Chapter 111

THE ROLE OF AMIRAS IN THE OTTOMAN
STATE

It is commonly asserted that amiras held managerial or supervisory
positions in any state institutions and established close connections with the
palace, the central administration and Turkish officialdom. Their presence
was strongly felt in two spheres of the economic life of the empire: finance
and industry. A detailed consideration of the evidence on their infiltration
into these spheres consequently seems both warranted and useful.

As has been established, the relatively rich Armenian would enter into
the profession of sarraf, the Ottoman designation for banker or money-
lender, after amassing a working capital in Istanbul or the provinces. The
great majority of amiras practiced this profession. (See appendix for details.)
Although there were some Jewish and Greek sarrafs, the privilege to
practice the trade, sarraflik, was granted with overwhelming frequency to
Armenians. Western and Armenian contemporary accounts lend support to
the assertion that the profession was dominated by the Armenians.' The
nineteenth century court-historian, vak’aniivis Ahmed Cevdet, names two
prominent Armenian sarrafS and implies that the others too were
predominantly drawn from the same ethnic group.” However, any Ottoman
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