation: The conversion of Christian boys to Islam was a significant
aspect of the system. This not only served to increase the Muslim population but also
created a new class of loyal subjects who were removed from their original communities.

Political Consequences

- Loyalty to the Sultan: The boys who underwent the devshirme process often developed a
deep loyalty to the Ottoman state. Having been raised and trained in the imperial system,
they were more likely to support and defend the Sultan's authority.
- Military Strength: The Janissaries, the elite military unit formed from devshirme recruits,
became one of the most formidable forces in the empire. Their loyalty and training made
them crucial in both domestic and foreign conflicts.

Criticism and Decline of the Devshirme System

While the devshirme system was effective for a considerable period, it was not without its
criticisms and eventual decline.

Criticism of the Practice

- Ethical Concerns: The forced removal of boys from their families raised ethical questions.
Many families suffered significant emotional and social impacts due to the loss of their
children.
- Resistance: Over time, resentment grew among Christian communities, leading to
resistance against the Ottoman authorities. This resistance was fueled by the perceived
injustice of the practice.

Decline of the System

- Changing Military Needs: By the 17th century, the needs of the Ottoman military changed,



leading to a decline in the reliance on the Janissaries and the devshirme system.
- Administrative Reforms: The rise of new administrative practices and the incorporation of
local elites into the military and government diminished the role of the devshirme system.

Conclusion

In summary, the devshirme definition ap world history encapsulates a complex system
that shaped the Ottoman Empire's military, administrative, and cultural landscape. It
reveals the intricate relationships between power, loyalty, and identity within a multi-ethnic
empire. While the practice is often viewed critically today, it is essential to understand its
historical context and the role it played in maintaining the stability and power of the
Ottoman state. Studying the devshirme system provides valuable insights into broader
themes in world history, including the impact of imperialism, the dynamics of cultural
exchange, and the ethical complexities of governance.

By examining the devshirme system, students and historians can better appreciate the
multifaceted nature of Ottoman rule and its lasting implications for contemporary society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the definition of devshirme in the context of AP
World History?
Devshirme refers to the Ottoman Empire's practice of collecting Christian boys from their
families, converting them to Islam, and training them for military or administrative roles.

How did the devshirme system impact the Ottoman
Empire's administration?
The devshirme system provided the Ottoman Empire with a loyal and skilled bureaucratic
and military class, which was crucial for maintaining control over diverse populations.

What were the main criteria for boys to be selected for
devshirme?
Boys selected for devshirme were typically between the ages of 8 and 18, came from
Christian families, and were chosen based on physical appearance and potential.

What was the significance of the devshirme system in
terms of social mobility?
The devshirme system allowed boys from lower social classes to rise to positions of power
within the Ottoman Empire, offering opportunities that would otherwise be unavailable to
them.



How did the devshirme system contribute to the
cultural diversity of the Ottoman Empire?
By integrating boys from various Christian backgrounds into the Islamic state, the
devshirme system contributed to a unique blend of cultures and customs within the
Ottoman society.

What role did the Janissaries play in relation to the
devshirme system?
The Janissaries were elite infantry units formed primarily from boys taken through the
devshirme system, becoming a key military force and symbol of the Ottoman military
prowess.

When did the devshirme system begin and when did it
decline?
The devshirme system began in the late 14th century and gradually declined in the 17th
century as the Ottoman Empire faced military challenges and changes in social structure.

What were the ethical implications of the devshirme
practice?
The devshirme practice raises ethical concerns regarding the forced removal of children
from their families and the coercive conversion to Islam, reflecting the complexities of
imperial governance.

How does the devshirme system illustrate the
intersection of religion and politics in the Ottoman
Empire?
The devshirme system exemplifies how the Ottoman Empire utilized religious conversion as
a political tool to create a loyal military and administrative class while consolidating power
over diverse populations.
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