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ABSTRACT

A major factor cited in the collapse of the Ottoman Empire is the emergence of 

nationalist ideologies and identities among the empire’s ethno-religious minority groups.  

Such arguments, however, often fail to recognize roles played by the Ottoman state itself 

in promoting – albeit unwittingly – politicizations of such constructs.  By examining 

Ottoman educational policies during the reign of Sultan Abdülhamid II (1876-1909), it 

becomes evident that policies intended to contain, manipulate, or otherwise affect the 

conduct of ethno-religious minorities’ identities and/or politics actually promoted their 

particularization.  Individualizations of ethno-religious identities in a pluralistic society 

like the Ottoman Empire thus exacerbated problems of resistance, fragmentation, and 

secession.

This research thus examines Ottoman politics of education vis-à-vis the ethnic and 

religious minorities of the empire during the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries.  

While numerous studies have examined ways in which education fostered political 

cohesion when administered directly or through other governmental institutions, few 

have examined those examples when such policies failed – or even fostered 

fragmentation.  In considering alternate cases, one quickly ascertains that while these 

cases may have been traumatic and far from uniform through time and over place, their 

eventual successes resided in the fact that they did foster loyalties on the basis of the 

universal ideal of a nation-state.  By contrast, educational policies in societies lacking the 

nation-state as the ultimate ideal – and the nation as ultimate sovereign, might be said to 

have failed eventually.  In ethnically, religiously, and linguistically pluralistic societies 
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like the Ottoman Empire, evolved notions of citizenship were the best that could be 

aspired to without obvious alienations of particular groups.  In such cases, increased 

involvements by the state – even when designed to enhance the loyalties of its citizens,

could be seen as having catastrophic outcomes for multi-ethnic/-religious empires in the 

modern era of the nation-state.  In short, this work maintains this observation as its 

primary thesis and seeks to foster an inquiry into its conduct and consequences with 

respect to the ethnic and religious minorities of the Ottoman Empire.  This research 

draws upon unique primary materials written in Ottoman Turkish that were acquired from 

archives in Turkey. 

In sum, histories of Ottoman educational politics illuminate many of the failings 

of citizenship-fostering and/or nation-building educational agendas that would 

subsequently be enacted worldwide in pluralistic societies.  Indeed, such examples were 

even apparent later as the Turkish Republic attempted to deal with its minorities.  At a 

time when certain ideologies, religions, and nationalisms of the Middle East are 

characterized as malevolent, this collective experience from Ottoman educational history 

yields a powerful and cautionary lesson as to the potential ramifications of state policies 

geared towards controlling, co-opting, marginalizing, or otherwise manipulating political, 

religious, and/or other identity-based constructs.
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SECTION I

INTRODUCTORY DISCUSSION
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW

This dissertation analyzes the Ottoman Empire’s educational policies concerning 

both Muslim and non-Muslim minorities during the reign of Sultan Abdülhamid II 

(r.1876-1909).  Until the state became involved in educating the citizens of the empire 

and controlling minority education, non-Muslim minorities had the option of sending 

their children to the schools operated by their religious communities or to foreign and 

missionary schools that emerged in the nineteenth century.  Communities and parents 

were also presented with the choice of going to schools opened and operated by the 

Ottoman state.  Because of these three different educational opportunities and the 

increased state involvement in education, education policies and schools themselves 

became contested territories among the non-Muslim minorities, foreign powers, and the 

Ottoman state during the Hamidian era.   Abdülhamid II’s reign clearly demonstrated the 

increasing political usage of education policy that promoted imperial citizenship training 

in public schools and used higher education as a link to train public leaders.  In this 

respect – and in even more direct applications, education became a tool in the state’s 

counter-insurgency efforts.  The sultan brought convicted Bulgarian rebels from the jails 

to Istanbul and sent them to Galatasaray Lycee hoping to indoctrinate them the state 

ideology and stop opposing the state.  Although this strategy eventually failed to produce 

successful results, the policies of the sultan were remarkable; they were genuine efforts to 

unify people and attract their loyalties through modern ideas of education.
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Ottoman historians divide nineteenth-century political thought as Ottomanism, 

Islamism/Pan-Islamism, and Turkism and associate Abdülhamid II with Islamism/Pan-

Islamism, a policy that promotes the unity of the Muslims.  However, by looking at 

Abdülhamid II’s educational policies concerning the minorities, one can argue that, he 

not only sought the unity of the Muslim elements of the Ottoman Empire by emphasizing 

Islamic identity but also used education to nurture loyalties from the non-Muslim subjects 

by promoting Ottomanism.  Therefore, identifying Abdülhamid II as a sultan who used 

Islamist policies and neglected the non-Muslim minorities is not only misleading but 

entirely erroneous.  Religious, more than the ethno-linguistic composition of Ottoman 

provinces determined the educational policies of the Ottoman Empire.1  Therefore, 

comparing the Empire’s European territories where the population was predominantly 

Christian with its southern Arabic-speaking territories where the population was 

primarily Muslim reveals more information about Hamidian educational policies.  

During the reign of Sultan Abdülhamid II, there was continuity in state’s 

Ottomanism policy, even though religion was more articulated.  He opened schools for 

both Muslim and non-Muslim people of the empire, provided scholarship for Muslim and 

non-Muslim students, enforced teaching Ottoman Turkish and Ottoman history in 

schools, established inspectorates to control the curricula, textbooks, and teachers in 

those schools.  Whenever there was political turmoil in any part of the empire, 

Abdülhamid II would ask opening schools in that area to educate people (i.e., to be loyal 

1 Engin Deniz Akarlı, “Abdülhamid’s Islamic Policy in the Arab Provinces,” in Türk-
Arap İlişkileri:  Geçmişte, Bugün, Gelecekte, (Ankara: Hacettepe Üniversitesi Türkiye ve 
Orta Doğu Araştırmaları Enstitüsü, 1979): 44-59, 47.
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citizens of the empire).  There were many schools opened in the peripheries of the 

Ottoman Empire during the Hamidian era, particularly in those areas populated by 

minorities that had a potential for receiving foreign propaganda and/or resisting the 

Ottoman state.

In a sense, Abdülhamid II was building an educational wall around his empire to 

protect it and minimize the impact of foreign influence among his Muslim and non-

Muslim subjects.  When nationalism became unavoidable among the Balkan population, 

Abdülhamid II still relied on education and its power to control the society.  He brought 

the leaders of the revolts in the Balkan region and sent them to schools – and not to jails –

in order that they would be educated (i.e., politically indoctrinated).  They were then 

returned to their own communities.  It was hoped that, after obtaining a political 

(re)education in Istanbul, they would promote loyalty to the Ottoman state among the 

populations of the Balkans.

Literature Review

Drawing on a variety of sources, this project analyzes Hamidian policies with 

regard to the education of the empire’s minorities, both Muslim and non-Muslim.  These 

policies were critical in the late-Ottoman period because they were intended to enhance 

unity in the empire.  A focus on state policies at this stage allows us to pose larger 

questions concerning identity formations with regard to both structural contexts and non-

structural influences in the later Ottoman period.  Analysis of Hamidian documents from 

this perspective clearly indicates that late-Ottoman educational policies – though 
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calculated to promote the empire’s survival and unity – often combined with other factors 

to contribute to precisely the phenomena they were intended to deter.  

There are numerous studies on education in the late-Ottoman Empire, 2 however, 

many focus on the state-led education of the Muslims and minimize the issues of 

minority education, missionary schools, and imperialism.  Most conspicuous is the 

absence of studies on the politics of minority education and its impact on the 

development of national identities in the Ottoman Empire.  The existing literature on 

education in the Ottoman Empire approaches late-Ottoman education from different 

perspectives.  They can be analyzed in three general categories of topical focus and 

theoretical sophistication.

The first group focuses on the connection between education and modernization in 

the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  Written mainly by Turkish scholars, this 

group employs an institutional approach and emphasizes an increased number of schools 

in the nineteenth century as an indicator of modernization within the empire.  As noted, 

this group devotes relatively little or no attention to the education of minorities apart from 

noting the schemes of foreign powers as realized through the conduct of missionaries and 

their educational efforts.

Among representatives of this first group we see Osman Nuri Ergin and Bayram 

Kodaman’s studies.  In his five-volume study,3 Ergin noted the expansion of schools in 

2 In particular, note the works by Aksin Somel, Benjamin Fortna, Selim Deringil, Bayram 
Kodaman, and Isa Blumi.
3 Osman Nuri Ergin, Istanbul Mektepleri ve İlim, Terbiye ve San’at Müesseseleri 
Dolayisiyla Türkiye Maarif Tarihi,  5 volumes (Istanbul:  Osmanbey Matbaası, 1939-
1943).
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Istanbul as an indicator of the state’s success in bringing modernization to society.  His 

study was perhaps the first general work on late-Ottoman education.  However, it was 

limited mostly to those schools in Istanbul and thus provided only a partial picture.  

Bayram Kodaman’s extensive study4 approached late-Ottoman education as an 

achievement of the state through the modernization of society and uses the spread of 

schools into small provinces as its evidence.  Being one of the first comprehensive 

studies on Hamidian education, this study merely looked at the intentions of the empire 

rather than its outcome.  It gave sketchy information on minority education and accused 

non-Muslim minorities of simply falling into the nefarious designs of foreign countries.  

Caught in such schemes, it was argued the ethno-nationalisms that were emerging were 

helpless to do anything other than strive for a separation of themselves from the state.  

Kodaman’s position on minority education is also quite discernable in the writing of 

many other indigenous scholars – particularly those dealing specifically with the 

operations of missionary schools.  Modernization theory also attracted a few Western 

scholars who found it useful to apply it to a larger Middle Eastern region.5

The second group of scholars focuses on missionary schools and raises critical 

issues concerning the dynamics of foreign involvements in Ottoman educational affairs –

particularly in the education of minorities.  These writings generally consider missionary 

and foreign schools responsible for generating nationalism among non-Muslim 

4 Bayram Kodaman, Abdülhamid Devri Eğitim Sistemi (Ankara:  Türk Tarih Kurumu, 
1988).
5 See for instance Joseph S. Syzliowicz, Education and Modernization in the Middle East
(Ithaca:  Cornell University Press. 1973) and Andras Kazamias, Education and the Quest 
for Modernity in Turkey (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1966).  
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communities of the empire and leading to the empire’s destruction and ultimate collapse.  

In the writings of this group, there is a strong sense of resentment towards the educational 

establishments beyond the state schools.

In the studies of the second category, works concerned with missionary and 

foreign schools in the Ottoman Empire are innumerable.  This is partly due to the 

availability and accessibility of missionary reports, particularly in the United States.  

Written mostly by indigenous scholars, these studies tried to connect missionary and 

foreign schools with the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire.  Ilknur Haydaroglu-Polat’s 

study6 pointed out an increased number of missionary and foreign schools.  Their 

activities in the Ottoman lands were portrayed as “disruptive” and thus as causing not 

only to empire’s disintegration but also many of the problems within and between Arab, 

Armenian, Kurdish, and Turkish communities.  Although her study employed valuable 

sources, her analysis was reductionist.  The reasons/causes of Ottoman disintegration 

were truly multi-faceted and involved numerous players – not only missionaries, foreign 

schools, and associated actors and activities.

Uygur Kocabaşoğlu’s study7 brought a new dimension to the study of missionary 

schools in the Ottoman Empire.  While many works emphasized political agendas of 

missionary and foreign schools, Kocabaşoğlu argued that those schools went through 

major changes during their century-long operations.  They all started with a religious 

6 Ilknur Polat Haydaroglu, Osmanlı İmparatorluğu’nda Yabancı Okullar (Ankara:  Kültür 
Bakanlığı, 1990). 
7 Uygur Kocabaşoğlu, Kendi Belgeleriyle Anadolu’daki Amerika:  19. Yüzyılda Osmanlı  
İmparatorluğu’ndaki Amerikan Misyoner Okulları  (İstanbul: Arba, 1989).
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purpose, but some of them eventually lost their religious orientation and got involved in 

politics.

The third group of sources is one that has been emerging mostly during the last 

decade.  It looks at the connections between state-led educational programs and 

associated processes of identity formation, secularization, centralization, and citizenship-

building.  This group is also noteworthy for its increasing considerations of how the 

practice of education (i.e., as distinct from simply the ideals and/or decrees) is 

fundamentally a two-way process and how both the goals and policies of the providers 

and receivers of education can be examined more meaningfully.

Studies in the third category came out mostly during the last decade.  These 

studies approach Hamidian education from a wider perspective and acknowledge the 

diverse and complex nature of the question.  In his pioneering work on Hamidian 

education,8 Deringil successfully illustrated how Sultan Abdülhamid II, like his 

contemporaries, attempted to standardize, centralize, and use education to assimilate 

Muslim minorities into the value system of the center:  “The basis of Ottoman education 

policy was therefore in keeping with contemporary world trends, an effort to gradually 

‘civilize’ subject populations into espousing value system of the center.”9  Deringil’s 

approach to Ottoman education was thus both novel and groundbreaking.  However, his 

analysis largely ignored the politics of education as associated with non-Muslim 

8 Selim Deringil, The Well-Protected Domains: Ideology and Legitimation of Power in 
the Ottoman Empire, 1876-1909 (London and New York:  I.B. Tauris, 1999).  See also 
the following works by the same author: “The Invention of Tradition as Public Image in 
the Late Ottoman Empire, 1808-1908,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 35, 
no 1 (1993): 345-359.
9 ibid., 110.
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minorities.  It was evident that the state used education to obtain loyalties from non-

Turkish Muslim communities of the empire by using religion and education as a medium 

in the diffusion of ideas, identities, and aspirations.

Eugene Rogan examined those schools opened up for the Muslim tribes – an 

otherwise alienated segment of Ottoman society.  He also employed Deringil’s approach.  

His work on Asiret Mektebi,10 the Imperial School for Tribes, analyzed the five-year 

boarding school that was opened in 1892 for boys of ages twelve through sixteen.  The 

work focused on how state- led education was employed in order to obtain both 

legitimacy and loyalty.  His work represents a good example of how Ottoman ambitions 

sought to integrate the whole society – including even those disparate tribal communities 

in state margins– into the political life of the state.

Within the third category, there are two studies on late-Ottoman education, 

Islamic ideology, and centralization that have emerged as central.  Aksin Somel’s 

monograph11 was the first of these sources.  This study focused on the emergence of 

state-led public education and its institutionalization in the periphery.  Somel argued that 

the whole program of modern education began with lofty ideals and hoped to solve the 

empire’s economic problems, thus fostering both homogeneity and loyalty among 

citizens.  As his analysis pointed out, however, the results of an institutionalized public 

education were not as successful as envisioned.  Moreover, the program actually created 

added financial distress and furthered divisions within society.  This fine analysis of 

10 Eugene Rogan, “Aşiret Mektebi:  Abdülhamid II’s School for Tribes (1892-1907),” 
IJMES 28, no. 1 (1996): 83-107.
11 Akşin Somel, The Modernization of Public Education in the Ottoman Empire, 1839-
1908:  Islamization, Autocracy and Discipline, (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2001).
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state-led educational reform in late-Ottoman Empire raised several issues related to 

minority education without looking at them holistically.

In the rapidly blooming field of late-Ottoman studies, more studies emerged on 

Hamidian education in the last decade.  Benjamin Fortna analyzed the development of 

modern education in the late-Ottoman empire.12  He argued that Ottoman Empire was 

drawn into reforming education because of the competition and pressures emanating from 

missionary and foreign schools.  It was due to the rapid expansion of foreign and 

missionary schools that Abdülhamid II inaugurated an educational campaign to 

modernize society and maintain imperial unity.  His analysis focused on those Islamic 

agendas implicated in Ottoman educational reforms.  Like other studies on the same 

period, this one also argued that the state sought to establish a unity of Muslims rather 

than merely transform all Ottoman subjects into citizens or, simply put, the state sought 

to impose and enforce a truly religion-based unity in the field of education rather than 

any state-centered ideology of Ottomanism.  However, this study dealt with the complex 

issue of minority education within the Ottoman Empire in a superficial fashion.

Norbert Scholz’s (1997) doctoral dissertation13 on missionary schools in Beirut 

revealed the diverse and complex nature of missionary schools in the Ottoman Empire.  

In looking at the establishment of the American University of Beirut in the nineteenth 

century, Scholz examined indigenous reactions to this foreign establishment.  Scholz 

12 Benjamin Fortna, Imperial Classroom: Islam, Education, and the State in the Late
Ottoman Empire  (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2002).  
13 Norbert Scholz, “Foreign Education and Indigenous Reaction in Late Ottoman 
Lebanon:  Students and Teachers at the Syrian Protestant College in Beirut”  (PhD 
dissertation, Georgetown University, 1997.
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analyzed schools from both colonizer and colonized perspectives and successfully 

pointed out that indigenous peoples were not passive recipients of colonial institutions 

and they tried to change and adjust those institutions as much as they could.  His work 

successfully employed postcolonial theory and gave voices to the colonized and their 

actions.  

Isa Blumi’s examination of Ottoman educational institutions in Albania during the 

reign of Sultan Abdülhamid II also illuminated the involvement of local people in 

determining both their own futures and that of their region.14  Unlike many previous 

works that considered education as state-given, Blumi’s work also established the point 

that the politics of the local people were quite dynamic in adjusting and/or challenging 

state policies.  His work acknowledged the complex nature of the many relationships 

between rulers and the ruled in matters of education, thus avoiding the singular imagery 

that often exists in many works on the Hamidian era.

14 Isa Blumi, “Teaching Loyalty in the Late Ottoman Balkans:  Educational Reform in the 
Vilayets of Manastir and Yanya, 1878-1912,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa 
and the Middle East, vol. XXI, nos. 1 and 2 (2001): 15-23.
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CHAPTER 2

EDUCATION IN THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE:

A BROAD SURVEY AND DESCRIPTION

An 1872 open letter to the newly appointed grand vizier Mithat Paşa reflected the 

population’s desire and hope of education. 

…We want education, we want to be fine men.  The government, afraid 
that “if they receive education their eyes will open up and they would be 
hard to control” denies us of education.  I wonder what we will see if our 
eyes open up?  If there is an evil to see, why that evil is happening? 
…Everyone is calling us “barbaric” because they see us poor and 
uneducated.  Oh, are we the children of a generation who would deserve 
such insults?  Educate us, teach us skills, and make us rich, so that we can 
proudly say “we are Ottomans”.  We want advancement, oh grand vizier, 
we want advancement!  You will find the way to do that and show it to us,  
we will follow.  You establish schools and if we fail to be educated, the 
fault is ours.  You give us freedom and if we misuse it, the fault is 
ours…15

The emergence of public education as a means to create much-needed work force 

for the modernizing states in the nineteenth century as their bureaucracies were 

expanding drastically also served to ‘create’ an idealized citizen who was loyal to the 

state.16  As the concept of ‘citizenship’ would emerge, the schools would be at the service 

15 Quoted in Yahya Akyüz, Türk Eğitim Tarihi (Başlangıçctan 1997’ye) (Istanbul:  
Istanbul Kültür Üniversitesi Yayınları, 1997, p. 227.
16 There are a lot of studies on citizenship and education.  To cite a few, Derek Heater, A 
History of Education for Citizenship (London:  Routledge, 2004), Jones Baglin and N. 
Jones, eds., Education for Citizenship (London: Kogan Page), Eugen Weber, Peasants 
into Frenchmen:  The Modernization of Rural France (1870-1914) (Standford: Stanford 
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of the state in “shaping individuals to fit into societies and cultures broader than their 

own, and persuading them that these broader realms are their own, as much as the pays 

they really know and more so.”17  Recent scholarship on education approach education as 

a field in which power systems and struggles in a given society can be understood.  Pierre 

Bourdeau’s writings on education in France examine education as a contested territory. 18

Hamidian education faced the dilemma of maintaining cultural plurality of the 

empire and its ambitions of creating a modern state.  On one hand, the empire allowed 

ethnic communities maintain their own culture, on the other hand, it was compelled to 

impose its own language and history to assure their loyalty.  That was a major contrast to 

the empire’s previous policies during which local leaders played a significant role in the 

administration of their communities and the Ottoman state refrained to “Turkify” the 

communities living under its rule.19  As the political climate would change, the Ottoman 

government’s desire to inspect and control all educational institutions within its borders 

would create a tense atmosphere.  

University Press, 1976), W. Clowes, Samuel D. Kassow, and James L. West, eds., 
Between the Tsar and People:  Educated Society and the Quest for Public Identity in Late 
Imperial Russia (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1991), Patrick L. Alston, 
Education and the State in Tsarist Russia (Stanford:  Stanford University Press, 1969), 
Dickson A. Mungazi, Educational Policy and National Character:  Africa, Japan, the 
United States, and the Soviet Union (Westport: Praeger, 1993), Benedict Anderson, 
Imagined Communities:  Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism (London:  
Verso, 1983), Ernerst Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1983).
17 Weber, 331.
18 Pierre Bourdeau’s writings on schooling and education are primary examples.  For a 
critical examination of Bourdeau’s view of education, see Deborah Reed-Danahay, 
Locating Bourdeau (Bloomington:  Indiana University Press, 2005), 37-68.
19 Joseph S. Syzliowicz, Education and Modernization, 94.



24

The emergence of modern education in the Ottoman Empire and its politicization 

was in most cases parallel to its contemporaries.  As most modern states started seeing 

education as a venue to ‘govern the minds’ and create order François Guizot, famous 

Minister of Education in the nineteenth-century France, described the goal of elementary 

education in the nineteenth-century France:  ‘The teaching of reading, writing, and 

arithmetic would furnish essential skills; the teaching of French and of the metric system 

would implant or increase the sense of unity under French nationhood; moral and 

religious instruction would serve social and spiritual needs.”20  Meiji Japan in the late-

nineteenth century would focus on creating a centralized education and promote loyalty 

to the state and its ruler.  Especially during the reign of Emperor Mutsushito (1867-1912) 

Japanese education would foster the “Shinto practice of worshipping the emperor under 

the Confucian principles of absolute loyalty and obedience.”21

Public education’s role in shaping minds of the citizens compelled modern states 

to get them heavily invested in education.  In the nineteenth-century, empires attempted 

to use education to re-generate loyalties from their subjects, such was the case for Russia, 

Japan, Ottoman Empire, in the following century, and with the emergence of new states 

from the ashes of those empires, education became once again an important component 

of citizenship and state-building programs.  The major difference between the empires 

and the emerging nation-states would be their difference in ideologies.  Nineteenth-

20 Weber, 331.
21 Mungazi, 30.
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century Russia was trying to promote its empire and emperor, in 1919 Lenin was 

promoting his socialist ideology by using the same tool, schools to promote socialism. 22

The 1869 Regulation for Public Education is often cited as a major turning point 

in Ottoman educational programs during the nineteenth century.  This regulation was 

based on the French educational model and provided a structure for education throughout 

the empire by systematizing the schools and centralizing the school system.23  This 

regulation determined the need for schools in a region based on the number of households 

that each area had.  In this manner, therefore, those towns that had more than 1,000 

households would have idadi schools.  Within this highly centralized educational system, 

the power to control education was taken away from the clerics and given to the state.  

Modern education of the Ottoman Empire was not all secular, just like its neighboring 

states, it had religious subjects as part of its curriculum, at least for primary education.24

Education was viewed as an institution to teach ‘morals’ and in the case of the Ottoman 

Empire, it was allowing each religious community to teach its own ‘morals’ based on 

their religious affiliation.

The 1869 Regulation determined the structured levels of education as the sıbyan

(or primary), the rusdiye, and the Darulfunun.  Sıbyans were supported by the evkaf

22 ibid., 37-8.
23 France introduced a similar law in 1833 for regulating public instruction, requiring 
every community to establish and maintain at least an elementary school and register 
them in order to legally operate and provide trained-teachers.  Weber, 307.
24 Randi Deguilhem, “A Revolution in Learning?  The Islamic Contribution to the 
Ottoman State Schools:  Examples from the Syrian Provinces,” International Congress 
on Learning and Edcuation in the Ottoman World (April 12-15, 1999):  Proceedings.  
İstanbul: Yıldız Matbaacılık, Yayıncılık ve Ticaret A.Ş., 2001:285-295, 285.
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(types of pious foundations) and had students ranging in age from as early as four up to 

eleven years.  However, due to the often perceived hardship in introducing non-religious 

subjects into its curriculum, the prestige of sıbyan schools gradually declined and a new 

kind of elementary school, the ibtidai, emerged.  Ibtidai schools first appeared in the 

capital in 1872 and thereafter spread throughout the empire.  In their administration, 

ibtidai schools were government schools, and they were established with the intention of 

educating the children according to the new teaching methods (usul-i cedid) developed by 

Selim Sabit Efendi.  As soon as those ibtidai schools that were operating in Istanbul 

proved successful, their spread through other parts of the empire was encouraged with the 

goal of replacing the sıbyan schools.  While the word ‘sıbyan’ was used effectively to 

describe all the primary schools in the empire until the 1880s, it afterwards became a 

term referring especially to the Qur'anic schools that simply provided a traditional 

religious education.  At the same time, the term ‘ibtidai’ began to take precedence and 

would be used later on to refer both to traditional and government schools. 25  Reflecting 

some of the political dimensions of these changes, it has been argued that, in order to 

avoid a major reaction from the conservative members in society, the state introduced the 

ibtidai schools gradually with the goal of eventually reforming the sıbyan schools, too, to 

compel them to provide a modern education, a project that had limited success.26  By the 

late nineteenth century, there eventually emerged a dual school system; one that provided 

only religious education and used traditional methods of teaching, and another that was 

25 Somel, Modernization, 108-9.
26 Bayram Kodaman, Abdülhamid Devri Eğitim Sistemi.  Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 
1999, 67.
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sponsored by the state and employed new teaching methods and introduced secular 

subjects.  This duality existed until the end of Abdülhamid II’s reign, and it gradually 

demonstrated system-wide changes in favor of the ibtidai schools. 

One of the main features of Hamidian education was its emphasis on 

incorporating the citizens, both Muslim and non-Muslim.  As non-Muslim educational 

institutions in the urban areas of the empire were far better than their Muslim counterpart,

most non-Muslim communities preferred sending their children to their own private 

community schools at least for primary education.  It was mostly at the post-primary 

level that non-Muslims were interested in sending their children to the state schools.  The 

existence of missionary schools and their increased number towards the end of the 

nineteenth century would be an attractive site for non-Muslim communities – Muslims 

were interested in those schools since they had a reputation of providing good education 

but were discouraged from sending their children due to the religious curriculum.  The 

quality of education provided in non-Muslim schools as compared to Muslim schools 

would be subject to much criticism of state-education and its unequal quality with other 

schools available to the non-Muslim communities of the empire.  As much as it would 

create a competitive environment for the state to catch up with27 it would also increase 

the tension among different ethno-religious communities as the disparity in accessing 

‘good’ education would emerge.  As the existence of schools with better buildings, 

27 Fortna, Imperial Classroom, 71-75.



28

funding, teachers, and education would be more visible within the empire: “One cannot 

feel deprived of possessions and pleasures one is unaware of.”28

Ethno-religious pluralism of the Ottoman Empire would be a major challenge to 

its educational policies.  As the empire gave them semi-autonomous status and allowed 

them to maintain their language and traditions within their own schools and use their own 

courts, later changes in the nineteenth-century towards harmonizing different ethno-

religious communities through introducing state language, the Ottoman Turkish, and 

history courses would create tension as those minorities would reject the centralization 

attempts of the state:  “If you introduce change in any part of society, contingent changes 

of varying intensity will make themselves felt through the venture.  The very change that 

may be welcomed by the group in power as desirable innovation may be resented by 

those who feel oppressed by society because they feel such change has been introduced to 

strengthen the status quo.”29

Although Hamidian educational policies have been described as ‘Islamist’ (i.e., 

aiming to educate the Muslim population of the empire through a promotion of Islamic 

identity and loyalties), a critical analysis of Hamidian educational policies, especially in 

the Balkans and the Arab lands, indicates otherwise.30  I argue that as much as 

Abdülhamid II used Islamic identity and discourse to promote an Islamic unity and 

28 Louis Théron de Montaugé.  L’Agriculture et les classes rurales dans le pays 
toulousain depuis le milieu du XVIIIe siécle, 1869.  Quoted in Weber, 22.
29 Robert Manners.  “Functionalism, Reliability, and Anthropology in Underdeveloped 
Areas, in Thomas Weaver (ed.), To See Ourselves:  Anthropology and Modern Social 
Issues (Glenview:  Scott, Foresman Co., 1973), 117.
30 For Hamidian Islamism and Pan-Islamic policies, see:  Cezmi Eraslan, II. Abdülhamid 
ve Islam Birliği:  Osmanıi Devleti’nin İslam Siyaseti. 1856-1908. (İstanbul: Ötüken, 
1992).
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loyalty among the Muslim subjects of the empire, he also used Ottomanist policies (i.e., 

ones that promoted notions of Ottoman citizenship and identity – thus attempting to go 

beyond emergent ethno-nationalisms and politicized religious identities) to foster and 

maintain stability among the empire’s multi-ethnic/-religious populace.  Opening 

elementary schools for both the Muslim and non-Muslim children of the empire might be 

seen as more effectively serving this wider objective of Ottomanism.  By increasing its 

number of state schools, the Ottoman Empire hoped to also reduce both the number and 

the potentially negative impacts of community schools opened by non-Muslim peoples in 

the empire’s plural society.  Toward the end of the nineteenth century, many non-Muslim 

communities had better private schools serving their children.  As a consequence, they 

generally demonstrated little to no interest in having their children attend state-schools.  

These tensions between Ottomanist state schools, on the one hand, and those schools of 

particular ethno-religious minority groups, on the other, continued to create social and 

political challenges throughout the Hamidian era and afterwards, as well. 

Perhaps one of the most important steps involving elementary-level education 

during the Hamidian period was the initiative to make it compulsory.  While the idea of 

this endeavor might clearly be seen to benefit the Ottoman state, in a political context 

where fiscal and human resources and bureaucratic matters of implementation were 

constant dilemmas, this policy did not always yield its intended results.  Indeed, in its 

application, compulsory elementary education produced a wide variety of situations and 

dynamics – ones that reflected the extreme diversity of the empire, its populace, and rapid 
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change in political and economic conditions brought on by forces both domestic and 

foreign.  

In its attempts to deal with the extreme challenges of implementing educational 

policies in its peripheries, the Ottoman state often resorted to establishing webs of 

organization.  In these networks, the center would always be the Ottoman state itself.  

Such an organizational model also meant a centralization of political power in all matters 

pertaining to education in the empire – a situation that produced many different responses 

at the local level, varying from cooperation to resentment – even resistance.

Expanding the state’s elementary schools into its peripheries would also require a 

large number of teachers.  In an effort to handle this challenge, the state began to increase 

the number of teacher training schools in peripheral regions, though a clear policy of how 

this should be handled remained entirely elusive throughout the final decades of the 

Ottoman Empire.   In dealing with the immediacy of these personnel shortages, the 

empire employed a variety of tactics to overcome the teacher shortage – none of which 

could be viewed as long-term strategic solutions.  These short-term fixes included, but 

were not limited to, using military personnel as educators and even the hiring of medrese-

graduates to teach, among others.  Although there was the intent to introduce new 

teaching methods, this practice makes one speculate that medreses were at least reformed 

enough – or that the state was desperate enough, or both – that medrese  graduates would 

appear as qualified instructors in the teacher-scarce peripheries, if only as expedient 
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substitutes.  As suggested by Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa,31 in 1903 there were even proposals to 

simply open new teacher training schools in the periphery so as to educate the local 

people themselves to be teachers.  Such solutions, as they were promoted, would not only 

serve to eliminate the extreme need for teachers, but they would also cut down the high 

expense of delivering education since local graduates could be expected to be paid lower 

salaries than would those teachers identified as Istanbul-graduates.  Though these 

solutions also noted that there would be a possible lowering in the quality of education 

and personnel employed since the local teachers would also be introduced to teaching and 

trained in shorter periods and with less material to learn for instruction.  

Even though the idea of modern education predated Abdülhamid II (e.g., as early 

as the Tanzimat reforms in the earlier part of the nineteenth century, initiatives were 

aimed at opening modern schools), wider-scale initiatives and the relative success of 

primary education in the empire came with Abdülhamid II. Surrounded by reform-

minded administrators in Istanbul,32 the sultan was encouraged to launch a massive 

educational campaign and finance it through distributing the cost to the population. 

Tanzimat reformers were mostly concerned with modernizing middle and high schools.  

Therefore, the modern schools that emerged from the Tanzimat have sometimes been 

regarded – both at the time and since – as having done so at the expense of elementary 

education.  The goal of Tanzimat reformers to increase the number of graduates from 

31 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Inspector-General to Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia Hüseyin 
Hilmi’s Report to the Grand Vizier, 19 Şevval 1320 (18 January 1903).
32 Mehmed Said Paşa, known as “Küçük” Said Paşa was behind many of educational 
reforms.  For his biography, see: Ercumend Kuran, “Küçük Said Paşa (1840-1914) as a 
Turkish Modernist,” IJMES 1 (April 1970): 124-132.
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their modern schools was intended to promote rapid modernization in an empire viewed 

by many as plagued by stagnation and even decline.  However, situations in the second-

half of the nineteenth century demonstrated that, unless there would be large pools of 

students graduating from modern elementary schools, those modern middle and high 

schools would be half-empty due to a severe lack of qualified students.  This predicament 

compelled Abdülhamid II to focus more on elementary education and thus assure the 

success of higher education by doing so.  However, the questions of exactly what needed 

reform and what should be modernized first – elementary or higher education – continued 

to plague decision-makers until the very end of the Ottoman Empire.  Indeed, these 

matters of education policy – concerns so crucial to matters of pluralism, citizenship, 

ethno-nationalism, and religion – would be hotly debated by those involved in political 

issues of the day at all levels. 

As Hamidian education shifted the state’s focus from an almost exclusive concern 

for higher education to one incorporating elementary education, there emerged a large 

number of elementary schools in the Ottoman Empire.  Even though the 1869 Regulation 

for Public Education involved reforms of the sıbyan schools and the opening ibtidai

schools, the actual implementation of this legislation meant very little in the way of 

appreciable accomplishments – especially in the state’s peripheries.  In 1876 – at the 

beginning of the Hamidian reign, there were approximately 200 new style elementary 

schools throughout the empire.  This number would climb, however, into the thousands 

during the Hamidian era.33

33 Kodaman, (3rd edition), 77.
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One of the reasons promoting the rapid spread of elementary education in the

periphery was the urgency associated with preventing both Muslim and non-Muslim 

students from attending any of the missionary schools or foreign schools.  This concern 

would constitute an issue that was to appear time and again in those documents sent from 

the peripheries to empire officials.  These documents of correspondence essentially 

served as constant reminders to the state that it needed to open schools in its most remote 

corners in order to eliminate the attraction that foreign and missionary schools constituted 

for students, their parents, and minority communities, in general.  While the motives of 

the writers of these letters should be critiqued (i.e., did the threats they depicted as being 

posed by foreign schools actually exist, or were they simply effectively lobbying for 

education and investment in their communities, albeit a bit over-zealously – and in ways 

that led to all foreign and missionary schools being viewed as imminent threats?), the 

consequences of their actions can not be questioned; an explosive rate of school openings 

occurred during this period.  Despite these numbers – and the state’s goals of countering 

foreign influence, however, both the quality of education given in foreign schools and 

opportunities they presented (e.g., learning foreign languages, getting promises of jobs in 

foreign countries, and so forth) continued to make them far more attractive alternatives in 

education for many people in the empire.

The expansion of the elementary school system during the Hamidian era was 

motivated by needs to address the agendas and imperatives of the state in other ways, as 

well.  The Ottoman Empire at this time was rapidly losing territories amid several 

contexts:  a state of global imperial rivalry in which the Ottomans were forced to compete 
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not only with the Tsarist and Hapsburg empires but increasingly with those of the West, 

as well; a period in which a number of ethnic groups was successful in their move 

towards becoming nations with their own political aspirations, and thus heightening the 

apparent vulnerability of other ethno-religious minorities to similar processes; and, the 

experience of numerous outright military losses.  French occupied Algeria in 1830, 

Tunisia in 1882, and British occupied Egypt in 1881.   Combined with related social and 

economic factors, these problems of disunity and territorial fragmentation made it ever 

more essential than before to promote a sense of unity among the subjects of the empire.  

Ottomanism – that idea of a political unity of all Ottoman subjects regardless of their 

ethnic, religious, or linguistic differences – became the focus of the state throughout 

much of the nineteenth century.  That desired sense of unity among the subjects of the 

empire – a unity that focused on identifying with the state (i.e., the citizenship) -- would 

require the promotion of a state language in state schools and an education of all citizens 

together.  On one hand, the state sought uniformity and conformity, on the other maintain 

its traditional pluralism with respect to the languages and religions of its subject people.  

While such linguistic pluralism was maintained, to a certain extent, on elementary 

education, secondary and higher education would promote official language of the state, 

the Ottoman Turkish.  Such objectives were particularly hard to achieve for various 

reasons, including, but not limited to, emerging sentiments of ethnic nationalism, the 

popularity of foreign schools, and the successful – and often far superior – reputations of 

community schools for providing better educations.  In this context, therefore, linguistic 

unity was viewed by the state as the essence of political unity in the empire and was 
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promoted both along with, and through, the expansion of state schools.  Although 

Abdülhamid II’s reign is generally viewed as a turning point that directed imperial 

policies away from those that arose Tanzimat, I argue that a critical examination of, at 

least education policies, would seem to indicate precisely the opposite.  

While Hamidian education has often been credited with facilitating an expansion 

of Islam and Islamic identity through its promotion in the schools,34 such a perspective is 

quite selective in focus, and thus greatly flawed in its reductionist assertions.  Although 

the empire was confronted by rapid territorial losses and by the emergence of divisive 

ethno-nationalist sentiments and movements, it still had large numbers of non-Muslim 

subjects.  A more careful examination of Abdülhamid II’s policies in their entirety 

indicates that the sultan sought to follow a general policy that would keep all the peoples 

of the empire united.  This research argues, therefore, that Abdülhamid II was above all a 

political pragmatist who followed a policy that combined both Ottomanism and Islamism 

and was open to emphasizing one over another in different times, locations, and social 

contexts – as dictated by the imperatives of rapidly changing circumstances.  As a 

consequence of this flexibility, therefore, any attempts to reduce Hamidian policies to 

conforming simply to one ideology or model (e.g., an Islamist mold in this case), fail to 

reflect the ever-changing realities of the period.

34 Cezmi Eraslan argues that Hamidian state schools focused on training ‘religious and 
hard-working’ individuals for the empire.  Religion was emphasized because it had 
potential to create individuals diligently working for the welfare of the Ottoman state and 
its official religion, Islam.  Without religion, he argues, educated individuals would 
pursue their individual interest who would further be obstacle to well-educated 
individuals with high morals.  Since Abdülhamid II viewed Islam as the essence of the 
Ottoman Empire, he considered the strenghtening of Islam as an essential component of 
the state’s existence.  Eraslan, 235-6.



36

One of the most contested dimensions of Hamidian education involved one of its 

financial initiatives.  With the introduction of the Educational Contribution Tax (Maarif 

Hisse-i  İanesi), the state sought to finance education through local contributions.  In 

practice, however, much of the revenue collected through that tax went to Istanbul to 

support higher education there, with only the remaining portions being left to the 

communities to finance post-primary schools in the peripheries.  This was a practice that 

was highly contested at all levels as local authorities would claim that they needed to 

retain most, if not all, of the education taxes collected in their areas in order to finance 

local educational initiatives, to cover standard operational expenses, or even to 

sometimes for open new primary schools.  Because the opening of new primary schools 

was a task generally left in the hands of the local communities themselves, many 

community leaders in the peripheries applied to the state for financial support, often 

arguing that to open the necessary primary schools in their town or villages was restricted 

by conditions of regional poverty.  Moreover, the presence of missionary schools and the 

empire’s fears of further territorial loss sometimes proved to be compelling arguments in 

support of citizens’ petitions for tax relief or receiving funds.  Indeed, many community 

leaders in the peripheries appeared to effectively play upon such ‘fear’ factors in order to 

attract further state support to finance education in their locality.
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SECTION II

EDUCATION IN THE CENTER AND THE IMMEDIATE PERIPHERIES
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CHAPTER 3

EDUCATION IN ISTANBUL:

GENERAL THEMES IN EDUCATIONAL ADMINISTRATION

Istanbul, the seat of the Ottoman Sultanate and Caliphate, was obviously also the 

center of educational activities during the Hamidian era.  Modern education projects 

would generally first be proposed, implemented, and realized in Istanbul prior to their 

eventual dissemination throughout the empire.  Until the reign of Abdülhamid II, modern 

schools that were established in the nineteenth century were limited to Istanbul.  

Abdülhamid II wanted to spread school s throughout the empire.  Such a change in 

orientation derived from the fact that Abdülhamid II was becoming increasingly aware of 

the vital roles that schools and education had in creating a ‘captive audience’35 that could 

be educated to learn the values of the state and become loyal citizens. Such was the 

policy in France as French government would use the schools to produce obedient 

citizens respectful of the state’s values as their own.36  Education’s potential to create 

conformity would make it a political enterprise:

There is no such thing as a neutral educational process.  Education 
either functions as an instrument that is used to facilitate the integration of 
the younger generation into the logic of the present system and bring about 
conformity to it, or it becomes “the practice of freedom,” the means by 
which men and women deal critically and creatively with reality and 
discover how to participate in the transformation of their world.37

35 Eric Hobsbawm, “Mass Producing Traditions,” in Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger 
(eds.), The Invention of Tradition. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 282.
36 Weber, 72-3.
37 Richard Shaull, “Foreword” to Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, (New York:  
The Continuum, 2002).
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The existence of large number and variety of schools in Istanbul was making the 

city as ‘educational capital’ of the empire.  The city was also hosting the Ministry of 

Education and other related offices.  The Ministry of Education was assigned to oversee 

the educational affairs of the empire and regulate the schools in the peripheries.  Since the 

empire established Educational Directorates in the peripheries with the responsibility of 

regulating local education, their role became intermediaries between the center and the 

peripheries.  On top of the hierarch was the Ministry of Education in Istanbul – although 

in conflict with other ministries over power-related issues – where local authorities would 

apply to receive official approval.  Centralized education, led from Istanbul aimed at 

standardizing the schools and curriculum to successfully achieve the molding of the 

empire’s citizens into citizens.38  Hamidian education was a citizenship-building program 

that would be contested by various ethnic groups, Muslim and non-Muslim.

Although Hamidian educational policies were relatively successful in spreading 

the schools throughout the empire and making education – especially elementary 

education – accessible to all, Istanbul remained being the center of secondary and higher 

education.  It was a conscious effort to invest in schools in Istanbul since many of the 

empire’s visitors would come to Istanbul, a case that would be altered with the 

missionaries arriving to the most remote areas of the empire, eye-catching educational 

buildings would impress them.  While the empire was obsessed with its ‘image 

management’ during the Hamidian era, spending extra money to purchase well-built 

mansions with gardens to use as schools since they would be ‘cultural’ investments for 

38 Anthony D. Smith.  The Ethnic Origins of Nations.  (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986), 142.



40

the empire.39  Some of those expenses would come at the expense of the empire’s 

periphery as the Ministry of Education would very often dip into its periphery funds to 

cover the empire’s educational expenses in Istanbul.

For the Ottoman state, Istanbul was the educational/cultural center of the empire 

and young children across the empire would be sent there to receive higher education, 

learn the language, manners, and values of the center.  Hamidian education used the 

schools in Istanbul to build bridges with the peripheries of the empire and use the 

graduates of those schools as loyal bureaucrats of the empire.  Such a system was used in 

previous centuries when the sultans would educate their bureaucrats in the Palace School 

(the Enderun), however, the size and number of the schools and ideologies of the 

nineteenth-century Ottoman state would be much different than those of previous eras.

Most non-Muslim communities preferred having their own private schools for 

their children’s primary education and would then send them to secondary and higher 

schools in Istanbul.  For the well-to-do families, there was also the option of sending their 

children to Europe for higher education.  Due to the large interest in secondary and higher 

education, Istanbul would receive students from many different ethno-religious 

communities.  This mixing in the center created an opportunity for the state to instill 

state-approved values among those students who could attend, starting with language 

training.  Although the empire never lost its respect for different religions and religious 

communities by encouraging them to practice their own beliefs while they were in state 

schools, such policy was also originating from Hamidian insistence to see them as 

39 For a lengthy discussion of Ottoman image management in Hamidian era see, Deringil, 
Well-Protected Domains, 135-149. 
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divided through their religious affiliations rather than their ethno-linguistic difference, an 

identity that was gaining support among the empire’s subjects.  Although there was a 

shift towards Islamist ideology, Hamidian regime maintained its connection with 

Tanzimat Ottomanism as the “sultan promoted patriotism backed by dynastic and 

imperial motives, advocating it as an alternative ideology to various sorts of particularist 

nationalism then in developing stages in the empire.”40

Istanbul’s advantage to be the capital of the Ottoman Empire had its own 

drawbacks as such proximity would keep the educational institutions, their curriculum, 

and teachers under closer scrutiny to assure the values of the state were enforced.  Also, 

the schoolbooks, dictionaries, and maps would be prepared mainly by the educators in 

Istanbul and get distributed to the peripheries of the empire.  Istanbul would have the 

central role in determining the subjects of the teaching and learning, therefore becoming a 

powerful center for the periphery to rely on.

New Education vs. Old Education

Hamidian education was an extension of the modern education project that the 

Ottoman state started being involved since 1830s.  Although it had the foundations ready, 

Hamidian education would take modern education and state schooling into another level 

by expanding the number of schools throughout the empire, creating funds to support the 

schools through new taxes, determining the nature of the education.  Modern education 

was by no means secular education it was merely the style of teaching and material being 

40 Nadir Ozbek, “Philantrophic Activity, Ottoman Patriotism, and the Hamidian Regime, 
1876-1909,” IJMES 37, no. 1 (2005): 59-81, 74.
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used.  Religion and morality were still significant issues within imperial education.  

Rather than focusing on punishment-based memorization of old-style medrese system, 

Hamidian education reversed the pedagogy and focused on reward-based teaching.  It 

was assumed that such reward-based education would help to gain the hearts and souls of 

its teachers in developing loyalties:  “The teacher ‘must avoid, as far as possible, the use 

of punishment; on the contrary, he must endeavor to make rewards more frequent than 

penalties, the lazy being more encouraged by the desire to be rewarded in the same way 

as the diligent than by the fear of punishment; that is why it will be very beneficial, when 

the teacher is obliged to use punishment, to win the heart of the child if he can before 

doing so.’”41 Abdülhamid II preferred such education be the norm and when he ordered 

the Ministry of Education to send three copies of each printed books in the empire to the 

palace library, he warned them not to send copies of “useless novels and books on old-

style teaching.”42  However, limited funds and the dire need for more teachers for the 

empire’s expanding schools would force the state to higher even the medrese graduates to 

work as teachers.43

Variety of Schools

Istanbul became the educational capital of the Hamidian regime.  Since the 

primary goal of education was to train the much-needed bureaucrats for the empire’s 

rapidly expanding bureaucracy, the state would invest more on educational institutions in 

41 C. Demia, Réglement pour les écoles de la ville de Lyon, 1716. p. 17.  Quoted in 
Foucault, 180.
42 BOA IM 1311 Ca 2, Nezaret-i Maarif-I Umumiye, Mektubi Kalemi # 152, 18 
Rebiyülevvel 1311 (September 29, 1893).
43 Kodaman, Abdülhamid Devri, (1980 ed.), 239.
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Istanbul.44  In terms of the variety of schools, one must remember that Hamidian 

education’s primary focus was training skilled personnel to administer the empire.  

Although the Civil Service School (Mülkiye Mektebi) was founded in 1859 but was 

expanded drastically since 1879 in order to train a new cluster of servants to help the 

sultan and his advisors.45  In 1892 the Minister of Education sent a letter to the Council of 

the Minister requesting an increase in its budget due to its increased spending on the Civil 

Service School.  After the Internal Affairs unit of the council examined the request, it was 

decided that since the Civil Service School went through some reform program and the 

number of courses offered there was increased.  Such change also meant more money for 

the salaries of its teachers.  In order to accommodate that, the school was allowed to use 

the money from the Ministry of Education’s “Periphery Schools” funds.46   It is 

interesting to note that the schools in Istanbul were expanding at the expense of the 

periphery.  The expansion of the school also meant an increase in the number of its 

teachers and their salaries.  Therefore, the Ministry of Education’s request for an 

additional 5,400 kuruş to accommodate the school’s existing budget of 1,700 kuruş

would be approved immediately.  Such budget increase would triple the school’s budget 

and usually such major increases would create lengthy discussions in the Council of 

44 For a detailed description of Hamidian bureaucrats see Carter V. Findley, Ottoman 
Civil Officialdom. A Social History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989), 243.
45 Shaw and Shaw, 215.
46 BOA IM 1310 Ra 24, Şura-yı Devlet, Dahiliye Dairesi # 1593, 15 Rebiyulevvel 1310 
(October 7, 1892).
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State, however, since the expansion had the sultan’s approval, financial support for its 

realization was easy to obtain.47

Istanbul was also the place where Abdülhamid wanted to educate the ruling elite 

of the empire’s peripheries.  Therefore, he tried to reach out to the tribal leaders in the 

peripheries of the empire in order to obtain their support and loyalty to his rule and the 

empire.  The School for Tribes (Aşiret Mektebi) was established for bringing the sons of 

the notables in the peripheries of the empire into Istanbul and providing them state-

funded education and sending them back upon their graduation.48  The state aimed at 

educating the sons of respected tribal leaders from the peripheries of the empire to come 

to Istanbul to receive their education at the School for Tribes for four to five years and 

then continue their education in secondary and higher schools.  Since that school had the 

intention of creating loyalty to the state and the sultan, its directors were carefully chosen 

among the Civil Service School administrators with long service records.  In 1892, the 

Ministry of Education suggested the appointment of Haci Recai Efendi, assistant director 

of Civil Service School, as director of the School for Tribes.  Unlike the initial suggestion 

of appointing him with 3,500 kuruş salary, this time, it was suggested to give him a joint 

appointment between the Civil Service School and the School for Tribes and increase his 

salary.  To explain this change in appointment, it was suggested that, “separating Recai 

47 BOA IM 1310 Ra 24, Daire-i Sadaret, # 820, 22 Rebiyulevvel 1310 (November 14, 
1892).
48 For the history of the Aşiret Mektebi see Eugene Rogan’s “Aşiret Mektebi:  
Abdülhamid II’s School for Tribes (1892-1907),” IJMES 28, no. 1 (1996): 83-107 and 
“Abdülhamid ve Asiret Mektebi” section of Bayram Kodaman, Sultan II. Abdülhamid 
Devri Doğu Anadolu Politikası, (Ankara: Türk Kültürünü Araştrma Enstitüsü Yayınları, 
1987), 67-80.
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Efendi from the Mulkiye school completely would not be the appropriate thing to do 

because of his years in service and experience there.”49  Approved by the sultan within 

the same day of its submission, the plan would help both schools and the Ministry’s 

budget by saving money.50

Hamidian schools in Istanbul were not only geared towards training personnel for 

the empire’s expanding bureaucracy but also for its much needed trade and industry.  In 

1894 the sultan approved the opening of a business/commerce school, the Mekteb-i    

Ticaret-i Hamidi.  Abdülhamid’s name was included in the school’s name and a mansion 

was purchased with 220 Ottoman Lira and remodeled.  Although the price seemed high 

for a school building, the Council of the State decided that “since the establishment of a 

business school was one of the many great public works, the price of the school building 

was reasonable.”51  Apparently, the outlook of the schools contributed to the image of the 

sultan, especially the ones carrying his name and the state spent extra money to make it 

possible.

As Istanbul during the reign of Abdülhamid II represent the most diverse schools, 

it is essential to keep in mind that the sultan was focusing on his image as caliph and 

trying to promote himself as the leader of all Muslims.  Such a re-claiming of the 

caliphate would influence educational agendas of the empire.  Hamidian education in 

Istanbul tried to reach out the poor and less-advantaged realm of its subjects and 

49 BOA IM 1310 Ra 4, Nezaret-i Maarif-I Umumiyye, Mektubi Kalemi, 1 Rebiyulevvel 
1310 (Septmber 23, 1892).
50 BOA IM 1310 Ra 4, Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun # 630, 3 Rebiyulevvel 
1310 (September 25, 1892).
51 BOA IM 1312 Ca 3, Şura-yı Devlet, Dahiliye Dairesi # 2044, 10 Cemaziyelvvel 1312 
(November 9, 1894).
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established schools to benefit them.   The establishment of industrial school (sanayi 

mektebi) in Istanbul was for teaching poor children industrial skills.  In 1893, the sultan 

requested a serious of reforms to update the industrial school. Ironically, however, one of 

the main issues of discussion was whether such industrial school belonged to the Ministry 

of Education or another administrative organization.  Because the school was teaching 

‘industrial skills’ to the poor and was both a ‘public and charitable’ status its 

administration was given to the Ministry of Agriculture, Forests, and Minerals.52  Such 

solution was coming from the sultan himself with a suggestion that although the students 

were learning shoemaking and many other skills, they should switch and focus on “skills 

that are necessary for the country and easy to develop, such as ironwork and carpentry, 

postponing other skills to a later time.”53  The charitable aspect of Hamidian educational 

investment is quite interesting as the state would establish other schools towards helping 

the poor, orphans, and the blind and deaf mutes of all denominations in Istanbul.54

The needs of the state and the empire would determine the type of schools existed 

in late-Ottoman Empire.55  While the state was focusing on educating skilled personnel 

for its administration and its developing industry, fine arts and architecture schools were 

also flourishing in Istanbul.  They attracted a large number of non-Muslims, both as 

52 BOA IM 1310 Z 2, Şura-yı Devlet, Tanzimat Dairesi # 374, 24 Şevval 1310 (May 11, 
1893).
53 Daire-i  Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun, # 3054, 7 Zilhicce 1310 (June 22, 1893).
54 BOA, IM 1322 Ca 10, Encümen-i Mahsus, 9 Cemaziyelevvel, 1322 (November 8, 
1894).
55 For a detailed list of the schools in the Ottoman Empire see Mehmet Ö. Alkan.  
Tanzimat’tan Cumhuriyet’e Modernleşme Sürecinde Eğitim İstatistikleri, 1839-1924.  
(Ankara: Devlet İstatistik Enstitüsü, 2000).
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students and founders of those schools.56  As much as there was a tension building up 

between the Armenian community in the empire and the state, in Istanbul the 

relationships were rather more diverse and complex.  In 1894, Agop Boyaciyan Efendi,

an Armenian who was working as a teacher at the Imperial Civil Service School, 

requested permission to establish an architecture school in Istanbul, around Galata.  His 

letter indicated that his school would “reduce the empire’s dependency on European 

architects.57

During the initial years of Abdülhamid II’s reign, most of the schools in the 

Ottoman Empire were concentrated in Istanbul.  Although after the introduction of 

Education Tax in 1883 the empire was able to open schools in the peripheries, Istanbul

remained to be the center of higher education due to the large number of schools and 

varieties it had.  Law school, agricultural schools, medical schools, veterinary schools, 

teacher-training schools, commerce, fine arts, even a university, the Darülfünun-u 

Osmani, filled the landscape of Istanbul with their buildings and students.  Therefore, 

Istanbul was a main attraction site for those seeking better and higher education.  It is 

interesting to note that the empire used those state-schools in Istanbul to bring students 

from the peripheries of the empire, educate them under its own supervision and return 

them to the periphery upon their graduation.  Such was a successful step in connecting 

the center and its peripheries.  Mostly leading bureaucrats and religious leaders of 

minority communities would be in touch with the state and the sultan in order to get their 

56 Shaw and Shaw, 113.
57 BOA, IM 1312 C 8, Nezaret-i Maarifi Umumiye, Mektubi Kalemi # 142, 11 
Cemaziyelevvel 1312 (November 10, 1894).
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own children or children of their religious communities to be accepted into the schools in 

Istanbul.  Higher education meant employment and a tool for the upward mobility, 

therefore was in demand.  The requests for sending students from the peripheries of the 

empire would mostly include free tuition and boarding.58

State Control, Morality, and Inspection

Hamidian education aimed at expanding the schools both in the center and the 

peripheries of the empire as education would contribute to the overall well-being of the 

empire by providing trained workforce and also loyal citizens.  Part of educating loyal 

citizens would come from imposing what the students should learn at school, who should 

teach them and what books to use.  The Ministry of Education was in charge of 

determining the curriculum and books used in schools to assure that no ‘harmful’ topics 

and books would be used.  However, controlling what was really being taught inside the 

classrooms would be difficult and the state would try various ways of achieving it.  Since 

Istanbul was the seat of the empire, it would be easier to control them then the 

peripheries.  Certain schools would be more susceptible to closer state scrutiny then the 

other by the nature of their focus.  Such was the case for the Imperial School of Law 

(Mekteb-i Hukuk-u Şahane).  Since Abdülhamid II declared the Constitution in 1876 and 

put it on the shelf two years later after the war with Russia, the sultan was suspicious that 

perhaps the courses introduced at that school would be harmful for his regime in case 

58 BOA, IM 1314 Ş 20, Nezaret-i Maarifi Umumiye # 16572, 30 Receb 1314 (January 4, 
1897); BOA, IM C 20 1320, Nezaret-i Maarifi Umumiye, Mektubi Kalemi # 49432, 3 
Cemaziyelevvel 1320 (August 7, 1902); BOA, IM 25 Za 1315, Nezaret-i Maarif-i 
Umumiye, Mektubi Kalemi # 22552, 19 Şevval 1315 (March 12, 1898).
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they were focusing on constitutions and European laws.  Therefore, in 1892, the Ministry 

of Education requested some changes in Imperial Law School’s curriculum.  The 

Minister’s letter requested the removal of several ‘useless’ courses from the curriculum.

He mentioned that a year earlier when a curriculum change was proposed, two courses, 

the Philosophy of Law (Hikmet-i Hukuk) and Introduction to the Principles of Law 

(Medhal-i Hukuk) were decided to be kept in the schedule on the condition that they must

be taught to benefit Ottoman legal system. The Minister argued that since they had no 

books compiled for those classes, they failed to provide the expected benefits and now 

needed to be replaced with courses more beneficial for their students.  The administrators 

of the school suggested that instead of those classes, they could offer additional lessons to 

their existing courses, the Bases of The Canon Law of Islam (Usul-i Fıkh) and 

Administrative Law.  Furthermore, they suggested the introduction of the Law Book of 

Execution (İcra Kanunnamesi) to benefit their students.59  The change received the 

approval of the Minister of Justice and the sultan.60

Hamidian government would keep a close eye on Law School’s curriculum and 

teachers to assure that state-approved values were being promoted.  One year after 

changing the curriculum, the Imperial School of Law would be further scrutinized for its 

teachers in order to assure that not only curriculum was geared towards producing loyal 

graduates but also teachers were enforcing state-approved values.  When Minister of 

Education Zühdü Paşa sent a letter to the state in 1311, he indicated the need to appoint a 

59 BOA 1310 S 2, Meclis-i Mahsus # 310, 2 Safer 1310 (August 26, 1892).
60 BOA 1310 S 2, Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun # 310, 2 Safer 1310 
(August 26, 1892).
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new instructor for the International Law class at the Law School.  He mentioned that 

Hasan Hilmi Paşa was used to volunteer to teach that class at the Imperial School of Law 

during his tenure at the Sublime Porte but he was being sent to Aydın province as a 

governor.61  Zühdü Paşa further suggested that the new hire should get paid 1,000 kuruş

rather than the customary 1,400 kuruş in order to achieve the state’s saving plan.  

However, when the request was submitted for the sultan’s approval62 the sultan wrote a 

note on the request letter that reads:  “Some of the teachers who have been hired upon an 

inspection of their behaviors and ideas turned into perverting the morality of their 

students.  Therefore, it is essential to do a through inspection and appoint those who have 

a good character and support the sultan [hüsn-ü ahlak ve hükümdar tarafdarından 

olanların tayini].”63  The sultan further suggested that in hiring a teacher to fill the 

position to teach International Law, the authorities must first select several suitable 

candidates who “fit to the criteria mentioned above” and then present their names for 

approval.  Abdülhamid II also suggested that thereafter a short regulation must be 

prepared about the teachers and submitted to higher authorities.  If the purpose for 

controlling the curriculum and teachers of the law school was out of the apprehension 

that law school students would be interested in bringing a constitution, it was successful.  

Ironically, however, the demand for constitution and a regime change would flourish 

among the medical students in Istanbul rather than the law school.

61 BOA, IM 1311 R 2, Nezaret-i Maarif-I Umumiyye, Mektubi Kalemi # 153, 18 
Rebiyulevvel 1311 (September 29, 1893).
62 BOA, IM 1311 R 2 Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun, # 1028, 23 
Rebiyulahir 1311 (November 3, 1893).
63 ibid.
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State control over educational institutions to assure the results expected by the 

state would also include the students going to school in Istanbul.  It was not only the Law 

School of the Civil Service School being subject to imperial control and censorship but 

also other high educational institutions, such as the Imperial Naval Academy (Mekteb-i    

Bahriye) were under the state’s watchful eyes.  In 1891, the school authorities were asked 

to submit the names of books used for religious instruction as well as the names of the 

instructor.  The state also wanted to know if students were saying their prayers regularly 

and attending their Friday prayers.64

In most cases, it was the state’s assumed role for moral leadership that would 

determine their course of action.  Various events helped the state to re-assert its authority 

and moral leadership for the students.  The cholera outbreak in Istanbul and the state’s 

desire to control student behavior when they were away from the schools provide insights 

into to that issue.  Foucault describes contagious disease a way for the power-holders to 

re-assert their power, re-establish hierarchies, and discipline and regulate individuals’ 

lives.  His articulation of the relationship between medical and political ‘correlative 

discipline’ assumes that during the time of such contagious diseases, the bodies and space 

whey belonged to would be subject to discipline and punishment with increased 

surveillance.65  When there was a cholera outbreak in Istanbul, the students were put on a 

different schedule by allowing half of them to come to the school on alternate days to 

prevent any kind of crowding that could cause the spread of the disease among them.  

State officials noticed that the students on alternate schedule started hanging out ‘here 

64 Deringil, Well-Protected Domains, 96.
65 Foucault,197-200.
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and there’ in public and requested immediate attention.66  Upon receiving an approval 

from the Public Health Commission that students could return to full time education, the 

Prefect of Istanbul informed the Grand Vizier.  Although the state was concerned about 

students’ behavior during the days they were off the school and wanted to assure that 

they would return to schools as soon as it was safe in order to avoid seeing them lingering 

on the streets, it also shows that the state was concerned about the well-being of the 

students as the state took the responsibility of educating them upon its shoulder.

State’s desire to control student behavior and provide moral leadership was also 

including the students attending secondary and higher educational institutions.  The 

Ottoman state’s response to control students’ behavior outside of the school indicated the 

state’s growing interest in using schools as part of its growing disciplinary networks.67

The Minister of Education sent a letter to the Council of State in 1894 regarding the 

presence of idadiye, aliye, and Mekteb-i Sultani students at the bars/beerhouses, café 

shantans[?] and other ‘inappropriate’ places.  Since the sultan ordered the Ministry of 

Education to take steps to stop the students to go to those places, the Minister was asking 

for advice from the Council of Ministers.68  The Council’s decision was strict warning of 

the students for avoiding those ‘inappropriate’ places and if they would disregard the 

warning, whenever they would be seen at those places, their names would be reported to 

the directors of their schools.  As a further step, the Commission and the Ministry of 

66 BOA IM 1311 B 4, Şehremenati, Mektubi Kalemi # 662, 25 Cemaziyelahir 1311 
(January 3, 1894).
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68 BOA IM 1311 B 25, Şura-yı Devlet, Dahiliye Dairesi # 2684, 12 Receb 1311 (January 
19, 1894).
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Education agreed on appointing ten inspectors to work in those ‘inappropriate’ places for 

day and night to catch students. They were assigned to take the students away if they saw 

them in those places and report to their school administrators.69  According to the 

Minister of Education, some of those inspectors already started their jobs and others were 

already selected and appointed, as well.  The only concern was getting the sultan’s 

approval to transfer some funds to pay the salaries of the inspectors who were responsible 

to check those places that were corrupting students’ morals.  Their salaries would be paid 

from those students’ own schools’ (Mulkiye and Sultani) budget by transferring 5,000 

kuruş from ‘Expenses’ to “Salaries’ section.  Receiving approval for that proposal was 

easy since the sultan himself requested an immediate action.70

Censorship and Control

Being the educational/cultural capital of the Ottoman Empire, Istanbul would also 

produce the textbooks and dictionaries, maps, magazines, and other major publications 

would be printed and disseminated throughout the empire.  However, having such 

proximity to the state would also bring closer scrutiny from the state.  With the rise 

literacy in the nineteenth century there was a bigger demand for printed material.  

However, the nineteenth century was also the age imperial competitions in regards to the 

Ottoman territories.71  Part of that competition entailed to reach the subjects of the 

69 ibid.
70 BOA IM 1311 B 25, Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun # 1750, 25 Receb 
1311 (February 1, 1894).
71 For a detailed description of the Eastern Question, see L. Carl Brown.  International 
Politics and the Middle East.  Old Rules Dangerous Games (Princeton, 1984).
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Ottoman Empire through schools and publications.  As much as European nations were 

competing among themselves to have a bigger share in reaching to the Ottoman subjects 

in order to influence them, within the empire itself there was a rising elite desiring to curb 

the power of the sultan and bring back the constitution that was put on the self by 

Abdülhamid II in 1878, two years after its declaration.  Therefore, the sultan would feel 

threatened by those two totally different power groups.  As the empire’s territories would 

shrink further due to nationalist separations and wars, its sense of vulnerability would 

increase.  Such vulnerability would push the Ottoman state to impose censorship and 

control over the information distributed within the borders of its empire.

Since Abdülhamid received bad publicity due minority rebellions and the state 

responses, he had to work on his image in order to maintain its legitimacy.  In Europe, the 

atrocities committed in the Balkans by both parties would be reflected in their press as if 

only non-Muslims in that region were suffering in the hands of the Muslims.  Those 

depictions would give Abdülhamid II would the reputation of the “Red Sultan”.  The 

empire would be depicted as traditional and unable to transform itself in the face of rising 

European modernity.  Abdülhamid II was aware of those depictions and aimed at 

changing them by sending images from his empire as a collection to America.72

Hamidian regime’s focus on changing the images of the empire in Europe and 

America also included some, what seems like ‘paid’ publications.  An anonymous 

pamphlet printed in 1890s describing the accomplishments of the empire and its 

72 Abdülhamid II’s photo collection is preserved at the Library of Congress in 
Washington D.C.  The collection includes lots of pictures from schools to show the 
progress in the field of education in order to change negative images.
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relationship with its minorities, particularly Armenians.73  Prevailing representations of 

the empire through the eyes of its rulers and the details of the institutions it covers leads 

one to question the funding of such a source in 1890s America by an anonymous writer.

Ottoman desire to control information and weed out unwanted depictions of the 

empire and its ruler led to the establishment of inspection committees and regulations.  

Since most of the books were entering to the Ottoman Empire through its port cities, 

especially Istanbul, the Ottoman state aimed at establishing inspection commissions to 

control the books containing ‘harmful’ information about the empire and its territorial 

integrity, as well as its administrators and people.  In 1895, the Ottoman state demanded 

the inspection of each book entering the empire because of complains that some of them 

had anti-Ottoman and anti-Islamic expression.  However, such move towards censoring 

the books sent a wave of complains among the European countries interested in cultural 

competitions.  Britain, America, Holland, Italy, and Belgium all sent protest letters 

complaining that such censorship would cause long delays.74  In order to eliminate those 

complains, the Ottoman state would hire additional personnel to inspect those books at 

the customs prior to their arrival to the empire.  It was a job that the state would carefully 

choose a candidate for.  Knowing foreign languages was not enough qualification, loyalty 

to the state and the sultan was also required.  In 1900, the Minister of Education 

requested the state for permission to hire new inspectors and fund their position.  When 

the Minister of Education wanted to appoint Hafız Emin Efendi as an inspector, he was 

73 An American Observer.  A Few Facts about Turkey under the Reign of Abdul Hamid 
II.  (New York: Press of J.J. Little and Co., 1985).
74 Polat- Haydaroğlu, 20-22.



56

proposed to the sultan for approval because of his language skills in Arabic and Persian, 

but also for his personal qualifications as he “endowed with good character and vision” 

(hüsn-ü siret ve rüyet ile muttasıf).75  Those inspection committees would be expanded to 

the other areas of the empire where there were customs.

An Ideal Textbook for Hamidian Schools:  Ali Nazima’s Rehber- i Imla Yahud 

Esma-yi Turkiyye

In 1895, Ali Nazima’s Rehber-i Imla Yahud Esma-yi Turkiyye76 (Guide to 

Orthography or Turkish Names) was getting its second edition.  The author, assistant 

director of the Imperial Civil Service School, wrote the book for elementary school 

children.  This popular book is useful to have sense of how state’s image was reflected in 

textbooks.  Hamidian education aimed at instilling respect and obedience to the sultan for 

his contribution to raise the educational level of the empire’s citizens.  The same image 

was also emphasized in Ali Nazima’s book as students read the necessity of education in 

becoming a respected individual, the author praises sultan Abdülhamid II for opening 

many schools and giving the “children of the nation” (evlad-ı vatan) the opportunity of 

education.77 The order of the readings reflects the thinking of the teacher; first comes 

God and then sultan; they both require respect and appreciation.  Other readings enforce 

to respect the elderly, telling the truth, keeping secrets, loyalty, trustworthiness, 

75  BOA IM 1318 R 27, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumiyye, Mektubi Kalemi, Umumi # 
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contentment, good friendship, cleanliness, health, pleasant look and talk, morality, eternal 

brotherhood, doing good deeds, honesty, knowing his/her direction in life/purpose-driven 

life, etc.  The topics in the book are quite surprising for the reader, because all those 

issues included in the readings are what we can find in a book titled as “ethics and 

morality” not a language book.  Hamidian emphasis on morality was not introduced as a 

separate class, rather it was infused into their textbook, curriculum, and teachers – as 

much as possible.  The book ends with the famous “Long Live the Sultan!” (Padisahm 

çok yaşa!) prayer that the author thought was appropriate.78

The Order of the Things in Hamidian Education:  The Ministry of Education, the 

sultan, and the Porte

One of the main characteristics of the Hamidian education was the tug-of-war 

between the Ministry of Education and the overall state apparatus, mainly the sultan.  The 

Ministry of Education was not an autonomous establishment and many of the decisions 

made by the ministry required the approval of other ministries, councils, and the sultan. It 

is interesting to note that during the Hamidian era, there was a general tension between 

the Yildiz Palace where Abdülhamid II lived and the Bab-ı Ali, the Sublime Port where 

the government resided.  Abdülhamid II was criticized for attempting to run the empire 

from his palace and bypass the Sublime Porte.  This was due to the sultan’s distrust in 

most of his statesmen.  Even the ambassadors and many administrators in the peripheries 

of the empire started contacting the sultan’s palace directly to handle the issues without 

78 ibid, 63.
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going through the Sublime Port.  One of Abdülhamid II’s grand viziers, Tunuslu 

Hayreddin Paşa refused that situation and wanted to change.  He wrote a letter to the 

sultan complaining about this situation and reminded him that when the sultan gets 

contacted directly by the administrators in the peripheries of the empire or ambassadors, 

that leaves the Sublime Port outside of the information circle regarding the state affairs.79

One can sense the reflection of such tension into center-periphery relations.  In early 

1980s, the sultan allowed several traveling ulama to be employed in Syria to educate 

Muslims against the potential harm of missionary schools.   Hiring local ulama to work 

as ‘traveling’ ulama was a local suggestion but the sultan gave his approval and funded 

that request for several years finally abolishing the practice for not producing any fruitful 

results.  However, local authorities still kept sending letters to Istanbul and requesting the 

renewal of the traveling ulama.80  The response from the Minister of Education at that 

time, Zühdü Paşa, was reminding the local authorities over and over again about the 

failure of the traveling ulama and the necessity of establishing regular schools.

The Ministry of Education had to consult with the grand vizier and the Council of 

the Minister (Meclis-i Vükela) and the Council of the State (Şura-yı Devlet) for decision -

making and the sultan for the final approval.  All the decisions approved by those 

councils hand to be approved by the sultan in order to be effective.  Most of the 

documents used in this research have the sultan’s approval signed by his head scribe.  

79 Ilber Ortaylı, “ II. Abdülhamid Devrinde Taşra Bürokrasisinde Gayrimüslimler,” in 
Sultan Abdülhamid ve Devri Semineri.  Bildiriler. (Istanbul:  Edebiyat Fakültesi 
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Such requirement was emanating from Abdülhamid II’s distrust of his statesmen and also 

his desire to control all the state affairs – at least be informed about the issues.  Such 

mechanism would not leave much freedom in decision-making for the Ministry of 

Education.  Since the Ottoman Empire owed excessive amount of money to European 

bondholders and had to use about 80% of its revenues to pay such debt at the time 

Abdülhamid II came into throne, the sultan would focus on cutting on the state’s 

spending in order to pay the debt.81 Abdülhamid II wanted to control excessive spending 

by requiring his approval before spending on major expenses.  Applying such law would 

be easier in Istanbul than the peripheries of the empire, where the reach of the state would 

be more tenuous.  When the empire had surplus money on its education income for about 

120,000 Lira, that amount was saved on a bank account at the Bank Osmani on a 

condition that would require the sultan’s approval to use.82  It is interesting to note that 

the same document also mentions how some of that money would be used to pay for the 

ammunition needed by the military.  What becomes apparent from all the documents 

regarding the financial decisions is that all the budgets prepared by the ministries would 

be altered throughout the year that one can not take them on their face value.  There 

would constant money transfer from one account to another in order to accommodate the 

needs of the empire.  Such appropriation of the funds was a clear evidence of state’s lack 

of funds to cover all its expenses and indicate that it was mostly for purchasing school 

buildings or paying the salaries of state-employees working for the Ministry of Education 

81 Shaw and Shaw, 221.
82 BOA IM 1312 C 24, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumiyye, Mektubi Kalemi # 166, 13 
Cemaziyelahir 1312 (December 12, 1894).
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and occasionally raising their salaries.  In all those cases sultan’s approval would be 

sought and sometimes the request would come from the sultan himself to raise a 

particular state employee’s salary for various reasons.

The sultan occasionally would get involved in the decision making rather than 

approving the decisions.  In 1893, the sultan requested the Ministry of Education to 

increase the salary of a member of its Education Commission, Zeynelabidin Efendi.  The 

order was delivered to the Ministry through a letter from the grand vizier in which it 

mentioned that, Zeynelabidin Efendi’s salary was not enough to take care of his family, 

therefore, the Ministry of Education should pay a 5,000 kuruş from its “Emergency” fund 

to help out lightening his burden and consider raising his salary from 4,000 kuruş to 

5,000 kuruş.  The letter from the Grand Vizier also mentioned that Zeynelabidin Paşa was 

“a man of knowledge and virtues” and has been seen doing good work.  Even though he 

was from Priştina in the Balkans, he has been living in Istanbul for a long time and 

currently working for the state. Since he has a large family to take care of, it is essential 

to increase his salary.83

In his response to that request, the Minister of Education mentioned that, 

Zeynelabidin Paşa’s salary was competitive with his peers and the increase in his salary 

should be a ‘personal’ one and not for all his peers.  He accepted to increase Zeynelabidin 

Efendi’s salary from 4,000 kuruş to 5,000 kuruş, but he refused to cover the additional 

5,000 kuruş.  The sultan wanted to give the additional 5,000 kuruş to Zeynelabidin Efendi 

as an ‘annual gift’ to alleviate his financial hardship.  Since neither the state nor the 

83 BOA IM 1310 M 2, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumiyye, Mektubi Kalemi # 57, 22 Zilhicce 
1310 (July 7, 1893).
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Ministry of Education had funds on their ‘emergency’ funds, it was decided that the 

amount could be covered from the periphery funds.  The amount would be deducted from 

the emergency funds existed for peripheral educational administration (Taşra Maarif 

Idareleri Zuhurat Tertibi).  The sultan approved the Ministry of Education’s suggestion 

on the same day it was submitted.84  While such documents indicate the role of the sultan 

in determining the salaries of certain state employee’s, they also provide insights on how 

peripheral funds would be subject to so much interference by the central administration 

and their funds would be used to pay the additional expenses of the center.  The 

document also rendered information as to how a bureaucrat working for the Ministry of 

Education might appropriately ask the sultan for a raise, rather than petition his own 

superiors.  Such bypassing of state high officials in order to reach the state would create 

much tension between the government and the sultan.  Either done for charitable causes 

to help out a state employee to lighten his financial burden or favor certain employees’ 

for various reasons, in the end, sultan’s orders would be taken care of in best possible 

way.  However, in most cases, different ministries and individuals get involve indecision 

making reserving the final approval to the sultan.  Unlike its usual depiction as a ‘one-

man’s state,’ Hamidian period enjoyed diverse and in some cases competing views.  As 

much as Istanbul became the center of decision making for the empire and its educational 

life, those decisions would be contested in the peripheries leaving an impression that in 

most cases, it was the periphery that was shaping the center and not the opposite.  

84 BOA IM 1310 M 2 Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun (no number listed), 1 
Muharrem 1310 (July 26, 1892).
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Looking at the peripheries of the empire reveals the complex and highly contested nature 

of Hamidian educational policies.
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CHAPTER 4

EDUCATION IN ANATOLIA:

HAMIDIAN STRUGGLE FOR SURVIVAL

For the white man of America, democracy and industry formed, as 
it were, a set of superior luggage, with which the European was equipped 
as well.  It was a luggage which could be carried easily all over the world 
and which contained an ideological message valid in every country and for 
every people.  It was the mystique of progress.  In the USA, in 1872, 
Archbishop Ireland declared that America, because she led the vanguard 
of progress, was the schoolmistress of the world.  Since technology seems 
irresistible and infinite, capable of throwing bridges over the widest rivers 
and extracting wealth from everything, the mystique turned to the 
industrial organization of the whole world, and the conquest of the world 
in order to organize industrially.  No people had the right to oppose this 
progress, even if it meant being robbed of their land or hunting-grounds, 
their manner of life, or even their very conception of life and death.  The 
world, declared the German jurist Von Iehrung, was entitled to ensure the 
collapse of a people that opposed progress.85

One of the main goals of Hamidian education plans was using schools to create a

unity among its various subjects.  Such goal, if achieved, would create loyalty to the state 

and its sultan and undermine the impact of ‘harmful ideologies’ brought to the empire by 

missionaries and other foreign schools.  Missionaries were as determined as Hamidian 

statesmen to win followers within the Ottoman Empire.  Hamidian educatation targeted 

both Muslim and non-Muslim subjects of the empire, so did the missionaries. As the 

ethno-religious and linguistic composition of the empire would vary from one region to 

another, so would its educational policies.  Maintaining the empire’s unity became an 

85 Robert Delavignette, Christianity and Colonialism, translated from the French by J. R. 
Foster, (New York:  Hawthorn Books, 1964), 22.  
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urgent issue for the Ottoman Empire especially after 1878 Berlin Congress due to the 

separation of various nationals from the Empire’s European territories, particularly the 

Bulgarians.  For the Ottoman Empire, a focus on educational programs in order to 

maintain or re-gain the loyalties of its subjects would lead the empire into a major 

competition with European countries and with their missionaries who worked on 

Ottoman soil to have access the minorities of the empire, especially their co-religionists.  

In some cases, as was the case with American missionaries, their desire was to convert 

different Christian, and Muslim, if they could, communities into Protestantism.  The 

presence of missionary schools and foreign schools became the main focus of the 

Ottoman educational policies during the late-nineteenth century.  For the Turkish 

heartland of Anatolia, the Ottoman Empire was concerned about the Armenian minorities 

and the presence of mainly American Protestant missionaries there.86

In Anatolia, the challenge to the Ottoman Empire came in the form of missionary 

activities, particularly missionary schools.  The presence of American missionary schools 

throughout the empire but mainly in Anatolia and Istanbul increased the empire’s sense 

of vulnerability and led further educational reforms in those areas in order to assure the 

unity and security of its eastern borders.  According to some statistics, by the turn of the 

twentieth century, a third of the students in Istanbul and Anatolia were getting their 

86 For a comprehensive work on American missionaries and Armenians see Jeremy Salt, 
Imperialism, Evangelism and the Ottoman Armenians, 1878-1896 (London:  Frank Cass, 
1990) and Uygur Kocabaşoğlu, Kendi Belgeleriyle Anadolu’daki Amerika:  19. Yuzyılda 
Osmanlı Impratorluğu’ndaki Amerikan Misyoner Okulları (İstanbul:  Arba Yaynları, 
1989).
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education in American schools.87 The quality of education provided in missionary 

schools made them an attractive site for non-Muslim and minorities of the empire.  

Various missionary groups from America, France, Britain, surrounded the Ottoman 

Empire and Italy competing to have an influence among the Ottoman subjects they were 

interested in having an influence.  While there was a heavy Italian pressure in the 

European territories of the Empire and in Tripoli, at the heart of the Empire, in Anatolia 

and in eastern borders of the empire, the Ottoman Empire faced American missionary 

challenge that triggered enormous suspicion among the state officials.88  The Ottoman 

state found itself in the midst of a cultural war with foreign missionaries and considered 

them as a threat to the integrity of the empire and legitimacy of its sultan.89  When asked 

about his opinion about the Robert College that was established by American 

missionaries in Istanbul during the Hamidian era, he was heard saying, “That institution 

cost me Bulgaria and it is likely to lose me my throne.”90  There are many stories 

surrounding Abdülhamid II’s dislike of missionary schools as he considered the reason of 

their presence to “confuse and excite the mind.”91 According to one story, when the 

Ahmet Vefik Paşa, a famous Ottoman statesman and author of Lehce-i Osmani92, the 

87 Kocabaşoğlu, 221-222.
88 Jeremy Salt.  “A Precarious Symbiosis:  Ottoman Christians and Foreign Missionaries 
in the Nineteenth Century,” International Journal of Turkish Studies 3, no 2 (1985-6): 
53-67, 56.
89 Deringil, Well-Protected Domains, 112-115.
90 Scholz, 1.
91 Deringil, Well-Protected Domains, 112.
92 During his tenure, sultan Abdülhamid encouraged the usage of Ottoman Turkish and 
ordered 500 copies to be purchased by the Ministry of Education to be used at various 
educational institutions.  BOA, IM 1310 M 2, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumiyye, Mektubi 
Kalemi # 61, 29 Zilhicce 1309 (July 25, 1892).
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popular Ottoman Language dictionary, sold some of his property that Robert College was 

built on, it offended the sultan and other bureaucrats.  Ahmet Vefik Paşa defended 

himself stating that he sold the land because he needed money to cover the expenses the 

state was supposed to refund him for.  Despite the warnings not to sell land to foreigners, 

Ahmet Vefik Paşa was not harmed due to his high-level position within the 

administration. Whatever was the reason for selling the land that would be used by 

American missionaries, upon Ahmed Vefik Paşa’s death the sultan told his advisors to 

bury him in the Kayalar cemetery where he could hear the bells of Robert College 

through eternity.93  Although it was also believed that the Ahmet Vefik Paşa himself 

wanted to be buried there – it was not a traditional state burial site – the impact of 

missionaries popularized the first reason.  

Missionary Schools and Ethnic Strife

One of the main influences of missionary schools was the fact that many people in 

the empire admired at the education they provided.  While most of those schools were 

geared towards non-Muslim minorities of the empire, there was a desire to attract Muslim 

students, as well.  The fear among Ottoman statesmen and some Muslim families was 

that their children would end up converting into another faith rather than being a loyal 

supporter of the Ottoman Empire.  Although some families, especially among the well-to-

do there was a major interest in sending their children to the missionary schools, most 

families were still hesitant and were discouraged by their local religious leaders or by the 

93 Ergin, Vols. 1-2, 783-784, note  # 1.  
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state itself.  In comparison to the emerging state public schools that had financial 

difficulties most of the time, missionary schools were well equipped with their wealthy 

sponsors, trained teachers and teaching material.  One of the outcomes from such uneven 

competition between the Ottoman Empire and the missionary schools was the rising 

tension in the society as graduates of missionary schools could get better employment 

opportunities within their own communities or in countries where those missionaries 

came from.  In 1986, Şakir Paşa sent a memorandum to the state authorities in Istanbul, 

informing them about the conditions in Anatolia.  His memorandum was highlighting the 

disparity among different ethno-religious communities emanating from diverse 

educational opportunities both Muslims and non-Muslims:  “…by acquiring the 

necessary skills in their schools, non-Muslims were preparing to monopolize the 

economy and those exacerbated the antagonism between them and the Muslims, this 

paralyzing the harmony desired by the Porte.”94  It is interesting that in its nation-state 

formation, similar accusations would be made about the non-Romanian population of 

Romania and such disparity and uneven educational development would help the 

upcoming nationalists to promote the education of their ethno-national countrymen.95

Although the missionaries would occasionally claim that their goal was to 

“educate all ethnic communities in south-eastern Turkey” scholars are very skeptical of 

94 Betül Başaran.  “American Schools and the Development of Ottoman Educational 
Policies during the Hamidian Period:  A Reinterpretation,” in International Congress on 
Learning and Edcuation in the Ottoman World (April 12-15, 1999):  Proceedings.  
(Istanbul: Yıldız Matbaacılık, 2001):185-205,192.
95 Irina Livezeanu.  Cultural Politics in Greater Romaina:  Regionalism, Nation-
Building, and Ethnic Struggle, 1918-1930 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press), 1995, 17-
18.
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such statements.  Some scholars argue that, missionary attempt to educate all ethnic 

groups of the empire was indeed what the Ottoman state was afraid to see happen.96  The 

outcome of such education would undermine the structure of any society.  As Joseph 

Grabil would write: “The American Protestants did not imagine how they might have 

behaved if for several decades in their homeland a foreign educational system directed by 

Muslims had devoted itself, to say, Afro-Americans, with the result that the black Islamic 

minority became more proficient than the majority of white Americans.”97  In 1890s, 

communal relations in the eastern provinces of the Ottoman Empire were broken 

irreparably leading into massive killings and massacres, the blame was on Abdülhamid II 

and his government.98

Due to the warnings and complains about the potential harm of those missionary 

schools in Anatolia, the Ottoman state had to take cautionary steps to curb their impact.  

Despite the state’s desire to force those schools to register in order to obtain licenses in 

order to legally operate, the majority of those missionary schools failed to comply.  The 

state re-issued the requirements several times during the Hamidian era in order to 

pressure them but such re-imposition of the order itself is an indication of its lack of 

success.  The state’s attempt to control the missionary schools would take several forms, 

including the examination and censorship of the books brought into the empire and 

requiring state-employees to fill out official forms to weed out those individuals who 

96 Deringil, Well-Protected Domains, 129.
97 Joseph L. Grabil, Protestant Diplomacy and the Near East.  Missionary Infleunce on 
American Policy (Minneapolis, 1971), 47.  Quoted in Deringil, Well-Protected Domains, 
129.
98 Salt, 145.
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received their degrees form unlicensed schools and therefore pressuring those schools to 

register in order to be legitimate.99

Ottoman state’s response to the missionary schools also included the 

establishment of new state schools to attract students.  As Şakir Paşa reminded the state, 

the new schools had to be equal to the missionary schools, preferable superior in quality.  

He also proposed that the state must establish vocational schools (sanayi mektebi) in 

order to improve the overall quality of life and help to preserve local craftsmanship in 

order to make a difference.  Such schools, he suggested, should be established in 

Erzurum and Bitlis first since American missionaries were highly influential in those 

areas.100

Schools for Orphans

After the inter-communal strife in Anatolia in 1890s, there were a large number of 

orphans on both Turkish and Armenian side.  European missionaries were willing to open 

orphanages to take care of those children.  However, for the Ottoman Empire, those were 

the “children of the empire” and would be taken care of by the state.  Ottoman decision to 

establish orphanages for those Muslim and non-Muslim children of Anatolia was indeed 

an extension of the competition for In 1899, a commission inquiry composed of high 

state officials, including the Minister of Education and the Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

99 BOA, IM 1312 C 8, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumiyye # 142, 11 Cemaziyelevvel 1312 
(November 10, 1894).  Armenian Agop Boyaciyan’s application to open a private 
architecture school also includes his official biography filled out by him and it has 
specific instructions that the schools must be approved by the Ministry of Education or its 
sub-sections in order to be valid.
100 Başaran, 192-193.
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suggested that since the Ottoman state aimed at establishing primary schools for all 

religious communities, it must also consider establishing a school for the orphans of both 

Muslim and non-Muslim communities in the Six Vilayets of Eastern Anatolia (vilayat-ı 

sitte) that included Erzurum, Sivas, Bitlis, Mamuretu’l-aziz and Diyarberkir.  The number 

of non-Muslim orphans was estimated 6331 and about the same for Muslim orphans.101

For the Ottoman state, the massacres in 1980s were bad enough to tarnish the image of 

the state and its sultan as the “Red Sultan”; to prevent foreigners taking care of Armenian 

orphans would make the matters worse.  In its attempt to find an alternative, the state was 

asked to establish its own orphanages and not leaving this “important duty” to the 

foreigners.102

Besides the planned school for the orphans, the Ottoman state started focusing on 

establishing new primary and secondary schools in Anatolia in order to promote unity 

and loyalty among its various ethno-religious communities.  For those schools, a new 

curriculum would be prepared upon local conditions examination.  The state was also 

planning to hire state-educated non-Muslim teachers to work in those newly planned 

schools.103  It is interesting to note how state would trust merely to its own graduates to 

educate the minorities of the empire.  The growing suspicion of the state in regards to the 

missionary and foreign schools made the Ottoman state to rely on the educators who went 

to the state schools and were subject to state-approved values and had potential to be 

loyal to the state and the sultan.  Although graduation from state-schools could never 

101 ibid., 194.
102 Deringil, Well-Protected Domains, 129.
103 Başaran,195.
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guarantee loyalty, as most of the rebels in the late-nineteenth century would emerge 

among the graduates of the state-schools, it was still preferred in the face of the state’s 

increased insecurities.  

Establishing State Schools in Anatolia

Ottoman Empire’s educational investment in Anatolia was slow but steady.  

Although there were several plans to establish more schools for different ethno-religious 

communities, financial difficulties would make their applications difficult.  Hamidian 

regime was especially concerned about establishing post-primary schools with the 

education taxes collected and left the financing of primary education directly to the 

communities.  The state would step in and finance the establishment of elementary 

schools when there was a danger to its authority or to make charitable investments.  Such 

was the case for establishing various schools for girls throughout the empire.104  Their 

chosen names would praise the sultan and his interest in education: “Gűlşen-i Maaríf-í 

Hamidi” (Rose Garden of Hamidian Education), “Lutf-i Hamidi” (Benevolence of 

Hamid).

Hamidian education in Anatolia receives both praise and condemnation form its 

critics.  School buildings, teachers, and funding were not in adequate in amount and 

104 Such schools would usually ask for permission to name their schools in reference to 
the sultan.  For examples see, BOA IM 1323 R 17, Şura-yı Devlet, Maliye Dairesi # 835, 
4 Rebiyulevvel 1323 (April 7, 1907); BOA IM 1324 B 2, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumiye 
#79967, 15 Cemaziyelahir 1324 (August 6, 1906); BOA IM 1326 B 2, Nezaret-i Maarif-i 
Umumiye # 90765, 15 Receb 1326 (August 13, 1908); BOA, IM 1320 Nezaret-i Maarif-i 
Umumiye # 1086, 2 Ramazan 1320 (December 4, 1902); BOA IM S 18 Nezaret-i 
Maarif-i Umumiye #  68486, 13 Muharram 1323 (March 20, 1905).
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quality, however, it was an issue of constant debate and communication between the 

center and its Anatolian peripheries.   Some scholars argue that in the peripheries of the 

empire, public schools were inappropriate for education due to their poor condition.  One 

author describes their poor condition as such:  “most of them were built either next to a 

cemetery or on top of a barn.”105  Another author described them as:  “If one asks about 

the rarely encountered thing in our country, it will not be a stretch of the truth to 

say/respond ‘appropriately built schools’.  When we establish schools, particularly 

private ones, we think like a businessman and open them at the busiest, most crowded, 

and nosiest part of the towns…  If we visit our schools, besides their other shortcomings, 

their lack of healthy conditions would be easily noticeable.”106  However, such depictions 

of public schools in the empire’s peripheries fail to recognize that in most cases, schools 

were built with care and their construction would be scrutinized by the state prior to 

giving an approval.  Documents collected from various parts of the Ottoman Empire 

clearly illustrate the attention paid to the details in constructing public schools.  They 

were gated, had gardens, water fountains, and repair requests were taken seriously, 

especially in the case of state schools.  When Erzurum idadi school needed some repair 

since its roof was becoming dangerous, the Ministry of Education would give an 

immediate approval to initiate the repair without receiving the appropriate paperwork 

105 Ibrahim Hilmi.  Zavalli Millet (Dersaadet, 1332 (1916).  Quoted in Akyüz, 188.
106 Fazıl Ahmet.  Terbiyeye Dair.  Istanbul, 1326 [1910], p. 35-6.  Quoted in Akyüz, 188.
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required for such expenditure.107  Indeed, the Ottoman archives are filled with repair and 

reconstruction requests from Anatolia.108

In 1894, the Ottoman state initiated a program to establish idadi schools 

throughout the empire, at the center of its provinces.  Such program would later be 

expanded to establish boarding idadi schools and further spreading the idadi schools to 

the sanjak centers.109  The funding would come from the education tax introduced in 

1894 as half of that money would be used to fund secondary schools in the periphery and 

the other half would be sent to Istanbul to fund higher education there.  However, from 

the inception of the tax, it was subject to constant negotiation between the center and the 

periphery as the periphery wanted to keep a larger portion of the money in their region 

than sending it to Istanbul.  The same was true in other areas of the Ottoman Empire.  

Although the state was eager to establish secondary schools, it also aimed at 

making the citizens to share the cost.  Therefore, only those areas where there was 

enough education tax to fund a secondary school would be allowed to do so.  In some 

areas, local leaders would misrepresent the amount of money that had available to 

107 BOA IM 1310 Ra 2, Şura-yı Devlet, Dahiliyye Dairesi  # 1545, 8 Rebiyulevvel 1310 
(September 30, 1892).
108 BOA IM 1325 B. 3, Şura-yı Devlet, Maliye dairesi, # 1432, 21 Cemaziyelahir 1325 
(July 2, 1907); BOA IM 1326 S. 27, Şura-yı  Devlet, Maliye dairesi, # 4074, 7 Safer 1326 
(March 11, 1908); BOA, IM 1325 Z 26, Şura-yı Devlet, Maliye Dairesi, # 3169, 3 
Zilhicce 1320 (March 3, 1903); BOA, IM 1326 Ca. 18, Şura-yı Devlet, Maliye dairesi, # 
281, 16 Rebiyulevvel 1326 (April 18, 1908); BOA IM 1310 Z 22, Şura-yı  Devlet, 
Dahiliye Dairesi # 873, 17 Zilhicce 1310 (July 2, 1893); BOA, IM 1324 L 12, Şura-yı 
Devlet, Maliye Dairesi # 1517, 16 C. Ahire 1324 (July 7, 1906); BOA, IM IM 1326 S 27, 
Şura-yı Devlet, Maliye Dairesi # 4074, 7 Safer 1326 (March 11, 1908).
109 BOA, IM 1312 Ra 2, Şura-yı Devlet, Dahiliyye Dairesi # 903, 22 Muharrem 1312 
(June 26, 1894).
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establish such schools and ask for state assistance to finish their school buildings after it 

was half done.  Although disturbed by those requests, as they would happen very often, 

the state would fund the rest.  Such requests would be for “finishing the gate surrounding 

the school for children’s safety” or “completing a building half way done”.  Such 

requests would create further pressure on the Ministry of Education for doing a through 

inspection prior to giving approval for those schools but most of them would be funded in 

order not to waste the money invested on those school buildings.110

Education in Anatolia would bring the center and the periphery into various 

relationships and processes of ongoing negotiations.  Although the state would generally 

determine the over-riding terms of educational issues and challenges, the possible 

solutions would be contested over and over by the local representatives of the state upon 

whom imperial education policies were intended to be simply applied.  The presence of 

both missionary schools and good-quality private schools for non-Muslim subjects – and 

what interests they were furthering at both local and regional/imperial scales – would 

influence state policies continuously.

110 BOA, IM 1313 R 27, Şura-yı Devlet, Dahiliye Dairesi # 1885, 28 Rebiyulevvel 1313 
(September 18, 1895); BOA IM 1325 L 24, Şura-yı Devlet, Maliye Dairesi # 2304, 6 
Şevval 1325 (November 12,1907); BOA IM 1326 M 28, Şura-yı Devlet, Maliye Dairesi 
#3345, 1 Muharram 1326 (February 4, 1908); BOA IM 1326 S 6, Şura-yı Devlet, Maliye 
Dairesi # 3132, 27 Zilkade 1325 (January 1,1908).
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SECTION III

EDUCATION IN THE EUROPEAN PROVINCES
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CHAPTER 5

EDUCATION IN THE BALKANS:

SURVEY OF THE REGION AND ITS EDUCATIONAL ADMINISTRATION

Although some scholars strongly argue that Ottoman state policies during the 

Hamidian era were geared essentially towards Islamism (i.e., using Islam as tool to create

loyalty among the empire’s citizens111), Hamidian educational policies in the Balkans 

instead reflected both the actual diversity of policies and the state’s own shifting focus 

from one ideology to another (esp. back-and-forth between Ottomanism and Islamism).  

The topic of Hamidian educational policies in the Balkans is also quite intriguing because 

of their association with the Ottoman Empire’s significant territorial losses that were 

associated with the contemporary rise of nationalist movements in the region.  Although 

most of the Tanzimat reforms that were initiated and administered between 1839 and 

1886 were geared towards minimizing the impacts of nationalist ideologies and 

irredentist ideas in predominantly Christian provinces of the Balkans112, the eventual 

outcome was instead the actual success of these same nationalist movements and the 

resounding failure of imperial policies to keep them suppressed.  While many Balkan 

ethnicities and nations struggled under Ottoman rule – and with each other – to determine 

111 Akşin Somel, “Ottoman Islamic Education in the Balkans in the Nineteenth-Century,” 
Islamic Studies 36, no 2 and 3 (1997): 439-464, 440.
112 Engin Deniz Akarlı, “Abdülhamid’s Islamic Policy in the Arab Provinces,” in Türk-
Arap İlişkileri:  Geçmişte, Bugün, Gelecekte, (Ankara: Hacettepe Üniversitesi Türkiye ve 
Orta Doğu Araştırmaları Enstitüsü, 1979): 44-59, 47.
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the eventual boundaries of their nation homelands113, it was in this historic context that 

many of them entered into inter-ethnic struggles that have had ramifications persisting up 

to the present day.  The significance of this region during this period was also important 

as the area itself was a critical global site in the colonial/imperial confrontations between 

European powers that defined much of late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries’ 

history.  The roles of empires in the creations of Balkan ethno-nationalisms can scarcely 

be over-stated.  As one historian noted, “In the end, it was not through popular revolt that 

the national states in the Balkans were established but through the power of the European 

states, who for their own reasons supported the creation of the new independent 

states.”114

In turn, the ethno-linguistic and religious structures of the Balkans also exerted 

influences upon the Ottoman state policies that concerned the education of its subjects in 

the area.  Most of the empire’s Balkan populations lived in Christian communities that 

spoke a variety of different languages, though Muslims also constituted a sizable 

component within the societies of many areas.  When the Ottoman Empire ruled the area, 

the millet system was employed as a means to handling a diverse citizenry.  Under the 

millet system, communities were organized initially according to their religious 

affiliations rather than by their ethnicities and/or languages.  Religious communities were 

thus given a large measure of autonomy and encouraged to maintain their own affairs 

113 For an analysis of Balkan nations competitions over territory in late nineteenth 
century, see Basil C. Gounaris, “Social Cleavages and National “Awakening” in Ottoman 
Macedonia,” East European Quarterly 29 (1995): 409-426.
114 Kemal Karpat, “The Balkan National States and Nationalism:  Image and Reality,” 
Islamic Studies 36, no 2 and 3 (1997): 329-359, 356.
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through a top-down administration (that could account to the Ottoman state, when 

necessary) so long as they were loyal to the state and to the sultan.  In general, this 

system functioned rather well until the nineteenth century, when ethno-linguistic 

identities became more dominant than religious ones in the local political landscapes, 

thus compelling many communities to define themselves in ethno-territorial terms – and 

to seek nation-states as their ultimate objectives.  Once ethno-nationalist identities began 

to emerge as ideas within the Balkans during the first half of the nineteenth century, they 

rapidly spread as popular ideologies among many groups, such as the Bulgarians, 

Romanians, and Albanian Muslims.115  Scholars have thereafter argued that it was the 

very pluralism that the Ottoman Empire fostered through the millet system, among other 

factors, that helped to readily facilitate its own imperial dissolution during the nineteenth 

century as competing European empires exploited that system for their own advantage 

and emerged as “protectors of their co-religionists.”116

In order to maintain the status quo, the Ottoman Empire and some of the religious 

authorities of non-Muslim communities would work hand-in-hand.  For Ottoman 

authorities, it was the existence of the empire itself that was at stake, and for many 

religious authorities, there was a fear of the secular characters of many ethno-nationalist 

ideologies that might leave them without little community authority and political and 

economic power.   Such mutual interests to maintain the status quo thus compelled the 

115 Despite the dominance of nationalist identities in the Balkans since the nineteenth 
century, some scholars argue that religious identifications never lost their prominence 
among the people even in the twentieth century.  Ger Duijzings, Religion and the Politics 
of Identity in Kosovo, (Columbia: Columbia University Press, 2000), 29-30.
116 As noted in Ali Eminov, “Islam in Bulgaria:  A Brief History,” Islamic Studies 36, no. 
2 and 3 (1997): 209-241, 221.
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Ottoman state and many of the official religious authorities and representatives of non-

Muslim communities to work together.  Among ethno-national leaders – and growing 

numbers of there followers, this perception of collaboration contributed to legitimacy 

problems for state and religious authorities.  Perhaps nowhere else were these issues any 

more apparent than they were in the case of Albanian ethno-nationalisms.

In the early 1900s an attempt to establish independent Albanian 
secular schools was made, but the Ottomans and the Patriarchate stood 
adamantly opposed to further Albanian cultural development.  The 
Ottomans reimposed their ban on Albanian publications and schools, 
making possession of books written in Albanian or using that language in 
correspondence a crime, while the Patriarchate threatened any Albanian 
who attended the new schools with excommunication.  In response, 
Albanians staged sporadic rebellions to win political and cultural 
autonomy.  Although usually ignored by the major contenders, they 
eventually joined in Macedonia’s endemic anarchy, militantly opposing 
both the local Ottoman authorities and the nationalist protagonists’ armed 
gangs.117

The Ottoman Empire’s educational policies in its European territories during the 

reign of Sultan Abdülhamid II are thus particularly representative of the era’s highly 

politicized nature and diverse processes.  In a period of rapid territorial losses, which 

were due to the interests and/or competition of rival empires and to the increasing 

incidence of ethno-national separatism, the empire suffered from a sense of insecurity 

and actual vulnerability.  In this context, education of the citizens became a crucial tool 

for maintaining control in the remaining territories and for the entire empire, as well.  As 

much as education acquired new meanings and significance for the empire’s citizens 

during the nineteenth century, it also represented new terrains for the empire in its 

117 Dennis P. Hupchick, The Balkans:  From Constantinople to Communism.  (New York: 
Palgrave, 2001), 306.
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aspirations to reach out to, and appeal to, its subjects in order to win their hearts and 

minds for the sake of the empire’s very integrity and existence.  This process of 

constructing bonds with the empire’s citizens/subjects – be they Muslim or non-Muslim –

was, however, always a two-way process that generated a wide array of policies with 

highly uneven/unforeseen consequences.  Despite this obvious situation, many scholars 

of late-Ottoman education portray the state’s educational undertakings, especially in the 

Hamidian era, as unidirectional, in which the state made the policies and implemented 

them, or at least attempted to do so.

This chapter argues for a greater recognition of the extremely diverse nature of 

Hamidian educational policies and for an acknowledgement that their implementation 

was very much a two-way process between the state and its periphery.  It thus illuminates 

the ways that the empire communicated with its citizens and dealt with them in a variety

of forms, including accommodation, negotiation, exertion of influence, imposition of 

policies, assumption of control, and outright rejection.  In other words, it highlights the 

actual relationships that existed between the empire and its peripheries on at least two 

levels, imperial/administrative and local/applied.  At the imperial level, this study looks 

at highly-complicated decision-making processes and hierarchies that were embedded in 

the educational system itself and in its everyday functions, topics that include the 

locations of schools, amounts of money to be allocated, the training and appointment of 

teachers, contributions both imposed on and requested from communities, and threats 

posed to the designs of the state by other education providers (e.g., minority school, 

missionary schools, and foreign schools).   At local levels, responses by the empire’s 
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citizens to state educational policies were anything but passive, and they also ranged from 

acceptance and compliance, to negotiation, and even to rejection.  These histories of 

communities and their responses to empire-building policies and practices are thus 

examined, too.

During the Hamidian era, education was clearly a socio-political tool for many 

parties at various socio-geographic scales.  For the state, it was a tool to promote loyalty 

among its citizens.  Another theme frequently stressed involves the evolving roles of the 

state as a provider of both ‘morality’ and ‘social discipline.’  In addition to these matters, 

however, there are also fundamentally geographic components at issue that involve the 

highly politicized questions (at least at local levels) of where schools should be located 

and which places/parties might receive any/more state funding.  Just as in cases of 

building major highways, canals, railroads, and/or pipelines, many parties attempted to 

influence the decision-making processes concerned with educational infrastructure to 

encourage that it – and related investments – be located in their towns or cities.  Indeed, it 

is precisely this final dimension of local politics that often influenced how education 

would become politicized in many local contexts – and thus how education might play a 

part in wider issues of empire, identity, and/or resistance.

Education in state schools – both in its conceptualized and promoted nature and in 

its conduct – functions as a major indicator of both an empire’s own agendas as well as 

the demands and sentiments of its local populations.  While it is generally believed that 

states – especially empires – determine the types of education that its citizens should 

acquire (e.g., secular or religious, modern or traditional), such decisions might – in 
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practice – involve more input from local authorities than from the larger state itself.  

Another problematic issue involves the matter of categorization.  While secular education 

may be considered to be modern, and religious education might be viewed as traditional, 

such categories fail to recognize the complex realities of the late-Ottoman period.  At this 

time in the empire, there emerged a dynamic merger of modern education with 

religion.118  It must be acknowledged, therefore, that receiving a “modern” education in 

this context generally meant that a student was taught according to new styles of teaching 

and/or in settings that were different from those found in traditional medrese-style 

schools.  The content and the spirit of the lessons may not have changed, however, in the 

switch from traditional-to-modern, since the “modern” education itself was not always 

secular.  This was especially true in at least the elementary levels – and sometimes at all 

levels – because religious instruction often continued to be a dominant expectation and 

matter of concern.  Moreover, even some Western observers at the time attributed the loss 

of territories in the Balkans to the consequences of a state’s failure to introduce “modern” 

schools – schools that did not seem to be necessarily either religious or secular.  

Following the developments advocated/implemented by those Young Turk leaders, who 

were highly critical of Abdülhamid II and his reign, James Barton (1913) wrote that the 

defeat of the Ottoman Empire in the Balkan Wars could be traced, at least in part, to the 

empire’s neglect with regard to introducing modern education:

Many leading Mohemmadans are attributing that defeat to the fact 
that the government of Turkey has never given a welcome to modern 

118 For a discussion of ‘religion versus secular’ education in late-Ottoman empire, see:  
Benjamin Fortna, “Islamic Morality in Late Ottoman ‘Secular’ Schools,” IJMES 32 
(2000), 363-393.
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education, and that consequently they have remained backwards in their 
national development.  Now that the Balkan war has ceased and Turkey is 
able to give attention to her internal development, we can well anticipate 
that she will at cone begin to plan for a modern educational system.  The 
Mohammedans are too astute not to see that one of the great reasons why 
they have been so easily defeated by Bulgaria is that Bulgaria, a 
generation ago, established an educational system that is widespread 
among all the Bulgarians within the country, while Turkey has remained 
unprogressive.119

Since the nationalist aspirations first emerged most apparently among the Balkan 

communities of the Ottoman territories, the Ottoman Empire gave priority to opening 

schools in the Balkans since as early as the mid-nineteenth century, when it might be said 

that true public schools themselves first started to emerge within the empire.  While some 

scholars suggest that it was due to the empire’s Ottomanist ideology that the state 

invested in education in the Balkans,120 it is also evident that the number of schools 

opened in the Balkans would increase drastically during the Hamidian era.  This issue 

raises question of whether or not one can even explain everything according to the 

Ottomanist ideology of the Tanzimat era, as the following years of the Hamidian era –

often described by some as Islamist, and thus seemingly antithetical to a pure Ottomanist 

ideology – would actually further many of Tanzimat ideals of expanding public 

education.

Interestingly, the Ottoman state pursued a relatively uniform educational system 

in all areas of the empire, including the Balkans.  Simultaneously, however, and despite 

efforts geared towards standardization, the Ottoman state also exhibited extreme 

119 James L. Barton, Educational Missions, (New York: Student Volunteer Movement for 
Foreign Missions, 1913), 185-186.
120 Somel, “Ottoman Islamic Education,” 447.
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flexibility in certain areas whenever it was needed to guarantee implementation.  This 

dichotomy of strategic uniformity but tactical flexibility – which many scholars even 

neglect to acknowledge – was particularly apparent in the Balkan territories, where the 

Ottoman state became increasingly suspicious of its subject people’s loyalties.  Even 

though the state gradually discouraged the usage of local languages in schools, especially 

in primary schools,121 since they were most effective on young children, exceptions were 

made in areas where state control was weak, in which cases, local languages and 

traditions would be taken into account.  Otherwise, all the teachers who were appointed 

by the state would be considered qualified only to teach Turkish-speaking students, at 

least until local teacher-training schools began to instruct and qualify teachers that would 

be able to speak and teach in local languages. 122

121 Cezmi Eraslan, 1992.
122 Somel, “Ottoman Islamic Education,” 449.
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CHAPTER 6

OBSERVATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THE BALKANS:

THE REPORTS OF HÜSEYIN HILMI PAŞA

When violence escalated in the Balkans in the early-1900s, the Ottoman Empire 

attempted to restore order and protect its people.  However, due to the violent nature of 

those events associated with this period and ways that they were represented in the 

foreign press – depictions that blamed the empire for all the violence that plagued the 

region and that highlighted the suffering of Christians while disregarding the conditions 

of Muslims – Russia and Austro-Hungary, among other signatory powers at the 1878 

Berlin Treaty, pressured the Ottoman Empire to initiate reforms that might bring an end 

to the violence afflicting Macedonia.123  Some scholars argue that most of the problems 

leading to the quandary in Macedonia were created by Bulgarian militias who aimed to 

attract the West’s attention by first creating turmoil and then, by accusing the Ottoman 

state for not properly adhering to its promises for reform.124  Whatever the cause, the fact 

was that Europe followed the suggestions and started pushing the Ottoman state to pursue 

its reform plans in the Balkans.  Such pressures would further strain the relationship 

between the Ottoman Empire and its European neighbors.  Abdülhamid II’s response to 

those pressures in the empire and from powers abroad involved an administrative 

reorganization of the region and the creation a new province called the Three Provinces 

123 Shaw and Shaw, 209.
124 Mahir Aydin, “Arşiv Belgeleriyle Makedonya’da Bulgar Çete Faaliyetleri,” Osmanlı 
Araştırmaları IX (1989): 209-233, 212.
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(Vilayat-ı Selase) that included Salonica, Kosova, and Monastir.  At that time, it was 

decided that a special commission under the name of ‘Rumeli Provinces Reform 

Commission’ would be created and that it would draft a regulation for these re-organized 

provinces. Among the reforms planned were having  “mixed police and gendarmerie 

forces, special new departments to deal with public works and foreign affairs, mixed 

courts, a Christian governor, new schools, and a large part of the province’s tax revenues 

to be used to develop its own economy.” 125  Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa, a former governor of 

Yemen, became the Inspector-General for the Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia (Rumeli 

Vilayat-ı Şahane Müffettişi) to advise the Rumeli Provinces Reform Commission after 

making investigations in the region.126  Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa was assigned to do inspection 

about each vilayet and submit his reports to the sultan and the Sublime Porte.  Although 

he is mostly known for the official census he ordered in the Balkans in 1905-6127, his 

inspections about the region’s educational conditions and suggestions are largely 

unknown.  Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s 1903 repot to the sultan about the vilayet of Kosova’s 

educational conditions and ways to improve it is essential to understand the area’s 

educational history, more importantly the dynamics of center-periphery relations of 

crumbling Ottoman Empire as it tries to hold on its European territories through 

implementing educational reforms in order to obtain both loyalty from the citizens’ of the 

125 Shaw and Shaw, 209.
126 Fortna, Imperial Classroom, 156.
127 Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa continues to attract attention due to the census he ordered in 1905, 
largely because different ethnic groups have tried to use his census and other available 
statistics to justify their present-day territorial claims.  For an analysis of those statistics, 
see:  Iakovos D. Michailidis, “The War of Statistics:  Traditional Recipes for the 
Preparation of the Macedonian Salad,” East European Quarterly, 32, no 1 (1998): 9-21. 
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empire and to eliminate Western pressure and interference in its internal affairs to 

implement reforms in the area.  What becomes clear from Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s report is 

that the dynamics of the Ottoman Empire’s educational policies during the reign of 

Sultan Abdülhamid II were very complex and changed from one region to another, 

depending on an area’s political and economic significance for the empire.

Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa on Kosova’s Educational Conditions and Needs

The Ottoman state’s plans for the vilayets of Rumelia were opening primary, 

secondary, and high schools in the area.  It aimed at opening primary schools in villages 

with fifty or more households, increasing the number of primary and secondary schools 

in towns, and adding more primary and various high/higher schools at the centers of the 

provinces.  Each vilayet would have an education budget and use two-thirds of their 

vilayet’s Education Tax to finance their educational needs.  The remaining one-third 

would be sent to Istanbul to support higher educational institutions of the empire’s 

capital.128

Among the things Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa was asked to do by the Ottoman state, he 

was to count the number of villages with at least fifty households and without any 

primary schools.  He was given order to gather information about the names and 

locations of those villages with other necessary details based on their registers and report 

128 The Education Tax (Maarif Hisse-i İanesi) was introduced in 1884 by Grand Vizier 
Said Paşa.  Mahmud Cevad ibn Seyh Nafi’, Maarif-i Umumîyye Nezareti Tarihçe-i 
Teşkilat ve İcraatı. {Istanbul: Matbaa-yı Amire, 1338 (1919), 237-239; Kodaman,  
Abdülhamid Devri Eğitim Sistemi, (1980 edition), 244-5; Somel, The Modernization of 
Public Education, 146.
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his findings to the sultan.  Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa was expected to provide information for 

each vilayet and his first report was based on his findings on the vilayet of Kosovo.129  It 

showed that within Kosovo itself, there were about 619 villages without any primary 

school, and each had at least fifty households.  Furthermore, the report indicated that 

about 390 of these villages in Kosovo had all Muslim population, ninety-six had all 

Christian population, and the remaining 133 had a mixture of both Christian and Muslim 

populations.130  Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s report on Muslim and non-Muslim villages 

indicated his sensitivity to the issue of the region’s multi-religious structure as well as his 

awareness of Western pressures on inter-communal relations.  Western powers had been 

supporting their co-religionists in the area overtly and covertly for sometime and 

demanding that the Ottoman state must support their co-religionists in the area, 

particularly emphasizing the necessity of providing educational institutions.  Having 

witnessed the impact of missionary and foreign schools among its population in the 

nineteenth century, particularly during the second half of the nineteenth century, the 

Ottoman state was pushed to determine its policies towards including different 

denominations of the empire into its reform plans and Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s report was 

an indication of that.  If the Ottoman state would fail to comply with Western demands 

on the issue of reforms, they would be subject to pressure and constant interference in 

their internal affairs.  What becomes essential is that during the reign of Abdülhamid II, 

129 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Inspector-General to Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia Hüseyin 
Hilmi Paşa’s Report, 19 Şevval 1320 (January 18, 1903).
130 ibid..  It is an undated list attached to Hüseyin Hilmi’s report. The list was sent to 
Istanbul as a part of Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s report on Kosovo.  It shows the names of each 
kazas that needed primary schools and their population based on religious affiliation.  
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the state followed, sometimes forced to follow, an Ottomanist policy rather than an 

Islamist one.  It is true that Abdülhamid II’s educational agenda was not at all secular in 

orientation, as some claim it was, it carried the goal of educating the empire’s citizens 

within their religious beliefs and practices.  That would mean enforcing Islamic values 

for Muslim communities of the empire.  However, it is clear that Abdülhamid II never 

lost sight of his empire’s realities, particularly its multi-religious, multi-ethnic, and multi-

lingual character.  In a rather unusual fashion encountered among the documents, 

Abdülhamid II dictated to his head clerk a lengthy note and reminded to his grand vizier 

that the Ottoman Empire was composed of various nations and that he must keep that 

reality in his mind for every decision-making:

Ottoman people are composed of various kinds/nations [ecnas-ı 
muhtelifeden mürekkep] and that all the decisions should be given while 
that reality is kept in mind that the empire does not have only one nation.  
Treating the empire’s population as one kind (nation) would produce very 
harmful consequences.131

The fact is that Abdülhamid followed both and Islamist and Ottomanist policy 

during his tenure as the sultan of the Ottoman Empire and his policies would be 

influenced with the changing political conditions of the empire.  Categorizing his reign as 

“Islamist” or “Ottomanist” is rather fruitless since it changed as the realities of the empire 

changed and one became more dominant than the other at certain times but until the end 

of his reign, Abdülhamid acted as a pragmatic ruler who changed his policies as the 

currents changed.

131 IM 1312 Za 5, Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun # 2991, 20 Zilkade 1312 
(May 15, 1895).  



90

Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa not only charted out the number of schools needed in the 

region, but also expressed his opinion on ways of improving education in the region.  

One of the main obstacles to Hamidian educational programs concerned the fact that

there were an inadequate number of teachers to appoint to their newly-opening schools 

throughout the empire.   In fact, that remained to be the main obstacle for the empire’s 

rather ambitious educational agenda of spreading education in the peripheries of the 

empire.  Acknowledging that fact, he wrote that the vilayet of Kosovo needed not only 

schools but also teachers. According to his report, since the primary school section of the 

teacher- training college in Istanbul could not accommodate the needs of the region it was 

advised that the government should focus on creating a ‘local’ teachers pool.  Hüseyin 

Hilmi Paşa suggested that, instead of using required two years of teacher-training 

education, the state could/should open primary school teacher training institutions 

(Darülmuallimin-ı İbtidai) and train the interested locals about the courses listed in 

village curriculum132 within five or six months or even less than that to be primary school 

teachers in the villages. To him, this would be financially wise; instead of paying at least 

300-400 kuruş to the teachers coming from Istanbul those local teachers could be hired 

with 200 kuruş monthly salaries.  According to Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s report, even by 

paying 200 kuruş and hiring local teachers, total amount of salaries to be paid to the 

132 For a sample of village primary school curriculum see Somel, The Modernization of 
Public Eductaion, 297-9.  
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primary school teachers of those suggested 619 villages would be about 1,485,600 

kuruş.133  That was based on a ratio of one teacher for each school.

In terms of financing his suggested educational plans, Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa tried to 

attract more money to Kosova.  Just as some other local authorities attempted to do 

beforehand, he suggested that the state should leave all the educational tax collected from 

Kosova for local educational expenses.  Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s report points out that in 

current budget, after sending one-third of their education taxes to Istanbul, there is only 

599,300 kuruş left for local educational expenses.  That amount was not even enough to 

cover the area’s current educational expenses that were about 668,970 kuruş.134

Therefore, Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa was suggesting that the state should leave all educational 

taxes to the area for covering their current expenses and launching new educational plans.  

He mentioned that those numbers he listed were based on records prepared by Kosova’s 

Education Directorate and that he also includes a copy of them with his report to the 

sultan.

Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s report made it clear that the state should not consider 

having locals cover the expenses of primary schools, as the Hamidian statesmen planned.  

The two-thirds of the Education Tax that the vilayet of Kosova was far from being 

enough for financing new schools, it was not even enough for current educational 

expenses.  To him, a distribution of school expenses among local populations for 

payment seemed to be impossible, too.  Referring to previous attempts of sending 

133 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Inspector-General to Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia Hüseyin 
Hilmi Paşa’s Report, 19 Şevval 1320 (January 18, 1903).
134 ibid..  The budget was prepared by Kosova’s Education Directorate and dated 2 
Kanun-ı Sâni, 1318.
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committees and inspectors to convince people to finance schools as mentioned 

previously, he considered them ‘fruitless’ and suggested a more regular money flow for 

successful results.135

For Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa, educational reforms were necessary and as the Ottoman 

state promised to launch educational reforms and establish schools, neglecting such plans 

and not opening any schools because of financial difficulties would cause criticisms that 

the Ottoman state was retreating from its reform promises in the Balkans.   To him, the 

state must show some activity in the field of education, no matter how small it was.136

There seemed to be a significant discrepancy between Balkan communities’ 

access to schools, and Kosova represented this reality.  Recently, scholars attempted to 

explain such discrepancies.  Isa Blumi, for instance, argued that the reason why schools 

were distributed so unequally in the Balkans was due to each community’s ability to 

lobby in Istanbul and receive what they want, in this case state schools.  That would 

usually at the expense of another community.  Blumi contended that southern Albanians 

were very successful at both lobbying and manipulating the Ottoman state to open 

schools in their districts.  Therefore, there were more state-financed schools in Monastir 

and Yanya as opposed to Kosovo.137  Such observations are true, however, there were 

135 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Inspector-General to Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia Hüseyin 
Hilmi Paşa’s Report, 19 Şevval 1320 (January 18, 1903).
136 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Inspector-General to Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia Hüseyin 
Hilmi Paşa’s Report, 19 Şevval 1320 (January 18, 1903).
137 Isa Blumi.  “Teaching Loyalty in the Late Ottoman Balkans:  Educational Reform in 
the Vilayets of Manastır and Yanya, 1878-1912,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, 
Africa and the Middle East, Vol. XXI No. 1 and 2 (2001): 15-23, 18.  For further reading 
on Albenian identity see also his Rethinking The Late Ottoman Empire:  A Comparative 
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other issues influencing the state’s decisions to fund the schools in certain areas.  If 

lobbying was the main reason why those two vilayets had more schools, then we should 

expect that Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s advocacy for the vilayet of Kosovo in 1902/3 would 

have been successful, as well.  However, what was clear from the correspondence 

between Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa and the Ottoman government, as well as the correspondence 

among different offices in Istanbul, was that the state had a very limited budget to 

respond to lobbyists’ requests and that they also became more familiar with the language 

being used to request funding for local educational expenses.  Otherwise, Hüseyin Hilmi 

Paşa was not as successful as others in presenting his case to Istanbul where he received 

his appointment to inspect the region and make suggestions for reforms that would be 

watched by interested Western countries.

 Resembling to the language of other lobbying communities, Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa 

described the situation in Kosovo as ‘desperate’ and ‘urgent.’ His report to Istanbul 

indicated that even though those state reforms that he proposed would cost money and 

could burden the state, the conditions found in the region necessitated them.  He 

reminded that if the state fails to act upon the suggested reforms in the region that would 

disappoint the people.  Without being specific, Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa reminded the 

government that the incidents that happened around Albania were mainly a result of 

‘ignorant conditions’ and those conditions could be eliminated with education.  He was 

apparently referring to Albanian rebels against Ottoman authorities in the area.  As 

Ottoman state was trying to create a new image for itself as a modern state that takes the 

and Political History of Albania and Yemen (1878-1918), (Istanbul:  The Isıs Press, 
2003).  
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responsibility of education its citizens, Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa tried to use that new image to 

attract the state’s and sultan’s attention, a method used by some governors in their plea 

letter to Istanbul.138  Addressing the sultan he said that the sultan should not disappoint 

his people because the Muslims in Albania were entrusted to their sultan.139  Based on 

that assumption, he commented that the sultan needed to make certain sacrifices in order 

to make those necessary reforms happen and at any expense, must avoid disappointing 

them.

Hüseyin Hilmi Describes the Sacrifices the Ottoman State Needed to Make

Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa sent his views on both what needs to be done and how to do 

it. He suggested that the state should leave its share of one-third of education tax to be 

used for local educational expenses (at least temporarily).  His second suggestion to the 

Ottoman state was about the ways of avoiding teacher shortages for his planned schools.  

Since the Darulmuallimin (Teacher Training school) in Istanbul would not have enough 

number of graduates to send to the Balkans, the state could use the graduates of Istanbul 

138 Fortna, “Education for the Empire,” 24-5.  Most of those pleas were written to warn 
the empire about the number and danger of foreign and missionary schools in the Empire.  
See for instance Atilla Çetin, “II. Abdülhamid’e Sunulmuş Beyrut Vilayetindeki Yabanci 
Okullara Dair Bir Rapor,” Türk Kültürü, 253 (May, 1984), 316-24; Atilla Çetin, “Maarif 
Nazırı Ahmed Zühdü Paşa’nin Osmanli Ímparatorluğu’ndaki Yabanci Okullar Hakkinda 
Raporu,” Ístanbul Űniversitesi Edebiyat Fakültesi Güney-doğu Avrupa Araştırmaları 
Dergisi, 10-11 (1983), 189-219; Yahya Akyüz, “Abdülhamid Devrinde Protestan 
Okulları ile Ílgili Orijinal Íki Belge,” Ankara Űniversitesi Eğitim Fakültesi Dergisi, 3/1-4 
(1970): 121-128.
139 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Inspector-General to Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia Hüseyin 
Hilmi Paşa’s Report, 19 Şevval 1320 (January 18, 1903).
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medreses as primary school teachers in Albania.140  It was rather ironic to hear that he 

was suggesting medrese-graduates as teachers for those supposedly modern schools of 

the empire.  It could be that the state was trying to emphasize religious identity among 

the Albanians to prevent the development of Albanian nationalism.  Large majority of 

Albanians were Muslim and it is believed that the reason why Albanian nationalism 

emerged later than other Balkan nations was due to that fact.  They felt loyalty to the 

Islamic Ottoman Empire and its Muslim ruler longer than other Balkan nations.  

However, once they became aware of their linguistic and cultural differences and started 

focusing on their national identity, the Ottoman state used harsh measures to suppress the 

development of Albanian national identity and instead promoted religious, in this case, 

Islamic identity to keep them loyal to empire.  Perhaps that could be another way of 

introducing the children of Albania into religion rather than more secular topics that 

could lead some nationalist separatist movements in the future.  Perhaps the state was 

trying to assure that Albanian children would learn about their religion from their 

medrese-trained teachers and appreciate the schools that the state opened for them.  That 

was the kind of unity that the state was seeking to implement by highlighting Ottomanist-

Islamist ideology since the empire was trying to hold on to its rule in the Balkans that 

was rapidly disappearing.141  Whatever was the reason, it becomes clear that religion was 

140 Teacher shortage in the empire led to the idea of using local medreses as Medrese-I 
Muallimin to train teachers.  This would give medrese students a new career opportunity 
and also eliminate the pressure from Teacher Training schools.  Kodaman argues that that 
decision was never realized with a few exceptions.  Kodaman, Abdülhamid Devri Eğitim 
Sistemi (third ed.), 155-6.  It is not clear from the document if those medrese-graduates 
had any teacher training since they are not referred as graduates of Medrese-i Muallimin.
141 Blumi, “Teaching Loyalty, ”16.



96

still an important part of education in schools, especially in primary schools.  That was 

especially true for the primary schools in villages.

Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s advice further explained the details of how that might have 

worked.  Since those medrese students were already receiving 150 kuruş from the state 

already, it would be easy to add another fifty kuruş to their salaries and appoint them as 

primary school teachers to Albanian villages.142   What was important for this report was 

that when it came to primary education, secular context is disregarded.  It raised the 

question of what exactly did administrators expect from public education, simply 

inculcating state-values in the minds of its citizens and raising their knowledge in 

religion?

One of the most common approaches encountered in those letters sent from the 

Balkans that requested state financed schools was the exaggeration of their conditions 

and imperial concerns to get state’s financial support and attention.143  It is an issue that 

we see in the letters sent by locals to Istanbul to solicit funding to open schools.  What is 

striking in the case of Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s report is the usage of a similar language that 

was used by the locals lobbying to the state in since the implementation of the Education 

Tax in 1884.  However, Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa was appointed by the state, therefore was 

representing the state and its interests.  Why did he use similar language to petition for 

state support in providing for schools and education in the Balkans?  Was his case really 

an exception and that the conditions in Kosovo was really very grim and he was 

142 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Inspector-General to Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia Hüseyin 
Hilmi Paşa’s Report, 19 Şevval 1320 (January 18, 1903).
143 Blumi, “Teaching Loyalty,” 17.
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reflecting on that or was he influenced by the locals during his investigations in the 

region?  It is true that Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa had to rely on local authorities to collect 

information and attracting more state funds to their local areas was a main concern for 

many administrators throughout the empire as that was a major sign of an administrator’s 

success and gave him more power within the community.  One can argue that if the locals 

in most Balkans were such professional lobbyists and were able to get the state’s 

attention through the letters they sent to Istanbul, they would use the same tactic when 

there were state representatives (like Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa) in their region, they would use 

their manipulative power go receive state funding for their districts.  Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa 

argued, “Opening schools in the periphery was a must and not an optional issue.”144  Did 

the locals who wanted to use his authority to attract state’s attention and support to their 

region manipulate Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa?  Although it is hard to be sure about the reasons, 

one can articulate that based on the realities (like Kosovo having very limited number of 

state schools) we can argue that his report delivered both the voice of the locals and the 

inspector’s to the authorities of Istanbul.145  He wrote:  “Even though leaving one-third of 

the educational taxes collected from the area to be used for local educational expenses 

144 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Inspector-General to Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia Hüseyin 
Hilmi Paşa’s Report, 19 Şevval 1320 (January 18, 1903).
145 Engin D. Akarli argues that Abdülhamid “abstained as much as he could from 
granting further rights of autonomy to the people of the predominantly Christian 
provinces.  At the same time, he deliberately avoided the extension of government 
service to these provinces, except the already existing services and the education of the 
Muslim population.” Engin Deniz Akarlı, “Abdülhamid’s Islamic Policy in the Arab 
Provinces,” in Türk-Arap İlişkileri:  Geçmişte, Bugün, Gelecekte, (Ankara: Hacettepe 
Üniversitesi Türkiye ve Orta Doğu Araştırmaları Enstitüsü, 1979): 44-59, 50.  However, 
such argument fails to recognize that even Muslims in Kosova were in dire need of more 
school.  
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might harm the administration of higher education in Istanbul, this harm is far less 

important than the damage that would occur from not opening those schools that were 

part of the proposed reform project.”146  He further commented that he was sure the 

sultan could find other resources to support higher education and its administration in 

Istanbul and hinted that educational taxes should be left for local needs not to support 

higher education in Istanbul, an issue that would be debated among different offices of 

the Sublime Porte.

Although it was argued that the Education tax benefited only the Muslims because 

non-Muslims were not inclined to send their children to state schools, by looking at 

different parts of the empire and seeing the diversity of policies, one can argue that in 

certain areas of the Ottoman Empire, Muslim as well as non-Muslims benefited from 

state schools.  What became clear from Hüseyin Hilmi’s reform program was that he was 

not advocating schools for one denomination or another, rather he was representing the 

whole community, especially in the case of Kosovo when he argued that simply by 

leaving its education tax to the region, the state would support the opening of at least a 

hundred primary schools, seventy-five for Muslims, twenty-five for Christian children.147

They would start opening those schools first in nahiye/district centers and then in villages 

that have largest number of households but no schools.  Apparently, Hüseyin Hilmi 

Paşa’s educational reforms in the Balkans were influenced by both Ottomanism and 

Islamism depending on the location and ethnic structure of the society that he was dealing 

146 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Inspector-General to Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia Hüseyin 
Hilmi Paşa’s Report, 19 Şevval 1320 (January 18, 1903).
147 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Inspector-General to Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia Hüseyin 
Hilmi Paşa’s Report, 19 Şevval 1320 (January 18, 1903).
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with.  While dealing with Albanian Muslims, he asked for medrese-graduates to be sent 

as teachers to Albanian villages indicating more of a religious approach becomes an 

Ottomanist one when he was dealing with non-Muslim communities.  In reality, the 

Ottoman state followed a similar policy during the late-nineteenth century, using both 

Ottomanist and Islamist policies simultaneously depending on the situation.  Perhaps this 

was the reason for the heated debates among Ottoman historians of the late-Ottoman 

Empire who seem determined to identify Abdülhamid II as following either an Islamic or 

and Ottomanist policy/ideology.  Indeed, critical scholarship reveals that the reign of 

Abdülhamid II was clearly not the end of the dynamics set in motion in the era of the 

Tanzimat and by its associated policies, and this was especially true concerning the 

construction and promotion of an ideal and identity of Ottomanism.  Rather, the 

Hamidian era demonstrated a rather fluid policy-making approach that would be seen as 

clearly Islamist in one situation and yet decidedly Ottomanist in another, depending on 

the specifics of the situation, the wider region, and the status and goals of the empire.148

Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s efforts were not only designed to solicit financial support 

from Istanbul to open primary schools in the Balkans, they were also intended to 

encourage an increased number and diffusion of teacher training schools throughout the 

Balkans.  For that he said:  “There is no need to explain in details that finishing a school 

building and covering its cost are not enough to achieve the main goal.  Funding suitable 

teachers is far more important in areas where knowledge and learning could not flourish 

148 For a longer discussion on Hamidian ideologies see Kemal Karpat’s introduction in 
The Politicization of Islam:  Reconstructing Identity, State, Faith, and Community in the 
Late Ottoman State (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2001), 3-19.
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properly.”149  Expanding the number of teacher training schools in the Balkans, he 

argued, would eventually make the region self-sufficient in terms of providing for their 

local needs for teachers.  His suggestion to use locals as educators was a common 

practice.  Indeed, the Ottoman state followed a policy of educating local children in 

Istanbul, and it then sent them back to their communities in order to promote loyalties to 

both the state and the sultan.150  In this case, however, local children would be educated 

within their own region (perhaps in kazas or sanjaks rather than their own village) and 

would then return to their communities.  This plan also seemed to be a primarily a 

financially-calculated initiative rather than one that aimed to keep locals away from the 

‘harmful’ ideologies—nationalism being one of the most-feared one.  If teachers would 

be appointed directly from Istanbul it would be necessary to pay them at least 300 to 400 

kuruş, whereas appointing locals would more likely demand around 150 to 200 kuruş, 

thus saving the state significant amounts of money.

Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa suggested that, by increasing the number of teacher training 

schools and spreading them across the region, the entire issue of teacher shortages might 

eventually be eliminated.  In his calculations, a major reason why locals were not inclined 

to become teachers stemmed from the fact that the only teacher training school in the 

vilayet of Kosovo was in Skopje/Uskup.  Many people living farther away in distant 

149 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Inspector-General to Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia Hüseyin 
Hilmi Paşa’s Report, 19 Şevval 1320 (January 18, 1903).
150 Blumi, “Teaching Loyalty …,” 19.
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kazas could not realistically hope to go there to attend the teacher training school.151

Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa proposed that, first in every sanjak, and then, if and when necessary, 

in the kazas, more teacher-training schools should be opened. For him, increasing the 

number of local teacher-training schools would cost money, but the expenditure would 

prove to be a worthwhile investment.152  He was aware that there were very few people 

currently available who could effectively provide any new-styles of education in the 

region.  However, it is ironic that the difference between new and old schools, at least for 

the primary education, was the way children were educated rather than what they were 

educated about.

Attracting locals to be teachers for their own primary schools would be a 

challenging endeavor for any administration in the late-Ottoman Empire, a state where 

teachers’ salaries were extremely low.  Although there was no set amount, since the 

location of the appointment would make a difference in determining salary rates, usual 

pay would range between 150 and 400 kuruş.  Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa asserted that, because 

many locals would be disinclined to spend two years in teacher-training schools to 

become teachers with projected salaries of only around 200 kuruş, it would be a wise 

151 That issue of people from villages and towns not being able to attend teacher training 
schools in vilayet centers for 2-3 years due to the distance and its cost was a major 
concern for other parts of the empire.  In 1888 that issue was discussed in Education 
Commission meetings that most of the teacher training schools in the vilayet centers of 
the empire’s periphery had very low enrollments and started accepting primary school 
students.  Kodaman, Abdülhamid Devri Eğitim Sistemi. (1980 edition), 236.  It is 
interesting to note how Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa was trying to overcome that obstacle by 
spreading those teacher training schools beyond the center of the vilayets and into the 
sanjaks and kazas.
152 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Inspector-General to Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia Hüseyin 
Hilmi Paşa’s Report, 19 Şevval 1320 (January 18, 1903).
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decision to decrease the mandated duration of their training, in order to attract more 

students.

The curriculum of the primary schools has four or five subjects and we do 

not have enough time and right conditions to teach those subjects in two long 

years.  Therefore, first we should open Teacher Training schools in every sanjak

centers and in the future we can expand them into important kazas if there was an 

absolute necessity.  Appointed teachers would train new teachers on the subjects 

taught at primary schools within five or six months and Education Councils in the 

region would give the qualifying graduates their teaching certificates.  It is urgent 

and very important that the students of Teacher Training schools get paid about 

50 to 60 kuruş each month while attending to those schools.  That amount would 

be paid from local Education Funds.153

Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa requested approval of the sultan for his proposed educational 

plans.  Upon finishing his inspection in Kosova and determining the number of villages 

with fifty households without schools and analyzing them, Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa sent an 

official telegram from Skopje/Uskub to Istanbul to let the Sublime Porte and Sultan know 

that he has finished Kosova section and shipped it via mail.154

The Ministry of Education Responds to Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s Report/Advice

Few days after Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s report, the sultan asked the Ministry of 

Education to comment on that report.  The Minister of Education Celal Bey wrote a 

153 ibid.
154 ibid. 
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lengthy response to Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s requests for educational reform and his 

suggestions on ways to design and implement these reforms, in which many of Hüseyin 

Hilmi Paşa’s requests were either declined outright or recommended for further 

investigation. 155  Celal Bey wrote that, even though Western states and the Ottoman 

Empire agreed on educational reforms in the Balkans and establishing primary schools in 

villages with at least fifty household without schools, the fact was that Education Law’s 

fourth article required that primary schools establishment costs and recurring expenses 

must be covered by local communities.  He further explained that, the state had made 

exceptions for the very important areas where people could not afford establishing those 

schools and took the responsibility upon itself.156

In replying to the proposal made by Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa that requested that the 

state should leave its share of education taxes from the Balkans to the area itself to be 

used for financing educational reforms within the region, the Minister of Education Celal 

Paşa responded by noting that since some areas of Kosova and other Imperial Vilayets of 

Rumelia were already sending less than one-third of their Education funds to Istanbul 

such a decision would put too much of a strain on school administration in Istanbul – a 

clear disclosure of both sentiments that privileged the center over the periphery and that 

indicated the center’s likely fiscal dependence on its subject frontiers, as well.  He said 

that.

155 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Nezaret-i Maarif-iUmumîye, Umumî # 51997, Hususî # 258, 28 
Şevval 1320 (January 27, 1903).
156 ibid.
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Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s request for state financial support to establish schools in 

Kosovo due to the local conditions of poverty did not attract much sympathy in the 

Ministry of Education.  Apparently, the numbers of requests from other regions 

throughout the empire that used similar justifications and/or rhetoric to attract investment 

in education had increased appreciably by the turn of the century.  Indeed, the increase 

was so high that the ministry felt compelled to act more cautious – even skeptical – in

addressing such reports, even if the information was coming from their own 

administrators and not from the local leaders.  The Ministry of Education thus responded 

to Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa by asserting that there must be some areas/villages within the 

region itself where people could afford to open their own primary schools.  Before the 

empire could even consider aid to the area, therefore, this matter of local opportunities 

would need to be further investigated and all possibilities exhausted.  In this response, it 

was requested that in undertaking such further inquiries, it would be necessary to 

determine precisely how many villages could ‘really’ not afford to open their own 

schools.  Upon receiving a report that would clearly distinguish the places that could 

afford a school from the others that definitely could not, the ministry indicated that it 

might further investigate determine ways of assisting the local communities that were 

perceived as in-need.157

The Minister of Education aimed at lowering the cost and going beyond Hüseyin 

Hilmi Paşa to determine more detailed numbers to avoid establishing 600 primary 

schools in Kosova only.  Financing those schools was the major concern for the Ministry 

157 ibid.
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of Education.  Therefore they were trying to determine the areas that were important and 

also financially unable to afford those primary schools.  For Celal Paşa this would be the 

“proper course of action” to take.  In his desire to lower the number of schools state could 

finance, Celal Paşa determined the number of schools state should finance as 100 for the 

vilayet of Kosova rather than Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s suggested 600 and for the entire 

vilayets of Rumelia the number of state-sponsored schools would be 400-500 rather than 

the recommended number of 1500.  He suggested that the remaining villages could 

establish and administer their schools gradually by their local communities.  Also, since 

the amount needed for establishing those 400-500 schools would be an additional burden 

to his ministry’s budget, he requested that the state must increase the budget of his 

ministry to cover those expenses.158

Perhaps one of the most significant aspects meriting consideration that was found 

in Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s reform plan for the Balkans was the request to open teacher-

training schools in sanjaks of Kosova and other Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia in order to 

provide a sufficient number of teachers for his projected new schools.  Once again, 

however, the Ministry of Education left the burden on the region and its peoples as it 

claimed that teacher-training schools in the region should emulate Salonika’s examples; 

an example in which each municipality contributed in some form the necessary support to 

cover the expenses of opening a school and keeping it operational.159  Celal Paşa 

mentioned that even though they were essential and that fact was clear, the Education 

funds of the region was not enough to cover all the expenses of such schools.  It is 

158 ibid.
159 ibid.
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interesting to note how low taxes were used against the locals even in the face of external 

pressures to apply educational reforms in the area.160

For the burning issue of finding teachers to make those planned schools to be a 

reality, Celal Paşa agreed on appointing the medrese-graduates as primary school 

teachers in Albania by paying an additional fifty kuruş from the Education Ministry’s 

budget into their current salaries of 150 kuruş.  In a sense, Celal Paşa opted for medrese-

graduates with religious background than locals who would get educated in their sanjaks.  

Was it a decision based on financial concerns or there was the fear of emerging Albanian 

nationalism and that locals could transmit national sentiments to their students since they 

could speak the same language as their students rather than the official language of the 

empire, the Ottoman Turkish.

  Being aware of the pressing realities that the empire had to response to Hüseyin 

Hilmi Paşa’s advice one way or another, the Ministry of Education came up with its plan 

of action that it sought approval from the sultan to be applied.  On the same day that 

Celal Paşa wrote a response to Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s report, he also charted out another 

letter specifying the details of his Ministry’s educational plans for the Imperial Vilayets

of Rumelia.161  This letter sheds more light on debates that went on about the educational 

reforms in the Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia and their financing since it refers to various 

letters from different offices.  Celal Paşa wrote that the sultan sent an order after he 

received Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s report in which he asked that “educational reforms in the 

160 ibid.
161 ibid..  Although the document doesn’t specify the intended recipient of this letter, 
based on emphasis on financial details of the plan, it is assumed that it was written for the 
Ministry of Finance.
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abovementioned vilayets must be within the limits of the region’s two-thirds of the 

Education Tax collected in the area” and that “there should not be excessive financial 

demands from the state budget.”162  In his order, the sultan also requested more 

information from the Ministry of Education on two things; findings of those inspection 

committees that were sent to the Balkans with a lot of sacrifices to determine possibilities 

of funding the expenses of primary schools and also the possibility of funding the 

recurrent expenses of those primary schools through the Evkaf –I Munderise/obliterated 

pious foundations fund.  The Minister of Education mentions that the Inspection 

Committees that were sent to the Balkans to inquire the possibility of finding funds like 

Evkaf-I Muderise and other financial resources to cover the expenses of the schools, had 

many attempts with no real results.

In 1899, acutely aware of some citizens’ disinclination toward paying their 

education taxes and investing in opening primary schools, Abdülhamid II approved that 

three committees be established to go to Balkans.  Designed to win over the ‘hearts and

souls’ of the citizens, this campaign sought especially to attract the popular support of the 

people and rally them behind the state’s education policies.  The job of those committees 

was similar to what Public Relations offices would do a century later for both businesses 

and governments.

162 Sultan’s letter was dated 9 Kanun-ı Sâni 1318 (January 21, 1903) and # 3070.  It is 
referred in Celal Bey’s second letter detailing his ministry’s plans. BOA IM Za 17 1320, 
Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Umumî # 51991, Hususi # 256, 28 Şevval 1320 (January 
27, 1903).
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It was decided that three committees should be set up with four members in each.  

Of the three members in each committee would be hand-picked individuals from the high 

offices of Religion, Education, and Civil Administration in Istanbul and the fourth 

member would be the local Educational Director of the chosen region.  Therefore, for this 

project, the Balkans was divided into three areas; Edirne and Salonica, Kosova and 

Monastir, and Yanya and Işkodra.  Each committee was assigned to go to one of those 

designated areas.163

The job designed for those committees was multifaceted.  First, the committees 

were intended to remind the local population of the necessity and significance of 

spreading primary schools in which their children could learn the foundations of Islam 

and Islamic theology [ulum-u diniyye ve esasiyelerinin taalimi].  Second, there was a goal 

to point out the advancements in higher education (i.e., post-primary schools) and how 

those post-secondary schools needed to be expanded into primary education (i.e., 

reminding people of the necessity of having primary-school graduates to fill those post-

primary schools).   Third, they were intended to remind the people of the significance of 

their financial contribution to support those educational plans.164  Besides being 

spokesmen for the empire’s educational plans, these committees also had a financial 

mission to accomplish:  to collect the education taxes that were due from local 

163 BOA IM 1318 SH 22 (Meclis-i Mahsus-u Vükelâ  # 2272) 27 Receb, 318 (November 
20, 1900).
164 BOA IM 1318 SH 22, Daire-yi Meşihat-ı İslamiye, Bab-ı Fetva # 178, 25 Receb 1318 
(November 18, 1900).
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government funds (mal sandiği) and other sources.165  In a sense, these committees would 

also function like present-day collection agencies, collecting education funds that were 

supposed to be sent to Istanbul from local taxes – but that were either not sent on time or 

were totally ignored.

After all three offices of Religion, Education, and Civil Administration selected 

their best candidates for those commissions, a higher commission, the Commission of 

Ministers (Meclis-i Vükelâ), looked at the pool of candidates and reviewed their 

qualifications with respect to their intended assignments and finally approved selected 

candidates.  The Ministry of Education selected three people from the Education 

Commission to represent their department.166 The Ministry of Interior Affairs (Dahiliye 

Nezareti) submitted the names and credentials of their selected candidates for this job and 

concluded that they were each ‘fit to accomplish the mission of “encouraging the locals 

to financially support the education.”’167  The office of Şeyhulislam also sent a letter 

indicating their chosen candidates.168

165 BOA IM 1318 SH 22, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Umumî # 38082, Hususî # 175, 
22 Receb 1318 (November 15, 1900).
166 Education Department appointed Abdullatif Efendi to Yanya and Işkodra, Hüseyin 
Şükrü Efendi to Salonika and Edirne, and Ahmed Vasfi to Kosova and Monastır. BOA 
IM 1318 SH 22, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Umumî # 38082, Hususî # 175, 22 Receb 
1318 (November 15, 1900).
167 Ministry of Interior Affairs appointed Faik Bey (Evkaf-I Humayun Mahlulat Müdiri 
(escheat) to Salonika and Edirne; Kazım Efendi to Kosova and Monastir; Hakkı Efendi to 
Yanya and Işkodra.  BOA IM 1318 SH 22, Daire-i Umur-u Dahiliyye, Mektubi Kalemi # 
3852, 26 Receb 1318 (November 19, 1900).
168Şeyhulislam’s office appointed Avni Efendi (previously a substitute judge (naib) to 
Manastir) to Manastır and Kosova; Gorice Fehmi Efendi (previously a substitute judge) 
to Yanya and Işkodra; and, Şerif Efendi (currently substitute judge to Siroz) to Edirne 
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One of the most striking points of those commissions was the selection criteria of 

the candidates.  Since the job was working as intermediaries between the state and the 

periphery, the candidates for this job were expected to have good job records and have 

potential to influence people.  Since each of the three offices (Education, Religion, and 

Internal Affairs) was asked to pick candidates with ‘noticeable competency and 

successful job record,’ Şeyhulislam Mehmed Cemaleddin presented his selected 

candidates as “successful and competent on their job and fit to the requested 

qualifications.”169 The letter from the Ministry of Interior Affairs gave detailed 

description of their chosen ones.  Their qualifications were mostly related to holding a 

high position in the Balkans and being familiar with both the region and the languages of 

their area of assignment.  For instance, Evkaf-I Humayun Mahlulat Mudiri (escheat) Faik 

Bey, who had been to Edirne before and was familiar with the area and its conditions, 

would be sent to Edirne and Salonika.  Other professional and personal qualifications 

were also highlighted in records of the candidates.  Kazim Efendi who was a candidate 

for the job was described as “knows Albanian language and has the ability to convince 

people on ‘how education can be beneficial to local people?’”170 Because of those skills, 

he was selected to go to the Kosovo and Monastir vilayets.  The third candidate, Hakki 

Efendi was a governor of a sanjak and had served in the Rumeli region.  He would be, 

therefore, a valuable asset.

and Selanik.  BOA IM 1318 SH 22, Daire-yi Meşihat-ı İslamiye, Bab-ı Fetva # 178, 25 
Receb 1318 (November 18, 1900).
169 BOA IM 1318 SH 22, Daire-yi Meşihat-ı İslamiye, Bab-ı Fetva # 178, 25 Receb 1318 
(November 19, 1900).
170 BOA IM 1318 SH 22, Daire-i Umur-u Dahiliyye, Mektubî Kalemi # 3852, 26 Receb 
1318 (November 19, 1900).
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There was also a considerable financial investment in such programs that required 

employing high officials with successful job records.  Their appointments required 

additional payment and the Commission of the Ministers decided on the amount of the 

payment and how it would be covered.  Those who received their salaries from Istanbul 

would get an additional 3,000 kuruş per month for during the duration of their 

appointment.  Those officials who were locally appointed would also get an additional 

payment of 3,000 kuruş each month while working on the project.  If the appointed 

officials did not have salaries, then they will be paid a salary of 5,000 kuruş per month 

for the length of this project.  Individuals appointed would also be provided with travel 

allowances.171

Another matter that merits attention is to issue of how expensive these 

commissions and salaries were.  Simply one month’s additional salaries paid for those 

nine charismatic personnel – 3,000 kuruş for each, would be enough to cover twelve 

primary school teachers’ salaries for one whole year (teachers were paid 150 to 200 kuruş

a month).  Since we lack information about the duration of those committees, it becomes 

harder to estimate their total cost to the state and local budget.  There is another 

document that showed nearly a year later, those three committees applied to the Ministry 

of Education in Istanbul for hiring a salaried clerk for each committee.  This was due to 

both large amount of work and hardship to find clerks by paying their travel allowances 

171 BOA IM 1318 SH 22, Meclis-i Mahsus-u Vükelâ  # 2272, 27 Receb 1318 (November 
20, 1900).
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only.172  The committees pointed out that they needed salaried clerks to continue their 

work because they had hard time finding clerks based on travel allowances and that the 

amount of work required hiring clerks.  It therefore is suggested that the Ministry of 

Education should allocate 400 kuruş salaries for those clerks.  Since the Ministry of 

Education did not have enough money to cover the salaries of those clerks, the sultan’s 

approval was requested to transfer from the Ministry of Education’s “expenses’ section 

into “salaries.”  According to the Ministry’s estimates, the amount would be 400 kuruş

for each year and 14,400 kuruş for the year and that amount would be transferred from 

the budget’s ‘periphery’ section and from ‘installations’ into ‘salaries.’  As revealed in 

archival documents, however, such commissions were later found to be almost entirely 

fruitless in their attempts to convince the local people to pay their education taxes and to 

help with financing the opening of primary schools even in their own areas.173

Those costly inspection committees that seemed to work like the public relation 

officers for the Ottoman state had several suggestions but none seemed to be reliable by 

the standards of the Ministry of Education.  To prove his argument Celal Paşa gave an 

example from the committee sent to Monastir.  In their suggestions to the Ministry of 

Education to collect more money in the Balkans to cover the cost of education there, that

committee had various suggestions, including but not limited to charging fees for state-

provided official documents, such as marriage contracts/licenses and other similar papers.  

They also suggested using the Ziraat Bank to collect and handle Education and Pious 

172 BOA IM 1319 B 7, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Umumî # 42595, Hususî # 120, 28 
Cemaziyelevvel 319 (September 12, 1901).
173 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Inspector-General to Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia Hüseyin 
Hilmi Paşa’s Report, 19 Şevval 1320 (January 18,1903).
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Foundations funds to show the actual amount of taxes collected and spent in the region 

However, the Ministry of Education was concerned that those solutions would be 

unpredictable and unreliable as their amount would be different from year to year and 

area to area.  Another concern was that they were suggesting tore-tax the items that were 

already subject to taxation.   For Celal Paşa, such an approach would be both 

‘unacceptable and insufficient.’174  He reminded that after all those searches being seen as 

unsuccessful, in 1902, the Finance Department/Maliye Dairesi of the Council of 

State/Şura-y ı Devlet reached a conclusion that the best solution for funding the primary 

schools in the Balkans would be having that money come from the state budget.175

In a defensive mode, the Minister of Education repeated again that the Education 

Tax collected in the Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia was mostly left in the area, sometimes, 

even that one-third that was required to be sent to Istanbul would be left in the area to 

cover local educational expenses.  Even if the state would leave all of its share from that 

region to the area, that amount still would not be enough to cover their primary school 

expenses.  Since it became evident that local communities could not be burdened with the 

cost of education, the only alternative was covering their expenses by the state.  

Therefore, in the end, the cost of opening primary schools in villages with fifty 

households without schools as well other schools, such as the idadi and ruşdiye schools 

must be paid by the state, because, said Celal Paşa “there is no alternative to it.”176

174 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Nezaret-i Maarif-iUmumîye, Umumî # 51991, Hususi # 256, 28 
Şevval 1320 (January 27, 1903).
175 ibid.
176 ibid.
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Since the financing of all the planned schools seemed to be hard to accomplish all 

at once, the Ministry of Education’s final solution and suggestion to the state was 

reducing the number of the schools and funding only the ones that they viewed ‘crucial’.  

Initially it was planned that the state was going to establish ten more idadi and thirty-four 

ruşdiye schools in the kaza s/towns.  Even though the region had several military and civil 

idadi and ruşdiye schools, they needed new ones as well.  However, in order to be able to 

cover the expenses of those idadi schools, some areas that have secondary significance 

(less significant) would be disregarded, since “there is no other choice”.177  Therefore, 

instead of the planned ten idadi schools, there would be five to established presently and 

the other five would be abandoned for the present and left to be established in the future.  

The areas where idadi schools were going to be built would be in Monastir vilayet’s 

Işkodra, Yanya vilayet’s Preveze, Işkodra vilayet’s Naks-Işkodra (?) and Draç, and one in 

Kosova vilayet’s Prizrin.  Those five idadi schools’ annual expense would be 276,900 

kuruş.  Of that amount, 60,440 kuruş would be obtained from the ruşdiye schools that 

existed in those vilayets and got combined with the idadi schools after their opening.  

Their funds would be transferred to idadi schools.  Thus, the remaining amount would be 

216,460 kuruş each year.  The cost for establishing and setting up those five idadi schools 

would be an additional 36,965 kuruş.

Of the ruşdiye schools planned to be established in the area, the Ministry of 

Education decided to contact those vilayet administrators to determine their needs but 

determined that ‘priority would be given to the most important areas and the areas with 

177 ibid.
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less significance would be postponed.  Therefore, decided to decrease the number from 

thirty-four down to twelve ruşdiye schools.  The establishment of those twelve ruşdiye

schools would be 5,000 kuruş each and their continual expenses would be 151,680 kuruş

each year. For the existing ruşdiye schools that needed to be reformed, the Ministry of 

Education decided to postpone that reform project due to its high cost of 388,620 kuruş

each year.

Therefore, in the end the number of idadi and ruşdiye schools planned for the 

region was reduced drastically, their annual expenses were also reduced down to 370,900 

kuruş.  For the primary school that would open in villages that had minimum fifty 

households, wrote the Minister of Education, they have decided that while some of them 

would have their expenses covered by the state, some of them would be left to the local 

communities for financing and administration.178  With this new plan that would be 

approved by the state and the sultan, the number of schools and their expenses were 

reduced to the minimum and some of the project, such as reforming/reorganizing the 

existing ruşdiye schools were postponed to the upcoming years.

Ministry of Education final plans for the Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia were 

discussed by the Council of Ministers that would be chaired by the grand vizier.  As 

customary, after they reached their conclusion, a draft of their decision would be 

submitted to the sultan by the grand vizier’s office for an imperial approval.  It seemed 

that almost all of the Ministry of Education’s suggestions were accepted with an 

exception that, out of those suggested five idadi schools, the state should give the priority 

178 ibid.
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in opening them in Ilbasan, and Prizrin and than opening one in Draç disregarding 

Işkodra and Preveze since they already have some idadi schools that would be enough to 

answer their needs.179  For the primary schools, even though the Education Law required 

that primary schools must be funded by local communities, the state would take the 

responsibility and establish 500 primary schools in the empire’s Balkan territories where 

people had no means to do it.  Within ten days, the Sultan approved this plan and ordered 

its implementation.180

Conclusions

The Ottoman state’s desire to re-integrate the peripheral regions of the empire 

under a centralized administration was a challenging task.  Successes and/or failure in 

meeting this task of bringing the Ottoman Empire’s frontiers under greater degrees of 

state control would depend on many factors – to include the capabilities of the state to 

invest in the necessary ‘manpower and infrastructure’ to exert control in a given area.181

Clearly, one of the major vehicles for this exertion was the state’s rapidly emerging 

educational bureaucracy.

Somel argued that after the 1877-1878 War with Russia, the Albanians became 

the major Muslim population in the Ottoman Balkans.  Northern Albanians who were 

living in Kosova and Işkodra were living in tribal settings/states, and it was hard for the 

179 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun  # 2236, 17 Zilkade 
1320 (February 15, 1903).
180 Sultan’s approval appears on the letter submitted to him by his Grand Vizier.  BOA 
IM Za 17 1320, Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun  # 2236, 17 Zilkade 1320 
(February 15, 1903).
181 Rogan, Frontiers, 15.
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Ottoman state to control the area.  Furthermore, Austro-Hungary and Italy regarded that 

area as within their spheres of influence.  Somel argued that, “due to these political 

conditions the Ottoman state provided full financial support for the development of 

primary education in the provinces of Kosovo and Işkodra with the aim to strengthen the 

values of loyalty to the state and the sultan.”182  It is true that the Ottoman state invested 

in obtaining loyalty and support for the Ottoman state and its ruling sultan through 

establishing educational institutions, in this case primary schools.  However, concluding 

that the Ottoman state provided all the necessary financial support for the development of 

primary schools in the Balkans, especially in Kosova and Işkodra is misleading because 

Ottoman educational policies shifted rather rapidly throughout the reign of Abdülhamid 

II.  As Ottoman state had a shrinking budget, funding those primary schools in the 

Balkans to obtain loyalty became harder.  The goal of the state remained the same; to 

provide education but making the locals cover its expenses – or at least to share some of 

the costs.  It is true that it was hard for the Ottoman state to collect the Education Tax in 

some parts of the Balkans, but that influenced the amount of investment that state had 

there.  The response to Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa’s pleas is quiet telling; keep educational 

reforms within the limits of the regions’ financial contributions.  What the state sacrificed 

was, at the most, leaving its share of the Education Tax to the region for local educational 

expenses.  That was true only for some areas not all.  We need to be aware of ever 

changing realities of the Ottoman state rather than making generalizations.

182 Somel, Modernization of Public Education, 157.
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In sum, we clearly need to be aware of ever changing realities of the Ottoman 

state rather than making grandiose generalizations.  Moreover, decline as imagined 

and/or experienced was something that the Ottoman Empire itself strived to contest.  In 

this struggle, education – or at least promises of education – as provided by the state was 

a powerful weapon in the empire’s political and discursive arsenals.  Simultaneously, 

however, local populations were not passive spoils of war to be simply acquired by 

competing empires.  The locals themselves had their own views on political and 

economic matters – and clearly had their own impressions on what the respective 

obligations and duties of empires and their peoples should be.  While much of the 

political strife depicted in the Balkans’ histories centers on the clash of global empires 

and/or the sometimes violent emergences of ethno-nationalisms and religious minorities, 

sometimes politics really were just local (i.e., about school financing and where the 

money should come from and/or go to).  In such contexts of political contestation 

between center and periphery – ones that surely also had ethno-linguistic and religious 

dimensions, local communities not only distinguished themselves through their often 

creative ways of resisting impositions felt from a distant empire, they even sometimes 

found their own voices.  Indeed, in reading the reports and recommendations of Hüseyin 

Hilmi Paşa, much of what is communicated is not anything like what one would expect 

from a typical Ottoman bureaucrat dispatched to the region on a fact-finding mission.  

Instead, the correspondence of Hüseyin Hilmi Paşa reflected sentiments – and solutions –

that were quite “local.”  Whether this flavored correspondence reflects Hüseyin Hilmi 

Paşa’s sensitivities to politics ‘on-the-ground’ in the Balkans or the persuasive abilities of 
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the Balkan peoples themselves – or perhaps even an indifference and/or lack of 

commitment on the part of the inspector general (i.e., he simply relayed messages rather 

than doing what he was appointed to), we may never truly know.  That locals played 

critical roles in the highly-contested educational politics of the Hamidian Ottoman state is 

quit certain, however, and it merits further exploration.

TABLE 1 – LISTING OF VILLAGES
183

 WITH AT LEAST FIFTY HOUSEHOLDS AND WITHOUT 

PRIMARY SCHOOLS IN THE VILAYET OF KOSOVO
184

Provinces Towns All Muslim 
Villages

All Christian 
villages

Mixed 
villages

Total

Central Province
Üsküb 21 1 9 31
İştib 10 2 0 12
Orhaniye 8 0 0 8
Pilanka 0 13 0 13
Radvişte 7 0 8 15
Osmaniye 3 4 8 15
Karatum 0 6 0 6
Romanova 4 0 10 14
Kuçan 7 1 5 13
Köprüce 15 6 2 23

Priştine 
Priştine 19 3 7 29

183 As Ottoman state divided its subject people through their religious affiliations rather 
than their ethno-linguistic lines, this document, although prepared at the beginning of the 
20th century when many of the communities in the Balkans have started to identify 
themselves through their ethno-linguistic ties, the state still maintained its traditional 
system for record-keeping.  Such division of Balkan communities would cause a war 
among Balkan nationalists to prove who has the majority of population in a given 
territory in the region.  For an illustration of such discussions, see Iakovos D. Michailidis, 
“The War of Statistics:  Traditional Recipies for the Preparation of the Macedonian 
Salad,” East European Quarterly 32, no 1 (1998): 9-21.
184 BOA IM, 1320 Za 17. Attached to Hüseyin Hilmi Pasa’s letter, dated 19 Şevval 1320 
(January 19, 1903).
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Preşeve 10 21 9 40
Gilan 55 12 6 23
Mitroviçe 5 0 0 5
Vulçitrin 20 0 5 25
Yenipazar 3 1 1 5

İpek
İpek 11 0 9 20
Berane 0 4 0 4
Terğovişte 10 0 4 14
Gosniye 4 0 2 6
Yanova 25 3 0 28

Yenice
Yenice 0 0 0 0
Akova 12 0 3 15
Kolaşan 12 5 2 19
Yeni Varoş 0 4 0 4

Prizrin
Prizrin 57 0 14 71
Kalkandelen 45 0 29 74
Luma 25 0 0 25

Taşlıca
Taşlica 0 4 0 4
Prepol  2 6 0 8

TOTAL 390 96 133 619
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CHAPTER 7

CENTER-PERIPHERY STRUGGLES:

THE POLITICS OF EDUCATION AND ITS FINANCING IN THE EUROPEAN PROVINCES

Since the focus of Ottoman studies has been shifted towards the peripheries and 

borderlands of the empire over a decade ago185, scholars started paying more attention to 

the center-periphery relations and examine local responses to the Ottoman imperial 

policies.  The relationship between the center and its peripheries are highly complex and 

their examination produce rich histories reflective of their convolution.  The borderlands 

of the Ottoman Empire became the “endangered zone” during the nineteenth century due 

to the risk of their separation from the imperial control.  Such risks brought new 

dimensions to the state policies in those areas and produced complex relations between 

the center and its peripheries that shifted from acceptance to accommodation and even 

resistance.  The European territories of the Ottoman Empire during the late nineteenth 

century reflect those relationships.  Education, therefore, becomes an arena for all the 

conflicting interests and politics.  This chapter examines Hamidian educational policies in 

Ottoman Empire’s rapidly shrinking European territories to point out conflicting interests 

and shifting loyalties

185 Although most of the border studies on late-Ottoman Empire are on Arabic-speaking 
speaking territories of the empire, increasingly it includes the Balkans as well.  Some 
pioneering works are Euegen L. Rogan, Frontiers of the State; Thomas Kühn, “An 
Imperial Borderland as Colony:  Knowledge Production and the Elaboration of 
Difference in Ottoman Yemen, 1872-1918,” The MIT Electronic Journal of Middle East 
Studies, vol 3 (Spring, 2003): 5-17; Isa Blumi, “Beyond the Margins of the Empire:  
Issues Concerning Ottoman Boundaries in Yemen and Albenia,” The MIT Electronic 
Journal of Middle East Studies, vol. 3 (Spring, 2003): 18-26.



122

Attempts geared towards the modernization of education in the Ottoman Empire 

began to develop during the first half of the nineteenth-century and intensified greatly 

during the Hamidian era.  Despite plans to spread modern schools throughout the empire, 

such an endeavor would have proven far too costly.  Aware of the dire need for modern 

education, however, the empire employed various policies in its attempts to cover its 

education-related expenses, including the imposition of new taxes.  Convincing those 

citizens of the empire in its peripheries to pay these newly established taxes in support of 

modern education initiative would prove to be a challenging experience for the Ottoman 

Empire.  

The Ottoman Empire’s needs for modern education in the second-half of the 

nineteenth century expanded at a time when its financial resources were being 

increasingly strained amid dwindling annual revenues.  The Russo-Ottoman war of 1876-

1878 resulted in the empire not only losing the war but also in it being forced to pay a 

war indemnity.  As the empire lost territories, it also lost revenues.  Increased foreign 

debts and shrinking state revenues brought foreign interference on financial issues when 

the Public Debt Administration (Duyun-u Umumiye Idaresi) was established in 1881.  

This institution’s aim was to secure the empire’s foreign debts by controlling its revenues 

and channeling certain parts of it to European debtors.186  Bleak economic situations in 

the empire prevented the state from rising to meet the its growing needs in the area of 

education, especially given the expectations that it open ever-growing numbers of new 

186 Engin Deniz Akarli.  “The problems of External Pressures, Power Struggles, and 
Budgetary Deficits in Ottoman Politics under Abdülhamid II (1876-1909),” Ph.D. Diss., 
Princeton University (1976), 216-7.
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schools in the empire’s peripheries.  That situation led the Sublime Porte to seek out 

potential financial resources to be tapped and utilized in the mission to open new schools.  

One of the sources of revenue that the Ottoman Empire began to use in order to 

cover the expenses of new schools was the money collected through pious foundations.  

An 1877 decree permitted the Sublime Porte to draw upon such revenues, though it did 

stipulate that the state could only access whatever funds remained after the money was 

used to finance its original targeted investment or purpose (e.g., the restoration and/or 

maintenance of mosques, bridges, medreses, and/or fountains).187   Most of these 

endowments themselves suffered from insufficient resources, so their potential support 

for educational expenses would be limited.  The government was thus forced to still look 

at other revenue-raising alternatives in order to fund its modernization projects in 

education.

The growing needs to secure funds in order to guarantee state educational 

programs led the Sublime Porte to introduce a special educational tax, the Educational 

Contribution Tax (Maarif Hisse-i İanesi) in 1884.  Proposed by Grand Vizier Said Pasha, 

this tax was to be used to spread and support post-primary education by opening rüşdiye

and idadi schools throughout the empire.   It was also intended to cover the expenses of 

establishing Education Directorates to monitor and administer education in the empire’s 

peripheries.188  After some initial confusion concerning its calculation, it was arranged in 

1887 as follows: the 10% annual tax would be increased to 11.5% – the original figure of 

187Mehmed Cevad, 220-221.
188 For the history of the education directorates, see Somel, The Modernization of Public 
Education, 92-99.
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10% would be the standard amount of tax accorded to the state budget, while the 

additional 1.5% would be assessed to finance local Public Works Fund (Menâfi Hissesi) 

(i.e., 1%) and to fund educational costs (i.e., the remaining 0.5%).  For the non-

cultivators, the percentage of their tax assessment was 5%, as based on the value of their 

properties.189  The tax was levied on the entire population, regardless of their religious or 

ethnic origins.190

One of the main purposes of this education tax was to collect funds to support 

higher education institutions in the capital – a practice that created a great deal of 

resentment in the peripheries.  Therefore, educational fund was designed in a way that 

one-quarter of it would be sent to the capital to support higher educational institutions 

and remaining three-quarters would be used for opening new rüşdiye and idadi schools in 

periphery communities and to cover local educational operating expenses.  After 1887, 

however, the amount sent to the capital was increased to half of the collected educational 

funds.191  Thus, giving a pronounced priority to those schools in the capital, while leaving 

peripheral communities with less money and even fewer funding opportunities to support 

189 Mehmed Cevat, 237-9; Kodaman.  Abdülhamid Devri Egitim Sistemi (1980 edition.), 
244-5; Somel, The Modernization of Public Education, 146.
190 Since non-Muslim Ottoman subjects had better elementary schools and desire to 
educate their children in foreign or missionary schools because of their reputations – or 
send them Europe if they could afford, paying the education tax would create some 
resentment.  Since the education tax was geared towards funding post-primary education 
and those schools were open to all denominations, the empire had justified its collection.  
However, some missionary accounts refer to it as a favor to the Muslims. “A few years 
ago and addition was made to the land tax in support of the department of Education.  
Thus, Christians by regular and irregular imposts help to educate the Muslim.” S. M. 
Zwemer, E. M. Wherry, and James L. Barton (eds.), The Mohammedan World of To-Day:  
Papers Read at the First Missionary Conference on Behalf of the Mohammedan World 
held at Cairo, April 4th-9th, 1906.  (New York:  Fleming H. Revell Company, 1906), 66.
191 Kodaman, Abdülhamid Devri Eğitim Sistemi (1980 edition.), 245.
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their schools and educational programs.  This practice not only reflected the privileged 

status of the center over the periphery, it also an clearly indicated the state’s pattern of 

privileging higher education the expense – and even to the detriment – of primary 

schooling. 

Thus, one of the major dilemmas in educational administration for the Ottoman 

Empire and its promotion of modern schools involved the challenge of how it was going 

to prioritize funding, resources, and other support for the schools.  A major question that 

was constantly raised involved whether or not the state should start to focus on primary 

schools, as well, or whether it should instead continue to concern itself almost entirely 

with post-primary schools.  In looking at the Ottoman state’s policies over a longer 

period, it becomes clear that this notion of emphasis shifted from one position to the other 

at different times.  It is generally accepted that Tanzimat era (1839-1876) brought about a 

deliberate focus in education that emphasized a top-down administrative approach to 

build up the empire’s education by placing emphasis on opening higher-level schools 

first.  It was generally assumed that this approach would eventually create a dynamic in 

which the graduates of these schools would eventually contribute collectively as 

individuals to building up the empire’s education at the lower end, from the bottom-up.  

During the reign of Abdülhamid II, the emphasis shifted decidedly towards promoting 

primary schools instead.192  While it is acknowledged that Abdülhamid II prioritized 

primary schools, it must also be emphasized that he did not neglect higher schools, either.  

Indeed, he and/or his administratos seemed acutely aware of the empire’s profound need 

192 Kodaman, Abdülhamid Devri (third ed.), 66-90.  This third edition of his book has 
many revisions in its structure, therefore, when referenced, it would be specified.
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for teachers.  Therefore new higher schools were also encouraged to open throughout 

other parts of the empire, and not just in the capital.  Establishing an education tax in 

support of post- primary schools was a clear indication of demonstration of how these 

intentions were translated into policies and practice.  The matter of convincing people to 

pay these education taxes for higher education – education that they did not participate in 

due either to disinterest or distance (i.e., most post-primary schools were located in kaza

and sanjak centers) would be a constant challenge for the empire during the last decades 

of the nineteenth century.

It was a relatively easy undertaking to make all manner of plans to modernize 

education and open schools throughout the empire and educate all children – at least on 

paper.  Actually instituting any of those plans as policy and incorporating them into the 

real lives of the empire’s citizens would become a far greater challenge as many people 

in the periphery rejected paying their education taxes or expected the state to pay the 

expenses of primary schools in their communities.  Although the education tax declared 

that it aimed to share the costs of education with the people, it was clearly harder to 

convince people of the necessity of and enforce this tax in certain areas, especially in 

those areas of the empire that were more geographically remote.  One of the main reasons 

why people were so disinclined to pay this tax in remote areas was that it was designed to 

fund the opening of idadis and teacher-training schools, and rüşdiyes in the vilayets.  

Since these were secondary and higher-level schools – and because most peoples in the 

peripheries did not even have primary schools – these taxes and their benefits were 

viewed as generally exclusive to local tax payers who saw little to no immediate benefits 
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in the planned secondary and high schools.  Indeed, they commonly disregarded this tax 

and found many excuses for not paying it, or at least tried in other ways to keep all of it 

for local educational expenses.  Evidence of this is in the Ottoman archives which are full 

of letters that came from the periphery and attempted to negotiate the terms of the 

education tax and what it would contribute to.193

Local authorities in the peripheries negotiated this newly-introduced education tax 

in various ways; some declined to pay it at all, while others demanded to use that money 

allocated for post-primary schools to open primary schools instead.  A case in late-

nineteenth century Kosovo demonstrated that local leaders still had other ways to 

negotiate with the state over this newly introduced tax.  After Kosovo was introduced to 

the education tax in 1887, a group of local leaders demanded to use all the money for 

opening primary schools in the region rather than sending any portions of it to Istanbul to 

support higher education institutions there.  Indeed, they received what they demanded.  

According to archival documents, people in Kosova’s Yeni Pazar and Taşlıca sanjaks

requested that for one year (18?? [1308]) they could exchange the education and public 

fund apportionments of their taxes paid with each other and that in the following year 

they would combine both as an ‘education fund’ in order to support the opening of 

primary schools in their areas.194  Aksin Somel argues that some areas of the Balkans 

were under loose administration of the Ottoman state either due to its frontier location or 

193 For example, BOA IM 1311 Za 27, Şura-yı Devlet, Dahiliye Dairesi # 357 4 Zilkade 
1311 (May 10, 1894).
194 BOA IM 1311 Za 27, Şura-yı Devlet Dahiliye Dairesi  # 357, 4 Zilkade 1311 (May 
10, 1894).
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difficulty to control them.195  As those areas became more and more decentralized under 

local landlords in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Inalcik, “Arnawutluk” EI 2, 

p. 652), Hamidian attempts to centralize and tax them would create much tension and 

reaction as the example above clearly illustrate.

While the Ministry of Education was sympathetic to such an adjustment, this 

situation stirred up a great deal of controversy in the capital between the Ministry of 

Education and the Ministry of Commerce and Public Works.  Demanding that its funds to 

be restored, the Ministry of Commerce and Public Works appealed to the Şura-yı  Devlet

for a solution.  Once questioned about this issue, the Ministry of Education informed the 

Şura-yı Devlet that they supported the local decision on this issue.  Their decision of 

support was explained with an argument that the people in those two sanjaks were living 

in such “darkness of ignorance” [zulmet-i cehalet içinde yaşadıkları] that could not 

appreciate the importance and benefits of those shares (i.e., of the education/maarif and 

of the public works/Menâfi) that are established with the additional tax in 1877.  Until 

that time, therefore, the locals were successful in their refusal to pay any money to either 

ministry.  According to the terms of the decision that was thereafter concluded, however, 

they recent agreed to accept their fiscal obligations and to pay this tax on a conditional 

basis (i.e., they would be able to spend most of it locally in opening up primary schools in 

their region).  The people in these two sanjaks thus argued effectively that before 

anything else, they themselves would need to have elementary schools in order to learn 

the basics of their religion [feraiz- i diniyye].  If that condition had not been honored, the 

195 Somel, “Ottoman Islamic Education,” 441.
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people of these two sanjaks seemed positioned to reject paying any money for either 

fund.  In light of both these current local conditions and pressures/constraints at wider 

scales within the empire, simply accepting the local solution appeared to be the best 

option available to the state.  The empire thus affirmed the decisions made at the local 

level [şimdilik işar-ı mahalli dairesinde ifa-yı muamele daha ziyade münasib 

olunacaği].196

The Şura-yı Devlet communicated with the Ministry of Commerce and Public 

Works regarding the rationale behind their support for the local communities’ option and 

the Ministry of Education’s defense of it.  Their response indicated that, if those sanjaks

needed the extra money from the ‘public shares’ to finance opening primary schools, then 

the Ministry of Education should work to find new resources to support them.  The 

Ministry of Commerce and Public Works argued that, if they could not appropriate their 

appropriate amount of the taxes raised in an area, then they could not provide the 

necessary services they were responsible for – especially obligations like the planned 

opening of new branches of the Agriculture Bank (Ziraat Bankası) that were intended 

both to support poor farmers of that region and to aid in settling troubled relationships 

with the the tribal communities of the area.197

The decision that Şura-yı Devlet initially reached favored the Ministry of 

Commerce and Public Works.  However, members of the Internal Affairs Office of the 

Council of the State (Şura-yı Devlet) who investigated the situation found that although 

196 BOA IM 1311 Za 27, Şura-yı Devlet Dahiliye Dairesi  # 357, 4 Zilkade 1311 (May 
10, 1894).
197 ibid.
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the Ministry of Education was guilty for misappropriating the funds that belonged to the 

Ministry of Commerce and Public Works, their higher institution, Council of Ministers 

(Meclis-i Mahsus-u Vükela) overruled their conclusion.  The Council of Ministers agreed 

that, even though the requested change in taxes may undermine proposed bank projects in 

those sanjaks of the Balkans, based on the mere fact that locals of those two sanjaks were 

never inclined to pay either one of those two shares (education and public works) and 

avoided them until then and gave their consent with reservation to the project that 

required combining both of those shares under “education” and using them for education 

projects in their areas should be accepted as a solution.198  When their decision was 

submitted to the sultan, it was approved within only two days.199

  What was most striking in Ministry of Education’s defense letter was the 

description of the locals as very naïve and almost uncivilized in order to justify their 

rejection of public works.  As this case demonstrated, however, it seemed that the locals 

were neither naïve nor uncivilized when we consider the settlement, making the state to 

accept leaving the taxes to be used for local needs.  They were aware that once money 

was sent to Istanbul – either to a public works fund or to an education fund – there was 

no guarantee that they get any of it back.  They were, therefore, determined to keep the 

money in their own hands rather than waiting for it to return in the form of some service 

or expenditure.  This shrewd action clearly indicated the general state of mistrust that the 

people had regarding the state’s practices of taxation and expenditures.  Indeed, they did 

198 ibid.. The bottom of the document has the decision and approval of the Meclis-i 
Mahsus-u Vükela-that met under the leadership of the Grand Vizier and included all the 
ministers and the Şeyhülislam.
199 BOA IM 1311 Za 27, Daire-yi Sadaret # 2720, 25 Zilkade 1311 (May 31, 1894).
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not want to find themselves financially supporting institutions in the distant capital while 

passively waiting with no guarantees concerning what they perceived to be the state’s 

obligations to them and their community that came with extracting this tax.  Rather than 

accepting this settlement as a ‘victory of the periphery,’ the Ministry of Education made a 

strained effort to focus on the necessity of ‘civilizing’ those peoples – even if it would be 

at the expense of losing funds for other institutions.

One of the main issues that the Ministry of Education emphasized was that, 

people in Yenişehir and Taşlica had not been paying any of their taxes, neither education 

nor public works taxes.  Given that they were only barely convinced about the necessity 

of schools and that they agreed to pay the taxes only in the form of an ‘education tax’ that 

would support their local school, this would be a good start.  As the Ministry of 

Education noted, any attempts to change the nature of this agreement that was proposed 

by the locals would only endanger future collections of even that agreed upon amount.  

According to the Ministry of Education, it was necessary to accept the solution provided 

by the local authorities.200

Although some scholars argued that primary schools never benefited from the 

Education Fund,201 this document clearly indicated that peripheral leaders and 

communities did not accept this principle as a statement of absolute fact.  Indeed, local 

parties used every means available to keep monies raised by the Education Fund in order 

to utilize them in financing primary schools in their own communities.  Their successful 

200 BOA IM 1311 Za 27, Şura-yı Devlet Dahiliye Dairesi # 357, 4 Zilkade 1311 (10 May 
10, 1894).
201 Kodaman, Abdülhamid Devri, (1980 edition), 245.
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tactics of negotiation, both direct and indirect – and combined with a stressed central 

government, indicated that tensions between the center and its peripheries could 

sometimes create opportunities with local benefits as the state could prove willing to 

accept local decisions that were publicly in the spirit of the empire’s decree – if only to 

avoid confrontations and save face, albeit that such local resolutions fundamentally 

constituted direct challenges to the empire’s actual authority.

Public Relations of the Sublime Porte:  Sending Influential Bureaucrats to the 

Balkans to Obtain Public Support for the State’s Educational Agendas

Abdülhamid II’s educational agenda had ‘mass education’ of the empire’s 

citizens.  His policy funded post-primary education through state funds and left primary 

education in the hands of the citizens, similar to how it was prior to the introduction of 

modern schools when charitable institutions and donations were used for providing 

religious education to the empire’s children.  That decision, however, did not mean that 

primary education was any less valuable for the empire to fund from the state budget.  On 

the contrary, the sultan was aware of its potential to be used to inculcate ideologies and 

promote loyalty to himself.  Rather, it was the financial cost of the primary education that 

determined his decision.  In the end, therefore, the goal was to bring primary education to 

every corner of the empire – and to have it funded by the citizens themselves.  Primary 

education was essential, because unless there were enough primary school graduates, 

secondary and higher schools would be left empty.
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Regarding post-primary education, Abdülhamid II followed a policy that strived 

to make post-primary schools far more accessible for the empire’s citizens by opening 

new ones in sanjak and kaza centers.  In order to cover the expenses of post-primary 

schools, the state introduced the Educational Contribution Tax (Maarif Hisse-i İanesi) in 

1884.  In order to benefit from them, citizens had to open primary schools and educate 

their children in the hopes that they would then qualify for the post-primary schools.   

However, such degrees of confidence in education – and especially in the Ottoman state 

itself – did not develop in the hearts and minds of all citizens of every part of the empire 

in the same way.  Many parties in both the European (esp. the Balkan) and the Arab 

territories viewed the spread of schools as a spread of state institutions that were intended 

to exert control over them, their children, their communities, and their peoples.  As a 

consequence of such apprehensions, such parties often rejected outright any education 

initiatives made by the state.

In addition to their obedience and loyalty, Abdülhamid II’s government expected 

two things from its citizens; they should pay their education taxes, and they should open 

primary schools for children in order to generate students for the post-primary schools 

that began to spread throughout the empire.  However, opening of public schools would 

be viewed with suspicion in some areas like Bosnia sue to local landlords’ perception of 

those schools as an attempt to bring local population closer to the state through 

inculcating loyalty toward the Ottoman state.202  However, without a solid base of 

primary-school graduates, those post-primary schools could not be filled.  In 1317/1899, 

202 Somel, “Ottoman Islamic Education,” 450.
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acutely aware of some citizens’ disinclination toward paying their education taxes and 

investing in opening primary schools, Abdülhamid II requested that three committees be 

established to go to Balkans.203  This campaign that was designed to win over the ‘hearts 

and souls’ of the citizens especially sought the popular support of the people for the 

state’s education policies.  The job of those committees was similar to what Public 

Relations offices would do a century later for both businesses and governments.

It was decided that three committees should be set up with four members in each.  

Of the three members in each committee would be hand-picked individuals from the high 

offices of Religion, Education, and Civil Administration in Istanbul and the fourth 

member would be the local Educational Director of the chosen region.  Therefore, for this 

project, the Balkans was divided into three areas; Edirne and Salonica, Kosova and 

Monaster, and Yanya and Işkodra.  Each committee was assigned to go to one of those 

designated areas.204

The job designed for those committees was multifaceted.  First, the committees 

were intended to remind the local population of the necessity and significance of 

spreading primary schools in which their children could learn the foundations of Islam 

and Islamic theology [ulum-u diniyye ve esasiyelerinin taalimi].  Second, there was a goal 

to point out the advancements in higher education (i.e., post-primary schools) and how 

203 Similar commissions were also sent to other areas of the empire where loyalty to the 
state and its sultan became questionable.  In Arab-speaking territories of the empire, 
commissions were organized in a similar fashion (chosen candidates from higher 
administrative offices and Şeyhulislam’s office) to advise Muslims not to send their 
children to Christian schools.  Eraslan, 250.
204 BOA IM 1318 SH 22 (Meclis-i Mahsus-u Vükelâ  # 2272) 27 Receb, 318 (November 
20,1900).
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those post-secondary schools needed to be expanded into primary education (i.e., 

reminding people of the necessity of having primary-school graduates to fill those post-

primary schools).   Third, they were intended to remind the people of the significance of 

their financial contribution to support those educational plans.205  Besides being 

spokesmen for the empire’s educational plans, these committees also had a financial 

mission to accomplish:  to collect the education taxes that were due from local 

government funds (mal sandiği) and other sources.206  In a sense, these committees would 

also function like present-day collection agencies, collecting education funds that were 

supposed to be sent to Istanbul from local taxes – but that were either not sent on time or 

were totally ignored.

After all three offices of Religion, Education, and Civil Administration selected 

their best candidates for those commissions, a higher commission, the Commission of 

Ministers (Meclis-i Vükelâ), looked at the pool of candidates and reviewed their 

qualifications with respect to their intended assignments and finally approved selected 

candidates.  The Ministry of Education selected three people from the Education 

Commission to represent their department.207 The Ministry of Interior Affairs (Dahiliye 

Nezareti) submitted the names and credentials of their selected candidates for this job and 

concluded that they were each ‘fit to accomplish the mission of  “encouraging the locals 

205 BOA IM 1318 SH 22, Daire-yi Meşihat-ı İslamiye, Bab-ı Fetva # 178, 25 Receb 1318 
(November 18, 1900).
206 BOA IM 1318 SH 22, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Umumî # 38082, Hususî # 175, 
22 Receb 1318 (November 15, 1900).
207 Education Department appointed Abdullatif Efendi to Yanya and İşkodra, Hüseyin 
Şükrü Efendi to Salonika and Edirne, and Ahmed Vasfi to Kosova and Monaster. BOA 
IM 1318 SH 22, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Umumî # 38082, Hususî # 175, 22 Receb 
318 (November 15, 1900).
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to financially support the education.”’208  The office of Şeyhulislam also sent a letter 

indicating their chosen candidates. 209

One of the most striking points of those commissions was the selection criteria of 

the candidates.  Since the job was working as intermediaries between the state and the 

periphery, the candidates for this job were expected to have good job records and have 

potential to influence people.  Since each of the three offices (Education, Religion, and 

Internal Affairs) was asked to pick candidates with ‘noticeable competency and 

successful job record,’ Şeyhulislam Mehmed Cemaleddin presented his selected 

candidates as “successful and competent on their job and fit to the requested 

qualifications.”210 The letter from the Ministry of Interior Affairs gave detailed 

description of their chosen ones.  Their qualifications were mostly related to holding a 

high position in the Balkans and being familiar with both the region and the languages of 

their area of assignment.   For instance, Evkaf-ı Hümayun Mahlülat Müdürü (escheat) 

Faik Bey, who had been to Edirne before and was familiar with the area and its 

conditions, would be sent to Edirne and Salonika.  Other professional and personal 

qualifications were also highlighted in records of the candidates.  Kazim Efendi who was 

208 Ministry of Interior Affairs appointed Faik Bey (Evkaf-I Humayun Mahlulat Müdiri 
(escheat) to Salonika and Edirne; Kazim Efendi to Kosova and Monaster; Hakkı Efendi 
to Yanya and Işkodra.  BOA IM 1318 SH 22, Daire-i Umur-u Dahiliyye, Mektubî Kalemi 
# 3852, 26 Receb 1318 (November 19, 1900).
209Şeyhulislam’s office appointed Avni Efendi (previously a substitute judge (naib) to 
Manastir) to Manastır and Kosova; Gorice Fehmi Efendi (previously a substitute judge) 
to Yanya and Işkodra; and, Şerif Efendi (currently substitute judge to Siroz) to Edirne 
and Selanik.  BOA IM 1318 SH 22, Daire-yi Meşihat-ı Islamiye, Bab-ı Fetva # 178, 25 
Receb 1318 (November 18, 1900).
210 BOA IM 1318 SH 22, Daire-yi Meşihat-ı Islamiye, Bab-ı Fetva # 178, 25 Receb 1318 
(November 18, 1900).
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a candidate for the job was described as “knows Albanian language and has the ability to 

convince people on ‘how education can be beneficial to local people?’”211 Because of 

those skills, he was selected to go to the Kosovo and Monastir vilayets.  The third 

candidate, Hakki Efendi was a governor of a sanjak and had served in the Rumeli region.  

He would be, therefore, a valuable asset.

There was also a considerable financial investment in such programs that required 

employing high officials with successful job records.  Their appointments required 

additional payment and the Commission of the Ministers decided on the amount of the 

payment and how it would be covered.  Those who received their salaries from Istanbul 

would get an additional 3,000 kuruş per month for during the duration of their 

appointment.  Those officials who were locally appointed would also get an additional 

payment of 3,000 kuruş each month while working on the project.  If the appointed 

officials did not have salaries, then they will be paid a salary of 5,000 kuruş per month 

for the length of this project.  Individuals appointed would also be provided with travel 

allowances.212  The document did not make it clear whether local funds would cover ‘all’ 

the costs of additional salaries and travel expenses or just those expenses incurred by 

appointing local officials or while officials were in the local areas.

Another matter that merits attention is to issue of how expensive these 

commissions and salaries were.  Simply one month’s additional salaries paid for those 

nine charismatic personnel – 3,000 kuruş for each, would be enough to cover twelve 

211 BOA IM 1318 SH 22, Daire-I Umur-u Dahiliyye, Mektubi Kalemi # 3852, 26 Receb 
1318 (November 19, 1900).
212 BOA IM 1318 SH 22, Meclis-i Mahsus-u Vükelâ  # 2272, 27 Receb 1318 (November 
20, 1900).
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primary school teachers’ salaries for one whole year (teachers were paid 150 to 200 kuruş

a month).  Since we lack information about the duration of those committees, it becomes 

harder to estimate their total cost to the state and local budget.  There is another 

document that showed nearly a year later, those three committees applied to the Ministry 

of Education in Istanbul for hiring a salaried clerk for each committee.  This was due to 

both large amount of work and hardship to find clerks by paying their travel allowances 

only.213  The committees pointed out that they needed salaried clerks to continue their 

work because they had hard time finding clerks based on travel allowances and that the 

amount of work required hiring clerks.  It therefore is suggested that the Ministry of 

Education should allocate 400 kuruş salaries for those clerks.  Since the Ministry of 

Education did not have enough money to cover the salaries of those clerks, the sultan’s 

approval was requested to transfer from the Ministry of Education’s “expenses’ section 

into “salaries.”  According to the Ministry’s estimates, the amount would be 400 kuruş

for each year and 14,400 kuruş for the year and that amount would be transferred from 

the budget’s ‘periphery’ section and from ‘installations’ into ‘salaries.’  As revealed in 

archival documents, however, such commissions were later found to be almost entirely 

fruitless in their attempts to convince the local people to pay their education taxes and to 

help with financing the opening of primary schools even in their own areas.214

Another interesting point about this commission and all the available documents 

about it was that they were designed to target Muslim population of the Balkans, yet there 

213 BOA IM 1319 B 7, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Umumî # 42595, Hususî # 120, 28 
Cemaziyelevvel 319 (September 12, 1901).
214 BOA IM Za 17 1320, Inspector-General to Imperial Vilayets of Rumelia Hüseyin 
Hilmi’s Report to the Grand Vizier, 19 Şevval 1320 (January 18, 1903).
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was no mention of the large number of non-Muslims living in the area and their 

incorporation into this project.  Clearly, that commission was at a time when Abdülhamid 

II wanted to focus on Islamic unity and Islamic identity over state-based identity of 

Ottomanism.  Teaching Muslim children in the region about their religion and Islamic 

identity was thus favored.  This would be challenged later when an inspector, Hüseyin 

Hilmi would be appointed – albeit under European pressure – to determine the 

educational needs of the population in the Balkans as a whole, and when he would 

petition for schools that would serve the educational needs of both Muslim and Christian 

children, alike.

Conclusion

A thorough study of Hamidian educational policies as they were implemented in 

the Balkans highlights both ongoing and emergent processes that were underway in the 

era.  As the Ottoman Empire struggled to maintain control over its territories in the 

Balkans and attempted to reassert its control through educational institutions, the locals in 

peripheral areas were also entering into new relationship with co-ethnics/-nationals, the 

empire, and interests beyond both in the context of a gradually shrinking empire.  This 

chapter examined such relationship by looking at the financing of empire’s educational 

campaign by examining local responses to the newly introduced education tax.  It also 

demonstrated that the locals in peripheral communities were not mere recipients of the 

empire’s agendas and educational policies; rather, they actively entered into a variety 

negotiated outcomes with the empire.  Accustomed to considering empires as powerful 
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entities asserting their power and authority without any contestation, the relationships 

between the center and European peripheries of the Ottoman Empire indicate that within 

empires, at least in the case of late-Ottoman Empire, the locals had the power to negotiate 

and even reject the state’s control and could indeed challenge and compel the empire to 

change its policies.

Determined to win its subject people’s support for its modernizing goals and 

programs, the Ottoman Empire would employ the ‘soft-power’ of persuasion through 

establishing committees familiar with the region’s languages and customs.  Since the 

challenge to the empire was coming from various sources (e.g., local leaders, 

missionaries, foreign powers, among other sources), the imperial administration was 

aware that the battleground was cultural and resorted to indirect ways of accomplishing 

its goals.  Such struggle would be more challenging for the empire in its European 

territories as its population was predominantly non-Muslim.  Facing the dilemma of 

maintaining relations with and authority over its pluralistic populations not only in this 

region, the empire would be seen to follow similar policies within its Arabic territories, 

though these other contexts also posed different challenges to the state’s authority.
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Section IV

Education in the Arab Provinces
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CHAPTER 8

EDUCATION IN THE ARAB LANDS:

MUALLIM VERSUS TRAVELING ULAMA

Although the term ‘Arab lands’ may seem to either imply a unity among all those 

Arabic-speaking peoples of the Middle East or suggest that the policies followed by the 

Ottoman Empire during the reign of Abdülhamid II were uniform, or at least similar, 

from one end to the other of the empire’s southern territories, neither of these 

assumptions would be correct.  Indeed, state educational policies were really quite 

diverse throughout the region.  Therefore, one must acknowledge the diversity of the 

region in terms of religious denominations in the area but also in the political ordering of 

the region by the geographic locations of each vilayet215 in the area.  Related to these 

overall observations, this section makes several arguments.  First, Ottoman educational 

polices in the Arabic-speaking territories of the Ottoman Empire were influenced by the 

state’s ambitions to consolidate control over the area – and even by fears of losing its 

already tenuous control over the region.  Second, local politics and changes in the 

economic conditions determined the dynamics of educational plans of the state.  Some 

local leaders saw the state’s educational agendas as an opportunity to strengthen their 

215 There were nine vilayets/provinces in the Arabic speaking territories of the Ottoman 
Empire.  They were Aleppo (which included the sanjaks/regions of Aleppo, Maraş, and 
Urfa), Syria (with the sanjaks of Damascus, Hama, Hawran, and Maan), Beirut (Beirut, 
Tripoli, Acre, Nablus, and Latakia), Baghdad (sanjaks of Baghdad, Karbala, and 
Divaniyya), Mosul (with the sanjaks of Mosul , Süleymaniyya, and Kirkuk), Basra (Basra, 
Amara, Muntafik, and Najd), Hijaz (Mecca, Medina, and Jeddah), Yemen (San’a, 
Hudeyde, and Ta’izz, Asir), and Trablusgarb/Tripolitani (Tripolis, Hums, Cebel-i 
Garbiyye, and Fezzan), Somel, Modernization of Public Education, 369.  
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positions by attracting more money and investments to their regions, but at the same time 

they viewed them as threats in terms of maintaining traditional order, as education was 

customarily under the control of the religious establishment that was going to change 

hands as state schools would emerge.  Such hopes and fears determined the contexts of 

negotiations between the local leaders and the empire.  Third, colonial interests of France, 

Britain, Russia, and Italy on the empire’s southern territories brought the Ottoman 

Empire into a major competition for maintaining the support of its subject people in its 

Arabic-speaking territories.  It was on those territories that the Ottoman Empire felt the 

colonial pressure more directly as Italy, France, and Britain pursued their territorial, 

economic, and cultural interests.  Such confrontations with the colonial powers would 

have a heavy impact on Hamidian educational policies as the Ottoman state attempted to 

confront them directly and in most cases, indirectly.  While some areas under colonial 

pressures would receive more attention and money from the center, such was the case in 

the vilayet of Syria, others would be denied or encouraged to rely on their local 

resources, as was the case in some Iraqi provinces.  

This section of the dissertation has several chapters that examine different

provinces in the empire’s Arabic-speaking territories.  The first two chapters deal with 

the province of Syria as it reveals both the manipulations of and the powers held by local 

authorities to bargain with the state for both funds and the types of teachers and education 

to be adopted within their regions.  Using Fortna’s term of “traveling ulama,”216 it 

illustrates the tensions between the center and local authorities concerning the differing 

216 Fortna, “Education for the Empire,” 76-79.
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perceptions of types of education needed by the people in Syrian towns.  The second 

chapter also examines Syria, but within the context of the state’s strong interest in 

establishing higher education institutions in that province that would be funded at the 

expense of the empire’s other areas.  The third chapter addresses the empire’s encounters 

with extra-regional colonial powers as revealed through documents that depict these 

encounters with both France and Italy.  Finally, the last chapter of this section considers 

state educational policies in Iraq and Yemen, and it compares them with those proposed 

for and/or implemented within the province of Syria.  

As the Ottoman Empire began to lose territories – and thus a basis for its 

revenues, as well – it started to focus on its Arabic-speaking territories and initiated a 

course of policies that would bring the state’s presence into areas where it had never been 

seen before.  As a consequence of the empire’s decision to re-assert itself in remote areas, 

various policies were at play, including but not limited to the use of military force, 

negotiation, social and cultural investments, and others.  In the late-nineteenth century, 

the Ottoman Empire felt vulnerable and threatened due to the colonial and imperial 

desires of its European competitors and their rather rapid advances into Ottoman and 

neighboring lands and to the increasing incidence of nationalist sentiments among the 

empire’s various ethnic minorities, including both Christian and Muslim groups.  For the 

Ottoman Empire, there was one strategic maneuver to be tried before the Arabic-speaking 

territories would be lost.  This involved the use and/or manipulation of cultural politics 

and re-assertions/re-emphasis of the Islamic character of the empire to keep the 

remaining parts intact.  Ironically, however, being aware of the empire’s sense of 
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‘vulnerability’ many areas would play upon the fears that the state had in order to attract 

state resources into their regions.  One immediately notices that the Ottoman Empire 

made more educational investments in those areas in which its authority was most 

insecure and its hold over its populace and territory was most vulnerable.  Wherever the 

empire had suspicions regarding the loyalty of its citizens, the state appeared to invest 

more in order to win the hearts and souls of its citizens.  By contrast, those areas in which 

the state seemed to be certain about the loyalties of the people, and such was the case 

with inner Anatolia – the heartland of the Ottoman Empire, did not benefit from the 

state’s educational investments nearly so much.  As noted, this was particularly true for 

communities within Anatolia, where the state made only minimal investments. 

The Traveling Ulama as Teachers within the Empire

Modern state schools in Syria emerged in the nineteenth century and gained  

impetus once the Ottoman state launched its 1869 Law of Education that aimed at 

establishing new primary and secondary schools with new style teaching.  The education 

campaign gained momentum during the Hamidian era as more schools were established.  

Those state schools were open to both Muslim and non-Muslim students alike but most 

non-Muslims preferred sending their children to their traditional community schools or 

mission schools.  As missionary and foreign schools increased in number and competed 

with each others to attract more students, even Muslim families started sending their 

children to those schools because of their quality of education and availability.  A century 

later, once scholar described those foreign schools as ‘beneficial’ but “despite the
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benefits they conferred, played havoc with the religious, linguistic and national 

orientation of their products, and created conflict of loyalties and a cultural chaos.”217

The attraction of those schools received considerable attention from local leaders as they 

sent their pleas to Istanbul about their potential ‘harm’ to Muslim children, the Hamidian 

regime focused its attention on Syria to spread the education to its town and villages..  

When the Ottoman Empire launched a major schooling campaign during the 

second half of the nineteenth century, one of the main obstacles they had to overcome 

was finding trained teachers.  As teacher shortage continued to be a problem until the 

collapse of the Ottoman Empire in 1920s – even during the early decades of the

Republican Turkey, the state used various opportunities to overcome that obstacle.  It was 

common to find military officers, state officials, or medrese graduates, the 

traditional/religious schools, being appointed as teachers until enough number of teachers 

would be trained in state schools.218  Teacher shortage was especially common in the 

peripheries of the empire.  Since teacher training schools were initially established in 

Istanbul, most teachers would seek jobs in Istanbul and neighboring towns, therefore 

further contributing to the teacher shortage beyond the center.  Although the state aimed 

to establish state schools and appointing state-educated teachers to enforce state-enforced 

values, that goal was sometimes hard to accomplish.  In that case, the state would look 

for alternatives to solve the issue.  In Syria of the 1880s, an interesting concept emerged 

217 A. L. Tibawi, Islamic Education:  Its Traditions and Modernization into the Arab 
National Systems (London: Luzac, 1972), 64.
218 Kodaman, Abdülhamid Devri, (1980 edition), 239.
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to help expedite the education of the population, the traveling ulama.  This program 

created new elements and dynamics into already-complex state-periphery relations.

During the last two decades of the nineteenth century, the Ottoman state received 

various complaint letters219 from its local leaders in its Arabic speaking territories about 

the increased number of foreign and missionary schools in their areas and their harmful 

impact on Muslim students as some families were very interested in sending their 

children to those missionary and foreign schools.220  Some of the complaint letters 

suggested that the state should fight against the impacts of foreign and missionary 

schools by employing an equally effective tool.  For the Ottoman state, establishing state 

schools would achieve the goal of guaranteeing its sovereignty over its populace.  For 

local leaders and authorities, however, there could be other solutions, such as hiring local 

ulama/religious leaders to travel throughout various Muslim communities and revive 

their Islamic beliefs and practices.  This idea of a re-Islamization of Muslims, by teaching 

them the essentials of their religion, was considered necessary in order to effectively 

counter the impacts of foreign and missionary schools.  Since local authorities viewed the 

danger in religious terms, their solution was also religious (i.e., religious education).  

Such a solution would give the local ulama additional job opportunities with significantly 

higher salaries, but it also would increase their power and prestige within their respective 

communities.  

219 For a report on Beirut, see Atilla Çetin, 1984.  II. Abdülhamid’e Sunulmuş Beyrut 
Vilayetindeki Yabancı Okullara Dair bir Rapor, Türk Kültürü 253 (May 1984): 316-324.
220 Fortna, Imperial Classroom, 50-60.
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Many scholars view the spread of religious education in late-nineteenth century 

Middle East as a state-led program.  Eugene Rogan refers to it as “Ottoman 

evangelism,”221 while Benjamin Fortna depicts the traveling ulama as the “crusaders of 

the Hamidian regime”222 – without necessarily analyzing multiple dimensions of that 

project.  Even though the Ottoman state became engaged with this program, its 

beginnings were based on local demands and it was the state and its sultan that ended the 

program.  In other words, it can hardly be characterized as simply a top-down imperial 

policy; its origins and implementation had profound roots at local levels.  Some 

historians’ fascination with Islamic revivalism during the late-nineteenth century and 

their view of Abdülhamid II as a mastermind of all Islamic projects can lead into faulty 

conclusions about the empire and its sultan/caliph.  Despite the state’s goal of 

establishing state schools and providing modern education, the ulama focused on 

traditional and religious education, an issue that would be contested in the following 

decades.  

For local religious leaders, the solution of creating a traveling ulama was actually 

aimed at keeping the state at bay, since they viewed state-schools as an extension of the 

state’s authority in their region.  However, local suggestions for a religious education of 

Muslims through support for the traveling ulama created more tensions within state -

periphery relations during the late-nineteenth century.  The case of the Syrian ulama

constitutes a good example of such tensions between center and the periphery – and also 

between modern and traditional.    

221 Rogan, Frontiers of the State, 151.
222 Fortna, “Education for the Empire,” 78.
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In 1884, the governor of Syria sent a letter to Istanbul requesting permission for 

the appointment of fifteen to twenty teachers/preachers to “educate the Muslim 

inhabitants [referring to non-Arab people], Arabs, and tribes [ahali ve Araban ve aşayir] 

about Islamic beliefs and requirements and protect them from being deceived by foreign 

propaganda.”223  Once the Council of Ministers (Meclis-i Vükela) examined the request, 

the members found the request was feasible and thus decided immediately that a 

committee should be established in Damascus under the Damascene ulama that could 

identify and select fifteen to twenty teachers who knew the region’s vernacular and 

traditions so that they might go into the countryside and educate the people about their 

religion.  Each one of those teachers would receive 1,000 kuruş per month (as compared 

to the standard 200 kuruş for the average teacher employed by the state), and their 

inspector/director would receive 1,500 kuruş.  This approval of the proposal by the 

Council of Ministers seemed to be intended as but a temporary solution until the state 

could establish and open primary schools within the area.  Since the danger to the region 

– and hence to the empire – was presented as ‘immediate and fatal if overlooked,’ the 

state responded in a quick and deliberate fashion as the decision indicated that such 

concerns should be taken care of without any delay.  Also, it indicated that if the area had 

money from its Education Tax, that money could be used to cover the salaries of those 

appointed teachers, however, in the event that it would prove insufficient, the state should 

223 BOA IM 1310 IM 1310 Ş 3, Şura-yı Devlet, Dahiliye Dairesi # 2657, 22 Receb 1310 
(February 9, 1893).  The document gives the history of the traveling ulama when 
debating the new request for its extension in 1893.
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pay the rest.  Upon the suggestion of the governor, the committee also agreed to the 

necessity of building more mosques and masjids in the area.

What was most striking in this document were the expressions of a heightened 

sense of ‘danger’ and the dire need of protection.  It was true that, in Syria, there were 

missionaries and that they were active in attracting more followers for their 

denominations.  However, missionaries had been in the area for decades, so it becomes 

especially interesting that the governor of Syria depicted them as an especially big threat 

in the same year that the state introduced the Education Tax.  Indeed, this coincidence 

makes one especially suspicious that the document was perhaps a way to avoid paying 

the tax and using the revenue collected for their own local educational expenses that 

might be determined by local authorities rather than by those of the seemingly far-off 

Ottoman state.  For the empire itself, the final objective was to establish modern schools 

in the region and to appoint teachers. As for the desires of local authorities, their 

perceived educational needs were religious and could be – indeed, should be – taken care 

of by the local ulama due to their familiarity wit h both the languages and traditions of the 

area.  What becomes quite interesting in this analysis is that the governor suggested that 

such solutions could be used in Baghdad and Yemen – where state authority was 

contested.  Acting on the governor’s suggestions, the Council of Ministers agreed that, in 

those two vilayets, people could be taught both the rules of Islam and obedience to the 

Islamic caliphate.  It therefore decided to examine the feasibility of the plan’s potential 

for success under those two vilayets’ local authorities.224

224 ibid.  
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Although there was no evidence that the state pursued a rigorous program of 

sending traveling teachers/preachers to re-Islamicize the Arab and non-Arab people in 

Baghdad and Yemen225, it is evident that it was used in Syria for a while and later on 

became a much contested issue between the state and the local authorities.  About seven 

to eight years later after its implementation, the governor of Syria sent a letter to the 

palace in 1892 and requested permission for the re-appointment of several members of 

the ulama in neighboring towns during the month of Ramadan to preach and advise 

people about the ‘religious damage’ that would occur from sending their children to non-

Muslim schools. 226   The governor now requested that those ulama should continue to do 

what they were doing in previous year for the next several years (i.e., traveling through 

towns and villages, preaching, and educating people about their religion and the harm 

foreign and missionary schools could do to their children).  This was deemed necessary 

since the Protestant and Jesuit missionaries were reportedly opening schools in Syria and 

accepting Muslim children free of charge and attempting to make further inroads by 

giving their parents some clothes and other items and otherwise seducing them away 

from the Ottoman state and Islam.  The governor insisted that he missionaries were 

‘poisoning’ those children’s religious beliefs.227  He assured the state about the success of 

those traveling ulama in Syria by stating that, u pon investigation, it was clear that many 

Muslim children were taken out of non-Muslim schools after the ulama’s visit during the 

225 Gökhan Çetinsaya, “The Caliph and the Mujtahids:  Ottoman Policy towards the 
Sunni Community of Iraq in the Late Nineteenth Century,” Middle East Studies 41, no. 4 
(2005): 561-174.
226 BOA IM 1310 Ş 23, Suriye Vilayeti Mektubî Kalemi # 19, 6 Muharrem 1310 (July 
31, 1892).
227 ibid.
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previous year.  The governor also reminded that the Protestants and Jesuits were making 

many sacrifices in order to achieve their ‘corruptive’ purposes.  In a sense, he hinted that 

the Ottoman state needed to make similar sacrifices in order to counter the impact of 

missionary schools in Syria.  Since the governor was aware of the state’s desire to 

establish state schools, he entertained that ideas as well and suggested that they could use 

those traveling ulama for several more years and at the same time to build elementary 

schools to eliminate Muslim children’s attraction to missionary schools.  For that, he 

suggested opening five schools in Beka’a area and covers their expenses from the 

Education Tax that was indeed intended for secondary and higher education not 

elementary schools.   

The governor of Syria’s request is noteworthy as he seems to please both the state 

and the local ulama by proposing the opening of state schools on one hand and by 

securing the re-appointment of the traveling ulama  selected among from the local ones on 

the other.228  The threat in letters sent Istanbul was described as religious, implying their 

impact on culture, but the Ottoman state was aware that such harm was also undermining 

its sovereignty in Syria.  There were already questions in minds of some Syrians about 

the empire’s ability to control the area since the Ottoman Empire re-took Syria from 

Egyptian forces through the helping hand of the British.  The Ottoman statesmen were 

228 The governors were appointed by the state but their success depended on how much of 
the state resources they could attract to the area they were governing.  To obtain support 
from the locals, they were in close contact with local notability.  Rogan, Frontiers of the 
State, 53.  Perhaps, that was the driving force for the governor of Syria’s insistence on the 
re-appointment of the traveling ulama.  For an examination of Ottoman administrative 
policies in Syria, see:  Moshe Ma’oz, Ottoman Reform in Syria and Palestine, 1840-
1861:  The Impact of the Tanzimat on Politics and Society (Oxford:  Oxford University 
Press, 1968), 30-43.
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aware that Western powers were using schools to conquer the empire from within by re-

claiming its non-Muslim populations as their own because of their religious affinities.  As 

Tibawi points out, the existence of the millet system made it easy for Western countries 

to claim one religious community over another.229  As each Western power would an 

entire community under their protection, they would take advantage of the diplomatic

immunity provided with the Capitulations in earlier centuries and extended that immunity 

to the members of communities they had under their protection, thus eliminating the 

control of Ottoman law. 230

There were several reasons for the Ottoman state’s response to the request for the 

reappointment of the traveling ulama.  Even though Ottoman state schools were not 

altogether secular, the appointment of the ulama as teachers raised suspicions as there 

were emerging trends to transfer the caliphate to its original Arabs and some ulama could 

favor that option.  Also, there were internal competitions for power within Syria as “the 

newly emerging landowning elite in Damascus for posts that traditionally belonged to 

ulama narrowed the opportunities of the lower ulama and led to an antiestablishment 

sociopolitical movement nourished by salafi modernism.”231  Led by the discontent 

ulama, that movement had attracted some students.  The appointment of locally selected 

ulama with high salaries could contribute to the already existing tensions in the region.   

Some Ottoman statesmen could have seen such competition as harmful.  Furthermore, 

some scholars would argue that Abdülhamid II was afraid of any collaboration among 

229 Tibawi, Islamic Education, 63.
230 Scholz, 34.
231 Itzchak Weismann, “The Politics of Popular Religion:  Sufis, Salafis, and Muslim 
Brothers in the 20th-century Hamah,” IJMES 37 (2005): 39-58.  



154

administrative, military, and religious establishment232 and that such support from a 

governor towards the religious establishment in Syria was seen suspicious.

From the perspective of the Ottoman statesmen, especially for the Minister of 

Education Zühdü Paşa the issue of traveling ulama had several drawbacks.  For Zühdü 

Paşa, the state schools would be a better alternative to the traditional teachings.  As being 

the person behind the installment of Education Tax to support secondary education in the 

provinces and Istanbul, he wanted to see that money being used to open schools and not 

spent on paying the salaries of the traveling ulama.  He saw the proposal as an attempt to 

keep the entire tax in the region, and even extract more funds from the state to 

accommodate the high salaries.  Being the Minister of Education he was aware that local 

authorities were requesting higher salaries for the teachers in Syria, be they traveling 

ulama or regular teachers.233  Zühdü Paşa was able to convince the state to abolish the 

traveling ulama in Syria on the grounds that it was an ineffective solution in Syria and 

state-appointed teachers could achieve the job they were doing.  

The issue of traveling ulama in Syria reveals the contested nature of education in 

Hamidian era as local authorities and the state would pursue different agendas.  From the 

perspective of the ulama, education was traditionally their job and by pursuing a position 

as traveling teachers, they could still hold on to their traditional roles.  Perhaps, more 

importantly, for the locals, it was an attempt to keep the state at bay as they viewed the 

232 Niyazi Berkes.  Türkiye’de Çağdaşlaşma (İstanbul: İstanbul Matbaası, 1978), 337.
233 When the governor of Syria asked 400 kuruş salary for the teachers going to work on 
state schools, the Minister contested that arguing that most teachers receive 150 kuruş
salary but to make it compatible with the neighboring provinces, they should pay 250 
kuruş instead.  BOA IM 1310 M 4, The Ministry of Education # 89 (from the Minister of 
Education, Zühdü Paşa), 27 Muharrem 1310 (August 21,1892).
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state schools as an extension of state’s control in their areas that would cost them their 

position in the existing system.  It is obvious that the Ottoman state took seriously the 

requests that it received from the peripheries and that it responded rapidly, however, 

those pleas lost their impact as years passed.234

There are several interesting aspects of the correspondence between the governor 

of Syria and the Ottoman officials in Istanbul.  The first one is the timing of the 

governor’s request for extension.  As he would send telegrams to Istanbul to request the 

re-appointment of the ulama, his request would come around the holy month of 

Ramadan.235  Perhaps, the governor was hoping that during that time people would be 

more receptive to hear an Islamic message.  Despite his success in receiving approval in 

1893, however, his attempts to renew them a year later would lead into its dissolution.  

When the governor sent his request in 1894236 and plead for the help of local ulama, he 

made his case by depicting the region in need of a civilizing mission.237

The inhabitants of Maan district live in ignorance and savagery; the 
British established schools in Kerak years ago and started educating 
Muslim children in English.  Protestant missionaries are also poisoning the 
Arabs by inculcating the articles of their own faith.  In order to counter 

234  Isa Blumi points out that many local rulers in the Balkans applied the state to attract 
funds to establish schools by exaggerating and manipulating the presence of foreign and 
missionary schools in their region.  Responses to those pleas were varied.   Blumi,  
“Teaching Loyalty,” 15-23.
235 BOA IM 1310 Ş 23, Governor of Syria, Mehmet Rauf Paşa’s telegram, 16 Şubat 
1308/12 Şaban 1310 (February 28, 1893).
236 BOA IM 1312 M 3, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîyye # 17, 22 Şevval 1311 (April 28, 
1894).
237 Selim Deringil argues that the Ottoman Empire became a colonial power over its own 
territories as the nineteenth century came to a close and used the “civilizing mission” to 
enforce its control on its peripheries.  Selim Deringil, ““They Live in a State of 
Nomadism and Savagery”: The Late Ottoman Empire and the Post-Colonial Debate,” 
Society for Comparative Study of Society and History, 2003: 311-342.
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those harmful activities and save them from ignorance, their own religious 
beliefs must be inculcated.238

The governor’s letter continued to suggest that, just as it was done in previous 

years, the state should send some traveling teachers and pay them, as customarily done, 

2,000 kuruş a month.  It is evident from the tone of the letter that the Ministry of 

Education declined the governor’s request earlier, at that time claiming that the Ministry 

did not have funds for such appointments.  This time, the governor wrote back and 

suggested that the issue was ‘very urgent’ and that, if the Ministry of Education did not 

have the necessary money to pay for those traveling teachers, the state budget should be 

considered to cover it.  The governor of Syria also contacted the Grand Vizier and urged 

him to press the Ministry of Education, because he argued “saving those Muslims from 

the missionaries is a religious duty” and urged him to respond as soon as he could.  When 

the Minister of Education reported to the Grand Vizier about the continues request from 

the governor of Syria, he mentioned that the governor of Syria sent another letter in 1894 

and petitioned to open three more schools in Maan, Tafila, and for the Mecelli tribe but 

also requested that the appointment and payment of a traveling teacher for Syria.  For the 

Minister of Education, his ministry’s budget could not cover the expense of such 

appointments and the state treasury was already in such a state of hardship that the 

Finance Department could not cover it, either.  In the end, the Minister of Education 

suggested that all the limited funds that are available were barely enough for appointing 

238 BOA IM 1312 M 3, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîyye # 17, 22 Şevval 1311 (April 28, 
1894).
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permanent teachers and covering their salaries, therefore, implying that there was no 

money for the traveling ulama.239

What is interesting in this correspondence involving the governor of Syria, the 

Minister of Education, and the Grand Vizier was that some local authorities, when they 

could not convince the Minister of Education, would then contact the Grand Vizier and 

appeal to him in order to realize the granting of their request.  Being aware of such tactics 

– as with this particular case involving the governor of Syria, the Minister of Education 

had to remind the Grand Vizier that, based upon a past request from the region, the state 

allowed the employment of traveling preachers and teachers for a few years.  However, 

since the results of such preachers-teachers were not perceived as beneficial from an 

imperial perspective, the sultan abolished them.  Therefore, he argued, there was no 

benefit in repeating something that has been tried before without success.  Doing so is 

“not only against the intelligence and wisdom but also against the order of the sultan” 

therefore, such plans needed to be abandoned.240  For then Minister of Education Zühdü 

Paşa, the solution was instead maintaining a focus on opening new state schools and then 

using the schoolteachers during the breaks in regular instruction to preach and give 

advice to the locals about the harmful affects of missionary schools.  This would be more 

beneficial and would be enough to fulfill the goal.  For Zűhdű Paşa, the Sultan’s decision 

to abolish the traveling ulama was clear evidence of its ineffectiveness.  He cited the 

sultan by saying that “saving the people from the savagery and ignorance requires 

‘serious’ solutions, such as opening schools and that Syria’s education budget was 

239 ibid.
240 ibid. (by the Minister of Education).
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stretched rather very thin over opening not only countless schools in number but also in 

kind leaves no room for a traveling ulama.” 241  Therefore, for the sultan and the Minister 

of Education, the acceptable proposition was opening state schools and providing 

permanent teachers rather than following an expensive quest that was viewed as 

‘fruitless.’  The Minister of Education’s suggestions found approval at the Council of 

Ministers242 and the governor of Syria was informed about the decision of the Council 

that was authorized by the sultan.243

After that rejection, there were no more attempts to revitalize the traveling ulama

project in Syria.  Many scholars view traveling ulama project as a state -initiated plan in 

order to justify how conservative and religiously oriented Hamidian regime was.  

Benjamin Fortna, for instance, described Hamidian traveling ulama as if they were the 

crusaders of the Hamidian regime coming with a holy book instead of a sword: 

Whether the threat came from a rival form of Islam, as in the case of Iraq, 
from foreign missionaries, as in Syria, or from the Empire’s own 
minorities, as on Cyprus, the Hamidian response was the same.  Traveling 
clerics were to scour the countryside armed with the Holy Book and rail 
against the threats posed to the Muslim population.244

In fact, such historical depictions of the traveling ulama fail to acknowledge that, 

as a solution, it was a policy that was suggested by the periphery and that it was not 

imposed from the center.  Indeed, many scholars attribute many of the activities within an 

241 ibid. (by the Minister of Education).
242 BOA IM 1312 M 3, Meclis-i Mahsus-u Vükela # 2953, 23 Zilhicce1311 (June 27, 
1894).
243 BOA IM 1312 M 3, Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun # 2953, sultan’s 
endorsement at the bottom of the page. 12 Muharrem 1312 (July 15, 1894).
244 Fortna, “Education for the Empire,” 78.
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empire as a result of the empire’s own decision-making rather than acknowledging the 

power of the periphery and local notables in determining the courses of actions – and 

even policy formulation.  For the Ottoman Empire, local authorities and their suggestions 

were welcome to determine state responses; however, when such suggestions were 

against the state’s own agenda – or threatened the empire’s purse too much – they could 

and would be reversed immediately.  The struggle between an Ottoman religious 

establishment and the state over the various issues of education bore a striking 

resemblance to its European counterparts as they also struggled to find a balance on their 

religious establishment’s grip on educational institutions.245

Conclusion

An important dimension of Ottoman educational policies in its Arabic-speaking 

territories was that the majority of its religion-oriented curriculum and instruction was 

actually demanded by local authorities.  The traditional scholars of the Hamidian era have 

tended to emphasize the presence of a state-directed religious focus on education, 

particularly in primary schools.  However, they routinely fail to recognize that local 

authorities themselves that were found in the peripheries of the empire, such was the case 

in the southern Syrian frontiers of the empire, generally requested such a policy.  What 

becomes especially interesting regarding this matter is that religious instruction was both 

viewed as and used as a tool by local authorities for keeping the empire at bay.  Indeed, 

through an examination of their demands for religious instruction, the local leaders 

245 Heater, 71.
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themselves created a context for relying on their own local ulama and not on the religious 

figures that were instead selected from Istanbul and sent to the periphery to instruct the 

people regarding the precepts of their religion.  Where the empire saw the problems 

afflicting areas as political, local authorities often instead explained them as religious in 

nature.  However, one theme that clearly emerges from the documents was that when the 

state appeared to eventually realize the actual intentions of local authorities and their 

attempts at a manipulation of the state’s anxieties, the empire changed policies.  Indeed, 

instead of giving in to local demands, they followed policies that the state saw as more 

suitable – thus opening additional schools and sending out more teachers, rather than 

appointing the local ulama to train the children in the peripheries of a greater Syria.



161

CHAPTER 9

SYRIA IN OTTOMAN EDUCATIONAL STRATEGIES DURING THE REIGN OF ABDÜLHAMID II

As a unique case, Syria represents the intermixing (even competition) of local and 

state politics within a context that was also feeling the pressures of foreign interests.  In 

this regard, it is quite revealing to analyze the political usage of the foreign and 

missionary schools in Syria.   Local authorities’ usage of references to perceived ‘foreign 

and missionary threats’ would give them a greater degree of leverage to attract more 

money and attention from the Ottoman state.  While many scholars pay attention to the 

‘harmful’ impact of foreign and missionary schools in the vilayet of Syria, the political 

usage of such threats – actual and invented – has thus far received no scholarly attention.  

The fact is that, after the Ottoman Empire introduced the Education Tax in 1884, the 

number of complaints about missionaries and foreign schools started pouring to 

Istanbul,246 each one having a plea to have more funds to establish their own schools to 

encounter the harmful effects of foreign and missionary schools.  Such a parallel between 

the introduction of education taxes and the cries for help from the locals to the state to 

counter the perceived designs of foreign and missionary schools was very apparent, for 

example, in the vilayet of Syria during the last few decades of the nineteenth century.  

While the state would respond to such pleas in the case of Syria, such policies/practices 

would also change from time to time as the state’s apparent suspicions grew that perhaps 

the issue was turning into the story of “The Boy Who Cried ‘Wolf’!”

246 Fortna, “Education for the Empire,” 24-25.
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In 1892, the governor of Syria wrote to Istanbul about the ‘harm’ those foreign 

schools were creating in his vilayet and requested the opening of several schools and the 

appointment of several traveling ulama until schools would become available. 247

According to the request, in order to curb Muslim interests in foreign schools, the state 

needed to open schools in five villages around Bekau’l-Aziz district.  While the Ministry 

of Education would hold on to appointing a traveling ulama until another request came 

from the governor of Syria, it would immediately start on the school request.  Although 

the governor asked for 400 kuruş salary for the teachers, that would be limited with 250 

kuruş since suggested salaries were really high compared to the neighboring areas where 

they get paid 150 kuruş monthly.  However, due to the significance of the area and the 

neighboring area’s (Lazkiye) teachers’ salaries being 250 kuruş, a payment of 250 kuruş

was found to be the right amount.248

Defiance in paying the Ottoman State’s newly introduced education tax in 1884 

was rather common in the periphery.  As mentioned in Ottoman Empire’s European 

territories chapter, many in the periphery were aware that half of the tax money was 

going to be used to support schools in the capital while the other half would be used to 

open post-primary schools in the periphery.  For the primary education, it was the 

responsibility of local population to establish primary schools in their villages and towns, 

although their teachers would be appointed by the state.  Many in the periphery were 

aware that their chance to benefit from that tax money was limited because those post-

247 BOA IM 1310 M 4, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Mektubî Kalemi # 89, 27 
Muharrem 1310 (August 21,1892).
248 ibid.
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primary schools would be still far from their villages to attend unless they were boarding 

schools.  Therefore, there was an immediate reaction to paying the Education tax and that 

reaction came in various forms across the empire.  In Arab lands, the reaction was more 

indirect and manipulative.

In 1893, the Ministry of Education sent a letter to the Council of State about their 

decision to approve the expenses of sixteen primary schools in Syria’s central and 

Hawran sanjaks.  That expense, however, was for the previous years of 1886-1890.   

Local authorities spent money to open sixteen primary schools in their area without the 

approval of the state and years later asked Istanbul for its approval.  Alarmed by the 

actions of local authorities and by their disrespect of laws and regulations, the Council of 

State requested more information from the Ministry of Education regarding these 

schools.249

What becomes clear from the explanations of the Ministry of Education was that, 

even though there was no imperial decree permitting those schools’ openings as was 

required, local authorities acted on an earlier communication between the Istanbul and 

Syria.  Apparently, in 1884, upon receiving a letter from the governor of Syria about the 

poor and ignorant conditions of the Arabs in Syria’s Hawran, Balqa, and Hama areas and 

his plea for schools to teach those settled and nomadic Arabs the rules of Islam, the 

Council of Ministers agreed with the governor’s memoranda and acted on that by 

agreeing that it would be a great damage to the Islamic community if the Arabs around 

249 BOA IM 1310 IM 1310 Ş 3, Şura-yı Devlet Dahiliye Dairesi # 2657, 22 Receb 1310 
(February 9, 1893).  In the archive, this document has been recorded twice with different 
classification numbers, one being IM 1310 Ş 3, the other one IM 1310 S 2. Scholars have 
referred to by those two different numbers so far.



164

Syria would be left in their existing ‘ignorant and uneducated’ conditions.250  Although 

the council approved such decision, there was no decree from the sultan to make the 

decision legitimate as it was required for opening the school.  The new governor of Syria 

would act on the council’s approval, establish the schools, and then ask for their approval 

and recognition by the state.  After the Ministry of Education clarified the situation, the 

Council of State approved the expenditure and submitted its decision to the sultan for 

approval.251

By being ‘at risk’ category, Syria would attract further state support into different 

parts of the vilayet.  In 1897, the state would be asked to open several primary and post-

primary schools in Cebel Druz area.252  Since the state increasingly found sending 

traveling ulama fruitless, it was more inclined to open schools and appoint its own 

teachers. Hamidian education was not necessarily secular as some scholars would argue 

but it was not totally Islamic, either.  It was, to some extend semi-secular.  Just like 

Republican leaders of Turkey in the twentieth century, Abdülhamid wanted to keep the 

religion and religious education under the control of the state, albeit the dose of religion 

they wanted to give was different from each other.253  Hamidian statesmen aimed at re-

asserting the state authority through relying on the ideologies of Ottomanism and 

250 BOA IM 1310 IM 1310 Ş 3, Şura-yı Devlet Dahiliye Dairesi # 2657, 22 Receb 1310 
(February 9, 1893).  
251 BOA IM 1310 IM 1310 Ş 3, Daire-yi Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun # 2071.  
Submitted by the grand vizier on 30 Receb 1310 (February 17, 1893) and approved by 
the sultan on 3 Şaban 1310 (February 19, 1893).  
252 BOA IM 1315 R 4, Meclis-i Mahsus-u Vükelâ, 29 Receb 1314 (January 3, 1987).
253 Niyazi Berkes argues that, although Abdülhamid II used Islam to obtain support from 
the masses, he circumvented the religious establishment and let the religious schools 
deteriorate.  Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Secularism in Turkey (Montreal:  McGill 
University Press, 1964), 258-9.
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Islamism, as Ernest Dawn calls its “conservative Ottomanism of Abdülhamid II”254 each 

would be used sometimes separately, sometimes together depending on the region and 

the political developments in the empire.  However, as the state became more vulnerable 

towards the end of the nineteenth century, ‘Islamic’ character of the education became 

more apparent.  It was, in a sense, a reaction to the rapid dissolution of empire’s 

minorities and increased colonial pressures.  In 1901, a special commission determined 

the purpose of Ottoman education as:  first and foremost to inculcate religious belief and 

morality, and second, teaching some useful information about science and technology in 

the fields of agriculture and industry, depending on people’s occupation in a given 

area.255  Such emphasis would be repeated in the following years as the Ottoman state 

relied more on the ‘piety’ of its officials for the existence of the empire.  In 1905, the 

same special committee mentioned above suggested the appointment of ‘pious’ and 

morally strong school directors at schools throughout the empire to assure service and 

loyalty.256

The Jewel of the Syrian Crown:  Damascus Imperial Medical School

At the turn of the twentieth century, Ottoman statesmen inquired the possibilities 

of expanding its medical schools throughout the empire, particularly in Aleppo or Syria.  

Such concern was a product of the empire’s desire to compete with French and American 

254 C. Ernest Dawn, “The Rise of Arabism in Syria,” The Middle East Journal 16, no. 2 
(1962): 145-167, 145.
255 BOA IM 1319 B 30, Meclis-i Mahsus-u Vükelâ, 19 Cemaziyelahir 1319 (October 2, 
1901).
256 BOA IM, Encümen-i Mahsus, 7 Zilkade 1323 (January 3, 1906).
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medical schools in Beirut that were attracting a large number of students.  Just as 

Americans and the French were “making every sacrifices to further their medical schools 

in Beirut”, in order to respond Syria’s educational needs, the Ottoman Empire had to 

open and operate medical schools in Syria or around it.257  A letter from the Grand Vizier 

inquired the possibilities of establishing such medical schools in areas where the empire 

had headquarters and military medical doctors who could be certified to teach at the 

planned medical schools.  Aleppo and Syria seemed to be good candidates for such 

project since there were a number of military medical doctors to be utilized as teachers.  

Even though such medical schools were needed everywhere in the empire, having one 

operating in Syria or Aleppo seemed more ‘urgent.’

Financing such medical schools would be a challenge for the empire and the 

Grand Vizier requested from the Ministry of Education to set up a special commission to 

inquire the possibilities of funding and staffing of medical schools.  After their research, 

the commission wrote a lengthy report and submitted it to the Ministry of Education to be 

forwarded to the Grand Vizier.  Upon their investigation the commission learned that as 

the Grand Vizier was asking to use some of the empire’s educated military personnel as 

teachers in its planned school, the Ministry of Military Schools strongly rejected the 

usage of its military personnel for educational purposes as that would distract them from 

doing their military duties properly.258  Also, it was mentioned that once those military 

257 BOA IM 1321 M 18, The Report of Ministry of Education’s Special Commission, 29 
Zilhicce 1320 (March 29, 1903). 
258 The military schools were not under the control of the Ministry of Education.  They 
were kept separate from the rest of the schools and controlled by its own ministry, the 
Ministry of Military Schools. Their education was specialized and most secular than any 
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personnel work as teachers they did not want to adapt their primary job again, therefore 

for the best interest of the empire, the military personnel must be left to do their own job 

and do not get involved in teaching. The second issue that the Ministry of Military 

Schools rejected was the plan to combine Istanbul’s civil and military medical schools to 

save money to be diverted to its medical schools in the periphery.  It was proposed by the 

Grand Vizier that since Istanbul had two medical schools; a boarding civil medical school 

(Mekteb-i Tibbiye-i Mülkiye) and a military one (Mekteb-i Tibbiye-i Şahane), if they 

could eliminate the boarding civil medical school into a day medical school and combine 

it with the military medical school, they could use the funds from the civil medical school 

to fund other medical schools in the empire.  However, such plan would be strongly 

rejected by the Ministry of Military Schools since that would crowd the military medical 

school in Istanbul.259  Istanbul was the educational center of the empire with its schools 

and quality of education.  The state heavily invested in schools in Istanbul.  It is 

interesting to see the empire trying to downsize its schools in Istanbul in order to generate 

money for higher education in its provinces.  

However, the commission proposed a different source for funding a medical 

school in Syria or Aleppo that could later be used to open other medical schools in 

Smyrna, Baghdad, and Erzurum.  It was the zebihiyye tax collected from the butchers for 

each animal they slaughtered.  It was already being collected in Istanbul as a source for 

pious foundations and the commission decided to keep that amount as it was.  The tax 

other schools in the empire.  M. Naim Turfan, Rise of the Young Turks:  Politics, the 
Military and Ottoman Collapse, London:  I.B. Tauris, 2002, 62-63.
259 BOA IM 1321 M 18, The Report of Ministry of Education’s Special Commission, 29 
Zilhicce 1320 (March 29, 1903). 
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was also collected in the Balkans but was left to be used for funding elementary schools 

there that also would not be touched.  There was also a zebihiyye tax of 567,692 kuruş

collected from Anatolian sanjaks and vilayets of Hüdavendigar, Trabzon, Beirut, Aleppo, 

Baghdad, Aydin, and Syria.  The purpose of the tax was for supporting the fund 

established to assist the Muslims of Crete who were in dire need [Girit Muhtacin-i Ahali-i 

Islamiyyesi İanesi]260.  The committee suggested that if other Anatolian vilayets of 

Konya, Ankara, Kastamonu, Cezayir-i Bahr-i Sefid, Sivas, Van, Bitlis, Basra, Diyarbekir, 

and Mamuretu’l Aziz would be assigned to pay the zebihiyye tax, the amount would be 

around 1,900,000 kuruş.  Since Crete only needed 180,000 kuruş, the rest of the money 

could be used to fund a medical school in Syria.261

The commission’s funding plan seemed feasible; the medical school that would 

also have a hospital with it would cost about 3,000,000 kuruş to be built and would 

require about 800,000 kuruş for its annual expenses, having zebihiyye tax would make the 

plan a reality:  they could use 800,000 kuruş for its annual expenses and the rest of one 

million would be used for three years for building the school.  Until the building would 

be completed, they would rent a building and pay 20,000 kuruş per year.  That would 

allow them to start the school immediately.  After a while, the committee suggested, the 

zebihiyye tax could be used to fund other medical schools in Smyrna, Bursa, or Baghdad.  

260 For Hamidian philanthropic activities in the late-nineteenth century, read Nadir 
Ozbek, “Philanthropic Activity, Ottoman Patriotism, and the Hamidian Regime, 1876-
1909), IJMES 37 (2005): 59-81.  Despite the author’s success in contextualizing Ottoman 
philanthropic activities, there is no further analysis of how some temporary charitable 
funds would turn into permanent ones and used for other purposes than their original 
intention.
261 BOA IM 1321 M 18, The Report of Ministry of Education’s Special Commission, 29 
Zilhicce 1320 (March 29, 1906). 
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Once the situation gets settled in Crete and the Muslims there no longer need the money 

channeled from the empire through the zebihiyye tax, they could that amount for the 

medical schools as well.

Financing of Syria’s medical school is quite telling about the realities of late 

Ottoman Empire.  Zebihiyye, as a tax being instituted in Anatolian provinces to support 

the Muslims in Crete who were in need of financial assistance but the money saved from 

such fund would be used for other expenses.  The most interesting point is how the state 

was planning on making the zebihiyye tax as a permanent tax rather than an emergency 

one established to assist the Muslims in dire.  Not only did the state plan to make it more 

permanent, but it also expanded it to other sanjaks and vilayets.  After collecting all the 

zebihiyye tax, the state would use it for its projected medical school in Syria, an attempt 

that would be criticized by the Young Turks upon their come to power after the 

revolution in 1908.  One of the main criticisms that the Young Turks had about Hamidian 

regime was its preferential treatment of the empire’s Arab provinces and projects such as 

the medical school could easily be used to support their claim.  Keeping the Balkans’ and 

Istanbul’s zebihiyye funds out of this project’s reach is indeed interesting that the state 

wanted Anatolia to shoulder the burden of Syria’s medical school.

Once the commission’s report was submitted to the Council of Ministers for 

review it was approved immediately. The Council agreed that opening a medical school 

would curb the interest in American and French medical schools in Beirut.  They further 

justified the necessity of the school in Syria that the students of those foreign medical 

schools were all children of Beirut or neighboring areas.  Even though those foreign 
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schools were providing very beneficial training, their impact on morality would be 

harmful, therefore, it was necessary to save those ‘children of the country’ [evlad-i vatan] 

form applying them by offering an alternative.262  Therefore, the medical school in Syria 

was a part of Ottoman Empire’s desire to compete with its European competitors for the 

hearts and souls of its citizens in those provinces.  If, as Eugene Rogan argues, 

establishing buildings such as mosques, mesjids, or schools were among the most 

important ways of gaining legitimacy and asserting power in Arab province, the medical 

school in Damascus was going to fulfill an important mission.263  It would be an 

important tool to gain the hearts and souls of the empire’s Arab citizens, at least in and 

around Syria.  When the Grand Vizier submitted the proposal for the sultan’s approval 

and received it,264 the project was ready to be realized.

Damascus Imperial Medical School seems to be a success story from the very 

beginning, at least in the official letters.  In a 1907 letter from the Ministry of Military 

Schools, it is mentioned that the medical school in Damascus gained much reputation in a 

very short time that students from everywhere were applying to enter the school. The 

letter emphasized that even students who attended to American and French medical 

schools in Beirut were now applying to join the medical school in Damascus because 

they realized that they would get better education there.265

262 BOA IM 1321 M 18, Meclis-i Mahsus-u Vükela #101, 2 Muharrem 1321 (March 31, 
1903).
263 Rogan, Frontiers, 151.
264 BOA IM 1321 M 18, Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun # 101, 18 Muharrem 
1321 (April 16, 1803).
265 BOA IM 1325 Ca 4, Mekâtib-i Askeriyye-i Şahane Nezareti, Mekâtib-i Tıbbiye-i 
Şahane, Tahrirat Kalemi #2, 23 Rebiulevvel 1325 (April 26, 1907).
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The Minister of Military Schools would apply to the state authorities for some 

information on accepting foreign students to Damascus medical school.  He mentioned 

that applying students were expected to have a good command of Turkish or French.266

One individual, named Ohannes Narliyan, an Ottoman citizen attending American 

Medical School in Beirut was among the individuals applying to transfer Ottoman 

medical school in Damascus.  Another applicant was an Iranian citizen, named Ohannes 

Balikciyan.  Although those students insist that they should have been accepted to the 

fourth year of the medical school and even though they had taken anatomy and 

physiology courses, the school officials were hesitant to place them on fourth year.  Their 

rejection came from the fact that those students had taken anatomy only for one year and 

even though they knew Turkish they were not familiar with the medical terminology in 

Turkish, they were accepted to the third year medical school.  Another student, Joseph, 

was transferring from the French Medical School in Beirut and his application would not 

be complete until he would submit all the necessary paperwork as the school 

administrators required him to do.  There were three students transferring from their 

competitors’ medical school in Beirut and the minister mentioned that they were 

expecting that number be higher in the near future.  It seems that the medical school in 

Damascus set itself as a major competitor for Beirut’s medical school and made attracting 

Beirut’s medical students as its main goal.  If they could get more students from them, 

266 Some scholars argue that since Ottoman medical terminology included a lot of Arabic 
words, the language of instruction gradually turned into Arabic.  M Khaytam al Khayat.  
“The Ottoman Medical Terminology,” in International Congress on Learning and 
Education in the Ottoman World (April 12-15, 1999):  Proceedings.  Istanbul: Yıldız 
Matbaacılık, 2001): 175-183.
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that would be a gain and a show of the strength of their school. The Minister of the 

Military Schools informed the state officials that they were trying to make it very easy for 

the transferring students from Beirut medical school in order to attract more students to 

transfer.  However, he stipulated, they would do it within the limits of the existing laws 

and that they were being careful on checking the necessary information to make sure that 

they have good morals and that they can provide the necessary paperwork showing their 

previous course records and pass a qualifying test in order to transfer.267  Since the school 

did not have its own regulations, school authorities were using the Imperial Medical 

School Regulations that was designed for all the medical schools in the empire.  

However, that regulation had no information about accepting students of foreign 

nationalities.  Since they had an Iranian student, Ohannes Balikciyan, who had proven to 

be a good candidate to transfer, school authorities were not sure if they were allowed to 

accept his transfer and asked for clarification.  Although, the minister said, the existing 

laws prohibit foreign nationalities to enter the medical schools, that was only for the 

military medical school and he inquired if that law included civil medical schools, such 

as the one in Damascus.  That issue was also problematic because the graduates of the 

medical schools in the Ottoman Empire were required to serve in the empire and they 

didn’t know how to waive that requirement for foreign students or require them to do it 

anyway.

Accepting foreign students would apparently upset the balance of medical schools 

as the purpose of those schools was to serve to the citizens of the empire not to be a 

267 BOA IM 1325 Ca 4, Mekatib-i Askeriyye-i Şahane Nezareti, Mekatib-i Tibbiye-i 
Şahane, Tahrirat Kalemi #2, 23 Rebiulevvel 1325 (April 26, 1907).
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center for foreign students whose entrance would limit the number of students from the 

empire itself.  However, if such an acceptance had a competition attached to it, the rules 

would be different (i.e., if that foreign student was transferring from Beirut medical 

school, that would look like a gain for Damascus medical school).  Therefore, in response 

to the Minister of Military Schools the Council of Ministers sent their approval to accept 

‘deserving’ foreign students into their program if the school authorities would see no 

‘harm’ in doing so.268

The Ottoman medical school in Damascus served the Arab provinces for several 

years and got closed during the WWI and some of its former graduates re-opened it in 

1919 under the name of Arab School of Medicine.269  The school kept using Arabic as its 

language of instruction until present day whereas its competitors in the region, the Kasr 

al-Aini Medical School of Egypt that was established in 1827 under the leadership of 

Muhammad Ali Pasha and the Syrian Evangelist College (SEC) that became known as 

the American University of Beirut (AUB) started teaching in Arabic and later switched to 

English.

Conclusion

A significant aspect of local politics involved in educational policies related to 

such attempts at manipulating and playing upon the fears of the state in order to attract 

state investment and/or avoid sending their locally-raised education taxes to Istanbul.  

268 BOA IM 1325 Ca 4, Meclis-i Mahusu- u Vükelâ # 1166, 2 Cemaziyelahir 1325 (July 
13, 1907).
269 Al Khayat, 175-182.
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The fact that is that there were missionaries in the Middle East since at least the 

beginning of the nineteenth century and that their numbers as well as their activities did 

increase during the second half of the nineteenth century.  However, documents on 

Hamidian era clearly indicate that the local authorities started complaining about those 

missionaries mostly – and almost exclusively – only after the 1884 introduction of the 

empire’s Education Tax (Maarif Hisse-i İanesi).  According to the state, it was intended 

that half of the Education Tax was going to be used to support local post-primary schools 

and one-third – and it later became one-half – would be used to support the schools in 

Istanbul.  However, seeing the new tax as not just an imposition on their communities but 

also a new way to derive money from – or in the name of – the state treasury, many local 

authorities found ways to avoid sending the required percentage to Istanbul and also used 

the portions supposedly reserved for local post-primary schools to instead fund the 

opening of primary schools whenever they could.

The Ottoman state’s attempts to collect and control the revenues of education 

were not always limited with the education tax introduced in 1880s.  The state was also 

constantly in search of ways to acquire money to fund its educational plans.  The case of 

the Damascus Medical School reflects the state’s desire to compete with those European 

powers that came into the region by amassing enough money to launch its own expensive 

educational campaigns within its own territories without the limitation of inadequate 

funds that the state typically had to deal with.  However, by shifting funds around, and 

collecting new taxes without referring to them as education taxes, the state would use the 

money collected in its Anatolian provinces for financing a medical school in Syria, 
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making that province both a center of attention and a source of resentment among its 

subject people.

Hamidian desires to invest in Syria in order to keep it under the empire’s rule 

made the sultan a scapegoat for the following regime, the Young Turks, whose members 

viewed the heavy investment in that area as a ‘favoritism’ of Arabs and aimed at 

following a more egalitarian policy by reversing the sultan, a policy that further raised 

internal divisions and dissatisfaction among the subject people of the empire.  Hamidian 

investments in Syria through establishing a medical school and a military academy won 

the sultan and the state some support in Syria, although others criticized both.  Such 

diverse views of his reign would dominate Arab historiography, as some Arab scholars 

saw him through the eyes of the Young Turks and criticized his attempts in Arab 

territories as both a gesture to plant the imperial flag in the region and an endeavor to 

maintain imperial order rather than actually render any service to the peoples of the area.  

Such vilifications of Abdülhamid II and his policies began to be reversed in some sources 

since the 1970s but still persist in others.270

270 Ronen Raz, The Sultan Abd al-Hamid II in Arab Historiography, 1914-1991,” Dünü 
ve Bugünüyle Toplum ve Ekonomi 5 (September 1993): 69-87.



176

CHAPTER 10

COLONIAL ENCOUNTERS AND IMPERIAL RESPONSES IN THE ARAB PROVINCES

Missionary and foreign schools in the Ottoman Empire predate the reign of 

Abdülhamid II.  While the empire was more tolerant to their existence at the beginning, 

such tolerance would be replaced by a very strict control as the empire’s borders started 

shrinking and its vulnerability increased in the late-nineteenth century.  Indeed, the 

Ottoman state gradually viewed them as agents of the great powers who were aiming to 

destabilize the structures of Ottoman social organization and political authority.  As 

European colonialism went through its most aggressive stages towards the end of the 

nineteenth century, Ottoman state and its local representatives grew suspicious about the 

potential harm those schools might cause to their communities and undermine their 

positions.  Colonizers were expanding their authority over their colonies by establishing 

schools and gradually controlling the education to serve to their interests.271

The colonial ambitions of Europe’s great powers brought the Ottoman Empire 

into a cultural war that took place in the schoolyards.  However, that war was not always 

played between and/or among the states, it also incorporated the local communities, the 

main targets of such competitions.  This chapter examines the relationship between the 

Ottoman state and its colonial competitors by incorporating the local dynamics.  As 

271 For a critique of colonialism and education, see:  Gail Paradise Kelly, French Colonial 
Education:  Essays on Vietnam and West Africa (edited by David Kelly) (New York, 
AMS Press, 2000).  Kelly argues that colonial authorities undermined indigenous
educational system to create a loyal elite rather than bringing “French metropolitan 
education’ to the colonized communities. See page, 110.
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colonial schools would mushroom throughout Ottoman territories, the responses from the 

locals and the state would be different over time and by place.  While some locals 

believed in the claims of a superiority of Western education and would thus be both more 

receptive to those schools and eager to place their own children in them, for others, 

colonial schools were viewed as institutions that, in the long run, would undermine their 

cultural and territorial integrity. The British occupation of Egypt in 1881 and the French 

occupation of Tunisia in 1882 would only serve to further instill such fears among those 

who were skeptical of Europeans’ motives and ambitions in the region.  Therefore, 

colonial schools and their presence in Ottoman territories served to unleash both new and 

ongoing ideological debates among three competing groups; the traditionalists, the 

Westernists, and the moderates who wanted a synthesis of both traditional and modern.272

The Ottoman statesmen’s responses to European educational aggression would 

take different forms; outright rejection, protection through new laws, and compliance.  

This chapter of dissertation will examine the emergence of new inspection committees 

and press regulations to control foreign and missionary schools within the borders of the 

empire.  Finding himself in the position of French Minister of Public Instruction Guizot 

who complained about the lack of information regarding the schools in his country 

leading the administration act blindly,273 Zühdü Paşa, the Minister of Education would 

require aggressive work from the inspectorates that were established earlier.  The 

272 For an excellent analysis of those three competing camps, Scholz, “Foreign Education 
and Indigenous Reaction.
273 Sharif Gemie, Women and Schooling in France, 1815-1914:  Gender, Authority and 
Identity in the Fewmale Schooling Sector (Keele:  Keele University Press, 1995), 49.
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amendment to the existing press regulation would also aim at knowing and controlling 

‘harmful’ material before they reach to the empire.  

In terms of gendered dimension of education within a colonial context, it is 

essential to examine locals’ view of foreign and missionary women’s presence in their 

towns.  While missionary women marched to the Ottoman Empire to educate their co-

religionists and others, they had to struggle at home to acquire such positions.274

Although they were ready to ‘civilize’ the women and men on Ottoman soil, their sheer 

presence and behavior, as well as gender, caused rejection among some locals.  However, 

it is also true that there was much interest for girls’ education among particularly non-

Muslim communities that made those schools seem more ‘dangerous’ for the traditional 

forces and made them launch an educational campaign of their own to modernize their 

traditional schools to attract students.275

The Expansion of the Inspectorate of Non-Muslim and Foreign Schools

As early as in 1868, the Law on Education determined that all non-Muslim 

schools had to obtain a license to open and they would be allowed to operate so long as 

they would conform to the rules and regulations of the state and the Ministry of 

Education. Further on the line of the legal aspect of educational regulations. The law also 

imposed the inspection of non-Muslim schools’ curriculum and textbooks, an issue that 

274 Constantia Kıskıra, “’Evangelising’ the Orient; New England Womanhood in the 
Ottoman Empire, 1830 -1930”, Archivum Ottomanicum 16 (1988): 279-293.
275 Rachel Simon, “Jewish Female Education in the Ottoman Empire, 1840-1914,” in 
Avigdor Levy (ed.), Jews, Turks, Ottomans:  A Shared History, Fifteenth Through the 
Twentieth Century (Syracuse:  Syracuse University Press, 2002): 127-152.
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was not followed through until Ottoman state started being suspicious of those schools.  

In 1887, upon the suggestion of Münif Paşa that the Ottoman state needed to collect 

information about non-Muslim schools on its soil, the 1887the Inspectorate of Non-

Muslim and Foreign Schools (Mekatib-i Gayri Muslim ve Ecnebiyye Müfettişlği) 276 was 

established. Initially it was under the leadership of a Greek, Konstandini Paşa, who knew 

Turkish, Greek, English, and French languages.277

A glance at the laws and regulations about the non-Muslim schools leaves an 

impression that the empire had the desire and power to control, inspect, and force those 

schools to achieve conformity.  However, a detailed analysis reveals a different picture; a 

picture that shows how non-Muslim schools manipulated the laws, rejected compliance, 

hid behind their powerful countries whenever they were threatened with closure, and that 

the Ottoman Empire indeed struggled to apply the laws.  In some cases, the institutions 

opened to monitor non-Muslim schools went without any activity or any results that 

conformed to the intentions prompting their openings.  Therefore, by simply looking at 

those institutions, such as the Inspectorate of non-Muslim and Foreign Schools, one gets 

an impression that, from the very beginning, it carried a campaign against non-Muslim 

and foreign schools and that the state and its surveillance was everywhere in the empire.  

In reality, as frightful as they may sound, their functions would be rather limited due to 

various reasons, including but not limited to the lack of necessary personnel, the power of 

foreign diplomacy, and an Ottoman desire to intimidate without any real punishment.  

276 Hasan Ali Koçer.  Türkiye’de Modern Eğitimin Doğuşu ve Gelişimi (1773-1923),
Istanbul:  Milli Eğitim Basımevi, 1970, 158; Kodaman, Abdülhamid Devri Eğitim Sistemi
(1980 edition), 96.
277 Fortna,”Education for the Empire,” 79-82.
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The fact is that even the idea of initiating such control mechanisms is significant and 

indicates the state’s desire to control the flow of information in foreign schools, as well as 

Muslim ones.  In the end, however, those institutions proved to be fruitless in controlling 

the activities of non-Muslim schools. In an 1894 letter to the Grand Vizier, the Minister 

of Education Zühdü Paşa warned the state about the current condition of the Inspectorate 

of Non-Muslim and Foreign Schools that opened in Istanbul in 1887.  In his letter, Zühdü 

Paşa mentioned that, even though that institution was established for a very important and 

useful purpose, nobody paid any attention to it in time.  Therefore, the inspectorate failed 

to produce any major work, record keeping, or any other result or outcome that would 

help the state to keep those non-Muslim schools under state control.278

When the sultan wanted to reawaken the inspectorate to make it do its expected 

job, one of the first decisions made was to replace its current inspector with a Muslim 

one.  However, that new inspector’s reports about those schools were not taken into 

consideration, either.  Zühdü Paşa suggested that, from then on, the Inspectorate must 

collect important information related to the schools.  Few years after becoming the 

Minister of Education, Zühdü Paşa wanted to make that institution fully function and 

send them 1,450 documents within sixteen months to work on.  Being proud that he was 

getting the inspectorate busy with some serious work, Zühdü Paşa claimed that 

previously within 44 months the office handled only 170 documents that were not even 

very significant.  He wanted to show how much work was being loaded to that institution.  

278 BOA IM 1310 C 15, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîyye, Mektubî Kalemi # 188 (From the 
Minister of Education Zühdü Paşa to the Grand Vizier) 22 Cemaziyelevvel, 1310 
(December 12, 1892).
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Here is how Zühdü Paşa justified the need of reforming the inspectorate:  there were at 

least 1,200 schools only in Istanbul and about 35,000 currently operating in the periphery 

and within them there were about 200,000 male and female teachers of various 

nationalities and foreigners.  However, 95% of those schools did not have any license 

even though it was made obligatory with an imperial order that all schools must obtain 

permits to operate.  In order to enforce the license requirement, the state first needed to 

collect information about them; their location, level of instruction, communities they 

belonged, ways they were established, years they started operating, their curriculum and 

books.279  According to Zühdü Paşa, all that information needed to be checked as well as 

the source of their income and ways they spend the money and any changes in them 

needed to be written down.  Such information could be obtained through education 

directorates in vilayets and it needs to be done.  Even though local educational 

commissions were relegated to control the books and curriculum of those non-Muslim 

and foreign schools in 1880,280 reading Zühdü Paşa’s letter leaves the impression that, 

even in 1894, such supervision was far from what the state was expecting.

Zühdü Paşa wanted further information about the schools and added that all the 

balls, plays, concerts, and drawings that benefited the schools must be inspected eight to 

ten times more and that information about their accounts should be obtained.  Many of 

those events were reported at times when the minorities of the empire would see and hear 

nationalist speeches given by school administrators alongside the plays staged by the 

279 BOA IM 1310 C 15, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Mektubî Kalemi # 188 (From the 
Minister of Education Zühdü Paşa to the Grand Vizier) 22 Cemaziyelevvel, 1310 
(December 12, 1892).
280 Deringil, Well-Protected Domains, 105.
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school children.  Therefore, Zühdü Paşa wanted to place those seemingly innocent 

activities under closer scrutiny.  Since some of those events were also used as fundraisers, 

the minister wanted to see their records, as well.  With regards to the teachers, Zühdü 

Paşa wanted to record and control them as well.  He wanted to check to see if the 

personnel had diplomas to work as teachers.  If their diplomas could not be accepted, 

they were offered the opportunity to take a test at the Ministry of Education and were 

given new diplomas.  Those inspections were not only for the periphery, he emphasized 

that non-Muslim and foreign schools in Istanbul also needed to be checked carefully to 

assure that there was nothing against the law and order of the Ottoman state.  Zühdü Paşa 

emphasized that all that information needed to be collected and their statistics must be 

drawn.  It seems like that reform project was the beginning of collecting the material to 

be used in educational annals that started coming out.281  The yearly publication of 

educational annals was a reflection of the state’s efforts to control educational agenda and 

landscapes in the empire with their locations and resources even though in essence such 

control was being shaken from the empire’s many corners and by many players.

Since all those highlighted tasks mentioned above would require a large number 

of inspectors and scribes, Zühdü Paşa was seeking to increase the Inspectorate of non-

Muslim and foreign schools budget by another 3000 kuruş each month so that they would 

281 Such annals, called Salname-I Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumiye, were published in 
Istanbul.  There are five of them available for Hijri years of 1316, 1317, 1318, 1319, and 
1321. 
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be able to hire more personnel to run the inspectorate more effectively.282  What was 

really striking in that report was that, until 1894, there was only one person in that 

inspectorate to make it function.  That an institution with such major claims would exist 

with such minimal number of employees is quite telling about the complicated nature of 

the Hamidian inspection and its capacities to control foreign and non-Muslim schools.  

Many critiques of the Hamidian era highlight all the frightening control mechanisms that 

they could find in records, however, a closer scrutiny indicates that some of them existed 

in name only, at least for some time, such as the Inspectorate of non-Muslim and Foreign 

Schools.

Moreover, seeing the state attempting to establish a surveillance system over non-

Muslim schools does not indicate that Muslim schools were left unchecked.  Indeed, as 

Zühdü Paşa’s letter indicated, the Inspectorate of Muslim private and state schools and 

the Inspectorate of Press were all busy completing their responsibilities and occasionally 

asking the Ministry of Education for assistance.  Clearly, an attempt to control the 

empire’s entire educational and intellectual activities would have required a large number 

of personnel.283  Therefore, the minister was asking to employ three more Sultani or 

Mulkiye graduates to work as ‘traveling inspectors’ for the Inspectorate of non-Muslim 

282 BOA IM 1310 C 15, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîyye, Mektubî Kalemi # 188 (From the 
Minister of Education Zühdü Paşa to the Grand Vizier) 22 Cemaziyelevvel, 1310 
(December 12, 1892).
283 For the education-specific offices and their development in Hamidian era, see 
Kodaman’s seminal work, Abdülhamid Devri Eğitim Sistemi (1980 edition), 59-99.  For 
an overall administrative structure during the Hamidian era, see Carter Findley, 
Bureaucratic Reform in the Ottoman Empire, The Sublime Port, 1789-1922 (Princeton:  
Princeton University Press, 1980), 221-290.  The chapter on Hamidian era examines the 
changes in the administrative organization of the Ottoman Empire.  



184

and Foreign Schools and five scribes for record keeping.  Zühdü Paşa’s request was 

discussed at a Council of Ministers’ meeting and found reasonable, therefore received 

approval.284  Sultan would also give his consent on that issue.

What seemed to be expansions of state control over both non-Muslim and foreign 

schools was an experience that was actually true for most schools, Muslim and non-

Muslim alike, throughout the empire.  Abdülhamid II has been criticized by many for 

establishing a surveillance system that left no room for intellectual freedom.  Indeed, as 

this document indicates, the ministers themselves were often the initiators of such 

projects, and Abdülhamid II was simply there to approve or reject those projects, rather 

than him being any sort of singular mastermind behind all such initiatives.  Highlighting 

this point is really quite essential because Abdülhamid II earned, quite controversially, a 

reputation of being the ‘Red Sultan’ for his plans to control any activity in the empire in 

order to suppress freedoms and crush any opposition.  Of course such criticisms came 

from both non-Muslims and Muslims, Turks and non-Turks.  As the Committee of Union 

and Progress came to take charge of the government after 1909, one of the very first 

things they focused on was closing down these inspection and censorship offices.285

284 BOA IM 1310 C 15, Meclis-i Mahsus # 1623, 16 Cemaziyelahir 1310 (January 4, 
1893).
285 BOA IM 1326 B 5, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Mektubî Kalemi (no number listed), 
23 Receb 1326 (August 21, 1908).
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Foreign Schools and Local Politics:  The Case of Madam Marseille

On September 14, 1893, the Foreign Ministry sent a letter to the Ministry of 

Education concerning a request delivered by the French embassy.286  The letter 

mentioned that a French woman named Madam Marseille wished to open a school for 

girls in Aleppo.  The Ministry of Education contacted the local authorities of Aleppo in 

order to obtain additional information prior to making a decision regarding Madam 

Marseille’s request.  What the Ministry of Education wanted to know was whether there 

were a sufficient number of French people in Aleppo that would actually require the 

opening of such a school and also if the local authorities would consider any harm that 

school might cause either at present or in the future.  The Ministry also inquired some 

information about Madam Marseille who wanted to open and operate the school.287

After some investigation, local authorities in Aleppo informed the Minister of 

Education that Madam Marseille had worked in Aleppo a year before as a teacher at a 

school for Jewish girls and then returned to France.  Upon her husband’s death, however, 

she returned to Aleppo and started giving private lessons.  Local authorities also added 

that Madam Marseille was known in the area for her frivolous manners and behavior 

[ahval ve etvar-ı hiffetkârânesi].288  The letter from Aleppo also mentioned that of the 

two women Madam Marseille was going to have as her assistants in her school, 

Mademoiselle Mary worked as a servant for the French ambassador in Aleppo and the 

other one, an Armenian named Madam Josephine, was also doing some servant-type of 

286 BOA IM 1312 Z 6, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîyye, Mektubî Kalemi # 211, 16 
Cemaziyelahir 1311 (December 25, 1893).
287ibid.
288ibid.
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work and therefore those women clearly lacked the qualifications to open and operate a 

school. 289  What is interesting, however, was that local authorities of Aleppo, under the 

leadership of the governor, sent another letter to the Ministry of Education a year later 

and requested that when the Ministry rejects Madam Marseille’s request to open a school, 

all the personal information about her behavior and personality should be avoided and the 

school should be rejected on the grounds that the number of French people in Aleppo 

were limited to 90 people and, therefore, that number was insufficient to allow for 

opening the requested school.290

What transpired after the Ottoman state rejected a powerful country’s request, 

such as France, to sponsor opening a school on its territory is quite telling in the sense 

that it clearly shows the dynamics of the Ottoman Empire’s foreign relations.  The 

Foreign Ministry was given the responsibility to inform the French embassy about the 

state’s decision to reject Madam Marseille’s request to open a school in Aleppo.  

However, such rejection would not stop Madam Marseille, and she would act on her own 

accord and designate a house as a school and start teaching there.  Finding her actions as 

defiance to the law and order of the empire, local authorities applied to the French 

consulate to stop her school’s operation but it became fruitless.  Frustrated by French 

consulate’s disregard to their request, local authorities tried the legal channel and sent a 

letter from the judicial office of public prosecutor (Adliye Műdde-i Umumîliği) in Aleppo 

to warn the French consulate about Madam Marseille’s school’s closure.  However, their 

289ibid.
290 BOA IM 1312 Z 6, Official Report from the Governing Council of Aleppo, 16 
Cemaziyelahir 1312 (December 14, 1894).
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letter was returned to the prosecutor’s office without being delivered to Madam 

Marseille.  Once Istanbul was informed about the French consulate’s disrespect to 

Aleppo’s authorities, indirectly rejecting the sovereignty of the Ottoman Empire would 

create much anger and frustration for the Ministry of Education.  Upon such response, the 

Minister of Education Zühdü Paşa, immediately informed the sultan about the situation 

and reminded that they should not remain silent in the face of such rebellious action 

[hareket-i serkeşâne] that was clearly against the order of the sultan. 291  He emphasized 

the necessity of action and warned that remaining silent in this case would be very 

damaging to their attempts of minimizing the impact of foreign schools. 

After a few months, the Minister of Foreign Affairs sent a letter to the Grand 

Vizier and explained that after his office informed the French embassy about their 

decision to reject Madam Marseille’s schools on the grounds that those women did not 

have the necessary qualifications and that there were only 90 French citizens in Aleppo 

and that number was insufficient to open a school, and there already existed a girls’ 

school [implying the old Catholic school for girls] in Aleppo, therefore there was no need 

for a new school.292  Upon receiving the letter, the French embassy replied to the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs and informed them that those women had the necessary 

qualifications and that the school they were going to open was for all children in the area 

and not just for the children of only the French citizens and requested that they should 

reconsider the issue.  The Foreign Ministry let the Grand Vizier know about the situation 

291 BOA IM 1312 Z 6, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîyye, Mektubî Kalemi # 211, 16 
Cemaziyelahir 1311 (December 25, 1893).
292 BOA IM 1312 Z 6, Daire-i Hariciyye , Mektubî Kalemi # 4473, 10 Ramadan 1312 
(March 7, 1895).
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and had the Council of Ministers discuss the issue and finalize a decision approved by the 

sultan.  There was no reference in the French ambassador’s letter to the fact that Madam 

Marseille had already opened a school and that no authority had thus prevented or 

stopped her from doing so.

When the issue was discussed at a Council of Ministers meeting, it was decided 

that, since all the local attempts to close that school had failed and that the school was 

already open, it would be better to give that school a permit and have it operating with a 

license than without one.293  That license would put them under the state law.  When 

submitted for an approval, Abdülhamid II gave permission to pursue their decision.294

The final decision about Madam Marseille’s school project indicates the sense of 

powerlessness that the Ottoman statesmen at all levels felt under the pressure of a 

powerful foreign country.  One has to remember what Abdülhamid II said about foreign 

schools on Ottoman soil:

In England, Russia, and France, there exist Bible Societies which 
become exceedingly rich through the donations of rich and fanatical 
Christians who bequeath all their wealth to them in their wills…Although 
the English, Russian and French governments seem not to be involved in 
their activities, they secretly aid and abet them in sending missionaries 
into darkest Africa.  In this way they spread their beliefs among the local 
population.  By increasing the numbers of their followers this religious 
influence is then transformed into political leverage… Although it is 
obviously desirable to take firm measures against them, if open opposition 
is brought to play, the Sublime Porte will suffer the vexing interventions 
of the three powers’ ambassadors.  Thus the only way to fight against 

293 BOA IM 1312 Z 6, Meclis-i Mahsus-u Vükelâ 3203, 24 Zilkade 1312 (May 19, 1895).
294 BOA IM 132 Z 6, 5 Z 1312 (30 April 1895) (Grand Vizier’s letter for sultan’s 
approval (24 Zilkade 1312 (May 19, 1895) (no number indicated).  
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them is to increase the Islamic population and spread the belief in the 
Holiest of Faiths.295

Censorship as an Instrument in Combating Colonialism/Insurgency:  The Creation 

of an Ottoman “Patriot Act”

The power of European diplomacy and the sense of powerlessness in the face of 

European penetration left the Ottoman state to find every means to find and control every 

threat to its existence.  Because it was proving so hard to control foreigners once they 

were in the empire, then they would have to be controlled in another way, when entering 

into the empire’s territories, at the customs office.  It seemed that for the Ottoman 

statesmen, the customs office was the only safeguard against the arrival of materials that 

would be harmful to the empire.  It seemed that the empire’s vulnerability was felt more 

in the sphere of culture than on the battleground.  If foreigners were coming to the empire 

and opening schools and teaching ‘harmful’ material to the children, such material must 

be destroyed before they entered into the empire.  For the Ottoman statesmen, the only 

avenue for the printed material to enter into the country was through the customs and 

they thus thought that it had to be stopped there. The fear that European books and 

newspapers were filled with distorted information about the Ottoman Empire, its religion, 

its ruler, its boundaries, and many other things, led the empire to tighten its control over 

the printed material that entered into its territories.  The information was getting 

circulated within the empire to entice the citizens of the empire and schools were 

295 BBA Irade Dahiliye 100258.  Yıldız Palace Imperial Secretariat # 6975, 27 Şevval 
1309 (25 May 1892).  Quoted in Deringil, Well-Protected Domains, 114.
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considered as targets of harmful materials.  However, tightening the control at the 

customs, if left in the hands of ambitious but careless inspection officers, could bring 

more diplomatic pressure and unnecessary harassment from foreign embassies.  What 

would happen if an inspection officer would ban the entrance of travel books, 

dictionaries, and other printed material in the same nature calling them ‘harmful’ and 

‘forbidden’?  How would foreigners and their embassies respond to such unwarranted 

actions of state officials?

What does become clear in Ottoman documents is that, in order to prevent 

‘harmful’ material to enter the empire, the Ottoman state tried to tighten its controls over 

the customs.  There was the famous Print Regulation of 1856 that was replaced with a 

new and more rigorous one in 1885 and then in 1888.296  However, the law did not have 

any specific information in terms of which books were ‘harmful’ except a loose 

definition that anything damaging about the Ottoman Empire and its sultan would be in 

that category.  Such definition would cause many troubles later on.  Because there would 

be books containing a few words or a few pages that would possibly fall into ‘harmful’ 

category.  How would the state’s inspectors treat such books’ entry into the empire?  The 

loopholes in the empire’s Press Regulation would create tensions between the Ottoman 

state and foreign embassies that the state would re-consider the Press Regulation to make 

it tighter for ‘harmful’ books and any other printed material to enter the empire.

For the Ottoman state, the custom inspection officers were equally significant in 

terms of keeping the harmful books and any other printed material out of the empire’s 

296 Shaw and Shaw, 216.
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borders without abusing foreigners’ freedoms of carrying other books.  For the Ottoman 

state, the problem was determining the lines between what was harmful and what was 

not.  To clarify that point, Abdülhamid II requested that there must be specific 

information and guidelines for the book inspectors, especially the ones who would be 

working at the customs.  Training inspectors and providing guidelines were considered 

essential to avoid any abuses that could give foreigners any leverage to pressure the 

Ottoman state in order to avoid state control on any other areas and push their claims 

through their embassies.  The sultan warned his Grand Vizier that “any loophole, if left 

unchecked, could end their sovereignty on their own land.”297 In 1312, the Grand Vizier 

submitted the sultan the work of the special committee assigned to make an amendment 

to the Press Regulation and make a list of ‘harmful’ books that would be banned to enter 

into the empire.298  In a rather unusual fashion to the sultan, he dictated to his head clerk a 

lengthy note and reminded the Grand Vizier that the realities of a multi-national state was 

different from a one-nation state and that he must keep that reality in his mind for every 

decision-making:

Ottoman people are composed of various nations [ecnas-ı 
muhtelifeden műrekkep] and that all the decisions should be given while 
that reality is kept in mind that the empire does not have only one nation.  
Treating the empire’s population as one kind (nation) would produce very 
harmful consequences.  Because, if we are going to borrow the law of 

297 IM 1312 Za 5, Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun # 2991, 20 Zilkade 1312 
(May 15, 1895).  This cover letter of the grand vizier to submit the decision of the state to 
the sultan received a lengthy response from the sultan.  He dictated to his scribe the 
reasons why the grand vizier should be more careful about protecting the empire by 
reminding that a small problem, if left unchecked, could cause a major disease that could 
no longer be cured.  
298 IM 1312 Za 5, Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun # 2991, 6 Zilkade 1312 
(May 1, 1895).  
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other countries that have only one kind of people and that those laws work 
really well in them may produce reverse affects in a multi-national state.299

If with ‘one-nation states’ the sultan is referring to European countries and the 

myth of their ‘one-nationness’ and that they could overcome investigating and censoring 

the printed material and reduce their ‘damage, recent studies deconstruct such myths 

about Europe.300

According to the sultan, even though the established committee would make a list 

of books that it considered harmful to the state – and thus ban their entrance into the 

empire, actually having a clear-cut list like this and adhering to it would be very limiting; 

every day, new books would be published, making it impossible to keep the list updated.  

There was also the fact that some printed material would have multiple meanings, and 

these would be impossible to detect and stop at the customs.  For Abdülhamid II, there 

would also be people in the empire who would publish those ‘harmful’ materials inside 

the borders of the empire.  As a consequence, more effective solutions would be needed 

to protect the state from the effects of those materials that might “distort”/“spoil” the 

minds of the people {halkın efkarı efsad edileceğinden).301  In the view of Abdülhamid II, 

such materials needed to be eliminated before they could ever reach the people.

299 IM 1312 Za 5, Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun # 2991, 20 Zilkade 1312 
(May 15, 1895).  
300 In The Forbidden Best-Sellers of Pre-Revolutionary France, Robert Darnton examines 
the existence of underground book publication and circulation despite the existence of 
various censorship laws and intensive inspection in eighteenth-century France. Robert 
Darnton.  The Forbidden Best-Sellers of Pre-Revolutionary France (New York:  W.W. 
Norton and Company, 1996).
301 IM 1312 Za 5, Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun # 2991, 20 Zilkade 1312 
(May 15, 1895).  
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The sultan’s Ottoman Empire was a multi-national empire – despite the efforts of 

some to depict it otherwise, and that reality must be kept in mind all the time – especially 

in considering the processes of decision-making.  For the sultan and his advisors, 

therefore, emulating what was successful in another country, especially in a so-called 

‘single-nation state’ would be very harmful to the foundations of the empire.  In his 

comments on this matter, he scolded the Grand Vizier for treating the Ottoman Empire as 

a one-nation state – which it was not.  Disregarding this reality/limitation would be very 

damaging to the state and the society.  In his efforts to make this point clear, the sultan 

made the following analogy:  If we have small mixed courts (sulh mahkemeleri) in an 

area and we limit the amounts that they can handle to 100 kuruş and that there is a person 

in that same area that has some land and property worth 3,000 kuruş and some of his 

adversaries would open a court case for a few hundred kuruş and bring in false witnesses 

and win their case and continue doing the same thing, then in the end they would end up 

having more than half of his land and eventually own it all themselves.  This is how one 

state would lose its land to another within a multi- national society, a concern that does 

not confront single-nation states.  The sultan thus hinted that, when considering a solution 

in dealing with the harmful material coming into the empire, all the avenues in and 

venues for it must be closed, and it must be remembered that there would otherwise be 

some groups who could be manipulated by those and this should be taken into account.  

However, the following years would show that such ambitious plans of controlling the 

flow of information at an age of rapid technological development and ideas would be a 

hard and frustrating – even futile – endeavor in the experiences of the Ottoman Empire.
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Reconfigurations of the Ottoman ‘Patriot Act’:  A Hamidian Amendment to the 

Print Regulation

In 1895, a special commission was established to determine the necessary changes 

to the Print Regulation to make it more effective in terms of the ‘harmful’ foreign 

publication entering into the empire.  That commission had three members, one from the 

Ministry of Internal Affairs, and the other two were assigned from the Ministry of 

Education’s Inspection offices.  Upon finishing their work, the commission sent their 

report to the Ministry of Education in which they mentioned that, although it was 

necessary to ban foreign books that were against the Islamic religion and the state from 

entering into the empire, some excessive applications raised foreign embassies’ concerns.  

Apparently, some censorship officers withheld even dictionaries and/or travel guides and 

books of a similar nature that some foreigners brought along on their travels, thus leading 

to harsh complaints being voiced by the embassies.

The commission informed the Ministry of Education that, in order to avoid such 

complaints from foreign embassies about possible abuses, it was crucial to inspect those 

books coming from foreign countries rather carefully.  Upon careful inspection, if they

were deemed harmless, they could be allowed to enter into the empire.  Those books that 

were considered ‘harmful,’ however, required a systemic way of handling them.  The 

newly organized commission came up with a number of suggestions.  First, one of the 

shortcomings of the Print Regulation was that it considered the customs site as the only 

place where those ‘harmful’ books could enter into the country.  However, another 
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common way for such text to arrive was also through the post offices.  Therefore, the

Print Regulation needed to have its authority expanded to encompass the post offices as 

another site to both inspect for and identify ‘harmful’ books.

The commission’s second suggestion was that, with the exception of dictionaries 

and travel guides, other books thought to contain some questionable information (e.g., 

harmful sentences and/or expressions) should be confiscated and kept under the control 

of the state until their owners leave the country.  At that time, the questionable materials 

should be given back when those foreigners upon their departures from the country.

The commission also prepared a list of what it called ‘major harmful books and 

authors’302 and wrote a nine-item amendment to the Press Regulation and submitted it for 

approval.

THE AMENDMENT TO THE PRINT HOUSE/PRESS REGULATION’S ‘NECESSARY 

ACTIONS AGAINST THE BOOKS, PAMPHLETS, AND PRINTED MATERIAL’ 

SECTION

I. All books, pamphlets, and printed material, printed in any foreign 
country, in any language would be inspected by the appointed 
officers when they enter to the empire via customs or postal 
services.  

A. Included in this ban are the printed material that are religiously 
or politically offensive to the caliph, the [Ottoman] state, state 
officials, Islamic religion, Ottoman institutions, and the 
officially recognized various sects. 

B. All kinds of publication about murder.

C. This ban also encompasses images of obscenity that are against 
morals.

302 Unfortunately the list of those forbidden books was not among the documents in this 
folder.
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D. Also included in that ban are the materials that were 
specifically included in the Print Regulation ban on 8 Kanun-i 
Evvel 1310/1894.

II. All printed materials that despise Ottoman manners and traditions 
as well as the material that has depictions against public morality 
and manners would be collected and seized.

III. If there are inappropriate pages in a book that would mot be 
permitted to enter the country, those pages would be cut out before 
allowing them to enter and if the owner of the material would not 
agree with that, then the material would be withheld until the 
owner leaves the country.  Only then the material would be 
returned to its owner.

IV. Local or foreign guests and visitors who would carry religious 
texts, prayer books, dictionaries, novels, science books, travel 
pamphlets that do not contain harmful items would not be touched. 

V. If Ottoman political divisions (geographically) are falsely 
marked and colored on a map, that map and similar publications 
would be withheld with a promise to be given back when they 
leave the country.303

VI. This bill is an amendment to the Print Regulation’s “What To
do About Harmful Books” section.  This is merely an addition to 
the law and not a change to it.

VII. This amendment and the Print Regulation’s 26th and 17th items 
require that book inspectors at the customs and post offices are 
responsible from applying this amendment and the Print 
Regulations with utmost care.  Disregarding or disobeying them 
would have severe consequences and those who do, would be held 
responsible.304

The Ministry of Education submitted the commission’s report to the Grand Vizier.  

He thereafter mentioned that, when foreign people arrive into the empire, the books that 

303 In recent decades scholars started examining the connection between geography, map 
making and imperialism.  For an excellent analysis, see Anne Godlewska, “Napoleon’s 
Geographers (1797-1815):  Imperialists and Soldiers of Modernity,” in Anne Godlewska 
and Neil Smith, eds., Geography and Empire, (Oxford:  Blackwell, 1994), 31-53.
304 BOA IM 1312 Za 5, Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun.  No date on it.  By 
looking at the cover letter that this document was attached, it is 28 Şaban 1312 (February 
23, 1895).
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they bring along – if they are against the Islamic religion and the state and they were 

written by hostile authors/people – should be banned from entering the empire.  

When the Grand Vizier submitted the commission’s work to the sultan, he agreed 

with the suggestions.  However, he made his imperial secretary write a lengthy note to 

the Grand Vizier indicating the shortcomings of having a list of banned books because 

some of the publications could have double meanings and therefore hard to detect at first 

sight.  Those books, the sultan reminded, still could enter the empire with some people.  

He suggested, therefore, that further preventive measures should be taken to eliminate the 

books and other harmful material that would publish some material to “distort”/“spoil” 

the minds of people {halkın efkarı efsad edileceğinden).  If any loophole would be left 

open, it was considered, there would be some trying to benefit from that.  Perhaps the 

sultan was implying the possibility of the publication of those ‘harmful’ books within the 

empire’s own territories.305  After all, Istanbul was a “center of printing and publishing 

very much like Paris and other European capitals” for both Turkish and other 

communities, i.e., the Greeks, Bulgarians, Armenians, and Jews.306  The law, therefore, 

would need to be very clear, not open any negotiations that the state would not win, and 

open to appeal only when absolutely necessary.  If there would not be clear lines drawn, 

it was feared, there would be opportunities for separatists and other groups that would try 

305 The application of law created resentment among the missionaries operating in the 
empire.  James Barton mentions that the printing press they set up in Harput got closed 
and there was much scrutiny over the missionary print houses operating in Beirut and 
Istanbul.  He further complains about the strict regulations in transmitting those books by 
mail.  James L. Barton, Daybreak in Turkey (Boston:  The Pilgrim Press, 1908), 201-203.
306 Johann Strauss, “Who Read What in the Ottoman Empire.  19th-20th Centuries?,” 
Arabic Middle Eastern Literatures, Vol. 6, no. 1 (2003): 39-76, 40.
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to take advantage of ambiguities and other situations for their own benefit.  The state 

would need to thus protect against such materials finding their ways to any people 

interested in – or simply open to – hearing such propaganda and acting upon it.

The Ottoman ‘Patriot Act’ in Application:  An Ottoman-Italian Confrontation over 

the Rights of Foreigners on Ottoman Territories

The Ottoman Empire was facing a new phase of foreign attacks on its soil when 

the Italians in Tripolitani and Benghazi started occupying them.  However, the events 

leading the attacks were developing earlier than that.  During the late-nineteenth century, 

when the Scramble for Africa was the driving force for many European countries, Italy, 

as a latecomer to the competition saw controlling Tripoli as an opportunity waiting for 

the country.  Since most of the African territories surrounding the Mediterranean was 

taken over by Britain and France, Italy was ready to settle for what was remaining, 

namely Tripoli where Ottoman rule was weak.  Tripoli’s close proximity to Italy and 

Italian merchants complains about the difficult conditions became a pretext for Italy to 

intervene Tripoli’s affairs.307

Italian interests in Tripoli were intense since 1880s and the Ottoman state aimed 

at working with France and Britain to gain their support against Italian plans in Tripoli.  

However, Italy was also trying to work with France and Britain to ease its penetration to 

Tripoli and in 1887 reached an agreement with them to capture the Ottoman province.308

307 Shaw and Shaw, 290.
308 Lisa Anderson, The State and Social Transformation in Tunisia and Libya, 1830-1980
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986), 110.
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As Italy occupied Tripoli in 1911, they proclaimed that Italians were there to save the 

people from the Ottoman yoke.  The commander of occupying forces announced that 

Italians were there “not to subdue and render [the inhabitants] slaves, now under bondage 

to the Turks, but to restore to them their rights, to punish the usurpers, to render them free 

and masters of their fate, and to protect them from these same usurpers, the Turks, and 

from anyone else who would enslave them.”309  Some collaborating elite in Tripoli 

worked with Italian administration to convince the people that the occupation would save 

them from the Turks.  

Prior to attacking Tripoli directly in 1911, the Italians were very actively involved 

in establishing schools in the Ottoman Empire’s southern territories, especially in Tripoli 

in order to have a foothold in the empire’s Mediterranean territories.  There was much 

competition between France and Italy to gain hearts and souls of those students in 

Tripoli, Hums and Bingazi through establishing schools.  Italian schools in the region 

were geared mostly towards educating the empire’s non-Muslim minorities310, an issue 

that raised the suspicions among local authorities and the state in general.311

In 1902, the Minister of Internal Affairs, Mehmed Memduh Paşa, wrote a letter to 

the Grand Vizier regarding the activities of Italians in the empire.  Upon receiving some 

correspondence from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and from the local authorities in 

Bingazi, the Minister of Internal Affairs charted Italian activities and apparent plans in 

309 Quoted in Anderson, The State and Social Transformation, 125.
310 There was much Italian interest, for instance, in educating Jewish communities in 
Tripoli.  Simon, 136-137.
311 Salaheddin Hasan Sury, “Modern Education in Trablusgarp (Tripolitania) 1835-
1911,” in International Congress on Learning and Education in the Ottoman World 
(April 12-15, 1999):  Proceedings (Istanbul: Yıldız Matbaacılık, 2001): 357-364, 361.
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the empire’s European and Arab lands as such:312  Opening an Italian post office in 

Yanya; establishing a sanayi mektebi (industrial school) in Işkodra and another one in 

Yanya, beside an already existing regular Italian school there; building an elementary 

school in Draç; placing a girls’ school in Derne; locating another girls’ school in Hums; 

and, opening a boys’ elementary in Bingazi.  The Grand Vizier’s office and the Foreign 

Ministry already knew about these plans and had been working on those issues already.  

At this time, however, they expanded the issue and delegated it to different ministries to 

handle it collectively.  During the reign of Abdülhamid II, many of the offices and 

ministries would be required to work in such a more coordinated fashion in order to 

achieve more successful results.  Therefore, monitoring Italian plans of opening schools 

and post-offices on Ottoman territories would be assigned to the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, Ministry of Internal Affairs, and the Ministry of Education, and Ministry of 

Postal and Telegraph Services.   It is indeed impressive to see such concerted efforts 

among various departments of the Ottoman Empire to work and share information at a 

time of constant turmoil within the empire. 

The Minister of Internal Affairs first focused on Italian plans and activities in the 

empire’s Balkan territories:  In Yanya, the Italian embassy attempted to establish a post 

office inside its embassy complex.  When local authorities attempted to halt such plans, 

this prompted the Italian embassy’s protests, arguing that soldiers surrounded their 

embassy.  Upon such protests and criticism, the state gave orders to local authorities to 

cease pursuing such methods.  Attempts to solve the problem through diplomacy also 

312 BOA IM 1320 Za 5, Daire-i Umur-u Dahiliye, Mektubî Kalemi # 4311, 23 Receb 
1320 (25 October 1902).
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failed, however, because Italian authorities argued that other foreign countries already 

had post-offices in that area and that they should be given the same rights extended to 

other countries.  By complaining that the Ottomans were somehow discriminating against 

the Italians, Italian authorities demanded equality with other foreign countries that were 

on their way to establishing their institutions to conquer the empire from within.  For 

Italian authorities, if the Ottoman state was going to ban Italy from establishing post 

offices in the area(s) where they wanted to establish their post-offices, such a ban should 

have included other foreign countries that had their post-offices located in the same 

location(s).

Mehmed Memduh Paşa informed the local authorities in Yanya that the Foreign 

Ministry was preparing itself for a fight against the claims advanced by the Italian 

embassy.  He also wanted to see more collaboration from different ministries and 

requested from the Grand Vizier to inform the Ministry of Postal and Telegraphs Services 

about Italian plans to open and operate post offices in Yanya which at the time was 

functioning despite the confrontation with the state officials, and also let that ministry 

know that Italians were also rushing to built another post office in Draç.  For the Minister 

of Internal Affairs, every ministry involved in that issue must have been notified that the 

state rejected recognizing those post offices, therefore they were illegal institutions on 

Ottoman soil. For him, Italian embassy could not argue too far because their post office 

In Yanya was already in operation without the approval of the state.313

313ibid.
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In his lengthy letter to the Grand Vizier, the Minister of Internal Affairs also 

touched upon Italian schools and their status.  He mentioned that Italians wanted to open 

a sanayi mektebi (industrial school) in İşkodra with the sultan’s consent; therefore, there 

was nothing they could do about that school.  However, for other Italian plans (in Yanya, 

adding a sanayi mektebi  to their existing school; in Draç and Bingazi, opening schools 

for boys; in Derne and Hums, opening schools for girls), the minister sounded like he was 

ready to challenge Italian authorities.  The Italian embassy had been working hard to 

finish the sanayi mektebi school in Yanya, and this initiative was fueling considerable 

resentment, anger, and actual complaints among the local authorities of the area.  

According to the Education Regulation, Italians were required to apply to local 

authorities in order to obtain permission and they had not done so.  Now that their school 

was almost finished, local authorities were greatly frustrated and expected the state to 

step in and take some action to stop such foreign institutions mushrooming in their towns.  

The letter leaves the reader with the impression that local authorities were waiting for the 

state to take whatever measures would be necessary to teach the Italians a lesson.  

However, when the Italian embassy was questioned about their projects in Yanya, they 

asked the state ‘show no hardship’ [irade-i müşkülāt edilmemesi] on that issue and asked 

the state authorities to reconsider that requested a re-consideration.314  The language of 

the Minister of Internal Affairs clearly shows the resentment and frustration in the face of 

Italian pressures.  The sense of powerlessness in the face of Italian pressure and rejection 

of that condition is very noticeable.

314ibid. 
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Accepting the situation and Italian pressures for the schools in the Balkans, the 

Minister of Internal Affairs, Mehmed Memduh Paşa was inclined to face Italian 

authorities on a different ground, on Empire’s Arabic-speaking territories.  He informed 

the Grand Vizier that Italians wanted to open schools in Derne, Hums, and Bingazi.  For 

their plans in Bingazi, Italians previously had a school there and then closed it down.  

Their recent plan was to reopen it for the Italian families there; however, the fact was that 

there were very limited number of Italian families in both Bingazi and Derne that would 

require opening schools there.  The mutasarrıflık in Bingazi315 was waiting for an order 

from the state to determine a course of action to negotiate with Italian consulate and see if 

they were expected to deny or award a permit to Italian consulate.

On the issue of opening Italian schools in Hums, the Ministry of Internal affairs 

had already been notified that Italians rented a dwelling there and converted it into a 

school.  An Italian named Antoniodis Peskaver (?) was already teaching the foreign boys 

in that school that had no official permit. Local authorities informed the state that in 

Hums there were only 22 British households with 102 people and only four Italian 

households with nineteen Christians, therefore, there was no need for another Italian 

school in Hums besides the one that was operating without a license in the rental 

building.  Besides, they said, another school would be ‘dangerous.’316  Italians total 

disobedience to the Ottoman law would trigger a lot of reaction from local authorities.  

315 In 1867, the Ottoman Empire reorganized the administrative structure of Libya by 
giving it a vilayet status with four sanjaks of Tripoli, Khums, Jabal, and Fazzan.  Each 
sanjak was administered by a mutasarrıf.  Anderson, 89.
316 BOA IM 1320 Za 5, Daire-i Umur-u Dahiliye, Mektubî Kalemi # 4311, 23 Receb 
1320 (October 25, 1902).
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Although the Education Law required that all schools in the empire must obtain 

permission from the empire in order to operate, such law became subject to negotiation 

between the Ottoman state and foreign embassies.  Selim Deringil rightly points out that 

Ottoman archives are full of orders for closing down schools in every part of the empire 

due to their lack of license and that state’s continual re-issuance of that order is an 

indication of how hard it was for the Ottoman state to apply it.317

Such severe reaction and warning from local authorities would find their

reflection in Mehmed Memduh Paşa’s letter to the Grand Vizier in which he reminded 

that opening of those foreign schools ‘in that part of the empire’ was not only very 

significant but also very dangerous, therefore the state should do anything to stop 

them.318  That, he wrote, was the message of the sultan in his various orders anyway and 

it was time to put it into application.

Mehmed Memduh Paşa had the opportunity he was seeking to confront Italian 

authorities when he received a letter from the Bingazi Mutasarrfiliği on October 25, 

1902.319   The mutasarrıf was informing the minister that Italian government had 

previously had a school there but closed it down later and now Italian consulate wants to 

re-open that school.  According to the police chief’s report to the mutasarrıf , the 

consulate even brought a man named Giovanni (?) from an Italian Teacher Training 

school as director of that school.  Giovanni and his family came to Bingazi in an Italian 

317 Deringil, Well-Protected Domains, 105.
318 BOA IM 1320 Za 5, Daire-i Umur-u Dahiliye, Mektubî Kalemi # 4311, 23 Receb 
1320 (October 25, 1902).
319 BOA Im 1320 Za 5, Bingazi Mutasarrıf   lığı # 90 (from Bingazi Mutasarrıflığı to the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs), 23 Receb 1320 (October 25, 1902).
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postal ship. They are planning to transform the building they rented into a school and 

start the education.  Therefore, the mutasarrıf was asking how to respond if and when the 

school starts operating.

Mehmed Memduh Paşa immediately forwarded the letter to the Grand Vizier and 

repeated the noticeable increase of Italian schools and their danger and requested that the 

state must determine a course of action and then act accordingly.320  He encouraged the 

Grand Vizier to authorize the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to contact Italian embassy to 

stop the establishment of those schools on Ottoman territories.  Since Italian consulate 

brought a teacher from Italy, that was a clear sign of their desire to open a school in 

Bingazi and if the state would take an immediate action they could stop Italian plans to be 

realized.

It is quite striking to notice how the Minister of Internal Affairs as well as the 

local authorities in Bingazi wanted to take an assertive/effective (or any) action to fight 

against Italian activities.  One wonders how those people felt when the state failed to

determine an effective course of action due to its limited power in the face of foreign 

pressure.  One also wonders how the state’s failures to respond to the calls of local 

authorities in more aggressive fashion influenced the emergence and development of 

nationalist sentiments there and anywhere else in the empire.  Did they feel neglected, left 

alone, or worse, left in the hands of colonizers?  

The letters kept coming from the mutasarrıf of Bingazi about Italian actions in 

their area.  Just four days after he sent a letter to the Ministry of Internal Affairs, he sent a 

320 BOA IM 1320 Za 5, Ministry of Internal Affairs (from the Minister of Internal Affairs 
to the Grand Vizier), 8 Şaban 1320 (November 9, 1902).
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second one updating the minister about the progression of events.  The mutasarrıf’s letter 

mentioned that after deciding to open a school in Bingazi, Italians rented a dwelling that 

they converted into a school.  What was striking, however, was the information that 

Italians also erected a pole on the school grounds and were waving an Italian flag on it.

321  The mutasarrıf also sent a copy of the letter he sent to local Italian consulate in 

Bingazi and also forwarded the consulate’s response.

In his letter to Italian consulate in Bingazi, the mutasarrıf mentioned that Bingazi 

police had reported the rental of a building to be used as a foreign school and that “as of 

yesterday there was a flag pole and as of today there is an Italian flag waving on it.”322

The mutasarrıf reminded the consul that in order to open and operate such an 

establishment on Ottoman soil, they needed to inform state authorities formally.  That 

being a general rule, however, Italian consulate had not given any slight information 

about the school building in Bingazi and in addition, in an unusual way, waving a flag on 

a pole on the school grounds.  After reminding that such acts of foreigners were 

unacceptable, the mutasarrıf warns the consul that he would inform higher authorities 

about them. The letter ends by asking for explanations for Italian actions.  The mutasarrıf  

also sends a copy of Italian consulate’s response to his office.

Following the developments in Bingazi rather carefully, the Minister of Internal 

Affairs, forwarded the letter he received from the mutasarrıf of Bingazi and the 

attachments about the exchange of letters between Italian consulate and the mutasarrıf’s 

321 BOA IM 1320 Za 5, Bingazi Mutasarrıflığı # 91, 27 Receb 1320 (October 29, 1902).
322 BOA IM 1320 Za 5.  A Copy of the Letter dated 13 Teşrinievvel 1318 and submitted 
to Italian Consulate in Bingazi.
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office.  Being very idealistic that foreigners, in this case Italians, must be taught a lesson 

in terms of obeying the laws of the Ottoman Empire, the minister emphasized the 

significance of waving an Italian flag on school grounds also Italian attempts to complete 

the establishment of that school despite their lack of any permit.323

It was not only the Ministry of Internal Affairs that was following Italian 

activities in Bingazi but the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, as well.  When the Grand Vizier 

sent four letters to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs about Italian activities on Ottoman 

soil, he finally sent a lengthy response to the Grand Vizier in order to notify him about 

his experience with Italian authorities.  He mentioned that, in order to stop Italian schools 

in Bingazi, Derne, and Hums, the Minister of Foreign Affairs himself contacted the 

Italian Ambassador, the Italian Embassy’s Translation Office, and the Rome Embassy 

General – all were notified and informed that they should avoid establishing those 

schools.  Those letters, the minister explained, were filled with the reasons for rejecting 

the Italian schools, and they were explained in a suitable language and with supporting 

evidence submitted.324

In response to the warnings of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Italian 

ambassador in Istanbul paid a visit to his office to discuss that particular issue and 

reminded the minister that the school in Bingazi was opened before, that it had acquired 

the permission of the Ottoman state, that it was the Italian government that previously 

decided to close it, that their present attempts to re-open the same school were thus 

323 BOA IM 1320 Za 5, Daire-i Umur-u Dahiliyye, Mektubî Kalemu # 4912 (from the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs to Grand Vizier) 28 Şaban 1320 (November 29, 1902).
324 BOA IM 1320 Za 5, Daire-i Hariciye, Mektubî Kalemi # 3192 (from the Minister of 
Foreign Affairs to the Grand Vizier), 29 Ramazan 1320 (December 30, 1902).
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legitimate, and that the state should thus not contest its opening.  Concerning the school 

in Hums, the ambassador argued, they were merely adding a girls’ school to the already 

existing boys’ school, and the one in Derne would be a very small girls’ school that 

would serve only to the Italians and Maltese already residing in the area.  After 

minimizing the significance of the openings of these schools in a geographically 

significant – and vulnerable – part of the Ottoman Empire, the Italian ambassador 

stressed that Italian authorities cared very much about and were deeply committed to 

these schools.325  After de-emphasizing the actions of Italians in the Ottoman Empire, the 

Italian ambassador went on to compare what he viewed as their limited privileges in 

contrast with those extended to other foreign countries:

The French have over 600 educational institutions in the Ottoman 
Empire and many other vilayets that don’t even have any Russian, 
English, or American people have hundreds of Russian, English, and 
American schools.  In comparison, the number of Italian schools is no 
more than 25 and stopping the establishment of two small girls’ schools 
with frivolous excuses is a major concern of Italian state.326

The ambassador thus demanded the same tolerant treatment that he perceived the 

French to be enjoying in the region and empire.  He insisted that eight months had been 

passed since they applied for permission to establish these schools and that the Italian 

government rejected the reasons/excuses that were provided by the Ottoman state in its 

denial of authorization for their openings.  In addition, the ambassador wanted to let the 

325 ibid.
326 ibid.
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minister know that he received “special instructions to let them know that Italian 

authorities were very determined on that issue.”327

When the Minister of Foreign Affairs attempted to explain to the Italian 

ambassador that the Ottoman state was not ‘particularly’ trying to prevent Italian schools, 

that there was no need or benefit in opening schools in those areas where there were no 

Italians residing, and that the areas they were discussing about clearly fell into this 

category, the ambassador repeated his final statement about how determined Italian 

authorities were on that issue.328

After being subject to Italian ambassador’s threatening treatment, the Minister of 

Foreign Affairs wrote a lengthy letter to the Grand Vizier and explained his reasons why 

the state should let Italian authorities get what they wanted.

Since those schools would serve to the Maltese who spoke only 
Italian and their families and that the Italian government was so 
determined about their opening and it is expected that in time their 
openings would be ordered.  It became apparent from the ambassador’s 
way of talking that our state’s determined opposition could cause another 
incident and that the Italian government could undertake some 
extraordinary plans/precautions.  Prior to his visit, the ambassador sent a 
note to our ministry in which he claimed that the arrangements/privileges 
with France would also give Italy the right to open schools.  Instead of 
letting such issues surface, it is my understanding that we should settle the 
issue in hand… Otherwise, there is no doubt that Italian government 
would pursue such claims rather very rigorously.329

The bottom line of the Minister of Foreign Affairs’ argument was that, he 

convinced Italian ambassador not to pursue the claim that Italy had the same right as 

France to open schools on Ottoman territories.  In order to prevent them to pursue such 

327 ibid.
328 ibid.
329 ibid.
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claims officially, the Ottoman state should just let them open those schools they were 

asking for.  Otherwise, the minister was implying that ’what is a headache right now can 

turn into a disaster’.  One wonders how they were going to explain those issues and their 

decision to the local authorities that were expecting a decisive confrontation and victory 

for the Ottoman state.

The Minister would explain the issues the way the Italian ambassador approached 

them and told the Grand Vizier that the schools the Italians were planning to open in 

Derne and Hums are elementary level girls’ school that would not accept Muslim girls; 

the one in Bingazi was in operation before and that there was currently a French school 

there also.  However, insisting on not allowing them to open those schools could cause a 

problem.  That was the impression that the ambassador left and what was important at the 

moment was that “instigating an incident is not proper and that if those schools would 

open and we would close them forcefully, its consequences should be considered rather 

very carefully.”330  Therefore, for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Italian schools in 

Derne, Hums, and Bingazi should be given permission like other foreign schools and that 

the vilayet of Trablusgarb and the Mutasarrıflık of Bingazi must be informed to act 

accordingly and not to cause any incident by their actions.

Another Clash of Italian and Ottoman Authorities over the School in Hums

The clash between Italian and the Minister of Foreign Affairs ended with a 

compromise but Italian officials’ encounter with other state officials would be rather 

330 ibid.
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hostile and confrontational.  While the highest representatives were conciliatory, on the 

local level the clash of sovereignties would be more noticeable.  In that manner, Hums

becomes a good example.  The Minister of Education, Zühdü Paşa, wrote a letter in 1903 

regarding Italian plans to establish educational institutions on Ottoman territories but 

particularly highlighting the one in Hums.  He mentions that, several years ago, Italians 

opened a school in Hums without any permission.  Local authorities failed to notice the 

establishment of that school.  Later on Italians were trying to move that school into 

another location.  That time, local authorities were more attentive and immediately 

informed Italian consulate about the necessity of obtaining a permit by applying to the 

local educational directorate of Bingazi.  In a threatening response Italian consul 

responded that “He has an order from Italian consul-general not to apply for 

permission.”331  It was not only the consulate in Bingazi that was getting involved but its 

higher authority in Trablusgarb, the consul-general as well.  Italian consul-general sent a 

foreboding letter to the mutasarrıflık of Bingazi and basically told them to move out of 

the way for Italian plans.  The letter indicated that Italian authorities found 

mutasarrıflık’s attempt to prevent their school’s transfer into another location in Hums 

was very reprehensive and that if they would try to stop the transfer of the school, “they 

would be held responsible for the consequences of their actions.”332

It is rather ironic that Italian consul-general was acting offensive although they 

were at fault.  The mutasarrıf would remind that point to the consul-general.  When 

331 BOA IM 1320 Za 5, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Mektubî Kalemi # 241, 12 Şevval 
1320 (January 11, 1903).
332 ibid.
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drafting a spiteful response, the mutasarrıf of Bingazi would stress that point by saying 

that the offenses that Italian consul-general was trying to accuse the mutasarrıflık for 

were indeed going to be associated with the Italian authorities that were rejecting to 

comply with the laws and regulations of their empire.333

During the exchange of those threatening correspondence between the 

mutasarrıflık and Italian consul-general, Italian consul claimed that they have never heard 

of any laws regarding to open schools there or in anywhere else of the empire.  The 

mutasarrıflık’s response to such claim was that in the past they informed Italian consulate 

about the necessity of obtaining permits from local officials for establishing schools and 

that reminder was part of the regulations that Italian schools were required to follow.  

Furthermore, they emphasized that theirs was not merely a ‘local’ response originating 

from local authorities’ own decision; it was rather part of the general rule of enforcing the 

empire’s laws and regulations that were applicable for every part of the empire.  That 

being the case, the mutasarrıf said, there cannot be an exception to the rule for Italian 

schools and that the education directorate of Bingazi would continue pushing for its 

course of actions.334  The language of the mutasarrıf’s letter is quite interesting as he 

described himself as a ‘disseminator of Ottoman law’ and used the state to have leverage 

against what seemed to be an ‘aggressive’ Italian attitude.  It is rather ironic that, around 

the same time, the Minister of Foreign Affairs made compromises in the face of intensive 

Italian diplomatic pressure, as mentioned above.  Unaware of such state compromises, 

333 ibid.
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the mutasarrıf was still relying on the state to support his decision to take action in order 

to compel Italians to comply with the laws and regulations of his state.

The Minister of Education’s letter also provided information about other Italian 

schools across the empire in order to highlight their danger and – more importantly – the 

dismissive attitude of Italian authorities concerning the matter of Ottoman sovereignty in 

its own lands.  That is how the Ottoman officials understood when they faced Italian 

disregard of Ottoman laws and regulations.  The Minister of Education mentioned that, 

according to the reports of local authorities, Italians were trying to open a school in 

Avlonya (in Balkans).  According to the letters received, the Italians already opened a 

school in a dwelling that they acquired in a Christian neighborhood that had been rented 

out to an Italian watchmaker for a while.  This elementary school had eight boys and 

girls, as well as a few Greek students who wanted to learn Italian.   Later on, however, 

the Italian consulate wanted to open another school and there were reports indicating that 

the Italian consulate had already acquired all the necessary supplies, such as chairs and 

maps, and stored them at the consulate.  Although Italians changed their minds on renting 

the building that they were interested in, state officials in Istanbul were informed about 

Italian activities within the empire, particularly the Grand Vizier and the Inspectorate of 

Non-Muslim and Foreign Schools.335

For the Minister of Education, Italian activities in the empire were unacceptable --

particularly the response made by Italian Consul-General in Trablusgarb.  In both places, 

Bingazi and Avlonya, Italians disregarded any compliance with the Law of Education 
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and other regulations that related to that matter.  The Minister of Education restated the 

order of a previous Grand Vizier in 1888 that was given to Italian authorities upon their 

request to open schools within the borders of the empire.  That order, according to the 

Minister of Education, highlighted all the rules they had to obey if they were going to 

establish schools on Ottoman territories.  The rules in that order were determined as: 

“Like its peers, establishing and opening Italian schools in some areas of the Ottoman 

Empire requires that their embassy would submit information about their administration.  

The order also required the monitoring of those schools for the way they instructed the 

children and kept a record of it; teaching Turkish and avoiding the use of books that were 

deemed detrimental to the state, the sultan and/or caliph, and/or the religion of Islam.  

The order also required that teachers in those schools must use a proper language and 

avoid talking about or saying anything against the state and its religion.  It further 

required that the curriculum and the books to be used in those schools must be approved 

by local authorities and that state officials would have the right to inspect them at any 

time. ”336 For the Minister of Education, Italian authorities must be reminded of that order 

and that he would send Italian embassy a translated copy of it.  Unaware of the Minister 

of Foreign Affairs encounter and deal with Italian ambassador, the Minister of Education 

sought to convince the Grand Vizier that Italian attitudes must be corrected, that they 

must be convinced to comply with all appropriate laws and regulations, and that local 

authorities must be encouraged to enforce these provisions. Frustrated by Italian 

representatives’ domineering attitudes towards local authorities’ demands to comply with 
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the state’s laws, the Minister of Education declared Italians responses were ‘unlawful’ 

[min kulli’l-vűcuh caiz olmayacaği] and requested a firm response.  For him, the Minister 

of Foreign Affairs must remind the Italian embassy that in the future, when their 

consulates act in the same manner, the embassy must give them the necessary 

instructions/information to correct them.337  However, behind the closed doors of the 

Minister of Foreign Affairs, a different bargain was taking place – a bargain that 

apparently was kept secret from other ministries for quite a while until pressures on the 

state intensified to make the state determine a course of actions to be followed since 

Italian excesses were increasing with every passing day and complaint letters were 

pouring in to the state officials about these situations in the peripheries of the empire.

Italian Desire to be the Protector of Catholic Students in Bingazi

Ottoman impressions of Catholic missionaries on Ottoman territories were 

relatively positive in comparison to the Protestants.  Since 1880s’s the Ottoman state 

started establishing relations with the Papacy.  In 1894, the Pope banned Roman clergy 

from interfering in the affairs of local Catholic communities in Ottoman territories.  This 

situation left the Catholic schools under the control of their own local Patriarchates.   For 

the Eastern Patriarchates, the Pope encouraged loyalty and compliance to their sovereign 

state.338  As much as the Ottoman state was getting closer to the Catholic world and 

striving to establish better relations through recognizing the Pope and sending Ottoman 

representatives to the Vatican, the picture at home was far from being a positive one as 

337 ibid.
338 Quoted in Deringil, Well-Protected Domains, 122.
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Catholic clergy would later on try to attract protection/involvement from different foreign 

powers.  When the Italian consulate was given the right to be the designated protectors of 

the Catholic students in Bingazi and educate them in schools that they would establish in 

Bingazi, subsequent events would raise levels of alarm within the state and place Italy at 

the top of empire’s watch list.

In a 1903 letter sent from the mutasarrıflık of Bingazi to state officials in Istanbul, 

it was mentioned that the highest Catholic clergy in Trablusgarb informed the Council of 

Catholic Priests in Bingazi about their decision to put their students under Italian 

consulate’s protection instead of French consulate.  That meant transferring those 

students into the schools that would be established by Italian consulate in Bingazi.  

French consulate informed the consul-general of Trablusgarb that they would comply 

with the decision of the Council of Catholic Priests only if would be approved by the 

Pope; otherwise, the Council had to communicate with French educational authorities to 

settle the issue.339  The sultan ordered that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Education 

were assigned to follow that issue accordingly.  Ministry of Education informed the 

Inspectorate of non-Muslim and foreign schools about the issue and reminded that the 

issue must be taken care of according to the laws and regulations.  The Minister of 

Education reminded the Minister if Internal Affairs about the state order prepared by a 

previous Grand Vizier in 1888 about the rules that Italians had to follow if they were 

going to establish schools on Ottoman territories.  As the details of that order mentioned 

339 BOA IM 1320 Za 5, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Mektubî Kalemi #592 (From the 
Ministry of Education to the Ministry of Internal Affairs), 13 Şevval 1320 (January 12, 
1903).



217

in previous sub-section when talking about the clash of Italian and Ottoman officials in 

Hums, that order was presented to Italian ambassador and was accepted, now the 

Ottoman statesmen, at least some of them, were pushing Italian authorities to honor that 

order.  Such being the position of the Minister of Education, he also reminded the 

Minister of Internal Affairs another supporting evidence for their position that in 1893, 

the sultan passed a decree (decree was dated December 11, 1893 and numbered as 310) in 

which he required that any school that would be built or established in any way and at 

any part of the Ottoman Empire must receive an approval from the sultan.340  Therefore, 

for the Minister of Education, challenging Italian authorities to comply with the law and 

orders was a necessity and any defiance was disrespect to the sultan and the state.  Since 

he was expecting that Italian consulate would be launching a school campaign in Bingazi, 

he wanted to warn all other departments to know the law and orders of the empire and act 

accordingly.  He mentioned that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was going to send a copy 

of the previous orders to the Italian embassy and that local authorities would also be 

informed about the ways to handle the issue once the Italians would start putting their 

plans into action.  It sounded as though, despite all the attempts to put different ministries 

together to collaborate, some of them, like Ministry of Foreign Affairs, would 

communicate only with the Grand Vizier about the policies agreements that they 

suggested, while other ministries, like those of Education and Internal Affairs, were 

pushing for a different path to be followed.  For the latter, if there were laws and specific 
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protocol, they must be followed – a point that later events indicated was not always the 

norm.

Upon receiving the letter from the Ministry of Education, Mehmed Memduh Paşa 

drafted an ‘urgent’ letter to the Grand Vizier and told him about the Catholic 

Commission’s decision to place Catholic students of Bingazi under Italian consulate’s 

protection instead of French and let them go to the schools that Italian consulate would 

open there.341  Mehmed Memduh Paşa reminded the Grand Vizier that three ministries, 

Foreign Affairs, Education, and Internal Affairs, were assigned to take necessary 

measures collectively and that Ministry of Education urges to rely on an order given by a 

previous Grand Vizier in 1888 about establishing Italian schools on Ottoman lands as 

well the sultan’s 1893 order that required every school’s establishment on Ottoman soil 

be based upon his approval. Mehmed Memduh Paşa was urging the Grand Vizier to 

finalize a course of action that would be followed by the state officials as the 

mutasarrıflık of Bingazi was waiting for the state to finalize a decision on that issue.

Around the same time another letter urging the Grand Vizier to determine a 

course of action towards Italian activities came from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  

After referring to the excesses of Italian consuls in Balkans and Trablusgarb, i.e., defying 

the laws that required that to obtain permission from the state and comply with the laws 

and orders related to operating foreign schools on Ottoman soil, the minister was urging 

for a decision to determine the course of action that the state would pursue towards 

341 BOA IM 1320 Za 5, Daire-i Umur-u Dahiliyye, Mektubî # 5420 (From the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs to the Grand Vizier) 14 Şevval 1320 (January 13, 1903).
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Italian actions and that the mutasarrıf of Bingazi was waiting for a response.342  At the 

end of his letter, the Minister was carefully reminding the Grand Vizier about his 

encounter/clash with Italian ambassador that he submitted a report about a few weeks 

earlier in which he suggested to comply with Italian demands to avoid any incidents with 

Italians.343

Upon the increased pressure from the Ministries of Education, Foreign affairs, 

and Internal Affairs Grand Vizier Mehmed Ferid Paşa brought the issue to the Council of 

Ministers for reaching a decision.  During the discussion the members of the Council of 

Ministers were reminded that in Bingazi there was previously an Italian school that got 

closed down by Italian government and that Italian authorities were trying to re-open it.  

During the discussions, they were also informed about the Minister of Foreign Affairs 

encounter with Italian ambassador during which the ambassador stressed that Italian 

government aspire those schools and demanded their openings.  Although the Minister 

tried to change the ambassador’s mind on that issue, the Italian government insisted that 

there must be justice and equality for Italians in opening those schools as other states 

had.344

The final decision that the Council of Ministers reached on Italian activities and 

demands in the empire was quite the opposite of what the Ministry of Education and the 

local authorities were expecting.  The Council decided that Italians should be allowed to 

342 BOA IM 1320 Za 5, Daire-i Umur-u Hariciyye, Mektubî Kalemi # 3399 (from the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs to the Grand Vizier), 18 Şevval 1320 (January 17, 1903).
343 BOA IM 1320 Za 5, Daire-i Hariciye, Mektubî Kalemi # 3192 (from the Minister of 
Foreign Affairs to the Grand Vizier), 29 Ramazan 1320 (December 30, 1902).
344 BOA IM 1320 Za 5, Meclis-i Mahsus-u Vükela # 2236, 22 Şevval 1320 (January 21, 
1903).
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transfer their existing schools into another location since there is no harm in doing that.  

For opening new Italian schools in areas such as Draç, Hums, and Derne, Italians should 

be given permission to do that as long as those schools would not be located in Muslim 

neighborhoods and would not accept Muslim children and that they would comply with 

the Education Regulation’s requirements – that those schools must obtain permits and 

demonstrate compliance.  As long as this was the case, the Council saw no harm in giving 

them permits.345

What seemed to be a victory of the Minister of Foreign Affairs was that the state 

took a step back and granted the right to establish those Italian schools on Ottoman 

territories.  Ironically, however, the Council failed to determine a course of action that 

would be taken in case Italian authorities would defy the law and orders as they had been 

doing for a while.  It seemed like the decisions coming out of the Council of Ministers 

carried the visions of the Grand Vizier as he was the chair of that committee.  When the 

Grand Vizier submitted the decision of the Council of Ministers to the sultan on the same 

day,346 he gave his approval immediately.347  Once the official decree was prepared and 

presented to the sultan, he wrote a note on it reminding the Grand Vizier to warn the 

Ministry of Education that “when trying to bind those kinds of schools with an official 

permit, the Ministry of Education must act according to the law.”348  Perhaps the sultan 

345 ibid.
346 BOA IM 1320 Za 5, Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun #2226, 22 Şevval 
1320 (January 21, 1903).
347 BOA IM 1320 Za 5, Daire-i Sadaret Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun # 2226, 5 Zilkade 
1320 (February 3, 1903).  
348 BOA IM 1320 Za 5, Daire-i Sadaret-i Uzma, Divan-ı Hümayun # 838, 3 Muharrem 
1321 (April 1, 1903).
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was concerned that the Minister of Education would be too carried away in pursuing such 

matters with the foreign schools, and that he might thus ignore the realities of the state.

Conclusion

Scholarship concerning education during the Hamidian era requires a closer 

examination of various elements.  Colonial competitions as well as local responses and 

requests from the peripheries of the empire are both crucial elements in exploring the 

contentious issues related to educational agendas of the Ottoman Empire.  The power 

struggles between the Ottoman Empire and its European competitors over the right of 

educating the people of the Ottoman Empire would be influenced by local politics.  Seen 

as an extension of European territorial and economic desires, European educational 

agendas and their schools on Ottoman territories would bring a new dimension to the 

state-periphery relations.  Being aware of some locals’ frustrations over the issues of 

foreign and missionary schools as they sent their letters and telegrams to Istanbul over 

and over again, the Ottoman state tightened its controls but also increasingly found itself 

assuming a defensive posture in the face of European imperial aggression.  

Hamidian censorship also needs to be contextualized in ways that might consider 

it as a weapon of survival in the face of colonial aggression.  Censorship for the 

Hamidian statesmen was indeed an anti-colonial tool.  As the state’s fears of foreign and 

missionary schools increased, its policies took on more conservative/authoritarian forms, 

and it was during the last decades of the nineteenth century that we witnessed the 

emergence and development of a particularly heavy climate of censorship within the 
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Ottoman Empire.  While much of the traditional historical literature has described 

Abdülhamid II as an oppressive ruler who censored freedom of press and access to 

information because he was an autocratic ruler, a closer examination of documents from 

the era indicates that, for Abdülhamid II and his ruling elite, the censorship was instead a 

defensive tool – much like those instances when religion might be seen as having been 

resorted to as a defensive tool in maintaining the empire.
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CHAPTER 11

THE ORPHANED PROVINCES OF HAMIDIAN EDUCATION:  IRAQ

The territories that later became modern Iraq fell under the Ottoman rule during 

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as provinces of Bagdad, Basra, and Mosul.  It was 

in those territories that the Ottomans found their rivals, the Shi’ite Safavid Empire.  Iraq 

was a frontier zone between the two competing empires of the Safavids and the Ottomans 

as well as their competing religious doctrines of Shi’a and Sunni Islam.  Iraqi provinces 

were ruled by different power centers that competed with each other but acknowledged 

the sovereignty of the Ottoman sultan.  Despite the outward symbols of loyalty to the 

Ottoman Empire from where they received approval to be legitimate governors, the three 

pashas were less willing to accept the suzerainty of the Ottoman sultan in their region.  

Even though they had established tribute systems in their areas of control and levied taxes 

on rural communities, when it came to sending revenues collected to the sultan, it was 

done irregularly.349  When the Hamidian state launched its educational campaign and 

aimed at establishing a centralized school system throughout the empire, the relationship 

between the center and its provinces in Iraq, especially Baghdad became very tense.  

Local leaders’ inattention to the state’s plans became a challenge for the empire that was 

trying to assert its authority over those territories through its educational institutions.  The 

funding of the school and type of education made the empire constantly adjust its policies 

until an effective solution could be found.  

349 Charles Tripp.  A History of Iraq.  Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 2002 
(second edition), 9.  
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The population of Iraq were ethnically, linguistically, religiously, and socially 

diverse.  The existence of a large shi’a population in Baghdad heavily influenced the way 

the locals viewed the Ottoman state.  As a center for shi’a learning and pilgrimage, these 

areas attracted a lot of Shi’a Muslims from the neighboring countries, particularly from 

Persia ruled by Safavid and later Qajar dynasties.  While these pilgrimage cites brought 

many travelers and traders from Persia, they also put the Ottoman Empire in Persian 

state’s close scrutiny for the way its subjects were treated in Ottoman lands.  

The tension in the region increased when the Ottoman sultan Abdülhamid II 

started re-emphasizing the title ‘caliph’ again.  In the eyes of the shi’a population who 

were influenced by the shi’a ulama, the legitimacy of the Ottoman state was in question.  

Coupled with the tribal suspicion and dislike of central state authority, they hardly 

engaged with the state.  These conditions made them embrace shi’a Islam more often 

during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  “Thus an increasingly large portion of the 

inhabitants of Baghdad province saw little reason to associate themselves with, let alone 

pay taxes to, a state which seemed not only alien, but even doctrinally repulsive.”350

During the late nineteenth century there was a growing concern in Istanbul about 

the activities of Iranian shi’a clerics in Iraq trying to convert them to shi’a Islam.  

Coupled with that, there was also increased British interest in the area as Britain focused 

on creating a sphere of influence in the region and invested in establishing its own 

schools.351  Although the competition that the Ottoman state faced in Iraqi provinces was 

350 ibid, 12.  
351 There were also French Catholic and American Protestant schools operating in Iraq.  
Abdul-Razzak Al-Hilali, History of Education in Iraq during the Ottoman Times (1638-
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similar to other Arab provinces, Iraq did not get the same attention in terms of attracting 

state schools or funding until the very end of the nineteenth century.

Scholars agree that the when Hamidian educational campaign started to spread 

modern schools throughout the empire, the state showed very little interest for Iraq.352

However, when local authorities’ complains increased towards the end of the nineteenth 

century, then, the Ottoman state started paying attention to Iraq but nowhere comparable 

to its other provinces, either in the Balkans or Syria.  Faced with two challengers in Iraq, 

the Hamidian state responded in a different fashion; stopping British schools if it could, 

and re-gaining the support of its Sunni and Shi’a population.  

In terms of dealing with the Shi’a missionaries from the neighboring Iraq, the 

Ottoman sultan followed several strategies.  The first one would be emphasizing the unity 

of all Muslims as European colonizers were occupying their territories. As the sultan’s 

advisor, Cevdet Paşa ((1823-1895) suggested that in essence, there were no doctrinal 

differences between the Sunni and Shi’a, the sultan who was also the caliph “as the bona 

fide head of the Sunnis, had the legitimate claim to be the leader of all the Muslims and 

to use the Ottoman state apparatus to undertake the necessary measures for unity.”353  For 

Cevdet Paşa, since the sultan was the legitimate head of all Muslims, he must try to win 

1917) (Baghdad:  National Printing and Publishing Company, 1959), 195-197.  Al Hilali 
mentions that Muslim children greatly benefited from the Christian schools in Iraqi 
provinces.
352 Gökhan Çetinsaya argues that Abdülhamid II’s preoccupation with the great powers of 
his time was the main reason for neglecting Iraq.  Gökhan Çetinsaya, “The Ottoman 
View of British Presence in Iraq and the Gulf:  The Era of Abdulhamid II,” Middle 
Eastern Studies 39, no 2 (2003): 194 -203.
353 Kemal Karpat, The Politicization of Islam.  Reconstructing Identity, State, Faith, and 
Community in the Late Ottoman State (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2001), 200.
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those Sunni Muslims in Iraq to the caliph’s cause.  He also suggested repairing Shi’a 

religious sites in Iraq in order to win the Shi’a population of Iraq and invite Shi’a 

religious authorities, the mujtahis to Istanbul to gain their support.  Such suggestions are 

significant not only to reflect Hamidian Shi’a policies, but also understanding the impact 

of Hamidian advisors on decision-making.  Although the sultan followed the suggestions 

of his advisor and funded the restoration of Shi’a religious sites and donated their 

religious leaders with gifts and awards, Iranian influence and Shi’a missionary activities 

continued in Iraq.  However, such favoritism of Shi’a clergy in Iraq created resentment 

among Sunni ulama. 354

Ottoman state used another weapon to combat Shi’a influences in Iraq, bringing 

Shi’a children to Istanbul and educating them at state schools.  Ali Galib Bey, the 

ambassador to Iran, informed the state that Shi’a clergy in Iraq were discouraging the 

Shi’a families to send their children to state schools, as they were perceived Sunni 

schools.  Therefore, the Ottoman state would bring young children from Baghdad and 

Basra to be trained in medreses and return to their region to work in promoting Sunni 

Islam.355  The attempt failed, however, as some of those children became ill and escaped 

while others resisted changing their views.  The state thus abolished the plan considering 

that a few individual’s change of their religious view would not make a big difference.356

354 ibid, 200.
355 Somel, Modernization of Public Education, 227.
356 Ömer Faruk Yılmaz, Belgelerle Sultan İkinci Abdülhamid Han (Istanbul:  Osmanlı 
Yayınevi, 1999), 140.
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It is obvious that the spread of Shi’a Islam among the people in Iraq raised 

suspicion and encouraged the state to focus its attention on Iraq towards the end of the 

nineteenth century:  

… to the Ottoman authorities, the presence of a large and growing Shiite 
population in Iraq represented a serious political problem.  The Ottoman 
Empire was a Sunni state, with which its Shii subjects could not be trusted 
to identify.  Nor, in principle, did Shiite Muslims recognize the Ottoman 
claims to possessive of the Great Islamic Caliphate, a claim which Sultan 
Abdulhamid II (1876-1909) repeatedly emphasized in an effort to give 
religious legitimacy to his regime.  In short, the Shiites were regarded as 
potentially disloyal.357

As early as 1878, reports from Iraq would address the Shi’a propaganda and 

encourage the state to open schools to win the support of the people there.  Süleyman 

Hüsnü Paşa, an exiled ex-military official in Iraq, communicated with the palace and 

advised the opening of schools in the region in order to maintain the state sovereignty in 

the area.358  Süleyman Hüsnü Paşa’s letter addressed to the fact that the majority of the 

population of those three vilayets of Iraq were ethnically, linguistically, and religiously 

diverse, however, the state still could establish its authority over those vilayets if heavily 

invested in establishing primary and post-primary schools (mainly rüşdiye schools) in 

towns and villages, and idadi schools in Baghdad, Mosul, Kirkuk, and Basra.  Süleyman 

Hüsnü Paşa was also suggesting the usage of state language in those schools (they would 

start with Arabic, Kurdish, and Turkish first and then switch into Turkish with Arabic and 

357 Çetinsaya, “The Caliph and the Mujtahids,” 561.
358 Fortna, Imperial Classroom, 63.
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Kurdish translations) to create loyal citizens who would not be subject to Iranian clerics’ 

Shi’a propaganda.359

Despite Süleyman Hüsnü Paşa’s proposed modern schools, other letters from the 

region suggested the opposite, religious schools.  In 1895, an Ottoman military officer, 

Ali Rıza, sent a letter to the sultan and informed him about the increased Shi’a activities 

in Bagdad.  He commented that their influence on population is due to the ignorance of 

people and such issue could be easily handled if the state would open schools there.  

According to the letter, the threat was religious and required a response in kind.  Ali Rıza 

suggested that the intended schools should have a higher dose of religion and that the 

selected teachers must have religious knowledge and ability to persuade.  He explained 

that such teachers could challenge students’ views and outside of the classroom, 

whenever they have the opportunity, they should respectfully criticize Shi’a Islam and 

introduce Islam proper360 to the children and others.361  Solutions similar to that of Ali 

Riza came from different directions, each one of them emphasizing variously an intense 

religious indoctrination. For instance, when the governor of Syria was requesting the re-

appointment of traveling ulama for Syrian provinces in 1893, he was also recommending 

the state to use the similar solution in Baghdad and Yemen where the state authority was 

not as well established.362

359 ibid., 63-5.
360 Deringil argues that the Ottoman state was promoting Hanefi interpretations of Islam 
among its population.  See, Well-Protected Domains.
361 Document is cited in Ömer Faruk Yılmaz, Belgelerle Sultan İkinci Abdülhamid Han, 
150-151.
362 BOA IM 1310 IM 1310 Ş 3, Şura-yı Devlet Dahiliye Dairesi # 2657, 22 Receb 1310 
(February 9, 1893).  
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Besides the challenge of Shi’a missionaries in Iraq, the Ottoman state was also 

receiving warnings about a second competitor, the British.  Although the state was 

concerned about the increased British presence in Iraqi provinces towards the end of the 

nineteenth century, it seems like Shi’a competitors dominated their agenda.  However, 

whenever the state could prevent the British establishing a school there, they would work 

on that and when it could not, then the state would give permission by requiring 

compliance with its laws and regulations.

In 1896, a British protestant minister named Parket(?) requested building a school 

for the Protestant children of Baghdad.  However, there were only 35 Protestant people in 

Baghdad and that Foreign Ministry sent a telegram to the British embassy telling them 

that their request was declined due to the limited number of Protestants living the area.  

For the Minister of Foreign Affairs since the number was too small, there was no need for 

a school.  British embassy objected to that decision and claimed that their consulate had 

different information [about the number of Protestant people] and that once approved, the 

school would be under British consulate’s protection.  The state gave permission for 

establishing that school with a condition that they would be held responsible for the 

Education Regulation’s requirements.363

Despite the warnings about the danger of Shi’a missionaries and British schools, 

the Ottoman state moved rather very slowly and ineffectively to assert its power in Iraq.  

Although the state sent some committees and collected more reports about the potential 

363 BOA IM 1313 L 2, Şura-yı Devlet, Dahiliye Dairesi # 3238, 15 Şaban 1313 (Janaury 
30, 1896).
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danger, and opened several schools,364 it was minimal and ineffective.  Such response is 

compelling, because when those letters of complains and warnings arrived from the 

empire’s European and Arabic-speaking southern territories, there was a rapid and more 

serious response.  Perhaps the Ottoman administration did not view the alleged Shi’a 

conspiracy as seriously as the local leaders described or even further, looked at the 

situation as an attempt to attract more state funds. The Ottoman statesmen were well-

aware of the limited number of state schools Baghdad had.  In comparison to its 

neighboring provinces of Mosul and Basra, Baghdad was far below for at least the 

number of elementary schools.365

Baghdad Becomes a Focus of Imperial Attention

At the turn of the twentieth century, Baghdad became the focus of central 

government.  At that time, the state tried to re-organize its educational administration and 

also working with its Sunni ulama by incorporating them into its central educational 

administration. In 1904, the Ottoman state wanted to reorganize the educational 

administration of Baghdad and decided to establish an education directorate there,366 that 

was after many other provinces had theirs well established.   In 1907 the sultan approved 

the appointment of Tevfik Bey, the education director of Trabzon, to be the director of 

364 Çetinsaya, “The Caliph and the Mujtahids,” 561.
365 In 1894-1895, Mosul had 147, Basra 104, Baghdad 12 Islamic elementary schools for 
boys and girls.  Mehmet Alkan, Tanzimat’tan Cumhuriyet’e Modernleşme Sürecinde 
Eğitim İstatistikleri, 1839-1924 (Ankara:  T.C. Başbakanlık Devlet İstatistik Enstitüsü, 
2000), 95.
366 BOA IM 1325 Ş 4, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Mektubî Kalemi, Umumî # 87903, 
Hususî  # 133, 11 Receb 1325 (August 21, 1907)
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education of Baghdad.  His salary was the highest among all the education directors of 

the empire, 3,500 kuruş.  When the Young Turk revolutionaries standardized the salaries, 

it went down to 3,000 kuruş.367

Besides establishing an education directorate in Baghdad, the state also aimed at 

bringing local religious leaders in Iraq to Istanbul to work in its education department.  In 

1907, Alusizāde Şakir Efendi, a member of Baghdad’s ulama, got appointed as a member 

of the prestigious Education Council [Meclis-i Maarif] of the Ministry of Education with 

a 2,000 kuruş salary.368  Alusizāde Şakir Efendi recommended the state to establish 

‘traveling’ ulama and medrese in Iraq, a solution that had some popularity in 1880s and 

was used in Syria but was stopped due to its ineffectiveness.369  There is no archival 

evidence indicating that his views found application as the following year would bring 

the Young Turk Revolution.

An examination of state officials’ salaries can reveal information about the state’s 

educational policies.  What becomes apparent is that the Ottoman state paid very low 

salaries for some of its education directors as opposed to high paying ones.  Many of 

those low-paid ones were in Eastern Anatolia and the vilayets of Iraq, reflecting the 

realities of the empire’s educational landscape.  The Education director of Basra, for 

instance, was getting paid 180 kuruş while on average, the rest of them were receiving 

367 IM 1326 Ş 27, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Meclis-i Kebir-i Maarif, Daire- i İdare # 
241, 23 Şaban 1326 (September 19, 1908).  
368 BOA IM 1325 C 29, Yıldız Saray-ı Hümayun, Başkitabet Dairesi # 3204, 29 
Cemaziyelevvel 1325 (July 10, 1907).
369 BOA IM 1312 M 3, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîyye # 17, 22 Şevval 1311 (April 28, 
1894).
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about 2,000 kuruş. 370   After they divided the salaries of education directors into three 

categories, the Young Turks allocated 2,500 kuruş for the education director of Basra.371

Local Efforts to Finance Modern Schools:  The Unique Case of Mosul

As mentioned earlier in this chapter as well as in other chapters, the Ottoman state 

left primary education in the hands of local communities to be financed and used the 

Education Tax to establish post-primary schools in towns and vilayet centers.  Although 

the state’s focus on establishing post primary schools, particularly the idadi schools in 

vilayet centers became a subject to criticism that state must focused on promoting 

primary education first in order to create a large pool of candidates for those post-primary 

schools372, the state viewed post-primary education as essential to educate the much 

needed officials for the empire’s increasing bureaucracy at both the center and the 

periphery.  However, those critics’ view of the problem became a reality in vilayet of 

Mosul where the state had post primary schools but not enough qualified students to 

benefit from them due to the poor quality of education given in primary schools or lack of 

primary schools.  

In 1899, the Ministry of Internal affairs informed the Council of State that the 

vilayet of Mosul finally got some rüşdiye schools and civil idadi school to train civil 

370 See Appendix # 1 for the Young Turks newly proposed salaries for the Education 
Directors.  Undated budget, presented for approval by the Ministry of Education.  IM 
1326 Ş 27, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Meclis-i Kebir-i Maarif, Daire- i İdare # 241, 23 
Şaban 1326 (September 19, 1908).  
371 IM 1326 Ş 27, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Meclis-i Kebir-i Maarif, Daire- i İdare # 
241, 23 Şaban 1326 (September 19, 1908).  
372 Somel, Modernization of Public Education, 121.
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administrators; however, there was a major shortage of trained elementary school 

graduates to attend them.  Even though the rüşdiyye schools added elementary classes to 

their programs to solve the problem but such attempt was fruitless since the problem was 

much bigger than they anticipated.  The letter mentioned that Mosul lacked elementary 

schools and that prevented post-primary schools to perform their expected results.  

Therefore, the first issue was opening more elementary schools in the area,373 implying 

that the state should invest in opening more primary schools.

Since the Education Tax collected from each province could be used only for 

funding secondary education, local authorities were eager to benefit from their tax 

money.  However, to do so would require having enough number of elementary schools 

to generate a pool of qualifying students for secondary schools.  Reflecting the 

communities’ disinterest or inability to fund elementary schools, local authorities in 

Mosul proposed a new source of income for elementary education, taxing the exported 

animal intestines sold to Europe.374  The letter from Mosul mentioned that at the 

beginning the butchers were throwing animal intestines away, however, in recent years 

they started selling those intestines to European markets for a 30 to 40 para each.  Local 

authorities decided to charge those traders for five para from each intestine they sold and 

asked for the permission of the state.  Those intestines were shipped from Mosul to 

373 BOA IM 1327 Ca 4, Şura-yı Devlet, Maliye Dairesi # 1219, 19 Safer 1317 (June 28, 
1899).
374 ibid.
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Damascus, then to Constantinople, and to Europe.  They were exporting about 120,000-

140,000 intestines per year and generating about 90,000 to 100,000 kuruş.375

When the Şura-yı  Devlet’s Finance Department discussed the issue, they agreed 

to use the money from intestine sales as a source to open modern elementary schools 

since the region desperately needed them.  However, if each intestine was selling for 30 

to 40 para, by asking to collect five para from each was a high amount.  Asking a higher 

percentage would make that business less profitable and reduce the size of the trade.  

Local authorities then suggested that since those intestines were only from the 

slaughtered sheep, perhaps they could also charge the tanners who use both sheep and 

other animal skins to make leather and sell them throughout the empire.  The council 

accepted the idea of using the taxes obtained from the sale of animal intestines and skin 

to finance elementary schools as along as it would not constitute a burden on population.  

Although local authorities suggested collecting five para from each slaughtered sheep, 

goat, or lamb and 30 para from each slaughtered cow, ox, and water buffalo, the Finance 

Department of the Council of State reduced the percentage.  It was decided that from 

sheep and goat it would be five para and no money would be collected from the 

slaughtered lamb since it was not as common; for the cows, oxen, and water buffalo, the 

amount was reduced to 20 para instead of 30.  Based on their sale records, the vilayet

would acquire 15,000 kuruş annually.  This money would be accepted as the Education 

Tax for Mosul, and it would be allowed that it could be applied towards the opening of 

new-style elementary schools, since the region did not have any until then and because 

375 ibid.
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the sultan ordered opening regular elementary schools.  The state emphasized that such 

tax should not be a burden on people and local authorities promised that it was not going 

to be a burden due to the small amount being collected.376  The Council of Ministers 

approved the decision and sultan also gave his consent for its application377

Although the Minister of Internal Affairs’ letter that was mentioned above

implied that there was an idadi school in Mosul, other documents analyzed for this study 

indicate that, even as late as 1905, the state was still in the planning phase of an idadi

school in Mosul.378  A letter from the Council of State’s Finance Department in 1905 

mentioned that, even though the construction of an idadi school in Mosul was much 

needed and could be very beneficial for the area, they could wait for another year to 

spend the necessary money for its construction since they had missed the construction 

season for the current year.  It was further mentioned and reaffirmed in the document, 

however, that there was the need and anticipated benefit from building that idadi

school.379

However, it seems that with the obvious exceptions of Syria and Aleppo, no other 

Arab provinces benefited nearly so much from the Hamidian educational enterprises.  In 

most cases, support was restricted to the limited amount generated by the Education Tax 

that was collected in those same areas and that was focused towards the construction of 

376 ibid.
377 BOA IM 1327 Ca 4, Daire-i Sadaret, Amedi-i Divan-ı Hümayun # 1163, (sultan’s 
approval at the bottom of the grand vizier’s cover letter) 4 Cemaziyelevvel 1317 
(September 10, 1899).
378 Only Baghdad had an idadi that was established in 1309 (1883-1884)
379 BOA IM 1322 Z 17, Şura-yı Devlet, Maliye Dairesi # 2913, 19 Zilkade 1322 (January 
25, 1905).
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new educational infrastructure.  Whenever there was an urgent need to re-assert the 

empire’s sovereignty, some schools would be built in those areas as a gesture, or 

sometimes, as was the case for the idadi school in Medina, it was an expression – actual 

or political – of religious piety on the side of the sultan.380

380 BOA IM 1318 L 5 Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumîye, Mektubî Kalemi, Umumi # 38679, 
Hususi # 196, 3 Ramadan 1318 (December 25, 1900).  Sultan donated 1,327 Lira for the 
establishment of an idadi in Medina. 
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APPENDIX A

TABLE 2:  HIGH EDUCATION COMMISSION’S PROPOSAL TO STANDARDIZE SALARIES OF 

DIRECTORS IN ISTANBUL AND THE PROVINCES (1908)381

First-Level Education Directorates

Name Currently 
Paid Salaries

Necessary 
Amount to 
be Paid 

Required 
Increase

Required 
Decrease

Istanbul and surrounding areas 0 3,000 3,000 0
Aydin 2,500 3,000 500 0
Selanik 2,750 3,000 250 0
Beyrut 2,500 3,000 500 0
Hijaz 0 3,000 3,000 0
Yemen 3,000 3,000 0 0
Baghdad 3,500 3,000 0 500
Trablusgarb 2,500 3,000 500 0

16,750 24,000 7,750 500

Second-Level Education Directorates

Name Currently 
Paid Salaries

Necessary 
Amount to 
be Paid 

Required 
Increase

Required 
Decrease

Yanya 2,000 2,500 500 0
Monaster 1,800 2,500 700 0
Kosovo 2,000 2,500 500 0
Işkodra 1,000 2,500 1,500 0
Edirne 2,200 2,500 300 0
Kastamonu 1,800 2,500 700 0
Erzurum 2,000 2,500 500 0
Trabzon 2,500 2,500 0 0
Ankara 2,500 2,500 0 0
Hudavendigar 3,000 2,500 0 500
Konya 2,250 2,500 250 0

381 IM 1326 Ş 27, Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumiyye, Meclis-i Kebir-i Maarif, Daire-i Idare # 
241, 23 Şaban 1326 (September 19, 1908).
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Adana 2,300 2,500 200 0
Cezayir-i Bahr-i Sefid 2,500 2,500 0 0
Sivas 1,800 2,500 700 0
Haleb 5,000 2,500 0 2,500
Suriye 2,250 2,500 250 0
Musul 300 2,500 2,200 0
Diyarbekir 0 2,500 2,500 0
Mamuretil-Aziz 800 2,500 1,700 0
Bitlis 500 2,500 2,000 0
Van 250 2,500 1,750 0
Basra 180 2,500 2,320 0

39,330 55,000 18,670 3,000

Third-Level Education Directorates

Name Currently 
Paid Salaries

Necessary 
Amount to 
be Paid 

Required 
Increase

Required 
Decrease

Kudüs- i Şerif 2,000 2,000 0 0
Zor 0 2,000 2,000 0
Bingazi 0 2,000 2,000 0

2,000 6,000 4,000 0

Necessary Amount: 85,000
Current Amount: 58,080

Necessary Additions to the Budget: 26,920
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APPENDIX B

TABLE 3:  1892 EDUCATION BUDGET FOR THE VILAYET OF BEIRUT
382

Name of the Vilayet Beirut
Total New Arrangements 682,042

Present Allocations 828,420
Number of Schools 60

Educational Administration’s Annual Salaries and 
Expenses

New Arrangements 80,550
Present Allocations 62,550

Boarding Idadiye Schools’ Annual Salaries and 
Expenses

New Arrangements 27,020
Present Allocations 254,900
Number of Schools 1

Termih (?) 75
Daytime Idadiye Schools’ Annual Salaries and 
Expenses

New Arrangements 46,350
Present Allocations 272,250
Number of Schools 1

Daru’l Muallimin Annual Salaries and Expenses
New Arrangements 8,400
Present Allocations 0
Number of Schools 1

Rüşdiye Schools’ Annual Salaries and Expenses
New Arrangements 113,522
Present Allocations 142,720
Number of Schools 9

Ibtidaiye Schools’ Annual Salaries and Expenses
New Arrangements 163,200
Present Allocations 96,000
Number of Schools 48

382 Maarif Irade 1310 M 4/7 (1892).
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APPENDIX C

TABLE 4:  1892 EDUCATION BUDGET FOR THE VILAYET OF SYRIA
383

Name of the Vilayet Syria
Total New Arrangements 529,068

Present Allocations 545,910
Number of Schools 27

Educational Administration’s Annual Salaries and 
Expenses

New Arrangements 56,910
Present Allocations 61,710

Boarding Idadiye Schools’ Annual Salaries and 
Expenses

New Arrangements 270,020
Present Allocations 222,500
Number of Schools 1

Termih(?) 75
Daytime Idadiye Schools’ Annual Salaries and 
Expenses

New Arrangements 46,350
Present Allocations 179,100
Number of Schools 1

Darü’l Muallimin Annual Salaries and Expenses
New Arrangements 8,400
Present Allocations 0
Number of Schools 1

Rüşdiye Schools’ Annual Salaries and Expenses
New Arrangements 46,548
Present Allocations 81,160
Number of Schools 5

Ibtidaiye Schools’ Annual Salaries and Expenses
New Arrangements 100,840
Present Allocations 1,440
Number of Schools 19

383 ibid.
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APPENDIX D

TABLE 5:  1892 EDUCATION BUDGET FOR THE VILAYET OF ALEPPO
384

Name of the Vilayet Aleppo
Total New Arrangements 436,944

Present Allocations 492,188
Number of Schools 20

Educational Administration’s Annual Salaries and 
Expenses

New Arrangements 53,800
Present Allocations 53,800

Boarding Idadiye Schools’ Annual Salaries and 
Expenses

New Arrangements 217,640
Present Allocations 92,500
Number of Schools 1

Termih(?) 50
Daytime Idadiye Schools’ Annual Salaries and 
Expenses

New Arrangements 0
Present Allocations 179,100
Number of Schools 0

Daru’l Muallimin Annual Salaries and Expenses
New Arrangements 8,400
Present Allocations 0
Number of Schools 1

Rüşdiye Schools’ Annual Salaries and Expenses
New Arrangements 157,104
Present Allocations 166,788
Number of Schools 18

Ibtidaiye Schools’ Annual Salaries and Expenses
New Arrangements 0
Present Allocations 0
Number of Schools 0

384 ibid.
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