
The Chief Eunuch of the
Ottoman Harem
From African Slave to Power-Broker

Eunuchs were a common feature of pre- and early modern societies that are 
now poorly understood. Here, Jane Hathaway offers an in-depth study of 
the chief of the African eunuchs who guarded the harem of the Ottoman 
Empire. A wide range of primary sources are used to analyze the Chief 
Eunuch’s origins in East Africa and his political, economic, and religious 
role from the inception of his office in the late sixteenth century through 
the dismantling of the palace harem in the early twentieth century. 
Hathaway highlights the origins of the institution and how the role of 
eunuchs developed in East Africa, as well as exploring the Chief Eunuch’s 
connections to Egypt and Medina. By tracing the evolution of the office, we 
see how the Chief Eunuch’s functions changed in response to 
transformations in Ottoman society, from the generalized crisis of the 
seventeenth century to the westernizing reforms of the nineteenth century.
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1. Introduction to the Chief Harem Eunuch; 2. The African Connection; 3. Arrangement in 
black and white: eunuchs in the Ottoman Palace; 4. The creation of the office of Chief 
Harem Eunuch and the career of Habeshi Mehmed Agha; 5. The crisis years of the 
seventeenth century; 6. Yusuf Agha and the Köprülü reforms; 7. A new paradigm: El-Hajj 
Beshir Agha and his successors; 8. Exile and the Kingdom: the Chief Harem Eunuch and 
Egypt; 9. The Chief Harem Eunuch and Ottoman religious and intellectual life; 10. 
Reformed out of existence: the dénouement of the Chief Harem Eunuch; 11. Memorializing 
the Chief Harem Eunuch; 12. Conclusion.
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‘Building on an impressive body of work on 
Ottoman Egypt and the Arab lands, and on the 
formidable early eighteenth-century Chief Harem 
Eunuch el-Hajj Be ir Agha, Jane Hathaway 
focuses here on the careers of these eunuchs and 
how the office evolved over time. She deftly brings 
her subjects out of the shadows to reveal the 
geographic and functional reach of their interests, 
which oscillated between the poles of Istanbul and 
Cairo, but also extended from guardianship of the 
Prophet's tomb to protection of the grain trade on 
the Danube. Hathaway has written a work with a 
strong narrative thread that is at once scholarly and 
accessible. Her careful research allows the Chief 
Harem Eunuchs to take their place in the 
constellation of Ottoman power and demonstrates 
that, as she writes,'the imperial household could 
not function without eunuchs, and vice versa'.' 
Caroline Finkel, 
author of Osman's Dream: The Story of the 
Ottoman Empire
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