
Lesson

5
MAIN IDEAS

 Government The Ottoman Empire had an 
efficient government and legal system for much 
of its history.

 Government The Ottomans controlled a vast 
empire that included parts of Africa, Asia, and 
Europe.

 Culture Conquered peoples, women, and 
slaves had a remarkable degree of freedom.

TAKING NOTES

Reading Skill: Finding Main Ideas
A main idea is usually followed by sentences that 
support it. For each of the numbered main ideas 
above, list at least one sentence that supports it in 
a chart like the one below.

▲ Suleyman’s Court This 
Ottoman painting shows 
Suleyman in his court with 
two European prisoners 
who are being brought 
before him. Suleyman ruled 
the Ottoman Empire at the 
height of its power.Skillbuilder Handbook, page R2

 Main Idea Supporting Sentence
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Framework Islam spread to the 
area known today as Turkey, where, 
in the fourteenth century, the 
Ottoman Turks began gradually 
to absorb other Turkish tribes and 
to establish control over most of 
Asia Minor. In 1453 they captured 
Constantinople, the seat of the 
Byzantine Empire, and expanded 

into Christian Europe until nearly 
1700. In studying the social 
structure of the Ottoman Empire, 
students should give attention to 
the role of women; the privileges of 
its conquered peoples; slavery; the 
political system; and the legal code.

HI 1 Students explain the central 
issues and problems from the past, 
placing people and events in a 
matrix of time and place.



The Ottoman 
Empire
Build on What You Know In Lesson 2, you read about 
the Seljuk Turks who fought the Crusaders. In the 1300s, a new 
Turkish group rose to become even more powerful.

An Emerging Power
 ESSENTIAL QUESTION How did the Ottomans structure their empire?

After the Crusades, Mongol warriors conquered the Seljuks. 
However, a new Turkish leader named Osman rose to power.

Osman Founds an Empire In the early 1300s, Osman 
founded the Ottoman Empire in Asia Minor. This is the Asian 
part of present-day Turkey. The name of the empire comes from 
the Arabic form of Osman: Uthman (uth•MAHN). The Ottomans 
would control a vast territory (see the map on page 353).

The sultan was the head of the imperial system. Beneath 
the sultan was an imperial council called the divan. The divan 
advised the sultan. A grand vizier headed the divan and was 
the sultan’s main adviser. Across the empire, military leaders, 
religious authorities, and large estate owners helped run local 
affairs. These layers of government allowed the Ottomans to 
manage and govern their lands effectively.

TERMS & NAMES

Osman

divan

Suleyman I

janissary

The Blue Mosque 
in Istanbul Muslim 
architects built 
elaborate mosques 
in Constantinople 
after the Ottomans 
conquered the 
capital. ▼
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250 500 milesNew Leadership In 1520, Suleyman I (SOO•lay•MAHN) became 
sultan of the empire. Under Suleyman, the Ottomans produced great 
art, architecture, and literature. Because of his achievements people 
often called him “Suleyman the Magnificent.” However, people 
within the empire called him “The Lawgiver” because he organized a 
legal code that would become famous.

The Legal Code As Muslims, the Ottomans followed Islamic law. 
But there were topics not fully covered by Islamic law—criminal law 
and taxation, for example. So the sultans passed laws to address such 
situations. Suleyman organized these laws into a legal code that could 
effectively govern the vast and expanding empire.

Why was Suleyman’s law code important to the Ottomans?

The Empire Expands
 ESSENTIAL QUESTION What regions did the Ottomans expand into?

Ottoman sultans expanded their territory into many different regions 
and made their empire one of the most powerful in the world.

Eastern and Southern Expansion The Ottomans captured 
much of Southwest Asia and northern Africa. This included Syria, 
Arabia, Persia, Palestine, and Egypt. The Ottomans controlled the 
cities of Mecca and Medina—considered the holiest cities of Islam.

End of the Byzantine Empire In 1453, the Ottomans  
conquered the Byzantine capital of Constantinople and brought  
the Byzantine Empire to an end. The Ottomans changed the 
name of Constantinople to Istanbul and made it their own 
capital. By 1525, Suleyman was attacking Hungary and Austria, 
which the powerful Hapsburg dynasty controlled.

The Hapsburgs were a German 
family that ruled much of central 
Europe. They were bitter enemies of 
France. As a result, when Suleyman 
attacked Hapsburg Hungary and 
Austria, France allied with Suleyman. 
In 1529, Suleyman’s armies reached 
the outskirts of Vienna, Austria. But 
Suleyman had to withdraw when he 
could not supply his armies.

How far did the Ottomans 
expand into Europe?

Expansion Through 
Force An Ottoman army 
attacks a city with rifles 
and artillery in this 
14th-century painting. ▼
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Life in the Ottoman Empire
 ESSENTIAL QUESTION What was the Ottoman policy toward Christians?

Many different peoples were able to live in peace under the policies of 
the Ottoman Empire.

Privileges of Conquered Peoples Following Islamic law, the 
Ottomans granted freedom of worship to Christians and Jews living 
within their empire. Christians and Jews were allowed to establish 
their own communities, called millets. As long as residents of millets 
remained loyal and paid their taxes, the sultan allowed them to follow 
their own religions, speak their own languages, and govern themselves.

Slaves The Ottoman rulers developed a system of slave soldiers 
and officials. They enlisted limited numbers of slaves from the people 
they conquered. Some of these slaves filled important positions in the 
Ottoman Empire. Slaves also made up the elite of the Ottoman army 
known as the janissaries. The janissaries and the rest of the Ottoman 
army were highly organized and used advanced gunpowder weapons. 
This helped the Ottomans expand their empire.

GEOGRAPHY SKILLBUILDER
INTERPRETING MAPS
Region What European river ran 
through the Ottoman Empire?

Medieval Europe and the Ottoman Empire • 353



Lesson
Review

Activity 

Homework Helper
ClassZone.com

Women in the Empire The situation of women under Ottoman 
rule depended on their social class and where they lived. However, 
Islamic law gave women the right to own and inherit property, and 
to file for divorce. In the country, women worked with men farming 
and herding. In the cities, women often worked in markets and 
workshops. Women of the sultan’s court received an education, but 
their lives were limited to the palaces. Some court women were very 
powerful, especially the mothers of the sultans. The sultans’ fortunes, 
however, slowly declined over the next three centuries, while powerful 
European monarchies were on the rise.

How were women treated in the Ottoman Empire?

Lesson Summary
• The Ottoman Empire was run by an efficient state 

and legal organization.

• The Ottomans controlled a huge empire.

•  Slaves and women were an active part of society in 
the Ottoman Empire.

Why It Matters Now . . .
The Ottoman Empire was a powerful Muslim state. Today no single 
Muslim government is as powerful as the Ottoman Empire once was.

Terms & Names
1. Explain the importance of

Osman Suleyman I 
divan janissary

Using Your Notes
Finding Main Ideas Use your completed chart to 
answer the following question:
2. What rights did women have in the Ottoman 

Empire? (Framework)

Main Ideas
3. How did Suleyman’s legal code help sultans run 

the Ottoman Empire? (HI 1)
4. On which three continents did the Ottoman 

Empire claim territory? (HI 1)
5. Why did the Ottomans allow Christians and Jews 

to organize into millets? (Framework)

Critical Thinking
6. Forming and Supporting Opinions Why was 

the Ottoman Empire so powerful? (Framework)
7. Making Inferences Why might Christian France 

have helped the Muslim Ottomans in their fight 
against the Christian Hapsburgs? (HI 1)

Making a Map Use the map on page 353 to help you add the geographic boundaries of the 
Ottoman Empire to the world map you drew in Chapter 2.

5 

Main Idea Supporting Sentence
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(Framework)

http://www.classzone.com/books/ms_wh_medieval/
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