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This paper analyzes the representation of Greek Orthodox populations in Ottoman
documents and chronicles between 1768 and 1821. Contrary to arguments that
identify the rise of minorities in late 19" and early 20" centuries, I argue that the
roots of the phenomenon can be seen in the Age of Revolutions. After the French
Revolution, the passive expectation from non-Muslim populations to submit to
Ottoman authority (raiyyet, itdaz) turn into the active duty of fidelity (sadéikar). A
parallel development in the meaning of millet, now understood both as religious
community and nation, resulted in the definition of a core Muslim population
for the Empire and homogenized non-Muslims groups in Ottoman discourse.
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The Ottoman world-view depended on a distinction between Muslim
and non-Muslim populations. This distinction not only concerned the
division of the world into the Abode of Islam (ddr-iil-Islim) and the Abode
of War (ddr-iil-harb); but also, the division of its own populations between
Muslims and zimmis. A zimmi was a non-Muslim subject in a Muslim
country, in a “sort of indefinitely renewed contract through which the
Muslim community accords hospitality and protection (...) on condition
of their acknowledging the domination of Islam™. Thus, the distinction
between Muslims and non-Muslims in the Empire was a given. Still,
Ottoman society did not function with clear cut lines between Muslim
and non-Muslim communities. It was not a society of segregation but one
of shifting alliances and rivalries cutting across religious identities. Non-
Muslims used Islamic courts for a variety of reasons; they entered into
commercial or political partnerships with Muslims to rival similar regional
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or imperial alliances; they stood together with Muslims as communities to
resist the encroachments of the imperial power structure?. Therefore, it is
not possible to talk about a majority composed of Muslims and different
minorities of non-Muslim populations. Ottoman social order depended on
a plethora of social relationships that stressed religion but were not limited
to it. At the basics, Ottoman society was divided between the asker? and
the 7edyd in terms of social status. Redyd “denotes the tax-paying subject
population as opposed to the servitors of the Ottoman state (‘askeris)™.
From 18" century onwards, redyd started denoting Christian taxpayers
only, to be crystallized in that meaning in early 19* century’.

A number of major transformations throughout the late 18" and early
19" centuries paved the way for defining the Empire with its Muslim
populations. A process of transformation in the terminology of non-
Muslim Ottomans’ duties to the Ottoman state, from simple submission
and obedience (described with words such as raiyyet, itdat and inkzyid) to
fidelity (described with sadikat), can be identified in Ottoman documents
of late 18" century. In this process, social differentiations among non-
Muslims were increasingly erased in official discourse. Whereas fidelity
used to be an expectation only from the servants of the Ottoman state,
like the Phanariot Orthodox elite serving the state as dragomans and
Princes of Moldavia and Wallachia®; it became a generalized duty expected
from each member of any religious group. Parallelly, it became easier to
be blamed for betrayal.

Another transformation was in the understanding of non-Muslim
group identities defined with the word miller. Millet as a system comes
immediately to mind whenever the term is invoked. Millet as a system has
for long been central to debates which have been skillfully summarized
recently by Eleni Gara’. It originated from the arguments of H.A.R. Gibb
and Harold Bowen who saw non-Muslim communities as monolithic
religious groups that were organized under the leadership of their
religious leaders and did not interact with other religions®. Benjamin
Braude’s seminal article has all but destroyed the argument that stressed
the religious leaders of non-Muslim communities as their political and
economic representatives in the eyes of the Sultan?. Modifying Braude,
Ursinus asserted that miller was a political-religious concept, rather than
an administrative one®. Later, Paraskevas Konortas examined 18" century
transformations for the Orthodox populations and underlined that
both Rum (Orthodox) and millet started being applied to the Orthodox
populations of the Empire in late 18 century”. More recently, Antonis
Hadjikyriacou made an argument for moving beyond this discussion.
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He rightfully underlined that millet system theories did not explain
much about communal dynamics. He demonstrated through early 18™
century Cyprus how there was no “system” in communal functions and
how the clergy were not the most powerful actors whom the rest of the
community followed. Hadjikyriacou finally maintained that the millet
system was “overrated”.

This paper utilizes millet as a concept, a discourse of the Ottoman
ruling elite, rather than a well-defined system in the sense of a governing
mechanism. I focus on the imperial Muslim elite in the capital and study
their discourses on Orthodox Christians, mostly in Ottoman Europe.
The paper is theoretically inspired by conceptual history, especially the
literature on Begriffsgeschichte”. The discussion is centered around concepts
such as raiyyet, itdat, sadikat and millet in late 18*and early 19" centuries.
As Koselleck puts forward “a concept must remain ambiguous in order
to be a concept. The concept is connected to a word but is at the same
time more than a word: a word becomes a concept only when the entirety
of meaning and experience within a sociopolitical context within which
and for which a word is used can be condensed into one word™*. The
discussion in this article is based on the ambiguity of Ottoman concepts
like miller. The aim is to discuss how this ambiguity can be related to the
position of the non-Muslims in the Empire. By referring to conceptual
history, I would like to contribute to the burgeoning field of Ottoman
conceptual history as well®.

The concept of millet experienced a significant transformation not
only due to processes in the Empire, but also in relation to comparable,
perhaps untranslatable®, concepts in European vocabularies, primary
among them nation”. Millet started acquiring the modern meaning of
nation after the French Revolution without losing its former meanings.
So, when it was used in the specific cases under discussion here, it was
an amalgamation, parallel to Alexandra Lianeri’s understanding “to be
understood not as universals, but as amalgamations of different meanings,
which include the totality of language uses within a certain historical
setting, a totality that is encompassed within the concept itself, once it is
detached from its context™.

I do not argue at all that we can talk about “minorities” starting
with the period under discussion here. Elie Kedourie argued that
millets became minorities once “popular suffrage became the basis of
authority””. Divorcing Kedourie’s argument from “popular suffrage”,
Benjamin Thomas White in his study on French mandate Syria, argued
that the transformation of the state resulting in its claim to represent a
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population regardless of the existence of popular suffrage, its attempts
at applying its rules uniformly throughout its territories and its use of
modern technologies gave “meaning to the twin concepts of majority
and minority, understood as groups within a population: terms which
emerged in a specific, contemporary context”*. Peter Sluglett has recently
emphasized the variations that were experienced in the transition from
millet to minority status in the Arab World. Although he benefited from
the recent literature on Ottoman non-Muslims, his focus was the 20™
century, inadvertently glossing over a long history of Ottoman connections
to modern concepts such as nation and Ottoman discussions of them®.
Following White, I would like to argue that the identification of the state
with a population group (religious rather than ethnic), and the claim to
the existence of uniform non-Muslim groups that would in later centuries
allow for discussion in the lines of majorities and minorities started to
emerge early on, as a result of internal discussions that were no doubt
linked to their international context. Hence, “minorities” did not appear
suddenly in early 20" century in an unsuspecting Ottoman Empire, they
were the result of a long-running parallel process. I hope to capture the
beginnings of this process without making an argument for the specific
trajectory it took in the 19" century.

This paper will make use of Ottoman documents about Orthodox
populations of the Empire. It will underline the transformation of the
terms used to describe them in the period between the Ottoman-Russian
War of 1768-1774 and the Greek Revolution of 1821. It will also refer to
Ottoman chronicles and reports written by Ottoman men of letters that
were penned in late 18" and early 19™ centuries.

Submission to authority

The expectation from redyd, referring to non-Muslims almost exclusively
after 17770s, was to submit to Ottoman authority in a passive way. In late
18" century the main concern of the Ottoman central authority was to
keep their subjects under submission (rziyyer—the status of redyds) and
obedience (itdat or inkzyid). This concern can be seen especially during
Ottoman-Russian Wars when elements among Orthodox Christians
supported Russian armies against the Ottoman Empire.

It might be enlightening to see how such populations are discussed
in Ottoman documents. For example, during the Ottoman Russian War
of 1768-1774, central officials were trying to make a distinction between
subjects in Wallachia that defected to the Russian side and those that stayed
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obedient using the word #zdat. Ali Pasha, who was tasked with guarding
Bucharest in late 1769, was asked to “subdue and destroy the Muscovites
and Moldavians who entered [into Wallachia] to do evil, together with
any Wallachians that might have joined them; but only those traitors
(hdin) and bandits (haydiid) who left obedience (itdtden huriic) and dared
to fight against the soldiers of Islam,without assaulting the Wallachian
redyd who are in obedience (itdatde olan)”*.

Similarly, the Kapudan (Grand Admiral) Gazi Hasan Pasha who
was instructed in 1771 to deal with the Orlov revolt in the Peloponnese
and the Aegean islands promised to the inhabitants of the islands that
“whoever is be steadfast in their submission (rziyyet) will be protected
and honored and awarded for the hardships and troubles suffered
at enemy hands”*. It looks like Ottoman subjects understood the
significance of such terminology. Following the end of the war, when
the clans of Mani in southern Peloponnese corresponded with the
Ottomans to return to submission they “wrote that they were going to
enter the road of submission (cddde-i raiyyet) and to be obedient (itdat
ve inkzydd iizere) to my exalted state and act and serve in safety and
fidelity (saddkat) from now on”*. This is one of the few cases where
fidelity is used to describe the situation of the subject populations. The
fact that this document is a summary-translation of what the Maniotes
wrote to the Sublime Porte should also be indicative. It was the Maniotes
themselves who added fidelity to their “obligations”, perhaps in a
bid to be recognized as more than simple subjects. In fact, Mani was
governed by a leader (basbug) selected from among Maniote clans by
the Ottomans. Maniotes were a lot more than tax-paying subjects and
can perhaps be considered on a level that is right below the princes of
Wallachia and Moldavia.

After the Ottoman-Russian War of 1768-1774, the concern for redyd
submission grew as the Ottomans found themselves in mortal danger
against the expanding Russian Empire. Faced with Russian advances
during another war in 1787-1792, the dragoman of the Navy, who was one
of the Phanariot Greek-Orthodox elite responsible not only for translations
for the Navy but also for keeping in touch with local power holders in
the islands in the Mediterranean, was thus charged to make sure that the
redyd of the islands would not “give up proper manners of submission
(raiyyet) and [would not] quit the circle of obedience (itdaz)”>. More than
any other institution, the Orthodox Patriarchate of Constantinople was
expected to ensure redyd submission to Ottoman authority. Hence, against
Russian meddling in eastern Balkans “the Greek Patriarch was ordered
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and warned to coax and ensure the avoiding of deviation from the road
of obedience (itdat)”.

Such concepts were also used in cases where Ottoman Orthodox
subjects revolted without the involvement of foreign powers. These terms
were thus not simply the antithesis of being subjects to foreign monarchs.
An example from the Serbian Revolt of 1804-1813 underlines Ottoman
fears. The document talks about a petition received from the leaders of the
Serbian Revolt in 1806, betraying the shock felt by the Ottomans: “The
demands and conditions that the 7edy4 have written in this petition give
rise to the suspicion that they want to quit the wide road of subjection
(raiyyet) and desire to acquire the status of a republic (cumbiirluk)™ .
Submission, and the Ottoman terms used to define it, were conceived to
be passive acceptance of Ottoman authority. Redyd communities did not
need to act to submit, it was their standard position as far as Ottoman
elites were concerned. These communities had to act in order to break
their submission. Being a traitor (4in) in this understanding required
taking up arms against Ottoman power. Ottoman documents described
non-Muslim communities in these terms when they chose to side against
Ottoman power, be it by their own volition or by the meddling of rival
empires.

Fidelity to the Sublime State

Fidelity, on the other hand, was an active performance. As such, it was
expected of those who were the servants of the Sultan. While words such
as raiyyet (submission), itdat, inkiyid (obedience) were used to describe
the expectations from non-elite non-Muslim Ottoman subjects, saddkat
(fidelity) was almost exclusively desired from the servants of the Sultan.
Thus, Phanariot princes of the Danubian Principalities and
dragomans serving in higher posts were expected to be faithful to the
Sultan and demonstrate it. For example, in a document discussing
of possible candidates to be appointed Prince of Moldavia in 1782, a
previous Phanariot prince Konstantinos Mavrokordatos is described
in the following manner: “it is known that he has served with fidelity
(saddkat ile) to the Sublime State and has fallen prisoner to the Muscovites
in Kalas in the first year of the war and has perished in Iasi as a result of
his sorrow”*. Fidelity surfaces in discussions of other Phanariots as well.
An undated note by Sultan Abdulhamid I (r. 1774-1789) commends the
prince of Wallachia for building a ship to transfer supplies to Istanbul: “the
aforementioned voyvoda’s fidelity (sadikat) to my sublime state is pleasant.
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He should be ordered to be faithful (sadidkat eylemesi) without forgetting
the bread and benefactions [he received from] the Sublime State”®. The
same terminology emerge in the appointment of Nicholaos Mavroyenis
in 1786. The appointment of Mavroyenis was met with resistance from
other Phanariots as he was not the dragoman of the Imperial Divan at
the time of appointment. In contravention to the long-held practice of
appointing the dragomans of the Imperial Divan to the Principalities, the
Sultan had appointed Mavroyenis who was the dragoman of the Navy*.
The document discussing this appointment mentions that Mavroyenis
was the better choice as he was expected to show “several times more the
fidelity” (bir kag kat daha sadikat gosterecegi) that could be expected from
other Phanariots’. In short, fidelity (saddkat) was something to be shown
in service. This understanding made it the lot of the non-Muslim elite in
contrast to submission which was expected of the masses.

Apart from the Phanariots, it seems that the Ottoman officials
considered the boyars of the Danubian Principalities as part of a higher
class of people. Ottoman documents use the concept of fidelity when they
refer to them as well. I will mention two examples here from the Ottoman-
Russian War of 1768-1774. The first one is from the official chronicler of
the Ottoman army, Sadullah Enveri Efendi, who refers to some boyars
of Moldavia who were ready to collaborate with Ottoman armies, as
“some [boyars], faithful to the sublime state”(ba z1 sadikatkirin-1 devlet-i
seniyye)*. Another is an imperial rescript which was directed at the boyars
of Moldavia, written after Russian armies took over the territory in 1769.
The rescript asks the boyars to return to the Ottoman side and fight
against the Russians. It promises “the boyars of the country of Moldavia”
protection, only “if you show fidelity(sadikat) and uprightness, and if
you are proper subjects (redyd) of the Sublime State and if you serve and
help the soldiers of Islam by kicking out the Muscovites among you™.
Here we have another intersection as the boyars, despite their status as
nobility in Moldavia, are only subjects (redyd) in the eyes of the Ottoman
government. Still, they seem to be held in higher regard than regular
subjects as they are the ones addressed to ensure the removal of Russian
soldiers from the territory and their fidelity rather than their submission
is expected to achieve this end.

Finally, the Orthodox clergymen can be added to our list of fidelity.
Orthodox prelates could support Ottoman military operations in
various ways. The Ottoman officials tended to reward such loyalty with
promotions circumventing the Patriarchate. One example is a clergyman
of undetermined rank named Daniel who was awarded the metropolitan

95



YUSUF ZIYA KARABICAK

see of Uzice in Serbia for having helped the Ottoman armies in the
retaking of Belgrade from the rebels in 1813. A document mentions that
he was given the metropolitan see for “his display of fidelity” (zzhir-1
saddkat)’*.

The expectations from the Patriarchs and metropolitans were also
discussed in terms of fidelity, which did not have to be “political”. The
dismissal of Patriarch Samuel Hatzeris is a good example of this. Samuel
was dismissed in November 1768 because “he deviated from the path of
fidelity (sadékar) and righteousness and set out to do various tricks, artifices
and frauds”, as the note about the appointment of his successor tells us®.
This deviation had nothing to do with foreign powers or local rebellions.
Samuel was dismissed because he attempted to govern the Patriarchate by
himself, thus angering the metropolitans who composed the Holy Synod.
His disloyalty was to the orders of the Sultan which forced him to share
Patriarchal power with the Holy Synod*.

In short, this brief discussion shows that there was a differentiation in
Ottoman social hierarchy between non-Muslim elites who held positions
in the Ottoman power structure and others who did not, regardless of
their economic capabilities. Fidelity, not necessarily a political duty, was
expected from the people who served the state, while submission and
obedience were the lot of the masses. Fidelity was active, submission
and obedience was conceived as passive. Of course, this distinction was
not always so clear cut. I tried to provide some examples that could
complicate this picture, although the general tendency should be obvious.
This tendency was going to be changed with the development of a new
understanding of Ottoman society among the Ottoman elite.

A new way of perceiving society, in development

For some Muslim men of letters in Istanbul, the participation of non-
Muslims at the highest levels of Ottoman government was not always
acceptable. We can see echoes of such discomfort in the writings of 18®
century chroniclers. For instance, Semdanizade Findiklili Stileyman
Efendi?’, who completed a chronicle of the Ottoman Empire in 1776,
criticized Ottoman Muslim officials for allowing the moneylenders (sarraf)
of Istanbul to have influence in the running of the Empire. He saw the
money-lenders as the cause of “Islam’s weakening” (sélabet-i islimiyenin
kesr ve noksani) and accused them of being “on friendly terms with
belligerent infidels” (harbi kefereler ile dilfetleri olmak)*. Semdanizade did

not limit his contempt to the moneylenders but condemned “infidel”
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dragomans and private physicians of high-ranking Ottoman Muslims
as fifth columns as well®. It is interesting that he does not differentiate
between these “infidels”. He does not refer to them as Rum(Orthodox)
or Ermeni (Armenian) and he never uses the terms millet or tdife (group)
to talk about them as parts of a community. On the other hand, he does
not shy away from describing faithful non-Muslims. He defines Manolaki,
the ban of Craiova, as a “faithful one (sadikat-giizer) who did not allow
the subjects (redyd) to make allegiance to the Muscovites™. As a lettered
man Semdanizade is more interested in the non-Muslim elite and their
effects on the running of the Empire. Though he sees them as infidels and
distinct from the Muslims, he does not try to build on this fundamental
distinction. For him there are only Muslims and non-Muslims, and only
the elite of the non-Muslims merit discussion.

A similar aversion can be seen in Miitercim Asim Efendi, who, in 1820,
completed a state-commissioned chronicle for the years between 1804
and 1809. Asim Efendi blamed the fall of Selim III who was dethroned
in 1807, on the influence of the Orthodox elite in Ottoman governance.
After a long diatribe about how the Jewish vizier of the Ilkhanate ruler
Arghun Khan caused the desolation of the Ilkhanate, Asim Efendi makes a
connection to the Phanariots and transforms a 13™ century poem attacking
Jewish influence, to his own context: “O people! Turn Rum, turn Rum
For all the boon is with the Rum”+. Asim Efendi’s influential non-Muslims
are not simply “infidels”, they are also Rum. Although he had the same
concern of denouncing non-Muslim influence in elite circles, he differed
from Semdanizade quite significantly in the terminology he employed.
Semdanizade had never used the word millet to refer to a group of Ottoman
population, be them Muslim or non-Muslim. He also does not talk
about groups of people except Muslims and infidels. On the other hand,
Asim Efendi talks about Armenian and Greek Orthodox communities
in toto employing the word #dife(group)*. Millet in his chronicle is used
to describe the French after the Revolution®, and the Muslims of the
Ottoman Empire as a united block.

In fact, Asim Efendi provides a translation of Napoleon’s declarations
to Egyptian Muslims during his Invasion of 1798 and relates that it was
translated later to Turkish to be disseminated by the French ambassador in
Istanbul. However, he argues, “they [the French] could not comprehend
and reason that such delirium by triflers will not bring discord amongst the
Muslims (Islimiyin) as the unifying direction of religion make the millet
of Islam indivisible™. Asim Efendi not only uses millet as a community
created by religion that is the foundation of the Ottoman state, but he
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also puts it against the French attempts to create discord through the use
of modern concepts such as nation.

In Semdanizade and Asim, we have two ends of a process. They were
writing at the two edges of the time frame of this article and their use of
concepts point to a clear transformation in defining communities, and
in creating unified population groups in discourse if not in reality. This
transformation was the result of the late 18" century crisis. Its development
can be better appreciated in the writings of Ottoman authors like Ebubekir
Ratib Efendi who lived through the turmoil of late 18" century.

Ebubekir Ratib Efendi was an Ottoman statesman and diplomat who
was sent to Vienna to ratify the treaty of Sistova in 1791. He was ordered
to look for ways to improve Ottoman relations with the Habsburgs, and
perhaps more importantly, to examine Austrian institutions and to report
on them to help Sultan Selim III’s burgeoning reform effort®. He stayed
in Vienna parts of 1791 and 1792, a very opportune time to be part of
debates surrounding the French Revolution. He wrote his report sometime
between his return to Istanbul in 1792 and his appointment as chief scribe
(reis-til-kiittdb), an office responsible for Ottoman foreign policy among
other things, in 1795. In his report, he took on the idea of nation (millet in
Ottoman Turkish). According to Ratib Efendi as explained by Fatih Yesil:

“[...] rather than being the sole source of sovereignty as used after the French
Revolution, millet was a given that was organized through the performance of
power by the sultan and his representatives, it was a passive as acted upon by the
actors. For him, the duty of the millet was to obey[...] In fact, divine wisdom
and natural order required the submission of the miller’+.

Ratib Efendi was trying to bring the new concept closer to his and his
readers’ worldview and terminology, understanding and rejecting what
nation was. This understanding was later utilized by Ottoman officials
in their discussions with foreign powers. Ottoman neutrality during the
War of the First Coalition (1792 — 1797) allowed Ottoman officials to
be receptive to the new way of organizing societies and international
relations emanating from France. The Ottomans, unlike other European
monarchies, were very quick to recognize treaties made between the
Ottoman Sultan and the French King, as applying to the French nation®.
This is significant not only for the conduct of diplomacy. It is the implicit
acceptation that a King, and by extension a Sultan, is the representative
of a nation and is making treaties in his capacity as a representative. On
the Ottoman side, this nation could only be defined in religious terms, it
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was the millet of Islam. A clear use of this new concept can be seen in the
Ottoman declaration of war against France in 1798 after the invasion of
Egypt®. Probably from the pen of reis-iil-kiittdb Auf Efendi, the declaration
makes a connection with French desires in Italy and Egypt and attempts
to turn around the discourse of “nations” by using the word millet in its
religious connotation:

“Itis obvious and clear that [France was aiming at] making the republic of France
the mother of republics by founding many little republics as she had in Italy and
arranging affairs everywhere as she desires and controlling the entire affairs of
[these] republics. Now, Egypt is the door to the two noble sanctuaries [in Mecca
and Medina], and this is an important topic relating to the entire Islamic miller”®.

This is very similar to Miitercim Asim Efendi’s approach to French
declarations in Turkish. Ottoman foreign-policy makers are turning
around the use of the concept of nation to create a denial of the creation
of little republics belonging to different groups of people. The millet in
Islam can only be the entirety of it, so any strife for the creation of a
republic based on a nation is futile. More importantly for this discussion,
an Islamic millet is constructed at the center of Ottoman polity through
which a declaration of war is legitimized. If the center was taken by the
millet of Islam in an era when the term had already acquired its meaning
as a nation tied to a territory, this had the potential to turn the Ottoman
polity into the polity of Muslims, as different from an Islamic polity.
If the Ottoman state was starting to identify its center with its Muslim
populations, what about the populations that were pushed to the margins?

Talking about non-Muslims in an age of transformation

When Ratib Efendi was in Vienna, one of the topics he discussed with
polite society was his perception of the lack of religious differentiation
among servants of European states. Talking about officers serving
monarchs of different countries than their own, Ratib Efendi asked
whether “zeal for fatherland (gayret-i vatan) and the matter of religion
and sect would not prevent their fidelity (sadidkat)”>°. Ratib Efendi tells
us that his interlocutors responded by pointing to wars of religion in
Europe which caused too much bloodshed. Due to this carnage in the
name of religion, it was now forbidden to talk about religious differences
in any European state. Ratib Efendi was in Vienna at a time that was
close enough to the debates in Europe around enlightened absolutism
and religious toleration. Questions regarding religion was thought to
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be central to the 18" century debates. In the words of Derek Beales,
“Voltaire, the arch-priest of the French Enlightenment, agreed with
Kant, the greatest figure of the German Aufklirung, that at the heart of
Enlightenment lay questions of religion; and the great rulers who are
known as Enlightened shared their opinion™". Joseph II (Holy Roman
Emperor, 1765-1790) who had died two years prior to Ratib’s mission
had changed his mother’s policies concerning non-Catholics, which he
found “unjust, impious, impossible, harmful, ridiculous™. His edicts
came with many limitations, and sometimes toleration was an attempt
towards assimilation, but they still went much further than any other
Catholic state. In some circumstances, Greek Orthodox, Lutherans,
Calvinists and Jews were allowed to run their own schools, take up
hitherto restricted occupations and even hold office”.

It is possible that Ratib Efendi’s interlocutors were not referring to
the situation in Europe except as a point of comparison. It might have
been a diplomatic way to tell Ratib Efendi of the perceived failures of
the Ottoman Empire. The Empire had been condemned repeatedly
in Enlightenment circles, from Montesquieu to Volraire, for perceived
despotism and failure to tolerate its Christian populations. Russia had
responded to the Ottoman declaration of war in 1768 using this argument,
declaring to the Christians of the Empire that “every day these impious
blasphemers of our holy faith, violate and defile our pure sacraments;
demolish and convert to the impure worship of Muhammad the holy
temples, and do not stop stealing from the bosom of the Holy Church
her children”*. Many of the Russian declarations during the Ottoman-
Russian War circulated in Enlightenment circles®.

It must be in such a connection that Ratib Efendi’s hosts started
talking about the Ottoman Empire, lamenting the inability of non-Muslim
Ottomans to renovate their ruined churches, adding that “many wealthy
merchants from Ottoman islands like Chios, Cyprus, Rhodes and Kos
came and settled here”. They also gave the example of Moscopole, which
suffered immensely from sacking by Muslim Albanian irregulars since
1770s and whose inhabitants came and settled in Habsburg domains.
Ratib Efendi tells us that he asked others about the issue and verified
what was being told to him?. In fact, he mentions “numerous group of
people” that settled in a region on the Austrian side, twenty hours away
from the Ottoman city of Belgrade, who “could not bear any longer the
oppression and injustice” in Rumelia, but as their “original fatherland”
(vatan-1 aslileri) was the lands of Islam, they showed “zeal for fatherland”
(vatan gayreti) and helped him in his mission by relaying news®*.
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In another episode some Ottoman non-Muslim merchants complained
to him over their non-protection. He was told that after Maria Theresa, the
Ottoman redyd and merchants in Austria suffered many injustices. “Even
now our situation is terrible, we have some interests here otherwise we
would have left long ago. Do something about this situation since you are
an ambassador here. Their ambassadors in Istanbul get so much done”™.
He thought there was nothing that he could do, though the fact that he
mentions the situation making a comparison to European ambassadors
in the Ottoman capital might be taken as his belief in the necessity of
their protection as Ottoman subjects.

In Ratib Efendi’s writing the classical Ottoman idea of providing justice
to the redyd to keep them in their place is mingled with more modern
ideas like “zeal for fatherland”. He sees no problem with juxtaposing
the fidelity (sadéikat) of European military officers with Ottoman redya
who end up leaving the Empire; potentially going beyond the standard
expectation of submission (raiyyet - itdat). There is no question for him
that the Empire is the fatherland of these non-Muslims who live in Austria,
and it is almost natural for them to help the ambassador out of their
zeal for their fatherland (vatan gayreti). So, with Ratib Efendi we have a
discussion of non-Muslims potentially occupying a place in the center
of Ottoman polity without being marginalized as a fifth column, with
similar expectations regardless of their position in the social hierarchy or
proximity to the palace and the state.

Not everyone would agree though. Mehmed Emin Behic
Efendi,Ottoman state official, entrepreneur and owner of a paper
mill, wrote a report for Selim 111 titled Inspirations from Memorandums
(Sevanibu'l-Levdyib) in 1803. In the report, he lamented the influence of
non-Muslims in Ottoman trade and proposed measures against them. His
proposals on a wide-range of fields from trade to security, mention the
necessity of the “consideration of the requirements of realm (milk) and
society (millet)” by state officials® while promoting the strict enforcement
of the requirements of Islamic law on society and the community of
Muslims (millet i iimmer)®. By his discussion of the enforcement of Islamic
law, he makes it clear that he is using millet in the sense of Ottoman society
only for Muslims, creating a basic differentiation in terms of who was
constituting the Empire. He does not stop there though and goes on to
take this differentiation to policy. He argues, for example, that the state
should strive to “produce numerous translators for every language from
the community of Islam to be relieved from needing strangers (bigdne)”
for the translation of European books on history, warfare and politics®.

I0I



YUSUF ZIYA KARABICAK

Translations of official documents and European books in the Empire
were done by Phanariot dragomans, recruited from among the Orthodox
subjects of the Empire. Behic Efendi not only does not trust them but
refers to them as bigine, i.e. strangers, even foreigners.

Moreover, his contempt for the non-Muslim influence goes beyond
the elite. He refers to redyd in a discussion about the rising power of local
elites as “similar to senseless and mindless savages who incline towards
whatever direction they are led”®. It might be argued that he is referring
to redyd in the older sense of all tax-paying subjects, Muslim and non-
Muslim. However, he refers to the “the lowest nomad among Muslims”
as cleverer than “the smartest of the Franks” in the same text. Given his
contempt for non-Muslims, it is plausible to argue that he is using redya
for non-Muslims following the utilization of the word in his time®*. Behic
Efendi believed strongly in social differentiation, arguing that it was a
waste of time to educate sons of commoners for state service as they would
never attain the same level with those who were from families that were
already in state service®. When it came to condemning non-Muslims
though, he does not seem to draw such social lines.

Probably because he was an entrepreneur, he reserved his most scathing
rebukes to non-Muslim merchants. In one part he claims that the measures
he proposes about trade and merchants would result in the “complete
correction of the traitorous redyd (redyihainleri) who dare to openly betray
(ihdnet) the Sublime State™®. These merchants “who made a habit of desiring
ever new enameled stuff to be brought to subvert the Sublime State” were on
the same side with “Frankish” merchants according to him®. In yet another
section, he describes non-Muslim merchants as “traitorous coddling moths
(é¢ lurdu hainler) who look faithful (suret-i sadikatda) but whose dearest
wish is to prevent the Sublime State from acquiring strength”®. Ottoman
documents were already referring to redyd rebels as hain (traitor) by late 18™
century, but Behic Efendi broadened the use of the term by applying it to
merchants he described in very aggressive terms. Thus, the concept of treason
is linked to something more than submission to the state and becomes the
opposite of fidelity which can be breached in various ways, not limited to
open rebellion. Moreover, it is used for non-Muslim Ottomans who are not
state servants. In the last quotation provided here, he uses the concept of
fidelity to describe the responsibilities of non-Muslim merchants who were
certainly not state officials. The terms used to describe their relationship
to the Ottoman polity already went from submission to fidelity with new
expectations and condemnations attached, turning these populations into
a security problem as well.
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Behic Efendi emphasized this aspect of security in a section he titled
“about the order of vagabonds and inhabitants of Istanbul”. One of the
proposals he makes to ensure security in the capital is to “be especially
careful” of redyi neighborhoods and use “special spies” to “search and
investigate” these places. Moreover, the inhabitants of these neighborhoods
were to be recorded in registers by their Patriarchs and the imams of their
neighborhoods, they were to provide guarantors (kefzl) and they had to
be inspected once a week®.

The different experiences of these two very interesting Ottoman
statesmen resulted in their very different approaches to state and society.
They were trying to deal with a major challenge of their time, defining
sociopolitical roles in a transforming late 18" century Empire and
imagining a core population for it. These two different trends, one more
receptive to non-Muslim populations, the other more exclusivist did not
remain on paper. They were taken up to be applied at different times with
differing degrees of success.

When policies are made

Behic Efendi had reason to be so negative about non-Muslim merchants
of the Empire. Many non-Muslim merchants were under European
protection, hoisting European flags and paying reduced tariffs, a fact duly
condemned by him”. This was a concern for the Ottoman state as well,
as it harmed the Empire economically and created a group of Ottoman
subjects who were out of the state’s control. The plan devised by Selim
III and his advisors was quite different from Behic Efendi’s propositions
though. The Ottoman state offered certain privileges to non-Muslim ship
owners rather than trying to create a Muslim merchant fleet”. This move
was also in line with the state transformation projects of Selim III, and
enabled him to extend the state’s control over society and to enforce its
claim to control social mobility”>. In many ways, by according privileges
to protect Greek merchants in the Mediterranean through Ottoman
consuls in European ports, Selim III was answering the complaints of
Ottoman non-Muslim merchants in Vienna who came to Ratib Efendi to
complain about their situation. However, the construction of a well-armed
Greek merchant fleet to ensure safety in dangerous waters backfired in
1821 with the Greek Revolution, as part of this fleet joined the rebellion
against Ottoman power”.

Changing the tide, the Greek Revolution allowed the Ottoman
center to identify the entire Greek Orthodox population of the Empire
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as suspicious, while also underlining the nature of Ottoman polity as a
polity of the Muslims. The rebels were defined in generalizing terms as “the
Rum milleti, in whose seditious hearts various wiles and treasons had been
circulating for many years, who made it clear that they were despisers of
Islam”7*. Rum milleti, a term that developed in late 18™ century, was used
to define the Greek Orthodox faithful in the Empire as a religious group
that encompassed the Empire with the Patriarch at its head”. At the same
time, it also had the meaning of “the Greek nation” in its modern sense,
allowing the Ottoman officials in the capital to identify the rebels with
the Orthodox faithful everywhere in the Empire and to take preventive
measures against them?®.

On the other hand, the Ottoman center used religion in the context
of the Greek Revolution, “to create a more corporate Muslim-Ottoman
identity which did not allow much for ‘internal’ dissension”””. The aim of
the rebels was thus defined as “trampling the Islamic miller””* in a “general
alliance and union in order to fool and betray the religion and state of
Muhammad and the generous millet of Ahmed””. The propositions of
Behic Efendi for cataloguing non-Muslim populations in the capital
started making more sense in this context.

In fact, one of the first things Ottoman authorities did after they learnt
about the rebellion in the Danubian Principalities and the participation
of Alexandros Ypsilantis, the son of a former Phanariot Orthodox prince
of Wallachia, was to order the survey of non-Muslim populations in the
capital and their recording in registers together with their guarantors to
be organized by the Patriarchate®. Moreover, Rum milleti was defined as
a monolithic group regardless of their social differences which allowed
the Ottoman authorities to take measures as they saw fit. For example,
when Ottoman chargés d affaires in European capitals were dismissed by
Sultan Mahmud II (r. 1808-1839), the argument he used was that they
could not be trusted as they belonged to the Rum milleti*'. The same
applied to the sailors who were removed from service in the Navy by the
Kapudan Pasha, as “there could be no trust in the Rum milleti’**. Many
of the measures Behic Efendi proposed became a reality in this time of
crisis. The Ottoman Empire became the Empire of Muslims rather than
an Islamic Empire; the rebellion against the state was taken to mean a
betrayal against the Islamic miller as well as the Ottoman state. The Rum
were defined as a socially monolithic group devoid of socio-economic
and geographical differences, against whom blanket policies could be
developed. They were also more than zimmi, as the term milletr had
already acquired a modern meaning. It is still too early to use the concept
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“minority” to define Ottoman Orthodox populations; but the tools were
already in development.

Conclusion

The learned Muslim elite of Istanbul had lively discussions in late 18"
and early 19" centuries around the position of the non-Muslims in the
Empire. These debates came on top of internal as well as international
developments. Ottomans felt the need to elaborate their position on
questions of society after the French Revolution and the rise of ideologies
that based themselves on population groups. Selim IIT’s reform efforts
created an internal demand for such ideas as well. The results were as
diverse as the positions of Ebubekir Ratib Efendi and Mehmed Emin
Behic Efendi. Administrative documentation points to the fact that such
ideas did not remain on paper. They were taken up to create policies
that could be exact opposites depending on the needs of the time. These
ebbs and flows continued into the 19" century under Mahmud II’s rule
(1808-1838) and beyond.

It seems that the Sultan himself was aware of these trends. An
illuminating example is his note on a document in the first year of the
Greek War of Independence. The undated report should be dated to 1821
according to internal evidence. It is about the removal of a certain dervish
called Haydar Baba from the janissary quarters because he was suspected
for being an Iranian spy. The Greek War of Independence was under
way and a war with Iran had just started. The Ottoman state needed the
janissaries on its side and had no tolerance for a suspected spy amidst the
corps. After a long description of the discussions with the janissaries, the
report tells of a bizarre request made by them. The janissaries argue that
there were too many Armenians and Rum in the capital, and they did
not feel safe from them in case of a war with an external enemy. They ask
for the removal of these non-Muslims or their massacre by the state or
permission for the janissaries to massacre all of them. Mahmud II in his
note explains that “it is obvious that no one from the Rum milleti can be
trusted, but I cannot order them [the janissaries] to kill this many redyd
without knowing the Islamic ruling on the issue as our sublime state is a
Muhammedan state and the submission of the people(halk) to my imperial
self is because I am the leader of the Muslims™.

The Sultan’s note is summarizing the developments in the last decades
and gives us a window to the Sultan’s perception of his and his subjects’
positions vis-a-vis each other. The Ottoman state is Muhammedan (devlet-i
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Muhammediye) meaning that it is an Islamic state, but the Sultan is the
leader (imam) of Muslims. He makes it clear that people (halk) submit
to him because he is the leader of the Muslims. There is an inkling of the
idea of representation here, Mahmud is the leader of the Muslims and
hence he must respect Islamic law. He does not ask what happens if not,
but it is implicitly clear. The Muslim population could find another, as
they recently did so with his uncle, Selim III, and his brother, Mustafa
IV, both of whom were dethroned by Istanbul’s populations®. Moreover,
he seems to define his population as Muslims, differentiating between
halk (population) and redyd. In the same breath, we see the Rum milleti
defined as entirely faithless to the state.

The discourses on the Ottoman state and society did not settle after
this point. Far from it, what being an Ottoman was and how to define
Ottoman populations oscillated between approaches that expended on
those of Ratib Efendi and Behic Efendi. Even Mahmud II was to calm
down after a few years into the Greek Revolution. As one historian
explains, he might have gone as far as saying: “Je ne veux reconnaitre
désormais les musulmans qu’a la mosquée, les chrétiens qu'a I'église et les
juifs qu’a la synagogue”™. Still, however they were defined, non-Muslims
were no longer expected to simply submit and avoid rebellion. Fidelity,
which was reserved to only the elite until late 18" century became an
expectation from everyone. As a result, treason was defined in more general
terms than taking up arms. Hence, the tools that allowed the creation of
“majorities” and “minorities” did not pop up in early 20" century with
sudden European intervention; they were already in development as early
as the turn of the 19" century parallel to and in touch with European
developments. The Ottoman Empire, after all, had always been a part of
European developments.
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