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Preface

The best way to master a subject is to try to teach it. This is a truth |
discovered years ago when, fresh out of university, | was charged with
teaching students barely younger than myself Turkish. Time and again
these students made me realize how little I knew about the intricacies of
the Turkish language. Some 15 years on | rediscovered this truth when
Dr Lester Crook invited me to write the present volume, the primary
purpose of which is to serve as teaching material. Although by then |
had been researching and writing for years on the period of transition
from the Ottoman Empire to the Turkish Republic, again, it made me
realize how much there was | didn’t know and how much there was that
wasn’t known at all. Again, | learned as | wrote. Therefore, if reading
this book is only half as rewarding to you, the reader, as writing it has
been to me, the author, it will have amply served its purpose.

I have always found that in the academic profession many of the most
useful findings are the outcome of informal discussions with one’s
colleagues and students. Their contributions mostly remain anonymous,
since they are submerged into the unconscious, only to reappear as
one’s own bright ideas. Apart from these anonymous contributors, a
synthetic work such as this is, of course, heavily dependent on the
authors of the monographs that have been used in the synthesis. Their
names, and those of their works, are to be found in the bibliographical
survey at the end of the book, which shows the extent of my debt.

A number of people made specific contributions through their
comments on parts of the text: Dick Douwes of the Catholic University
of Nijmegen, Professors Jan Lucassen and Rinus Penninx of the
University of Amsterdam, and Dr William Hale of the School of
Oriental and African Studies at the University of London. Parts of the
book also reflect the work of a number of former students, notably the
MA theses of Nicole van Os, Jacqueline Kuypers and Anneke Voeten.

Dr Lester Crook has contributed greatly to any merits the book may
have by his meticulous and informed reading of, and commenting on,
the text.

The original suggestion for this book came from my dear friend Dr
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Colin Heywood of the School of Oriental and African Studies at the
University of London, who pointed out that there could be a need for a
book such as this 30 years after the publication of Professor Bernard
Lewis’s epochal Emergence of Modern Turkey. | can only hope the
result is somewhat as he expected it to be.

Saskia’s contribution has been much greater than the patience and
forbearance for which wives and partners are usually commended in
prefaces.

Nijmegen/Amsterdam
August 1992



Preface to the Third Edition

Ten years have now passed since | completed the work for the first
edition of Turkey: A Modern History. Apparently, the book answered
an existing demand, because in those ten years it was reprinted five
times (sometimes with alterations), translated into Turkish, Dutch,
Greek, Hebrew and Indonesian and used as a textbook in universities in
several countries. At the same time, during this decade quite a large
number of studies on the history of the late Ottoman Empire and the
Republic of Turkey have appeared. The social, economic and cultural
history of the late empire on the one hand, and contemporary history of
the republic have been areas in which research has developed
particularly strongly. In the first case the impetus has come from the
increased availability of important archival collections. In the second
from the fundamental challenges put to the Kemalist republic by
Kurdish and Islamist movements, as well as by the prospect of
integration with the European Union.

As a result of all this published research a substantially better text-
book on Turkey’s modern history could now be written and rather than
wait until someone else does it, | have tried to do it myself. The main
structure of the book is unaltered, but more than one hundred alterations
and additions have been made. In addition, | have endeavoured to
support the text with references to the sources (although sparingly, in
line with the book’s character as a primer) and enlarged the biblio-
graphical guide.

It makes no sense to try to run oneself breathless in an effort to keep
up with history, but it is worthwhile at regular intervals to try to bridge
the gap between the frontline of historical research and what is avail-
able to the student and general reader in the shape of textbooks. To
achieve this is the ambition of this book.

Of course, the improvements are not the result of additional reading
and research alone. They also reflect the ongoing discussions with
colleagues. Among the many colleagues who have helped me see things
more sharply, | should like to single out — in no particular order —
Aykut Kansu, Mete Tuncay, Zafer Toprak, Bill Hale, Fikret Adanir,
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Hamit Bozarslan, Francois Georgeon, Hilmar Kaiser, Hans Lukas
Kieser, Mehmet Emin Yildirim and Andrew Mango.

A special word of thanks is due to my Ph.D. students, in particular
Nicole van Os, Umut Azak, Ozgir Gokmen, Secil Deren and Ozgiir
Mutlu Ulus. | have learned a lot from their work. | thank Vangelis
Kechriotis, Socrates Petmezas and Yasemin Gonen for their feedback
on the translations into Greek and Turkish, which have improved the
original. Of course, | once more thank Lester Crook for his guidance on
the English text.

Leiden, December 2003



Glossary

Note: this glossary follows Turkish alphabetization.

adab
adalet

alayli
Alevi
alti ok
aman

askeri

agsar
ayan
bab-1 Ali

berat
casus foederi

ciziye
Giftlik
damat

dervish
divan
dokuz umde
dénim
dragoman

evkaf
fetva

fitne

gazi
gecekondu
halk evi

gentlemanly code of conduct and taste

justice; characteristic of a government that remains
within its hudud (g.v.)

officer who has risen from the ranks

adherents of a syncretistic form of Shi’i Islam

‘Six Arrows’; principles of Republican People’s Party
safe conduct under Islamic law enabling non-Muslims
who are not dhimmi (g.v.) to reside in Muslim
countries

member of the arms-bearing, tax-exempt, ruling elite of
the empire, consisting of the sultan’s servants

tithe

provincial notables

‘Sublime Porte’ or ‘Porte’, both the main building
housing the Ottoman government and its collective name
document recognizing someone as subject of a foreign
power, entitled to aman (q.v.)

a case that comes within the provisions of a treaty or that
causes a treaty to become operative

poll tax payable by dhimmis (g.v.)

privately owned farm

son-in-law, a man who has married into the imperial
family

member of a tarikat (q.v.)

imperial council

‘Nine Principles’; 1923 programme of People’s Party
quarter of an acre

translator, especially one in the service of a foreign
embassy

plural of vakif (q.v.)

legal opinion based on gseriat (q.v.)

disorder, rebellion

‘conquering hero’, title for a successful soldier

‘built at night’; squatter dwelling

‘People’s House’; local educational establishment for
disseminating Kemalist message in provincial towns



Xii
halk odasi

harbiye

hatt-i humayun
hatt-i serif
hudud

idadiye
iltizam
imam

janissaries
jurnal

kadi

kadi sicilleri
kéhya
kaime
kanun
kariye
kaymakam
kaza
khedive
mabeyn
medrese
mektep
mektepli
millet

mir

miri
muhassi
mutasarrif
miiftl
milk
mulkiye
nahiye
nizam-i cedid

nizamiye
orf

reaya

redif
reistilkittab
rigdiye
sadrazam
sancak
scribes

serasker

GLOSSARY

‘People’s Room’; same as halk evi, but on a smaller
scale, in villages

military academy

imperial decree

see hatt-i humayun

bounds within which any individual or group had to
remain in order not to trespass on others’ rights
secondary school for boys

tax farming

Muslim prayer leader; also successor to the Prophet
recognized by Shi’i (g.v.) Muslims

see yeni geri

report by government spy

seriat (q.v.) judge

local court records

steward of the grand vizier

Ottoman government bonds, used as banknotes

see orf

village

governor of a county

district

hereditary governor-general of Egypt

palace secretariat

religious college

traditional primary school

officer who has graduated from military academy
nation, community of dhimmis (q.v.)

prince, specifically in Kurdistan

state-owned real estate

tax collector

governor of a county (see also sancak)

expert of religious law, who pronounces fetvas (q.v.)
privately owned real estate

civil service academy

rural community

reform programme of Selim 111 (‘new order’). Also the
name of his new Western-style army

regular army

legislation by sultanic decree

the tax-paying subjects of the Ottoman state

army reserve

chief scribe, secretary to the grand vizier

school for boys aged between 10 and 15

grand vizier, the sultan’s chief minister

county

administrative corps of Ottoman central government
before the transition to a modern bureaucracy
commander-in-chief (under the sultan)



Shi’i

sipahi
softa
Sufi
sultaniye
Sunni

Seriat
seyhulislam
tanzimat

tarikat

tekke
terclime odasi
timar

tirbe

ulema

vakif

vali

varlik vergisi

vekil

vilayet
yeni geri

zilm

GLOSSARY Xiii

Muslims who only recognize the male descendants of
Ali, the Prophet’s son-in-law and nephew, as legitimate
leaders of the Muslim community

member of semi-feudal cavalry

student at medrese (g.v.)

see dervish

college (lyceum)

Muslims who recognize the succession to the Prophet as
leaders of the Muslim community of elected caliphs.
The vast majority of Muslims in the Ottoman Empire
Islamic canon law

chief mift (q.v.) of the empire

reforms, especially the centralizing and Westernizing
ones of 1839 to 1873

Islamic mystical order or fraternity

lodge of a tarikat (g.v.)

translation office of the Porte (see also bab-1 Ali)

fief

religious shrine, tomb of a Muslim saint

doctors of Islamic law

religious charitable foundation

governor-general of a province (see also vilayet)
discriminatory wealth tax, imposed during the Second
World War

commissar, minister in the nationalist government
between 1920 and 1923

province

salaried standing infantry, known in the West as
janissaries

tyranny, oppression






Introduction: Periodization,
Theory and Methodology

Periodization, dividing the past into periods that can be clearly iden-
tified and that differ from one another in a recognizable way, is a
subject for interminable discussion. The same goes for the identifica-
tion of the landmarks and turning points that are supposed to separate
the periods. What makes this activity such a debatable issue for the his-
torian is the obvious fact that each turning point and each landmark is
both the start of a new development and the culmination of an earlier one.

Nevertheless, periodization, however arbitrary and subject to the
personal preferences of the historian, is an unavoidable and even indis-
pensable tool to give shape to the past, which would otherwise consist
of an undifferentiated mass of facts and figures. The very title of this
book implies that there is such a thing as modern history (or even
modern Turkey) and hence is the result of periodization.

For periodization to be a valid instrument, it has to comply with two
separate demands. First, it must have explanatory value. Like com-
parisons, periodizations in principle are unlimited in number, but they
only serve a purpose if they allow us to partition the stream of events in
such a way that important developments become visible. Second,
periodization should reflect the actual developments of the period under
description. It cannot be a wholly inductive process. This begs the
question of which developments the historian sees as important enough
to warrant basing his periodization on, or in other words, which among
the great mass of facts he recognizes as ‘historical facts’.

Of course, in any given field there are traditional divisions that have
become so widespread that the innocent reader tends to accept them as
historical facts in themselves, not to say natural phenomena. It is not
surprising that this tendency is especially strong among students using a
textbook. Such a book, after all, is all too often supposed not to argue
but to give indisputable facts.

In some ways this book follows the traditional periodization of
Turkish history; in some ways it does not. It is better therefore that |
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discuss this aspect of the book with the reader and give the reasons for
the way it is structured, rather than suggest that it is in some way the
unavoidable work of history itself.

This book is divided into three parts. This division represents what
the author considers the basic periodization of modern Turkish history.
In the first part of this book, describing the first phase of the emergence
of modern Turkey in the nineteenth century, the dominant development
is taken to be the growing influence of Europe in the Ottoman Empire
and the reactions it brought about in the Ottoman state and society.

The European influence was exerted in three different, but inter-
related spheres: the incorporation of a growing part of the Ottoman
economy in the capitalist world system; the growing political influence
of the European great powers, which expressed itself in attempts both
to carve up the Ottoman Empire without causing a European confla-
gration and to dominate it while maintaining it as a separate political
entity and finally, the impact of European ideologies such as
nationalism, liberalism, secularism and positivism.

These three forms of growing European influence were intertwined
and have interacted in many subtle ways. This is also true for the
Ottoman response to this European challenge. In the nineteenth century
two strands can be discerned in this response: one is formed by the
attempts of the central state and its servants to strengthen the state
apparatus and centralize the administration of the country, and the other
by the reactions of the different parts of the population of the empire to
the pressures to which it was exposed. In the course of the nineteenth
century these reactions gradually led to a parting of ways between the
Christian and Muslim subjects of the sultan.

These developments constitute the framework within which the
events of the nineteenth century history of the Ottoman Empire will be
described in the first part of this book. They also form the basis for its
periodization. Now what exactly does this periodization look like?

The first question to come to mind in this context is what we should
take as the starting point for a ‘modern history’ of Turkey. Different
answers are possible and valid in their own way, but the most tradi-
tional solution in this case seems to be the best: to start from the period
of the French revolution and its aftermath. Economic incorporation into
the capitalist world system had increased significantly in the late
eighteenth century and gathered speed in the first quarter of the
nineteenth, the Napoleonic wars led to increased involvement of the
Empire in European politics and diplomacy, and the revolutionary ideas
of nationalism and liberalism reached the Levant for the first time.

The problem with a further general periodization for the nineteenth
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century (and, indeed, for any other period) is that the three forms of
European influence and the different reactions from within the Ottoman
Empire ran parallel to each other in a general sense, but developments
were not necessarily simultaneous in all fields. Nevertheless, due to the
interrelated character of these developments a fairly uniform period-
ization seems possible:

e The period from the French revolutionary wars to the end of the
1830s saw the growing economic incorporation of the Balkan
provinces and the emergence of Greek traders as a dominant factor;
much closer involvement of the Ottoman Empire in British and
Russian politics; the emergence of the first nationalist movements;
and the first serious attempts at reforms in a Western mould.

e Characteristic of the period from the end of the 1830s to the mid-
1870s, which internationally was the time of British economic and
political hegemony, were the fast expansion both of trade and of
loans to the empire after the imposition of a free-trade regime in
1838; British and French support for the continued existence of the
empire; ongoing and (at least on paper) far-reaching reforms in the
realms of law, education, finance and government institutions,
starting with the Reform Edict of 1839; the replacing of the palace
by the bureaucracy as the centre of power, the start of the Ottoman
constitutional movement and the beginnings of a Muslim reaction
against the privileged position of Christians; the period ended with a
deep economic and political crisis in the years 1873-8.

e The period from the mid-1870s to the constitutional revolution of
1908 saw much slower economic expansion, at least until the end of
the century, but also the first serious direct foreign investment in the
empire; ongoing administrative and technical reforms, but a sup-
pression of nationalist and liberal ideologies and a reorientation on
the Islamic heritage of the empire; the palace replaced the bureauc-
racy as the main power centre again. Towards the end of this period,
both international economic incorporation and internal political
opposition gathered pace again.

The second part of the book is dominated by the attempts of the
“Young Turks’, a group of modern-educated bureaucrats and officers,
who became active in the 1890s and organized the constitutional
revolution of 1908, to modernize and so strengthen state and society on
the basis of a positivist and increasingly nationalist set of ideas. The
fact that the second part encompasses the years from 1908 to 1950
reflects the belief that, despite the break-up of the empire in 1918 and
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the establishment of the Turkish Republic in 1923, politically, ideologi-
cally and economically, there is a great deal of continuity.

Under the “Young Turks’, Turkey went through the same political
cycle twice, first under the regime of the Committee of Union and
Progress (from 1908 to 1918) and again when ruled by the ‘Kemalists’,
the Association for the Defence of the National Rights of Anatolia and
Rumelia and its successor, the People’s Party. In each case the cycle
consisted of a liberal and pluralist phase (1908-13 and 1919-25
respectively), followed by an authoritarian repressive phase, which
combined an effective one-party system, political, economic and cul-
tural nationalism and modernizing and secularizing reforms (1913-18
and 1925-50 respectively). Any sub-periodization for the Young Turk
era is of necessity based on political developments, since these, includ-
ing a world war, the break-up of an empire and the establishment of a
new national state, dominated the scene to such an extent that a separate
periodization based on, for instance, economic developments would be
meaningless. A separate discussion, for example, of the growth of an
industrial and commercial bourgeoisie in the Ottoman Empire and the
early republic is meaningless without reference to the disappearance of
the Armenians and the Greeks, which was caused by political and
ideological developments, not by any underlying law of economics.

It follows from the above, that the description of the Young Turk
period is subdivided basically between:

e 1908-13: a period when ways were sought to revive the Empire on the
basis of a number of competing ideologies and political programmes;

e 1913-18: the one-party rule of the Committee of Union and
Progress and the victory of Turkish nationalism;

e 1918-22: the period in which the Young Turks re-established their
rule through a successful war of independence, and in which the
national resistance movement gradually took on a character of its own;

o 1922-26: the critically important postwar period in which the
structure of the state was changed and the one-party state estab-
lished once again;

1926-45: the heyday of Kemalism, and
1945-50: the gradual transition to democracy, culminating in the
peaceful removal from power of the Republican People’s Party.

The third part of this book, entitled ‘A Troubled Democracy’, deals
with the period since 1950. This title is self-explanatory. In contrast to
the Young Turk period, this was for the most part an era of genuine
democratic pluralism and the growth of mass politics. At the same time,
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it was an era punctuated by three military coups (in 1960, 1971 and
1980) and from the late 1960s onwards, Turkish parliamentary democ-
racy was constantly under attack from the left and the right. The third
part of the book has been subdivided as follows:

e 1950-60: the rule of the Democrat Party, characterized by the
political and military integration of Turkey into the Western alliance;
rapid economic development (especially of the countryside); grow-
ing financial dependence on the United States; and a downgrading
of the secularist tendencies of previous governments.

e 1964-80: the ‘second’ Turkish Republic, after the introduction of a
much more liberal constitution in 1961, which allowed the emer-
gence of movements and parties which veered much farther from
the political centre. At the same time, the new constitution legalized
the interference of the army in political matters. Economically, this
was the period in which a heavily protected import substitution
industry was built up, and both capitalists and trade unions gained
importance. At the same time, millions of Turks migrated to Europe
as industrial workers or their relatives. In the 1970s the world econ-
omic crisis led to social instability and political extremism. The period
of repression after the military coup by memorandum of 1971 was
brutal, but did not alter the course of events fundamentally.

e Following the military coup of 1980, the power of the armed forces
was used to suppress all existing political and trades union for-
mations, and to introduce a new economic policy, aimed at export-
led growth and a free internal market, cutting wages and subsidies.
Even after the gradual liberalization from 1983 onwards, political
life had to take place within the limits of the very restrictive
constitution of 1982. Internationally, Turkey came to be even more
closely linked to the United States. From 1991, the patterns of pre-
1980 politics re-established themselves and the structures built up
after the 1980 coup were gradually dismantled, but the main socio-
economic trends were not changed.

The above is offered for consideration in order to justify both the
scope and the structure of this book. It is clear that a second question
remains to be answered: What does the author understand ‘modern
history’ to be in a methodological sense?

The discerning reader will have noticed that traces of several major
historical theses can be found. The whole concept of European
influence and Ottoman reaction owes a debt to Toynbee’s “‘challenge
and response’. Much of the description of the effects of the growing
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economic integration of the Ottoman Empire and Turkey into the
European economy is based on the work of scholars who support and
apply Wallerstein’s version of the dependency theory to explain how
Turkey came to occupy a subservient place on the periphery of a
capitalist world system. Historians who are informed by the concept of
modernization see developments in the Ottoman Empire and Turkey as
a struggle between people inspired by a rational Western system,
which, once set in motion, progressed inexorably and irreversibly, on
the one hand, and traditionalists and reactionaries who stood in the way
of progress on the other. Their work has sometimes been found
enlightening where the ideological and political transformations are
concerned, even if the underlying premise of Western superiority is
distasteful. From a theoretical point of view this book is eclectic, and
intentionally so. | feel that an academic textbook such as this should
represent the state of the art in the field where the actual results of
research are concerned, but that the theoretical models employed by
scholars in obtaining these results, being after all no more than the
historian’s tools in his attempts to describe what happened, should not
be allowed to put our interpretation of the past into a straightjacket.

Where this book does claim to be a ‘modern history’, is in the attempt
to present an integrated view of the history of Turkey in the last two
hundred years, putting as much emphasis on socio-economic develop-
ments as on political and ideological ones. The only field that has been
left uncovered in its entirety is that of the arts (architecture, literature,
visual arts, music), not because they were deemed unimportant, but
because the present author feels he lacks the competence to deal with
them adequately. The book in no way has any pretensions to being an
original piece of research. It does, however, aim to present the state of
the art where published research in this field is concerned. This is felt to
be of special significance since it is one characteristic of the study of
Turkey’s modern history that the textbooks used in coursework lag far
behind the detailed results published in articles and monographs.

In one respect this book is anachronistic. It purports to be a history of
Turkey in the modern world. But until 1922, any modern history of
Turkey really is a history of the Ottoman Empire. So the history of the
empire has been included in this handbook as far as it is relevant for an
understanding of the emergence of modern Turkey. | see no alternative to
this approach because Turkey cannot be understood without reference to
its Ottoman past, but author and reader alike should be aware that there is
a problem here. Nineteenth-century Ottomans certainly did not see
themselves as part of the prehistoric phase of any Turkish Republic.



PART |

Western Influences and Early
Attempts at Modernization






1 - The Ottoman Empire at the End
of the Eighteenth Century

In the late eighteenth century, just before the upheavals caused by the
French revolution, the Ottoman Empire roughly consisted of the
Balkans (with modern-day Serbia, Bosnia, Kosovo, Macedonia,
Albania, Greece, Bulgaria and large parts of Romania), Anatolia
(modern-day Turkey) and most of the Arab world (with the modern
states of Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Israel, Iraq, Kuwait, parts of Saudi
Arabia, Egypt, Libya, Tunisia and Algeria). In large parts of his
dominions, the sultan’s real power was slight; in some parts (North
Africa, the Arabian peninsula) it was practically non-existent.

The population of the empire

There are no reliable estimates of the population of the empire, but the
number of inhabitants is often put at about 25 million, a low number for
so large an area (about three million square kilometres)." Indeed, the
lack of manpower constituted one of the main handicaps of the Otto-
man Empire both economically and militarily throughout the nineteenth
century, at a time when the population of Europe showed a high rate of
growth. Of the Ottoman population, about 85 per cent lived in the
countryside, while about 15 per cent lived in towns of 10,000 inhabi-
tants or more. Both in population density and in the degree of
urbanization there were great regional differences, with the Balkans
being the most densely populated area. Around 1800, the Balkan
provinces also held the majority of the population, but this share was to
shrink dramatically in the nineteenth century.? The population of the
empire had probably been on the decrease during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, but the extent of this decrease is not known. The
decrease, and the very low density that was the result, were the product
of the classic Malthusian checks of war, famine and disease. Wars, and
especially the small-scale internal conflicts that were the result of the
existing lack of centralized control and maintenance of law and order,
caused interruptions in the agricultural production process and in
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communications. The resulting famines in turn made the population
vulnerable to epidemics, which usually attacked the weakened popula-
tion in the aftermath of a food shortage.

In the Asiatic provinces of the empire the large majority of the popu-
lation was Muslim (mainly Turks, Arabs and Kurds), with significant
Christian and Jewish minorities. In the Balkans, the majority was Christian
(Greeks, Bulgarians, Serbs, Montenegrins, Vlahs) with significant
Muslim minorities (Bosnians, most Albanians, Turks and Pomaks,
namely Muslim Bulgarians). These religious divisions within the
population were important because the empire, at least in theory, was
an Islamic empire, ruled on the basis of religious law. It used to be the
accepted truth that the Ottoman Empire knew no distinction between
religion and state, but modern research tends to emphasize the extent
to which the Ottomans did separate politics and religion, at least in
practice. Theoretically, the holy law of Islam ruled supreme in the
empire, but in practice by the eighteenth century it had been confined to
matters of family law and of ownership. Public, and especially criminal,
law was based on the secular decrees of the sultans, called 6rf or kanun.

Nevertheless, accommodating the non-Muslim communities within a
dominant Islamic society did pose problems. As in earlier Islamic
states, the Christian and Jewish groups had been incorporated into
society by giving them dhimmi (‘protected’, in practice tributary) status.
This meant that, in exchange for the payment of a special tax, they were
allowed to continue to live within the Muslim state, without forced
conversion but as second-class subjects. The dhimmi communities
enjoyed a measure of autonomy in the conduct of their own affairs and
were represented by their religious dignitaries in their dealings with the
representatives of the state. As is the case with many aspects of the
Ottoman state and society, the nature of this system, often designated as
the “‘millet system’ (millet: nation, community) has long been misunder-
stood. This is because scholars based their work on the writings of
representatives of the central government, who wrote about the way
things should be, not about how they really were. In the last 20 years,
detailed research of local and regional realities has shown that the
system did not consist of ‘nationwide’ autonomous bodies headed by,
for instance, the Greek patriarch in Constantinople, as had been sup-
posed, but of local communities with a certain measure of autonomy
vis-a-vis the local representatives of the government. Also, segregation
seems to have been much less strict than had been assumed earlier.?

The Muslim majority of the indigenous population of the empire was
by no means monolithic. The large majority belonged to the Sunni
(Orthodox) version of Islam and according to its official ideology the
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Ottoman state was the protector of orthodox Islam in the world.
Officially, it combated heterodox Muslims even more vehemently than
it did Christians. This was logical because, while Islamic law could and
did recognize the existence of other ‘People of the Book’ (Christians
and Jews who were also the recipients of revealed religion), Islam was
officially one and indivisible. In practice, important Shi’i (Heterodox)
minorities lived in the Balkans, Anatolia, Syria and Mesopotamia,
tolerated by the Ottoman authorities.

Christian foreigners who resided in the empire enjoyed aman
(mercy), a safe conduct under Islamic law. Their ambassadors and
consuls, who had a measure of autonomy in dealing with cases that
concerned only members of the expatriate community, represented
them. These rights had been laid down in the so-called ‘capitulations’.
Originally, these were voluntary concessions the sultan granted to the
subjects of friendly states, but in the second half of the eighteenth
century, with the changing balance of power between Europe and the
Ottoman Empire, the capitulations had acquired treaty status, with the
European powers insisting the Ottomans could not change them
unilaterally. Furthermore, in the eighteenth and especially in the
nineteenth century more and more local Christians (mostly Greeks and
Armenians but also Maronites and others) were granted the status of
subject of a foreign power through the acquisition of a berat (decree of
appointment) from the Ottoman government. They from then on fell
under the capitulations of that power and with the growing strength of
the European powers gained an ever-growing advantage over the
sultan’s Muslim subjects. At the same time, the influence of the foreign
powers increased further because of the growth in the number of their
subjects in the Levant.

The Ottoman system of government: theory and reality

According to the Ottoman ideology, society in the empire was organ-
ized around a — theoretically strict — distinction between a ruling elite,
which did not pay taxes and was entitled to carry arms, and the mass of
the population (in Ottoman terms: reaya, ‘flocks’) for which the reverse
was true. The ruling elite consisted of two categories: the represen-
tatives of the sultan’s power and the guardians of the moral order. The
ruling elite, which was designated as askeri (military), consisted of all
servants of the sultan: the military, the clerks of the scribal institutions
and the royal household. The ulema, the religious scholars, who were
entrusted with the keeping of the moral order and thus with most forms
of formal education and justice, also belonged to the ruling elite.
Although extremely privileged when compared with the mass of the
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people, the sultan’s servants did not yet constitute a more or less
autonomous bureaucratic/military elite such as they would become in
the next century; they were instruments of imperial power, to be
rotated, dismissed or executed at the sultan’s will. This was even true
for the highest dignitary of all, the grand vizier (Sadrazam), who was
regarded as the sultan’s alter ego, and who was invested with all the
powers of the ruler as long as he held his position, but at the same time
was completely dependent on the latter’s whim.*

By 1800 the governmental system could still be characterized as
‘patrimonial’: it basically formed an extension of the sultan’s own
household. The pattern of rule through an extended household, of
which not only family members but also servants, slaves and clients
form a part, was characteristic of the Ottoman elite at all its levels.
Seeking patronage through adhesion to such a household was a pre-
requisite for any governmental career.

The elite not only exercised power, it also was the keeper of a classic
civilization, a ‘great tradition’, based on written Islamic sources (of
which the ulema were the keepers and which was reproduced through
the system of religious colleges called medreses) and on a more secular
code of conduct and taste called adab (which was characteristic of the
military/bureaucratic elite and reproduced through informal education
and training). This civilization, which was really the set of values and
opinions that made an Ottoman an Ottoman, constituted a strong
integrative force in an empire made up of so many diverse elements.
There was an exceedingly wide chasm between this civilization and the
outlook of the almost totally illiterate rural population, whose horizon
was limited by the surrounding villages and, at best, the market town.
One link between the elite civilization and popular culture was formed
by the mystical orders or fraternities (tarikat), such as the Mevlevi,
Naksibendi, Rifa’i and the heterodox Bektasi orders, which had
established a closely-knit network of lodges (tekkes) all over the
empire. Membership of these lodges cut across the different layers of
society and leading sheikhs could exert strong influence even in the
highest circles.

Other links between the mass of the population and the ruling elite
were formed by the rich merchants and bankers of the towns, who,
while technically not members of the askeri, performed vital services to
this group, and — for Muslims — by the ulema, who formed a body
connecting the lowliest kadi (judge) in the provincial town to the
highest religious dignitaries in Istanbul. An important category among
the ulema was formed by the muftiis. These were legal experts who
upon request and against payment gave legal opinions (based on
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Islamic canon law). Although these legal opinions (called fetva) were
not binding (they were not verdicts), the muftis enjoyed great respect.
The fact that the Ottoman state legitimized itself as an Islamic state
meant that the opinions of the doctors of Islamic law carried a great
deal of weight. Chief among the muftiis was the Seyhdilislam, who was
regularly asked to legitimize the actions of the ruler (and, indeed, the
actions of those who rebelled against him).

According to the official ideology, the main task of the ruler and of
his servants was to defend the Islamic community against the outside
world and to maintain justice within Islamic society. Justice (adalet)
and the government’s role in guaranteeing it was key to the Ottoman
view of society. In the eyes of the Ottoman statesmen it, more than
anything else, stood for stability and harmony. It meant that within
society, each group and each individual should remain in his place
(within his bounds or hudud), without trespassing on the rights of
others. The government should rule within the bounds of law and
enforce the hudud. A ruler (or his representative) who did not remain
within the hudud was guilty of zilm, tyranny. The emphasis on the
value of stability entailed a basically conservative political outlook in
which any change in the social order had negative connotations. Otto-
man writers were quick to label any social or religious protest fitne
(mischief, disorder). According to nineteenth-century Ottoman sources,
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the Islamic scholars in
particular had developed a very conservative, sometimes obscurantist
attitude. This was blamed on the fact that appointments depended on
nepotism, not scholarship.® It should be added, however, that very little
research has been done on the ulema of this period.

Ottoman ideology emphasized the exclusivity of the relationship
between the ruler (and his servants) and the subjects. The sultan
represented absolute power and many of his servants, though powerful
as delegates of his authority, were technically his slaves. The Ottoman
system of government and of land ownership had always been geared
towards preventing the emergence of competing centres of power, such
as an aristocracy, which would be able to skim off part of the surplus
production of the population, which would otherwise have reached the
coffers of the state in the form of taxes. For a long time, the central
Ottoman government was quite successful in this respect, but, as we
shall see, by the end of the eighteenth century, this was no longer true.

Compared with governments of modern nation-states (but not with
those of other eighteenth-century states) the Ottoman Empire, certainly
in the eighteenth century, was very different in three respects. First, it
was very small. This was true in an absolute sense: the central govern-
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mental apparatus in Istanbul (the Bab-1 Ali: ‘Sublime Porte’, or ‘Porte’
for short) employed between 1000 and 1500 clerks.® It was also true
relatively speaking: the part of the national product that went to the
central government in taxes is not known exactly or even approximately
for this period, but it almost certainly did not exceed 3 per cent.” This
does not mean that the tax burden on the population, especially the rural
population, was light: quite the contrary. It does mean, however, that
the revenue did not reach the central treasury, because intermediaries
skimmed it off to an extraordinary extent. According to some estimates
the state only received 2.25 to 4 million pounds sterling out of 20
million annually collected in taxes. If true, this meant that the Ottoman
treasury raked in only between one-tenth and one-sixth of the French
one.? Part of the explanation is that the empire by this time had a highly
decentralized structure and provincial treasuries used a large part of the
tax income to cover the costs of provincial government.’

The tasks performed by and expected of the government were, by
modern standards, minimal. It concerned itself with the defence of the
realm and the maintenance of law and order (including criminal
justice); it supervised the markets, weights and measures; issued coins;
provided the major cities, especially Istanbul, with food and built and
maintained some major public works. In order to be able to execute
these tasks, the government enforced, as much as it could, the collection
of taxes. All kinds of things that are nowadays looked upon as normal
tasks for a government, such as education, health care, welfare and
housing, were of little concern to the imperial Ottoman government.

Second, the small scale of the government apparatus meant that,
unlike a modern government, which deals directly with its citizens in
many ways, the Ottoman government more often than not dealt (or had
to deal) with representatives of communities: parish priests or imams
represented the wards, grand masters the guilds, consuls the foreign
residents and sheikhs their tribes. The main reason for this was, of
course, that the state lacked the resources to deal with each individual,
but it is also true that, as in most pre-modern societies, the individual
was very much subordinate to the group, or the different groups, to
which he or she belonged.

Third, there was no concept of equality before the law. Even in
modern nation-states equality before the law is an ideal, not a reality,
but in the Ottoman Empire it was not even an ideal. Inhabitants of the
cities were treated differently from the rural population; Christians and
Jews were treated differently from Muslims, nomads differently from
settlers and women very differently from men. Towns, guilds, tribes or
individuals jealously guarded old established privileges.
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The Ottoman Empire was a sprawling pre-modern state and it had not
undergone the centralization that France had experienced in the seven-
teenth century and that enlightened autocrats like Joseph Il in Austria,
Frederick the Great in Prussia or Catherine the Great in Russia had
carried through in the eighteenth century. By 1800 the central govern-
ment in Istanbul had lost a large part of the power it once possessed.
The two classical pillars of Ottoman military might since the fourteenth
century, the salaried janissaries (originally Yeni Ceri, ‘New Army’)
infantry and the semi-feudal Sipahi cavalry, had long since lost their
value. The janissary troops, who by the eighteenth century were
garrisoned in the major provincial centres as well as in the capital, were
a numerically large (and expensive) but militarily largely worthless
body, strong enough to terrorize government and population alike, but
too weak to defend the empire, as a series of disastrous wars with
technologically and tactically superior European armies had shown
during the last hundred years. The janissaries had by now developed
into a part-time militia. Through shared ownership of shops and protec-
tion rackets they had merged with the guilds in the bazaars. Their paper
appointments in the regiments gave them and the shops they protected a
privileged status. Pay tickets of janissaries, the number of which far
exceeded the actual number of troops, had become a kind of
replacement currency. The Sipahis, who during the heyday of the
empire had been paid indirectly by the granting of fiefs (timars), had
been driven off the land by inflation because their income consisted of a
fixed sum, while the real costs of going on campaign spiralled. Their
number had greatly declined by 1800. Besides, the type of essentially
mediaeval cavalry they represented was of course of little use in the
wars of this time. In the wars of the late eighteenth century, the
Ottoman army came to rely on levies of mainly Muslim Anatolian and
Balkan peasants and of lawless young men from the towns, collectively
called Levends. Some of the most effective Ottoman troops were the
auxiliary corps provided by the provinces and vassal states.*

Economic and financial developments

The military weakness was accompanied (and partly caused) by a per-
manent fiscal crisis. War, once an important source of income for the
empire, had become a loss-making industry. The fact that war no longer
provided the state with resources through booty, tribute and new
taxation perhaps forced the state to increase the tax burden on the
existing population.** Transit trade through the Ottoman lands had
declined with the European overseas expansion since the sixteenth cen-
tury and the government had lost control over many of the sources of
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tax revenue from the provinces. In the provinces, both Asiatic and
European, the eighteenth century had witnessed the rise of the ayan
(notables). These were influential people (or more often families) of
diverse origin. Some were Ottoman governors who had established a
local power base; some were rich merchants or bankers; others were
landowners or religious dignitaries. In many cases members of an
ayan family combined functions in all of these fields. The common
denominator was that they had money and a regional power base, which
forced the government, against its own official doctrine, to accept them
as intermediaries between itself and the population of the provinces.

During the second half of the eighteenth century, the central govern-
ment came to rely heavily on the ayan both for troops and for tax
collection (many notables held official posts as tax collectors). In many
cases the position of the great ayan families, such as the ‘Azm in Hama
and Damascus, Hasan Pasha and his son Ahmet Pasha in Baghdad, the
famous Ahmet Cezzar Pasha of Akka (who was to defeat Napoleon)
and the Karaosmanoglu family in western Anatolia, verged on auton-
omy and central government’s relations with them resembled those
with vassal princes rather than those with subjects. Some of them, such
as Ali Pasha of Yanina, who ruled Albania and northern Greece for a
generation, even conducted independent foreign relations.

Economically, the Ottoman Empire was a pre-capitalist state. The
economic policies of the state, such as they were, were aimed at
subsistence of the population, at provisioning the major population
centres and at the collection of taxes in money and in kind. Not until the
very end of the empire did the Ottoman government develop policies
that could be described as mercantilist, actively protecting or stimu-
lating certain sectors of the economy.

The Ottoman economy was an agricultural one, with the charac-
teristic form of landownership in the more affluent parts of the empire
being smallholdings. Large landowners and landless peasants predom-
inated in the more arid parts of Anatolia and some of the Arab lands.
Farmers in all areas were heavily dependent on people who could
provide oxen and seed in exchange for part of the harvest. Nominally,
by far the largest part of the agricultural land was owned by the state,
while a smaller but still considerable part had the legal status of vakif
(plural evkaf, religious or charitable foundations), and was used for the
upkeep of religious and public buildings (mosques, hospitals, libraries
and schools but also fountains and bridges). Most of the evkaf were
controlled by the ulema, which gave the latter considerable wealth and
power. There had always been private ownership of land (malk), but it
had been largely confined to orchards, vineyards and kitchen gardens in
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the vicinity of the towns. After the decline of the timar system, private
ownership spread more widely in the form of the ciftlik (farm), which
had become the norm in the Balkans and western Anatolia. For the
most part, the ciftliks were not, as has been supposed, large-scale
export-orientated farms (though by the end of the eighteenth century
this phenomenon had begun to spread in the Balkans), but small-
holders’ plots.? Agricultural production was the main tax base of the
state and collection of these taxes was now achieved everywhere
through a system of tax farming (iltizam), a system that had been
normal in the Arab provinces even in the classical age of the empire.
Tax farming meant that the right to collect taxes in a given area during
a certain period was auctioned off by the state and bought and paid for
in advance by individuals. In turn, these tax farmers usually concluded
a loan to finance their purchase with one of the Jewish or Armenian
banking establishments in the big cities. For the central government,
this system had many advantages: its income was assured, it was no
longer dependent on the success of the harvest and tax was prepaid. For
the peasants, the main disadvantage was that both the tax farmer
himself and his creditors would want to see a return on their invest-
ment, thus increasing the burden on the peasants. Where taxation was in
kind (the rule rather than the exception) tax farmers had added oppor-
tunities for speculation with the price of commodities such as wheat. In
the eighteenth century lifelong leases of tax farms, called malikane, had
become increasingly common. It was their stranglehold on the iltizam
system that gave the ayan much of their strength.

Non-agricultural production was limited to small-scale enterprises in
the towns, completely dominated by guild organizations. These guilds,
like their late mediaeval European counterparts, prevented non-
members from entering their profession and so protected the livelihood
of their members. At the same time they guaranteed the quality of work
and materials to their customers. The guilds maintained discipline and
standards through a strict hierarchical system within which an
apprentice could become a journeyman and a journeyman — eventually
— become a master. Generally, the guilds looked askance at new
products or production methods. Also, like their European counterparts,
the guilds upheld a set of values and ethics, sanctioned by religion (the
close links between the guilds and the mystical dervish orders have
often been remarked upon), which strongly influenced society in the
towns. The organization and the training systems of almost all of the
army and the bureaucracy were modelled on those of the guilds. This is
not to say that there was no non-guild labour: in fact there was quite a
lot of it. Many guilds depended on semi-finished products supplied by
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women in surrounding villages. Modern research has shown many
examples of quite sophisticated putting-out systems.*®

Trade was overwhelmingly local: from the village to the market town
or between adjacent districts. Long-distance trade overland was limited
to expensive and relatively lightweight goods. Lack of security made it
imperative to carry these goods in caravans. Bulk goods (like grain and
wood) were generally carried over sea. Of the total volume of trade,
international trade constituted only a small part. Muslim merchants and
shippers still played an important part in the Red Sea and Persian Gulf
trade and, until 1774, the Black Sea trade, which was vital for pro-
visioning the capital, was closed to foreign ships. In the Mediterranean,
however, long-distance trade was in the hands of European nations,
with the French merchant marine re-establishing its dominance in the
eighteenth century at the expense of the Dutch and the English, who in
turn had captured it from the French in the seventeenth century.

Because the Ottoman government experienced such a deep and
intractable fiscal crisis, it has often been assumed that the eighteenth
century was also a period of economic crisis for the empire. There is,
however, no real evidence for this supposition. It is doubtful whether
the empire as a whole can be described as an economic unit, as inter-
regional trade was so insignificant. There were enormous regional
differences and some areas, notably the Balkans, seem in the second
half of the eighteenth century to have experienced economic growth
that was partly export driven. This region and others, such as Syria and
Palestine, had known a lively grain trade (more accurately, smuggling,
since the Ottoman government strictly forbade the export of grain) for a
long time. Halfway through the eighteenth century this trade was stimu-
lated by a cyclical upturn in the price of wheat.

The emerging industries and growing populations of Western Europe
also stimulated demand for agricultural products such as cotton, which
began to be planted especially for export. The main markets for Otto-
man products were France and Austria (the export of cotton to France
and of pigs across the border into Habsburg territory being especially
important). The international political chaos of the end of the eighteenth
century created new opportunities for Ottoman traders and shippers.
Most of these were Greeks from the Aegean coast and islands. Their
growing commercial interests led members of the Greek community to
establish themselves in major trading centres outside the empire, such
as Marseilles, Trieste and the recently founded Russian port city of
Odessa on the Black Sea, thus creating an international network that
further stimulated their business.™

The Ottoman state machinery did not profit from this economic up-
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turn. Its lack of control over the provinces meant it lacked the power to
improve its fiscal situation by taxing the new profits, while at the same
time the export of foodstuffs endangered the provisioning of its cities.

The Ottoman Empire in international politics

By 1800, the position of the Ottoman Empire in international politics
had been weakening gradually for two centuries. From the late six-
teenth century onwards, European states, especially the newly emerging
nation states in Western Europe, had surpassed it economically, tech-
nologically and militarily. The new technologies were transferred to the
Christian empires of Eastern Europe more readily than to the Ottoman
lands. This had become evident in a long series of wars, nearly all of
them ending in serious Ottoman defeats and loss of territory. In the
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries the main enemy had been
Habsburg Austria, but in the second half of the eighteenth century
Russia under the Empress Catherine emerged as the main threat. Russia
consistently tried to control — and later incorporate — the northern
shores of the Black Sea and thus clashed with the Ottomans who
regarded those areas, held by its vassals the Crimean Tatar khans, as
strategically vital. The war fought over this issue in 1768-74 ended
with an Ottoman defeat and a peace treaty that is a watershed in Otto-
man history in several ways. The treaty of Kiglik Kaynarca (a village
just south of the Danube in Russian-held Bulgaria) recognized the
independence of the Crimea, gave Russia a secure foothold on the shore
of the Black Sea, between the Dnieper and the Bug and gave the
Russians the right of navigation in the Black Sea. It also ascribed to the
empress of Russia the right of protection over an Orthodox church in
Istanbul, which the Russians interpreted as giving them the right to
protect the Greek Orthodox Church throughout the Ottoman lands.*
Both the Russian government and the sultan’s Greek Orthodox subjects
vigorously exploited these rights. The result was that in the next
decades Russian consuls were appointed throughout the Balkans and on
the Greek islands, who in turn extended Russian citizenship (under the
berat system) liberally to the local Christians. After the opening of the
Black Sea to Russian ships, it was Greek shippers flying the Russian
flag who captured the Black Sea trade.

Both for the Russians, who had expected to gain more, and for the
Ottomans, who found it hard to accept that the empire had lost Muslim
territory for the first time in its history (which was very damaging to the
credibility and legitimacy of the sultan’s reign), the peace of 1774
proved unsatisfactory. First, Russian and Ottoman parties fought a
proxy war in the Crimea, after which the Russians formally annexed the
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Crimea in 1779. The sultan’s government reluctantly accepted this in
1784 but three years later declared war on Russia. The war of 1787-92,
in which Russia was first supported then deserted by Austria, again
ended in a great victory for Russia, whose hold over the northern Black
Sea shore was confirmed and even extended towards the Dniester in the
west and Georgia in the east.



2 - Between Tradition and
Innovation: Sultan Selim 111 and
the ‘New Order’, 1789-1807

In all the fields touched on here (territory, population, ideology, admin-
istration, economics and international relations) the period between the
outbreak of the French Revolution and the close of the 1830s witnessed
a quickening of the pace of change, most aspects of which in one way
or another had to do with the changing relationship between the Otto-
man Empire and Europe.

The first ruler to preside over these changes was Sultan Selim 111,
who acceded to the throne in 1789. Even before his accession, he had
displayed interest in the world outside the palace and in Europe. It is
known that, as a prince, he had corresponded with Louis XVI of
France, his ‘role model’, and he had gathered around him a circle of
friends and servants who shared his interest in things European. When
he acceded to the throne, he appointed many of them to places of influ-
ence. During the first three years of his reign, Selim had to concentrate
on the conduct of the war against Russia. In 1792, with the Ottoman
military situation hopeless, Russia and the Ottoman Empire accepted
British and Prussian mediation, which led to the Peace of Jassy,
basically a confirmation of the Peace of Kugiik Kaynarca (1774), with
some additional territorial gains for Russia on the Black Sea shores.

Almost immediately after the conclusion of peace, the sultan launched
the programme of reforms, which was officially called the Nizam-i
Cedid (New Order). This programme aimed to increase the strength of
the central state organization, against both external enemies (mainly
Russia, which after two disastrous wars had emerged as the greatest
threat to Ottoman power) and internal ones (the semi-independent ayan).
These were problems that had plagued Selim’s eighteenth-century pre-
decessors and his attempts to solve them were essentially traditional: he
attempted to strengthen the state apparatus (notably the armed forces
and tax collection) by combating abuse and corruption and re-
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establishing the traditional system, and thus the adalet (justice). All
groups and individuals were again forced within their hudud in an effort
to show that the government was upholding the Islamic order. Selim’s
decrees enforcing traditional clothing and building restrictions, particu-
larly on the non-Muslim reaya, clearly illustrate this side of his policies.

What makes Selim interesting as a transitional figure between the
traditional attempts at reform since the time of the Kopruli vezirs, who
had restored central authority in the mid-seventeenth century, on the
one hand, and the nineteenth century Tanzimat (reforms), on the other,
is the extent to which he was prepared to accept European practices
(and European advisers) to achieve his goals and the way in which his
reign opened up channels of communication between Europe and the
Ottoman ruling elite.

The reforms of the ‘Nizam-i Cedid’

The military programme started out with attempts to make the existing
corps, the janissaries, the Sipahi feudal cavalry and the specialized
units, for example gunners and wagoneers, more efficient. The pro-
gramme separated the strictly military from the administrative functions
of the officer corps to try to eliminate opportunities for corruption and
reduced the ranks through the elimination of those people who held pay
tickets (esame) but did not actually serve with the army, while enforc-
ing stricter discipline and guaranteeing regular payment for the
remainder. It soon turned out that obstruction from within the system
rendered this type of reorganization almost totally ineffective. The
sultan and his men then decided on a more radical solution: to create a
new army outside the existing structure. The work on this new army
began in 1794 and by the end of Selim’s reign in 1807 it was close to
30,000 men strong and, according to contemporary observers, relatively
well equipped and trained. The navy, too, was reorganized.

Of course, this programme demanded both a new system of training
and education and a great deal of money. To meet the former need, the
sultan tried to attract foreign officers as advisers and instructors. Most
of them were French and they were recruited through the French
government, interestingly both that of the ancien régime and those of
the republic and the Napoleonic empire. A modern medical service and
school were established, while the existing naval engineering school
was modernized and an equivalent for the army established in 1795.
But when it came to financing the reforms, Selim I11’s government was
ineffective. It did not try to create a regular budget in which income and
expenditure could be balanced instead of the chaotic ‘first come first
served’ financial regime, and its feeble attempts to reform the highly
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inefficient traditional system of taxation, or even to enforce the existing
system, failed. The government employed traditional means to increase
its revenue: confiscation and debasing the coinage, thus in the long run
only increasing the problems. Selim’s attempts to increase the effi-
ciency of the central scribal (administrative) institution consisted of
efforts to reduce the chronic overstaffing of the offices (itself a source
of corruption) and in 1797 to concentrate the work relating to important
affairs of state in an ‘office of important affairs’ (Mihimme Odasl),
partly as an attempt to introduce a minimum of confidentiality. Over-
staffing, favouritism and corruption, however, proved impossible to
quash without regular payment of salaries and clear regulations defin-
ing positions and tasks; although the nineteenth-century reforms
brought the latter into force, the Ottoman Empire continued to suffer
from these problems almost until the end.

New channels of communication

More important, perhaps, than Selim’s actual measures, were the
increased opportunities he created for the flow of Western ideas into the
Ottoman Empire. The European, mainly French, instructors attached to
the different army corps that Selim had founded or reformed produced
one channel of communication. Their students learnt French and
eagerly started to discuss all kinds of new-fangled ideas with their
foreign teachers. Besides, these foreigners were allowed much more
freedom in Ottoman society than had been the case with their pre-
decessors of the generation before them. They socialized regularly, not
only with leading members of the local Christian communities, but also
with members of the Ottoman ruling class.! The new Ottoman
embassies in Europe provided a second major channel of communi-
cation. Sporadic Ottoman missions had been sent for specific purposes
to European capitals earlier in the eighteenth century, but diplomatic
business in the main was still conducted through Greek interpreters in
Istanbul, as it had been in the heyday of the empire. Now Selim for the
first time established permanent Ottoman embassies in London (1793),
Vienna (1794), Berlin (1795) and Paris (1796). Many of the later
reformers of the empire had their first experience of Europe while
serving as secretaries at these Ottoman missions. The first ambassadors
were by all accounts less than effective. After all, they brought no
experience to their jobs and had to learn the European game of dip-
lomacy from scratch. But however clumsy these first modern Ottoman
diplomats may have been as Ottoman ambassadors to Europe, they and
their successors a generation later most certainly were effective as
ambassadors of European life in Ottoman society.
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The fall of Sultan Selim 111

Selim’s policies had made him many enemies. He had alienated the
military establishment by his efforts to create a new army and the
majority of the ulema disliked the French influence at court and among
the younger members of the elite. The sultan was also unpopular among
the populace at large, which had not benefited from his attempts at
reform but had been made to bear the burden of paying for the new army
and navy through new taxes on, among other things, coffee and tobacco.
In the provinces, the reign of Selim, despite his efforts to strengthen
central authority, in fact saw an increase in the power and autonomy of
the great ayan (notables). This was because the sultan not only depended
on them for tax revenue and for provisioning the capital, but also because
the notables provided the army with most of its troops in the Napoleonic
wars. Even the original Nizam-i Cedid army was built up with contin-
gents sent by a number of notables. The notables’ attitude towards the
sultan and his policies was ambivalent. On the one hand, they supported
his attempts to weaken the position of the ulema and the janissaries, who
were their main rivals for power in the provincial centres; on the other,
they certainly did not want more effective control from central govern-
ment. This showed in 1805, when the sultan issued an order for a new
Nizam-i Cedid corps to be established in Edirne. When the troops arrived
in Edirne in 1806, the notables from the European provinces threatened to
march on the capital unless they were withdrawn. The sultan had to give
in, so strengthening the notables’ position even further.

It is doubtful whether any sultan like Selim, with his limited under-
standing of the European models he wanted to emulate, with insuf-
ficient funds and faced with the vested interests of powerful traditional
institutions, could have achieved radical reforms. It is probably also
true, however, that Selim lacked the necessary ruthlessness and cunning
for the task. When in May 1807 the auxiliary contingents of the janis-
sary garrison of Istanbul rioted (an uprising in all probability
engineered by conservative court circles) and demanded the abolition of
the Nizam-i Cedid corps and the sacking of important reformists, the
sultan gave in without trying to use his new troops. He did not succeed
in saving his position, however. He was deposed the same day, on the
basis of a fetva (religious opinion, cf. p. 15) pronounced by the highest
religious dignitary, the seyhulislam, which stated that his reforms were
incompatible with religious law.

International relations: French Revolution and Napoleonic wars
Apart from internal opposition, the sultan was certainly hampered in his
efforts at reform by the fact that his reign coincided with the inter-
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national upheaval caused by the French Revolution and the Napoleonic
wars.

The cornerstone of Ottoman foreign policy for over two centuries had
been the empire’s friendly relationship with France, the House of
Habsburg’s archenemy. As mentioned before, Selim himself had been
in touch with the French king, but the relationship with France con-
tinued after the French Revolution and even after the execution of King
Louis XVI - in fact until Napoleon Bonaparte suddenly landed in Egypt
in 1798. Napoleon’s expedition has been the subject of an extensive
literature. It was a result both of the colonial and commercial rivalry
between France and England, which was still being fought out in India,
and of the realization in Paris that the available means did not allow a
direct attack on England itself. Napoleon himself may well have enter-
tained romantic dreams of conquering the Middle East as a new
Alexander the Great, but French policy aims were more limited:
indirectly to weaken the British position in the East by turning Egypt
into a French base. The French invasion shocked the Ottoman govern-
ment into concluding an alliance with Britain and with its old enemy
Russia, but this expedient lasted only as long as the emergency itself.
The Peace of Amiens in 1802 saw a restoration of the old warm
relationship between France and the Porte. The refusal of the Ottomans,
under Austrian pressure, to recognize Napoleon’s coronation as
emperor led to a breaking-off of diplomatic relations in 1805, but with-
in a year the Ottoman Empire was allied to France once more and in a
state of war with both Britain and Russia, a situation that led to a new
Russian invasion. Napoleon’s sudden reversal of policy during his
negotiations with the tsar in Tilsit in 1807 left the Ottomans to face
their enemies alone.

The ideological influence of the French Revolution

Although it is indisputable that the international complications of the
French Revolution and its aftermath affected the Ottoman Empire a
great deal, the extent of the revolution’s ideological influence on
Ottoman society is less clear.

The French Revolution had certainly not inspired Sultan Selim [11
when he launched the Nizam-i Cedid, even though the term itself may
have been derived from the French.? He had admired the absolute
monarchy of Louis XVI, whom the revolutionaries were to guillotine,
and French military and administrative skills. It was the traditional
Ottoman army’s dismal performance in the Russian war that decided
Selim in favour of military reform. The impact of the revolution and the
ideas of the revolution in Ottoman Muslim ruling elite circles seem to
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have been limited. There is no evidence that the secular character of the
revolutionary ideology made its ideas easier for a Muslim public to
swallow than might have been the case with religiously tainted ideas.
Ottoman observers who commented on the anti-religious character of
the revolution without exception denounced it.> The French occupation
of Egypt, too, though shocking as an attack on a Muslim heartland,
created an awareness of French military strength, not of French philos-
ophy. The exposure of members of the Ottoman ruling class to Euro-
pean ideas, caused by the opportunities of actually mingling with
foreigners that Selim’s regime allowed, certainly had an effect, notably
in the tendency of the younger bureaucrats to look for rationally
motivated solutions instead of traditional ones, and hence to new
legislation. Especially those young Ottomans who served at the
embassies in Europe were deeply impressed by the effectiveness of the
bureaucracies they encountered there. Where Ottoman dignitaries had
to sustain their way of life by supplementing their salaries (which were
often months if not years in arrears) with an extra income consisting of
‘appointment gifts’, fees and fines, and had to ensure that they were
reappointed each year, the servants of European states were already
developing into the true bureaucrats they would become in the
nineteenth century: salaried officials, secure in their jobs and with their
tasks and prospects clearly defined by regulations. More abstract ideas
like liberalism, constitutionalism and patriotism did not affect members
of the Ottoman elite until the middle of the nineteenth century.

Where the ideas of the French Revolution had a marked effect was
among the literate members of the Christian communities of the empire.
The first to be influenced were the Greeks, thanks to their commercial
connections with all the major European ports, and the Serbians, who
were in constant touch with central Europe through their exports to
Austria. Of the three catchwords of the French Revolution, ‘liberty,
equality, fraternity’, it was ‘liberty’ that caught on among these com-
munities; but to them liberty meant not the guarantee of civic rights but
national independence. Nationalism was introduced into the Ottoman
Empire in the aftermath of the revolutionary wars, but the nationalism
of the Ottoman Christian communities was of a central European rather
than a West European type. In search of a nation on which to build their
states, the Balkan intellectuals constructed romantic visions of their
historical past, defining Ottoman rule as an ‘occupation’ in the process.*
The year 1808 saw the beginning of a Serbian insurrection, which at
first was no more than a protest against the abuses of the local Muslim
landowners and the janissaries, but which developed into a movement
for autonomy and later independence. It was no coincidence that the
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movement’s first leader was a rich pig exporter called Kara George.
The birth of Greek nationalism can be traced to the founding by Greek
merchants in Odessa in 1814 of the Philiki Hetairia, a secret society
aiming for the reconstruction of the Byzantine Empire. During the
nineteenth century the growth of nationalism, first in the Balkans and
later also in the Asiatic provinces, was to prove the most important
factor in the destruction of the Ottoman state.

Economic change

Economically, the main development of the revolutionary years in the
Levant was the strengthening of the position of the Greek traders and
shippers. The revolutionary and Napoleonic wars had seriously
damaged the position of the French merchant navy in the eastern
Mediterranean and its leading position in long-distance sea trade was
taken over by the Greeks, whose business had already been booming in
the late 1700s. At the same time, the British blockade of Napoleonic
Europe and the counter blockade known as the ‘continental system’,
introduced by the French, increased the importance of the Ottoman
Empire for trade in and out of central Europe.® Selim 111 had actively
tried to improve conditions for Ottoman merchants in their competition
with the Europeans by establishing consulates in the major Mediter-
ranean trading centres. Not being backed up by a system of
capitulations (cf. Chapter 1), such as the Ottoman sultans had granted to
the European nations, these consuls could of course never play their
roles as effectively as their Western counterparts.

Bayraktar Mustafa Pasha: the provincial notables in power

After he was deposed, Sultan Selim I11 was kept prisoner in the palace.
The coalition of conservative ulema and janissary officers that had
staged the coup of 1807 brought to the throne his cousin, Mustafa IV.
Their motivation having been a negative one (common loathing of
Selim’s policies), they failed to develop a coherent policy, however,
and meanwhile a number of leading survivors of the toppled regime
took refuge with one of the leading ayan, Bayraktar Mustafa Pasha in
Ruscuk. Mustafa Pasha, like many of the leading ayan, had had
ambivalent relations with the deposed sultan, supporting him against
the janissaries and the ulema but sabotaging his attempts to extend cen-
tral control to the provinces. But he had drawn close to the sultan when
in 1806 the Russian advance threatened his area of control on the Danube.
His headquarters became the centre of opposition to the conservative
coalition in power in Istanbul and a little over a year later, in July 1808,
he marched on the capital, intending to restore Sultan Selim 11l to the
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throne. His captors assassinated Selim before he could be freed, but
within a week Bayraktar Mustafa Pasha’s troops were in complete
control. They deposed Mustafa IV and raised to the throne Selim’s
other cousin, Mahmut 11, a known partisan of the Nizam-i Cedid.

So, ironically, the reign of the first sultan who tried to re-establish
central control in the empire ended with the provincial notables (the
ayan) in power in the capital. Bayraktar Mustafa Pasha’s period in
power lasted for barely four months but what he tried to accomplish in
that time is interesting. Apart from trying to terrorize his opponents, the
stagers of the 1807 coup, into submission, he tried to revive the reforms
of Sultan Selim and even to reconstitute the Nizam-i Cedid under a
traditional name, that of Segbans (Keepers of the Royal Hounds — later
incorporated into the janissary corps as a division of 34 companies).
Contingents sent to the capital by loyal notables formed the nucleus of
this corps. Furthermore, he took the remarkable initiative of inviting all
the major ayan of the empire to Istanbul, to take part in a conference,
attended also by the highest dignitaries of the central government, on
the problems of the empire.

Most of the leading Anatolian notables did come, but a number of the
standard-bearer’s Balkan rivals and Mehmet Ali Pasha of Egypt (of
whom more anon) excused themselves, while Ali Pasha of Yanina, the
most powerful notable in the western Balkans, sent only a represen-
tative. Those who attended the conference discussed a programme
submitted by Mustafa Pasha and agreed on a ‘document of agreement’
(sened-i ittifak), signed in October 1808. In the document both the
sultan and the notables promised to rule justly. Taxes would be justly
imposed by the government and justly collected by the notables. The
notables promised to support reforms and the creation of a new army.
They declared their loyalty to the sultan and his government and
promised to defend him against any rebellion. They also promised to
respect each other’s territory and autonomy. A remarkable document,
the sened-i ittifak, has sometimes been presented as an Ottoman Magna
Carta, or a first attempt at constitutionalism. The former is more
accurate because the document is really a pact between the ruler and his
barons, not a codification of the rights of citizens. As such, it consti-
tutes the high-water mark of the influence of the ayan in the empire,
who were here recognized officially as partners in government. The
sultan himself did not sign the document, but he did allow his tugra
(imperial monogram) to be put over it.°

One month after its signature by the notables, the janissaries in the
capital revolted once more over rumours that Mustafa Pasha intended to
disband them. The pasha, who had had to send his best troops to
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Ruscuk to defend it against his rivals in Bulgaria and had no reliable
support left in Istanbul, had to take refuge in a powder magazine. When
the janissaries entered, he blew himself up. The janissaries, in coalition
with the guilds and the ulema were once more masters of the capital.
The sultan, however, reacted swiftly: he had Mustafa 1V, his only
remaining male relative, strangled and ordered the Segbans to the
palace. A stalemate ensued, which was eventually solved by compro-
mise, the sultan remaining on the throne but having to dissolve the
Segban corps.



3 - The Early Years of Sultan
Mahmut Il: The Centre Tries to
Regain Control

Mahmut 1l had been a witness both to the limited successes of the
Nizam-i Cedid and to the fall and death of his cousin Selim. He seems
to have learnt his lessons well and also to have been a much more adept
tactician. He started from an extremely weak position. He had been put
into power by the Bayraktar, who himself was no longer there, and the
only reason Mahmut Il was left on the throne was that there was no
other male successor available. He therefore had to move circumspectly
and spent the first 15 years of his reign establishing a power base. This
meant appointing trusted supporters to key positions in the scribal
service, the ulema hierarchy and the army. His second aim was the
reduction of the semi-independent ayan who had brought him to power.
This he to a large extent accomplished. Between 1812 and 1817 the
major Anatolian notables were brought under control, and between
1814 and 1820 the same happened in the Balkans. In Kurdistan the
process took longer, but there too the power of the practically inde-
pendent Kurdish princes, the mirs who had ruled over large tribal
coalitions, was eventually broken. Here, the existing tribal structure of
society meant that the removal of the princes and the inability of the
central Ottoman government to replace them with effective central
control led to a long period of anarchy, in which authority reverted to
the tribal chiefs and to the religious leaders who built up their authority
as mediators in inter-tribal conflicts." In the Arab provinces the restor-
ation of Ottoman government authority over the notables took place
only later, in the 1840s.

The methods employed in subduing the ayan, in the age-old Ottoman
tradition, were peaceful where possible (bribes were given, titles con-
ferred, hostages taken, divisions among the notables ably exploited).
Open warfare was used only as a last resort, and before 1826 it was that
of the traditional military establishment: mainly the janissaries. It is
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important to understand that, while the sultan was slowly strengthening
his hold on the government, he had not yet broken with the scribal or
military establishment. While proponents of reform were put into more
and more important positions, the most powerful politician of these
early years of Mahmut’s reign was Mehmet Sait Halet Efendi, a mem-
ber of the ulema and former ambassador to Paris, with a generally
conservative outlook. He was close to the janissaries and his efforts at,
and success in, subjugating the ayan can also be seen as being moti-
vated by a desire to strengthen the position of the janissary garrisons in
the provinces, which were the great competitors of the notables.’

Lost territories: Serbia, Greece, Egypt

Mahmut and his servants succeeded in re-establishing control over most
of the central Ottoman lands, but in a few important cases they failed.
In 1804 the insurrection led by Kara George broke out in Serbia against
the excesses of the local janissary garrisons. The government of Selim
11, engaged in its own struggle with the janissaries, had condoned the
insurrection, but after the elimination of the garrisons the movement
developed into one aimed at Serbian autonomy. In spite of some
modest Russian support for the Serbs, the Ottoman army suppressed the
movement in 1813. Two years later, however, it flared up again and this
time the new Serbian leader, Milo$ Obrenovi¢, reached agreement with
the Ottomans on autonomy for a Serbian principality between Belgrade
and Nish. The Ottomans retained the right to garrison the major towns
and to receive a yearly tribute (this, it should be remembered, amounted
to the same degree of influence as the central government had enjoyed
in, for instance, Kurdistan or some of the Arab provinces in the
eighteenth century).

The Greek insurrection, which broke out in 1821, was more impor-
tant for three reasons. First, the Greek community in the empire played
a crucial role in the empire’s external relations, both economic and
diplomatic. Second, from the very beginning of the insurgency many of
its leaders aimed at full independence; and third, the crisis that ensued
directly involved all the major European powers.

The Philiki Hetairia, a Greek patriotic society founded in Odessa in
1814, had been busy over the next few years founding cells throughout
the Balkans. Kara George was at one time a member. From 1820 the
organization was led by Alexander Ipsilantis, a member of one of the
elite Phanariote (so-called after the Phanar quarter in Istanbul) Greek
families of the Ottoman Empire and himself a general in the Russian
army. In 1821 Ipsilantis and his group considered the time ripe for a
full-scale insurrection, which they hoped to trigger by an invasion of
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Moldavia and Wallachia (present-day Romania). Their aim was a
general rebellion in the Balkans, in order to create a new Byzantine
Empire under Greek leadership, and not merely a Greek national state.
The invasion that was supposed to bring about the realization of this
ambitious scheme was, however, a disaster. The invading army was
much too small (about 3000 men) and the peasant population in Mol-
davia and Wallachia was never likely to side with the invaders, since
the great landowners and the governors of these provinces were tradi-
tionally from the same Phanariote families from which Ipsilantis stemmed.
For their part, many of the influential and rich Greek families of the Otto-
man Empire actually opposed the Hetairia’s nationalist aspirations.’

At the same time as the invasion failed, another and very different
Greek insurrection began to spread in the southernmost parts of the
Balkan peninsula and on the Aegean isles. Although the rebels were
influenced by Hetairia propaganda, it was a genuine popular revolt
against Ottoman misrule. The rebels were badly organized and divided
among themselves, but nevertheless the Ottoman army in 1821-24
signally failed to defeat them. By 1824 almost the whole of the Morea
(the Peloponnese) and many islands were in the hands of the rebels. It
has been argued that the success of the rebellion was due in part to the
fact that in 1820-22 the Ottoman government was engaged in the
military suppression of the most powerful of all the Balkan notables,
Ali Pasha of Yanina. In removing him, they also removed the only
force that could effectively control the area.*

The most important territory lost to the empire in this period was the
province of Egypt with about four million inhabitants. This loss was the
work of one man, the Ottoman governor of Egypt, Mehmet Ali. In the
years when Mahmut Il was gradually strengthening his hold on the
government apparatus by infiltrating it with his supporters, his governor
in Egypt demonstrated what effective concentration of all power at the
centre could accomplish. Mehmet Ali was an Albanian from Kavalla
(now in northern Greece), who had come to Egypt as an officer in the
Albanian contingent in the Ottoman expeditionary force against the
French. In 1803 he had become the leader of that corps and had
established himself as the de facto ruler of Egypt. In 1808, he was
officially recognized as governor of Egypt by the sultan.

The French occupation had fatally weakened the position of the Mam-
luks, the part-Circassian, part-Turkish military ruling elite of the country.
They had been chased from lower Egypt by the French and during the
Napoleonic wars had been unable to replenish their numbers by recruit-
ing slaves in the areas north of the Caucasus, as had been their practice
for hundreds of years. In a sense, therefore, the French occupation had
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provided Mehmet Ali with a clean slate. He used this opportunity to
destroy the last vestiges of Mamluk power, massacring their leaders in
the Cairo citadel in 1811. Thereafter, he embarked on an ambitious pro-
gramme of reform aimed at the strengthening of his government.

As with Selim I11’s Nizam-i Cedid, the main element of the programme
was to create a large, modern, European-style army. This brought with
it the need for larger state income through taxation, the need for a more
efficient bureaucracy to mobilize the resources of the country, and the
need for modern Western-style education in order to create the cadres
for the new army and bureaucracy. The Ottoman reformers from Selim
111 and Mahmut Il onwards had faced the same dilemma; but they did
not have the advantage of a situation, such as Egypt’s, in which the old
establishment had been destroyed by outside interference. Furthermore,
Mehmet Ali took more drastic action than the early Ottoman reformers
could or would undertake to solve the two main problems that modern-
izing the army entailed: lack of income and lack of dependable man-
power from outside the military establishment (the janissaries and
affiliated corps in the Ottoman case, the Albanian forces and the
Mamluks in Egypt). Mehmet Ali first had recourse to slave-hunting in
the Sudan in 1820-21, but when it turned out that the slaves died like
flies when they were enrolled in the army, he decided to solve the
manpower problem by a radical innovation: the conscription of
Egyptian peasants in 1822.°> The monetary problem was never com-
pletely solved, but Mehmet Ali was much more successful than the
Ottomans of his era in increasing his income to pay for the expensive
new army (and fleet). He replaced the tax farm system with direct
taxation; and he encouraged the development of agriculture, investing
in irrigation and road works and forcing the farmers to grow cash crops,
of which cotton became the mainstay of the Egyptian economy. Also,
Mehmet Ali enlarged the highly profitable state monopolies precisely at
the time when, as we shall see, the Ottomans were forced to abandon
them.

There can be no doubt that Mehmet Ali’s example was highly
influential in Istanbul, both as an inspiration and as a source of rivalry.
In the early years of his reign, the sultan in his weakened position had
no choice but to apply for help to his most powerful subject. When the
tribal leader of the central Najd area in the Arabian peninsula, who had
adopted the teachings of the fundamentalist Wahabi movement as the
ideology of his political movement, extended his sway to the Hijaz and
even occupied the holy cities of Mecca and Medina, it was Mehmet Ali
who restored the sultan’s authority there after a costly and difficult
campaign against the Wahabis between 1811 and 1818. When the
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Ottoman janissary army proved incapable of suppressing the Greek
rebellion, the sultan turned to his Egyptian governor once more.

The last phase of the Greek rebellion, war with Russia again

At the request of the sultan’s government, Egyptian troops landed in the
Morea in 1825. Where the janissaries had failed, they were highly
successful and over the next two years they conquered most of the
mainland. Only the dominance of the Greek merchant navy, which was
able to supply the rebels with arms and food, prevented a complete
collapse of the rebellion. In the face of military disaster, the Greek
insurrection was now saved by European intervention. There was a
great deal of sympathy with the Greek rebels in Europe, most of all in
Britain and in Russia. In Britain the sources of this philhellenism were
liberal sympathy for Greek national aspirations and admiration for
classical Greek civilization, with which the modern inhabitants of the
southern Balkans were identified. In Russia, the main motive behind
the sympathy for the Greeks was religious solidarity within the
Orthodox Church. This public sympathy with the rebels did not trans-
late into political support, except in one country: Russia. Tsar
Alexander | tried to get the other great powers of Europe to agree to
intervene in the conflict in support of the establishment of an autono-
mous Greece. The other powers, however, were not enthusiastic,
fearing that an autonomous Greece would become a Russian puppet
state. Tsar Alexander, one of the principal architects of the international
order established in 1815, set too much store by the international
‘system’ and the principle of legitimate rule to intervene unilaterally
against the wishes of the other powers.

This aspect of the situation changed with the death of Alexander and
the accession by Nicholas I in December 1825. The new tsar let it be
known that if no agreement with the other powers could be reached
Russia would go it alone. This threat eventually had its desired effect
for, rather than see Russia intervene on its own, first Britain agreed to
autonomy for Greece (in 1826) and then in June 1827 Britain, France
and Russia jointly decided to intervene to force a ceasefire on the
parties (thus in effect saving the rebels).

When the sultan refused to accept the mediation of the powers, their
fleets first blockaded the Ottoman and Egyptian navies in the harbour
of Navarino on the western coast of the Morea (Peloponnese), and then
on 20 October destroyed them completely, cutting off the Egyptian
expeditionary force. This effectively decided the conflict, but even
though Mehmet Ali agreed to withdraw his troops from the Balkans,
the government in Istanbul refused to face facts, which led to full-scale
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war with Russia. After initial successes, Ottoman resistance collapsed
in the summer of 1829. Russian troops occupied Erzurum and Edirne.
At the Treaty of Edirne, concluded in September 1829, the Ottomans
had to recognize the independence of Greece and the autonomy of the
principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia and of a Serbia to which
several Ottoman districts were added. That the Greece that emerged on
the map was only a very small state, and fell far short of the designs of
the Greek nationalists, was only due to the fact that Britain, France and
Austria preferred a malleable Ottoman Empire to a strong Greece
dominated by Russian influence.



4 - The Later Years of Sultan
Mahmut Il; The Start of the
Reforms

The Egyptian crisis

At the time of the Treaty of Edirne (1829) the whole issue of Greek
independence was already starting to be overshadowed by what
developed into the most threatening crisis for the Ottoman Empire in
the first half of the nineteenth century, the conflict between the sultan
and his most powerful subject, the governor of Egypt.

Mehmet Ali had come out of the Greek crisis with precious little to
show for his efforts and especially for the enormous expense he had
incurred. In 1827 he had lost his fleet into the bargain. It is therefore
understandable that he sought recompense in other areas. At first he
tried to come to an agreement with the French government. Tradition-
ally, Egypt had close ties with France. The French Catholic mission had
been active in the country for a long time, Napoleon’s occupation was
still within living memory, and French officers had played a leading
role in building and training Mehmet Ali’s new army. Mehmet Ali dis-
cussed with the French consul, Drovetti, an Egyptian occupation of the
North African Ottoman provinces (Tripolitania, Tunisia and Algeria)
with French support and Ottoman acquiescence; in exchange the French
would get political and economic concessions in the area. Nothing
came of these plans. Instead France decided to occupy Algiers herself.

Mehmet Ali now turned to Britain with similar proposals. When
Britain refused to cooperate, he decided to move alone. He used a
smouldering conflict with the Ottoman governor of Acre over the
latter’s refusal to return Egyptian peasants who had fled Egypt
(primarily to escape conscription) as a pretext for a full-scale campaign
to conquer Syria in 1831. After stubborn resistance by its governor,
Acre fell in May 1832. In July Mehmet Ali’s (adopted) son Ibrahim
Pasha, who commanded the Egyptian army, twice defeated the Otto-
mans, completing the occupation of Syria. The Ottoman government



THE LATER YEARS OF SULTAN MAHMUT II 37

now officially deposed Mehmet Ali and declared him a rebel. Mehmet
Ali tried to open negotiations, but when the government refused, he
ordered his troops into Anatolia, where, on 27 December 1832, they
routed the Ottoman forces near Konya.

This disaster opened the road to the Ottoman capital for the Egypt-
ians. Mehmet Ali now temporized while he tried to reopen negotiations.
The Ottomans for their part desperately sought foreign support against
him. Britain refused to give anything more than moral support.
Austria’s Chancellor Metternich was equally inactive. In desperation
the sultan now turned to his traditional enemy, the tsar, for help. The
Russians, who saw in Mehmet Ali a puppet of a detested French
government (the July monarchy of Louis Philippe, which in the eyes of
the rulers in St Petersburg was itself illegitimate), also saw a chance for
a major diplomatic victory and offered the sultan diplomatic and
military support.

When the negotiations between Mehmet Ali and the sultan broke
down again and Ibrahim Pasha’s forces started to march on Istanbul,
Russian troops landed on the Bosphorus on 5 April 1833. They
effectively forestalled any move by Ibrahim Pasha against the capital,
but they were not in a position or in sufficient numbers to attack him.
The sultan therefore had no choice but to accept the substance of the
demands made by Mehmet Ali and to appoint him governor of Syria in
May. In addition his son, Ibrahim Pasha, was made tax collector of the
district of Adana. The Russians received the diplomatic prize they had
aimed for in the shape of the treaty of Hiinkar Iskelesi, concluded in
July 1833, which basically was an eight-year defensive alliance
between Russia and the Ottoman Empire. The treaty consisted of six
public articles and one secret one. The secret article absolved the
Ottoman Empire from the obligation to support Russia militarily, but it
stipulated that, in case of a war between Russia and another power, the
empire would close the Dardanelles to all but Russian warships.*

The treaty made a deep impression in Britain, where Russophobia
had already been mounting, especially in liberal circles. Now the
cabinet, too, was deeply worried by the threat of Russian penetration in
the Middle East. Combating the threat of Russian expansionism, as it
was perceived in London, became one of the main determinants of
British foreign policy for the next decades. At the same time, Britain
became deeply hostile to the man who had caused all this trouble,
Mehmet Ali.

Mahmut Il never really accepted the loss of the Syrian provinces and
sought an opportunity to take revenge. In 1838 he sent his influential
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mustafa Resit Pasha, to London to try to
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get the British government’s support for an attack on Mehmet Ali. This
support was not forthcoming, in spite of the offer, and conclusion, of a
free trade treaty that opened up Ottoman markets (including,
presumably, the areas to be recaptured from the Egyptians) to British
trade. Nevertheless, in April 1839 the sultan felt strong enough to order
an attack on the Egyptian forces in northern Syria. The result was a
signal Ottoman defeat at Nizip on 24 June. To make matters worse, a
few days afterwards the Ottoman admiral in command of the fleet in the
Mediterranean, on hearing that one of his arch rivals had become grand
vizier and that his fleet was being recalled, sailed to Alexandria and
handed over the Ottoman fleet to the Egyptians.

The ‘Eastern Question’

The later years of Sultan Mahmut Il saw a marked increase in the major
European powers’ interest in the Ottoman Empire. The Greek and
Egyptian crises had shown up the empire’s weakness and had alerted
Britain to the strategic threat of the Ottoman Empire coming within the
Russian sphere of influence, which would enable the Russians to
threaten the British position in the Mediterranean and in Asia. Austria,
too, was increasingly afraid of Russian domination in the Balkans.
Imperial rivalry between Great Britain and France was making itself
felt again, a generation after Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt.

The question of how to satisfy competing Balkan nationalisms and
the imperialist ambitions of the great powers without causing the
destruction of the Ottoman Empire, or, if this destruction was inevitable
(something of which the majority of European statesmen were
convinced), to dismember it without upsetting the balance of power in
Europe and causing a general war, was known throughout the
nineteenth century as the ‘Eastern Question’.? It was high on the
political and diplomatic agenda in every European capital — and quite
rightly, too, for dissatisfied Serbian nationalism was to spark off the
First World War in 1914 and lead to the destruction of not only the
Ottoman but also the Austrian, Russian and German empires.

The international political developments sketched here form the
background for the two partly contradictory developments that set the
pace in the Ottoman Empire from the late 1820s onwards. On the one
hand, the increasing incorporation of parts of the economy into the
capitalist world-system and its attendant growth in trade strengthened
the position of those who profited from this development, the Ottoman
Christian traders, industrialists and bankers. On the other, the
government of Mahmut |1, faced with this process, under the personal
direction of the sultan, increased its efforts to strengthen the state
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through military, administrative and fiscal reforms. Gradually, military
and political power and economic strength were polarized between two
distinct sectors of Ottoman society: the predominantly Muslim military/
bureaucratic elite and the emerging Christian bourgeoisie.

The role of foreign powers in this context was ambivalent: they,
especially Britain from the 1830s to the 1870s, encouraged modern-
izing reforms aimed at strengthening the Ottoman state, but at the same
time they jealously guarded their commercial interests and the rights of
their Christian coreligionists, many of whom had become clients under
the berat system. They pressed for equal rights for the sultan’s
Christian subjects as a touchstone for the sincerity of the reforms, yet
supported the Christian communities’ refusal to give up their traditional
rights under the millet system in exchange for equality.

The sultan in control: the start of the reform movement

The policies of Sultan Mahmut 11 from 1826 onwards determined the
direction that Ottoman reform efforts would take for the next 80 years.
Like the policies of Selim Il and those of his great rival and
inspiration, Mehmet Ali Pasha, they were ultimately aimed at
strengthening the central state through building a modern army. All his
reforms can be understood as a means to that end: building a new army
cost money; money had to be generated by more efficient taxation,
which in turn could only be achieved through a modern and efficient
central and provincial bureaucracy. Better communications were
needed to extend government control and new types of education to
produce the new-style military and civil servants the sultan needed.
Where Mahmut Il went much further than his predecessor (though not
as far as Mehmet Ali) was in his efforts to uproot the existing
establishment, abolishing or taming its institutions, and in the scope of
his reforms. Where Selim 111 had mainly tried to combat abuse of the
existing system, Mahmut created new administrative and legal
structures.

The turning point in the subjugation of the establishment was the
confrontation between Sultan Mahmut and the janissaries in 1826.
Throughout the earlier part of his reign, the sultan had encouraged the
further development of small, specialized military units (artillery,
wagoneers, sappers), some of which had been founded even before
Selim 1l came to the throne, but he had carefully refrained from
repeating Selim’s attempt to create a modern infantry. Disgusted by the
behaviour of the janissaries in the Greek campaigns, in May 1826 he
decreed what was in effect a revival of the Nizam-i Cedid army,
although the new soldiery was now called Muallem Asakir-i Mansure-i
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Muhammadiye (Trained Victorious Soldiers of Muhammad). A
hundred and fifty men from each janissary battalion were to be enrolled
in the new corps. As was to be — and no doubt was — expected, the
janissaries revolted against this undermining of their position, but the
sultan was prepared and when the janissaries assembled to march on the
palace, his artillery slaughtered them and set fire to their barracks. In 30
minutes the resistance of the janissaries, who apparently on this
occasion were not supported by the mass of the capital’s population,
was broken. The corps was officially abolished the next day and in the
following weeks the provincial garrisons, too, were disbanded, some
after fierce resistance.

After this suppression of the janissaries, known in Ottoman history as
the Vaka-i Hayriye (beneficial event), the sultan made sure of his future
political control of the army by appointing the head of the new
Mansure troops serasker (head soldier), or commander-in-chief, thus
terminating the traditional autonomy of the different corps in the
Ottoman army. In due course, the office of Serasker would develop into
that of Minister of War. In the wake of the beneficial event, the Bektasi
order of dervishes, which had been closely linked to the janissaries
since the fifteenth century, was officially closed down. Many of its
convents were destroyed and the remaining ones were put under the
supervision of the orthodox Sunni Naksibendi order. In due course there
would be a revival of Bektasi belief and culture in the second half of the
nineteenth century.

The ulema, who had so effectively opposed earlier reforming sultans
through their coalition with the janissaries, had now lost their strong
arm and the sultan made use of their weakened position to curb their
power in two vital areas: he brought the holdings of the religious
foundations, the evkaf, under government control through the institution
of a separate directorate (later ministry) of religious foundations and he
turned the ulema into a hierarchy headed by the seyhilislam, the chief
miftl and highest religious functionary of the empire, thus centralizing
control over the religious institution in the same way as he had done
with the army.

Of course, the drastic solutions of 1826 left the empire with hardly
any organized armed forces, so the sultan had to devote a great deal of
attention to the building of a new army, the Mansure army he had
announced in May. Supported by Husrev Pasha, the commander-in-
chief at this crucial period, he did succeed in building a new Western-
style army in spite of great difficulties. The greatest of these was
finding suitable officers. Mehmet Ali had taken care to build up a small
but effective cadre before he embarked on the expansion of his forces,
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but the sultan had been unable to do this in the political climate before
1826 and had to start practically from scratch. Immediately after the
destruction of the janissaries, the sultan asked his Egyptian vassal to
send him military instructors, but Mehmet Ali for obvious reasons
politely refused. Therefore, as in Egypt earlier, foreign instructors were
invited to train the officer corps. Because they were politically less
suspect than French, British or Russian officers, the Ottoman
government began to invite Prussians, thus starting the tradition of
Prussian (and later German) influence in the Ottoman army, which was
to last for nearly a century. Muslim sensitivities prevented the foreign
officers from being put in command of Ottoman troops themselves,
however, and limited their effectiveness. A major problem was that of
dressing and equipping the new army. Large amounts of materials were
imported from different European countries, but at the same time
efforts were made to produce supplies within the empire.

All in all, it took a long time to build an effective army and militarily
the empire in the 20 years after 1826 was probably weaker than ever
before or after, something that clearly showed in the disastrous Russian
war of 1828-29 and in the Egyptian crises of 1831-3 and 1839-40. An
important step in the modernization of the army was the creation in
1834 of a military reserve (redif) after the Prussian model. The aim was
to create a large pool of trained men in the provinces, both to strengthen
law and order and to flesh out the regular army in times of war.
Although poorly organized and equipped, later in the century the redif
forces did develop into an important means of government control over
the provinces.®

Mahmut 11 realized that a modern army was not enough, and that an
effective bureaucratic machine was needed to control the country and to
ensure the collection of revenues. At the central level, the sultan’s
attempts to achieve this consisted of three things. First, he took a
number of measures to give his scribes, individually and collectively, a
more secure status. In 1826 he abolished the age-old custom of
confiscating the possessions of disgraced dignitaries. In 1834 he
abolished the customary annual reappointment of all higher function-
aries (with the attendant appointment fees that had been a heavy burden
for most Ottoman scribes) and he replaced the fees (bahsis) on which
the income of the scribes had depended with regular salaries. The
following year he introduced a modern hierarchical system of ranks and
he also tried to replace the old guild-like system of on-the-job training
in the departments with a formal system of instruction. This change
took place gradually over the next half century. Second, he replaced the
traditional, rather undifferentiated, system of government of the
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Sublime Porte with a division of labour compatible with the new
ambitions of the central state.

In this process, the different tasks of the grand vizier, traditionally
considered the sultan’s alter ego to whom all the latter’s powers were
delegated, were parcelled out among the grand vizier’s subordinates.
His steward, the kahya, became first minister of civil affairs and then in
1837 minister of the interior. The chief scribe (reisulkittab) developed
into minister of foreign affairs. Institutions resembling a treasury
department and a justice ministry also evolved. Third, the sultan took
the initiative in creating a set of advisory councils, both at the palace
and at the Porte, to deal with the growing burden of legislation his
reforms entailed. The most important was the Meclis-i Vala-i Ahkam-i
Adliye (Supreme Council for Judicial Regulations), which together with
a number of smaller more specialized bodies played an extremely
important role in the reform policies of the next 30 years.

Financial problems

The reforms, especially the military reforms, cost money on an
unprecedented scale. One of the most pressing problems for the sultan
and his government was always raising the level of state income for the
special treasury created for the army, the Mansure Hazinesi (Treasury
of the Victorious). From 1826 onwards more and more revenue was
diverted to this treasury: that from tax farms, from the religious
foundations brought under government control, from confiscated
property and from new taxes introduced for this purpose, the so-called
risumat-i cihadiye (holy war taxes).

It is a clear indication of the military impetus behind the reforms that
it was this Mansure treasure that eventually developed into the Ministry
of Finance. The Ottoman government did not succeed in drastically
raising the efficiency of the system of taxation during Mahmut’s
lifetime. Neither was it able to raise income through the efficient use of
state monopolies or mercantilist policies like those Mehmet Ali
employed in Egypt. On the contrary, towards the end of Mahmut’s
reign the existing monopolies were abolished. The government
therefore resorted to the age-old practice of debasing the coinage
(lowering the silver content) in order to finance the deficit. The result
was, of course, galloping inflation. Against the major European
currencies used in the Levant, the kurus or Ottoman piastre, which had
been fairly stable throughout the eighteenth century, fell by nearly 500
per cent during Mahmut’s reign.” It goes without saying that this
affected salaried officials severely. It was undoubtedly one of the
reasons for the widespread corruption of which contemporaries
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complained and also of the continuous social unrest in Mahmut’s later
years.

Closely linked to the need for more tax revenue were the attempts to
reform, or at least to combat the worst abuses of, the provincial admin-
istration. The sultan tried further to curb the military and financial
power of the ayan through the appointment of officials directly con-
trolled from Istanbul, notably tax collectors and military commanders.
These policies were first put into operation in two experimental areas,
the province of Bursa (called Hiidavendigar at the time) and the county
of Gallipoli; the other provinces were hardly affected during Mahmut’s
lifetime. To strengthen his hold on the provinces, the sultan also began
the improvement of communications, through the introduction of a
postal system and the construction of roads, though these, too, were
limited to the areas closest to the capital. The same purpose was served
by the launching of the first Ottoman newspaper, or more exactly
official gazette, the Moniteur Ottoman with its Ottoman-language
equivalent, the Takvim-i Vekai (Calendar of Events), in 1831.

In order to raise revenues through more efficient taxation and to be
able to raise more troops, Mahmut ordered a census to be held. Work
began in 1828-29, but work was held up because of the Russian war
and counting took place only in a limited number of provinces. The
census reports drawn up in 1831 gave the counted population as 3.7
million. Because only males were counted, this number would have to
be at least doubled to get at the real figures, but even so that would
probably only represent half the total population. Census officials
undercounted Muslims, because their primary interest was the number
of Christians who paid the poll tax (ciziye) and they hardly ventured
beyond the towns. The minimum realistic figure for the empire as a
whole (excluding North Africa) is probably 23 million people.’ In
subsequent years counting continued, but in 1844 a completely new
census was undertaken specifically for the purpose of recruiting
conscripts. We only know the results indirectly (through contemporary
authors who had access to them), but the total including North Africa
and Egypt is given as 35,350,000.°

Education
The second most important condition, after the supply of funds, for the
success of Mahmut’s reforms was the creation of a cadre able to
execute them. There was a desperate need for Ottomans with a
knowledge of Europe, of European science and technology and thus of
a European language.

Where formal education in a modern sense was concerned, the army
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was far ahead of the other Ottoman institutions. An army medical
school, where modern medicine was taught, was founded in 1827: an
innovation of revolutionary potential in a society where scientific
medicine was still basically that of the ancient Greeks. Studying
modern medicine, biology and physics almost inevitably induced a
rationalist and positivist mentality in the students, and the army medical
school spawned an extraordinary number of reformist thinkers, writers
and activists later in the century. In 1831 a school of military music was
established and in 1834 a military academy was founded in the Macka
district of Istanbul. This school, which was later moved to the district of
Pangalti and incorporated several other schools, played a momentous
role in forming the cadres of the later Ottoman Empire and of the
different nation states that succeeded it. In all these new schools, the
role of foreign instructors was crucial and knowledge of a Western
language (usually French) was a prerequisite.

On the civilian side, too, the need for cadres with a knowledge of
Europe and of a European language led to new types of education.
Following the example set by Mehmet Ali, the sultan in 1827 for the
first time sent a small group of students to Europe for training. It was,
however, quite natural that the leading role in the creation of the new
cadre should be reserved for the old office of the chief scribe
(reistilklttab), the new Foreign Office. Here there was at least a residue
of knowledge about Europe from the time of Sultan Selim’s
ambassadors. Here, too, was located the ‘Translation Office’ (Terciime
Odasi), where many of the leading Ottoman statesmen of the nineteenth
century began their careers. As has been noted before, diplomatic
transactions had traditionally been conducted in Istanbul through
contacts between foreign embassies and the Porte. Because of the
language problem, all negotiations were conducted between the official
translator of the imperial council (the divan) and the translators, or
dragomans, of the various embassies. From the eighteenth century the
post of translator to the imperial council had been held by members of
the Phanariote Greek families of Istanbul. The Greek insurrection
meant that the Porte no longer considered them loyal and reliable, and
the last Greek translator was dismissed in 1821.

This left the Ottoman government with a serious communications
problem at a time when diplomatic contacts were becoming more and
more important to the survival of the empire. Between 1821 and 1833
the business of translation was conducted through makeshift arrange-
ments, but in 1833 the new Translation Office was officially
established. It was not only an office, but also an important training
establishment, where young bureaucrats were taught to read, write and
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speak French — the diplomatic language of the day. In 1834, the sultan
re-established the Ottoman embassies in the major European capitals.
The new ambassadors took with them suites of younger Ottoman
scribes and so also were instrumental in the creation of a modern
outward-looking cadre. Two elements we encounter time and again
when we scrutinize the curricula vitae of reformist Ottoman bureaucrats
of the nineteenth century are service in the Translation Office and in
one of the embassies.

The handicaps of the reformers

The reign of Sultan Mahmut 1l saw only the beginnings of the process
of reform that was to transform the empire in the nineteenth century. It
is certainly not true that the reforms were only window-dressing, that
they were stillborn or that they stopped at the doorstep of the Porte.
Eventually, with the creation of a European-style army and a bureau-
cratic apparatus, supported by modern educational facilities, a large
measure of effective central control over the empire was established,
but it took another 50 years to do it.

If we look at the problems that hampered efforts to reform, both
during Mahmut’s reign and during the reigns of his sons and successors
Abdulmecit (1839-61) and Abdiilaziz (1861-76), we can see that those
efforts were undermined by five main factors.

First there was the lack of adequately trained and trustworthy
personnel. The number of people with adequate knowledge of the new
military and bureaucratic techniques could be counted in hundreds,
even as late as 1850. The new training establishments could only
gradually supply the state with suitable graduates, beginning in the
1840s. In the meantime, even the most radical innovations, like the
abolition of the tax-farming system in 1840 or a new system of
provincial administration had to be executed through the very people,
such as the provincial notables, whose abuses the reforms were
intended to terminate.

Second, the reforms were the result of a deliberate political choice at
the top. They were based on the presumption on the part of the sultan
and a number of his leading servants that the state had to be saved
through the adoption of European methods. The reform policies were
never the result of popular pressure and therefore lacked a secure basis
in Ottoman society. This meant that it was always possible for those
factions within the leading strata that disagreed with the Westernizing
reforms to halt or sabotage them, even if only temporarily. Although
reform-minded bureaucrats with close ties to Britain and France held
the upper hand during most of the period up to 1878, they by no means
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had a monopoly of power. Sultan Mahmut used the competition
between different factions to remain master of the situation, and in later
years more conservative or anti-Western politicians were sometimes
able to oust the reformists with the help of the Russian embassy or the
palace.

Third, even though rational-legalism gradually replaced tradi-
tionalism in the workings of the bureaucracy, the patrimonial system,
which had been so characteristic of the ‘classical” Ottoman system with
high officials who were at the same time patrons to numerous clients
who both depended on them for a living and supported them in the
continuous political infighting at the court, was still in place. This
undermined the rational working of the new institutions, especially in
the “hiring and firing’ department.

Fourth, apart from the breakthrough of 1826, the reforms of the
nineteenth century consisted of the creation of new laws, new
regulations and new institutions, rather than the abolition of old ones. In
time this created a dualism, with, for instance, the basically mediaeval
educational system of the ulema coexisting with modern teaching in
French in the new training colleges and regulations based on
nineteenth-century European law gradually replacing the Ottoman
kanuni law, but existing side by side with the holy law of Islam, the
seriat. The jurisdiction of the older and the newer institutions was not
always defined very clearly.

Finally, it can no doubt be maintained that the Achilles’ heel of the
reforms was their lack of an economic and financial basis. The reforms
were expensive, introducing as they did (though not by modern
standards) ‘big government’ in the empire for the first time. The stated
financial resources were simply insufficient and the attempts to increase
them were badly mismanaged. All through the period of the reforms,
the financial problem remained intractable. As a result, state servants
were badly and irregularly paid and corruption remained endemic.

Economic trends in the later years of Sultan Mahmut

The economic developments of Mahmut Il and his immediate suc-
cessors must be understood in the context of worldwide economic
trends. Great Britain had emerged from the revolutionary and Napo-
leonic wars without real rivals as a global trading nation and industrial
power, but faced with this economic hegemony of the British, their
traditional trading partners on the European continent and in America in
the early nineteenth century defended themselves by introducing
protectionist policies. These policies in turn forced Britain to intensify
its efforts to open up new markets in South America and Asia. For this
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purpose, it concluded a series of free-trade agreements with a number
of countries, opening up their markets to British products and giving
British industry free access to their raw materials.

The old Levant Company had been disbanded in 1825. The ending of
its trading monopoly in the Ottoman Empire meant that British traders
were now free to try their luck as they pleased. In the Ottoman lands,
they enjoyed the protection of the capitulations, which restricted import
and export duties alike to 3 per cent. Moreover, at the Treaty of Edirne
in 1829 the Russians had extracted a number of commercial conces-
sions from the Ottomans, which other powers now also claimed. Never-
theless, a number of important restrictions on trade were still in force.
They included Ottoman state monopolies on a variety of goods, internal
customs duties paid on trade within the empire, and central govern-
ment’s ability to impose extraordinary duties, for instance in times of
war. When the Ottoman government sought British support against the
threat posed by Mehmet Ali in 1838, Mustafa Resit Pasha, the architect
of the British alliance, offered the British government a free-trade treaty
that replaced all existing duties (including internal ones) for British
traders with new tariffs of 12 per cent on exports and 5 per cent on
imports.” The Ottoman merchants, meanwhile, continued to pay the
additional internal duties of 8 per cent. In addition, all state monopolies
were abolished, as was the right to impose extraordinary taxes. The
treaty, known as the Treaty of Balta Limani (after the village on the
Bosphorus where Resit Pasha had his palace) opened up the Ottoman
market completely to British trade. As usual, all the other European
states demanded the same rights, and similar free-trade treaties were
signed with several other countries between 1838 and 1841.

Trade, especially exports of agricultural products, had already grown
faster since the early 1820s. One reason was that the industrial revo-
lution in England led to a fall in the prices of industrial goods and thus
to more favourable terms of trade for exporters of agricultural goods to
industrializing nations. Conversely, the falling prices of imported
British industrial goods made life more difficult for local handicrafts.?
One result of the free-trade arrangements of 1838-41, which coincided
with the start of the rapid economic expansion in Europe known as the
‘mid-century boom’, was that the empire’s external trade, which had
already increased by roughly 80 per cent between 1780 and 1830,
increased approximately fivefold in 1830-70.° The other result of the
treaty was that the Ottoman government was deprived of exactly those
mercantilist instruments (monopolies and discriminating taxes) that had
been the financial basis of Mehmet Ali’s reforms. All through the
nineteenth century the empire’s economic policy remained a classically
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liberal one without any attempts at protectionism. It is in any case
doubtful whether such a policy would have been tolerated by the
European powers.

Of course, the change in the empire’s economic situation brought
with it winners and losers. Winners were those groups directly involved
in the expanding international trade. In general, these were not the
producers of export crops themselves: large-scale export-orientated
agricultural producers were relatively rare in the Ottoman Empire,
where small- to medium-sized landholders prevailed, and small farmers
could not export independently. On the other hand, the existence of
many small farms made it difficult for foreigners to penetrate the
economic networks. It was the intermediaries between the small
farmers and European industry who profited.’ In the Ottoman context,
these intermediaries were predominantly Greek, and to a lesser extent
Armenian, traders with contacts overseas. A network of largely
Armenian bankers financed their expanding businesses. Many of the
Greek traders and Armenian bankers held honorary foreigner status
under the berat system and were thus practically untouchable for the
Ottoman government. During the nineteenth century their position
became strong, not only compared with the sultan’s Muslim subjects
but also compared with the foreign companies that tried to penetrate the
Near Eastern markets on their own but whose attempts the indigenous
Christians often successfully frustrated.

There were also losers. They were to be found in the traditional
handicraft industries, organized in guilds, especially in those towns and
cities, such as the major ports, that had direct links with the outside
world. Evidence shows that at least some of these handicrafts, such as
the very important production of cotton yarn, and to a lesser extent of
cloth, were hit hard by the competition from industrially produced
European goods. The results were falling incomes and unemployment.

The effects of the Ottoman Empire’s incorporation into the European
economic system should not, however, be overstated. Estimates suggest
that even in 1870 foreign trade amounted to only about 7 or 8 per cent
of total production (and to between 12 and 16 per cent of agricultural
production).* The share of exports in the gross national product of the
empire has been calculated at approximately 3 to 4 per cent in 1840."
Furthermore, the effects of incorporation were spread very unevenly,
with the coastal regions and the big cities most affected while the
inaccessible interior was affected much less. Even in the more remote
areas the incorporation had its indirect effects: the price of wheat in the
internal market, for instance, fluctuated with the price on the world
market.
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Foreign loans to the Ottoman Empire, or investments in the infra-
structure or in industry, were not yet playing a role in the 1830s. There
were some first attempts at indigenous industrial production in the form
of mills producing clothing, equipment and armaments for the new
army. The mills worked exclusively or mainly as government con-
tractors and were controlled by government bodies such as the mint or
the office of the Serasker (commander-in-chief). The workers in these
mills were regarded as part of the army. The most famous example of
all was the Feshane (fez factory). The fez, a red felt brimless hat
originating in Morocco, had been chosen as the official headgear for the
new army and for the civil service after the destruction of the janissaries
in 1826. For some time the fezzes were purchased from Tunisia, but in
1835 a number of Tunisian craftsmen were brought to Istanbul. In 1839
(after the death of Sultan Mahmut) the Feshane was enlarged and
relocated in a wing of a palace at the top of the Golden Horn. At this
time it also started to produce cloth, but it still depended on animal
strength. In the mid-1840s steam engines were introduced. A few more
mills of the same type were opened in the 1840s and 1850s, but they
were suppliers to the military rather than commercial operations.



5. The Era of the Tanzimat,
1839-71

Sultan Mahmut Il died of tuberculosis on 30 June 1839, before the news
of the Ottoman defeat by the Egyptians at Nizip had reached Istanbul.
His elder son, Abdulmecit, who succeeded him, was to reign from 1839
to 1861. Mahmut’s death did not mark the beginning of a period of
reaction, as Selim 111’s death had in 1807. The centralizing and modern-
izing reforms were continued essentially in the same vein for another
generation. Indeed, the period from 1839 to 1876 is known in Turkish
historiography as the period of the Tanzimat (reforms) par excellence,
although one could well argue that in fact the period of the reforms
ended in 1871. The term Tanzimat-i Hayriye (beneficial reforms) had
been used even before 1839, for instance in the imperial order estab-
lishing the Supreme Council for Judicial Regulations (Meclis-i Vala-i
Ahkam-i Adliye).! This illustrates the continuity between the period of
Mahmut 11 and that of his successors. The main difference was that the
centre of power now shifted from the palace to the Porte, the bureau-
cracy. In order to create a strong and modern apparatus with which to
govern the empire, Mahmut had helped to start transforming the
traditional scribal institution into something resembling a modern
bureaucracy, thereby so strengthening it that his weaker successors lost
control of the bureaucratic apparatus for much of the time.

The reform edict of Gulhane
Under Mahmud’s successors foreign, especially British, influence on
policy-making in Istanbul vastly increased. For a generation after the
second Egyptian crisis, Britain supported the Ottoman Empire’s con-
tinued existence as a buffer against what was perceived in London as
dangerous Russian expansionism. The Russophobe Stratford Canning
(from 1852 Lord Stratford de Redcliffe), who was British ambassador
in Istanbul from 1841 to 1858 and was on close terms with many of the
leading Ottoman reformers, played a crucial role in this British support.
The beginnings of the Tanzimat coincided with the attempts to solve
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the second Egyptian crisis. When Ottoman fortunes were at their lowest
ebb, on 3 November 1839, an imperial edict written by the leading
reformer and foreign minister, Resit Pasha, but promulgated in the
name of the new sultan, was read outside the palace gates (at the Square
of the Rose Garden, hence its name Giilhane Hatt-i Serifi (the Noble
Edict of the Rose Garden) to an assembly of Ottoman dignitaries and
foreign diplomats. It was a statement of intent on the part of the
Ottoman government, promising in effect four basic reforms:

e The establishment of guarantees for the life, honour and property of
the sultan’s subjects;

e An orderly system of taxation to replace the system of tax farming;

e A system of conscription for the army; and

o Equality before the law of all subjects, whatever their religion (although
this was formulated somewhat ambiguously in the document).?

Controversy has raged ever since its promulgation over the character
and especially the sincerity of the edict and the Tanzimat policies based
on it. It is undoubtedly true that the promulgation of the edict at that
specific time was a diplomatic move, aimed at gaining the support of
the European powers, and especially Britain, for the empire in its
struggle with Mehmet Ali. It is equally true, however, that the text
reflected the genuine concerns of the group of reformers led by Resit
Pasha. The promised reforms were clearly a continuation of Mahmut
II’s policies. The call for guarantees for the life, honour and property of
the subjects, apart from echoing classic liberal thought as understood by
the Ottoman statesmen who had been to Europe and knew European
languages, also reflected the Ottoman bureaucrats’ desire to escape
their vulnerable position as slaves of the sultan. Taxation and conscrip-
tion, of course, had been two of Mahmut’s most urgent concerns. The
promise of equal rights to Ottoman Christians, ambiguously as it was
formulated, was certainly meant in part for foreign consumption. On
the other hand, it is clear that Resit Pasha and a number of his col-
leagues believed, or at least hoped, that it would halt the growth of
nationalism and separatism among the Christian communities and that
it would remove pretexts for foreign, especially Russian, intervention.

In the short run the Gillhane edict certainly served its purpose,
although it is hard to say how much it contributed to the decision of the
powers to save the empire.

A solution to the Egyptian crisis
The defeat at Nizip had left the empire practically defenceless and it
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would have had to give in to the demands of Mehmet Ali (hereditary
possession of Egypt, Syria and Adana) had not the great powers
intervened. Britain reacted quickly, giving its fleet orders to cut com-
munications between Egypt and Syria and taking the initiative for
contacts between the five major powers (Russia, Austria, Prussia,
France and Britain itself). Diplomatic consultations lasted for over a
year, with Russia and Britain jointly pressing for an Egyptian evacu-
ation of Syria, while France increasingly came out in support of
Mehmet Ali. In the end, the other powers despaired of getting French
cooperation and on 15 July 1840 Russia, Prussia, Austria and Britain
signed an agreement with the Porte envisaging armed support for the
sultan. Late in 1840 the British navy bombarded Egyptian positions in
and around Beirut and landed an expeditionary force, which, in con-
junction with widespread insurrections against his oppressive rule,
forced Ibrahim Pasha to withdraw from Syria. Diplomatic haggling
went on for some time longer, but basically the issue had now been
settled. In June 1841 Mehmet Ali accepted the loss of his Syrian
provinces in exchange for the hereditary governorship of Egypt, which
remained nominally part of the Ottoman Empire until 1914.

Internal unrest and international politics

With the end of the second Egyptian crisis a noticeable lessening of
tension in the Middle East set in. The fundamental problems of the
empire, caused by rising tension between the different nationalities and
communities, which the central government was unable to solve or
control, had not gone away, but for about 15 years they did not lead to
large-scale intervention on the part of the great powers of Europe.

The most violent inter-communal conflict of these years was fought
out in the Lebanon. The strong man of the area was the Emir Bashir II,
who belonged to the small religious community of the Druzes,® but had
converted to Christianity and ruled the Lebanon from his stronghold in
the Shuf mountains for 50 years. He had linked his fate closely to that
of the Egyptian occupation forces, and when the latter had to leave
Syria, his position became untenable and he was ousted by his enemies
among the Druze tribal chiefs. After his demise in 1843, the Ottoman
government introduced a cantonal system, whereby Lebanon north of
the Beirut-Damascus highway was governed by a Christian kaymakam
(governor), while the area to the south of the road was ruled by a Druze
one, both under the jurisdiction of the governor-general of Sidon,
whose seat was now moved to Beirut.

Because this division took no account of the mixed character of the
population in the south and the north, tensions soon rose and in 1845



THE ERA OF THE TANZIMAT, 1839-71 53

they erupted in large-scale fighting, with the Druzes burning down
numerous Maronite Christian villages. Under pressure from the powers
— the French had established a de facto protectorate over the Maronite
Christians of the Lebanon (who were uniate, that is, they recognized the
pope and were therefore officially regarded as Catholics), the British
over the Druzes, and the Russians over the Orthodox Christians — the
Ottomans severely punished the Druze leaders and set up consultative
assemblies representing the communities in both cantons. This time the
powers refrained from direct intervention.

The Crimean War

The one great international conflict of these years, the Crimean War
(1853-56), had as its ostensible cause a dispute over whether the Catholic
or the Orthodox Church should control the holy places in Palestine,
especially the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem. France interceded
on behalf of the Catholics, while Russia defended the rights of the
Orthodox. The Catholic Church had been granted pre-eminence in
1740, but the fact that many times more Orthodox than Catholic
pilgrims visited the holy land over time strengthened the Orthodox
Church’s position. France, supported by Austria, now demanded
reassertion of the pre-eminence of the Catholics. Russia wanted the
status quo to remain in force. The bewildered Porte tried to please
everyone at the same time.

The real reasons behind the aggressive attitude of France and Russia
were almost wholly domestic. Both the newly established Second
Republic in France, headed by Napoleon Bonaparte (soon to be
Emperor Napoleon I111), and the Russian tsar were trying to gain
popular support by appealing to religious fervour.

A dangerous escalation began when, on 5 May 1853, the Russian
envoy to Istanbul demanded the right to protect not only the Orthodox
Church (a claim based on a very partisan reading of the privileges that
had been granted in 1774) but also the Orthodox population of the
empire, more than a third of its inhabitants. Supported by the French
and British ambassadors, the Porte refused to give in. Russia announced
it would occupy the principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia if the
Porte did not accept its demands, and in July its troops crossed into the
principalities. A last-minute attempt at mediation by France, Britain,
Austria and Prussia failed. The Ottomans demanded the evacuation of
the principalities and, when this was not forthcoming, declared war on
Russia in October. Under pressure from violently anti-Russian public
opinion and from the French government, the British cabinet now opted
for war and on 28 March 1854 war was officially declared. None of the
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great powers wanted war, but all had backed themselves into a corner
they could not leave without serious loss of face.

Austria’s attitude in the conflict had been ambivalent from the
beginning and gradually became more and more anti-Russian, so much
so that the risk of an Austrian attack forced the Russians to withdraw
from the principalities in July. So the French/British expeditionary
force, which was sent to the Levant in the expectation of having to fight
in the Balkans, was left without a target and landed in the Crimea
instead, hence ‘the Crimean War’. The war brought nobody much credit
or profit. The allies’ only major success was the taking of the Russian
fortress city of Sebastopol, but the price paid in terms of suffering and
casualties during the winter of 1854-5 (when Florence Nightingale
reorganized the hospital the British army had established in the
Selimiye barracks in the Istanbul suburb of Uskiidar) was very high. In
1855, therefore, all the belligerents were ready to talk. A peace
conference was held in Paris in February—March 1856 and produced a
treaty that embodied the main demands of France, Britain and Austria.

Although the war had been fought to defend the Ottoman Empire, it
was not consulted officially on the peace terms and had to accept them
as they were. The most important items in the peace treaty were:

o Demilitarization of the Black Sea (also on the Turkish side!);

e Anend to Russian influence in Moldavia and Wallachia; and

e A guarantee of the independence and integrity of the Ottoman
Empire on the part of all the major European powers.

As a signatory to the Treaty of Paris the empire was now formally
admitted to the ‘Concert of Europe’, the Great Powers’ system that had
since Napoleon’s defeat and the Congress of Vienna tried to maintain
the European balance of power. The financial and military weakness of
the Ottomans meant, however, that they remained an object of Euro-
pean diplomatic intrigue rather that an active participant in it. A new
reform decree elaborating promises made in 1839 and largely dictated
by the French and British ambassadors in Istanbul, was published to
coincide with the peace conference and to boost Ottoman prestige. The
European powers officially took note of the declaration and stated that
it removed any pretext for European intervention in relations between
the sultan and his subjects.” This guarantee would prove a dead letter.

The Crimean War was to have far-reaching consequences for reforms
within the empire and for its finances, but we shall come to those later.
For now, the integrity of the empire was indeed saved and it would be
another 20 years before its existence was threatened again.
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The Eastern Question again

In the meantime the old pattern of the politics and diplomacy of the
Eastern Question took shape again. As in the Serbian, Greek and
Lebanese crises, the pattern was basically always the same: the dis-
content of (mostly Christian) communities in the empire erupted into
regional insurrections, caused partly by bad government and partly by
the different nationalisms that were spreading at the time. One of the
powers then intervened diplomatically, or even militarily, to defend the
position of the local Christians. In the prevailing conditions of inter-
power rivalry this caused the other major powers to intervene to re-
establish ‘the balance of power’. Usually, the end result was a loss of
control on the part of the central Ottoman government.

This was what happened when the problems between Maronite Chris-
tians and Druzes in Lebanon developed into a civil war again in 1860.
Maronite peasants, supported by their clergy, revolted against their land-
lords (both Maronite and Druze) and Druze fighters intervened, killing
thousands of Maronite peasants. Shortly afterwards, in July 1860, a Mus-
lim mob, incited by Druzes, killed more than 5000 local Christians in
Damascus. This caused the Powers to intervene on the initiative of France.
An expeditionary force, half of which France supplied, landed in
Beirut, despite Ottoman efforts to pre-empt its arrival by draconic dis-
ciplinary measures. France’s efforts to restructure the entire adminis-
tration of Syria were then blocked by the Porte with British support. In
the end, the mainly Christian parts of the Lebanese coast and mountains
became an autonomous province under a Christian mutasarrif (col-
lector), who had to be appointed with the assent of the Powers.

The pattern was repeated when a revolt broke out in Crete in 1866.
What began as a protest against Ottoman mismanagement of affairs on
the island, turned into a nationalist movement for union with Greece.
The conflict aroused public opinion both in Greece, where volunteers
were openly recruited for the struggle on the island, and among the
Muslims in the Ottoman Empire (Crete had a significant Muslim
minority) and by 1867 the two countries were on the brink of war.
Russia, where solidarity with the Greek Orthodox subjects of the sultan
was widely felt, urged European intervention on behalf of the rebels
and the cession of Crete to Greece, but the hesitations of the other
powers prevented the Powers from taking direct action. Their combined
pressure forced the Porte to declare an amnesty for the rebels and to
announce reforms in the provincial administration of Crete giving the
Christians more influence, but foreign intervention went no further and
by the end of 1868 the rebellion was at an end.

In the Balkans, meanwhile, nationalist fervour was also spreading,
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encouraged by the rise of the ‘pan-Slav’ movement in Russia (the
influential Russian ambassador in Istanbul, Ignatiev, was an ardent sup-
porter) and with Serbia as the epicentre of agitation. When revolts broke
out among the Christian peasants of neighbouring Bosnhia and Herzego-
vina against local Muslim landlords, Serbian and Montenegrin agitation
turned these riots into nationalist movements. This was in 1853, in
1860-62 and again in 1875. In 1860 the Montenegrins actively supported
a rebellion in Bosnia-Herzegovina. When the Ottoman governor of
Bosnia suppressed the rebellion and then invaded Montenegro, the
powers intervened to save the autonomous status of the small mountain
principality. When the 1875 rebellion broke out, it set in motion a train
of events that nearly ended the Ottoman Empire’s presence in Europe.

The Tanzimat

There can be no doubt that the continuous external pressure was an
important incentive for the internal administrative and legal reforms
announced during the period of the Tanzimat (1839-71). This is
especially true for those reforms that had to do with the position of the
Christian minorities of the empire. The European powers pressed for
improvements in the position of these communities, which in the
classical Ottoman structure had been that of second-class subjects.
Slowly but surely they achieved equality with the Muslim majority, at
least on paper. This, however, never induced them (or the powers) to
forgo the prerogatives they had under the older millet system. The
powers were certainly motivated in part by the desire to extend their
influence through the promotion of client groups — Catholics and
Uniates (members of the Eastern churches who recognized the authority
of the Pope) for the French and the Austrians, Orthodox for the
Russians, Druzes and Protestants for the British — but genuine Christian
solidarity played a role, too. The Victorian age saw a marked increase
in piety and in the activity of missionary societies and Christian fun-
damentalist movements. The missionaries were increasingly active in
the Ottoman Empire and they provided their supporters at home with —
often biased — information on current affairs in the empire, so creating a
great deal of involvement on the part of public opinion.

It would be wrong, however, to attribute the reforms to foreign
pressure alone. Like the Gilhane edict of 1839, they were used to gain
foreign support or to avert foreign intervention, but they were also the
result of a genuine belief that the only way to save the empire was to
introduce European-style reforms.

The post-1839 reforms covered the same areas as Mahmut 1I’s pro-
gramme: the army, the central bureaucracy, the provincial administration,
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taxation, education and communication. What was new was a much
heavier emphasis on judicial reform and on consultative procedures.

Military reforms

The army, now called the nizamiye (regular) troops, was expanded and
given modern European equipment throughout this period. Inspired by
the Egyptian example, Sultan Mahmut had already tried to introduce
conscription. Now, from 1845 onwards, it was officially introduced in
most areas of the empire.® Christians, too, were now officially required
(or, in Ottoman eyes, allowed) to serve, but since this was expected to
create unmanageable tensions within the army, they were soon given
the option of paying a special tax (the bedel-i askeri) instead, which by
and large they preferred. Muslims, too, could opt for payment instead
of service, but the sum demanded was very steep for most people. A
number of categories, such as the inhabitants of Istanbul or nomads,
were exempt, but for those communities that had to supply the army
with recruits, conscription became a burden that was hated and feared.
Normal service was for five years, but if the different categories of
service with the territorial reserve were included, the total could amount
to as much as 22 years.

Organizationally, the most important development (apart from the
new census described on page 43) was the institution of provincial
armies with their own provincial commands in 1841. These were put
under the command of the Serasker in lIstanbul, ending the hold of
provincial governors and notables over the local garrisons. Most
spectacular in terms of hardware was the building of a modern navy
with ironclad warships. During the reign of Sultan Abdilaziz (1861-
76), who took a personal interest in everything concerned with military
equipment, the navy was developed into the third largest in Europe. The
quality of the naval personnel lagged far behind that of the major
European navies, however, so the Ottoman navy never developed into
an effective instrument of power.

Reform of the central bureaucracy

The main development in the administrative system at the central level
in this period was ongoing rationalization and specialization, whereby a
complete set of ministries and boards on the European pattern was
gradually established.

As noted above, the centre of power within the government in this
period clearly shifted from the palace to the newly emancipated bureau-
crats of the Porte. Within the whole administrative structure of the
Porte, the role and importance of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs are
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striking. The leading statesmen of the Tanzimat, Resit Pasha and his
pupils Ali Pasha and Fuat Pasha together, were appointed foreign minis-
ter 13 times and they held the post almost continually during the whole
period (with the exception of the years 1841-45). The ministry not only
conducted foreign affairs, but also took a leading part in formulating the
internal administrative, judicial and educational reforms. There are
several reasons for this. The normal function of the ministry, the
conduct of foreign relations, had in itself been of growing importance
since the eighteenth century because of the growing European pressure
and the diminishing effectiveness of the empire’s armed forces. Its
dominant role in the reform movement stemmed both from the fact that
the necessary expertise (knowledge of European languages, experience
with European societies) was concentrated at the ministry, and also
from the close relationship between foreign diplomatic pressure and
intervention on the one hand and the attempts at reform on the other.
This was especially evident in all problems related in one way or
another to the position of the Ottoman Christians.

Apart from the growth of the new ministries, the one other important
trend at the central level was the development of a system of con-
sultative assemblies and commissions. Specialized bodies concerned
with specific problems such as building or trade grew up in many
ministries. Their task was to help prepare new measures and new
legislation. A leading role was played by the Meclis-i Vala-i Ahkam-i
Adliye (Supreme Council for Judicial Regulations), which in 1839 was
given a new charter with a kind of parliamentary procedure (with
decisions being taken by majority vote and the sultan promising to
uphold its decisions). It is important, however, to point out that
however ‘parliamentary’ its procedures were, the council and its suc-
cessors were not embryo parliaments. They were consultative bodies of
high dignitaries, not in any way elected, and their powers to control the
government, let alone the sultan, were very limited indeed. The
Supreme Council combined two functions: on the one hand it discussed
and prepared new legislation, on the other it acted as a court of appeal
in administrative matters. The amount of work involved soon became
so great that the council became more and more bogged down as the
years wore on. Furthermore, in the early 1850s divergences of opinion
began to appear between the council, which was a stronghold of the
first-generation reformers, led by Mustafa Resit Pasha, and the
statesmen of the second generation, led by his pupils and protégés Ali
Pasha and Fuat Pasha, who wanted to move further and faster with the
programme of Westernization.

For these reasons, a change was introduced in 1854. The judicial
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function remained with the council, while the legislative function now
became the prerogative of a new body, the Meclis-i Ali-yi Tanzimat
(Supreme Council of the Reforms), which was dominated by the
second-generation reformers, with Fuat Pasha as president. The change
removed some of the friction but did not solve the problem of the
council’s excessive workload. Therefore, in 1860 (after Resit Pasha’s
death) the two bodies were once more merged, but the work was now
divided over three subdivisions, one for legislation, one for admin-
istrative investigations and one that functioned as a court of appeal.
Finally, in 1868, following the example of France and under French
pressure, they were again split into a Council of State (Sura-yi Devlet)
with legislative functions and a separate court of appeal.® The one
important difference between the arrangement of 1868 and its
predecessors was that the Council of State was a representative, though
not an elected, body with Christian and Muslim members selected from
lists provided by the provincial governors.

The provincial administration and the tax system
More important perhaps than the developments at the central level was
the progress of the reforms in the provincial administration in conjunc-
tion with attempts to establish a fairer and more effective system of
taxation (as announced in the Gulhane edict). In 1840 a major reorgan-
ization of the system of taxation was announced, with only three taxes
remaining: the ciziye or poll tax on non-Muslims, the asar or tithe, and
the mirettebat or “allocation taxes’, in fact service taxes. At the same time,
the custom whereby villages or communities had to provide board and
lodging for passing or visiting officials and their entourage, and fodder
for their horses — a major scourge on the countryside — was officially
ended (something that had been attempted before more than once).
More important still, the system of tax farming was replaced by direct
collection through centrally appointed and salaried muhassils. It was
hoped that this would both increase central government’s income and
lessen the burdens on the farmers; but the result was a complete
disaster. Resit Pasha’s government did not have enough competent
officials to appoint as muhassils, the local notables who had held the
tax farms sabotaged the collection, and lack of precise information
(there was no cadastral survey of most areas; in fact, the completion of
the countrywide survey, which started in 1858, took until 1908) made
adequate collection impossible. State income fell dramatically, just
when a system of salaries had been introduced in the bureaucracy. As a
result, Resit Pasha fell from power and the system of tax farming was
reintroduced. In most parts of the empire it was not replaced by direct
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taxation until the end of the nineteenth century and even at the end of
empire, tax farmers collected 95 per cent of the tithe.’

Of the other tax reforms that affected the mass of the people in the
empire in this era, the first was the abolition of the ciziye, which was
obviously incompatible with the declared policy of giving equal rights
to non-Muslims. However, the military service exemption tax (bedel-i
askeri), which in practice amounted to much the same thing, replaced it.
The second was the reform of the sheep tax (Agnam Vergisi), which
was extended to all farm animals in 1856 and introduced differentiated
taxation according to the animal’s market value. The third was the land
law of 1858, which introduced a new system for the registration of
ownership based on title deeds. Under the new system large tracts of
state land (miri) were now converted into privately owned land
(miilk).2

Confronted with the complete failure of the introduction of direct
taxation in 1840-41, the government resorted to military rule, handing
over provincial government to the commanders of the provincial armies.’
During the 1840s the government aimed to centralize the internal admin-
istration of the empire. It tried to reduce the powers of the governors by
appointing officials who were directly answerable to the Porte instead
of to the governors, by sending out inspection commissions and by
instituting county and provincial councils. In these councils, which
were the first more or less representative institutions in the empire, the
most important local representatives of the government (for example,
the governor, the judge and the police chief) conferred with
representatives of the local notables and of the most important millets.
In addition, during two months in 1845 an assembly of provincial
notables was held in Istanbul, though it produced no concrete results.

In the 1850s, it became clear that this type of centralization, aimed at
undermining the autonomy of the provincial governors, was harmful to
the efficient administration of the provinces. Accordingly, the new
provincial regulation of 1858 restored the powers of the governors,
subordinating all officials sent out by Istanbul to them. In 1864, a new
law on provincial organization introduced a complete hierarchical sys-
tem of provinces and subdivisions, from the vilayet (province) through
the sancak (county) and kaza (district) to the nahiye (rural community)
and the kariye (village). The system was largely based on French
practice and it was refined further (under French influence) in 1871.

From Sultan Mahmut II’s time onwards, most reforms were intro-
duced as experiments in one or more model provinces or districts. The
experience gained there in turn influenced the reforms formulated later
on, like the 1864 law. The effectiveness of the reforms in taxation and
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administration differed hugely from area to area and from period to
period, the main determinant seeming to be the ability of the man at the
top. Some provincial administrators gained a reputation for efficiency
and honesty wherever they went. Their administration could sometimes
yield spectacular results in terms of public works programmes (roads,
bridges, street lighting), improved health and safety and tax income for
the state. Midhat Pasha in particular gained a reputation for honesty and
efficiency during his stints as provincial governor in Nish (1861-64)
and subsequently in the newly formed Danube province and in
Baghdad.'® They were, however, the exception rather than the rule.

Judicial procedures and secular laws
The Tanzimat era saw a number of important changes in the judicial
system, many of them related to the changing position of the non-Muslim
communities. The canon law of Islam, the seriat, was never abrogated,
but its scope was limited almost completely to family law (questions of
ownership now also being brought under the sway of the secular law)
and it was codified along European lines in 1865-88. The empire had
always been ruled under a dual system with sultanic decrees func-
tioning side by side with (though theoretically under) the Islamic canon
law, but Tanzimat statesmen created new secular laws and institutions
to replace this traditional kanun system, mainly where the changing
position of the foreigners in the empire or the Ottoman Christians
demanded it. In 1843 a new penal code was introduced, which recog-
nized equality of Muslims and non-Muslims. At the same time, mixed
tribunals were introduced for commercial cases in which foreigners
were involved. In 1844, the death penalty for apostasy from Islam, a
provision of the seriat, was abolished. A new commercial code, copied
from France, was introduced in 1850, followed in 1863 by a maritime
trade code and in 1867 by a law enabling foreigners to own land in the
empire for the first time. In 1869 a hierarchy of secular courts to deal
with cases involving non-Muslims, the nizamiye courts, was created.
Not only the law and the institutions of the empire were secularized,
so were those of the Christian millets. Within the Armenian and Greek
communities the emerging commercial bourgeoisie was getting richer
and more self-confident. At the same time its relations with Europe
spread French political ideas among its members. This led to a
movement for emancipation of the millet organizations from the
exclusive control of the churches. This movement gained further
impetus from the new Protestant Armenian millet, recognized (under
British pressure) in 1850, which had a representative structure from the
start. After long deliberations and struggles, the Gregorian Armenian
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millet adopted a constitution in 1863, which in turn served as an
inspiration to the Ottoman constitutional movement. The Greek millet
also achieved a measure of secular, representative administration in this
period, although clerical control remained much stronger than among
the Armenians. The Jewish community received its own constitution in
1865. An ironic consequence of this development was that due to this
secularizing process the millets achieved a degree of formal institution-
alization they had never had in the classical Ottoman Empire. The fact
that representatives of the lay elites within the communities gained in
power under the new regulations indirectly stimulated the separatist
nationalist movements, which found their support in these circles.*

Secular education

Secularization was also the most important trend in education in the
Tanzimat era. As in the preceding period, priority was given to the
creation of professional training colleges for the bureaucracy and the
army, the most important being the Mektep-i Mulkiye (civil service
school), founded in 1859. They formed the apex of the educational
pyramid of the empire, because attempts to found a university, of which
there were a number, were not successful until 1900. This reflects the
essentially utilitarian educational ideals of the men of the Tanzimat.

Sultan Mahmut had already initiated the building of rlsdiye
(adolescence) schools, secular schools for boys between the ages of 10
and 15 who had graduated from the mektep, the traditional primary
schools where children learned the Koran by heart and sometimes
learned to read and write. The riisdiyes were meant as a bridge between
the mektep and the professional schools or on-the-job training in the
government departments. Fewer than 60 of these new schools were
opened in the first half of the nineteenth century, however, due to the
usual shortages of money and trained personnel. The slow development
of modern education forced the army to develop its own network of
military rigsdiye schools from 1855 onwards, followed by secondary
idadiye (preparatory) schools in the major garrison towns.

In 1869, a new Regulation for Public Education was issued, based on
the advice of the French Ministry of Education. This new regulation
foresaw a three-tier system of education, starting with rlisdiye schools
in every large village or town quarter, civilian idadiye secondary
schools in every town, and colleges called sultaniye (imperial) schools,
modelled on the French lycées, in every provincial capital. These were
all-male schools, but provisions for separate schools for girls were
made in the regulation. In the 1870s progress was still very slow, but in
the following era, the reign of Sultan Abdilhamit, the network of
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primary and secondary schools spread rapidly. Only two sultaniye
schools were established, both in the capital: one in the old palace
school of Galatasaray in 1868 and one in the Aksaray district in 1873,
the Darlssafaka for Muslim orphans. Galatasaray especially was to
provide the empire (and later the republic) with generations of well-
educated outward looking administrators, diplomats, writers, doctors
and academics, both Muslim and non-Muslim.

The result of the educational developments during the nineteenth
century was that there were now four types of school in the empire. The
first comprised the traditional Islamic schools, the mekteps, and the
hierarchy of medreses, which taught the traditional curriculum of
Islamic sciences. Then there were secular state schools created during
the Tanzimat and much extended during the reign of Sultan Abdilhamit
Il (1876-1909). Though they were often mediocre, these schools
brought forth the reforming cadres that were to lead the empire (and the
Turkish Republic). The third type was the schools founded and funded
by the millets, and the fourth was the schools run by foreign Catholic
and Protestant missions and by the Jewish Alliance israélite universelle,
which were attended by a small, but increasing, number of Muslim
children too. It goes without saying that this was not an educational
system designed to stimulate a feeling of national solidarity or even a
common identity among the literate elite of the empire (still less than
10 per cent of the population).*?

Increasing economic incorporation
As already noted, the period under consideration here coincided with
the mid-century economic boom in Europe. After the free-trade treaties
with the major European states in 1838-41, the incorporation of the
Ottoman economy into the capitalist system progressed faster than
before. The result of this and of economic expansion in the core
countries of Europe was that Ottoman foreign trade expanded at a rate
of over 5 per cent a year, doubling the volume of trade every 11 to 13
years. At the same time, Britain’s share of this trade increased
markedly; it was by far the most important source of industrial products
for the empire.*® France never came close in this respect, but remained
important as a market for Ottoman agricultural products. Austria
remained an important trading partner, but much of its trade was with
those parts of the empire in the Balkans that seceded in the course of
the century. Throughout the Tanzimat period, an important character-
istic of the trade pattern was a large Ottoman trade deficit.

From the Crimean War onwards, European economic involvement in
the Ottoman Empire expanded beyond trade into loans. Direct invest-
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ment in enterprises was not yet important, but lending to the Ottoman
government by European banks played a significant, indeed crucial, role.

Financial problems were and remained the Achilles heel of the
reforming governments. On the one hand, the modernization drive was
expensive. Replacing the old system of fees with salaries increased
government expenditure, as did the purchase of military hardware for
the new army and — especially — the acquisition of a modern navy.
From the later 1860s onwards, the personal extravagances of Sultan
Abdulaziz also became increasingly hard to control.

The governments of the Tanzimat period no longer tried to cover their
deficits by debasing the coinage, as their predecessors had done since
the sixteenth century. The reason was that, with the expansion of
external trade, the rates of exchange had become much more important,
and any debasing of the Ottoman coins was immediately reflected in a
drop in its value against the major European currencies.

Local borrowing from Armenian bankers in Galata had been prac-
tised for some time, but these banks were relatively small and the rates
they charged were high (often as much as 16 to 18 per cent a year).
Therefore, the government had already begun to consider borrowing
abroad during the 1840s. In fact, some of the borrowing actually
involved Europe, as the Galata banks borrowed abroad part of the
money lent to the state. Officially, borrowing abroad began in 1854,
when the government faced acute financial difficulties because of expen-
diture for the Crimean War at a time when the alliance with the two
major Western powers made conditions for borrowing on European
markets relatively favourable — relatively because the terms under
which this and successor loans were given were less attractive than they
seemed. The nominal interest rate was always between 4 and 6 per cent,
but, with the exception of the war loan of 1855, which was guaranteed
by Britain and France, the bonds were actually sold on the European
exchanges for prices far below their nominal value, often as low as 60—
70 per cent. When the fees and commissions of the international banks
were subtracted, the net income for the Ottoman treasury generated by
these loans on the average was around 50 per cent of their nominal
value. The Ottoman government had to pay back twice the amount it
actually received, quite apart from the interest due.*

No wonder the loans soon became a millstone around the treasury’s
neck. In real terms, state income hardly grew and as a result servicing
the debt became a serious problem. A default was narrowly avoided in
1861. Debt servicing took up one-third of treasury income by 1870 and
this percentage was rising fast. A large part (half to two-thirds) of new
borrowing was spent on paying interest and principal on earlier loans.
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However attractive the loans might look to a government in need of
money, to the bankers who earned huge commissions on them and to
the small investors in Europe (most of all in France) as a high-yield
investment, it was clear by the 1870s that any serious interruption in the
availability of European loans would cause a disaster.

One loan of 1858 was specifically intended to restore stability to the
Ottoman monetary system, which was very complicated. The
continuous debasing had left in circulation coins with the same nominal
value but with different silver contents and therefore different real
values. The general lack of specie prevented the complete withdrawal
of these coins from the market, even after the government had carried
out a general monetary reform in 1844. With this reform, three units
were introduced: the Ottoman pound, consisting of five mecidiye, each
of which was worth 20 kurus (or piastres). The new coins were linked
to a mixed gold and silver standard after the example of France. But
Ottoman coins were not the only ones in circulation in the empire. One
of the results of the irresponsible monetary policies of different
Ottoman governments had been that foreign coins, especially the
Austrian Maria Theresa thaler, the French franc and gold Napoleon and
the Russian rouble, were widely used, not only for foreign trade but
also in internal transactions. On top of this, the Ottoman government in
1840 and again in 1847 tried to lessen its financial worries by issuing
paper money, called kaime. Strictly speaking, these were not banknotes
in the modern sense, but rather government bonds carrying an interest
of 12.5 per cent, intended for use as legal tender. Confidence in the
treasury’s ability to pay was so low that kaimes were soon being
discounted up to 40 per cent against the equivalent in gold and the only
way to restore confidence was to withdraw the kaime altogether,
something that the government, thanks to the 1858 loan, was largely
able to do. When in dire straits, however, the Ottoman government
always felt a temptation to restart the issue of kaime and it actually did
so in 1861 and 1876. The last of the kaimes were only withdrawn from
the market definitively in 1885.%°

One monetary problem that remained until the end of the empire was
the fact that the same coins carried different values at different places
within the empire, depending on local demand.

The complex monetary situation made banking a much needed and
very profitable enterprise. So much so, in fact, that the rich Armenian,
Greek and Jewish bankers showed a marked reluctance to invest in
productive enterprises, which needed long-term investments. This was
a serious handicap for the development of a capitalist economy in the
empire. At the same time, the economic importance of banking was
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recognized and the government supported its development. In 1856 the
Ottoman Bank was founded, which was to be by far the most important
of the banks operating in the empire. At the start, this was a British
enterprise, which was only marginally successful, but in 1863 the bank,
faced with a challenge from French competitors, was reconstituted as
the Banque imperiale ottomane, an Anglo-French firm with head-
quarters in London and Paris.*®

Cultural changes

The period of the Tanzimat cannot adequately be understood if it is
viewed only in terms of foreign political intervention, administrative
reforms or economic incorporation. It was also in a sense a cultural
revolution, albeit a limited one. The scribes, who were by now
bureaucrats and who came to dominate the state during the Tanzimat,
were a new breed. Their passport to preferment was their knowledge of
Europe and of European languages, which many of them had acquired
in the Translation Office and the foreign correspondence offices of the
Porte and in the diplomatic service. Their knowledge was new, and so
was their style. They wore frock coats and fezzes and liked the
company of Europeans, with whom they now mingled frequently. The
new lifestyle even affected the sultans, who now attended social and
diplomatic gatherings, showed themselves to the population of the
capital and even visited adjacent provinces. Sultan Abdulaziz’s trip to
France and Britain in 1867 was a complete novelty: the first time an
Ottoman ruler ever set foot on foreign soil for peaceful purposes!

The best exponents of the bureaucracy, such as the ‘father of the
reforms’, Resit Pasha, and his pupils Ali Pasha and Fuat Pasha who
directed the affairs of the empire in the 1850s and 1860s, the great
provincial reformer Mithat Pasha or the legislator and educator Ahmet
Cevdet Pasha, were extremely capable figures. But many of the lesser
bureaucrats had only a superficial knowledge of the West, combined
with a snobbish rejection of traditional Ottoman ways. That they, the
representatives of a centralist state that made new demands on its
subjects, were at the same time clearly the bearers of an alien culture,
made them extremely unpopular in traditional Muslim circles. West-
ernized Ottoman Christians and certainly foreigners often ridiculed
them as Orientals impersonating a civilization they did not understand.

Opposition to the reforms

The reform policies of the Tanzimat had never been based on popular
demand. They were imposed on Ottoman society because the leading
bureaucrats deemed them necessary or because they were forced to act
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by the representatives of the great powers. Support for the reforms was
therefore never broadly based. The Christians of the empire, who might
be expected to support them, did so to a certain extent but the reforms
did very little to prevent the spread of separatist nationalism among
these communities. The Muslim majority over time became more and
more antagonized by what many Muslims saw as the surrender of a pre-
eminence that their forefathers had established sword in hand.
Especially after the edict of 1856, they saw the great pashas of the
Tanzimat as subservient to the European powers and to the interests of
the Christian communities whose wealth and power was rising visibly.
A Muslim reaction set in during the 1870s, but this kind of feeling
already played an important role in an attempt at a coup d’état, which
broke out at the Kuleli barracks on the Bosphorus in 1859, and also in
the communal violence in Syria in 1860.

Another type of opposition to the reforms developed among the
reformers themselves. A number of typical representatives of the reform-
ist group of bureaucrats with Western-type training (most of them had
served in the translation bureau of the Porte at one time or another)
through their knowledge of French had become acquainted with the
European currents of thought of their time, notably the ideas of ‘1848°,
liberalism and nationalism. They have been described as the pioneers of
an Ottoman intelligentsia. They were also people who, after a promis-
ing start to their careers in the 1830s and 1840s as protégés of Resit
Pasha, had fallen out with Ali Pasha and Fuat Pasha and had therefore
not progressed during the period when these two established their hold
on the politics of reform. Because they were excluded from the centre
of power, they had to look for other ways to make their mark and some
of them found this in a trade that was new to the empire: journalism.

The first Ottoman newspaper, the Takvim-i Vekai was started in
Sultan Mahmut’s days, but was more an official bulletin than a news-
paper in the modern sense. The first newspaper in Ottoman Turkish to
be privately owned and published was the Ceride-i Havadis (Chronicle
of Events) in 1840, which was the work of an expatriate Englishman
called Churchill. It, too, largely reflected official policies but it gave
more room to news about international developments than the
government paper. The real beginnings of the Ottoman press can be
traced to the early 1860s, when a new paper called the Terctiman-i
Ahval (Interpreter of Situations) was published, which had as its chief
editor, a man called fbrahim Sinasi.

Sinasi was a protégé of Resit Pasha. He had studied in Paris during,
or shortly after, the liberal revolution of 1848 and come back as a con-
vinced modernist, imbued with liberal European ideas. In 1862 he left
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the Terciman-i Ahval to publish a newspaper of his own, the Tasvir-i
Efkar (Illustration of Opinion). It soon became a vehicle for fairly
moderate criticism of the government, attacking its authoritarian tenden-
cies and its subservience to the European powers. In 1865 Sinasi,
apparently fearing action on the part of the government, suddenly left
the country for Paris, leaving his paper in the hands of a young func-
tionary in the Translation Office of the Porte, who had already written a
number of articles for his and other papers: Namik Kemal. Under his
editorship, the Tasvir-i Efkar became more radical. The editorials started
to expound ideas that were to be more fully developed in the late 1860s.

The ideas of Kemal, who was the most articulate of the group of
disgruntled young bureaucrats and writers, can best be described as a
defence of liberal values with Islamic arguments. Kemal and the other
“Young Ottomans’, as they became known, were both pious Muslims and
Ottoman patriots, who looked back nostalgically both to a golden era of
Islam and to the era of the empire’s greatness. They decried the policies
of Ali and Fuat Pasha as superficial imitations of Europe without regard
for traditional Ottoman and Islamic values, and as subservient to
European interests. They also saw the regime of the Tanzimat as a one-
sided bureaucratic despotism, which had destroyed the older system of
checks and balances that had supposedly existed in the empire when the
ulema still had a more independent and powerful position. They were
convinced that the Tanzimat’s policies would lead to the destruction of
the state. The solution, in their eyes, lay in introducing representative,
constitutional and parliamentarian government in the empire, thus
instilling a true feeling of citizenship and loyalty to the state among all
Ottoman subjects, Muslim and non-Muslim. Although the empire would
be following the example of liberal European states in doing this, the
Young Ottomans believed it would at the same time mean a return to the
principles of Islamic law, which recognized popular sovereignty. In the
eyes of Kemal, the traditional practice of baya, for example, the oath of
allegiance on the part of the leaders of the Islamic community to a new
caliph when he ascended the throne, was essentially the sealing of a
social contract between the people and the sovereign.

To expound his ideas to an Ottoman public, Kemal created a new
vocabulary giving old words new meanings corresponding to the ter-
minology of nineteenth-century liberalism. Vatan, the Arabic word for
one’s birthplace, became the equivalent of the French patrie, hirriyet
(being a free man, not a slave) that of liberty, millet (community) that
of nation. This new terminology would be the ideological instru-
mentarium for later generations of Muslim liberals and nationalists.

Kemal did not content himself with public criticism and the expo-
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sition of new ideas in the press. He was also one of the six young
bureaucrats who, in 1865, founded a secret society called the Jttifak-i
Hamiyet (Alliance of Patriotism), which was modelled on the Carbonari
in Italy and aimed at the introduction of a patriotic, constitutional and
parliamentarian regime. In the course of two years, a few hundred
people seem to have joined the society, among them two nephews of
the sultan, Prince Murat (the crown prince) and Prince Hamit.

Other members of the opposition movement who later made their
mark through their writings in the emerging Ottoman press were Ziya
Bey (later Pasha), a former member of the palace secretariat who had
lost his position due to pressure from Ali Pasha, and Ali Suavi, a
religiously trained teacher and preacher and editor of the short-lived
newspaper Muhbir (Reporter). Ziya was generally more conservative
than Kemal, advocating an Ottoman parliament with limited powers
and opposing equal rights for non-Muslims, while Ali Suavi was a
radical Muslim fundamentalist.

One more figure was of crucial importance to the opposition move-
ment: Prince Mustafa Fazil Pasha, a brother of the Egyptian khedive
(viceroy) Ismail Pasha and a grandson of Mehmet Ali. Mustafa Fazil
Pasha was already known as a man of liberal opinions, but it was a
personal grudge that induced him to take a public stand early in 1867.
The succession in Egypt, as in the Ottoman Empire, was ruled by
primogeniture and, according to this system, Mustafa Fazil was next in
line of succession, but his brother, the Khedive ismail, had for some
time been pressuring and bribing the Istanbul government to get the
order of succession changed in favour of his own son. In 1866 he had
finally succeeded in getting an imperial order changing the order of
succession. Mustafa Fazil thereupon took his revenge by leaving for
France and sending the sultan an open letter in which he drew attention
to the weakness of the Ottoman Empire and mercilessly attacked the
government. Around the same time Mustafa Fazil began to present
himself in the European press as the representative of “Young Turkey’.

The government, which had already introduced a press law and
censorship in 1865, grew increasingly irritated by this criticism, notably
of its handling of the Cretan crisis. It may also have been aware of the
plotting of the fitifak-i Hamiyet. When Kemal and his friends printed
and distributed Mustafa Fazil Pasha’s open letter to the sultan, it
decided to crack down on its critics, sending them into internal exile, in
the case of Ziya and Kemal exile disguised as appointments in the
provincial administration.

When he heard of this, Mustafa Fazil Pasha invited them to join him
in Paris, which they did. By now they called themselves Yeni
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Osmanlilar (New Ottomans) or, in French, Jeunes Turcs, the phrase
first used by Mustafa Fazil. Supported by subsidies from the extremely
rich pasha, they continued their broadsides against the policies of Ali
Pasha and Fuat Pasha in journals published in London, Paris and
Geneva, which reached the empire through the post offices operated by
the European powers inside the Ottoman Empire and t