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ABSTRACT 

 

This study examines the effects of climate change on the early-nineteenth century 

socio-political transformation of the Ottoman Empire by analyzing the 

institutionalization of an imperial political-ecology, and the transformation of socio-

ecologies of the imperial subjects as a reaction to both the climate change and the 

development of the imperial political ecology. It is argued that the first official 

weather forecasts, the first Ottoman natural history museum (1836-1848) and model 

farms of the 1840s were institutional outputs of a significant change in the perception 

of nature of Ottoman administrators. On the other hand, that perception, which tended 

to understand nature more and more as a commodity and a scientific object was 

reacted and challenged by Ottoman subjects in a variety of ways ranging from 

resistance, to adaptation, and invention of new tactics to cope with its effects. 

Abstaining from felling trees for the Tersane-i Amire, incendiarism, altering 

established labor-relations and migration against the will of the state were among the 

most common practices. It is argued that the resulting dialectic between an ideology 

based on expert knowledge and identity, and one based on local knowledge became a 

decisive factor in the empire-building practices and the direction of reforms during 

the second half of the century. The same dialectic made visible the reasons of the 

“failure” of Ottoman state in natural disaster relief after the 1830s, especially during 

the famine of 1845-50. Dependence of Ottoman administration on centrally appointed 

expert-bureaucrats and their ideology in comparison to pre-1840 famines, limited the 

ability of the state to take immediate action and its capacity to negotiate with local 

elites, merchants, producers and consumers. Famine-time charity and philanthropy 

have become practices through which a new imperial identity was negotiated between 

the central authorities, local elites and common subjects of the empire. 
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PREFACE  

 

This study was conducted during the turbulent days of the post-2008 world, 

when millions took to the streets to protest and demonstrate against the increasing 

pressures on the working classes, precarious workers and immigrants, created by neo-

liberal governments. The Occupy movements that spread from New York to other 

parts of the world - the Indignados of Spain, the movements that made up what has 

been labelled as the Arab Spring and finally the “looters” of Gezi Park in Istanbul and 

elsewhere in Turkey - undermined the authoritarianism of a growing finance 

oligarchy that had no other aim but the enrichment of a minority at the cost of the 

majority. While the first three of the series of global uprisings during this period 

determined the general framework within which this study has been conducted, the 

Gezi Park protests inspired the specific questions that the study has sought to ask and 

to provide answers for. As a movement that mobilized around the conservation of a 

park in the face of plans to build an Ottoman-barracks-style shopping mall and a 

larger project of turning a public space into profit-oriented private space, the Gezi 

uprisings started with the aim of protecting the trees that had stood in the park for 

more than half a century from being cut down. While the background and the 

motivations of the movement are more complicated than this one aim, the movement 

was justified in its “environmentalist” approach, both by the instigators of the protests 

and the Turkish government, which considered the demands of the protestors, namely 

the protection of the trees, both just and reasonable. Similarly, for a majority of the 

participants (and non-participants) of the protest, the felling of the trees for the 

construction of a concrete structure was the main, indeed the only, possible 

justification for the uprising. However, according to discourses on both sides (that of 

the AKP government and the protestors) after the first few days the purpose of the 

protests transformed into “something other” than the protection of “a bunch of trees.” 

Both sides constructed a discourse around the apolitical/innocent nature of the 

conservation of the trees, and instead focused on the other, “more serious” demands 

of the movement, in order to understand its political dynamics.  

 Was the demand for the conservation of trees apolitical? To what extent did 

the history and memory connected to the trees, and nature in general have an agency 

in the political mobilization of such a large urban population? What role did climate 

change and crises play in the emergence of social movements and systemic political 
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reaction? Such questions motivated not only the present study, but also the emerging 

writing on Ottoman environmental history in general. During the Gezi protests a 

group of senior and junior Ottoman historians came together to defend the vegetable 

gardens of Yedikule/Istanbul, which were under threat from another building project 

that aimed to “tame” nature, this time through the building of a park.1 The present 

ontological relationship between human beings, animals and plants, together with the 

other elements that make up nature, and the politics of the transformation of that 

relationship into history, has created an important strand for the further development 

of Ottoman environmental history. 

 Neither the Gezi protestors nor the many popular movements that preceded 

them in Turkey developed within a void. Movements such as those established in 

different parts of Anatolia that sought to conserve the rivers being confined and 

commodified through large-scale dam building projects initiated by the Turkish 

government and supported by global private capital, as well as contemporary groups 

who protested against unregulated mining that has been scientifically defined as 

environmentally hazardous since the 1990s in Turkey, along with many other similar 

movements throughout the country, came into being within a longer historical process 

of climate change and the development of a political ecology that aimed to 

commodify all the elements of nature. It was the resistance towards these policies that 

drove their development. It could be argued that the long-term social memory that has 

developed since the beginning of the Anthropocene around climate change, 

urbanization and industrialization is the main reason why the concept of 

environmental justice have become the most important justification for social 

movements in Turkey today.2 

 As a consequence this study undertakes the task of discussing the 

transformation of the relationship between nature and human beings in Ottoman 

Anatolia during the first part of the first phase of Anthropocene, that is the period 

between 1800 and 1850. During this period, according to Will Steffen, Paul Krutzen 

and John McNeill, the world entered a new era, which is termed the Anthropocene 

                                              
1 Aleksandar Sopov and Ayhan Han, “Osmanlı İstanbul’unda Kent İçi Tarımsal Toprak Kullanımı ve 

Dönüşümleri: Yedikule Bostanları,” Toplumsal Tarih, no. 236 (August 2013), p. 34-38. 
2 Ömür Harmanşah, “Urban Utopias and How They Fell Apart: The Political Ecology of the Gezi 

Parkı,” The Making of a Protest Movement in Turkey #occupygezi, Umut Özkırımlı (ed.), [N.L.] 2014, 

p. 121-133; Begüm Özkaynak, Cem İskender Aydın, Pınar Ertör-Akyazı and Irmak Ertör, “The Gezi 

Park Resistence from an Environmental Justice and Social Metabolism Perspective,” Capitalism, 

Nature, Socialism, vo. 26, no. 1 (2015), p. 99-114. 
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due to its defining factor: the vulnerability of nature to human behavior, and the 

unprecedented and irreversible changes in nature on a global scale that have been and 

are still being created as a result.3  The three phases of the Anthropocene (1800-1945, 

1945-2015 and 2015-) are defined according to the effectiveness of the human impact 

on nature. While in the first phase the political-ecology that is unique to the 

Anthropocene was institutionalized, the second phase is characterized by its effective 

operation.  

On the other hand, the concept of the Anthropocene, or the conviction that 

human attitudes to nature have changed in a similar direction globally, can be said to 

reflect a Euro-centric idea of history. All societies did not necessarily follow the same 

route in their relationship to nature as their European counterparts did, as the debate 

intrinsically suggests.4 One of the main aims of the present study is to relocate the 

development and institutionalization of a political ecology within the Ottoman Empire 

that was to change the direction of Middle Eastern societies in the following century 

within a larger picture of climate change that was materializing throughout the 

nineteenth century. However, it must be noted that this work attempts to demonstrate 

the complexity and non-linear nature of such change.  

Despite the importance of the 1800-1850 period for the history of the 

Anthropocene, as well as European and World history in general, Ottomanists have 

tended to ignore the period as it did not fit into the accepted categorization under 

either early-modern or modern imperial contexts;5 in other words because it did not 

allow for a homogenous writing of history. Modern histories on Ottoman reform and 

transformation employ a periodization that detached the mid-nineteenth century 

institutionalization of reform policies from the preceding period and century. 

According to the accepted academic paradigm, the nineteenth century reforms, 

although partially the result of enforcement of the ideology of the Ottoman statesmen, 

were motivated more by external pressure that was deemed to awaken nationalist 

feelings among the non-Muslim subjects of the empire from the first decades of the 

nineteenth century onwards. However, if one studies this period in connection with 

                                              
3  Will Steffen, Paul J. Crutzen and John McNeill, “The Anthropocene: Are Humans Now 

Overwhelming the Great Forces of Nature?” Ambio, 36 (2007), p. 614-621. 
4 Kathleen D. Morrison, “Provincializing the Anthropocene,” Seminar, no. 673 (September, 2015), p. 

75-80. 
5 Alan Mikhail, The Animal in Ottoman Egypt, New York, 2014, p. 6-7; Alan Mikhail and Christine M. 

Philliou, “The Ottoman Empire and the Imperial Turn,” Comparative Studies in Society and History, 

vol. 54, no. 4 (2012), p. 721-745. 



4 

 

the political change and its relationship with “transformations in energy, atmosphere, 

biota, and human connections to nature,” 6  it provides a different reading on the 

developments that marked the future of Middle Eastern societies in the subsequent 

centuries. A reading that allows historians to rediscover the complexity of human 

relationships to forces or logic through which “human agency” is constructed.7 These 

forces and logic, intrinsic to both culture and nature in different historical contexts, 

have been considered in a duality since the nineteenth century. This study follows the 

question posed by Descola regarding that duality: “should we cling to such a 

historically determined way of dividing up the world in order to account for 

cosmologies that are clearly still very much alive in plenty of civilizations or that, 

now relegated to the shelves of our libraries, await only our curiosity in order to come 

to life once more?”8 Therefore this work is a contribution to the understanding of the 

historical aspect of the duality that dominated the twentieth century, and aims to 

reflect on the present ambiguous relationship between humans and non-humans that 

will become increasingly critical as the twenty first century proceeds.  

Was the average Ottoman person as aware of such global changes as their 

grandchildren in the twenty first century? Or were they aware of such changes at all? 

If so, what was their reaction? Did they take to the streets as is currently happening in 

Anatolia against the further destruction of nature through large-scale building 

projects, or were they totally ignorant of the situation and “silent” against those who 

destroyed the nature that they considered sacred, and of which they themselves were 

an organic part? To provide answers to these and other questions, this study seeks to 

analyze the changes in the understanding of nature through the emergence of an 

imperial ideology based on a new political ecology and its relationship to the socio-

ecology of Ottoman subjects. It takes the famines of the period as spaces where the 

values and discourses of environmental justice were utilized as a response to political 

and climatic change at both a local and imperial level. Furthermore, it draws a 

connection between these and the instances where humanitarian values and actions 

were mobilized at an inter-imperial level. The agents that form the cast of this story 

make up a large crowd. However, these actors are different from those of other stories 

where generous sultans, socially concerned grand viziers, local notables and the 

                                              
6 Mikhail, The Animal in Ottoman Egypt, p. 7.   
7 Timothy Mitchell, Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity, London, 2002, p. 29. 
8 Philippe Descola, Beyond Nature and Culture, Janet Lloyd (trans.), Chicago, 2014, p. 85. 



5 

 

privileged members of Ottoman population were the only ones in the limelight. This 

story, in contrast, not only includes a twist on the usual actors – desperate sultans, 

unskillful viziers, selfish notables, confused local governors and other 

“administrators” – but also the poor inhabitants of Anatolian cities; their children, 

bakers, butchers and greengrocers; beggars, looters and smugglers from all around the 

empire; and the peasants of Anatolian villages along with many others. More 

important than any of the above, however, this story involves the rivers that dried up, 

the crops that failed, the lands left uncultivated, the locusts and diseases, the rain and 

snow, the sheep and goats and all the other agents of the environment. The following 

is an overview of the scene where these actors will be taking their place. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Environmental History, Land Regime and Socio-Ecology of Ottoman Climate 

Change 

 

In recent years a growing number of historians have highlighted the fact that 

the environment has been neglected by historians of the Ottoman Empire/Middle 

East. This is at the same time that the environmental history of the Mediterranean, 

mostly including European parts of the region, has been considerably developed. 

Although research existed on particular issues concerning the environment in the 

Ottoman territories, the interrelation between environmental and other historical 

agents was seldom taken into consideration. As J. R. McNeill recently argued, the 

field of environmental history still needs time to be established within Middle Eastern 

and Ottoman historiographies. According to McNeill, the “choice” of focusing on 

environmental and social change separately is based on non-ideological grounds, and 

therefore, is a random, unconscious choice.9 Similarly, Alan Mikhail has pointed to 

the lack of necessary linguistic tools and historiographic background on the side of 

global environmental historians that are required in order to conduct primary research 

on the region, which is vital for a more complete picture of the world’s environmental 

past, due to the geographical position of the Middle East at the intersection of 

different ecological systems.10 

Late Ottoman reformers inherited an empire, urban in its entirety. The main 

source of such neglect partially lies in the “modern” and “urban” positioning of nature 

in the minds of the reformers, who were followed later by their Turkish successors 

who equated nature with all that is “rural and backward.” The term “environmental” 

was equated with the term “agrarian.” The integration of the colonial “environmental 

                                              
9 McNeill, “Observations on the Nature and Culture of Environmental History,” History and Theory, 

vol. 42, no. 4 (Dec., 2003), p. 5–43. 
10 Alan Mikhail, Nature and Empire in Ottoman Egypt An Environmental History, Cambridge, 2011, p. 

18. Mikhail, however, criticises the “excuses” based on the claim that the written and non-written 

sources that allow for the writing of environmental history of the Middle East are non-existant. See, 

Idem., “Global Implications of the Middle Eastern Environment,” History Compass, vol. 9, no. 12 

(2011), p. 953-954.  
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imaginary” into the viewpoint of these two deepened the gap between city and 

village. Peasants and the agrarian population in general were considered to be 

elements that should remain in their own milieus, thus imposing a hierarchy whereby 

the peasant was considered inferior to the urban inhabitants of the Empire.11 After the 

1920s the ideology that viewed the rural population in a pejorative manner was 

inherited and further advanced by the republican elites, who regarded Anatolian 

peasants as the “masters of the nation” on the one hand, while on the other hand 

looking on the village as “the homeland that is far away” but never visited. 12 

Therefore, while McNeill claims the neglect of the environment in Ottoman/Middle 

Eastern historiographies as a practical and non-ideological choice, the evolution of 

perspectives towards the environment and its social aspects were ideologically biased, 

viewing it as a source of backwardness, something which can only be remedied by the 

application of modern science and technology.13 This explains the interest towards 

urban, “dirtless” history among historians of Ottoman Empire/Middle East, in spite of 

the fact that until the 1960s more than half of the population lived in rural 

environments. However, “dirtless” history represented only a small fraction of the 

historical experiences of different segments of society.14 

 Furthermore, studies that overcame such ideological and linguistic barriers 

proved to be problematic in other ways as they were never completely devoid of 

ideological bonds. An example can be seen in the “declinist” narrative, which has 

been the predominant approach in studies concerning environmental histories of the 

Ottoman Empire/Middle East. Research conducted from the first decades of the 

twentieth century onwards adhered to the theory that the fate of the Near Eastern 

empires and societies was determined by the rise and fall in rainfall, cycles of drought 

and deforestation. 15  The so-called declinist literature positioned itself on the 

                                              
11 For a discussion on surveillance and control over population, and on migration, see Betül Başaran, 

Selim III, Social Control and Policing in Istanbul at the End of the Eighteenth Century Between Crisis 

and Order, Boston, 2014; Cengiz Kırlı, “The Struggle over Space: Coffeehouses of Ottoman İstanbul, 

1780s-1845,” Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Binghamton University, New York, 2000. 
12  Ayşe Buğra, Kapitalizm, Yoksulluk ve Türkiye’de Sosyal Politika, Istanbul, 2008, p. 100-128. 
13 Edmund Burke III, “The Transformation of the Middle Eastern Environment, 1500 B.C.E.–2000 

C.E.,” The Environment and World History, Edmund Burke III and Kenneth Pomeranz (eds.), 

Berkeley, 2009, p. 81. 
14  Mikhail, Nature and Empire, p. 17; Donald Worster, “History as Natural History: An Essay on 

Theory and Method,” Pacific Historical Review, vol. 53, no. 1 (Feb., 1984), p. 2. 
15  Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel, New York, 2001, p. 403-427. Following nineteenth century 

observers, J. Donald Hughes puts forward a similar argument. See, J Donald Hughes, An 

Environmental History of the World Humankind’s Changing Role in the Community of Life, London, 

2001, p. 112-113. For critiques of the declinist literature see, Diana K. Davis, “Introduction,” 
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modernist-linear historiographical trends and argued that the inability of the Ottoman 

Empire to “catch up with” the progress of the West resulted in the setback of the 

Ottomans in the race of nations, and therefore in their decline in the face of stronger 

and more progressive European states. This was reflected in the perception of the 

environment and environmental crises that lasted from the sixteenth century to the 

mid-nineteenth century. These studies suggested an analogy between the erosion of 

the soil, droughts, unusually cold or hot seasons and other climatic “anomalies,” and 

the fate of early modern empires and political entities in the Middle East. Therefore, 

the instability of the climate was perceived to be analogous to the instability of socio-

political and economic structures of the early modern Ottoman Empire. On the other 

hand, other authors argued that a stable environment had existed in the Mediterranean 

basin, which in the long run restructured itself against the destruction caused by 

human activity/inactivity. In light of the work carried out by archaeologists and in 

particular dendro-chronological research, historians have reconstructed a 

Mediterranean climate that suffered none or few drastic changes for centuries.16 The 

idea of stability in these studies was shared by histories of social and economic life of 

the Ottoman and Middle Eastern polities, offering a picture of societies that remained 

intact for centuries, where the harmony between functionally divided social groups 

was continuous.17 

Both lines of argument have recently been criticized by Sam White on the 

basis of their reductionist nature. According to White, the declinist arguments carry 

the ideological bonds that idealize the “classical” period of the empire on the one 

hand and ignore the agency of non-environmental actors on the other.  On the other 

                                                                                                                                  
Environmental Imaginaries of the Middle East and Northern Africa, Diana K. Davis and Edmund 

Burke III (eds.), Athens, 2011, p. 9. 
16 Peter J. Ergenzinger et. al., “The Reconstruction of Environment, Irrigation and Development of 

Settlement on the Habur in North East Syria,” in Conceptual Issues in Environmental Archaeology, 

John Bintliff et. al. (eds.), Edinbrugh, 1988, p. 108-128. Also see, Wolf-Dieter Hütteroth, “Ecology of 

the Ottoman Lands,” Cambridge History of Turkey 3:The Later Ottoman Empire 1603–1839, Suraiya 

Faroqhi (ed.), New York, 2007, p. 18. See P. I. Kuniholm argues for the importance of “perception” 

and “recognition” over the validity of hard facts in determining whether climate has changed or not in a 

given period of time. See, P. I. Kuneiholm, “Archaeological Evidence and Non-Evidence for Climatic 

Change,” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London. Series A, Mathematical and 

Physical Sciences, vol. 330, no. 1615, The Earth's Climate and Variability of the Sun Over Recent 

Millennia: Geophysical, Astronomical and Archaeological Aspect (Apr. 1990), p. 645-655. 
17 Hamilton Gibb and Harold Bowen, Islamic Society and the West: A study of the Impact of Western 

Civilization on Moslem Culture in the Near East, London, 1950; Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of 

Modern Turkey, New York, 2002; for an early critique of the ideological positioning of these works see, 

Huri İslamoğlu and Çaglar Keyder, “Agenda for Ottoman History,” Review, vol. 1, no. 1 (1977), p. 31-

55.  
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side, histories based on the stability and sustainability narrative neglected the fact that 

the climate, especially that of the Mediterranean, had created a challenging 

environment for the peoples of the region.18 White’s argument goes beyond these two 

margins that have thus far set the foundations for the establishment of an 

environmental history in the Middle East, and demonstrates the fact that the fate of 

the Ottoman Empire was similar to that of other empires in the Mediterranean, who 

struggled between crisis and recovery, and survived through adaptation to ecological 

and social structures, while at the same time changing these structures according to 

their own needs. 

Over the past two decades historians such as Suraiya Faroqhi have called for 

an increased focus on the “extra-social” factors defining Ottoman society, 19  calls 

which have been positively received in the following decades. For her and many 

others, not only was the environment as a larger system a historical actor, but even the 

least visible elements of that system could equally be agents of historical change. 

Thus, one of the most thoroughly studied areas of environmental history for the 

Ottoman case relates to the smallest elements of the environment as agents of 

historical change, namely bacteria. Indeed it could be argued that the history of 

disease is a relatively overstudied case.20 One of the most important reasons why 

disease has comparatively been more studied as subject lies in its urban nature; since 

diseases such as pestilence and cholera were more visible and recorded in the urban 

centers than in rural areas. The “environment in the city,” therefore, has received 

much more attention from historians. Similarly, another relatively more studied aspect 

of environment is that of the natural disasters, which took place in the cities, 

particularly the earthquakes that frequently hit the urban centres of the Ottoman 

Empire. Earthquakes have attracted the interest of historians not only because sources 

about earthquakes are abundant from Byzantine to late Ottoman times, but also 

because it is still an important contemporary issue. However most of the histories 

                                              
18 Sam White, The Climate of Rebellion in the Early Modern Ottoman Empire, Cambridge, 2011, p. 9. 

Also see, Mikhail, Nature and Empire, p. 18. 
19 Suraiya Faroqhi, “Crisis and Change,” An Economic and Social History of the Ottoman Empire, vol. 

2, Halil Inalcık and Donald Quataert (eds.), New York, 1994, p. 468. 
20 Daniel Panzac, La Peste dans l'Empire Ottomane, Leuven 1985; Lawrence I. Conrad, “Ta'un and 

Waba Conceptions of Plague and Pestilence in Early Islam,” Journal of the Economic and Social 

History of the Orient, vol. 25, no. 3 (1982), p. 268-307; Gisele Marien, “The Black Death in Early 

Ottoman Territories: 1347-1550, Unpublished M.A. Thesis, Bilkent University, Ankara, 2009. For a 

historiographic reconsideration, see Sam White, “Rethinking Disease in Ottoman History,” 

International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, no. 42 (2010), p. 549-567. 
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written about earthquakes that hit Ottoman cities have been more concerned with the 

literary representations of those disasters, rather than the role of earthquakes as 

environmental historical agents.21 Although concerned with extra-social agents, these 

histories remained “dirtless” due to the same ideological borders mentioned above 

and remained limited to the realms of urban life of the Ottoman/Middle Eastern 

society.  

Of course, seeking environment only in the rural is yet another problem that 

reproduces the ideology that excluded the rural from history. Conversely, both 

epidemics and natural disasters could very well be studied in order to reconstruct the 

historical relationship between the rural and urban. As Gisele Marien has argued, the 

outbreak of plague in rural areas had grave consequences in both rural and urban 

contexts in terms of dissemination of plague and the emergence of other diseases due 

to the decrease in the rural population, who produced the main staples that fed the 

cities.22 Furthermore, just as with focusing solely on one spatial category, neglecting 

the relationship of one element of the environment in favor of others results in the 

simplification of the complex effects of environmental change. Floods or droughts 

can be followed by plague or cholera, which could in turn lead to the disruption of 

production and trade, creating suitable conditions for the intensification of the disease 

and appearance of new ones. As Yaron Ayalon demonstrates, a series of diseases and 

disasters could follow each other, claiming thousands of lives.23  

The story of environment, and its actors as a whole, furthermore, requires not 

only a history of environmental regimes and trends, but also a history of social and 

political relations in the process of the ever-changing position of the environment and 

the ways in which it has been treated. Therefore, environmental histories of the 

Ottoman Empire, or the Middle East in general, are at the same time histories of 

society, empire, and colonization.24 They are also histories of changing exchange and 

production relations, whereby the meaning of land, production and of exchange are in 

                                              
21 Most of the articles in one of the earliest editions about disasters in Ottoman history were reserved to 

earthquakes and the narrative sources about them. See, Natural Disasters in the Ottoman Empire 

Halcyon Days in Crete III, Elizabeth Zachariadou (ed.), Rethymnon, 1999.  
22 Marien, p. 105. 
23 Yaron Ayalon, “Ottoman Urban Privacy in Light of Disaster Recovery,” International Journal of 

Middle Eastern Studies, no. 43 (2011), p. 528. For an example from Diyarbekir, see Mesut Aydıner, 

“Küresel Isınma Tartışmalarına Tarihten Bir Katkı: Arşiv belgeleri ışığında XVIII. yüzyılın ikinci 

yarısında Diyarbekir ve çevresinde meydana gelen büyük kıtlık ve alınan tedbirler,” Osmanlı Tarihi 

Araştırma ve Uygulama Merkezi Dergisi OTAM, vol. 19, no. 19, p. 123-138. 
24 Mikhail and Philliou, p. 737. 



12 

 

constant flux. Having said that, one must always keep in mind the fact that such 

parallelism between structural changes and environmental changes could lead to an 

overemphasized correlation and causation.25  

This study suggests that such danger arises when the environment is 

understood as an external entity to that of other living and non-living elements that 

constitutes the environment itself. Therefore the intention is to offer an alternative 

perspective of the environment through an historical lens, where the environment 

itself has been created and recreated by those who were part of it. On a micro or 

quotidian level this concerns the various practices in the space constructed within a 

dialectic relationship between rituals and practices, while on a macro level it 

considers the politics of environmental management. In other words, what is known 

as historical environment by the historian is something that cannot be detached from 

the social knowledge and practices of peasants, intellectuals, rulers and other social 

groups that were part of a social entity. The sources used to reconstruct the story of 

the environment in the past are the surfaces on which environmental realities and 

concerns were reflected through a process of cultural and ideological framework of 

meanings. In this context, the so-called “agency” of the environment and its 

components becomes even more problematic for the historian. With each 

environmental crisis, and even more so with changes in production relations and 

relations of exchange, the meaning of environment transformed dramatically. As Karl 

Wittfogel has pointed out, the relationship between human beings and the 

environment is – and always has been – a dialectical one, 26  where both the 

environment itself and the social knowledge of it continuously produce a meaning and 

a definition of what is environment and what is environmental. This could happen at 

an empire-wide level through extended, longue-durée changes, as in the “little ice 

age”, or regionally as seen in the climatic changes throughout the little ice age in the 

Mediterranean, or in everyday rhythms, such as the necessity of Ottoman subjects to 

re-align their idea of the environment in times of food shortages more or less every 

four years during the first half of the nineteenth century. Therefore, even the most 

scientific historical text regarding the environment defines its object through the ever-

changing social knowledge around it. For this reason, understanding early nineteenth 

                                              
25 White, Climate of Rebellion, p. 13. 

26 Karl Wittfogel, “The Hydraulic Civilizations,” Man’s Role in Changing the Face of the Earth, 

William L. Thomas Jr. (ed.), Chicago, 1956, 152–64. 
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century environmental crises requires not only an understanding of environmental 

change during the period through more “objective” sources, but also the discovery of 

how knowledge of the environment changed over time, especially within the context 

of transformations in the land regime and production relations from the late 

seventeenth century onwards. 

 

Political-Ecology and Land-Regime in the Ottoman Empire 

 

Since the 1970s, Ottoman historians have attempted to analyze how and why 

changes occurred in the Ottoman landholding system. Fernand Braudel, and 

subsequently Immanuel Wallerstein, were the first to lay the foundations for the 

debate. According to Braudel, the growing demand from Europe for cereals resulted 

in the incorporation of the Ottoman market with large-scale export, which paved the 

way for the conditions of “second serfdom” experienced in the Ottoman lands.27 

According to Wallerstein, who carried Braudel’s theory one step further, the contact 

between the Ottoman Empire and the “European world-economy” caused the 

transformation of the agricultural and urban production patterns. This transformation 

saw the small peasantry become “forced labourers” at the hands of the tax-farmers, 

who under capitalistic imperatives, had become involved in trade for the European 

market, based on the production of cash-crops from the large estates (çiftlik).28 Ever 

since this argument was made, the çiftlik debate and the question of incorporation of 

the Ottoman Empire into the world-system has been a predominant subject in 

Ottoman historiography.29 

On the one hand the world-system explanation received positive reactions 

from some Ottoman historians, however, others criticized the theory through various 

points. The first question that struck these historians was whether such large-scale 

enterprises existed in the Ottoman lands or not. The suggestion was that even though 

such enterprises could be found in some parts of the Balkans, the çiftlik was not an 

empire-wide phenomenon. Those that existed were also limited in size compared to 

                                              
27 Fernand Braudel, Capitalism and Material Life, 1400–1800, London, 1974, p. 725. 
28 Immanuel Wallerstein,“The Ottoman Empire and the Capitalist World-Economy: Some Questions for 

Research,” Social and Economic History of Turkey, 1071-1921, Halil Inalcik and Osman Okyar (ed.), 

Ankara, 1980, 117-122. 
29 Şevket Pamuk, The Ottoman Empire and European Capitalism, 1820-1913. Trade, Investment and 

Production, Cambridge, 1987; Donald Quataert, “The Age of Reforms, 1812-1914,” An Economic and 

Social History of the Ottoman Empire, 1300-1914, Halil İnalcık and Donald Quataert (eds.), p.759-934. 
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the large estates in Eastern and Central Europe. Still, what was considered more 

important than the size and extent of the commercialization of production was the 

impact of the changes in trade and production patterns on the wider relations of 

exchange and production. According to one side of the debate, changes in the trade 

patterns did not necessarily result in the transformation of the production relations, 

but gave an opportunity to those who held suitable posts to exploit the way in which 

the products and money circulated,30 meaning an increase in the intervention of local 

notables and merchants in the extraction and collection of the surplus produced by the 

Ottoman peasants. Others have emphasized the effects of the new system on the 

demographic structures, where the owners of such lands suffered from labour 

shortages and demanded migrant labour or seasonal labour provided from other 

regions. The movement of labour was so great that as a result different provinces of 

the empire, which had previously had no means of inter-communication, used 

migration as a channel for such communication and networking. 31  

It is undoubtable that the effects of the emergence of çiftliks in the empire 

went hand in hand with other structural changes. As Ariel Salzmann has argued, the 

evolution of life-term tax farms (malikane) that were auctioned to the elites of the 

sultanic households from the late seventeenth century onwards, into a “privatized” 

land regime that started replacing the “classical” fief system due to the increasing 

monetization of Ottoman economy, alongside the economic mentality in general, lay 

at the roots of the emergence of the çiftlik model of land management.32 This in turn 

led to the process whereby the state began to lose of control over the land and 

production processes. The lines between property statuses began to become blurred 

and it was hard to define who owned what, while the tax collection was left to the 

mercy of subcontractors of the tax farms. This did not happen through a top-down 

process and was accelerated by the inclusion into the system of local administrators, 

who were usually former malikane owners, foreign residents of the empire 

                                              
30 Çağlar Keyder, “Osmanlı İmparatorluğu’nda Büyük Ölçekli Tarım Var Mıydı?” Osmanlı’da Toprak 

Mülkiyeti ve Ticari Tarım, Çağlar Keyder and Faruk Tabak (eds.), Istanbul,1998, p. 5. 
31  Reşat Kasaba, “Batı Anadolu’da Göçmen Emeği (1750-1850),” Osmanlı’da Toprak Mülkiyeti ve 

Ticari Tarım, p. 128-130. 
32  Ariel Salzmann, “An Ancien Regime Revisited: ‘Privatization’ and Political Economy in the 

Eighteenth Century Ottoman Empire,” Politics & Society, December 1993, vol. 21 no. 4, p. 393-423; 

Baki Tezcan, The Second Ottoman Empire, New York, 2010; Karen Barkey, Empire of Difference New 

York, 2008; The Ottoman Empire and the World Economy, ed. Huri Islamoglu, Cambridge, 1987. 
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(particularly after the 1800s), local merchants and peasants.33 Consequently, interests 

of various social groups were involved in the newly emerging system. Therefore the 

main aim of the state was not to regulate agriculture in order to increase production or 

trade. The interest of the state and its representatives arose from a desire to manage 

the imperial economy in order to generate sufficient revenue that would meet the 

increasing state expenditures.34 The increasing volume of trade and changing patterns 

of export, and later of import, were more important for the foreigners acting as 

intermediaries as part of trade networks, and for the local traders, especially the non-

muslims, who later in the nineteenth century have profited from their position as 

representatives of foreign merchants.  

The position of the peasant in this system is yet to be completely understood 

by historians. The commercialization of production partially depended on the 

consumption preferences of the producers, where the cultivators demanded more 

consumer goods,35 while the reaction to the new tax and land system in other cases 

resulted in peasant revolts in many parts of the empire, especially after the Tanzimat 

edict was issued in 1839.36 Therefore, while the complexity of the network of agents 

of change throughout the seventeenth into the eighteenth century is clearer to 

Ottoman historians, the extent to which these relations were based on the consent of 

the peasants is a matter of debate. Some sections of the peasantry applied different 

methods of cultivation to increase production in order to meet the demand for 

exportation, as seen in İzmir, where both sesame and cotton were planted on the same 

plot in order to “double their chances in the market.” However others, particularly 

landless peasants, took another approach and revolted, such as in Niš in 1841, and in 

Bulgaria in 1856, which according to Halil Inalcik, represents the first step in the path 

towards Bulgarian independence.37 

What is striking at this point is that to date no historian has mentioned how 

expectations from the factors of production (land and labour) by each of the above 

mentioned actors of land regime change and commercialization of agriculture in the 

Ottoman lands, required knowledge of and a positioning in relation to the changing 

                                              
33  Kasaba, The Ottoman Empire and the World-economy The Nineteenth Century, 1988, p. 65. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Donald Quataert, The Ottoman Empire 1700-1922, Cambridge, 2005, p. 130. 
36  Atilla Aytekin, “Neither ‘Monarchism’ nor ‘Weapons of the Weak’: Peasant Protest in the late 

Ottoman Empire,” Perspectives on Ottoman Studies Papers from the 18th Symposium of the 

International Committee of Pre-Ottoman and Ottoman Studies (CIEPO), Berlin, 2010, p. 105. 
37 Halil İnalcık, Tanzimat ve Bulgar Meselesi, Istanbul, 1992. 
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environment.38 Therefore, it can be argued that the place of the environment in the 

overall picture is still lacking in the debate about the commercialization of agriculture 

and the emergence of a new land regime that is crucial to understand the 

developments in the nineteenth century. As the nature of change involved relations 

and processes of production and consumption, together with exchange, one should 

consider where the “non-human” factors in the story should be placed.39 This question 

was partially answered by Faruk Tabak in his seminal work on the “geo-history” of 

the Mediterranean in the period from the sixteenth to late nineteenth century. 

According to Tabak, the changes in exchange and production relations, especially 

after the seventeenth century economic and demograpgic crises, went hand in hand 

with environmental change and ultimately resulted in shifts in what was produced, as 

well as where and how it was produced. His argument, furthermore, proves how the 

human and non-human elements of change should not be separated from each other. 

His innovative way of understanding such structural changes proposed a totally 

diverse way of analysing the developments that emerged around the çiftlik type of 

land and production system. Arguing against Braudel, Tabak claims that the 

emergence of “flexible” property arrangements, like that of mezra´a and çiftlik, were 

nothing but adjustments made to the changing market and environment conditions. 

Thus, the çiftlik were more than simply a mode of second serfdom; rather they were 

manifestations of “basic ecological and economic traits of the Mediterranean 

landscape during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.”40 The “worsening” of the 

climate and the flooding of large rivers within the Mediterranean basin caused the 

population to move away, towards hills and mountains that were much safer in the 

face of environmental changes. These locations also provided the population with an 

effective position to stand up against the tax collectors who, after the seventeenth 

century, had become more and more demanding. Incidentally, environmental change 

forced the state to become more centralized in their settling of pastoralists who found 

it more profitable and easy to stay away from agriculture. Tabak also claims that the 

                                              
38 Koray Çalışkan, “Markets and Fields: The Ethnography of Cotton Exchange and Production in a 

Turkish Village,” New Perspectives on Turkey, no. 37 (Fall 2007), p. 115-146 argues that production 

and exchange relations take place within a complex network of producers, merchants, consumers, 

insects, plants and other visible and invisible aspects of nature.  
39 İnalcık, “Çiftliklerin Doğuşu: Devlet, Toprak Sahipleri ve Kiracılar,” Osmanlı’da Toprak Mülkiyeti 

ve Ticari Tarım, p. 33-34. For a contemporary discussion on where to put non-human factors of 

“economization,” see, Koray Çalışkan, “Markets and Fields,” p. 116-118.  
40 Faruk Tabak, The Waning of the Mediterranean 1550-1870: A Geo-Historical Approach, Baltimore, 

2008, p. 227. 
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çiftlik was instrumentalized by the state in order to settle these pastoralists. This 

process resulted in the emergence of an “entrepreneurial gentry” which as a result, in 

the first half of the nineteenth century, had become the governors of important 

vilayets and districts. 41  Similarly, eighteenth and nineteenth century peasants and 

çiftlik-holders preferred animal rearing to cultivating grain, which required more 

labor-intensive work, making flocks more profitable. Moreover, more security was 

needed to organize the large groups of labor required for grain cultivation, something 

that the Ottoman countryside lacked, especially during the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century.  

On the other hand, by leaving the agricultural land intact for long periods, 

cattle and sheep breeders left large-scale effects on the environment by causing the 

emergence of swamps and soil degradation due to extensive grazing. This not only led 

to widespread malaria, but has also changed the whole structure of settlement 

patterns. The trend, according to Hütteroth was to leave the plains that lost attraction 

in the face of mountains, which were overcrowded but more secure and provided 

easily accessible shelter in order to get rid of tax collectors in times of extraordinary 

taxes or in conditions where taxation system was due to change.42 

The socio-economic changes of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 

certainly had their environmental reasons. Furthermore, a history of the first half of 

the nineteenth century can also be said to be impossible without taking into 

consideration climatic fluctuations, if not a total climate change. Analogous to the 

approach taken up by Tabak in explaining changes in the land regime and related 

socio-structural changes, this study tries to understand the socio-economic changes of 

the first half of the nineteenth century from a short-term perspective, which 

nevertheless had long-term consequences in the Ottoman Empire. What differentiates 

the perspective taken up in PART I of this study from other environmental histories is 

the fact that it does not take the environment as a separate, extra-social, external 

entity. Rather it argues that one should deem the environment as part of complex 

“socioecologic” processes where societies learn about, profit or suffer from, create 

and recreate the environment they live in. As the works of Hütteroth and Tabak 

demonstrate, the processes of commercialization of agriculture and the emergence of 

                                              
41 Ibid., p. 276-280. 
42 Hütteroth, p. 30-32 and 41-42; also see J. R. McNeill, The Mountains of the Mediterranean World: 

An Environmental History, Cambridge, 2003, p. 105. 
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çiftliks are impossible to understand without taking into account the fact that that the 

change in exchange and production relations involved positioning and reconsidering 

knowledge of the environment at all levels, and vice-versa. To put it differently, the 

processes of social change can never be detached from how the environment was 

perceived and understood, especially for agrarian societies such as the Ottoman 

society of the first half of the nineteenth century.  

One can argue that the transforming knowledge of the peasants of the 

environment that they had lived in was determinant on their decision to resist the 

changes in production relations and land-regimes, together with more basic economic 

preferences.43 However, PART I discusses a parallel process whereby humans and 

non-humans started to be understood in a binary opposition, and within a hierarchy 

where the former was superior to the latter. Within that process, an ideology of 

expertise based on universal scientific knowledge and a corps of experts defined the 

framework whereby Ottoman administrators tried to apply reforms deemed necessary 

by the Tanzimat edict of 1839. 44  The abundance of reports written by centrally-

appointed experts of the period provide a rich corpus of textual representation of 

Ottoman landscape and environment and how they came to give meaning to the 

dramatic changes taking place in landscape and climate in general throughout the first 

half of the century. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                              
43 Aytekin, p. 105. 
44  A literature on expertise in the Ottoman Empire is emerging. See, Maria Georgiadou, “Expert 

Knowledge between Tradition and Reform. The Carathéodorys: A Neo-Phanariot Family in the 19th 

Century Constantinople,” Médecins et ingéniuers ottomans à l’âge des nationalismes, Méropi 

Anastassiadou-Dumont (ed.), Paris, 2003, p. 243-294; Darina Martykanova, Reconstructing Ottoman 
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Constitutional Period, Turcica, no. 45 (2010), p. 125-156; Mikhail, Nature and Empire; Jane H. 
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Egypt, vol. 25, no. 1, Experts and Early Modern State (2010), p. 85-103; Berrak Burçak, 
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Famine and Agency  

 

Despite the improvements in the technology of transportation, communication 

and agriculture in the twentieth century, famines continued to play a crucial role in 

deepening the subsistence crisis of the poorer populations of the world. In fact, the 

number of deaths – if they can tell us anything – during famines in the first half of the 

20th century exceeded those of the 19th century.45 Famines of the 20th and 21th century 

shared, among others, one important aspect with those of the 19th century: “They 

happen[ed] because they were allowed to happen.”46 Neither the dramatic increase in 

agricultural production (which started with the 19th century) nor the arrival of 

railways and highways prevented excessive death in times of food crises. It is now 

widely accepted that contemporary famines are mostly man-made and several factors 

come into play for a drought or crop failure to transform into famine. According to 

Stephen Devereux, what determines the severity of a famine is the time lapse between 

the drought/crop failure and when it is realized as a crisis, and the time when 

starvation starts.47 One can conclude that the unnatural aspect of famines lies in the 

responses, which define the interaction between people and their natural environment. 

In other words, the way they respond to, create and shape their ecosystem.48  

Meanwhile, the increase in research about the origins of and reasons for 

famine and the approaches and policies used to cope with it bring us to the question of 

how to define and determine what is (or was) a famine and what is (or was) not a 

famine. This question is crucial not only for social scientists and policy makers but for 

historians as well. Traditionally social scientists and economists considered the 

crucial aspect of a famine to be hunger that leads to excess mortality within a certain 

time period, in a given space. Therefore, what was more detrimental in defining 

famines was the existence of excessive deaths. This approach had, for a long time, led 

authorities to underestimate and disregard the conditions of famine and hunger that 

did not result in excessive deaths, and had been an excuse for them to not to take 

                                              
45 William Dando, The Geography of Famine, London, 1980, p. xii. The number of deaths in 19th 

century was about 25 million, while already in the first half of the 20th century (even excluding the 

1958-62 China famine) that number was exceeded. One can of course argue that the systems of 

recording were much more developed in the 20th century. See, Steven Devereux, “Famine in the 

Twentieth Century,” IDS Working Paper, no. 105, No year, p. 6-7. 
46 Ibid., p. 27. Also see Cormac Ó Grada, Eating People is Wrong and Other Essays on Famine, Its 

Past, and Its Future, Princeton, 2015, p.91. 
47 Ibid., p. 41-42. 
48 Ray Bush, “Unnatural Disaster The Politics of Famine,” Marxism Today, December 1985, p. 8-11. 
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action in support of the famine-stricken population. Others tried to identify famines 

characterized by the sudden collapse of the food consumption, excess deaths due to 

health crisis, cases where people starved to death without outside intervention,49 or a 

condition whereby people sought out “abnormal” social and economic activities in 

order to find food.50 This list could potentially be endless, given the focus of social 

scientists on famines over the last two decades, yet what is still lacking is an “insider” 

definition of what famine is. The “victims” or those who were involved in the 

situation itself should be considered the main sources for definition, as “[c]ommunity 

perception and response, including organizational involvement […] become[s] the 

crucial issues for defining a disaster.”51  The “error” in definitions of famine and 

famine mismanagement lies in the ethnocentric perception of outsiders where cultural 

and linguistic differences are determining. The responses of “insiders” to drought and 

famine are of particular importance for the social scientist, since most of the 

definitions made by “outsiders” are likely to result in misguidance.52 Responses to 

food shortages and harvest failures, by the victims of such calamities, as well as by 

the authorities, and their position vis-à-vis the environment are invaluable in terms of 

understanding historical crises.  

It has long been assumed that societies living in disaster-prone territories have 

lived their lives in a constant reign of terror. Responses to disasters were taken in 

panic and without much consciousness, mostly caused by irrational ideas and 

behavior. However, a developing field in disaster research, namely disaster 

anthropology, has provided social scientists and historians with the necessary tools to 

understand cultures and societies in possession of the capacity to understand the 

dangers posed by nature. This considers everything from how societies mitigated 

disasters and to how they proposed and applied strategies to cope with and reduce the 

dire consequences of disasters throughout history. 53  Societies develop epistemic 

traditions around their knowledge about nature, which culminates in what Greg 

                                              
49 Mohiuddin Alamgir, Famine in South Asia Political Economy of Mass Starvation. Cambridge, 1980.  
50 Frances D’Souza, “Famine: Social Security and an Analysis of Vulnerability,” Famine, Harrison, G. 
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52 Devereux, p. 21-22. 
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Bankoff labels “cultures of disaster.”54 However, one must not forget that culture is 

bound to nature. According to anthropologists like Marshall Sahlins, when 

environments undergo change, so do the cultures that respond to them.55 Therefore an 

understanding of social order, economic structures and political ideology is 

intrinsically intertwined with ideas of nature. Natural disasters have also been times 

when knowledge and cosmology of the relationship between nature and human beings 

was reassessed.56  

A criticism of disaster researchers could be that they have focused too much 

on the visible and large-scale shifts in social, political and economic structures that 

are created by disasters. The socio-ecology of disasters tend to understand the impact 

of disasters on society from the base, or what anthropologists refer to as the “deep 

structure.” Leaving aside the question whether disasters create long-term structural 

change or not, the analysis of disasters as understood from a socio-ecologic 

perspective looks at the assessment of knowledge relating to disasters as a 

“demonstration” of the internal social and economic structure of the society together 

with its relationship to the environment, the processes of learning and adaptation and 

how knowledge is and can be applied to disaster management. 57  However, 

notwithstanding the alteration of power relations at an everyday level, the changes in 

people’s mapping of space, creation of memory and rewriting of history, and in their 

understanding of nature indicate the importance of disasters as trigger for change.58 

Within this context, PART II of this study deals with famines in Ottoman 

Anatolia and beyond from the early years of the nineteenth century until the middle of 

                                              
54 Greg Bankoff, Cultures of Disaster: Society and Natural Hazard in the Philippines, London, 2003, 

p. 152-162. See also Christian Rohr, “Floods of the Upper Danube River and Its Tributaries and Their 

Impact on Urban Economies: The Examples of the Towns of Krems/Stein and Wels (Austria),” 

Environment and History, no. 19 (2013), p. 133-148; Idem., “The Danube Floods and Their Human 

Response and Perception,” History of Meteorology, no. 2 (2005), p. 75-86. 
55  Marshall Sahlins, “Culture and Environment: The Study of Cultural Ecology,” Horizons of 

Anthropology, Sol Tax (ed.), Chicago, 1964, p. 136-147. Also see, Raymond Williams, Problems in 

Materialism and Culture, London, 1980, p. 67-85 David Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of 

Difference, Oxford, 1996; Philippe Descola, Beyond Nature and Culture, Janet Lloyd (trans.), Chicago, 

2014.  
56 Anthony Oliver-Smith, “‘What is a Disaster?,” p. 24. 
57 Susanna M. Hoffman, “After Atlas Shrugs,” p. 310-311; Oliver-Smith, “‘What is a Disaster?’” p. 25; 

Tim Ingold, “Culture and the Perception of the Environment,” Bush Base: Forest Farm. Culture, 

Environment and Development, Elisabeth Croll and David Parkin (eds.), London, 1992, p. 39-56. 
58 Susanna M. Hoffman, “After Atlas Shrugs,” p. 318; Susanna M. Hoffman and Anthony Oliver-

Smith, “Anthropology and the Angry Earth: An Overview,” The Angry Earth: Disaster in 

Anthropological Perspective, p. 1-16; David Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, 

p. 13; René Favier and Anne-Marie Granet-Abisset, “Society and Natural Risks in France, 1500-2000,” 

Natural Disasters Cultural Responses, Christoph Mauch and Christian Pfister (eds.), Plymouth, 2009, 

p. 113. 



22 

 

the century. However, there is a particular focus on the 1845-50 famine that 

devastated the whole Empire and gave way to developments that affected the social 

composition, labor profile and social and physical landscape of Anatolia in the 

coming decades. PART II discusses the reactions of central government and local 

inhabitants to famine, famine-relief efforts, and the reactions on the side of the society 

to the Ottoman administration. It argues that the dialectic between the ideologies 

based on political ecology and socioecology that are discussed in PART I, created the 

main determinant for reactions to famines on both local and central administration, 

and on the societal levels. While the pre-Tanzimat famines were reacted to with 

relatively more flexible famine relief structures, which allowed for a negotiation and 

cooperation between the local inhabitants and the central government as well as 

administrative and social groups, Part II will demonstrate how the institutionalization 

of Tanzimat ideology cut the ties between these different scales and made the famine-

relief efforts ineffective. The results of the famine at the societal level were reflected 

in the discourses of Ottoman subjects who correlated famine and post-Tanzimat 

dislocation of socio-economic and political structures under the rubric of 

environmental justice.  
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PART I: OTTOMAN POLITICAL- AND SOCIO-ECOLOGY IN THE FIRST 

HALF OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

 

 

“If people knew the blessings that lie within that river 

[Euphrates], they would build walls and domes around it” 

 

Aşık Mehmed, Menazirü’l-Avalim, 16th century59 

 

 

“As the Euphrates overflowed, water poured out from the 

cracks on the mentioned dikes […] and when the season of 

abundance passed, those waters still remained, creating swamps 

and reed beds and marshes from which, together with the 

remnants of dead animals and plants, an array of miasma and 

bad weather rose. As a result of the malaria and fever that 

emerged out of those, each year large amounts of deaths take 

place.” 

 

Mehmed Hurşid Paşa, Seyahatname-i Hudud, 19th century60 

 

 

A river that was once thought to be a source of abundance, health and blessing 

for the nearby societies, which, according to an author from sixteenth century, should 

be protected with dikes and domes due to its sacredness and purity, had, by the middle 

of the nineteenth century, become the main source of putrid air, contamination and 

epidemics, spreading nothing but sickness and death to those who were exposed to it. 

                                              
59 “Eğer nas bunda olan bereketü bileydü iki canibine kıbab ve duvar bina ideydi.” Aşık Mehmed, 

Menazirü’l Avalim, Mahmut Ak (ed.), vol. 2, Ankara, 2007, p. 283.   
60 “Fırat nehri coştukça mezkur sedlerin kırıldıkları mahallerden sular taşub […] nehr-i mezkurun 

coşkunluk mevsimi geçdikçe işbu sular râkid halinde kalarak derunlarında hasıl olan bataklık ve sazlık 

ve kamışlardan ve mürd olarak çürüyüp kalan hayvanat ve nebatat bakıyyelerinden bir çok miyazmalar 

reddî havalar peydâ olarak bunların te’siratından sıtma ve hummâ hastalıkları zuhur itmekde olmasıyle 

her sene hayli vefiyyât vukû’ bulmaktadır.” Mehmed Hurşid Paşa, Seyahatname-i Hudud, Alaattin Eser 

(ed.), Istanbul, 1997, p. 51. 
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The same dikes that were advised to be built in order to shield the water in order to 

protect it from the world of impurity, were not enough in the nineteenth century to 

protect the rest of the world from the ills of which the river has become the source. In 

the almost three centuries that have passed, the same river, and thus, the same nature 

started to be viewed from a different perspective by the Ottoman elites. The sixteenth 

and seventeenth century understanding of Ottoman nature as unique, superior and 

exceptional, the image of nature once so close to God, a reflection of the 

transcendental on earth, started to give way to considerations that focused on the 

deterioration of rivers, of land and of forests as of late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries.61 The same lands that the Ottoman admiral Seydi Ali Reis praised in his 

Mirat’ü-l-Memalik, and the geographer Aşık Mehmed described as the most beautiful, 

the same climate that was understood as the most suitable for human nature among 

others, were to become subject to denigration and ideas of comparative inferiority 

especially in the descriptions of ambassadors that were sent to Europe following the 

first decade of the eighteenth century.62 

The changes in the function and meaning of nature, its elements and of 

technologies of control and regulation such as dikes or canals around rivers, was not 

unique to mid-nineteenth century, rather they were a general pattern that had started 

prior to the nineteenth century. Particularly after the eighteenth century, dikes had 

become problems not only for the maintenance work they needed, due to subsequent 

changes in climate and demography, but also as opportunities for the central 

authorities to exert further control upon local communities, creating new grounds for 

conflict. 63  The perspective Mehmed Hurşid Paşa put forward in Seyahatname-i 

                                              
61 Marinos Sariyannis, “Ajaib ve Gharaib: Ottoman Collections of Mirabilia and Perceptions of the 

Supernatural,” Der Islam, vol. 92, no. 2 (December 2015), p. 442-467. 
62 For the commentary of Seydi Ali Reis in mid-sixteenth century, especially comparing the Ottoman 

nature and cities to those of India and central Asia, see Miratü’l-Memalik, Mehmet Kiremit (ed.), 

Ankara, 1999, p. 124, 131 and 158. Upon his return to Ottoman territories after four years of trying to 

make his way back, the author, Seydi Ali Reis, described the Ottoman territories as the “most beautiful 

country of all the earth.” For Aşık Mehmed’s detailed accounts on the Ottoman nature and praise of the 

climate, see Aşık Mehmed, Menazirü’l Avalim, p. 270-273, 283, 414-421 and various others. For 

comparisons by the ambassadors see, Mehmet Alaaddin Yalçınkaya, “Mahmud Raif Efendi as the 

Chief Secretary of Yusug Agah Efendi, the First Permanent Ottoman-Turkish Ambassador to London 

(1793-1797),” Ankara Üniversitesi Osmanlı Tarihi Araştırma ve Uygulama Merkezi Dergisi, no. 5, 

1994, p. 430, 432, 434 [p. 422-434 for the English translation of the original diary]; M. Alper 

Yakçınkaya, Learned Patriots: Debating Science, State and Society in the Nineteenth Century Ottoman 

Empire, London, 2015, p. 50.   
63 Alan Mikhail, Nature and Empire in Ottoman Egypt An Environmental History, Cambridge, 2011, p. 

137. The meaning of rivers and water in Europe has gone through a similar evolution starting from 
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Hudud, therefore, is representative of hundreds of other texts written by different 

actors within the Ottoman Empire before and after the 1830s and 1840s, pointing to 

an increasing interest in nature and its components, technologies of control, and 

concerns around hygene and society-nature relations, and politics of public space in 

general; an interest hithereto absent in such levels.64 Reports, plans and stories on 

rivers, forests, animals and produce were, in the early 19th century, flowering at a pace 

quicker than the nature itself. The “fading” beauty of the lands, once fertile and 

covered with vegetation and wild animals, caused nature to look as dry and lonely as 

a desert. Not so long before this Ainsworth could not find the right words to describe 

the beauty and fertility of the same landscape of central Anatolia, with a similar 

fascination to that expressed by Evliya Çelebi almost two centuries before him. 

However, by the middle of the 19th century, travellers and experts depicted a different 

landscape, especially in terms of the Anatolian territories. The lands covered by the 

Byzantine and later by the Ottoman empires, so vast and green that they were referred 

to as “sea of trees” (ağaç denizi), which by the sixteenth century “even if the whole 

world had come together, it would be impossible to cut all its trees down till the end 

of time,” had been reduced to naked, deserted and arid landscape by the mid-

nineteenth century; 65 lizards, rats, screetch-owls and bats replaced the rich human and 

animal population, while deserts extended over territories which were once covered 

with forests, those most fruitful and most beautiful districts.66 French consul M. Tevez 

was surprised to see the city of Ephesus in 1845; the deserted land, the naked hills and 

the silence that was broken by the howling of chacals was not the same landscape he 

had seen there in 1819. The beautiful nature that was comparable to his hometown in 

                                                                                                                                  
nineteenth century onwards. See, Christian Pfister, “Learning from Nature-Induced Disasters,” Natural 

Disasters Cultural Responses, Plymouth, 2009, p. 31-32; Franz Mauelshagen, “Disaster and Political 

Culture in Germany since 1500,” ibid., p. 55; Christian Rohr, “The Danube Floods and their Human 

Response and Perception (14th to 17th C),” History of Meteorology, no. 2 (2005), p. 74. 
64 Darina Martykanova, Reconstructing Ottoman Engineers. Archaeology of a Profession (1789-1914), 

Pisa, 2010, p. 154-155. 
65 The quotation belongs to Aşık Mehmed, p. 264 [“ve bu nehrün havalisi ağaç denizi dimekle ma’ruf 

cebel-i dûr ü dirâz ve gayza ve bîşe-zardur ki eşcar-ı kûhisin kat’ içün halk-ı âlem içtima itse inkıta’-ı 

ezmana dek itmamı müyesser değüldür.”] Similar descriptions exist in Seydi Ali Reis, Mir’atü’l 

Memalik, p. 165. See also Asuman Baytop, Türkiye’de Botanik Tarihi Araştırmaları, Ankara, 2003, p. 

38; Selçuk Dursun, “Forest and the State: History of Forestary and Forest Administration in the 

Ottoman Empire, Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, Sabancı University, Istanbul, 2007, p. 27; Sam 

White, Climate of Rebellion, p. 7-12.  
66 J. R. McNeill, Mountains of the Mediterranean An Environmental History, Cambridge, 1992, p. 94; 

Von Hubert von Boehen, Zustand der Turkei im Jahre der Prophezeihung, 1853, Berlin, 1853; Adolphe 

Blanqui, Voyage en Bulgarie pendant l’année 1841, Paris, 1843; Charles MacFarlane, Kismet or the 

Doom of Turkey, London, 1853, p. 65, 144. 
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France, gave way in less than three decades to a “deserted beach that denuded the 

flower of any shade; the flower whose edges craved a tutelary God to revive it in the 

future.” 67  Similarly, the quality of water and air in urban areas were viewed as 

increasingly deteriorating.68  

The picture of the “sick man of Europe” was one that was similar to the image 

put on screen in the “western” movies of the 1970s,69 or in the words of George 

Perkins Marsh, the earth in Asia Minor resembled “the surface of the moon.”70 

However, according to Selçuk Dursun a landscape of a “sea of trees” had never 

existed. He argued that it was nothing more than a commercial marketing strategy for 

the European merchants who had an interest in the further exploitation of Ottoman 

natural resources, or a maneuver by Ottoman bureaucrats, trying to demonstrate how 

strong the Ottoman state was regarding its natural resources in the early modern 

period.71 On the other hand, discourses on desertification, deforestation and the death 

of nature, especially during the nineteenth century and thereafter, were based on 

similar ideological/colonial narratives. Accounts on Ottoman environmental history 

based on travelers’ accounts or reports written by different agents at the end of the 

empire established a positive correlation between a hypothetical “Ottoman decline” 

with deforestation.72 

In comparison to the European colonial ideas of looking for a garden of eden 

within the colonies, or trying to create one, Ottoman intellectuals, bureaucrats and 

explorers during the early-modern period thought of their own “motherland” as the 

Garden of Eden, despite their expressions of awe in the face of the natural beauties 

they witnessed in various parts of the world. The early-modern perception of the 

                                              
67 Prime Ministry Ottoman Archives, Istanbul (PMO.) HR.TO 406-57. 
68 Mustafa Behçet Efendi, Sıhhatnüma, Istanbul, 1274 [1855], p. 43: “ve istanbulda bulunan suların 

ziyade eali ve iltafı büyük çamlıca suyu ise de tezce bozulduğundan uzak mahallere nakl olunmaz.” 

The quality of water in the capital city was of concern already by mid-eighteenth century. The 

increasing population and establishment of new settlements within forests and near riverbeds 

deteriorated water resources of the city.  
69  Diana K. Davis, “Imperialism, Orientalism and and the Environment in the Middle East,” 

Environmental Imaginaries of the Middle East and North Africa, Diana K. Davis and Edmund Burke 

III (eds.), Athens (OH), 2012, p. 1-2. 
70 George Perkins Marsh, Man and Nature, Or, Physical Geography as Modified by Human Action, 

Cambridge, 1965, p. 3. For his commentary on Constantinople and Egypt of mid-century, see David 

Lowenthal, George Parkins Marsh, The Prophet of Conservation, Seattle, 2000, p. 109-135. 
71 Dursun, p. 8-10. Also see, Diana K. Davis, “Environment in the Middle East,” p. 3. One might add 

that the reason for the praise of the rich vegetation of Ottoman territories by European observers during 

the early modern period was partially connected to an idea of finding Eden in “exotic” lands. 
72 White, Climate of Rebellion, p. 287-291. 
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imperial environment reconstructed Ottoman nature as distinct from other natural and 

climatic milieus. The turn of the nineteenth century however, saw the transformation 

and melting of that “nationalistic” understanding into a more universal perception. In 

the first half of the nineteenth century, Ottoman intellectuals and expert-bureaucrats 

still viewed Ottoman nature as distinct from that of other empires, however, they 

justified this idea through universal values and tools, and this time within a global 

environmental context. This was not only visible in the scientific/philosophical texts 

or the reports that were produced, but also in popular texts and newspaper articles. 

The idea of the “inferiority” of Ottoman nature and climate was understood to be the 

result of human intervention or passivity in the face of climate shifts that required the 

modification of nature through scientific means. As the Ottoman diplomat Mustafa 

Sami had explained, in relation to the Ottoman environment, “[n]o country in the 

continent of Europe, save Italy, has an agreeable climate or fertile soil. They have 

stepped forward thanks only to science and knowledge.”73 Similarly, a report from 

mid-1844 expresses the same idea: “Although [the lands of the empire] cannot be 

compared to those of other countries, as it is fertile and capable of providing variety 

of products, and its population is known for their ability and willingness to adapt, the 

majority of the lands in Anatolia and Rumelia are left fallow and are short of 

agricultural production, as its population chooses to be lazy, and turns a blind eye to 

their own environment.”74 

Increasing interest in nature was not only limited to the written reports or 

travelogues of the period. Professors of recently established imperial academies in 

Istanbul were traveling around the territories of the empire in order to collect plant 

and mineral samples, animal fossils and antiquities, either for their own interests or to 

be put in museums. “To discuss civilization is to discuss space, land and its contours, 

climate, vegetation, animal species, and natural and other advantages. It is also to 

discuss what humanity has made of these basic conditions: agriculture, stock-

breeding, food, shelter, clothing, communications, industry, and so on,” declared 

Braudel once.75 His oft-quoted idea fits well into the ideological world of the Ottoman 

elite, as well as of that of the Europeans during the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. At the end of the eighteenth century, European empires were taxing, 

                                              
73 Yalçınkaya, Learned Patriots p. 50. 
74 PMO. MAD.d 13130, p. 12. 
75 Fernand Braudel, A History of Civilizations, Richard Mayne (trans.), New York, 1993, p. 9-10. 
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protecting and improving territories under their sovereignty, while at the same time 

trying to understand their natural enviroment by assembling enormous collections of 

natural objects and historical artifacts.76 This was equally so for the Ottoman Empire 

by the mid-19th century. 

What was the reason for such a sudden increase in the interest towards the 

Ottoman natural environment and the change in how it was approached? These were 

the signs of the appearance of a new genre and administrative aesthetics. Authors of 

this genre, which took nature as its subject, were not only using letters as their 

medium, but colors, objects, and sounds in order to express a new mode of aesthetics, 

politics and civilization.77 The formation of important structural changes, reforms and 

representations of nature in the first half of the nineteenth century was not 

coincidental; changes in the modes of production and in genre were structurally 

similar processes. Topographical and literary aspects met in the nineteenth century art 

and literature. Abstractions of space and the material world came together in the 

fixation of “reality” as a concrete, inert category. Deep ideological commitments were 

hidden between the lines of poetry, novels and objects exhibited in museums. The 

new aesthetics of ideology defined what was considered scientific and what should be 

regarded as mere impractical knowledge. Systems of valuation and classification of 

nature and natural objects had gone through radical changes since the Renaissance, 

from organizing animals and plants according to a mixture of their functions and their 

cosmological/political meanings, to classifying them “scientifically” according to 

their genus. Therefore the objects of the new aesthetics were detached from their 

previous contexts, leaving space for the possibility to reconstruct reality. To put it 

differently, within the new aesthetics, spaces of knowledge dissemination were not 

only hubs for information but they were also places of inspiration for the shaping of 

reality. The museum, in Thomas Richards’ words, “construct[ed] an imperceptible 

order in which perception (of things) and interpretation (via words) coincide in space 

and time.” Collecting, arranging and exhibiting, to extend Jean Baudrillard’s 

argument further, were exertions of power, dominance and possession, not only over 

                                              
76 John MacKenzie, Museums and Empire: Natural History, Human Cultures and Colonial Identities, 

Manchester, 2009; Richard Grove, Ecology, Climate and Empire: Colonialism and Global 

Environmental History 1400-1940, Cambridge, 1997. 
77  Grove, Green Imperialism. Colonial Expansion, Tropical Island Edens and the Origins of 

Environmentalism, 1600-1860, Cambridge, 1995, p. 322-323. 
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the object but also about the knowledge and meaning constructed around the object.78 

Unlike the “preliterate” aesthetics of knowledge, modern epistemology tended to 

categorize and divide. 79  Improvement and dislocation went hand in hand; 

improvement in tools of production resulted in dislocation of common people’s lives, 

improvement of means of production of universal scientific knowledge led to the 

dislocation of local know-how and practices that have been constructed within a 

complex set of relationships of attachment and detachment between humans and 

material and non-material members of the nature they were an intrinsic part of.80 

Novelty was understood as “improvement” and what was born out of the aesthetics of 

that improvement was the reduction of the value of elements of nature, forests, soil or 

wildlife understood only in relation to science and labor.81 

This chapter will deal with the Ottoman Empire within such transformations 

of values, aesthetics, ideas and policies particularly those regarding nature; in general 

terms it will be about the emergence of a new political ecology defined by the 

aesthetics of improvement between the end of the eighteenth century and the middle 

of the following century.82 Redesigning nature by creating an image of it on paper, in 

museums, botanical gardens, or in other forms was one of the most immediate 

concerns of this new political ecology. In line with the political economy of Ottoman 

incorporation into a globalizing capitalist market network, experts of the empire were 

the new source of knowledge required by this process of incorporation. They partially 

eliminated the need for local know-how, which had evolved in centuries-long 

assessment processes. The names of Süleyman Nazım Efendi, Hüseyin Efendi or 

                                              
78 Thomas Richards, The Imperial Archive: Knowledge and the Fantasy of the Empire, London, 1993, 

p. 118; Jean Baudrillard, “The Systems of Collecting,” The Cultures of Collecting, John Elsner and 

Roger Cardinal (eds.), Cambridge, 1994, p. 7-24. 
79 Murray Bookchin, The Ecology of Freedom The Emergence and Dissolution of Hierarchy, Palo 

Alto, 1982, p. 98.  
80 Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation: The Political Economic Origins of Our Time, Boston, 

1968, p. 35; Timothy Mitchell, Rule of Experts Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity, London, 2002, p. 

50-51. 
81 Carolyn Merchant, Reinventing Eden The Fate of Nature in Western Culture, New York, 2003 p. 89-

91. 
82 Political ecology has gained different meanings since its first use by social scientists in 1930s. Since 
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knowledge about, and access to, natural resources.” Matthew D. Turner, “Introduction,” Knowing 

Nature. Conversations at the Intersection of Political Ecology and Science Studies,” London, 2011, p. 
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environmental justice see Bruno Latour, Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into 

Democracy, London, 2004; Arturo Escobar, Territories of Difference: Place, Movements, Life, Redes 

London, 2008. 
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İsmet El-Amidi were found under reports, plans and commentaries on the state of the 

empire and particularly on the condition of natural resources, commons or simply on 

agricultural production, replacing the names of insignificant peasants or local leaders 

that for centuries had defined the relationship between the Ottoman administration 

and the natural world outside of the Ottoman capital.83 The most immediate concern 

of the Ottoman ruling elites was how to transform nature into resources and profitable 

enterprises. Rivers were flowing to no avail; forests were of no use, and they were 

even sources of problems; animals running in nature freely had no commodity 

value.84  The established Ottoman structures and legal concepts, which once were 

thought to have increased the loyalty of the subjects to the Sultan and the empire, 

were no longer considered in that manner. The commons (şirket-i ibahe), from which 

particularly those subjects who lived in the provinces and rural areas where local 

markets could not offer all the needs of the inhabitants profited, were eliminated. In 

Huri İslamoğlu’s words, “the new order of the state and/or of property was premised 

on an understanding that both land and other agricultural resources were productive 

assets exchangeable in the market.” 85  Land, in the nineteenth century Ottoman 

administrative mentality was an economized category beyond simply one of taxation-

cum-use. Contrary to the claims of historians, land did not belong to the state before 

the introduction of private property within the Ottoman territories. The Ottoman 

landholding system regulated the relationship between the “claimant” and the land, 

through the ownership of revenues rather than the land itself. The main problem for 

the state was how to create a system of just redistribution of the output generated 

through the exploitation of nature, hence the formulation/drafting of numerous codes 

(kanunname) discussing who gets what and how. Nineteenth century Ottoman 

administrators, however, increasingly downgraded the relationship between land and 

Empire, and consequently nature and Empire, from a flexible one that had for long 

been negotiated between the ruler, his representatives in the center and provinces, 

                                              
83  Amy Singer, Palestinian Peasants and Ottoman Officials: Rural Administration around the 

Sixteenth-Century Jerusalem, Cambridge, 1994; Mikhail, Nature and Empire, p. 65-73; Mitchell p. 37. 
84  One recent contribution to the environmental history of the Ottoman Empire examines the 

relationship between animals and people within different historical contexts. The pathbreaking 

introduction to the volume by its editor, Suraiya Faroqhi, summarizes the historical and 

historiographical shifts regarding this relationship thoroughly. See the articles in Animals and People in 

the Ottoman Empire, Suraiya Faroqhi (ed.), Istanbul, 2013; Alan Mikhail, The Animal in Ottoman 

Egypt, Oxford, 2014, p. 138-143. 
85 Huri İslamoğlu, “Politics of Administering Property,” Constituting Modernity: Private Property in 

the East and West, London, 2004, p. 294-299. 
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legal-religious authorities and the cultivators themselves, to an absolute exercise 

executed by the owner who did not necessarily have any relation to the land and the 

wider landscape.86 The forms that permitted negotiation of justice and reciprocity 

between different actors were confined to the legal categories that were believed to be 

“universal.”87 Privatization of land in the second half of the nineteenth century was 

preceded by the commodification of whatever existed on it, including the elements 

that had belonged to centuries long categories of commons.  

 Animals of prey, water resources used by the inhabitants for centuries, lakes 

that were not part of anybody’s property, rivers (enhar-ı amm), wild plants (hüda-yı 

nabit) and forests that were unenclosed and not bound with any property relation 

(cibal-i mübaha) were considered to be part of a legal category of commons, only 

until the mid-nineteenth century. 88  Hakk-ı şürb, the right to use common water 

resources for the purposes of watering agricultural land, animals and plants was, if not 

totally abolished, equally placed under heavy scrutiny by the Ottoman state starting 

from the 1830s onwards, as a result of the development of the imperial political-

ecology.89 Administrative and legal measures in the nineteenth century had to create 

new categories in order to criminalize activities that were perceived as customary 

practices by the locals, alienating peasants from forests through forest management 

laws that came into effect from the mid-nineteenth century.90  

However, the social relationships organized around the commons went beyond 

merely legal instrumental and economic relations. Nor should the fact that the 

commons were legally recognized by the early-modern Ottoman state signify that a 

well-functioning system existed. In practice, regulation of how local resources and 

commons were used and distributed was in the hands of fief-holders who exploited 
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peasants and local producers in the absence of a system of structured checks and 

balances; complex ecological power relations were at play. 91  Similarly, the 

implication of new legal norms limiting the use of commons in the middle of the 19th 

century should not lead us to the conclusion that they were totally abolished. 92 

However, the disappearance of the commons in Ottoman Anatolia indicated issues 

that went beyond how resources were distributed. It represented a dramatic shift in the 

understanding of the environment as a separate entity from that of human beings. As 

Paolo Grossi writes, “[collective property] needs to draw on a whole world of values, 

to be rooted in a certain way of feeling, conceiving, and enacting community life and 

the relationship between man and cosmic nature.”93 Tanzimat ideology, as the word 

suggests, was aimed at giving order to and redesigning the empire. Adapting classical 

political economic ideas to the Ottoman realm, Tanzimat elites and policies, implicitly 

aimed to improve nature and redesign it “in order to create wealth and strengthen the 

nation.”94 Redesigning nature according to the needs of an emerging global market 

and trade relations did not only devastate nature by the exploitation of its elements, 

but also started a phase of institutionalization of top-down implementation of 

ontological and epistemological shifts concerning nature. 

This is where “universal” norms of science started playing a more important 

and visible role in Ottoman policy-making. Unlike the majority of the corpus of 

historical studies on the Ottoman “Age of Science and Reform”, this chapter critically 

repositions the role of science within the Ottoman administrative and societal 

structures, and employs the idea of expertise as a defining concept in the nineteenth 

century Ottoman administrative history. Historians of science in the Ottoman Empire 

have focused on curriculums, translations and contents of scientific works and the 

formal procedures that had defined the practice of science within the Ottoman 

territories. However, “[s]cientists were not always equipped with the current values, 

                                              
91 Selçuk Dursun, p. 20-22; Grove, Ecology, Climate and Empire, p. 186. 
92 Gabriella Corona, “The Decline of Commons and Environmental Balance in Early Modern Italy,” 

Nature and History in Modern Italy, Marco Armiero and Marcus Hall (eds.), Athens, 2010, p. 99 

argues the case of southern Italy by the end of the century through a similar perspective. Despite the 
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should be maintained in areas where agricultural improvement seemed impracticle.  
93 Passim., Corona, p. 94. 
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the “age of industrialization” see Stefania Barca, Enclosing Water; Donald Worster, The Wealth of 

Nature, New York, 1993, p. 8.   
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logics or methods of inquiry, nor […] did they always utilize the same categories of 

understanding. Epistemology, whether implicitly or explicitly practiced, has a history 

that can be revealed in the very historical processes of knowing.”95 By focusing on the 

history of epistemology, in other words what defined what was scientific in the 

Ottoman imperial setting, this chapter tries to understand the institutionalization of a 

new epistemology defined by imperial expertise.  

The epistemology of Ottoman expertise was framed specially by the so-called 

layihas, reports written by centrally appointed expert-bureaucrats about the current 

problems and solutions to them. Although such texts had existed prior to the 

nineteenth century, their preeminence increased only after the last decade of the 

eighteenth century. In fact, it would not be an exaggeration to label the thirteenth 

century of hijra as “the age of layihas,” since starting from the early years of the 

century (1200/1789) layihas have become ur-texts for Ottoman reforms.96 The period 

spanning the three decades between 1740-1770 was a period when the essential theme 

of classical Ottoman political-advice literature, that is, the reliance on an ideal model 

of political and social harmony, faded. The reason for the advent of a new 

understanding of politics and a new language was not only the military defeats and a 

sense of inferiority in comparison to European civilization, as the predominant 

historical treatment suggests. It was a consequence of the changes in Ottoman power 

structures and their actors, as a new class of bureaucrats established their position 

within the Ottoman administration, limiting the sultan’s authority.97 Consequently, in 

1789, Sultan Selim III convened a council in which more than 200 ruling class 

members participated and were asked to present their ideas regarding reform. As a 

result, the Sultan was presented with a large corpus of layihas that discussed the 

problems of the empire, and proposed solutions to them. Historians have extensively 

focused on the layihas written during the last decades of the eighteenth century and 

those given to Abdulhamid II at the end of the next century.98 The almost century-

                                              
95 Berna Kılınç, “Ottoman Science Studies – A Review,” Turkish Studies in the History and Philosophy 
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ı Cedid’e dair Layihalar,” Tarih Vesikaları, vol. 1, no. 6 (1941); Nejat Göyünç, "Trahlusgarb'a ait Bir 
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long period in between is largely passed over, even though it was duering that period 

layiha was becoming an established genre, printed by the state in order to be sent to 

provinces to popularize reform and educate local administrators, dignitaries and 

educated members of the society in line with the official ideology.99 Therefore the 

story that will be told in this chapter is built against the backdrop of layiha as a genre, 

as the textual representation of the episteme that made imperial expertise one of the 

main undercurrents of the empire. These texts, furthermore, are considered merely for 

their technical value, and their political and epistemologic significance is downgraded 

to the data and content they provided the Ottoman historians with. 

On the other hand, what the new aesthetic corresponded to was for some the 

“crisis of values,” where economic advantage and more “archaic” ideas of valuation 

entered into competition. 100 The immediate consequence of the decades-long 

transformation of ideology and practice on Ottoman society was not the mere 

popularization of the ontological and epistemological shifts through a top-down 

implementation. Changes in the Ottoman governance and demography, and its 

landscape as a result of climate change were reacted to through an ideology based on 

socio-ecology of the common men and women that defined patterns of behavior, 

especially in terms of how political-ecology was reacted to. The commodification of 

plants, trees and animals were reacted to in a variety of ways by local populations. 

Incendiarism, “irrational” economic behavior, resistance to charity and other ways of 

responding to the imperial agents were employed throughout the first half of the 

nineteenth century. Ottoman peasants made use of the local knowledge and rituals 

they had built up through the centuries long assesment processes in order to cope with 

the problems created by the political-ecology and climatic fluctuations accompanying 

it. This chapter aims, therefore, at the same time to understand the socio-ecology of 

the Ottoman subjects residing in various parts of the empire, but particularly in 

Anatolia. The dialectic between the political-ecology, its aesthetics and the socio-

ecologic understanding of Ottoman politics will make up the main theme of the 

following pages. 

                                                                                                                                  
Layiha," Osmanlı Araştırmaları, no. 1 (1980), p. 235-256; İdris Bostan, "Muhammed Hilal Efendi'nin 

Yemen'e Dair İki Layihası," Osmanlı Araştırmaları, no. 3 (1982), p. 301-326; Celal Dinçer, "Osmanlı 
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99 For the publication of layiha see for instance PMO. A.DVN 12-33. 
100 Raymond Williams, The Country and the City, New York, 1995, p. 61-62. 
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“Science to understand the abundance of plants and trees:” Expertise, 

Science and Environment 

 

Science stands at the centre of the transformation of the understanding of 

nature, and the emergence of a new imperial ideology based political ecology. 

Historians have understood the “development” of modern sciences in the Ottoman 

Empire as a “break” with the past as a result of the “awakening” to the increasing 

hegemony of the West. 101  A linear history constructed the transformation from 

(traditional) ilm to (modern) fenn over centuries and in various stages. The idea held 

that the teaching and development of sciences throughout the history of the empire 

progressed as a top-down process whereby “enlightened sovereigns” and state 

dignitaries were the main agents who “introduced” sciences in the Ottoman realm 

from the fourteenth century onwards. Neither the intellectuals and scientists, nor the 

social groups or sultanic households/courts who gained important political and 

economic influence over social and intellectual matters of the empire over time, were 

given any agency in the narration of the history of science in the Ottoman Empire. 

Similarly, socio-political and socio-economic contexts were ignored in favor of 

simplistic explanations. Mehmed II was understood to be the sole “founder” of an 

“Ottoman science,” further developed by his successors, only to enter into 

stagnation/decline after the sixteenth century, and to be replaced by “non-scientific” 

phenomena.102 The result of this construction was the misreading of the opening up of 

                                              
101 Studies conducted by Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu in the field of history of science in the Ottoman Empire 
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756. 
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in the History and Philosophy of Sciecnce, p. 276-279; Martykanova, Ottoman Engineers, p. 107-108. 

For examples of science as a top-down phenomenon, see Osman Recep Bahadır and Günhan 

Danışman, “Late Ottoman and Early Republican Science Periodicals Center and Periphery 

Relationship in Dissemination of Knowledge,” Turkish Studies in the History and Philosophy of 

Science, p. 285-287; Rhoads Murphy, “Osmanlıların Batı Teknolojisini Benimsemedeki Tutumları: 

Efrenci Teknisyenlerin Sivil ve Askeri Uygulamalardaki Rolü,” Osmanlılar ve Batı Teknolojisi – Yeni 

Araştırmalar, Yeni Görüşler, Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu (ed.), p. 7-8. Not only did the personal interest of 

the Ottoman sultan have a direct effect in the development of scientific knowledge within the empire 

according to those historians, but his need for luxury products indirectly caused the establishment of 
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imperial colleges and schools around the empire at the end of the 18th century as the 

complete adaptation of systems of education that had developed in Europe. On the 

other hand, the development of science is understood as mere technical development 

based on instrumental reason and “the sum total of discrete units of knowledge,” and 

epistemological traditions and transformations were ignored.103 Therefore, it is not 

surprising that a development in scientific production and education is reconstructed 

as part of technical improvements in military technology as of the eighteenth century. 

The “transfer” of “new science” (fenn) into Ottoman territories in the mid-eighteenth 

century was also considered to be a top-down process. Modern and early-modern 

sciences were constructed as totally distinct and unrelated phenomena. However, even 

in the milieu of nineteenth century Ottoman Empire, definitions of scientists and a 

class of men of science included references to both “traditional” and “modern” 

epistemic traditions. A combination of local and universal knowledge defined the  

‘man of knowledge’ as ehl-i vukuf, sahib-i tabiat, mütefennin, erbab-ı malumat, 

ashab-ı hüner ve liyakat, among others. Mustafa Behçet Efendi’s expression in 

Sıhhatnüma summarizes that hybridity vividly: “It is nobody’s doubt that God has the 

power and ability to create the totality of things at the unique moment (ann-ı vahid), 

just as he creates rain in the air. However, since men of knowledge (hükema) have 

attributed a reason for everything that exists […]” one had to resort to “universal” 

scientific explanations.104 This plurality of categories that defined men of knowledge 

is considered as an obstacle to the progress of science within the Ottoman territories, 

especially by putting the blame on the “conservative” administrators. 105  Although 

state-building and science were two sides of the same coin, meaning that state 

dignitaries had always been interested in science, the relationship between the 

administration, science, and society was more complex than it has been made out to 

be. Recent studies on the history of science in the Ottoman territories, therefore, argue 

                                                                                                                                  
scientific/technological/mechanized production. See, H. Sahillioğlu, “Yeniçeri Çuhası ve II. Bayezidin 
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74), p. 415-466.   
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Geographische Zeitschrift, vol. 86, no. 2 (1998), p. 70. 
104 Mustafa Behçet Efendi, Sıhhatnüma, p. 38-39. 
105  Oya Şenyurt, Osmanlı Mimarlık Örgütlenmesinde Değişim ve Dönüşüm, İstanbul, 2011, p. 90 

criticizes the members of the Office of Architects (Hassa Mimarlar Ocağı), who were constantly 

asking for architects that were educated “traditionally” (usul-ü mimariye aşina, or more generally, 
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during the first half of the nineteenth century. 
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that change came about as a result of broad, complex and dynamic transformations 

that had affected empires throughout the world.106  

Notwithstanding the fact that the external factors played an important role, the 

developments that took place within the empire forced the Ottoman administration to 

mobilize its resources in a variety of different ways. Locating science within the 

Ottoman realm defined who held the monopoly of knowledge production and its 

publicization. The result was the further involvement of science within the process of 

the establishment of social hierarchies and their reconstruction within ever changing 

power relations. 107  Therefore, instead of discussing the content of scientific 

knowledge, what is offered here is an analysis of historical epistemology, that focuses 

on the history of changing forms and standards of scientific demonstration in a given 

period, or the history of the competing forms of facticity – statistical, experimental, 

and other.108 As much as the Ottoman state and adminsitration was not the only actor 

in the transformation of modes of scientific knowledge production, nor did the change 

come about in as revolutionary a manner as is often considered. Theology, mythology 

and cosmology still found their way into scientific work as late as 1890s in the 

Ottoman territories.109 The shift from “traditional” to “scientific” was not the main 

defining moment, as historians have claimed.110 While the presence of the remnants 

of “traditional” knowledge or science is interpreted by historians as a proof of the 

“backward” nature of Ottoman/Muslim culture, science was not a closed and inert 

subject, an external object to society and politics. Instead it was a dynamic cultural 

phenomenon, which was developed within historical epistemologic traditions that 
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were not necessarily universally generated, but rather, developed gradually over time, 

within a dialectic combination of universal and local epistemic traditions.111  

From the late 18th century onwards, and throughout the first half of the next 

century, the most significant change happened in the reorganization of scientific 

education, regulated by the Ottoman center. The problem Ottoman scientists, 

intellectuals and statesmen defined was the lack of institutionalization of science and 

education by the center, rather than scientific knowledge itself.112 By the fourteenth 

century, scientific research and teaching were organized and institutionalized around 

the medreses throughout Anatolia and Asia Minor.113 As a late-18th century Ottoman 

intellectual argued, the main problem behind the “inferiority” of the Ottoman Empire 

in comparison to its European counterparts was the lack of European style 

academies.114 Already throughout the early modern period mathematics, astronomy, 

engineering, architecture, and medicine were among the widely studied subjects under 

the title of “uncommon sciences” (ulum ul-gariba) in medreses in various parts of the 

empire. The sciences that later were labelled as the “new sciences” were by the 18th 

century considered as a compartment of the wealth of knowledge previously 

acquired.115 Therefore, in the middle of the 18th century, the Ottoman governor in 

Cairo, Ahmed Pasha was surprised at not being able to find anyone to discuss 

mathematical problems in the city. However, the reason for this was not the absence 

of people with enough knowledge in mathematics. From the explanations of Sheikh 

Abdallah al-Shubrawi, the sheikh of Al-Azhar of the period, it is possible to observe 

that those sciences were studied individually and in the private sphere.116 Similar 

examples could be found in the education of İsmail Gelenbevî as a mathematician. He 

was educated in “new” sciences in the medreses in the middle of the eighteenth 

century and with private tutors before becoming a professor in one of the newly 
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established imperial colleges by the end of the century. A comparison between 

Gelenbevi and his student Seyyid Mustafa reveals the fact that an important 

difference between the “traditional” Ottoman education of sciences, and the “modern” 

version was the public aspect of the latter, rather than an issue of “backwardness” or 

an adherence to the values of the “old” science. Seyyid Mustafa, a graduate of the 

newly founded Imperial College of Engineering appears to have been proud of the 

fact that the way they studied sciences was visible to the “uneducated,” unlike it was 

in the “medrese” style education.117 Therefore the “new” scientific education was not 

so new in its content. It was the meaning, methods and function that were destined to 

change. The public appearance of science and an expert identity was functional in 

drawing social boundaries in a changing Empire where categories and cultural 

cartography was extremely fluid.118  

Knowledge and expertise did not only increase because of their public 

visibility, but also because the new imperial colleges, by creating a new corpus of 

bureaucrat-experts who bonded within an imperial ideology, considerably 

“democratized” the monopoly of technical expertise. Throughout the Ottoman ancient 

regime the monopoly of expertise was in the hands of artisans that were distinguished 

members of guilds (ehl-i hibre or ehl-i vukuf). The hırfet system was based on 

knowledge built on centuries-old experience of those members and on local 

knowledge. The legal basis of this system regulated how production, exchange and 

consumption patterns within the Ottoman terrtiories were organized. The reform in 

the education system from the late eighteenth century onwards has become an 

important cornerstone in the transfer of the monopoly of knowledge and expertise 

from the guilds into the hands of the new class of bureaucrats. Not only did the state 

initiate reform at the higher educational level, but a new empire-wide school system 

with new curricula was established in order to create that class of bureaucrats, who 

were going to be experts for the empire, educated with universal scientific ideas and 

knowledge blended with the Ottoman imperial ideology. Carter Findley and others 

have argued that even though traditional and modern aspects of education system 
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coexisted, they were almost never in contact with each other; therefore creating a 

dualist structure that was inconsistent in itself. That dualism is considered to be the 

main signifier of nineteenth century intellectual life.119 However Benjamin Fortna has 

argued that the two seemingly binary aspects were in close contact with each other 

and therefore the new system functioned in a seemingly contradictory way: promoting 

universalism on the one hand, and demanding extreme localism on the other.120 Part 

of this process worked for the gradual replacement of the guild with the “men of 

science” or mütefennin as part of the central bureaucracy by the end of the eighteenth 

century. As of the 1840s the hırfet system became dysfunctional, as a new and central 

patent system was introduced by the Ottoman state. Combined with further 

administrative reform, the establishment of local councils made the guilds and the 

system impractical especially in the provinces, later on eliminating the institution as a 

whole. Technical and artistic innovation, which fell under the monopoly of the ehl-i 

hibre throughout the previous centuries, became the duties of engineers and 

experts.121 The takeover by mütefennin did not only signify a change in the actors. It 

also came to mean the separation of arts and technique in the mind of Ottoman 

intellectual-bureaucrats. 122  By the middle of the nineteenth century, Ottoman 

administrators were confused as to how to institutionalize this change and did not 

know what to do with the remnants of the old system. In the 1850s, the ehl-i hibre 

were tethered to the administration of the newly founded agricultural council, 

sparking off debates around why they were considered as farmers. The questions 

asked by councils in provincial towns were not met with any satisfactory answer 
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(bunlardan hangisinin idaresi halinde hüsn-ü inzibat hasıl olacağı dahi meçhul 

olduğundan).123 

Therefore whilst the result of the emerging system of education throughout the 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries was the emergence of a new class of 

scientists/civil engineers, the more dramatic change was the emergence of the 

centralization of expertise, as a way to control, regulate and recreate knowledge. 

Engineers/scientists were the tools used by the Ottoman state in order to perform the 

operations that were deemed necessary by the expert-bureaucrats, who were 

appointed by the center in order to report on the problems of the empire.124 Contrary 

to what has been argued so far in works of history of science and expertise in the 

Ottoman Empire, the monopoly of expertise in the mid-nineteenth century was not in 

the hands of the Imperial School graduate engineers of the empire, nor it was those 

who were educated in European colleges who were the conveyors of Ottoman reform, 

particularly during the first half of the nineteenth century. Focusing on an 

institutionalized context, analyzing the imperial academies that provided modern 

scientific education, such studies overemphasize the agency of those institutions and 

of the engineers who graduated from them. Not only are they attributed a scientific 

monopoly, but they are also considered as the main determinant of the political fate of 

the Ottoman Empire after the late eighteenth century. However, the emergence of 

experts and expertise was as much about technical and scientific knowledge 

expansion as it was related to power struggles within Ottoman administration and 

society. What of the expertise defined outside of the confines of the category of 

engineering? Was expertise in the first half of the century only related to military 

issues? Furthermore, was the expertise limited to the experts imported from abroad, as 

argued by Ottoman historians?  

Within the restructuring of the Ottoman bureaucracy it was possible to find 

‘men of science’, or mütefennin, who were not educated in imperial colleges, among 

the heads of the newly established bodies that governed projects of reform and 

renewal.125 In fact, the main actors of the present study were seldom graduates of 

imperial colleges. However, through the layihas and other reports they demonstrated 
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an important knowledge of universal values of science. One layiha from 1848 

suggests that scientific education and reform was necessary not only for the military, 

but also the civilian agents of the empire working in interior and foreign ministries, 

most of whom only had elementary education based on Qur’an reading, and most 

probably had not even heard of the term “geography” as a science.126 Therefore even 

writers of the layiha positioned themselves as distinct from other bureaucrats of the 

empire by referencing science and emphasizing their social position as members of 

the class of men of knowledge. Hence another layiha on the necessity of 

establishment of a ministry of trade justified its abstract arguments by claiming that 

what was suggested was “clearly known to all men of knowledge and science, and 

experts of finance and industry (ashab-ı sarf ve sınaat).” A ministry of trade was 

necessary because “the universal knowledge and practice, which is known to all men 

of knowledge, deemed it so.” 127  However, Ottoman administrators and expert-

bureaucrats did not consider the universality of knowledge as originating necessarily 

in the “west”. Contrary to the claim of historians regarding the “western” influence on 

Ottoman science, the Ottoman center was highly keen on mobilizing a universalism 

based on local epistemology and resources. Official translators in particular, working 

in the Translation Office (tercüme odası), which is thought by historians to be the 

source for the nineteenth century reforms through the translation activities of texts 

into western languages, were kept under control with the fear that young translators 

would get excited about the ideas they translated and deem all of them real, leading to 

delusion ([taife-i efrenciye] kendiliğinden bir hezeyan eylese onu gerçek sanıp onun 

üzerine türlü zemin ve zaman ile ısrar etmeleri misüllü vesveseler hatıra gelip).128 The 

case of İshak Efendi as a young translator and soon-to-be engineer is representative of 

the overall suspicion of the Ottoman adminsitrators toward scientists and translators 

in the face of its experts. Of course, in the formation of that suspicion, power relations 

between Ottoman expert-bureaucrats and scientists played a considerable role.  

As a result of “centralization” of science and education, an ideology based on 

science put a symbolic and physical distance between an enlightened center 

                                              
126 PMO. HAT 1646-13. 
127 PMO. HAT 1440-59173 (devlet-i ahirde vükela-yı devletten madud mahsus ve müstakil birer ticaret 

nazırı olarak bunlar kendi devletlerinin ticaret ve esnafına ve anların sarf ve sanayilerine müteallik her 

bir eşyanın […] ve hüsn-i isitma’line nezaret ve olvechle teksir-i mahsulat ve tevsii'i ticaretle millet ve 

memleketlerinin istihsal-i abadanı ve mamuriyeti itina ve dikkat eyledikleri müşüllü). 
128 Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu, Başhoca İshak Efendi (Türkiye’de Modern Bilimin Öncüsü), Ankara, 1989, 

p.18. 
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represented by the Ottoman central bureaucracy, and a periphery that needed to be 

protected, educated and transformed by the former. The ideological aspect of the use 

of science as universal knowledge since the second third of the nineteenth century 

was the predominant aspect of the reforms carried out up until the 1860s. Before the 

institutionalization of the “improvement” (nafia) in the mid 1860s, it was a body of 

experts that emerged during the first decades of the century, from various socio-

economic backgrounds, aimed at finding solutions to everyday problems through the 

analysis of social, political, environmental and economic structures of the empire. 

Experts here are understood as the still undifferentiated personality of the bureaucrat 

during the first half of the century, where intellectual, official and poet overlapped in 

one identity. 129  Their expertise was not necessarily scientific in essence; to the 

contrary, sometimes they did not make much sense. However the expectation for and 

trust in “universal scientific” solutions to everyday problems of the empire reached a 

level unprecedented before.  

Therefore it would be too simplistic to claim that such expertise developed in 

a coherent and linear setting in the Ottoman context. While most of the layiha propose 

reasonable solutions to problems of the empire, cases where solutions were hardly 

achievable within the limitations of the resources provided, or were impossible to put 

into practice due to the complexity of the power relations at different levels from local 

to imperial or central to peripheral levels, were not exceptional. These power relations 

created the feeling of obligation to have something to say regarding the demanded 

solution, which could lead to the invention of highly “scientific” but totally unrelated, 

useless and at times incomprehensible texts. A layiha written by an unknown “expert” 

(probably in 1844) represents an example of this. While the author demonstrates a 

good knowledge of history and engineering, and an extensive devotion to universal 

rules of science, his practical solutions to the problems of the Ottoman Empire do not 

make sense.130 In another similar example, the members of the Ottoman Imperial 

Council confess that they did not understand what the layiha on commerce and 

agriculture written by İbrahim Ataullah Ağa intended to suggest and asked for a 

clearer explanation. Even the “simplified” version of the layiha does not help 

                                              
129 Findley, p. 13. 
130 PMO. A.DVN 4-14. 
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understand his ideas.131 Ahmed Lutfi Efendi, the official historian of the empire at the 

end of the century verifies this fact, by explaining that the amount of layiha and other 

types of reports were so high that “far from executing them, even reading and 

understanding them is impossible. Most of them were [written] in order to pass time 

and to appear to be doing something […]”132  

A larger picture of the institutionalization and failure of expertise can be 

observed through a series of meetings Sultan Abdülmecid organized in 1845, similar 

to that in 1789, inviting four representatives – two Muslim and two non-Muslim – of 

each province to the capital city in order to discuss the problems of the empire and 

possible solutions. The “men of knowledge” and representatives of non-muslim 

communities gathered in the Imperial Council (Meclis-i Ahkam-yı Adliyye) in the 

early months of 1845. During the four meetings conducted in Istanbul, issues related 

to tax collection and suspension, financial aid for the less privileged subjects – 

especially peasants – building and maintenance of roads, the cleaning up of rivers, 

water resources and mending of dikes, the settlement and sedentarization of nomadic 

tribes and the problems created by the foreign residents of the empire were 

discussed.133 Compared to the meeting organized by Selim III half a century earlier, 

the meeting in 1845 signified an important shift in the administrative philosophy of 

the empire and resulted in further institutionalization of the improvement ideology. 

Whilst Selim III has trusted his close circle of friends and high dignitaries, 

Abdülmecid’s partners in negotiating and implementing reform were men of 

knowledge (vukûf ve ma'lûmât eshâbından ve dirâyet ve kabiliyyet ve gayret ve 

istikamet erbâbından) from various social backgrounds and from distant locations 

throughout the empire.134 The former were already part of a homogenous imperial 

identity, while the latter were still agents of negotiation between a centralized 

imperial identity that found its concrete shape in the Tanzimat ideology, and that of 

local identities constructed within a flux of fluid categories defined by local and 

ethno-religious identities, and socio-economic status.  

                                              
131 PMO. A.MKT 115-89. For other examples of layihas as misguided expertise see, PMO. HAT 811-

37227, PMO. HAT 305-18002, PMO. HAT 1246-48334, PMO. HAT 298-17791; PMO. A.MKT. 147-

43 
132 Ahmed Lûtfi Efendi, Vak’anüvîs Ahmed Lütfi Efendi Tarihi, Ahmet Hezarfen (ed.), vol. 8, p. 1233. 
133 Mehmet Seyitdanlıoğlu, “Tanzimat Dönemi İmar Meclisleri,” OTAM, no. 3 (Jan., 1992) p. 326; 

İlber Ortaylı, Tanzimattan Sonra Yerel İdareler (1840-1878). Ankara, 1974, p. 29-30. Unlike Ortaylı’s 

claim, these were not murahhas, members of previously established local councils. 
134 Muharrerat-ı Nadire, Istanbul, 1307 [1890], vol. 13, p. 583-585. 
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Those who attended the meetings in 1845 were aware of the established divide 

between the rulers and the ruled and therefore expressed their gratitude in a letter they 

submitted after the meeting that allowed them to be part of the Ottoman ruling class. 

It was not only their participation in the decision-making processes of the empire, but 

also the high consideration of their “humble” knowledge (muamelat-ı acizanelerimiz) 

that impressed the local representatives in the face of the new imperial ideology. 

Although local knowledge had always been employed by the state for administrative 

purposes, this was the first time such knowledge was incorporated into the official 

repertoires. 135  Therefore the meeting series in 1845 was a turning point, for it 

established the necessary institutional and psycho-political ties between the Ottoman 

center and its local agents through a discourse of knowledge and expertise. The 

necessity to “acknowledge the present state and level of development” of each district 

and the application of necessary policies required human capital that internalized the 

imperial ideology (müttehizan) and the transmission of the imperial identity to local 

populations.136 Abdülmecid himself, present at the meeting, rewarded some of the 

attandees of the meeting such as Ali Sıddıki Efendi – representative of Tekfurdağı – 

due to their contributions and extended knowledge, in order to establish better ties 

between the center and the provincial representative mechanisms. Following the 

meeting these new bureaucrat-experts were further bound to the imperal centre 

through the establishment of councils of reconstruction (imar meclisleri). As 

executors of Tanzimat in practice at the local level,137 they were given the duty to 

write layiha about the conditions of their own provinces and townships. The layiha 

written during the second half of 1840s and later demonstrate the awareness of the 

members of councils of reconstruction or the bureaucrat-experts about the role of 

science and abstract or theoretical knowledge in the legitimacy of their position.138   

The amount of theoretical knowledge demonstrated in layihas written by the 

members of local councils of reconstruction echoes the competition among 

                                              
135 Ortaylı, Yerel İdareler, p. 3 argues that the involvment of locals in the local administration first 

started with the Law on Local Governments (Vilayet Nizamnamesi) of 1864. However, the future 

members of the councils of reconstruction expressed the historical importance of the 1845 meetings as 

“the first” of its kind. See, Muharrerat-ı Nadire, p. 584. 
136 Takvim-i Vekayi, no. 286; Muharrerat-ı Nadire, p. 586-587. 
137 The implications of Tanzimat were not welcomed in most parts of the Empire. The reactions to 

Tanzimat and their reasons have been widely discussed within the historiography of Ottoman reform. 

See, Halil İnalcık, “Tanzimat’ın Uygulanması ve Sosyal Tepkiler,” Belleten, vol. 28, no. 112 (1964), p. 

623-690. 
138 Martykanova, Ottoman Engineers, p. 136. 
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bureaucrat-experts to demonstrate their dedication to the values of the empire. 

Between the lines of such knowledge and dedication, it is not uncommon to come 

across complaints about members of other councils of reconstruction. İsmet el-Amidi, 

for instance, explicitly complained that his fellow colleagues did not put enough effort 

into coming up with useful solutions to the social and economic problems discussed at 

the meeting (vukuu bulacak külfeti nefslerine ihtiyar etmediklerinden).139 Although 

the imperial ideology was internalized on an individual or local level, the layihas 

suggest that a coherent identity had not yet been established. Therefore universal 

scientific knowledge played a dual role; on the one hand it was the amalgam for the 

imperial ideology and identity, on the other, a weapon of conflict among the 

representatives of the state. Furthermore, by abolishing the cooperation between the 

central administration and the local elites through their incorporation into the central 

administration, the Ottoman state cut its organic ties with society. These new 

representatives of the state at the local level considered themselves as distinct from 

the rest of the local society due to the official recognition of their knowledge and 

expertise. The above-mentioned Ali Sıddıki Efendi had troubles in convincing the 

heads of the towns of Tekfurdağı to issue orders for the application of reforms, 

although he claimed to have “expressed and presented the matter with a language they 

would understand” (kazalar müdürlerine anlayacakları surette ifade ve takdim 

eyleyerek). 140  However, just like İsmet el-Amidi, although his efforts in creating 

consent for the reforms to be implemented successfully failed, he was successful in 

strengthening his position as an expert-bureaucrat and his long report on the condition 

of Tekfurdağı was made into a separate volume and his suggestions were discussed in 

great detail in the Imperial Council.141 The cleavage between the Ottoman imperial 

identity and the local identities was already at stake before the establishment of 1845 

councils. Right after the proclamation of Tanzimat, the constitution of local councils, 

muhassıl or memleket meclisleri, prevented the members to talk publicly about what 

was being discussed in the councils. The aim was not only to obviate any possible 

                                              
139 His layiha on the other hand was considered to be a well-written one by the Ottoman state. See, 

PMO. A.MKT 173-96. For power relations and clashes between middle class Ottoman bureaucrats 

around science, knowledge and ignorance see Yalçınkaya, Learned Patriots, p. 51.  
140 PMO. A.MKT 26-30. 
141  Ayla Efe, “İmar Meclisi Raporlarının Kaynak Niteliği Üzerine Bir Değerlendirme: Tekfurdağı 

Örneği,” Belleten, vol. LXXV, no. 273 (August 2011), p. 471-504. 
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reaction to the decisions taken, but also to create a new rank of bureaucrats who were 

considered as privileged and separate from the rest of the local society.142 

Furthermore, the expectations of the Sultan and the Ottoman administration 

were not always met with utmost efficiency. Decision-making processes were not 

necessarily carried out in accordance with the layiha produced.143 The production of 

scientific knowledge and their application to the realities of the Empire were subject 

to the intrigues framed by the power relations between different actors of expertise. 

Councils of agriculture, education, public works and health were composed of 

experts, who were not necessarily trained in their field of expertise. On the contrary, 

agricultural reform was left into the hands of experts of merchant origins,144 that of 

education to those who were educated in the “traditional” schools of the empire, and 

similarly, public works were left to those who were eager to fill their purses at the 

expense of the public service. Among other examples, Cevdet Paşa’s comments 

regarding the reis-ül ulema display the fact that posts that needed a certain amount of 

intellectual capacity were not necessarily filled with such men (“şeyhülislamların […] 

eskisine yâni en evvel rumeli payesi almış olana âlim olsun cahil olsun reîs’ ül-ülema 

denilip […]”).145 In another layiha, Cevdet Paşa criticized the incapability of the 

ministers of finance and bureaucrats working in the ministry. The Finance minister 

was expected to have knowledge of science of profit (fenn-i tenmiyye-i emval) and be 

trustworthy.146 However, “experience” and an abstract category of “intelligence” were 

still the determinants for the appointment of bureaucrats and experts in imperial 

institutions. In 1840, Rauf Paşa was appointed as the director of the newly founded 

General Directorate of Forests (orman müdüriyet-i umumiyyesi) on the basis of these 

two qualities.147 Members of the councils of reconstruction of 1845 were chosen from 

among the members of the military and ecclesiastic classes of the empire and among 

                                              
142 İnalcık, “Tanzimat’ın Uygulanması,” p. 636. 
143 An example is PMO. HAT 174-7542, where the Sultan complains to his grand vizier about the slow 

progress of the discussion of layihas written about the improvement of the imperial dockyard: “Benim 

vezirim, Tersane nizamı için olan layihalar söyleşilsin demiştim, bir haber çıkmadı. Niçin bir karar 

verilmiyor! İhmal ve tekasül ile iş olmaz, kış geldi. Tersane muattal kaldı. Asıl maslahata ne zaman 

nizam vereceksiniz.” 
144 Above-mentioned Ataullah Ağa was one of the merchants of İstanbul, originally from Western 

Anatolia.  
145 Cevdet Paşa, Tezakir, vol. 1, Cavid Baysun (ed.), Ankara, 1991, p. 19.  
146  Ahmed Cevdet Paşa, [“Umur-u Maliyyenin Islahı Hakkında Layiha”], Istanbul Municipality, 

Library of Manuscripts, no. 0424.  
147 In most cases “intelligence” and “experience” were enough qualities to be appointed to a post. See 

Dursun, p. 147, and footnote 324. 
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the merchants who had close ties with the Ottoman center. The resulting 

“incompetency” of experts was criticised within the context of power relations among 

the representatives of the empire. 148  Expert-bureaucrats of the empire had totally 

diverse ideas on solutions to particular problems and they had different levels of 

knowledge and abilities. However, in the eyes of the Ottoman state, the experts were 

equally “quailified” to serve for the interests of the empire. Despite the perspective of 

the Ottoman rulers, the establishment of the state as a Weberian modern-rational 

bureaucratic apparatus did not lead to standardized surveillance and knowledge 

production. Nevertheless, it points to the creation and existence of a common 

discursive ground, or to put it differently, of an imperial epistemology, which was 

embodied in an emerging political economy and political ecology that were directly 

linked to each other. By mobilizing science as an ideology, therefore their expertise, 

the experts of the empire strengthened their position within the dynamic hierarchies of 

the Ottoman center. An abstract understanding of the world contributed to the 

legitimization of their position within Ottoman administrative hierarchy.  

Expertise and Environment 

It is true that at the end of the eighteenth century, Ottoman reforms were 

carried out predominantly for the improvement of the army and the military strength 

of the empire. However, Ottoman historians of science and reform are mistaken in 

concluding that that Ottoman experts only dealt with military issues in their reports 

and layiha. Countless problems of the empire were responded to with unlimited 

amounts of solutions, useful or not, including non-military ones. Although historians 

are not entirely wrong in understanding reform through military terms, as it was 

considered as one of the most important weaknesses of the empire from the mid-

eighteenth century onwards, it is possible to see at around the same time that Ottoman 

experts were asked to comment on Ottoman nature and the environmental problems 

of the empire. 

                                              
148 For the problem of appointment of incompetent experts in the foundation of the imperial hospital, 

see PMO. C.BH 1575 (fi-ma'bad işbu tertib üzre gerek hekim ve gerek cerrah maddesine taraf-ı 

kullarından ziyadesiyle dikkat olunup rica ve şefaatle feninde mahareti olmayan na-ehl ademler 

istihdam olunmamak [...]) The same problem was addressed in a layiha from 1830, regarding the 

administration of the Imperial College of Engineering (Mühendishane-i Berri Hümayun) by non-expert 

chief professors (na-ehil makuleleri başhocalık hizmetinde istihdam olunarak). See, PMO. HAT. 

28635A. See, Şanizade Mehmed Ataullah Efendi, Şanizade Tarihi [Osmanlı Tarihi 1223-1237/1808-

1821], vol. 1, Istanbul, 2008, p. 231-233. 
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The new art and philosophy of government, carried out by the Ottoman elites 

and administrators, was based on the political ecology whereby the subjects of the 

sultan and the lands and “natural resources” under his sovereignty were considered as 

objects to be controlled and regulated. The particular interest in the relationship 

between the human beings and nature started to be defined in more “liberal” norms, 

and according to the needs of the production and exchange relations of the period. 

How the role of humans in changing the climatic cycles and the land regimes were 

understood are of particular interest to follow, especially through contemporary 

books, newspaper articles and layiha produced by the experts of the period. The 

establishment of newspapers that transmited information about nature and how best to 

control and regulate resources, as well as the translation of books on these subjects 

and, at a later point, the publication of layihas can be regarded as important 

indications of how necessary it was considered to publish such knowledge.  

Following Halil İnalcık, who argued that reform attempts prior to the 

Tanzimat were the result of the changing land regime and the relationship between 

Ottoman elites to the land, İlber Ortaylı claims that Tanzimat was a reaction to the 

“collapse” of the system of agricultural production.149 The Tanzimat edict refers to the 

geographical topography and the fertile lands as important strands on which new rules 

and laws would flourish, soon to be supported by another important edict: the edict on 

the “increasing agricultural production and trade,” where the whole country was 

considered to be a farm and the population farmers. Both texts emphasized the 

necessity of increasing the security and productivity of the subjects of the empire, 

regardless of ethno-religious identity, with a particular focus on the control of 

territory as a task and a tool for better governance.150 The latter, in particular, was a 

manifestation of the mentality change towards liberal exchange and production 

relations. The idea behind this was to improve conditions of accessibility to the 

market and increase the amount and variety of agricultural products. 151  Having 

recognized the importance of changes in the agricultural production and land regimes 

in the last two centuries of the empire, historians nevertheless confined these into 

histories of administration and governmental institutions. 

                                              
149  Halil İnalcık, “Tanzimat Nedir?” AÜ-DTCF Yıllık Araştırmalar Dergisi, 1940-41, p. 237-263; 

Ortaylı, Yerel İdareler, p. 2. 
150 Martykanova, Ottoman Engineers, p. 110-111, 130. 
151 Elizabeth Thompson, “Ottoman Political Reform in Provinces: The Damascus Advisory Council in 

1844-45,” International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, vol. 25, no. 3 (Aug., 1993), p. 470. 
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The replacement of ehl-i hibre with the bureaucrat-experts represented an 

important shift in the codification and implementation of the imperial political-

ecology. It was not a coincidence that the gradual abolishment of commons and that 

of the institution went hand in hand. The mid-seventeenth century imperial codices of 

the hirfet system explicitly and extensively defined the relationship between 

commons, the state and society, and had left an important space of negotiation 

between the state and the Ottoman peasants on usufruct rights of commons. The rule 

in the middle of the seventeenth century was to keep production relations stable. 

Changes in the landscape and status of land as a result of human interference were 

unwanted to the extent that the amount of seeds to be planted was to be regulated by 

the fief holders. Common lands, be they forests, pastures, gardens or water sources, 

were to be protected. Equality in sharing the products of commons was encouraged. 

The emphasis on commons throughout the codices, i.e. the relationship between the 

“wild” nature and Ottoman rulers and subjects, defined an important part of the 

codification of the functioning of ehl-i hibre. However, it should be noted that 

“wilderness” was not defined by the absence of human interference, but more through 

the absence of administrative classification, or more specifically of centralized 

knowledge regarding the landscape. The explicit expression of this principle, 

“commonality is an obstacle to enclosure,” included cases where common farming 

between peasants of the same village or those of neighboring villages outside of 

officially registered landscapes took place. Natural changes in the landscape were 

considered above human needs and property relations, and such changes were to be 

considered an intrinsic part of the human-nature relationship.152 By no means were 

these norms put in practice perfectly, nor did they remain stable over time. 

Furthermore, they were always open to exploitation. 153  As of the mid-eighteenth 

century, the hırfet system and the legal norms around them had started to fade. 

The institutionalization of the political-ecology as a result of the process 

starting from mid-eighteenth century, which found its concrete shape in Tanzimat 

ideology, led to the formation of a council of educational reform in 1844 and the 

opening up of colleges of trade and agriculture in the following decade aimed at 

                                              
152 Zanaatkârlar Kanunu (Kannuname-i Ehl-i Hıref), Abdullah Uysal (ed.), Ankara, 1982, for the 

quotation p, 83. 
153 For disputes over common land and property among peasants in 18th century Gebze see Suraiya 

Faroqhi, “A Study of Rural Conflicts: Gegbuze/Gebze (District of Üsküdar) in the Mid-1700s,” 

Ottoman Rural Socieites and Economies, Rethymno, 2015, p. 9-35; Oktay Özel, The Collapse of Rural 

Order in Ottoman Anatolia Amasya 1576-1643, Leiden, 2016, p. 84.  
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training “specialists” that were aware of the “risks” that relations of exchange and 

nature itself carried together. The establishment of the Council of Agriculture (ziraat 

meclisi) in the same year in the capital city, and the appointment of a head of 

agriculture (ziraat müdürü) in each town after the declaration of Tanzimat edict, 

represented one institutional strand through which the policies that reshaped nature 

were implemented. It was, of course, not a coincidence that most members of the 

council in Istanbul were merchants. In that sense the council of agriculture is a 

significant representative of the importance of “experts” representing the larger 

economic interests of the empire, as opposed to the scientists educated in imperial 

colleges.154  Similarly, the local councils of reconstruction (meclis-i imariyye) and 

agriculture, whose remits were enlarged after 1844, were considered responsible for 

the regulation of local production and redistribution of natural sources. They were 

also instructed to be wary of any disaster or accident that could cause disruption on 

the productivity of the population. Furthermore, these experts were responsible for the 

control of commons. By the seventeenth century, the Ottoman state clearly protected 

the hakk-ı şürb, especially during hot summers when water was sold (zikr olunan su 

hakk-ı şürbdür kimesnenün mülkü değildir satılmak kanuna muhalifdir)155, while in 

the middle of the nineteenth century, the inhabitants of a town in Bursa had to protest 

against the Ottoman state which was said to have attempted at selling water to 

farmers.  

The agency of animals as part of “wild” nature were recognized as part of the 

change from a prosperous land to a desert. 156  Ottoman administrators considered 

animals as distinct actors from human beings that should be controlled and treated 

separately. As long as they were controlled through scientific methods, the land they 

lived on prospersed157 On 13 July 1846, the council of commerce had an extensive 

discussion on why the empire needed a veterinary school, demonstrating the universal 

and natural history knowledge of the members of the council. According to the layiha 

produced by the head of the council as a result, the nature of animals (tabiat-ı 

hayvaniyye) was separate and inferior (müteazid ve müşkül) to the nature of human 

beings (tabiat-ı insaniyye), and therefore that relationship was too serious and 

                                              
154 Tevfik Güran, 19. Yüzyılda Osmanlı Ekonomisi Üzerine Araştırmalar, Istanbul, 2014, p. 48-49. 
155 Barkan, p. 70. 
156  Seyahatname-i Hudud, p. 42 tells how lions in a town called Cezire devastated the nearby 

settlements. 
157 Ibid., p. 271. 
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important to be left in the hands of the unenlightened. After a long introduction, 

demonstrating the extensive universal knowledge of the head of the council Mustafa 

Seyyid, the layiha continued by explaining that the establishment of veterinary 

schools and practices all around the empire was a crucial step to further improve the 

empire and also to protect it from the cost of animal illnesses. Although the author of 

the layiha was an expert-bureaucrat of the empire and not a scientist per se, he also 

posed a criticism of the system. The existing mechanism of coping with animal 

illnesses that he criticised was based on the reporting of such cases to the councils of 

agriculture, which were composed of “unenlightened” bureaucrat-experts, just like 

Mustafa Seyyid, rather than scientists.158 

According to another layiha written by Süleyman Nazım Efendi, one of the 

main problems in Anatolia was the absence of an entrepreneurial class. The land was 

fertile enough to grow cash-crops that would contribute to the trade and industry of 

the region itself and to the empire as a whole. However, the main problem was that 

there was no existing custom or tradition (adet ve görenek) for further exploitation of 

the nature, which would lead the population to farm more profitable cash-crops. The 

majority of the population was composed of state officials and unemployed/vagrants 

(boş gezer makulesi), and the rest did not understand the art of entreprenurship. The 

duty of accommodating them within new modes of production and a new mentality 

rested upon the experts of the state.159 In another report about the reconstruction of 

cities and agriculture, El-Amidi goes to great lenghts to show the Sultan how 

necessary it was to reform agriculture by combining his scientific knowledge on 

nature, agriculture and religion.  

A layiha from the region of Manisa highlights similar problems and blames 

the population who were not eager to farm the land properly through scientific 

methods and with proper technology. The overflowing of neighboring rivers that 

prevented further agricultural production was seen as the main problem and engineers 

were expected to solve it. However, in some of the villages, without the interference 

of engineers, the problem was solved by the inhabitants who built their own ditches 

along the river.160 Such texts not only demonstrate that the Ottoman administrators 

started believing in the human capacity to produce anything if technically proper 

                                              
158 PMO. MVL 43-58 
159 Compare with similar ideas emerging in the “New World” during the same period: Merchant, 

Reinventing Eden, p. 98. 
160 PMO. A.MKT 238-95. 
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methods were used, but also shows that the environment was understood as an object 

which gives whatever demanded, unless the Ottoman subjects resort to laziness.161 A 

report written by a French agent about Anatolian agriculture and climate suggests 

similarly, that the poverty of the Ottoman farmer and peasant was based on the fact 

that they did not know that the land, which was cultivated and exploited, “should and 

could feed and clothe him and all that surrounds him.”162  

Improvement needed an understanding of the landscape and topography of the 

Ottoman lands and a categorization of their fertility and an analysis of the habits, 

traditions and lifestyles of the human and animal populations living on the land. 

Consequently it was decided that centrally appointed experts were to explore the 

periphery of the empire, with an attitude similar to colonial officers. In the ensuing 

reports the inspectors and experts were struck by the realities of the mid-century 

climate and social landscape, especially the infertility of the land and the sparsity of 

the population. Similar to their abstract notion of empire, such experts imagined the 

Ottoman landscape as a vast and fertile space offering abundance to its subjects, and 

anything that contradicted that image was surprising for them. A layiha written as a 

result of a trip made around Bursa and Kütahya in 1846 mapped out the landscape and 

the climate, emphasizing the recent destruction of villages and the possibility of 

further degradation of nature. 163  Similarly, layihas from other towns in Anatolia 

emphasize the sparse population and argue that it was impossible to continue 

farming.164 Other reports, or layiha present the instability of the climate as the main 

problem of the Ottoman provinces in Anatolia. In Biga and Saruhan the rivers that 

had recently started overflowing, flooding the nearby villages and farms, caused a 

disinterest in farming, while in Sofia the cold winters made it impossible for the 

farmers to continue farming (mahsulatın yetiştirilmesi hususuna her ne kadar sai ve 

gayret olunmuş ise de kaza-yı mezburun şiddet-i şitasi cihetiyle arazisi mahsulat-ı 

                                              
161 “[...] Hemen düçar oldukları hodbinlik ve tenperverlikleri hasebiyle o makule ziraat ve haraset ve 

emtia ve akmişe müşüllü nesnelerin nesc ve imalatına sarf-ı zahmet etmedikleri [...]” İmar-ı Bilad-ı 

Ziraat ve Nehirlerin Kullanılması Hakkında Layiha, Süleymaniye Library of Manuscripts, Hüsrev 

Paşa-A870. 
162 PMO. HR.TO 406-57. 
163 PMO. A.MKT 58-63. 
164 PMO. A.MKT 21-14; PMO. A.MKT 90-81: For Saruhan, “ziraat mahalli ise de kıllet-i nüfusu 

hasebiyle arazi-i münbitesinin cümlesine ziraati ahir taraftan nakl-i tebaaya muhtac idügü. Liva-yı 

mezkurun ekser kazaları menbut mahaller olarak fakat bazı yerler dört beş added nehrin galeyanıyla … 

mucib olduğundan […] iane-i seniyyeye muhtac olduğundan” For Denizli, “kabil-i ziraat olan 

arazilerinin teksir-i ziraati keşret-i nüfus menut olduğu” For Bolu, “mahsuldar arazi haliye olduğu 

müşüllü bazı kazalarda başıboş kisan bulunduğu o makule araziye köyler ittihadıyla serseri kisanın 

enda iskanı ve mahall-i münasib ve kefil rabıta ile […].” 
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saire husul-pezirine gayrı müstead idügü).165 Therefore taken as a whole, Ottoman 

discourses regarding the human-nature relationship reflect a dual character: while the 

human beings were attributed an unlimited agency, the material limits set by the 

nature were also acknowledged. It can be claimed that one of the most important 

dilemmas of the Ottoman reformers of the period was based on this seemingly 

contradicting duality between the agency of human beings and that of the nature. 

Consequently such commentaries regarding climate were accompanied by an 

anthropological discourse regarding the customs, dress and eating habits of the local 

inhabitants of the towns and villages visited. A distance between the center and the 

provincial has always been the defining factor of such discourses. Derviş Paşa and his 

team, who were sent to the Persian border to outline the frontier in 1848, “discovered” 

not only the border towns, but also a new language and aesthetics that was outside of 

the one that was defined by the imperial ideology of the period. Different modes of 

agricultural production, land division, property, labor relations and modes of 

exchange as well as the language being spoken around them were carefully recorded. 

The translation of this not so familiar language into a language of bureaucratic quality 

downgraded all differences into an imagined homogenous imperial space.166 A variety 

of local moral economic and socio-ecologic concepts were similarly integrated on 

paper into the imperial map in the minds of Ottoman experts, making the mapping of 

borders between Ottoman and Persian empires an act that created a new social and 

physical map of Ottoman territories. 

 Derviş Paşa and his colleague Mehmed Hurşid’s observations reflect the 

image of the empire as a space of infinite abundance that had been lost over the 

previous 50 years or so. Most importantly for the present study, the ruin of most of 

the towns that were prosperous only half a century earlier was explained through the 

history of climate change and the changes in the landscape and waterways. Despite 

                                              
165 PMO. A.MKT 21-64. 
166 Such discoveries were novel, in comparison to the inspections of the Ottoman-Habsburg frontier 

during the seventeenth century where local knowledge was collaborated with in order to cope with the 

local climatic conditions and landscape. See, Gabor Agoston, “Where Environmental and Frontier 

Studies Meet: Rivers, Forests, Marshes and Forts along the Ottoman-Hapsburg Frontier in Hungary,” 

The Frontiers of the Ottoman World, ed. A. C. S. Peacock, New York, 2009, p. 65. See also, Suraiya 

Faroqhi, “Heaps of Stone and Little Saplings: the Material Culture of Peace Making According to 

Luigi Fernando Marsili and Numan Efendi” paper presented at Cultural Encounters and Interactions: 

Ottoman, Mughal, Vijaynagar Empires and Beyond conference, New Delhi, 7-9 November 2015. For 

colonial practices of translating local practices of ownership and distribution of resources into the 

colonizer’s language, see David Porchaska, Making Algeria French: Colonialism in Bône 1870-1920, 

Cambridge, 2002, p. 49. 
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the weight of “universal” scientific discourses, the natural history of the flora, rivers 

or lakes and the agricultural production, was reconstructed through the stories told by 

locals and myths that were in circulation. The term “sahib-i tabi’at” is frequently used 

to refer to local inhabitants that demonstrated environmental literacy, conversely 

implying a property relationship between nature and human beings established 

through knowledge.167 Nevertheless, at times the two paşas counter these stories by 

employing more “scientific” analysis of the situation, in an attempt to justify the 

distance between what was central and provincial.168 Changes in the water currents 

were recognized and supported as long as it was profitable for the population. 

However, the changes of current that would direct water away from the Ottoman 

territories, as in the case of the Saymerre river that originated on Kebih-kuh Mountain 

on the Persian side of the border, were considered negative acts of intervening in 

nature.169 The need to interfere in the functioning of nature became significantly more 

important by the beginning of the 19th century due to the fluctuations in the climate. 

Therefore such attempts on the part of the population were welcomed by the experts, 

however, they were deemed impossible without the intervention of the state and 

experts.170 

Comparably, the recently established modern press in the Ottoman Empire 

aimed not only to educate the readers about how to increase the welfare of the 

household and the empire in general, but also to control the limits of that knowledge. 

The official newspaper Takvim-i Vakayi, established in 1831 and targeted at a wider 

circle of readers than the traditional literati, had the aim of simplifying and clarifying 

the knowledge that was to be transmitted. Apart from Ottoman Turkish, it was 

published in Armenian, Greek, Arabic, Persian and French.171 The paper included 

news, under the scrutiny of the state, about the changes in the administrative posts, 

                                              
167 Seyahatname-i Hudud, p. 30.  
168 “Muhemmere Lenger-gahının Umkiyle Mütehammil olduğu Sefinelerin Cesameti” – “Boğaz’ın cezr 

vaktlerinde on üç kadem umkında olması müseb’id olmayup zira boğazların ekserisi suyun 

telakkisinden naşi şa’ir yerlerden sığca olurmuş. Fakat meddin hükmü müsavat üzere olmaz ise madam 

ki deniz tarafından geliyor boğazda Muhammere taraflarından ziyade yükselmeme icab eder. Her ne ise 

[…]” p. 24-25. Another example is given in Ibid., p. 107. “Oranın ukalası bu bulağın böyle coşmasını 

deryada vuku bulan med ve cezr tesirinden bilirler. Deryada med ve cezrin vukuu malum ise de 

dağlarda med ve cezr vukuu Kerend’de işidilmiştir.” Emphasis added. 
169 Ibid., p. 75 [and footnote 1], 85. 
170 Ibid., p. 236. PMO. A.MKT.MHM 7-94: “bir müdddetten beri nehr-i mezkurun itibab ettiği kara ve 

çiftlikat arazisi müceddeden meydana çıkıp ahali-i fukara yeniden kesb-i istifa' edecekleri müşüllü 

bundan böyle ziraat ve haraset olundukça […]” For another example see, PMO. A.MKT 128-70 

[Sivas/Divriği]. 
171 Şerif Mardin, “Some notes on an early phase of modernization of communications in Turkey,” 

Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 3 no. 3 (Apr., 1961), p. 266. 
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important decisions made by the grand imperial council and occasionally reports 

about issues that were considered important for public opinion. In 1840, Ceride-i 

Havadis began to be published as the first private newspaper of the Ottoman Empire. 

Even though it was a private enterprise, the financial support provided by the state 

made it a semi-official paper, and it was intended to publish articles in relation to the 

interests of the Ottoman state. Enjoying a certain amount of freedom in terms of the 

subjects that it could publish, Ceride had articles on a wide range of subjects, 

including short stories and even a translation of Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables. 

Furthermore, both newspapers were mobilized for the popularization of the political 

ecology and defended the idea that the environment could be defined and controlled 

by the state and society in the way that would profit both. This was achieved through 

articles on climate change and on how to increase agricultural production. 

An article from late July 1845 in Takvim “celebrates” the success of growth in 

silkworm and production of silk in Kastamonu, where previously, this kind of 

production had not been considered possible. A similar story was recounted 

concerning Düzce, where olive trees had started to be planted. The article continues 

by “heralding” the fact that it was possible to grow any plant regardless of local 

conditions around the empire and that the population was capable of all types of 

agriculture and trade practices. 172  Ottoman administrators took such newspaper 

articles so seriously that, in 1846 it was decided to publish an article that had 

appeared in Takvim about new ways to protect the young plants from rain and snow 

as a separate pamphlet. 173  Another article suggests that there was a positive 

correlation between human activities and natural responses. The article published in 

July 1845 in Ceride, suggested that if trees were planted all around the empire, and 

the remaining space was cultivated, the climate would be favorable for abundant 

harvests and this would cause the population to double in the space of 25 years, which 

would further prosper the empire. The article refers to Samuel Johnson’s work, in 

which he correlated the poverty and underdevelopment of Scotland to the absence of 

forests.174  The editors of Ceride put forward an idea of progress that was explicitly 

                                              
172 Takvim-i Vekayi, 26 receb 1261/31 July 1845. 
173 PMO. HR.MKT 28-33; PMO. İ.DH 156-8073. 
174 Ceride, vol. 236, 1 receb 1261/6 July 1845. “Ve bu işcar hususunun husule gelüb faidesi görülmesi 

çok vakte muhtac olmayacağı bundan malum ola ki tehminen seksen sene mukaddem ingilterelü consın 

nam musannif seyr-ü temaşa kasdıyla iskoçyaya vardıkda memleket-i mezkure ahalisinin bir dikili 

ağacı olmadığını ve kendüleri dahi gayet fakir bulunduğunu tasnif eylediği kitab-ı meşhurunda tahrir 

eylemiş ise de ba’de binler ve milyonlarla ağaçlar dikilüb her tarafı bağ ve bostan gibi diken ve 
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linked to environmental change, which was considered as a positive development that 

could be achieved through human intervention. Similar arguments regarding the 

importance of vegetation and the existence of trees in general, as well as gardens and 

parks in urban environments where the population was higher, were expressed by 

Mustafa Behçet in his Sıhhatnüma.175 These examples are contrary to the image put 

forward by historians of Ottoman demography and population politics that connected 

Ottoman bio-politics of reproduction merely with “economic development, fiscal 

reorganization, administrative specialization and military renovation.” 176  Climate 

change and environmental improvement played a significant role in the Ottoman 

understanding of population and development, especially during the climatic 

instabilities of the period. The dietary habits of the Ottoman subjects in particular 

came under the scrutiny of the administration in relation to the understanding of 

nature as a source of energy and raw material. As part of the imperial political 

ecology trees came to mean lumber and cereals came to mean calories.177  

The bio-politics of nutrition as part of the imperial political ecology required 

control of what was produced and consumed, and how it was produced. Furthermore, 

it represented a shift in the understanding of the connection between the human and 

non-human world. Mehmed Lebib, a member of the Imperial Council throughout the 

1830-40s complained thus in one of his poems: “Malnutrition is called ‘mahor’, and 

‘bisyar’ means surfeit/You better stop eating like a beast like you always did.”178 

While it had already been considered as unhealthy to consume too much food 

according to early-modern Ottoman ideas of nutrition and medicine, state intervention 

in the eating habits of its subjects and the publicization of knowledge around the 

nutrition values of food (kuvvet-i gıdaiyye), or to rather the difference between “eating 

like a beast” and like a human-being, demonstrated a shift in Ottoman population 

politics in relation to the understanding of what is natural. Mustafa Behçet undertook 

the duty of writing a book throughout 1830s that was to be a popular guidebook for 

the natural ways to heal sicknesses. The majority of the one thousand points were 

                                                                                                                                  
ağaçların sebebiyle mukaddem yüz bin guruşluk çiftlik şimdi on yüz bin guruş etmekle ahalisi dahi 

zengin olmuşlardır.” Also see, Samuel Johnson, A Journey to the western isles of Scotland, 1775. 
175 Mustafa Behçet, Sıhhatnüma, p. 21-22. 
176 Gülhan Balsoy, The Politics of Reproduction in Ottoman Society, 1838-1900, London, 2013, p. 3. 
177 Mikhail, Nature and Empire, p. 171. Christian Pfister, “Weather, Climate and the Environment,” 

The Oxford Handbook of Early Modern European History, 2 vols, Oxford, forthcoming. 
178  “[Çok resa,] çok yeme bisyar, mahor andan az/Öyle hayvan gibi ekl etmeği terk eyle biraz.” 

Mehmed Lebib, Mecelle-i Fasihane, Istanbul, 1263 [1848], p. (NP). 
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reserved for eating habits. Bypassing a moral economy that suggested not eating more 

than enough as it would be against norms of social, environmental and divine justice, 

Ottoman experts quantified the value of food and considered obtaining more calories 

(kuvvet-i gıdaiyye) than needed as a waste according to “the nature of things.”179  

However, regulating the diet of the Ottoman subjects was not enough to 

increase the population and improve the quality of life. Attempted changes in 

production relations were partially related to improving the diet of the subjects. 

Science was not only employed to “understand the abundance of trees and plants” as 

Dr. Hayrullah mentioned in his book Fenn-i Ziraat. In order to further transform 

agricultural production and increase the prosperity of the population he argued “not 

only logic and mathematics” were to be studied, “but also science of land and 

minerals; for analyzing the details and particularities of soil and plants, and their 

medicinal components, science of botany and chemistry; for the protection of public 

health and fighting against the epidemics, medicine and pharmaceutics; for the 

healing of animal sicknesses, veterinary sciences; and for building the necessity 

facilities in a farm, science of architecture […]”180. As a representative of Ottoman 

ideology of the time, Hayrullah positioned science as the most important component 

for transforming nature as part of a larger process of improvment. The idea of the 

centrality of science in “improving” nature and agriculture goes against the focus of 

modern historians on the institutionalization of science being driven solely by military 

motivations.  

While it may be difficult to discern how such a highly scientific and technical 

work was recieved, the existing evidence, particularly about the Fenn-i Ziraat, might 

give some clues to the importance attributed to the study by the Ottoman elites. The 

existence of a long discussion between the Takvimhane-i Amire, the Imperial Council 

and the Council of Agriculture in Istanbul is proof of the energy, time and resources 

spent on disseminating expertise and universal scientific norms for the sake of 

progress and prosperity of the empire and the improvement of the life quality of its 

subjects. Upon the presentation of his book to the Sultan, Dr. Hayrullah was given the 

permission to print his book at the imperial printing house.181 However, not being able 

to find a reason enough to obey the order, the custodian of the imperial priniting 

                                              
179 Takvim-i Vekayi, no. 275, p. 4: “ve itibar olunan şeyin kaç dirhem hazım olunup faide-i bahş-ı 

vucud-u insani bulunacağı ve bakiyyesi mahv ve zayii olacağı tabiat-ı eşya[dan olmağla].” 
180 Tabib Hayrullah, Fenn-i Ziraat, Istanbul, 1264 [1848], p. 3. 
181 PMO. İ.DH 8371. 
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house asked the Imperial Council, only 10 days after the order was issued, whether 

the printing of the book was actually necessary.182 After a long discussion on the 

usefulness, costs and profitability of the book, a conclusion was reached in liaison 

with the Council of Agriculture. It was found to be against the public good to expect 

farmers and peasants to have to pay for the book, and to value such works of public 

good based on their commercial and financial cost. However, since it would be too 

much of an economic burden on the treasury to compensate all of the costs, it was 

decided that 400 copies of the book would be sold without any profit and that 200 

copies should be distributed for free to public offices in the provinces. 183  Dr. 

Hayrullah’s book is a scientific work, one that was most probably not widely 

circulated and not very well understood by Ottoman farmers and the general public, 

as trying to understand the foreign words of natural elements, scientists, techniques 

and places alone would be almost impossible for even a literate Ottoman subject. The 

expectation of the Ottoman adminsitrators that “those who are interested in 

agriculture” in the provinces would understand the language of the book is indicative 

of the imperial idology. 

Despite their prominence in the middle of the nineteenth century, ideas about 

nature and how to transform it, evolved within a centuries long process. To 

understand further how nature was depicted, and what could have shaped or 

challenged the understanding of Ottoman common men and women prior to the 

“triumph” of expertise over that of local and “traditional” understandings, it is 

necessary to go almost two centuries back in time. According to Marinos Sariyannis, 

beginning at the end of sixteenth century works produced by Ottoman authors on the 

(super)natural  represented a shift from an understanding of nature in close proximity 

to God, to an understanding that separated “super” from “natural” within a more 

rational perspective. 184  As of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century, 

manuscripts concerned with flowers, agriculture, plant taxonomy and natural history 

employed new categories that differentiated human beigns from the rest of nature. 

Beyond the texts that targeted a more “cultivated” audience, more popular genres that 

attempted to educate and “enlighten” subjects of the empire had emerged. 

                                              
182 PMO. İ.MVL 2119. 
183 PMO. A.MKT. 238-63. 
184 Marinos Sariyannis, “Ajaib ve Gharaib: Ottoman Collections of Mirabilia and Perceptions of the 

Supernatural,” Der Islam, vol. 92, no. 2 (2015), p. 442-467. 
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One genre, the so-called felahatname, aimed at teaching peasants how to 

properly cultivate land, plant trees and deal with plant and animal sicknesses, had 

been the dominant written form of knowledge dissemination about agriculture. Other 

short manuals found at the end of the 17th, but still widely circulated at the end of the 

following century,185 provide an insight into the perception of nature at the period, 

and the basis of a scientific understanding of it later on. One of the manuscripts 

belonging to that genre, İlm-i Felahat, dated to 1602, and reproduced around 1700, 

was still in circulation around the middle of the next century. The owner of the 1602 

copy of the manuscript, a certain Akif Ahmed, who owned the book around 1850s, 

left a small bibliography on works regarding agriculture on the cover of the 

manuscript. The existence of other felahatname literature in the list demonstrates the 

enduring importance of the genre in the middle of the nineteenth century.186  

Both İlm-i Felahat and a felahatname example from the late seventeenth 

century that was reproduced by the 1760s, emphasizes the fact that experience had 

been considered as the most important source of knowledge. Despite the importance 

given to experience, both authors give a general summary of the creation of the world 

and creatures through a universal language, to demonstrate the human capability to 

transform and control nature. In the cosmography presented at the introduction of the 

felahatname, the world is depicted as being made of human beings and animals (adem 

ve hayvanat) only. In the beginning, in nature (halkat içre), both animals and human 

beings were similar to each other (birbirinden fark olunmaz halkatle herbiri). It was 

only over time, as the humans started to speak about the creator, that they realized 

their potential through cognitive activities (nezk geldi adem oğlu haliki zikr eyledi/bu 

libas-ı anasır içre kudretin fikr eyledi). Then came the realization that nature was 

distinct from the world of human beings. The concept of “nature” did not exist, 

according to the cosmology, in the mind of human beings, since they were an intrinsic 

part of it. The complete “evolution” of becoming a full human being, therefore, only 

came about after he acknowledged his potential as being distinct from a natural world 

of different creatures. Animals, remaining as they were in the beginning, became part 

                                              
185 A manuscript from 1163/1750 is used here. Pehlivan el-maruf Begmani, Felahatname, Süleymaniye 

Library of Manuscripts, Hacı Mahmud Efendi no. 5612, 1163/1750. A copy of the manual was found 

in the tereke records of a certain Abdizade Mehmed Efendi from Amasya, and cost 0.5 guruş. Yılmaz 

Karadeniz, “Amasya’da Fiyatlar (1764-1770),” Osmanlı Tarihi Araştırma ve Uygulama Merkezi 

Dergisi, no. 11 (2000), p. 274. In comparison the price of Fenn-i Ziraat was almost 50 times more 

expensive according to PMO. İ.MVL 2119.  
186  İlm-i Felahat, [N.L.], 1010/1602. 
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of the division of nature composed of plants (kaldı hayvan bu libas-ı anasır içre 

şekliyle/ma’il oldu bu nebata daim anı akleyle). It can be seen, therefore, that the 

author very thoroughly depicts the historical phases of the relationship between 

humans and nature that was accepted by Ottoman intellectuals throughout the two 

centuries that the genre remained popular. 

This cosmology was widespread among intellectuals at the end of the 

eighteenth century, as can be seen in the story told by Erzurumlu İbrahim Hakkı in his 

work Marifetname, where human beings were created as part of an animal nation. He 

established a chain of connections between plants, animals and human beings, similar 

to that found in Darwinist evolution. The connections between plants, animals and 

human beings are established through intermediary species. Between plants and 

minerals he situates corals; between animals and plants the intermediary is the date 

tree; and between that of human beings and animals he situates the apes.187 Although 

physically İbrahim Hakkı establishes a nature of cohesion, similar to Felahatname 

human consciousness and the ability to transform nature is understood to be a 

distinctive quality of human beings that differentiates them from the rest of the natural 

world. 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the transformation of the human-

nature relationship in the minds of the intellectuals and expert-bureaucrats described 

above, started to become institutionalized in imperial colleges, model farms and in the 

public sphere through weather forecasts and articles on climate change in newspapers. 

The following pages deal with such examples within the context of the development 

of the Ottoman imperial political ecology.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                              
187 Erzurumlu İbrahim Hakkı, Marifetname, M. Faruk Meyan (ed.), Istanbul, 1983, p. 235. İbrahim 

Hakkı was a well-known intellectual of his era and a popular figure among Ottoman subjects, to the 

extent that certain dignitaries questioned his authotity on science and religion in public. See, İhsanoğlu, 

Osmanlılar ve Bilim, p. 161-162. 
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The first Ottoman Natural History Museum and Herbarium, 1836-1850 

 

Among all the fields of expertise, medicine was the most specialized area 

throughout the nineteenth century. Due to the need for a high level of specialization, 

medical experts in the Ottoman Empire had developed a stronger occupational 

identity, which later in the nineteenth century made doctors and those with medical 

education important actors in the institutionalization of a materialist imperial 

ideology, fostering political change at the turn of the twentieth century. Perhaps the 

need to defend themselves and their expertise in the face of criticism against, among 

other things, the institutionalization and public regulation of dissection, the presence 

of women in public hospitals and medical institutions or the question of 

vaccination,188 had provided medical experts the grounds to establish stronger ties and 

expert identity. Therefore it is not a coincidence that as early as the 1840s, a medical 

journal, Gazette Medicale d’Orient, was being printed within the Ottoman territories, 

to be jointed later by its Turkish language counterpart, Vekayi-i Tıbbiye in 1849. 

These were not, of course, sporadic phenomena, as both journals were published by 

medical organizations that were institutitonalized around inter-imperial networks of 

medical experts.  

 An example of such inter-imperial institutionalization was the establishment 

of the Imperial School of Medicine (Mekteb-i Tıbbiye-i Adliyye), which hosted the 

first Ottoman natural history museum (Mekteb-i Tıbbiye Müzesi or Numunehanesi) 

and herbarium (Botanika Bahçesi), founded within the confines of the Galata Sarayı. 

Although the original building and facilities, along with the plant, animal and mineral 

collections and the adjacent herbarium burned to ashes in the fire of 1848, the 

museum and herbarium experience in particular demonstrate the shift regarding the 

understanding of nature and the emergence of a political ecology and expertise as an 

ideology in the Ottoman realm. 

 As with other sciences and fields of expertise, prior to the establishment of the 

Medical School in Galatasaray in 1834, the Ottoman administration had attempted to 

centralize public education of medicine by restructuring the existing establishments. 

However, the weakness of these older institutions compared to the Medical School of 

                                              
188 Although such practices had long existed within Ottoman territories and in Islamic medical practice, 

their public and institutional aspect in the nineteenth century caused dissent and resistance among 

certain social groups. Reaction against technical improvements in war, architecture and agriculture  

existed, however at a minimum level, especially in comparison to that of the medical expertise. 
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Galatasaray, which is still considered to be the beginning of “modern” medicine 

education in Turkey, was their failure to comprehend medicine as a separate 

expertise. Similarly, although botanical gardens with rare and “exotic” plants existed 

in palace complexes, the villas of court members and in various parts of cities, 

particularly in Istanbul, the value of a garden reserved for scientific purposes, was 

distinct from others. 

The interest in Ottoman flora goes as back as far as the 16th century. While 

historians have focused on the interest of foreign travelers and scientists, the likes of 

Evliya Çelebi and others have provided valuable information on the landscape and 

vegetation within the Ottoman territories. However, a scientific understanding of the 

Ottoman environment and landscape by the Ottomans only dates back as far as the 

time of Linneaus. The changing aesthetics of imperial ideology transformed 

gardening from an art and an indicator of class identity, to gardening as a science and 

a sign of materialist ideology in the 1830s. The treatment of the evolution of 

gardening over centuries of change is confined to the studies conducted either by art 

historians who tend to understand gardens as purely artistic and of symbolic value, or 

by meticulous scientists, attempting to write the history of horticulture/botany from a 

purely materialist/scientific point of view.189 The artistic renaissance that took place 

during the reign of Suleyman I made itself felt in horticulture as well. According to 

art historians, the “love” for and interest in flowers and trees, peaked during the late 

seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, and was still quite resonant during the 

middle of the 19th century. Despite the relatively advanced state of Ottoman botany 

and horticulture before the eighteenth century (due to the access the Ottomans had to 

the ancient literature on the subject from Arabic translations) European botany, which 

was itself developed on practices borrowed from Ottomans, had an increasing 

influence on Ottoman gardening landscape from mid-eighteenth century onwards: “It 

is possible to say that the roots of the development of a brand-new floral culture in 

Europe lie in the awe of traveling Europeans in the face of the Ottoman love of 

                                              
189 For an alternative, socio-economic reading of gardens and gardening in and around early-modern 

Constantinople, see, Eva-Marlene Schäfers, “Sa’dabâd: The Social Production of an Eighteenth 

Century Palace and its Surroundings,” Unpublished M.A. Thesis, Istanbul Bilgi University, Istanbul, 

2009; Bahar Deniz Çalış, “Ideal and Real Spaces of Ottoman Imagination: Continuity and Change in 

Ottoman Rituals of Poetry (Istanbul 1453-1730),” Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, Middle East 

Technical University, Ankara, 2004.  
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flowers and Ottoman flower gardens.”190 It has been observed that such studies miss 

the evolution and transformation in understanding nature and gardens as part of a 

changing political ecology. The establishment of a botanical garden in 1868 for the 

Topkapı Palace, for instance, is understood as the last remnants of Ottoman/Muslim 

gardening practices, that was soon due to die out with the “Ottoman decline.”191  

On the other hand historians of Ottoman science blamed “Turkish” scientists 

of the empire for being ignorant to the developments in botany and in particular, 

taxonomy. In their accounts the foundation of a herbarium and a natural history 

museum in the Ottoman capital has been depicted as an instance of colonization and 

intervention of European powers into Ottoman social, political and scientific 

affairs. 192  However, the establishment of such an institution fits into the general 

outlook of 19th century empires. From the perspective of the major European 

historians on natural history museums and botanical gardens, the foundation of new 

botanical gardens starting from 16th century onwards was a sign and a microcosm of 

European territorial and economic expansion, whereby European knowledge of the 

global environment was the dominant form.193 What, then, is the significance of the 

foundation of a herbarium and a natural history museum in the capital of Ottoman 

Empire, in a non-colonial, peripheral milieu?194 

                                              
190  Nurhan Atasoy, “Links Between the Ottoman and the Western World on Floriculture and 

Gardening.” Botanical Progress, Horticultural Innovation and Cultural Changes, Michel Conan and 

W. John Kress, Cambridge, 2007, p. 68-73. 
191 Atasoy, p. 70-71; Süheyl Ünver, “The Narcissus in the History of Flowers in Turkey,” The Daffodil 

and Tulip Year Book of 1968, London, 1968, p. 67-75. Ebussuud Efendi, the grand-mufti of Süleyman 

the Magnificent, is known to be the first collector of flowers. Despite the interest in improvement of 

flowers in the Ottoman territories and its contribution to European floricultural development 

throughout early-modernity, botanical gardens were products of colonialism and exploration. John 

Harvey, “Coronary Flowers and their ‘Arabick’ Background,” The ‘Arabick’ Interest of the Natural 

Philosophers in Seventeenth-Century England, G. A. Russell (ed.), Leiden, 1994, p. 297; Idem., 

“Turkey as a Source of Garden Plants,” Garden History, vol. 4, no. 3 (1976), p. 21-42.   
192  Asuman Baytop and Feza Günergün, “The Birth and Development of Modern Botany in the 

Ottoman Turkey,” The Great Ottoman Turkish Civilization, vol. 3, Kemal Çiçek (ed.), Ankara, 2000, p. 

431-436.  
193 Grove, Green Imperialism, p. 73; Susan Sheets-Pyenson, Cathedrals of Science the Development of 

Natural History Museums During the Late Nineteenth Century, p. 12-13. For an argument from a 

totally different point of view, which perceives non-European, and particularly Muslim practices of 

botany, stronger and far-reaching, see, Mohamed Souissi, “Botanique et Technologies Agricoles du 

Maghreb au XVIe Siecle,” Proceedings: Turkish and Islamic Science and Technology in the 16th 

Century, Istanbul, 1986, pp. 173-182. 
194 The research conducted around the herbarium and natural history museum for this dissertation is not 

exhaustive. It takes the experience as a case study to demonstrate a more general emergence of 

expertise and related political-ecology. Dimitris Dialetis, Kostas Gavroglu, Manolis Patiniotis, “The 

Sciences in the Greek Speaking Regions during the 17th and 18th Centuries, The Process of 

Appropriation and the Dynamics of Reception and Resistance,” Archimedes 2 The Sciences in the 
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The acknowledgment of the importance of natural history as a discipline of 

science and a genre to be approached through collection and museology by Ottoman 

bureaucrats, intellectuals and scientists dates at least back to late eighteenth century. 

The first books on natural history were translations from European languages into 

Ottoman Turkish. Mustafa Behçet Efendi translated Georges-Louis Leclerc de 

Buffon’s, L’histoire naturelle, générale et particulière, as Tarih-i Tabii Tercümesi in 

the first half of the century, only to be published partially in 1864 in the weekly 

Tasvir-i Efkar.195 It is known that as of the first decades of the eighteenth century 

Ottoman dignitaries and members of sultanic households enjoyed meetings around 

discussions on their plant collections and new methodologies of taxonomy. 196 

Ottoman diplomats and state dignitaries wrote extensively about their experiences in 

European natural history museums and botanical gardens. In his Avrupa Risalesi, 

Mustafa Sami Efendi emphasized both the leisure and scientific aspects of the 

botanical garden and the zoo in Paris.197 Some of his information regarding the garden 

was based on the observations of Yirmisekiz Mehmet Çelebi, the first envoy to Paris. 

Es-Seyid Mehmed Emin Vahid Efendi too, mentions the dissection lab (teşrihhane) in 

Pécs (ca. 1805) that was organized as a museum, where body parts, fetuses or animals 

exhibited in glass containers attracted the curiosity of its observers. Mehmet Sadık 

Rıfat Paşa, during his trip in Italy (ca.1830) wrote about his observations regarding 

the museums and collections of plants in botanical gardens, expressing his fascination 

for the extensive variety of plant species available for observation.  

While most of the visitors of European natural history museums, herbariums, 

botanical gardens, and fossil and animal collections were awed by the extensive 

collections covering a wide range of species, it was only in the 1850s that authors 

recognized the politics of collecting, preserving and exhibiting. Around the 1870s 

                                                                                                                                  
European Periphery during the Enlightenment, Kostas Gavroglu (ed.), Dordrecht, 1999, p. 41-73. 

Antonella Romano and Stéphane Van Damme, “Science and World Cities: Thinking Urban Knowledge 

and Science at Large (16th-18th Century), Itinerario, vol. 33, no. 1 (March, 2009) p.79-95. 
195  Nuran Yıldırım, “Le rôle des médecins turcs dans la transmission du savoir,” Médecins et 

ingéniuers ottomans à l’âge des nationalismes, p. 135. 
196 Although the cases at hand are rare, the collection of natural historical material dates back to 

sixteenth century. Tülay Artan has recently discovered a rare post-mortem inventory of an Ottoman 

merchant from late sixteenth century who collected objects of natural history, ranging from animals, 

birds to craws. Personal communication with Tülay Artan. Early-eighteenth century craze for flowers, 

particularly for tulips, resulted in the invention of local taxonomic traditions and publications on 

horticulture. 
197 Despite the interest in the scientific aspect of the museums and gardens in Europe, still by the end of 

the eighteenth century they were viewed as part of collection of rarities and oddities. See, Ebubekir 

Ratıb Efendi, Nemçe Sefaretnamesi, p. 73-75, 93. 
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both museums and natural history education were understood to be crucial parts of a 

“civilized” society, as demonstrated by the translator of Abdullah Bey’s book on 

natural history: “The fact that studying ilm-i mevalid, or natural history, in countries 

that entered the way of understanding civilization in depth is a necessity, does not 

need explanation. In each [of those] countries, theories of the mentioned science are 

studied, and at the same time, its practices are observed through museums 

[müzehane], and through which lower classes [sıgar] and the nobles [kibar] of the 

society benefit.”198At around the same time, Namık Kemal, one of the most prominent 

members of the Ottoman intellectual milieu, considered natural history as a crucial 

science that people from all ranks, “from the seaman to the porter” in Europe acquired 

great knowledge about. His idea of “progress” did not only include the studying of 

sciences including natural history, but also understanding the nature through 

collecting objects of natural history in order to be able to control and profit from it.199 

Kemal’s comments did not develop in a void though. A textbook in Turkish on 

natural history was already in print as of 1865 for the interest of a general public, and 

to be added to the curriculum in secondary schools.200 By the end of the century, 

according to the most prominent scientific journal of the empire, Servet-i Fünun, 

natural history was among the sciences that led the civilized nations to “progress.”201 

Despite the knowledge and prior familiarity with natural history museums and 

herbariums in Europe, there is not much evidence for the planning and building of a 

natural history museum and a herbarium inside the medical school. However, the 

existence of the herbarium from the early days of the college and the building work of 

necessary infrastructure and facilities demonstrate that the idea of opening a 

herbarium and museum had been conceived prior to the establishment of the college. 

In 1836, an Austrian gardener, Joseph Skalak was hired to take care of the botanical 

garden. By 1838, there was constant work going on in the botanical garden and 

                                              
198 Abdullah Bey, Fenn-i Hayvanat-ı Tıbbiye, Istanbul, 1293 [1876], p. 7. 
199 Namık Kemal, “Maarif,” İbret, 16 (28 Rebiülahir, 1289; ibid., “Terakki”, İbret, no.45, 3 Ramazan 

1289 
200 See the introduction of Salih Efendi, İlm-i Hayvanat ve Nebatat, Istanbul, 1281 [1865]. 
201 [No author], “Asr-ı Müferrit Abdülhamid-i Haniyede Terekkiyat-ı Fenniye: Müze-i Hümayun—

Avrupa Matbuatı,” Serveti Funun 49 (January, 1891). 
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herbarium, and more than a quarter of the expenses of the month of Safer of 1840 was 

spent on the needs of the garden.202 

Despite traces of their history in the sources, the details of the story of the 

botanical garden and herbarium of the medical school are still obscure. While the 

palace itself has a longer history, the botanical gardens that were located inside the 

college buildings had been rented out for centuries and confiscated from non-muslim 

gardeners who were making a living by farming the land surrounding the palace. In 

the absence of a map or depiction of the medical school the few sources that exist 

allow us to discern that the herbarium and museum covered an area of 19 km2 out of a 

total 27 km2 of the whole college complex.203 Besides the herbarium, two apartment 

buildings of unknown size were reserved for the natural history museum collection.204 

The collection of the museum, according to some accounts initially contained 1500 

plant samples, mostly sent from Italy and France. These were subsequently added to 

as a result of various excursions made in Anatolia and Rumelia, along with a 

collection of plant samples from China and India collected by Dr. Annibale Foresti 

and put into the museum. 205  Some accounts mention plans to create a separate 

collection of “exotic plants,” without really defining what was meant by exotic. The 

museum used the classification of Jussieu for taxonomy of plants and animal 

species.206 

                                              
202  According to an account book, there were nine agricultural laborers (rençber) working in the 

herbarium, with an addition of two Viennese gardeners hired specifically to take care of the botanical 

garden. D.DRB.İ. 2-12 3 S 1253; PMO. NFS.d 209, p. 13. The fact that most of the money was spent 

on the carrying of the soil from different parts of the city (mostly from Alemdağ) might indicate that 

the garden was still in preparation. PMO. C.MF 2840. The number of gardeners had decreased to one 

by 1844, as Skalak most probably  left after a dispute with Dr. Bernard. PMO. C.SH 945. Further 

account books mention expenditure on the numunehane, which refers to the natural history museum. 

As early as 1255/1838, necessary facilities were produced and established inside the school building. 

Closets for mineral samples were produced in Vienna and brought to Galata, constituting more than 

one third of the three monthly expenses from Şaban to Şevval. PMO. C.MF 656.  
203 Journal de Constantinople, no. 129 (24 November 1848). 
204 Ibid. 
205 PMO. İ.HR 58-2713. The collection was further enriched with the anatomical material that was 

found as a result of medical treatment, such as kidney stones and entozoon, as they were found to be 

“rare and odd” (nadide ve garibe). Furthermore other oddities were added, like the fetus of siamese 

twins and a baby sheep with six legs. [“iki ay mukaddem kıbrıs ceziresinde reayadan bir hatun 

yekdigere karın karına mülahık üç ayaklı dört kollu olarak bir rahimde iki cenin tevellüd eylediği 

istima olunduğundan bu misüllü kudret-i azimet ül-vahiyyeti isbat eden hevarık …nın mümkün olduğu 

mertebe cem ve ezhar olunması tabiat müzelerinin ahvalinden olmak mülasebesiyle salef-ül-beyan çift 

ceninin dahi mekteb-i tıbbiye numunehanesi içün celb olunması istida olunduğuna mebni mahallinden 

getürtülerek numunehane-i mezkure vaz' olunmuştur.”] PMO. C.MF 20-987 [“bu makule nadir el-

vücud olan şeylerin mekteb-i tıbbiye-i şahane numunehanesinde bulunması menafii mucib olacağı”] 
206 How well-known Linne or Juisseu were in the Ottoman territories is a question that has yet to be 

answered. However, it must be noted that Dr. Hayrullah reserved a section on taxonomy in his Fenn-i 
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The only plan that shows a part of the land occupied by the college does not 

enable the viewer to identify the infrastructures and facilities that made up the 

museum, herbarium and botanical garden. However, the plan is quite revealing in 

terms of two important developments that were connected to the political ecology of 

the empire in relation to the museum and the botanical garden. As the plan was drawn 

up in order to specify the lands outside of the palace complex that were to be 

confiscated for the use of the college, it depicts the drastic change of meaning of land 

and nature. The lands that had, for centuries, been vegetable gardens for the Rum 

population of the neighborhood, were confiscated and turned into yet another form of 

garden. The “sacrifice” of lands that were spaces for everyday interaction between 

human beings, animals and plants to a confined garden where experts practiced 

scientific gardening is indicative of the imperial ideology of the period that perceived 

scientific treatment of nature to be the only possible path to prosperity for the empire. 

On the other hand, the plan depicts the college, and consequently the museum, 

herbarium and gardens as part of an area of urban interaction, increasing the 

possibility for Ottoman subjects to interact with “scientific” knowledge. Although an 

account of the perception of the complex by Ottoman common men and women is yet 

to be found, the positioning of the college in one of the liveliest parts of the city could 

be read as an attempt to reconstruct science as part of a cultural and social context. As 

can be seen from the plan, following the purchase of the vegetable gardens, the school 

was to become neighbor to the inhabitants of the district, increasing the possibility of 

interaction between scientists and common men and women. 

                                                                                                                                  
Ziraat, together with tables of taxonomy. Although he commented that further information should be 

given in books of botanical sciences (fenn-i nebatiyye kitablarının vazifesi olmağla), he appears to have 

intended to mention Linne and Jussieu and the basics of their taxonomy in the following lines (should 

this be changed to: he appears to have been referring to L and J in the following lines?. Fenn-i Ziraat, 

p. 219-221. Furthermore, a more detailed table of Jussieu’s taxonomy was given in the appendix of the 

book. Ibid., [n.p.], [Appendix I]. Later in 1865, around 20 years after the publication of Dr. Hayrullah’s 

book, Salih Efendi published the first book on botany and zoology in Ottoman Turkish, which reserved 

a chapter on taxonomy of plants. See next footnote.  
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It is no surprise that the natural history museum and botanical garden were 

founded within the confines of Mekteb-i Tıbbiye and that medical doctors played such 

an integral role in both the museum and the herbarium. Similar to the European 

colonies, medical doctors, surgeons and pharmacists were given responsibilities 

beyond their professional requirements. Doctors working in the Mekteb-i Tıbbiye 

were responsible not only for conducting research and providing medical service to 

the public, they were also assigned the role of regulators of the relationship between 

the population and nature in practice. The constitution of the school that took its 

concrete form only in 1849, but had been in practice in a de-facto manner since the 

beginning, extended the role of surgeons and pharmacists to that of taking care of the 

public health and the relationship with nature, especially within urbanized areas of the 

empire. However, unlike the European and colonial examples, measures against 

deforestation, soil erosion and the drying up of water resources, which could be 

labeled as “conservationist,” were not debated and executed by doctors, but by 

Figure 1 – Plan of lands that were to be bought to be added to the Imperial College complex 
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experts. As argued above, the expert-bureaucrats were the pioneers of regulations 

aimed at controlling the relationship between nature as a source raw materials and 

humans as labor force. The theoretical or universally accepted knowledge provided by 

doctors only served to justify the policies of central administrators. Medical experts 

were deemed to be responsible for the cleanliness of water resources and the hygiene 

of public spaces such as streets and coffeehouses. 207  Large-scale projects of 

institutionalization of scientific regulation of nature did not form part of their remit. 

Unlike the examples seen in colonial India, the ideas put forward by doctors were not 

stronger than the economic needs of the state and private enterprises.208  

Contrary to the arguments of pioneering botanical scientists like Asuman 

Baytop and Turhan Baytop, who perceive the history of the herbarium and natural 

history museum to be one of dependency, colonization, and direct transfer of 

European values of science, and who underestimate the agency of the Ottoman 

professors of the college, there were Ottoman subjects active at every level of 

organization of the museum and the herbarium. Salih Efendi, a professor of botany, 

and the author of the first botany and zoology book in Turkish,209 was appointed head 

of the botanical garden, and was an active agent of the project. He was not only 

responsible for the organization of the garden, but he also led missions to collect 

plants in the vicinity of Istanbul. In 1844, he was replaced with a well-known 

botanist, Dr. Friedrich Wilhelm Noë, who was commissioned by the Sultan himself to 

collect plant samples for the herbarium and animal fossils to enrich the newly founded 

zoology collection. Not only was he commissioned by the Sultan, but he was also 

invited to join the Sultan on his trip to Bursa in order to demonstrate his expertise. His 

journey to Bursa and Mount Olympus resulted in the addition of further plant and 

mineral samples to the natural history museum and his own personal collection, while 

he also subsequently released a publication on the water resources of the city. The 

book, which was originally written in French, was later translated into Ottoman 

Turkish and became one of the most popular books during the 1860s. Noë was also 

                                              
207 Vekayi-i Tıbbiye, no. 1, p. 4-5. Grove, Ecology, Climate and Empire, p. 69-71. 
208 Grove, Ecology, Climate and Empire, p. 72, 77.  
209 Macfarlane p. 98. Salih Efendi, İlm-i Hayvanat ve Nebatat. Salih Efendi’s particular interest is 

demonstrated by his more than six page addendum reserved for Jussiean taxonomy under the title 

“Translator’s Addendum” (ilave-i mütercim) to the book. See Ibid., p. 83-89. It must be noted that 

there were botany books written in Greek, before Salih Efendi published his adaptation. George N. 

Vlahakis and Athina Economou-Amilli, “Botany in Greece during the 19th Century: A Periphery at the 

Center,” Osmanlı Bilimi Araştırmaları, XIII/2 (2012), pp. 1-21. 
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sent to the Ottoman border with Persia, with a committee led by Derviş Pasha, who 

had been charged with the duty of drawing a map of the border in 1848-49.210 He was 

dispatched and paid as a pharmacist to help Dr. Konstantin Karateodori, and 

additionally as a collector. Since the area was “land inhabited from time 

immemorial,” Noë was tasked with collecting minerals, animals, insects, plants and 

antiques for the medical college museum collection. 211  Furthermore, the 

Seyahatname-i Hudud, published after the negotiations and frontier setting had been 

completed, seems to have been written not only based on the observations of Derviş 

Paşa and Mehmed Hurşid Paşa, but also on information provided by Noë and 

Karateodori, since the report gives great details on climate, natural resources, natural 

history and flora of Iraq and Eastern Anatolia, as well as illnesses caused by climatic 

fluctuations.212 Therefore it would seem that the presence of these two individuals in 

the team of politicians and bureaucrats resulted from the interest of the Ottoman 

administration in the natural landscape of the remote provinces of the empire.  

Seyahatname provides a natural historical account of the eastern provinces of 

the empire, together with an anthropological analysis of the periphery by the experts 

that represented the imperial center and its ideology. The book is therefore 

representative of the Ottoman perception of the relationship between human beings 

and nature, which they considered as a marker of the level of civilization. Tribes and 

villages, which viewed nature as ontologically equal to human beings and organized 

their everyday lives accordingly, were viewed as “savage” and backward. Therefore, 

it was an important task for the empire to discover their “nature” and translate their 

values into the language of “civilization.” 213 It was also in line with the constitution 

                                              
210  Derviş Paşa himself was a professor at the college, teaching medical physics, geometry and 

chemistry classes. He was also educated in minerology.  
211 Asuman Baytop, “Wilhelm Noë (1798-1858) ve Türkiye Bitkileri Koleksiyonu,” p. 24. PMO. İ.HR. 

49-2317; PMO. İ.DH 11981; PMO. C.SH 850 Since he was appointed after the fire that had destroyed 

the medical school and the museum in Galatasarayı, he was asked to directly send his findings to the 

numunehane of the school, which, then was moved to the nearby barracks (Humbarahane-i Amire 

Kışlası). The mineral section of the museum seems to have moved to the Mekteb-i Harbiye. PMO. 

İ.MVL 126-3246. 
212 Mehmed Hurşit Paşa, Seyahatname-i Hudud. Although the contributions of Noë and Karateodori are 

implicit in the book in a variety of analyses of landscape, rivers, water resources, reasons for epidemics 

and so on, only a couple of explicit references are found throughout the whole book in p. 238: 

“Suyunun ta’amı ekşiye mail olup refakatta bulunan tabibin ifadesine göre ile’l asabiyeye nafi’ bir 

sudur.” Ibid., p. 267: “Bu ılıcaların sükker illetine nafi’ oldukları refakatinde bulunan tabib doktor 

Kostantin tarafından işidilmişdir.” Ibid, p. 270: “Refakatde bulunan doktor Kostantin bunun sıhhatini 

tasdik edüb pertevsiz ile mezkur kurdu gördüğünü ifade eylemişidi.” 
213 Together with descriptions of visited cities, the culture, habits and traditions of the inhabitants were 

described with comments that constructed the cultural proximity between the center and the provinces. 

Comments by the author(s) at times reflect the self-orientalism of the imperial elite. For examples see, 
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of the medical college that the Seyahatname was concerned with the hygene 

conditions of water resources, the physical state of dikes, and that the health of local 

populations and cleanliness of urban space were constantly reported. A third and 

equally important figure active in the museum was Colonel Dr. Marko, a Greek 

subject of the Ottoman Empire, who later in the 1840s began teaching botany and 

natural history in the College, and remained one of the few professors in the field 

throughout the 1850s.214 

Both the case of Salih Efendi and the commissioning of Noë by the sultan and 

Ottoman administration demonstrate the fact that the foundation, management and 

development of the herbarium and natural history museum was a result of 

collaboration between many different levels of society. The actors involved included 

scientists and experts of different origins – muslim and non-muslim Ottoman 

professors and those of European origins – the Sultan and higher class buraucrats 

students of the college, as well as the local population, who would accompany and 

guide the professors in their long and difficult journeys within Ottoman territories.215 

From the early 1820s onwards, plant collectors from Europe had established good 

relations with locals during their trips to Anatolia.216 The relationship between the 

local population and the botanists was usually based on mutual cooperation, as seen 

for instance in the experience of a 9th grade non-muslim Ottoman student of the 

college, from the 9th who visited his hometown Bursa. In addition to collecting plant 

and mineral samples for the museum, he wanted to vaccinate the locals who had not 

yet vaccinated.217 

                                                                                                                                  
p. 4 (muz – acibü’ş şekil bir şeydir), 11 (hunting habits – toğrusu eğlencelü şeydir; women veiling – 

haricden bakanlara nisanın peçeleri fena görünürse de setr itmece eyü şeydir). For a discussion on 

Ottoman orientalism see Ussama Makdisi, “Ottoman Orientalism,” The American Historical Review, 

vol. 107, no. 3 (June 2002), p. 768-796; Selim Deringil, “‘They Live in a State of Nomadism and 

Savagery,” Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 45, no. 2 (April 2003), p. 311-342.  
214 PMO. A.MKT.UM 277-65. 
215  Collaboration with locals can be traced in the Ottoman archival sources, such as PMO. 

AE.SSLM.III 65-3905; PMO. A.DVN.DVE 23A-79; PMO. A.DVN.DVE 2A-69; PMO. İ.DH 7271; 

PMO. HR.MKT 281-67; PMO. C.MF 3001; PMO. C.HR 4745; PMO. C.HR 5026; PMO. C.DH 11602. 

Contrary to the plant collectors working for the Ottoman museum or those of European countries, 

European archaeologists were in conflict with locals over the excavation, collection and transportation 

of antiquities. Wendy Shaw, Possessors and the Possessed, p. 71-72. 
216 One important plant-collector of Anatolian and Middle Eastern flora was Pierre Martin Eucher-

Eloy, who spent last years of his life in the eastern frontiers of the Ottoman territories in order to 

complete his project of compiling Herbier d’Orient. He died in 1838 during his plant-collection trip in 

Isfahan. His memoires published as Relations de Voyages en Orient, de 1830 à 1838, Paris, 1843 is full 

of such collaboration between locals and his team. See, p. xviii. 
217 See PMO. A.MKT. 49-22. 
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Sultan Abdülmecid’s special interest in the Medical School and the museum is 

of particular importance. The Sultan would personally inspect the college during the 

course of each academic year and he would attend the final examinations, where he 

would also ask questions to candidates as part of the examination process. During his 

visits to the college, he would first take some time to enjoy the herbarium and the 

museum.218 In fact, Dr. Noë, who had been sent to Istanbul to collect specimens for 

the private collection of the King of Saxony, was appointed as the head of the 

herbarium and the museum of the Imperial College by Abdülmecid himself.219 What 

is more, the sultan personally ordered that natural history collections be brought to the 

museum.220 

The network of scientists, experts and bureaucrats went far beyond those 

resident within Ottoman territories. The fact that there were French, Italian, Indian 

and Chinese collections in the museum could be taken as an indicator of the 

complexity of that network. Furthermore, in 1845 a sample catalogue of the collection 

was sent to St. Petersbourg, extending the borders of the network even further. In the 

following years the decision was made to to likewise for European museums. 

Although further evidence is required, there are enough reasons to believe that 

Russian traveler, botanist and collector Pyotr Alexandrovich Chikhachyov was in 

close contact with the circle of experts and scientists around the Imperial College in 

Istanbul.221  

However such a network was not of a purely scientific nature. It could be 

argued that personal, economic and political motives were at play within the 

relationships established around the museum. Figures like Noë and others were 

collecting rare plants and fossils, not only to contribute to scientific knowledge, but 

because they knew that such objects were of considerable economic value. In Europe 

in particular, “exotic” plant samples were in circulation to a great extent. Noë himself 

used to sell sets from his discoveries of Rumelia and Anatolia to European collectors 

in Istanbul. Therefore these actors were not only part of a network of scientists and 

                                              
218 Takvim-i Vekayi, no. 234, 24 Ramazan 1257. Abdulmecid’s particular interest in visiting and 

founding museums. Wendy Shaw, Possessors and Possessed, p. 54. 
219 The London Journal of Botany, vol. 1, 1847, p. 50.  
220 PMO. HR.TO 150-65. 
221 In September 1846, he presented one of his books to Abdülmecid, together with some engravings, 

most likely of Asia Minor. PMO. A.DVN.MHM 3-37; PMO. İ.HR 36-1677. He was still conducting 

research in Ottoman territories in 1858. See PMO. HR.MKT 236-100 for the permission and orders for 

assistance for his journey into Anatolia. Further connections with Belgium was also established from 

the early years of the medical school through Dr. August (şövalye ogüst) C.MF 1020. 
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experts, but also of a market of goods and artifacts of natural history. In fact, some of 

the Ottoman “discoveries” of Noë had already arrived in Europe before they were 

exhibited in the natural history museum in Galatasaray.222 Europe was not the only 

place where such goods were of particular economic and symbolic value. Although 

Istanbul was already the center of exchange of tulips by the first half of the 18th 

century, during the so-called “Tulip Age,” the natural history museum made the city 

part of another market; not only of plant and animal samples coming from different 

parts of the world, but also of “objects of curiosity.” Dr. Annibal Foresti’s 

abovementioned collection of Indo-Chinese and South American flora and objects, 

was an issue of severe conflict between him and the Ottoman bureaucrats, reaching 

the desk of Sultan Abdulmecid himself. Although accounts written by botanical 

scientists and contemporaries of Foresti depict him as a man of science, his own 

discourse around his collection, most of which turned to ashes during the fire of 1848, 

paint the picture a dedicated merchant who came to the city to find a suitable market 

to sell his goods. And it would appear that he had no shortage of customers. Abdullah 

Efendi, Ethem Pasha and the finance minister Ismail Pasha were among the names he 

bargained with. Although he had decided to sell a part of his collection223 to Ismail 

pasha for a cheaper price than he had given to the others, since Ismail pasha had 

promised him “good offices” (en considération des bons offices qu’il m’avant 

promis), the fire destroyed the ambition of the two; Ibrahim Pasha was deprived of the 

symbolic capital that the collection would provide him; Foresti of the reward of his 

troublesome journey of five years in Indochina.224 Ottoman administrators were aware 

of this trade around natural objects of the empire and attempted to regulate it. The 

state encouraged plant and fossil collecting activities among the members of the 

Imperial College by buying samples that were deemed important.225  

                                              
222 See, The London Journal of Botany, vol. 6 (1847), p. 50-51. As Darina Martykanova rightly points 

out, an important motive for the Europeans to come to Ottoman centers and practice their science there 

was a purely economic idea of employment. Martykanova, Reconstructing Ottoman Engineers, p. 132. 

Sheets-Pyenson offers an analysis of five different natural history museum directors who travelled 

from Europe to South Africa in mid-19th century, although they had prestigious posts in their respective 

countries. The possibility of maximizing their income appears to have played the most important part 

in their story. Sheets-Pyenson, p. 26-29. A similar argument was put forward by Findley, who claims 

that the “westward reach” of the Ottoman urban aesthetics and style after the 18th century should be 

understood at the same time as “eastward reach” of European artists and architects seeking 

employment. Findley, Ottoman Civil Officialdom, p. 57-58. 
223 Foresti’s collection was composed of books of rare Chinese plant samples, drawings of exotic plants 

and animals, medallions of antique value, traditional Chinese clothes and books on textile.  
224 PMO. İ.MVL 153-4385. 
225 PMO. C.MF 3001. 
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The professors or experts of non-Ottoman origins travelled to Istanbul, not 

only for scientific and trade purposes, but also for employment purposes. The 

expectation that their efforts in contributing to the herbarium and the museum would 

award them with a lucrative position in the Medical School was a strong 

motivation. 226  Dr. Joseph Clementi, for instance, could not help but express his 

disappointment at not being employed as a botany and natural history professor in the 

Medical College after it has been transferred to the Humbarahane.227  

Although they held a certain economic value, such objects were also of 

symbolic and political value, and formed part of a gift economy. Possessing or giving 

such objects played a symbolic role that went beyond the object’s economic value. It 

is interesting to observe that the governor of Egypt, Kavalalı Mehmed Ali Pasha, had 

a particular interest in the natural history museum, to the extent that he was the first to 

contribute to the zoology part of the museum with a rich collection.228 During a visit 

to Egypt in 1846 Dr. Karateodori was given gifts of samples of plants, minerals and 

animal fossils for the museum. 229  Similarly, the French emperor took Sultan 

Abudlmecid’s order for the purchase of natural history collections with “friendly 

sentiments to an ally and a neighbor” (par suite des sentiments d'amitié qui l'avinent 

envers son auguste allié et voisin). Therefore the imperial ideology, which created the 

grounds for the existence of an inter-imperial network, generated a symbolic space in 

which actors from different parts of the world become “neighbors.”230 

Given the characteristics outlined above, it could be argued that the herbarium 

and natural history museum represent a rather complicated picture, which cannot 

merely be defined within a colonial context. It reflected the nature of the 19th century 

Empire, as part of a globalizing network of diplomats, merchants, travellers, 

philanthropists and scientists. An “intellectual economy,” to use Max Horkheimer’s 

conceptualization, was at play in the natural history museum experience of 

                                              
226 Edward C. Clark, “The Ottoman Industrial Revolution,” International Journal of Middle East, 5 

(1974), p. 70 argues that by the 1840s engineers and technicians coming from Europe earned double 

the wage they would earn in their home countries. 
227 The response to Clementi’s petition can be found in PMO. A.MKT 24-39. For Clementi’s response 

to the denial of his employment, see PMO. HR.TO 43-36.  
228 Journal de Constantinople; Alan Mikhail, The Animal in Ottoman Egypt, p. 6. For the long history 

of imperial relations based on animal exchange/gifts between Egypt and the Ottoman center, see, Ibid., 

p. 112-113.  
229 Journal de Constantinople, no. 65 (September 1846). 
230 PMO. HR.TO 150-65. For an argument against the perception that isolates scientific cultures from 

each other in conformity with a similar topology that separates human settlements on maps, see Kılınç, 

“Ottoman Science,” p. 252. For similar relations established between Ottoman sultan and Austrian 

emperor over the natural history museum, see PMO. İ.HR 45-2140. 
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Galatasarayı. Such an economy was based on the fetishization of imperial reasoning – 

or raison d’etat – that is accepted almost as “magic” rather than intellectually 

experienced.231 The experts of the empire, as the new “magicians” and expertise as 

the essence of that magic, were the main driving forces behind the foundation of a 

natural history museum in Istanbul. The motive was not only to contribute to Ottoman 

medicine and botany, but also to strengthen the imperial ideology being formed 

around collecting information/objects, classifying them and redefining their 

meanings. Such an experience was not so different in essence from the various 

different surveys conducted on Ottoman subjects, which labelled them according to 

an administrative idea of space, occupation and ethno-religious identity. 

Despite being a relatively successful experience, failure of the expertise put 

into that experience reflect the fact that science was a complex social phenomenon, 

rather than as absolute and successful colonial and scientific enterprise. 232  An 

example from the museum demonstrate this fact well. Right before Dr. Bernard, the 

founder of the College and the museum, had died, the Vianese gardener, Joseph 

Skalak,233 was dismissed due to a serious disagreement. Upon leaving the college, and 

seemingly as revenge, he had removed the labels on all of the plants and put them 

back randomly. Nobody at the college noticed the change for weeks until a visitor, Dr. 

Emil Koch, was brought to the garden and realized that the labels were all wrong.234 It 

can be claimed through that example that science was not always a source for 

cooperation with its unquestionable authority, on the contrary, it was formed within 

the power relations that at times caused more disagreements than agreements.  

Of course, the greatest failure was the fire that burned the college to ashes on 

12 October 1848, destroying 200 houses and 60 shops in the district of Beyoğlu. 

According to an account from the time: “the fire, lasting eight hours […] destroyed 

the college building, pharmacy, most of the belongings of 40 professors and of almost 

400 students, the herbarium, glass houses and the whole museum where the library 

and a physics collection were also hosted. It is a loss that will never be replaced, since 

                                              
231 Max Horkheimer, Eclipse of Reason, New York, 1985, p. 23. It is important the connection between 

the replacement of “preliterate” magic with “reason” as magic. Wendy M. K. Shaw, Possessors and 

Possessed Museums, Archaeology, and the Visualization of History in the Late Ottoman Empire, 

London, 2003, p. 42-43. 
232 Yalçınkaya, Learned Patriots; Mitchell, Rule of Experts. 
233 PMO. C.ML 1081. 
234 Karl Heinrich Emil Koch, Wanderungen im Oriente, Während der Jahre 1843 und 1844, 1846, p. 

255. 
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the museum of the medical college was one that was comparable to the most perfect 

examples in Europe.”235 Prior to the fire the plant collection had reached more than 

12000 samples of rare species, according to Dr. Joseph Clementi.236 Although the 

Imperial College was destroyed together with the herbarium and the museum, the 

intellectual/bureaucratic relationship established around it did not suddenly disappear. 

Immediately following the disaster, Alexander von Nordmann, a Russian state advisor 

and head of the botanical garden in Odessa, visited the restoration site to contribute to 

the ongoing work. Furthermore, Nordmann donated a collection of fish and stone 

samples and a copy of his Fauna Pontica to Dr. Hayrullah.237 Scientific, political and 

economic aspects of the network remained alive even after the fire.  

 “Spreading the Seeds of Prosperity”: Dr. James Bolton Davis’ Model Farm  

(1847-1851) 

Colonial administrators viewed natural history museums as a means to 

overcome the devastating effects of drought and famine, through popularizing 

science, scientific agriculture and forest economy among farmers, especially in the 

middle of the century.238 They were also an important means for the transplantation of 

different species and the spread of vegetation from the New World and the colonies 

into Europe and vice versa. However, the popularization of the scientific treatment 

that was necessary for this transplantation and the possibility of putting the scientific 

output from the natural history museums and botanical gardens into effect required a 

further institutionalization of colonial agriculture and farming. This requirement was 

satisfied through the establishment of model farms. Similar ideas and practices were 

also common within the Ottoman territories, following the cases that signified the 

establishment of the political ecology and its political outcomes.  

In 1830, Namık Paşa, who had visited factories and workshops in Manchester, 

is reported to have said “ours is not a manufacturing country, and we have no 

pretention to compete with the science and capital of England. But our fertile territory 

and happy climate enable us to furnish you with many of the materials which you 

require.”239 Contrary to his comments, the 1820s and 1830s were a period in which 

Ottoman administrators, especially members of the Council of Agriculture, became 

                                              
235 Takvim-i Vekayi, no. 392, 21 Zilka’de 1264/19 October 1848, p. 4. 
236 PMO. HR.TO 413-36.  
237 Journal de Constantinople. PMO. A.AMD 6-19; PMO. C.HR 7187 
238 Grove, Ecology, Climate and Empire, p. 114-115. 
239 Yalçınkaya, Learned Patriots, p. 40. 
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increasingly concerned with the idea of finding ways to improve the production of 

raw materials throughout the Empire. The economic programme that had taken a 

concrete form and institutional basis with the Tanzimat edict aimed to increase the 

quality of the goods offered by local industries in order to increase the 

competitiveness of Ottoman entrepreneurs against the European products that had 

started dominating the Ottoman market in the previous two decades. As a result the 

1840s saw the flowering of state factories specialized on textile and other industries.  

 In a similar fashion projects like the breeding of merino sheep in the Ottoman 

territories, 240  or the teaching of scientific ways to grow American cotton, or the 

establishment of a model farm in order to grow Italian silk through the cultivation of 

Chinese mulberry, have been interpreted by Ottoman historians as attempts at 

extending the pool of raw material for the economic well-being and prosperity of the 

manufacturing sector of the Ottoman Empire. According to Erdem Kabadayı, “the 

industrialization policy of the 1840s belonged to a general set of conditions 

characteristic of the Tanzimat era, a period in which the Ottoman state was politically 

ready and financially capable of investing significant resources in its industrialization 

projects.”241 Although it is true that such projects, first and foremost, were aimed at 

decreasing the costs of production and increasing the quality of the product, the 

political-ecology of the period determined the ways through which those aims could 

be achieved. What is missing therefore, in Kabadayı’s argument is the fact that it was 

the political-ecology of the Tanzimat that made possible the transfer of plants and 

animals from one climate to the other. Within that context, growing American cotton 

on Ottoman soil was just a simple example. Such projects reached to a level of 

complexity, whereby, for example, growing Italian silk cocoons on Chinese mulberry 

trees in Istanbul was considered possible and feasible. 

The idea of planting American cotton in a farm that is designed for that 

purpose came therefore within that context, in mid-1840s. Following a discussion 

among Ottoman dignitaries and finally one in the Grand Imperial Council, it was 

understood that the cultivators of the empire who cultivated cotton without a scientific 

approach caused the possibility for better yields to decrease. The decision to found a 

model farm specialized on cotton cultivation was based on the idea that theoretical 

                                              
240 M. Erdem Kabadayı, “The Introduction of Merino Sheep Breeding into the Ottoman Empire,” 

Animals and People in the Ottoman Empire, Suraiya Faroqhi (ed.), Istanbul, 2010, p. 153-171. 
241 Kabadayı, p. 165. 
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knowledge would not be enough and the practice (talim – hence the name talimhane) 

was equally important. Therefore while “growing” knowledge in the minds of the 

pupils in a six-year period of training, cotton was to grow on its natural soil (kara-yı 

tabiyyesi) too. That was the initial contradiction of that project, as the climate and soil 

of Istanbul was not “natural” for cotton production, nor were there enough interest 

and manpower for learning the art and science of scientific cotton cultivation. 

However, that contradiction was ignored, as it was the “demand and wish of the 

sovereign” (saltanat-ı seniyyenin matlub ve iradesi). Once again, ideology proved 

stronger over nature.  

On the other hand, the transplantation of American cotton on Ottoman soil, 

therefore “naturalization” of the plant was considered analogous to the 

“naturalization” of experts in that regard. Upon the recommendation made by the 

president of the USA, Dr. James Bolton Davis was chosen as the expert and sent to 

Constantinople in order to initiate a farm that would introduce methods of American 

cotton cultivation as well as general principles of American agriculture. Dr. Davis 

was considered as an “expert” not only in cotton farming, but also in scientific 

agriculture in general – all in all, he was an expert “highly praised in Europe.” 

(avrupaca memduh).242 However, as part of the imperial ideology explained above, 

the first and most important action was to “naturalize” Dr. Davis, so that he would 

obey the “demand and wish of the sovereign,” just like the cotton seed that were to be 

planted on an unsuitable soil. He was taken to the Sultan and given Ottoman 

citizenship. Meanwhile, a land about 4 km2 in the south-west of the city was chosen as 

the best place to establish the farm. “A handsome three-storey house, Colonial style, 

typical of the Old South” (See Figure 2) was built on the premises of the imperial 

farm of Ayamama.243 One floor of the house where Dr. Davis and his family were to 

dwell was reserved for teaching the pupils, which by around 1850 had reached 50 in 

number. The slaves that were later sent from the USA were instructed to teach 

Ottoman laborers in how they worked cotton. Just like the natural history museum in 

Galatasarayı, the farm and therefore the private dwelling of Dr. Davis, were a place 

                                              
242  PMO. İ.MSM 24-639; George Washington Curtis, Horses, Cattle, Sheep and Swine: Origin, 

History, Improvement, Description, Characteristics, Merits, Objections, Adaptability, etc., of Each of 

the Different Breeds with Hints on Selection, Care and Management, New York, 1893, p. 211. 
243 History of the State Agricultural Society of South Carolina from 1839 to 1845, Columbia S.C., 

1916, p. 211-214 
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where Sultan Abdulmecid paid visits. Throughout its short life, white cotton, Nankeen 

cotton and silk cotton were introduced into the farm.244  

Unlike colonial historiographies of ecological transfers, which are usually 

success stories of the invasion of colonial species over indigenous ones meant to 

parallel to the experience of human beings, the example of the Ayamama model farm 

provides a different perspective from which to understand the fact that planting the 

seeds of “western” science did not necessarily ultimately yield better harvests. While 

agricultural scientists, like Davis from the USA, believed in the supremacy of 

scienctific knowledge over other forms of knowledge and the possibility of 

transplanting American cotton into the Ottoman territories, the preeminence of 

Ottoman expertise over “European science” together with the climatic instability 

throughout 1840s caused both attempts at institutionalizing such scientific agriculture 

to fail. Indeed, it could be said that they postponed the successful outcome of the 

process for more than two decades. Although the experience of model farm of Dr. 

Davis has been viewed as an educational institution aimed at creating three 

intermingled classes – educators, producers and scholars of scientific agriculture – the 

underlying purposes were more complicated and connected to the emergence of a 

political ecology.245 

In spite of the fact that Ottoman expert-bureaucrats and Dr. Davis did not get 

along very well throughout the four years of the establishment of the model farm, they 

shared the same political-economic and -ecologic philosophy. The main motivations 

for the Ottoman administrators were the taming (tımar) and nurture (terbiyye) of 

nature, as well as the education of a group of experts in this vein. The talimhane was 

not only aimed at providing theoretical knowledge, but as the name suggests, it was 

also an institution where practice was equally important. However, this practice was 

not limited to the scientific agriculture of cotton and other staples. For the Ottoman 

administrators and experts it was a testing ground of their imperial ideology based on 

a political-ecology that considered the Ottoman climate and land to be the most 

suitable for the production of any agricultural produce, and to be one in which human 

and animal labour were infinite. Indeed, for the Ottoman experts the talimhane was 

                                              
244 Ibid.; PMO. İ.MSM 24-639. 
245 Volkan Çeşme, “Osmanlı’da Ziraati Modernleştirme Sürecinde Halkalı Ziraat Mektebi (1892-1928) 

Kuruluşu ve İdari Yapısı,” Osmanlı Bilimi Araştırmaları, vol. 15, no. 2 (2014), p. 39-80; Sevtap 

Kadıoğlu, “Osmanlı Döneminde Türkiye’de Ziraat Okulları Üzerine Notlar ve ‘Tedrisat-ı Ziraiye 

Nizamnamesi’” Kutadgubilig, no. 8 (October, 2005), p. 239-257; Mehmet Ali Yıldırım, “Osmanlı’da 

İlk Çağdaş Zirai Eğitim Kurumu: Ziraat Mektebi (1847-1851), OTAM, no. 24 (2008), p. 223-240.  
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the hub through which “the seeds of prosperity” were to be spread (memalik-i 

mahrusa-i cenab-ı malükanenin her tarafına mamuriyet tohumu saçmak).246 The main 

reason behind the failure of the talimhane was, in fact, the clash between that 

political-ecology and the realities of climate and of the empire in general, about which 

Dr. Davis had to constantly remind the bureaucrats around him. It was the same 

dilemma that is mentioned above, based on the discrepancy between the belief in the 

human capacity to control the environment, and the limits of that capacity in the face 

of material conditions set by the nature, that Ottoman experts could not tackle. 

Although Ottoman experts expected a high yield and high quality of cotton from the 

farm, equal to the cotton woven in South Carolina, “[Dr. Davis] repeatedly told them 

that he could not, based on his slight knowledge of the climate, tell what the quality 

would be.”247 In the end the climatic instability of the late 1840s combined with the 

particularly swampy landscape of Ayamama destroyed both the dreams of Ottoman 

dignitaries and the efforts of Dr. Davis.  

On the other hand, the shortage of agricultural labour created by the famine 

and climate change throughout the 1840s made itself felt within the model farm too. 

Throughout its short, four-year history, the farm frequently lacked laborers; another 

fact communicated by Dr. Davis to the Ottoman administrators.248 However, it was 

not only the number of labourers that prevented the farm to achieve its aims. The 

efficient production of cotton and other plants on the model farm in Ayamama failed 

because, according to Dr. Davis, cotton production was not possible without loss, 

unless carried out by “controllable labour,” meaning (black) slaves. He justified his 

position in a letter to John Calhoun by claiming that his experience in Istanbul taught 

him that “no white man can labour in the hot sun […] and the free black man will 

not.” 249 With this idea that explicitly correlates climate and labour in mind, he had 

already ordered the transport of six black slaves to the model farm from South 

Carolina, together with his family, upon his arrival in Istanbul. At the end of 1846 the 

slaves, along with Dr. Davis himself, were taken to meet the sultan.250 

Unlike the Imperial Medical College, which hundereds of Ottoman subjects 

from different parts of the empire wanted to attend, the lack of enough agricultural 

                                              
246 PMO. İ.MSM 24-639 
247 PMO. HR.TO 145-34 
248 PMO. HR.TO 145-34 
249 The Papers of John C. Calhoun, vol. 25, p. 613 [original emphases]. The reference to black slaves 

in Turkish texts was “arab köleleri.” PMO. A.MKT 148-51. 
250 PMO. İ.HR 37-1725; PMO. İ.HR 37-1728. 
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labourers to work on the farm in Ayamama was partially due to the Ottoman state’s 

lack of control over labour. One could argue that the famine that forced farmers and 

agricultural laborers to shy away from their original occupation and search for urban 

artisanal and industrial occupations was an important driving force behind the lack of 

interest in the farm. While the labour shortage was not something that could easily be 

solved through the ideology of Ottoman expertise, which did not favour slavery, the 

control of the climate was a seemingly easier problem to solve. One of the most 

significant complaints made by Dr. Davis regarding the farm was its openness to the 

effects of the nearby lake, which due to the increase in temperatures had largely dried 

up, leaving a large swamp that affected both the health of the human and animal 

population residing on the farm as well as the condition of the cotton. In order to 

overcome this obstacle, the Ottoman state was convinced to undertake their first 

large-scale project to modify nature by draining the swamp – a project that eventually 

failed. 

Dr. Davis left Constantinople leaving behind him a failed project that cost him 

his health, which became increasingly worse due to the unsuitable climate, and one of 

his eyes, which lost its sight. Having returned to the USA, he retired to a rice farm in 

the South first and later on moved to Monticello where he died in 1855. Although the 

Ayamama farm was abondoned after he left, “the seeds of prosperity” Davis had 

planted during his presence in Constantinople bore their fruits only after his departure. 

As with the case of the Natural History Museum, for the Ottoman ruling class it was 

only possible to imagine the farm project through an understanding of global, unified 

ecology and a possibility in adaptability. In a similar vein, Dr. Davis considered the 

farm as part of a global network for the exchange of natural commodities. During his 

short stay in Constantinople he arranged for the transfer of some Persian Cashmere 

goats, Thibet shawl goats and, immediately prior to his departure, Angora goats to the 

United States, arguing “they would prove of commercial value in the South.”251 The 

goats arrived only a couple of months after doctor had arrived in the country. In 

addition to these he brought samples of a special type of seed from Constantinople 

that was unknown to American agriculturalists. The seeds produced a wild grass that 

attracted cattle, and as they were distributed to various places around the country, they 

were still being planted in Carolina during the first decade of the next century. Dr. 

                                              
251 History of the State Agricultural Society of South Carolina, p. 224-225; Horses, Cattle, Sheep and 

Swine, p. 211-213. 
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Davis was given a gold medal by The Agricultural Society of New York and a silver 

medal by the Pennsylvania Society of Agriculture as a result of his succesful cross-

breeding of these species.252 The Ottoman project of improving the agricultural input 

for its own manufacturing, however, would have to wait almost a further three 

decades,253 when the first College of Agriculture was founded in Halkalı, a couple of 

kilometers away from the “handsome three-storey house” of Dr. Davis. 

While Dr. Davis and the Ottoman administration considered the farm 

experience to be a failure for different reasons, and were unwilling to continue with 

the project, there were others who were closely following the developments with 

utmost interest. As soon as Dr. Davis had left the farm, at the end of July 1852, a 

member of the Council of Agriculture, Jan Ionesco, petitioned the sultan for 

permission to rent the farm for its current price in order to start his own model farm 

aimed at improving the agriculture of the empire and therefore contribute to the 

common good. His reasons for asking for that particular farm were outined as 

follows; firstly the farm was close to the capital, a fact which might allow for it to be 

visited by the administrators who were interested in the progress of agriculture; and 

secondly it had been specifically designed for the purposes of model farming, 

meaning that it already has the facilities that would allow him to give examples of 

how agricultural methods could be enriched.254 

In spite of the interest of Ottoman historians in the transplantation of “foreign” 

crops and the cross-breeding of animal species as an economic phenomenon without 

any philosophical basis, it could be argued that the networks based primarily around 

the botanic gardens and model farms inside and outside of Europe and the colonies, 

were as much a direct consequence of the rapid growth in interest in the possibility of 

plant transfer and agricultural development which took place between 1750 and 1850, 

as they were of economic motivations.255 The Ayamama model farm has thus been 

one such example. Beyond economic concerns, it came to represent the faith in 

expertise as a tool to control the ever-capricious environment. Furthermore, it has 

worked as a hub similar to the Natural History Museum, through which a network of 

experts was expected to increase the position of the empire in an inter-imperial space. 

                                              
252 History of the State of Agricultureal Society of South Carolina, p. 228-229.  
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Although the model farm had very quickly gone downhill, the motivations and 

concrete outcome of that expectation can further be observed in the support of the 

Ottoman government for the Societe Impriale Zoologique d’Acclimatation in France, 

in the years following the failure of the Talimhane.256 The unprecedented interest 

shown by the Ottoman sultan and the administration to the Societe indicates more the 

fact that acclimitization and the crossbreeding of species were not mere economic 

phenomena in the minds of the Ottoman statesmen. The model farm and the 

Talimhane of Ayamama therefore can be understood as an attempt at strengthening 

the ties established between the Ottoman Empire and the rest of the world. The 

“obstacles” to that objective is summarised best in Ionesco’s words, “[a]ll other 

branches of agricultural industry and economy, such as the drying up of marshes, 

irrigation, water meadows, the superintendence of forests and lakes, and pastoral 

agriculture, are either entirely neglected or handed over to blind custom.” 257  A 

different version of the discrepancy between expertise and “blind custom” is 

discussed in the following pages.  

 

                                              
256 For the correspondence between the Societe and the Ottoman administration see PMO. HR.SFR.3 

44-2. 
257 Passim. Abdolonyme Ubicini, Letters on Turkey and the Turks, Lady Easthope (trans.), London, 

1856, p. 324. For the rest of Ionesco’s report on the failure of agricultural reform in the Ottoman 

Empire see Ibid, p. 323-337. 
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Measuring, Imagining and Controlling: Meteorology and the First Ottoman 

Weather Forecasts 

 

The political-ecology and expertise did not develop in a void that was filled 

only with a new idea of Empire and empire-building practices. The material 

conditions of economic and climate change also contributed to the shaping of an 

Ottoman ideology regarding nature. The first three decades of the nineteenth century 

witnessed the gradual, albeit non-linear, fading of the “little ice age” into a process 

that at the end of the next century would become known as “global warming.” The 

beginning of the Anthropocene brought with it an increase in average temperatures 

and the depleation in the footprint of glaciers from the mid-nineteenth century 

onwards. However, an overall warming up of the earth did not result in a linear 

increase in temperatures, and was instead seen in fluctuations of seasons of extreme 

hot and cold weather. While the 1820s boasted the warmest summers of the previous 

300 years in England and Europe, during the three decades from the 1820s to the 

1850s, cold and wet winters followed hot and dry summers.258 The emergence and 

legitimization of the position of Ottoman experts corresponded with a need to 

understand these fluctuations in climate by measuring, and if possible, controlling it.  

Long before the introduction of the thermometer to the Ottoman territories, 

subjects from different ranks demonstrated an interest in understanding the climate on 

a daily basis. Climatic events were recorded in diaries, journals and calendars, and 

later in newspapers.259 Examples can be seen as far back as the 16th century, in which 

the authors complained about the extreme weather events and temperature. Ottoman 

subjects, be they kadıs, chroniclers, barbers or peasants, were aware of climatic 

anomalies in the middle-term and changes in temperatures. At the end of July 1839 

the chief judge of Ankara, Sadullah Ankaravi, recorded the following observation in 

his calendar: “The level of heat was so high that it was above a hundred degrees. Our 

                                              
258 Hubert H. Lamb, Climate, History and the Modern World, London, 1995, p. 229-233. 
259  Selim Karahasanoğlu, Kadı ve Günlüğü – Sadreddinzade Telhisi Mustafa Efendi Günlüğü. 

Sadreddinzade Telhisi Mustafa Efendi Günlüğü (1711-1735) Üzerine Bir İnceleme, 2013; Gülçin 

Tunalı Koç, “Sadullah Efendi’nin İlm-i Nücum Kaynaklarından Tanzimat Ankarasına Bir Katkı,” 

Selçuk Üniversitesi Türkiyat Araştırmaları Dergisi, no. 24, p. 369-391; Idem., “‘Sözüm bu iki gözüm 

el-vefâ ve tam vefâ’ Müneccim Sadullah el-Ankarâvî’nin kaleminden 19. yy Ankarası’ndaki 

hizmetkârlar,” Tarih ve Toplum Yeni Yaklaşımlar, no. 5 (Spring 2007), p. 58; Berber Bediri’nin 

Günlüğü: 1741-1762 Osmanlı Taşra Hayatına İlişkin Olaylar, Ahmet İzzet Abdülkerim and Mehmet 

Said el-Kasımi (eds.), Ankara, 1995, p. 77-78; Dana Sajdi, The Barber of Damascus: Nouveau Literacy 

in the Eighteenth-century Ottoman Levant, Stanford, CA, 2013. For a general overview of European 

interest in climatic events and temperature, see Pfister, “Weather, Climate and Environment,” p. 78-84. 
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neighbor, Mumcu Emin Ağa [candlemaker], said ‘I put candles and wax in a cooler 

part of my apartment; they melted down in drops right in front of my eyes. Never, in 

the last forty to fifty years, have I seen candle and wax evaporating due to the severity 

of heat.” 260  Ankaravi’s calendar entry exemplifies how qualitative knowledge, 

developed through decades-long memory formation, had a quantitative equivalent in 

the minds of non-experts. This was due to change as the interest in climate, and 

especially the idea of measuring it, had been systematized as of the 1830s in the 

Ottoman Empire. To put it differently, in the first half of the nineteenth century the 

centuries old relationship between “the level of heat” (hararetin mertebesi) and the 

“evaporation” (tabahhur) of the candles and wax was transformed from a qualitative 

to a quantitative relationship. The relative qualities of heat were to be standardazied 

through a universal mechanism of measurement and quantification.  

In the early years of the 1830s Ottoman subjects, initially most probably only 

those who resided in the capital, became familiar with the thermometer (mizan-ü’l 

harare or hava terazisi) for the first time in their lives. In 1827, the Ottoman state 

bought what was most likely the first thermometer, which was to be used for official 

purposes.261  Subsequently two thermometers were erected outside the building of 

Saint Benoit College on the shores of the Bosphorus, in order to systematically 

analyze the temperature. In May 1833 there was a thermometer in Constantinople 

measuring the temperature, the results of which were available to a body of experts.262 

The first publicization of the measurements, however, dates to August 1841, when 

they started to be published in Ceride-i Havadis. The weekly reporting of the 

temperature went on for six years, interrupted by some short breaks. At the beginning 

of 1847, however, the newspaper stopped publishing the weekly charts without any 

further notice. Despite the ambiguity of the reasons, it can be concluded that the 

thermometer and the publicization of quantification of changes in the weather 

conditions did not correspond with the comprehension of even the small number of 

educated readers of the newspaper, requiring overcomplicated explanations each 

week in how to understand the charts. To put it differently, the imperial political-

ecology that deemed quantification of all aspects of nature and climate necessary for 

                                              
260 Koç, “Sadullah Efendi’nin İlm-i Nücum Kaynaklarından Tanzimat Ankarasına Bir Katkı,” p. 373 

[emphasis added]. 
261 PMO. MAD.d 19988. 
262 John Auldjo, Journal of a Visit to Constantinople and to Some of the Greek Islands in the Spring 

and Summer of 1833, London, 1835, p. 258.  
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the prosperity of the empire, was still too distant from an Ottoman society which 

“measured” heat with a combination of everyday experience and a popular 

scientific/cosmologic knowledge that equaled “evaporation” of wax to “above a 

hundred” degrees. Climatic fluctuations were evaluated through the changes in 

landscape and vegetation. In the middle of the eighteenth century, Anatolia was called 

“the land of silver” (gümüş kazası) due to the frequent chills and snow that covered 

the whole peninsula.263 While scientific valuation tried to fix and fit realities into 

predefined categories, nature and climate were too dynamic and fluid to be confined 

to such structures of knowledge. 

On the one hand, charts published in newspaper pages did not have any 

intrinsic value for their readers; on the other they became meaningful only when 

considered with a social memory and assessment of knowledge towards nature. The 

nearly one centigrade increase in temperatures during the first half of the nineteenth 

century corresponded to the actual everyday realities of the empire. The Ottoman 

public was aware of the fact that the cold days of the previous centuries were over. In 

1846, Ceride-i Havadis reported that not only did winter not arrive on time in 

Istanbul, but the Danube, Odessa port and the Sea of Azov also did not freeze over, 

contrary to their long-term trends. 264  The exceptionally warm winters and dry 

summers were of particular public concern. The increase in temperatures throughout 

Northern Europe, Russia and the USA during the 1840s was not only expressed 

through its everyday consequences, but also by the listing of temperatures that were 

reported to reach 28o-30oC in Europe.265 The emphasis on memory and commentaries 

on the “abnormalities” of weather and climate emphasized the global aspect of these 

changes. Therefore the drying up of all water sources in Smyrna in 1847 and 1848 at a 

level unseen for decades, for instance, was justified by positioning it within the global 

process of the warming climate.266 The natural history of the European territories 

were publicised not only to give the Ottoman public an abstract idea about the past 

but also to create a concrete awareness of being part of a global process of change. 

Famines that devastated the whole of Europe, indeed more or less the whole northern 

                                              
263 Lebib, Lebib Divanı, Orhan Kurtoğlu (ed.), Ankara, 2004, p. 195 verse 16: “Kapandı kesret-i berf 

ile hep cibal ü vühad/Gümüş kazası denir şimdi Rum’a sertapa.” 
264 “bu sene-i mübarekede dersaadet ve havalisinde mevsim-i şita hükmünü icra edemedikten başka 

tuna ve hocabey limanı ve çok zamandan beri adem-i incimadı görülmeyen bahr-ı azak dahi donmamış 

olduğu […]” Ceride-i Havadis, no. 267, p. 1.  
265 Ceride-i Havadis, no. 289, 17 Receb 1262/11 July 1846. 
266 Ceride-i Havadis, no. 308, 3 Zilkade 1262/23 October 1846. 
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hemisphere, throughuout the 1840s, were reported with historical and scientific 

details. 267  A structural connection was established between the increase in 

temperatures, drought and the lack of trees and vegetation.268 Science and expertise 

was portrayed as the only means to understand, control and improve such 

“anomalies,” therefore making the thermometer and an official science of 

meteorology necessary for the Ottoman Empire. 

                                              
267 For an example see Ceride-i Havadis, no. 216, 8 Safer 1261/16 February 1845. 
268 Ceride-i Havadis, no. 236, 1 Receb 1261/6 July 1845: “İmdi memalik-i devlet-i aliyyenin ekser 

mahallerine çok çok ağaçlar dikilüb ve her tarafına ekinler ekilür ise […] havası gittikçe âlâ olması ve 

zahiresi çok bulunmasından başka nice nice faideler görünür.” 
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Such realities corresponded with the changes in temperatures throughout the 

first half of the nineteenth century (See Chart I).269 While temperatures in Istanbul 

                                              
269  For the temperatures for 1761, see Carsten Niebuhr, Voyage en Arabie et en d’autres pays 

circonvoisins, p. 376; for 1801, 1816 and 1827, see A Residence at Constantinople in the year 1827, p. 

242-245; for 1833 see Robert Walsh, A Residence at Constantinople during a Period including the p. 

538; for 1839, John Davy, Notes and Oservations on the Ionian Islands and Malta, p. 400; for 1840-41 

Rev. Azariah Smith, “Abstract of Thermometrical Records Kept at the Missionary Stations of the 

American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions in Western Asia,” The American Journal of 

1761 1799 1801 1816 1827 1833 1839 1840 1841 1842 1844 1845 1846 1847 1848 1849 1850 1851 1852 1853

August 22,5 25,8 25,5 27,2 26,1 24,7 22,7 25,2 21,4 24,3 21,6 26,8 28,2 27,6 23,5 28,5 28,7 28,7

May 20,3 20 18,3 14,7 16,1 15,4 15,7 15,5 17,3 15,3 19,4 20,1 20 17 24,8 21,9 21,8

January 7,5 5 3,8 6,5 5,8 2,8 4 6,2 5,4 5,4 5,5 8,5 7,2 9,7 11,7
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Chart I: Average Temperatures in Constantinople for August, May and January, 

1761-1853

1839 1840 1844 1847 1848 1849 1850 1851 1852 1853 1854 1858 1859

Summer 24,2 25,3 23,7 28 25,5 22,6 23,5 21,7 21,9 23,2 22,2 22,6 22,1

Autumn 17,5 16,1 17,6 15,3 17,7 19,9 19,3 20,2 17,6 20,9 15 17,7 15,7

Spring 9,4 6,3 7,3 16,3 13,6 11 9,7 12,8 9,9 12,5 13,4 12,5 12,3

Winter 5 5,5 6,2 6,7 5,4 4,4 4,5 4,5 7,2 9,3 6,9 3,7 2,4
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Chart II: Average Seasonal Temperatures in Constantinople, 1839-

1859
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were more stable those in Anatolian cities and towns, the fluctuation of temperatures 

was representative of overall trends, not only throughout the Ottoman Empire, but 

also in a global context. Within the more or less fifty years that Mumcu Emin Ağa 

and Sadullah Ankaravi had lived, the relative stability of temperatures had started to 

become distorted by the end of the 1830s. The spring temperatures in particular, 

which had not fluctuated much throughout early-1840s, had become increasingly 

unstable during late-1840s and into the 1850s, with a gradually upward trend. 

However the most dramatic shift was seen in the winter temperatures, which tended to 

increase after 1844 and continued with this trend after 1850. This was also reflected in 

summer temperatures. Before 1850, Ottoman experts viewed a temperature around 

27-28 centigrade as the highest possible temperature, at least for the climate of 

Istanbul and other cities in Europe. 270  However, as the 1860s drew closer, the 

temperatures increased even higher closing the gap between spring and autumn 

temperatures and pushing them closer to summer averages (See Chart II).271  

However, the tables that are compiled and presented here had already existed 

in the minds of Sadullah Ankaravi or Mumcu Emin Ağa, or in general in the social 

memory of Ottoman men and women.272 Abdullah bin Ahmed, the grandson of the 

imam of San’a in Yemen, went even further and commented on the climate change by 

the end of the 1850s in a letter. Such weather conditions were “non-existent, since the 

year 900 [1485], the times of the heavenly Sultan Süleyman.”273 On the other hand, 

the fluctuation of temperatures and the unpredictability of the climate was reflected in 

the everyday lives of Ottoman subjecs. 274  Therefore the need for thermometers 

became a matter of debate and a puzzle for the Ottoman public. It was for this reason 

                                                                                                                                  
Science and Arts, vol. II (November 1846) p. 73-77; for 1842, see Charles White, Three Years in 

Constantinople, p. 299 and Ceride-i Havadis issues from 1842; for 1843-1847 Ceride-i Havadis, issues 

from 1843 to 1847; for 1847 and 1850, Parliamentary Papers, House of Commons and Command, vol. 

1, no. 38, p. 484 and 494 respectively; for 1848 and 1851-53 see A. Viquesnel, Voyage dans la Turquie 

d’Europe: Description Physique et Geologique, Paris, 1868, p. 29-47. 
270 Ceride-i Havadis, no. 215. 
271  Chart II is prepared based on the data from Petr Alexandrovich Chikachev, Le Bosphore et 

Constantinople: Avec Perspectives des Pays Limitrophes, p. 250-251. For the 1858 averages, see 

Annuarie de la Societe Meteorologique de France, vol 7, 1859, p. 32. 
272 Cengiz Kırlı, Sultan ve Kamuoyu, is full of such examples of Ottoman public debating changes in 

the climate and anomalies. 
273 PMO. HR.TO 387-26. 
274 PMO. A.DVN 31-88 is a petition submitted by the porter of the muhassıl of Karahisar-ı Sahib, who 

complained about the extreme cold winter of 1847-1848, which killed his donkey and destroyed his 

feet on his way to Istanbul. Despite the warm temperatures, that winter must have been one of extreme 

cold, as reports of death due to freezing are found in abundance. For an example see, PMO. A.MKT. 

108-85. 
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that Ceride-i Havadis found it necessary to convince its readers about the necessity of 

the thermometer and to educate them about how it functioned. The explanations made 

about the thermometer in the newspaper represented an Ottoman imperial ideology 

that is attempting to standardize not only administrative categories, but also the 

relationship between human beings and nature.275  

 

 

The fluctuation in temperatures and the occurance of severe climate events, 

especially during 1840s, confused local and central administrators local inhabitants 

alike. As the wet winters of the late “little ice age” made way for milder winters and 

dry summers, towns that had been built on hills due to the frequency of floods were 

left without any source of water from 1845 onwards. In Mihaliç (northwestern 

Anatolia) the sudden change in climate led local administrators and inhabitants to 

demand the rebuilding of the town somewhere where clean water could more easily 

be accessed (eyyam-ı sayfda ne hal ise hengam-ı şitada aşırı meşakkat ve zahmet 

çekilmekde bulundukları ve ale’l-husus cevamii ve mesacidde abdest almağa ve bi-

vakt gelip han ve kahvehanelere inen yolcular içmeğe su bulamayup kemaliyle maztar 

ve muztarib oldukları).276 In other cases, towns that had had little agricultural land due 

to the abundance of water and frequent floods throughout the little ice age, celebrated 

                                              
275 Ceride-i Havadis, no.164, 1 Muharrem 1260/22 January 1841; Ceride-i Havadis, no. 216, 8 Safer 

1261/16 February 1845. 
276 PMO. A.MKT 28-6. 
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the partial drying up of rivers as a result of the warmer trends climate change brought, 

as this would allow them to aquire enough land to carry out agricultural practices. 

However, the reaction of the Ottoman subjects to the effects of the climatic 

fluctuations and to the new political ecology developed, was more complex. That is 

the subject of the next section. 

“It is a bad Fate to be Born near a Forest:” A Socio-Ecological Reading on 

Ottoman Society and Nature 

 

Andre Gorz resorts to teleological explanations in claiming that ecologic movements 

did exist long before the 20th century, as a result of environmental degradation and 

related decrease in the life quality that challenged the survival of human beings. 

However it is useful to consider his conceptualization of reactions to the emergence of 

a techno-bureaucracy, whose expertise had become the driving force of industrial 

capitalism since the 19th century. The modern ecological movement can only be 

understood by looking at the “spontaneous” protests that emerged as a reaction to the 

destruction of a “culture of the everyday” by the expertise of the 19th century. 

Everydayness here involves the accumulation of the vernacular know-how that 

developed over centuries through intiutive knowledge that helped individuals assess, 

understand and experience the ways in which they inhabited the world around them. 

“Resistance”, for Gorz, emerged out of a rejection of different forms of expertise or 

specialized knowledge that was employed when expropriating life-worlds; a world of 

nature whose structures and mechanisms had previously been open to intuitive 

understanding.277 Such covert forms of resistence have been understated by Ottoman 

historians as part of non-collective peasant activism through “foot-dragging, 

dissimulation, or surreptitious harassment of the powerful.”278  

A resistance to such administrative expropriation is perfectly visible in Charles 

                                              
277 Andre Gorz, “Political Ecology: Expertocracy versus Self-Limitation,” New Left Review, I/202, 

November-December 1993,   
278 John Waterbury, “Peasants Defy Categorization (As Wella as Landlords and the State),” Peasants 

and Politics in the Modern Middle East, Farhad Kazemi and John Waterbury, Miami, 1991, p. 4. 
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MacFarlane’s travel accounts, where he recorded the complaints of Anatolian 

peasants, revealing to a great extent how the Ottoman political ecology, nature and its 

components were understood and given meaning by locals:  

“‘The forest,’ said they ‘is our friend, giving us fuel and light; but the forest is 

also our enemy, for they cut great trees there for the Padishah’s ships and they 

take our oxen to drag them towards the coast. […] We could not do the thing 

[i.e. tilling] even if we left our fields all untilled, and the time for the tillage is at 

hand. We cannot do it, but we shall suffer from it! […] Yes, it is a bad fate to be 

born near a forest.’”279 

McFarlane’s peasants were not alone in their complaints. Changes in the 

political ecology of the Ottoman Empire troubled the inhabitants of towns and 

villages all around Anatolia. The expansive felling of trees by the Ottoman 

administration to fulfill the needs of the Tersane-i Amire and the large-scale building 

projects that increased in number during the first half of the century in non-fertile and 

semiarid regions caused further desertification and deforestation, creating concerns 

among the populations living nearby. In a similar vein, Charles Pouqueville gives the 

example of the Dodona forest, located on the western coast of Greece, for the loss of 

such socio-ecologic meaning: “But if Dodona was in former times the region of 

prodigies, it is now only the retreat of a number of turbulent and disorderly Albanians; 

and its oaks, abandoned by their protective deities, might be more nobly employed in 

serving for the construction of vessels […].” 

 Complaints by local inhabitants, who explained to the Ottoman administration 

in detail that further felling of trees would cause deforestation and prevent rainfall, 

                                              
279  Mc Farlane, Kismet, p. 247-248.  Note the similarity of discourse more than a century after 

McFarlane spoke to the peasants: A yeoman of America’s deep South said to Robert Coles: “The land, 

it’s friend and an enemy, it’s both. The land, it runs my time and my moods; if the crops go well, I feel 

fine and if there’s trouble with growing, there’s trouble with me.” Robert Coles, Migrants, 

Sharecroppers, Mountaineers, Boston, 1971, p. 527 quoted in Yi-Fu Tuan, Topophilia A Study of 

Environmental Perception, Attitudes, and Values, New Jersey, 1974, p. 97. Also compare with the 

perspective of the Lele on the forest, Mary Douglas, “The Lele of Kasai,”: Studies in the Cosmological 

Ideas and Social Values of African Peoples, ed. Daryll Forde, London, 1954, p. 4 (p. 1-26). Also 

compare with, James Grehan, Twilight of the Saints: Everyday Religion in the Ottoman Syria and 

Palestine, New York, 2014, p. 134-138. François Charles Hugues Laurent Pouqueville, Travels in the 

Morea, Albania, and other Parts of the Ottoman Empire, Anne Plumptre (trans.), London, 1813 p. 374 

The changing meaning and use of the forest should be an issue historians begin to pay more attention to 

than “de-forestation.” Joseph von Hammer also emphasized the “sacred” aspect of Belgrade forest that 

was believed to be protected by Nymphs during the first decade of the 19th century. Also for a similar 

argument regarding the Belgrade forest alongside Bosphorus, see, ibid., p. 277.  
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were common. 280  Deforestation through tree felling prevented farmers from 

continuing with their production.281 Although more detailed research is needed in 

order to better understand the changes in the perceptions of common men and women, 

for the moment it can be argued that the capability of the Ottoman state to mobilize 

the resources of the peasants increased throughout the first half of the century. This 

left a huge burden on the peasants, as represented in their own discourse. The reaction 

of peasants in Kocaeli, for instance, is representative of the overall socio-ecological 

perception of the changes in Ottoman society as a whole. By early 1846, the kereste-

keşan (woodcutters recognized by the Ottoman administration) had started 

collectively selling their water buffalo, which were to be replaced with oxen or cattle, 

even though the latter were far more expensive and less profitable than the former. 

The Ottoman administration was confused as to how to interpret the peasants’ 

“irrational” decision to give up one business for a less profitable one, as water buffalo 

were used by the Ottoman administration for the transfer of much-needed wood. The 

kereste-keşan considered it more suitable to serve their own economic and social 

well-being, which included the well-being of nature. Instead of felling trees, they 

seem to have taken up an economically less profitable but ecologically more 

sustainable and more politically correct activity.282 Similar cases existed in Baghdad, 

where local tribes and settled villages abstained from felling trees from groves and 

small forests that were deemed sacred, despite the increasing demand for wood and 

timber. The fact that nobody dared touch such trees was interpreted by the Ottoman 

experts as a result of the stubbornness and ignorance of the population.283 This trend 

was not a short-term, temporary result of the ecological crisis that reverted to the 

previous condition after the crisis had ended, as claimed by historians. Starting from 

the last decades of the previous century, the local population in provinces negotiated 

                                              
280 For such examples see, PMO. A.MKT.UM 48-22;  
281  PMO. DV 4-19 is an interesting example of the complaints of some old men concerning the 

consequences of the slaughter of trees for the imperial dockyards in early 1849.  
282 PMO. MVL 7-34. The initial solution to the “problem” was the prohibition of the kereste-keşan of 

Kocaeli to buy cows and cattle. See PMO. A.MKT 55-74. Water buffalo were ideal for carrying the 

wood cut down for the needs of the imperial dockyards and the building projects. In Ottoman Egypt, 

the Egyptian buffalo cow, jamusa, was at the top of the economic activity of the peasant farmer 

throughout the 18th century, being six times higher than the price of oxen in mid-18th century. Alan 

Mikhail, The Animal in Ottoman Egypt, p. 22-24, 30 and other places. Flock animals in the nineteenth 

century had become an important concern for the Ottoman state, as part of constituting private 

property. Individual animals found place in tax and property registers in great detail, similar to their 

human owners. See, İslamoğlu, “Politics of Administering Property,” p. 303; Stanford J. Shaw, “The 

Nineteenth Century Ottoman Tax Reforms and Revenue System,” International Journal of Middle 

Eastern Studies, vol. 6, no. 4 (Oct., 1975), p. 421-459. 
283 Seyahatname-i Hudud, p. 65. 
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the terms of climate change and the Ottoman approach to the human-nature 

relationship. There was particularly vocal reaction to the exploitation of forests and 

groves for the needs of the imperial dockyard and as sources of energy, causing the 

vanishing of water resources, as explained in various petitions submitted by Ottoman 

subjects,284 The best and most vivid example of the effect of local populations in 

forcing the Ottoman state to institutionalize forest conservation during 1850s is the 

petition submitted by the inhabitants of Erzurum and Kars in March 1847. The 

petition explained very clearly to the Ottoman administrators that if the attitude to the 

felling of trees from nearby forests not changed, the results would be devastating for 

the climate and the population. The arid climate and the small area occupied by 

forests in the territory meant that it was essential to conserve the trees. However, the 

Ottoman administration “translated” the non-economic concerns of the inhabitants 

into the economic interests of the empire, by discussing timber prices in detail and 

concluded that if the forests were not protected, timber prices would increase 

drastically and trade would be disrupted.285  

The fluctuation of temperatues and extreme climatic events continued from the 

1840s into the 1850s. “Unseen” warm seasons followed on from extremely cold 

seasons, increasing the demand for wood and coal. Despite the increase in demand, as 

Cevdet Paşa complains in 1857, increasing numbers of charcoal-producers had 

abandoned their occupation and sold their buffalo, causing charcoal famines in 

Constantinople and in the provinces.286 The frequent lack of coal and wood, even for 

the daily consumption of the capital city throughout the 1840s and 1850s, therefore, 

was not a mere economic phenomenon, but one that was a result of the set of complex 

climatic and political developments explained above. Beyond the material 

relationship to a forest and whatever it provides to the peasants, the definition of a 

forest as an active being with a distinct value is an important signifier of the dynamic 

relationship between the Ottoman subjects and nature, demonstrating the existence of 

a different economy outside of the market relations in the first half of the century. A 

petition from 1849 thus represent the socio-ecological understanding of forests and 

                                              
284 See for instance PMO. C.BLD 5533. 
285 See PMO. MVL 11-48; PMO. MVL 10-72. 
286 Cevdet Paşa, Tezakir, vol. 2, p. 46-48. For the detail of the coal famine that took place in 1848, see 

Charles MacFarlane, Kismet or Doom of Turkey, p. 165. For the complaints of the Ottoman 

administration of the decrease in the number of woodcutters specialized in wood for fuel in 1846, see 

PMO. MVL 7-34. 
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nature by the peasants, and challenge the conservationist mentality of the state. While 

the Ottoman administration took up the duty to protect forests for their economic 

value, the locals in Filibe declared that they would “protect even one branch of wood 

from being cut down, even if it were not useful for the Imperial Dockyard” (“[...] 

tersane-i amireye lüzumlu derunlarında ağaç yoğsa da bir tel odunun kat' ve telef 

olması caiz olmadığından bunların mahsusan korucuları olarak hüsn-ü muhafazasına 

mübaderet olunmakda bulunulmuş […]”)287 The European and colonial examples of 

conservationism are generally understood as top-down processes where states and 

colonialists mobilized practical and legislative measures in order to prevent 

deforestation and soil erosion, and further to regulate marginal elements of society, 

especially during the 1845-50 famine.288 In the Ottoman context, however, it was the 

subjects of the empire that called for the Ottoman administration to take up a different 

position vis-à-vis forests.289 

However, that economy was as much intertwined with the market economy 

that prevailed in the empire, as it was detached from it. 290  Change was not 

unidirectional in that sense. On the one hand those who were occupied with tree 

felling – the so-called kereste-keşan – quit their occupations, on the other, farmers and 

agricultural producers shifted to woodcutting, especially after years of failing harvests 

throughout the 1830s and 1840s. 291  In northern Anatolia, farmers had stopped 

agricultural production in 1830s in favor of trading timber and wood, increasing the 

pressure on the Ottoman state in need of timber for the imperial dockyards and for 

building projects. Similarly, as a report explains, in Dumancı, a town in Hüdavendigar 

whose inhabitants made their living through small-scale agriculture and migrant 

agricultural labor, the whole town turned kereste-keşan due to the fluctuations in the 

climate from the late 1830s.292  

As knowledge regarding nature was reassessed, the decision-making processes 

of the Anatolian peoples adapted to the changes accordingly. With the recurring 

droughts, continuous lack of rain, dramatic changes in the landscape and state policies 

                                              
287 PMO. A.MKT.UM 125-16. 
288 Grove, Ecology, Climate and Empire, p. 104-105. 
289 See Dursun, “Forest and the State.”  
290 James Grehan, p. 96-99 conceptualizes that as “a vibrant religious economy,” combining material 

and non-material value together.  
291 For sanjaks of Kars, Beyazıd, Erzurum and Muş, which covered a large part of northeastern and 

eastern Anatolia, see PMO. A.MKT.MVL 10-72. 
292 PMO. MVL 6-18. 
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regarding natural resources should be made more profitable, the Ottoman peasant had 

to decide on how to survive under such harsh conditions. The need for such a decision 

was not as irrational as historians have previously understood it, with the victims and 

survivors of drought, famine and epidemics considered to be irrational agents directed 

by the fear of starvation.293 Immediate and collective decision was still the rule in 

Ottoman rural areas by the middle of the 19th century, however, the reaction of the 

Ottoman villagers and townspeople who were affected by the short- and middle-term 

consequences of the climate change and environmental crises that constantly hit them 

during the first half of the century ranged from resistance or adaptation to the 

invention of new ways of coping with the consequences.294 

Although examples of these will be further discussed in the coming sections, it 

must be mentioned that the average Ottoman peasant’s valuation of nature was as 

qualitative as it was quantitative in so far as it allowed him/her to understand scarcity 

and lack of “resources” through ecological, humanistic, and to some extent 

philosophical criteria.295 Therefore the reaction to climate change and administrative 

policies were reacted to more “rationally” by considering migration/flight as one 

solution among a variety of others. Political reactions during times of scarcity or of 

redistribution of resources throughout the first half of the century provide a 

perspective of the Ottoman peasant, artisan or consumer, whereby production or 

consumption took on different meanings, not necessarily defined by an economic and 

quantitative idea of “sufficiency.”296 Rebellions that took place during the first half of 

                                              
293 Pierre-Etienne Will, Bureaucracy and Famine in Eighteenth Century China, Elborg Forster (trans.), 

Stranford, 1990, p. 38. According to Eric Waddell, “How the Enga Cope with Frost: Responses to 

Climatic Perturbations in the Central Highlands of New Guinea,” Human Ecology, vol. 3, no. 4 (Oct. 

1975), p. 224, 231, the Enga had multiple mechanisms at their disposal, from which they were able to 

choose what to do during disasters. Unlike the colonial government that imagined responses as 

“disorganized flight,” the responses were generally “structured” and adaptive.  
294 Ortaylı, Yerel İdareler, p. 6 gives examples of resistance by the local elites to the encroachment of 

the central administration into local power structures. Peasants and artisans were thought to have 

withdrawn to religious and conservative ideas during periods of socio-economic transformation. 

Recently the relationship of the peasants and artisans to larger structures is reconstructed within the 

context of adaptability and agency. Suraiya Faroqhi, Artisans of the Empire. Crafts and Craftspeople 

under the Ottomans, London, 2009. See also Sanjay Sharma, Famine, Philanthropy and the Colonial 

State: North India in the Early Nineteenth Century, Delhi, 2001, p. 4. 
295  Marco Armiero, “Seeing Like a Protestor: Nature, Power, and Environmental Struggles,” Left 

History, no. 59, (Spring/Summer 2008), p. 59-76; Joan Martinez-Alier, “The Environmentalism of the 

Poor: Its Origins and Spread,” A Companion to Global Environmental History, J. R. Mcneill and Erin 

Stewart Muldin (eds.), 2012, p. 518. 
296 Semih Çelik, “‘No Work for Anyone in this Country of Misery’: Famine and Labour-relations in 

mid-Nineteenth Century Anatolia,” Working in Greece and Turkey: A Comparative Labour History 

from Empires to Nation States 1840-1940, Erdem Kabadayı and Leda Papastefanaki (eds.), Oxford, 
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the century in certain parts of the empire should be considered in a similar way. 

Although taxation was one of the main themes of peasant resistance of the period, 

“scarcity,” understood as the lack of means to sustain justice, provided another 

motivation for mobilization. What Ottoman intellectuals and administrators 

considered as the “circle of justice” (daire-i adalet) came to have a different meaning 

for the peasants of mid nineteenth century. 297  Injustices that they had become 

accustomed to or taken as minor violation of customs or law, or simply to be 

compensated, were resisted in every way possible during times of drought and 

famine, not only due to a lack of means for economic sustainability, but also for the 

values attached to the relationship between nature, politics, production and 

consumption.298 Furthermore, covert and overt everyday resistance connect within 

resistance that employ discourses of environmental justice, where larger political and 

economic issues come together with everyday issues of identity, consumption, 

property relations etc.  

Notwithstanding this, the shared ideology of moral-economy was destined to 

fade as the proto-industrial mode of production and industrial labor-relations gained 

strength in Ottoman towns and rural space especially after 1830s.299 This was further 

compounded by the acceleration of commercialization and the changing 

administrative physical and mental maps. While the Ottoman administration 

manipulated the physical and mental map of the empire according to its needs, 

common men and women in Anatolia had to do the same due to the changing climate 

and frequency of droughts and famines. Peasants in southern Anatolia, seven years 

after the drought and famine of 1838 had to “discover” the caves that were uncovered 

as the lake dried and knew them all by heart right before the famine of 1845. 

                                                                                                                                  
Forthcoming. For an analysis and critique of the discourse of “sufficiency” during the Bengal Famine 

of 1943, see Cormac Ò Grada, “‘Sufficiency, Sufficiency, Sufficiency’: Revisiting the Bengal Famine 

of 1943-44, UCD Centre for Economic Research, WP 10/21.  
297 Atilla Aytekin, “Neither Monarchism nor Weapons of the Weak,” p 110. PMO. MVL 4-31 is a very 

vivid example of such an understanding of scarcity, where hunger is negotiated not on the basis of 

material needs but on the basis of environmental justice. For further details of the same rebellion that 

will be discussed in part II, see PMO. MVL 5-34. 
298 Gottfried Hagen and Ethan L. Menchinger, “Ottoman Historical Thought,” A Companion to Global 

Historical Thought, Prasenjit Duara et. al. (eds.), Oxford, 2014, pp. 92-106; Patricia Crone, Medieval 

Islamic Political Thought, Edinburgh, 2004. The comments on the 1791 famine, of Ahmed Vasıf, “as a 

rebuttal of accusations that the sultan’s iniquity had caused the heavens to dry up” reflect the existence 

of a similar idea of environmental justice at the end of the 18th century. For Ahmed Vasıf and a 

discussion of Ottoman ideas of justice at the end of the eighteenth century, see Ethan Lewis 

Menchinger, “An Ottoman Historian in an Age of Reform: Ahmed Vasıf Efendi (ca. 1730-1806),” 

Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University of Michigan, 2014, p. 221-222.  
299 PMO. A.MKT 115-83. 
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Furthermore they were so knowledgable about nature and the landscape, despite 

dramatic changes, that Sir Charles Fellows, who was visiting the district, could not 

hide his astonishment.300 Stories of the vastness of the forests and the relationship 

between the locals and nature in the mid-nineteenth century were still widely known 

more than a century later.301 However, the crises of mid-century appears to have 

affected Anatolian populations even more, to the extent that the meaning of Anatolia 

as a geographical category came to be associated with misery and wretchedness.302 

Those who were able to leave Anatolia, for Istanbul, were not eager to go back to 

their hometown, while those who stayed suffered from the dire consequences of 

climate change, drought and famine. Ottoman administrators were puzzled by the 

“irrational” choices of immigrants and nomadic tribes in their settlement and 

migration patterns. Uninhabited areas close to arable land suitable for agriculture, 

which had access to abundant supplies of wood from nearby forests, or areas close to 

urban centres were not necessarily the most favoured sites for those who wanted to 

settle.303 Therefore the social and administrative geographies did not correspond to 

each other. In comparison to the pre-Tanzimat era, low-ranked local officials now 

assessed the administrative map according to climatic fluctuations or stability; regions 

with “favorable climate” (âb ve havası güzel) were considered more preferable places 

to hold an administrative post. The Ottoman central authorities had difficulties in 

replacing corrupt local officials or transferring those who had problems with the local 

populations to other regions, since officials either did not want to leave regions with 

better climate or nobody wanted to be appointed to a region with unfavorable climate, 

especially during and after the 1845-50 famine.304 Similarly, the sedentarizaiton of 

nomads from the late 17th century onwards was justified on the basis of climatic 

                                              
300 Sir Charles Fellows, Travels and Researches in Asia Minor: More particularly in the Province of 

Lycia, London, 1852, p. 383. 
301 Kasım Ener, Tarih Boyunca Adana Ovasına bir Bakış, Istanbul, 1961, p. 214-215.  
302 For the image of wretchedness of Anatolia under drought and famine conditions during the 1840s 

see Kırlı, Sultan ve Kamuoyu, p. 138-139. A horse salesman in Aksaray/Istanbul complained in August 

1843 about unemployment in his hometown, Erzincan, and that the villages were deserted and finished 

his complaint by saying “that is how Anatolia is.” Another man, a rower (piyadeci) in January 1844 

depicted a similar image of Anatolia: “To conclude, the poor in Anatolia have nothing left, and things 

get even worse.” See Kırlı, Sultan ve Kamuoyu, p. 418 [entry 1160] and 442-443 [entry 1257] 

respectively. For other examples of the same discourse, see Ibid., p. 433 [entry 1218], 444-445 [entry 

1264] Ottoman experts to a certain extent contributed to that image too. 5 years after the 1845-50 

famine, Anatolia, compared to Rumelia, was understood as backward and uncivilized. See PMO. MVL 

243-31.  
303 For an example, see PMO. A.MKT 58-63. 
304 For examples see, PMO. MVL 23-5; PMO. A.MKT.UM 280-18; PMO. A.MKT.NZD 208-24; 

PMO. A.MKT.NZD 8-46; PMO. HR.MKT 13-61. 
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descriptions of landscape at times.305 

Reactions to both the changing political ecology and the actual climatic and 

environmental change resulted in important structural changes in terms of property 

and production relations. In the absence of further studies and archival research on 

how the overall increase in temperatures and the state policies regarding nature 

affected the average Ottoman men and women in the longer run, it is hard to go 

beyond speculations. However, considering the recent work on Ottoman 

environmental history, and the research conducted for the present study, a number of 

conclusions can be reached. It does not seem to be a coincidence that the frequency of 

famines and droughts, and the overall climate change throughout the 1830s and 1840s 

were followed by a shift to proto-industrial and factory production, together with a 

high percentage of sales in agricultural land and gardens. In urban Beirut, for instance 

between 1847 and 1849, 33 percent of the cases recorded in the local court registers 

were concerning mulberry trees, 70 percent of the cases related to agricultural 

properties were concerning properties with mulberry trees, and 40 percent of the big 

money transactions (over 12000 guruş) were about mulberries. 306  In north-west 

Anatolia, mulberry groves were being transformed into mechanized workshops and 

factories, as the mulberry and silk producers were unwilling to continue their 

production due to droughts, despite the fact that they were in a relitavely better state 

than agricultural producers.307 For those who held mulberry trees, cutting them down 

to establish of workshops was more profitable. However, for those whose livelihood 

was more significantly affected by ecological fluctions, such as producers of grain or 

mohair, cocoon production with mulberry trees proved to be a lifesaver. The trees of 

different symbolic and economic value were swapped with mulberry tree cultivation, 

                                              
305 Reşat Kasaba, Bir Konargöçer İmparatorluk: Osmanlı’da Göçebeler, Göçmenler ve Sığınmacılar, 

Istanbul, 2012, p. 85. Although Ottoman administrators justified the sedentarization of nomadic and 

semi-nomadic tribes on the basis of climatic difficulties, most of the complaints submitted by tribes 

from 18th century onwards were concerning the lack of water and infertility of the lands those tribes 

were sent to. See, Ibid., p. 100. 
306  Najwa al-Qattan, “‘Tut Tut ‘a-Beirut’, 1840s: Qadis, Qists and Mulberry Courts,” Turkish 

Historical Review, 4 (2013), p. 181. At around the same time, Mediterranean mountain villages 

adapted to the “straitened circumstances” by employing themselves with silk production, although it 

was not a traditional craft to get by. McNeill, Mountains of the Mediterranean, p. 123, 172. McNeill 

analyzes the case of the village of Koukouli on Pindus mountains/Greece in better detail. According to 

him, raw silk production helped the villagers to survive from mid-nineteenth century, up until 1880s, 

when overseas migration became the solution. He considers the climatic conditions or the existence of 

famine and drought neither for 1840s, nor for 1870s. For McNeill’s economistic explanations, see, 

Ibid., p. 224-226. 
307 PMO. İ.MVL 102-2214; PMO. İ.MVL 78-1519; PMO. A.MKT 57-50. Also see, Fahri Dalsar, Türk 

Sanayi ve Ticaret Tarihinde Bursa’da İpekçilik, Istanbul, 1960, p. 405 and others. 
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which now acquired more of an economic value than a symbolic one.  

Similar to Northern India, where during and after famines peasants and 

agricultural laborers resisted to the intrusions of the administration into their lives and 

the “theft” of their produce and “stay[ed] at home and laugh[ed]” instead of 

continuing cultivation, 308  their Ottoman counterparts started to shift towards the 

manufacturing or service sectors for their occupations. 309  Without taking into 

consideration the socio-ecological reactions, the reasons why the labor force that was 

reluctant to enter the silk-reeling factories in Bursa in the 1830s, suddenly moved to 

that sector in the middle of 1840s is hard to explain. Similarly, the number coal 

miners increased to such an extent throughout the 1850s that the Ottoman state was 

forced to issue a constitution in order to balance the population of agriculturalists 

against that of miners. Although Ottoman labor historians explain this with the efforts 

of the private entrepreneurs in order to encourage and educate the Ottoman labor 

force – especially women–310 it was, in fact, the agency of the Ottoman peasants and 

subjects through environmental knowledge and environmental justice, which led them 

to start leaving agricultural labor in favor of manufacturing, in artisanal, proto-

                                              
308 Sharma, p. 43. 
309 Çelik, “Famine and Labour Relations”; Charles MacFarlane, Kismet or Doom of Turkey, p. 165 

details the behavior of farmers and especially peasants who left fields uncultivated in 1848 and were 

not eager to continue production due to climatic shifts and political change. Kırlı’s study on spy reports 

demonstrate the same reality from the bottom up. A certain Mustafa Reis from Değirmendere/İzmit 

complained in March 1843 in a coffeehouse in Üsküdar that due to the failure of harvests, he did not 

have any income to pay his taxes. Although he had wanted to continue farming, there was nobody left 

in the village to continue agriculture except for women and old men. Kırlı, p. 389 [entry 1049]. Tevfik 

Güran and other historians following him argued that changes in production relations were based on 

demographic changes. Population density was a determinant of agricultural production according to 

Güran. “1840-1910 Osmanlı Tarım Ekonomisine Giriş (Yapısal Sorunlar, Tarımsal Kredi ve Tarım 

Politikası), Ph.D. Dissertation, Istanbul University, 1960, p. 20-25. However, the examples here 

demonstrate that it was not only the quantity of population that defined production relations, but also 

the motivation of the population to continue agricultural production. A layiha discussing the problems 

of Rumelia spares an important space for the discussion on the unwillingness of the farmers to continue 

their occupation in late 1845, as farming was considered to be a “tough” job (çiftçilik zanaati biraz 

ağırca olmak mülasebesiyle). See, PMO. A.MKT 21-10. 
310  J. R. McNeill, Mountains of the Mediterranean World, p. 9. In the Southern Italian context, 

earthquakes played a similar role to the famines and droughts in Ottoman Anatolia. See, Emanuela 

Guidoboni, “Upside-Down Landscapes. Seismicity and Seismic Disasters in Italy,” Nature and History 

in Modern Italy, p. 51. The issuing of a constitution for the regulation of coal mines that were opened 

in 1848 in Zonguldak, at the western Black Sea coast, in 1867 is explained by Donald Quataert as 

trying to balance the agricultural and miner population, implying an increase in the latter against the 

former throughout 1850s. Quataert, Social Disintegration and Popular Resistance in the Ottoman 

Empire, 1881-1908. Reactions to European Economic Penetration, New York, 1983, p. 55-56. Also 

see, E. Attila Aytekin, Tarladan Ocaklara, Sefaletten Mücadeleye Zonguldak Ereğli Kömür Havzası 

İşçileri 1848-1922, Istanbul, 2007, p. 42-43. Between 1848-1860 the annual production of coal 

increased from 20000 tons to 35000. Donald Quataert, Osmanlı İmparatorluğu’nda Madenciler ve 

Devlet: Zonguldak Kömür Havzası, 1822-1920, Nilay Özok Gündoğan and Azat Zana Gündoğan 

(trans.), Istanbul, 2009, p. 55, table 2.2.  
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industrial and/or mechanized modes, or service sectors.311 Recently discovered mines 

were full of workers/miners who had formerly been agricultural laborers and had 

neither any idea nor any motivation to learn how to work the mines and extract 

minerals. At the beginning of 1850s, mining accidents were so common that the 

Ottoman state decided to invest in a professional corps of miners.312  

The predominant mode of agricultural production was also destined to change 

after the 1840s. Since the early days of the empire the small-scale farm had been the 

definitive type of agricultural production. Despite the changes that occurred 

throughout the 17th and 18th centuries in favor of large landholdings, due to the 

weakening of the central authority and its control over the provinces, the çift-hane 

system survived as the common unit of agricultural production into the nineteenth 

century. In the 1840s, more than 80 percent of the cultivated lands in Anatolia were 

smaller than 60 acres. However, climate change and famines created a suitable 

environment for those who were part of the necessary power relations within local 

and central contexts to acquire – through both legal and illegal means – fallow land 

and build up large private landholdings.313 As early as 1849, those who demanded 

support from the state as a result of an animal epidemic that killed a considerable 

number of cows in Çorlu/Edirne, were mostly çiftlik owners. Ultimately the Ottoman 

state’s decision was to not release the 200000 guruş reserved for the farmers of the 

town.314 Around the same time in Kütahya, peasants and farmers were evicted from 

their land by some landowners, led by the former governor İbrahim Bey.315 By the 

mid-1850s, “wealthier tax-farmers in Anatolia were able to build up holdings 

encompassing entire sancaks and even sections of provinces [against the law] […] at 

                                              
311 Around 50 years before, at the turn of the century, mining and mines were unwanted and considered 

of harshly by farming populations. For an example from Karaman in central Anatolia, see Ahmed 

Vasıf Efendi, Mehasinü’l-Asar ve Hakikatü’l-Ahbar, Ankara, 1994, p. 293. This, of course was not a 

unique process. Similar processes are explained by Bulliet for 11th century Iran, where climate change 

affected production relations in a similar direction. Richard Bulliet, Cotton, Climate and Camels in 

Early Islamic Iran: A Moment in History, New York, 2011, p. 37-38. For similar changes especially 

after famines in North China during 18th century, see Will, p. 39.   
312 PMO. A.MKT.MHM 54-14; PMO. HAT 1629-61. 
313 In 1847, tax farming for 5 years was reintroduced, with the precondition of the protection of 

cultivators and their interests. The reintroduction of tax farming partially legalized the illegal takeover 

of land and control of production by private individuals. Stanford Shaw, “The Nineteenth Century 

Ottoman Tax Reforms and Revenue System,” International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, vol. 6, 

no. 4 (Oct., 1975), p. 421, 423. 
314 PMO. MVL 58-26. 
315 PMO. MVL 25-39. 
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the expense of both treasury and cultivators.”316 Around the end of the 1870s, large 

landowners in Anatolia were still so strong as to delay further tax reform and the 

abolition of tax farming, which was only successfully changed during the later period 

of Abdulhamid II’s reign.317 However, cases that fell into the “legal” category were 

just as common as those where land was acquired through coercion. Leaving land 

untilled for 3 years was a sufficient reason for the legal redistribution of the usufruct 

rights to the land according to Ottoman law before the Land Code of 1858. Drought 

and famine created possibilities for the legal transfer of small plots of land into the 

hands of large landholders, as most land remained untilled during and after the 

famine. Individual petitions complaining about the infringement of local’s rights to 

such lands thus failed.318 

By the early 20th century, cultivated land occupied a small portion of the 

overall territories of the empire. In Anatolia, only 6.7% of the land was used for 

agricultural purposes - excluding vineries, orchards, olive groves etc. Agricultural 

labor had been scarce even prior to the second half of the 19th century, leaving the 

wages for such labor relatively high. By the mid 19th century, the abundance of land 

alongside the parallel lack of labor and capital prevented Ottoman agriculture from 

becoming mechanized. The agricultural laborers (orakçıyan) and the unskilled labor 

(hizmetkaran) that were needed during the harvest season, proved to be in short 

supply, especially after famine had hit the whole Empire between 1845-50. This 

further motivated the state to employ less labor-dependent techniques of harvesting 

and for the protection of produce.319 The decline in seasonal migration of agricultural 

labor, which had traditionally provided the necessary labor power for harvests in 

Anatolia, can be explained through a variety of interconnected factors. The decrease 

in the labor supply was not only caused by the death of agricultural laborers, most of 

whom were landless peasants or small holders who were affected by the famine more 

severly than others, but also was a result of a decision of those who had previously 

                                              
316 Shaw., p. 426.  
317 Ibid., p. 429. 
318 For examples, see PMO. A.DVN 40-62 (Pazargülü, Kocaeli); PMO. A.MKT.DV 12-52 (Tepecik, 

Bursa). 
319 Murat Baskıcı, “Osmanlı Tarımında Makineleşme: 1870-1914,” Ankara Üniversitesi SBF Dergisi, 

vol.58, no. 1 p. 29-53; A. Mesud Küçükkalay and Ayla Efe and A. Mesud Küçükkalay, “Osmanlı Zirai 

Sektörünün Ticarileşebilme İmkanı Üzerine bir Deneme: 1844-45 Alpu Köyü Örneği,” OTAM, vol.20, 

no. 20, p. 245-279. 
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been employed in such seasonal work to find different employment patterns.320 While 

the effect of famines throughout the 1830s and 1840s would seem to fit easily with 

such changes, the continuation of such complaints by the Ottoman state throughout 

the 1850s and late 1860s indicate that the shortage was not a sporadic phenomenon, 

and rather was a reflection of a larger structural change. 321  In 1866, Ottoman 

administrators were forced to confess that despite the introduction of new methods of 

agriculture, as a result of labour shortage –both human and animal – only half of the 

suitable land was cultivated.322 Similarly, due to lack of the necessary labor power, 

Ottoman farmers hesitated to cultivate all the land they had, as they were afraid that 

they would not be able to finish the harvest before the rainy season started.323 Aware 

of this fact, the Ottoman administration tried to “promote” the flow of such labor to 

agricultural regions (ba-el teşvik sevk ve isal buyrulması).324 On the other hand, the 

need for future experts forced the central authorities to assemble potential students for 

imperial colleges. Hundreds of children were sent to Istanbul from rural parts of the 

empire in order to give them an opportunity to follow a different career than their 

parents and fellow friends had done.325 This demonstrates an important shift in the 

Ottoman perception of the division of labor, as such transformations, especially from 

agricultural labor to manufacturing, or to service sectors were not welcomed before 

the second decade of the nineteenth century. As of mid-nineteenth century, the state 

had to deal with the particularities of such change, as villages that had previously 

specialized in agriculture demanded a change towards working in the imperial 

dockyard, or becoming fortress guards. 326  However, the emphasis on top-down 

processes results in the role of indigenous and local socio-ecologic ideas being 

neglected. The more the population abstained from agricultural labor and demanded 

different occupations from the state, the more the Ottoman state had to 

                                              
320 An example from Bor, Niğde, see PMO. MVL 26-24. Other examples include PMO.A.MKT 48-21 

(Sofia); PMO. A.MKT 48-83 (Niş); PMO. DV 3-69; PMO. DV 3-5. 
321 For examples from 1850s and 1860s, see PMO. AYD. 181, p. 84; PMO. İ.DH 31383. 
322 PMO. İ.MVL 25164. 
323 Tevfik Güran, 19. Yüzyıl Osmanlı Ekonomisi Üzerine Araştırmalar, p. 98. 
324 Among various examples, see PMO. MVL 53-39. 
325 A.MKT 186-98 (izmir); PMO. A.MKT 60-21 (Gördes); PMO. A.MKT 78-42 (Viranşehir); PMO. 

A.MKT 90-71 (Konya, İçel, Beyşehir, Akşehir); PMO. A.MKT.NZD 9-24 (çankırı); PMO. 

A.MKT.NZD 9-85 (sivas); PMO. İ.MVL 111-2590 (alaiye); . It is remarkable that many of the children 

that were sent from various parts of the empire were sent back for being considered as “uninterested” 

in the sciences they were supposed to study. PMO. C.SH 277 (various). 
326 PMO. A.MKT 113-43 [Çorum/Hacıhamzalı]; PMO. A.MKT 115-83 [Thessaloniki] 
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compromise.327 

The process of change in the tax and land regimes throughout the 1830s and 

40s formed yet another area of contestation between political-ecology and -economy. 

On the one hand, the Ottoman administration tried to include the “wild” plants (hüda-

yı nabit) in the taxation system, therefore in a sense abolishing the border between the 

tamed/domesticated environment and the wilderness through commodifying both. On 

the other hand, on the societal level, such botanical taxonomy did not have any 

correspondant, as both were condisered part of the same soci-ecologic category 

outside of commercial production.328 Frontiers separating spaces affected by human 

interference and forest-like uninhabited land were expressed in different categories, 

however, in relation to each other. It is no coincidence, therefore, that the local 

populations reacted to the “colonization” of the Anatolian forests by the Ottoman 

administration. This colonization had taken place not only by practicing imperial 

domination through increasing pace of felling and legally controlling them, but also 

through the building of industrial infrastructures inside forests to increase productivity 

and create funding for the security infrastructure.329 What is associated in the minds 

of the Ottoman administrators with wilderness, disorder and insecurity that should be 

controlled through taxation and legal procedures were spaces of socio-ecologic value 

for the local populations. Uncultivated land (arazi-i hali), which referred to a “dead 

land” in the minds of Ottoman administrators, or uninhabited forests, were highly 

socialized spaces for the Ottoman peasants.330 

 The late 1830s and the 1840s witnessed a growing wave of deforestation due to 

                                              
327  PMO. A.MKT 115-89 orders the balance between former shipbuilders and farmers when the 

Imperial Dockyards was to employ new workers. Similar examples regarding former agricultural 

producers demanding work at the dockyards can be found in Çelik, “Famine and Labour Relations.” 
328 Compare with Descola, p. 39. PMO. A.AMD 64-54 is an important example of how a traditionally 

common plant, qat, became a taxable commodity through the analysis of the plant by the Imperial 

Medical College. For the commercial uses of a type of weed called “isparet(?),” and the discussion of 

the need for planting it around the empire, see PMO. A.MKT.NZD 423-69.  
329 PMO. 231-17 is a vivid example of how forests were thought to be protected by establishing 

workshops inside, so that the forest guards would be able to find shelter and funding for their duty.  
330 Mehmed Hurşid Paşa refers to such uninhabited and environmentally harsh climates as “scary” 

(buraları susuz ve hali mahaller olduğundan muhiş yerlerdir) Seyahatname-i Hudud, p. 286. The 

interaction between nature and Ottoman subjects were ignored by the administration when they took 

place in the “dead” land. For an example see PMO. A.AMD 48-92 ([…] mezkur ormanlar tersane-i 

amireye merbut olmayub bağ ve bahçe yapılmak üzre ahalisinin uhdesinde bulunan hali mahaller 

olarak […]) For European ideas regarding the binary opposition between civilization and wilderness, 

one that focused especially on forests and and deserts, see Carolyn Merchant, Reinventing Eden, p. 64-

67. 
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fires. Although the Ottoman administration tended to understand forest fires in terms 

of a lack of agricultural land and the peasants’ greed for more land, the possibility of 

incendiarist tendencies should be considered as well.331 Contrary to what the only 

critical study on Ottoman forestry suggested, Ottoman attempts at controlling the 

forests in particular, and the emergence of the political-ecology was occasionally 

reacted to with violent and direct action, including the starting of forest fires.332 While 

the Ottoman administration framed these incidents as fires that were set in order to 

open up agricultural land, the abundance of agricultural land and the evident lack of 

labor render their explanations suspicious. The example of the tahtacı, a Bektaşi sect 

who had been occupied with felling trees and selling timber since the late Middle 

Ages, demonstrate the point to which such reactions could reach. The tahtacı were not 

only tree-fellers, but were also bearers of the Alevi-Bektaşi ideology, attributing 

particular importance and spiritual value to trees and forests. Tahtacı felled trees 

within self-imposed restrictions, through extensive knowledge of the growth, and 

suitable felling seasons of trees. During the middle of the nineteenth century, 

however, they came to represent the assimilation of socio-ecology into the political 

ecology of the Ottoman administration. The incorporation of the tahtacı into the 

Ottoman administrative structures at the beginning of the century resulted in the 

uncontrollable authority of a once “conservationist” occupational group turning into 

the “most destructive enemy” of the forests in Asia Minor.333 It can be suggested that 

                                              
331 An example of incendiarism is from the beginning of 1850s Bolu: PMO. A.MKT.UM 142-56. 
332 Compare with Dursun, “Forest and the State,” p. 373-374: “[T]he Ottoman Empire met with no 

violent resistance against the implementation of state control over forests in the nineteenth century, 

unlike some other countries [...] where the introduction of scientific forestry was rather contested.” 

Since the late 17th century, incendiarism was a common tendency among at least nomadic tribes who 

were forced to settle at places that were considered unsuitable. See, Kasaba, p. 100; Cengiz Orhonlu, 

Osmanlı İmparatorluğu’nda Aşiretlerin İskanı, Istanbul, 1987, p. 89-90. For a general critique of 

studies that consider Ottoman history as a field cleared of peasant and rural rebellions see Attila 

Aytekin, “Neither Monarchism nor Weapons of the Weak: Peasant Protest in the Late Ottoman 

Empire”. For an overview of reactions – arson, breaching of the forest law, attacks on government 

officials and property, and collective protest – against the takeover of forests by the state in Europe and 

Southeast Asia, see Ramachandra Guha, Envrionmentalism: A Global History, New York, 2000, p. 38-

43. For arguments on resistance cases in Southern Italy see, Armiero, “Seeing Like a Protester,” p. 63. 

For the resistance of mainland Venetian peasants to the changes in administrative strategies to increase 

control over forest reserves in the mid-16th and 17th century, see, A Forest on the Sea Environmental 

Expertise in Renaissance Venice, Baltimore, 2009, p. 168-169. According to Appuhn, mainland 

Venetian peasants that were supposed to fell trees to bring them to river, resisted to forced 

labor/angarie by slowing down the work. For other less frequently resorted modes of resistance, see 

Ibid., p. 172-173. The neglect of the advent of resistance to administrative policies also existed in 

Italian historiography. See, Bevilacqua, p. 25-26. 
333  The quotation is from Theodore Bent, “The Yourouks of Asia Minor,” The Journal of the 

Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, vol. 20, (1891), p. 272. More about the tahtacı 

can be found in Selçuk Dursun, “Forest and the State,” p. 41; McNeill, The Mountains of the 
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the “involvement of the state in local resource use [had] changed the traditional 

methods of forest utilization.” Furhtermore, the transformation of the tahtacı into a 

destructive social group for the forests can be interpreted as a political reaction to the 

abolishment of the jannisarries in 1826, and to the emergence of a new political 

ecology. The initial complaints by the Ottoman administration about the tahtacı not 

following orders and acting on their own, made around 1827, should not be seen as a 

mere coincidence. 334  Furthermore, the “over-exploitation” of what was once 

considered part of the commons should be understood within the context of a 

response to the Ottoman centre and the new political ecology.335  

Such conflicts, as part of the power relations that had existed in nature, should 

be considered as socio-ecological discourses that made up nature as a political, 

economical and cosmological space. Therefore the ideas and actions of common 

people from social backgrounds that cannot be easily defined as urban or rural in a 

dichotomic sense, were part of a dialectic relationsip between nineteenth century 

political ecology and a dynamic socio-ecology. That dialectic is valuable for it 

defined labor relations, natural resource management, conservationist tendencies and 

environmentalist movements from the late nineteenth century through to the 

following decades. Following the reaction to the over-felling of the forests by the 

Ottoman state for the needs of the imperial dockyards, from late 1840s onwards the 

Ottoman state started to employ conservationist measures. These measures included 

the labeling of trees; the classification of trees; and the reforestation of areas where 

forests had to a large extent been overexploited.336 This, of course, is not to say that 

the structural changes of the period were bound to the decisions taken by artisans, 

                                                                                                                                  
Mediterranean World, p. 93, 122; Altan Gökalp, Tetes Rouges et Bouches Noires, Paris, 1980. PMO. 

C.ADL 70-4225; PMO. İ.MVL 375-16468; PMO. A.MKT.UM 345-87. 
334 PMO. C.SM 64-3243. The incorporation of the Tahtacı later into Republican forest management 

resulted in a shift in their religious affiliation towards Sunni Islam. 
335 An example from the Aydın province demonstrates the reaction of Ottoman population in Anatolia 

to such changes. The building of unauthorized workshops secretly in order to produce honey from 

liquorice puzzled Ottoman administrators, as liquorice was considered as hüda-yı nabit, therefore 

untaxable. However, the amount of honey reached around 17 tons only in the town of Nazilli. Still, the 

absence of legal codes that permitted their taxation meant that the authorities could take no further 

action than investigating how such workshops were built. PMO. A.MKT.MHM 166-81. The Imperial 

Council files from pre-Tanzimat period (un)catalogued as A.DVN files at the Prime Ministry Ottoman 

Archives in Istanbul contain important amount of petitions and complaints regarding the violation of 

commons either by the state, or the newly settled nomadic tribes. See for example, PMO. A.DVN 15-

17; PMO.  A.DVN.MHM 1254-13, 1254-23, 1254-49, 1250-15.  See also Faroqhi, “A Study of Rural 

Conflicts;” Özel, The Collapse of Rural Order.  
336 See, PMO. A.MKT.NZD 37-95; PMO. A.MKT.NZD 2-99; Dursun, “Forest and the State,” 158-

159.  
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peasants and agricultural producers as a result of the climatic fluctuations of the 

period. The argument is rather, that the demands of the international and internal 

market coincided with such a reassasment on the side of the common men and 

women, creating agency in shaping the structural changes.337 

It was not only the administrative choices of the Ottoman state that worried 

peasants and farmers, and to some extent townswomen and men. The inhabitants of 

Anatolian towns and villages perceived the climatic conditions as “unseen for a 

century.”338 Their collective memory, constructed and transferred from one generation 

to another, failed to comprehend the state of nature. As a result, on the one hand 

Ottoman society reacted to these changes by criticizing the Ottoman state, on the 

other, it reacted by blending mythology, rumor and legend together to understand 

nature and why it looked and acted so different. Nature, therefore, was as much about 

religion and mythology, as it was about politics and economic valuation. 

The 1840s were turbulent years, full of worry and discontent for those who 

lived in the capital city as well as in the cities of Anatolia and towns across the 

empire. The politics of everyday life was organized around myths and prophecies, 

that for those who had perceived social realities as crises created hope for a radical 

transformation of the profane. 339  Millenarianist movements were not as popular 

among Ottoman subject as they had been in the 16th century. However it was no 

coincidence that both Ottoman Muslims and non-muslims perceived 1840s as the end 

of the world in different ways. The anticipation that either Islam would triumph over 

the world or the Muslims would totally be ruined,340 or the belief that the messiah 

would appear by the 1840s, demonstrate how the society tried to give meaning to the 

“unexpected” changes in the socio-economic structures and to the changes in their 

immediate environment. Similarly, the dissemination of stories about “supernatural” 

                                              
337 Grove, Ecology, Climate and Empire, p. 38-40 provides similar arguments for colonial spaces.  
338 The memory of previous disasters, or reference to disasters that had never been experienced to such 

great magnitude might refer to the uniqueness and exceptionality of the disaster. However, “unseen for 

a century” might imply a selective remembering, or forgetting, in order to convince auidences, be they 

readers, or authorities, of the legitimacy of a certain behavior or action. For a discussion on the subject 

in the French context, see René Favier and Anne-Marie Granet-Abisset, “Society and Natural Risks in 

France, 1500-2000,” Natural Disasters Cultural Responses, p. 109-111. 
339 Kırlı, Sultan ve Kamuoyu, p. 55. 
340 In 1845, a prophecy that the Greeks were to attack and reclaim Istanbul quickly became widespread, 

even reaching the ears of the Sultan. PMO. İE.HR 1991. Similar “rumors” were heard in coffeehouses 

in Istanbul at the first half of 1840s. Such narratives were combined with news about harvest failures 

and droughts from different parts of Anatolia. Kırlı, Sultan ve Kamuoyu, p. 314. Also see, Burhan 

Oğuz, Türkiye Halkının Kültür Kökenleri, vol. 2, İstanbul, 1995, p. 796.  
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events, such as mothers giving birth to odd and strange creatures (see Figure I), or 

recurrent stories about plants falling from the sky, represent a mechanism for the 

Ottoman inhabitants to cope with the negative effects of change.341 In Baghdad in 

1847, the poor believed that the end of the world was close.342 Similar ideas were 

easily encountered in coffeehouses and other public space in Istanbul throughout the 

1840s. A lengthy discussion took place in September 1840 in a petition-writer’s shop, 

where a certain Hüseyin Efendi narrated the story of a child born in Egypt:343 

“A child is born in a district in Egypt. His mother, upon putting him to sleep in 

his cradle, leaves to make dough. The child gets out of his cradle and eats the 

bread and whatever other food there was, and sits down in one corner. After a 

while, his mother comes in and sees that the child was not in the cradle, and 

there was someone sitting at the corner. Upon asking who it was, the child 

responds: ‘Mother, I am the one who has eaten the bread and the rest of the 

food’. Then in comes his father, and starts screaming, asking what kind of thing 

it was. The neighbors call the governor of the town. The governor asks for the 

child to be brought to him, and asks him [who he was]. The child says ‘my dear, 

I am hungry and thirsty, how do you expect me to talk’. They immediately bring 

food and he eats all of it and asks for more. […] After this happens three, four 

times, he decides to speak and says: ‘There will be terrible famine and disase, 

blood will flow instead of water, and in the year seventy five, the savior will 

                                              
341 PMO. İ.DH 4342. Snow falls in Damascus as never seen before, a women gives birth to five 

children at the same time. PMO. A.AMD 7-12. An article on a woman from Cyprus giving birth to 

Siamese twins appeared in the Vekayi-i Tıbbiye no. 4, p. 1, with an illustration a month later, of the 

fetus that was sent to the Natural History Museum of the Mekteb-i Tıbbiye. For another example from 

Sudan, see Vekayi-i Tıbbiye, no. 4, p. 1. In 1841, in Kengiri and Sivas it rained grain, the samples of 

which were sent to the Sultan and circulated among common population in Istanbul. Kırlı, Sultan ve 

Kamuoyu, p. 260. In April 1846, “an extraordinary thing happened – mauna, or a glutinuous substance 

of which they make bread, has fallen in immense quantities in a large district of Anatolia, where the 

people were starving previously.” See The Leeds Times, 11 April 1846, no. 682, p. 8. A certain Prof. 

Faraday in Britain had received a sample of those substances and concluded that it was a fungus 

growing on rocks. The Lincoln, Rutland and Stamford Mercury, 29 May 1846, no. 7885, p. 4.  In 1849, 

in the province of Bayezid rumors were heard that it rained grain, creating a discount of 10 para per 

kile of grain. The collected examples of grain were sent to the Mekteb-i Tıbbiye to provide a scientific 

explanation, while the local population considered the rain in “eco-religious” terms. See PMO. İ.DH 

195-11027 and PMO. A.MKT. 204-24. For a similar argument regarding the domination of “eco-

religious” values in Africa in general and Zimbabwe in particular during ecologic crisis and change 

see, William Beinart, “African History and Environmental History,” African Affairs, 99 (2000), 269-

302. For the role of millennial ideas and movements on ecological resistance see, Grove, Ecology, 

Climate and Empire, p. 92-93, 195-196. 
342 Seyahatname-i Hudud, p. 54: “dünyanın neye tahammülü vardır diyerek vasıl-ı medaric-i ye’s ve 

hırman olmuşlardır.” 
343 Kırlı, Sultan ve Kamuoyu, p. 148-149. For commentaries regarding the actual famine that was 

rumored to have been taking place at that time in Egypt, see Ibid., p. 150. 
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come’.” 

The prophecied famine did not take too long to come, arriving in 1845 and 

lasting around five years throughout the empire. The illness was the cholera epidemic 

that claimed the lives of many human beings and animals. However “prophetic” the 

story seems, the fear of famine, epidemics, war and the anticipation of a savior were 

part of the everyday realities of Ottoman subjects of the period, regardless of their 

urban or rural character. Although religion provided an important explanatory tool, it 

was not possible to explain everything with religiously defined theories. Furthermore, 

the role of institutionalized or official religion was not as predominant as it is 

considered by modern historians, especially in remote areas with rural characteristics, 

albeit, not limited to these places. What James Grehan labeled “agrarian religion” was 

a sum of doctrinal and everyday religious practices in which animals, human beings, 

plants, spirits and landscape in general acquired different meanings to those advanced 

by the official religious doctrines. Important rituals of this mode of belief did not 

follow any religious calendar but instead followed the changing of the seasons.344 

Anything that broke with the “normal” course of that calendar was understood as 

havoc on environmental justice. Alterations in the landscape due to climate change 

resulted in important modifications in the space, time and content of rituals that made 

up a considerable part of the agrarian religion. Sacredness and the invention of 

tradition went hand in hand with climatic (in)stability.345 The “religious landscape” 

took shape according to the physical and political landscape, and vice-versa. The use 

value and non-economic/cosmologic value attributed to rocks, trees, rivers and other 

related natural phenomena converged, blending into one another; a combination of 

local socio-ecologic knowledge and religious beliefs binded the two seemingly 

unrelated phenomena together. It was a socio-ecologic ideology of “agrarian religion” 

that defined the political and economic choices of rural, and to a certain extent urban, 

populations in Ottoman Anatolia, rather than an ideology based on religious doctrine 

and law.346  

                                              
344 Grehan, p. 105-106. 
345 Ibid., p. 130-131. 
346 Grehan’s work on “agrarian religion” depicts a socially constructed everyday religion that came into 

being and survived thanks to the absence of political authority in general and their official religion in 

particular, especially in remote regions of the Empire such as rural Syria and Palestine. His study gives 

tens of examples of such religious conduct, without really explaining why those cults had emerged and 

had been passed down through the generations. Others, however, have in the last decades connected 
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Praying for rain was one ritual that blended religious, scientific and 

superstitious (batıl) practices and values. What was in fact considered as superstitious 

in the minds of the authorities was deemed part of nature by Ottoman society. These 

types of superstitious rituals “help to characterize and therefore to render effective the 

relationship that is established at a particular moment between” two parties whose 

ontological statuses have already been connected. They were “reminders” that gave 

meaning to the interaction between the two.347 Julia Pardoe, who visited Istanbul 

during a severe drought in 1836, observed such rituals in rural areas of the city. The 

Mevlevi dervishes who made a pilgrimage to the Sweet Waters (Kağıthane), not only 

prayed day and night, but as part of their religious ritual, also flung small vessels 

made out of red clay into the air while asking for “every tank to overflow and every 

goblet to be filled,” until the vessels fell to the ground. Furthermore, children 

collected from the nearby villages gathered in the valley every day to sing a prayer by 

forming a linked chain. At the end of each stanza, they threw blossoms over the 

shattered fragments of vases flung into the dry water basin by the dervishes.348 By the 

first decades of the century Orthodox Greeks had begun a tradition of dressing up a 

girl in flowers to lead a procession of children to visit all the neighborhood springs 

and wells. At every stop, she was drenched with water by her companions, who sung 

                                                                                                                                  
cults of saints and related religious rituals and beliefs to socio-political change and crises. See Suraiya 

Faroqhi, “Sainthood as a Means of Self-defense in the Seventeenth-century Ottoman Anatolia,” 

Manifestations of Sainthood in Islam, Grace Martin Smith and Carl W. Ernst (eds.), Istanbul, 1993; 

Halil İnalcık, “Dervish and Sultan: An Analysis of the Otman Baba Vilayetnamesi”, Manifestations of 

Sainthood in Islam, (Istanbul: Isis Press, 1994), 211; Ahmet Yaşar Ocak, Kültür Tarihi Kaynağı olarak 

Menakıbnameler: Metodolojik bir Yaklaşım, Ankara, 1997; Idem., Osmanlı Toplumunda Zındık ve 

Mülhidler 15-17. Yüzyıllar, Istanbul, 1998; Ada Rapoport-Albert, “Hagiography with Footnotes: 

Edifying Tales and the Writing of History in Hasidism,” History and Theory, vol. 27, no. 4 (Dec. 

1988); Robert Browning, “The ‘Low Level’ Saint’s Life in the Early Byzantine World,” Spring 

Symposium of Byzantine Studies, The Byzantine Saint (Crestwood, N.Y: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 

2001); Paul Fouracre, “Merovingian History and Merovingian Hagiography,” Past and Present, no. 

127 (May. 1990); Ruth Macrides, “Saints and Sainthood in the Early Palaiologan Period,” The 

Byzantine Saint, (ed.) Sergei Hackel, London 1981, pp. 67-87. 
347 Descola, p. 82-84. 
348 Julia Pardoe, The City of the Sultan and Domestic Manners of the Turks in 1836, p. 165-167. One of 

the stanzas in Pardoe’s translation/interpretation goes: “We bring flowers, sweet flowers,/All withered 

in their prime;/No moisture glitens on their leaves,/They sickened ‘ere their time./And we like them 

shall pass away/’Ere wintery days are near;/ Shouldst thou not hearken as we pray-/Allah! Father! 

Hear!” suggest a sacrifice-like scene. Such rituals were organized after late 1860s in Kağıthane in 

support of the state. PMO. İ.DH 514-34955; PMO. İ.DH 233-14066; PMO. A.AMD 40-36; PMO. 

İ.DH 178-9651; PMO İ.DH 178-9651. For other locally organized rituals see PMO. A.MKT.MHM 

296-21. For examples of similar rituals in Syria throughout the late 18th and nineteenth centuries, see 

James Grehan, Twilight of the Saints: Everyday Religion in Ottoman Syria and Palestine, p. 3-4; Idem., 

“The Legend of Samarmar: Parades and Communal Identity in Syrian Towns c. 1500-1800,” Past and 

Present, no. 204 (August 2009), p. 89-125. 



113 

 

a particular prayer similar to the one sung in Istanbul.349 Similar practices existed in 

late-eighteenth century Cairo, where the Muslims, Jews and Christians of the city 

were gathered together to pray one whole day and night and in the morning they 

threw large quantities of flowers and olive tree branches, “sacrificed” for the “river 

deity.”350 References not only to supernatural powers, but also to natural phenomena 

that defined or caused the lack of rain and drought represent different aspects of 

socio-ecology. Such practices demonstrate how religion, superstition, local and 

universal knowledge all constituted the cosmology of peasants and townspeople. 351 

That cosmology and related rituals were partially recognized and adapted by the 

Ottoman state, to the extent that they were officialy organized during times of heavy 

drought and famine. It was acknowledged by the state that the ritual of praying for 

rain was based on practices originating in religious obligations (fariza-ı 

diyanetten/esbab-ı maneviyye[den]) together with what could be understood as 

secular/humanitarian practices or literally, on the needs of “humanity” (iktiza-yı 

insaniyeden).352 Such concepts that defined the ritual in the eyes of Ottoman officials, 

furthermore, imply a multi-confessional practice where Muslims and non-Muslims 

alike participated in such rituals.353 The socio-ecologic cosmology therefore blurred 

the boundaries between religious divides. As Grove argues “the involvement of 

millennial, religious or totemic movements has often provided a central uniting 

influence and motivating force behind ecological resistance movements.”354 This fact 

goes against the generalization of the idea that disasters served to strenghthen 

religious and national identities, eventually helping states create nations.355 Shared 

                                              
349 Greek Folk-Songs from the Province of Northern Hellas, second edition, London, 1888, p. 108 

[footnote 1]. The reference to Perperià at the very beginning of the prayer, even before God itself, 

underlines the supra-religious aspect of such rituals, as Perperià was most probably Greek version of 

the pre-Christian Slavic god of thunder and lightning. Elizabeth Wayland Barber, Dancing Goddesses 

Folklore, Archaeology and the Origins of European Dance, New York, 2013. John Cutbert Lawson, 

Modern Greek Folklore and Ancient Greek Religion: A Study in Survivals, Cambridge, 1910. 
350 Charles Thompson, Travels Through Turkey in Asia, the Holy Land, Arabia, Egypt and Other Parts 

of the World, vol. II, London, 1767, p. 164; Josiah Conder, The Modern Traveler: Turkey, vol. 14, 

London, 1830, p. 276. 
351 For a discussion on association with religious ritual and expertise see, Grehan, p. 4-5 
352 PMO. İ.DH 514-34955. 
353 The refrain from the prayer of Pardoe’s children “Allah! Father! Hear!” implies such a gathering 

where the Muslim Allah and the Christian Father were referred to together. It is also known that local 

governors invited non-muslim inhabitants to join such rituals in Anatolia. See, James Grehan, 

Twighlight of the Saints, p. 164-165; Frederick William Hasluck, Christianity and Islam under Sultans, 

vol. 1, Oxford, 1929, p. 63-64; Alan Bousquet, Les Actes des Apotres Modernes, Paris, 1852, p. 94-96. 
354 Grove, Ecology, Climate and Empire, p. 195-196. 
355 According to Mauelshagen “religious interpretations of disasters […] became part of the discourse 

of controversial theology (knotroverstheologie) […]” which oftentimes resulted in clashes between 
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socio-ecology was not an immediate invention of Ottoman peasants and it went 

beyond ritualesque practices during times of crisis, to include everyday habits of 

using nature as part of, for instance, healing practices.  

The place of religion during socio-ecological crises seems to have unexpectedly 

diminished in comparison to such “superstitious” rituals. During the 1845-50 famine 

in Anatolia, authorities struggled to bring the inhabitants of towns and villages back 

to mosques wherever they had existed, and a lack of imams created alarm on the side 

of the Ottoman administration. 356  Such crises therefore, created the grounds for 

cooperation between the members of different confessional groups in Anatolia to 

wake up the powers that were thought to rule nature. Although it can be assumed that 

the “supra-religious” aspect of the everyday religion and its socio-ecologic qualities 

provided the grounds for inter-confessional encounters, it would be too romantic to 

expect all such rituals to be of a peaceful and non-discriminatory quality. Practices 

that went beyond the officially recognized borders, that evoked further “superstitious” 

origins, were condemned by officials and at times punished.357  Still, it was only after 

the first half of the century that the Ottoman state and ecclesiastics tried to control 

such practices by either condemning them or integrating them into the official 

religion.358 Nevertheless, among the rituals and practices of “agrarian religion” only 

those related to climate and nature successfully created solidarity on a societal level 

                                                                                                                                  
clergy of different sects of Christianity. See Franz Mauelshagen, “Disaster and Political Culture in 

Germany since 1500,” p. 60-61. For a similar interpretation see, Christian Pfister, “Disasters, 

Interregional Solidarity and Nation-Building: Reflections on the case of Switzerland, 1806-1914,” 

Societe et Assurance. Les Societes Europeennes Face aux Catastrophes (17e-21e s.), Grenoble, 2008, 

p. 117-142.  
356 Grehan, p. 20-61 argues that lack of mosques and religious “officials” was more common in rural 

areas in comparison to towns. Still, the difference was not as large as would be expected. According to 

Ayalon, when expectations during natural disasters were not met by religious leadership, the public 

standing of religious institutions declined. See, Ayalon, Natural Disasters in the Ottoman Empire: 

Plague, Famine and Other Misfortunes, New York, 2015, p. 41. 
357 More extreme, less peaceful rituals for rain went as far as the cutting off of heads of dead corpses 

from Christian cemetaries. PMO. HR.MKT 247-15; PMO. MVL 578-50. 
358 Grehan, p. 83-85. The organization of such rituals were so centralized that even the pieces of clay to 

be thrown into the river basin in Kağıthane were collected by workers appointed by the state. 

Furthermore, after the 1860s, those who attended the ritual were given a meal, coffee and some money. 

The ritual in 1864 cost the state around 15000 piastres. See, PMO. İ.DH 514-34955. However, the state 

had already been intervening in the organization of such rituals before the 1850s, with school children 

in particular being organized by the state for the prayers. In September 1820, the Ottoman state 

distributed 15000 piastres to school children who were to pray for rain. For similar practices organized 

by the catholic church throughout early modern period into the nineteenth century see Mariano 

Barriendos, “Climate and Culture in Spain, Religious Responses to Extreme Climatic Events in the 

Hispanic Kingdoms (16th–19th centuries),” Cultural Consequences of the Little Ice Age, W. Behringer, 

H. Lehman, and C. Pfister (eds.), Göttingen, 2005, p. 394-397. 
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and recognition by the state.359 

In contrast to this, socio-ecologic discourse was also utilized in order to 

emphasize distinct identities, especially during late nineteenth century. Indeed it was 

through this discourse that non-muslim communities interpreted socio-political 

change, economic crises and climate change. The drying up of rivers, “deforestation” 

and the environmental crisis of the nineteenth century were interpreted in relation to 

the harsh policies of the Ottoman government on the non-muslim populations of the 

empire. Greek folk-songs sung in Northern Greece depicted trees that did not bear 

flowers, birds that did not warble at human-beings, and nature in general appeared an 

increasingly capricious entity.360 Social disintegration and identity issues at the end of 

the century were expressed at times through socio-ecological discourses. In late 

1880s, for instance, an Armenian in an eastern Anatolian town was imprisoned for 

preventing rain by cooking a certain type of dough. 361 

                                              
359 Myths and stories around natural phenomena that have widely been studied were created through a 

mixture of material and non-material understanding of nature. Works like Annemarie Schimmel, 

Dechiphering the Signs of God: A Phenomenological Approach to Islam, Albany, 1994 or Grehan 

reconstruct only the non-material/non-political aspect of such myths. 
360 Lucy M. J. Garnett and John Stuart Stuart-Glennie, Greek Folk-Songs. 
361 Miss Mary P. Wright, “Turkey - Promise of Plenty,” Life and Light for Woman, vol. 18, 1888, p. 

473-474. 
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“A Natural Republic of Disorder”: Cooperation and Conflict between Socio-

ecology of sedentary and nomadic lives 

  

Socio-ecology was not exclusive to situations in which ethno-religious 

identities were at stake. One possible way to understand Ottoman society and the role 

of ideologies formed around socio-ecologies during the first half of the century would 

be to look at the society as being made up of discourses around socio-ecologies of 

nomadic and settled lives. A population of nomad human beings and animals had 

Figure 3 – Vekayi-i Tıbbiye illustration of the Siamese twins sent from Cyprus 
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determined Ottoman social, political and economic structures for centuries.362 In fact, 

for centuries the main problem for the Ottoman Empire was defined not around ethno-

religious divides, but around the nomadic or settled aspects of social groups living 

within and without Ottoman territories. Such nomadic tribes transferred knowledge, 

tradition and ideology down through the generations by establishing the necessary 

administrative and organizational mechanisms that provided them with autonomy and 

freedom.363 Still, their relationship with the state and the rest of society was defined 

by laws and customary practices that did not just aim at controlling and limiting the 

movement of nomads, but also sought to protect and guarantee it.364 The “fluidity” 

that the Ottoman state had benefited from mobilizing nomadic tribes as intermediaries 

to control networks of production, trade and administration, at times in areas that went 

beyond its frontiers, had become a problem after the 17th century as the surrounding 

empires, the Russian and Habsburg empires in particular, were based more on settled 

urban communities than nomads. In the frontier lands the Ottoman territories had 

become particularly open to the encroachment of other empires through the 

mobilization of ethno-religious identity, making tribes a burden on the state’s 

shoulder. Paradoxically, the tribes that for centuries had represented the fluiditiy of 

imperial frontier lands, were to define the new borders by the mid-nineteenth 

century.365 

Therefore the effects of sedentarization on the nomads in the 19th century were 

more complicated than mere political resistance to being forced to settle. Not all tribes 

resisted settled life, as some tribes incorporated settled forms of agricultural 

production and urban occupations into their lives, making it easier to comply with the 

                                              
362 Kasaba, Bir Konargöçer İmparatorluk. 
363 The emergence of a “tribal aristocracy” as organic part of the tribe, due to state policies of officially 

recognizing the tribal heads, who were given land and priviliges in return for keeping their tribes under 

control, helped secure traidtions. Kasaba, Bir Konargöçer İmparatorluk, p. 32. 
364 Ibid., p. 37-38; Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of 

Philip II, vol. 1, London, 1972, p. 94. 
365  Kasaba, Bir Konargöçer İmparatorluk, p. 24; Idem., “Do States Always Favor Stasis? The 

Changing Status of Tribes in the Ottoman Empire,” Boundaries and Belonging States and Societies in 

the Struggle to Shape Identities and Local Practices, Joel S. Migdal (ed.), Cambridge, 2004, p.27-49. 

At the end of the 1840s, the Kurdish tribes in constant movement at the Persian border were mobilized 

against the Persian Empire as a result of the Persian threat to invade Bahrain and Kuwait. Morevoer, 

the tribes were forced to issue letters that declared certain border regions belonged to either the 

Ottoman Empire or the Persian Empire during the negotiations of 1843-1844 Erzurum conferences. 

See, Nejat Abulla, İmparatorluk, Sınır ve Aşiret. Kürdistan ve 1843-1932 Türk-Fars Sınır Çatışması, 

Mustafa Aslan (trans.), İstanbul, 2009, p. 200, 210-211. Isa Blumi, Foundations of Modernity: Human 

Agency and the Imperial State. New York, 2012, p. 48-78 argues in detail about the political agency of 

the frontier communities and their fluidity even during late 19th century. 
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settlement laws, without completely abandoning a nomadic lifestyle. 366 What is more, 

climate change had created consent on the side of tribes to settle even without the 

coercion of the Ottoman state. The mountains had been abandoned in favour of the 

plains and coastal regions, which provided better opportunities for agricultural 

production and better climate compared to the landscape of the mountains. 367 

Continuous droughts, and animal diseases in particular, made it more feasible to live 

in the lowlands and start agricultural production or shift to a predominant agricultural 

production; 368  a fact that was in line with Ottoman imperial ideology and 

practicalities. Most of the nomadic tribes were already partially involved in 

agricultural production throughout their cycle of moving according to the seasons. 

However, that movement was not always in favor of the Ottoman imperial interests. It 

can also be argued that the forcing of practitioners of nomadic lifestyle into a settled 

context led not only to resistance, but also resulted in conflict between different socio-

ecologies of sedentary and nomadic lives, creating long lasting problems, especially 

when combined with climatic instabilities. Such clashes ultimately became the roots 

for ethnic conflict by the later decades of the 19th century.369 

The mental map of the Ottoman common men and women did not only change 

according to climatic and political-ecologic shifts. The sedenterization of nomadic 

tribes in Anatolia, starting from 1830s, created a totally different physical and mental 

landscape.370 Although Toksöz argues that there was no a priori reason that created 

the clashes between the sedentary and settled populations, conflicts between the 

settled communities and the formerly nomadic tribes represent the existence of 

different and clashing layers of the socio-ecologic relationship between nature, 

property and politics.371 The measures that regulated the relationship between the 

settled communities and the nomads, who had been members of local economic 

                                              
366 Kasaba, “The Changing Status” p. 27-28. 
367 Seyahatname-i Hudud, p. 63. 
368 For a similar argument in colonial contexts, see Grove, Ecology, Climate and Empire, p. 32. 
369  PMO. A.DVN 57-5. Ertem, “Eating the Last Seed.” The relationship between sedentary and 

nomadic lives is usually downgraded to a purely economic exchange relationship. While that might be 

true for late twentieth century tribes in Anatolia, that relationship is nevertheless historical and 

dynamic. See Daniel G. Bates, Nomads and Farmers: A Study of the Yörük of Southeastern Turkey, 

Ann Arbor, 1973. 
370 PMO. A.DVN 2463-3. Kırlı, Sultan ve Kamuoyu, p. 343 [entry 876]. 
371 Faroqhi, Coping with the State: Political Conflict and Crime in the Ottoman Empire, 1520-1750, p. 

32 provides earlier examples of such clashes during the mid-late 16th century. See also, Xavier de 

Planhol, De La Plaine Pamphylienne Aux Lacs Pisidiens. Nomadisme Et Vie Paysanne, Paris, 1958, p. 

117-120. 
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networks only for temporary periods, did not prove successful when tribes were 

settled and therefore became permanent parties in the relations of redistribution of 

resources and property.372 Despite the relatively peaceful coexistence of settled and 

sedentary populations throughout the early-modern period, by the middle of the 

nineteenth century, the main problem arose from the resistance of both social groups 

to conform to the political ecology imposed on them by the Ottoman expert-

bureaucrats.373 The correlation between conforming to the new political ecology, and 

the need for sedentarization can be demonstrated in the case of the Tahtacı, who were 

exceptionally not sedentarized due to their close ties with the state.374  However, 

resistance to the political ecology of the Empire did not necessarily lead to solidarity 

between the sedentary and nomadic populations. 

Nomadic tribes had had a more animal-oriented socio-ecology, in comparison 

to settled communities whose lives were oriented more around plants and herbs; 

therefore less fluid and less mobile aspects of nature. The fluidity of, not only human 

beings but also of nature within nomadic life created one of the most significant 

reasons for clashes originating in socio-ecologic differences after the sedentarization 

of nomadic tribes.375 Meltem Toksöz argues similarly that seasonal changes defined 

the organizational structure, settlement patterns and migratory movements of the 

nomadic tribes. While wet seasons were settings for a cultural awakening, full of 

amusement and ceremonies, dry seasons required energy to be spent on work for 

digging wells, limiting the mobility of the tribes and shrinking them into semi-

sedentary units.376 By the middle of the 19th century this form of socio-ecology was 

defined by Derviş and Mehmed Hurşid Paşas as such:  

“[…]if the water buffalo that they owned did not have the strength to 

                                              
372 Donald Quataert, “Rural Unrest in the Ottoman Empire, 1830-1914,” Peasants and Politics in the 

Modern Middle East, Farhad Kazemi and John Waterbury (eds.), Florida, 1991, p. 38-39. For an 

example of redistribution of “common” land including the nomads in late 19th century Levant, see 

Ya’akov Firestone, “Land Equalization and Factor Scarcities: Holding Size and the Burden of 

Impositions in Imperial Russia and the Late Ottoman Levant,” Journal of Economic History, 41 

(December, 1981), p. 813-833. For a different reading of the sedentarization in the Çukurova region, 

where sedentarization did not lead to clashes, see Meltem Toksöz, p. 34-35 
373 Faruk Sümer, Çukurova Tarihine Dair Araştırmalar (Fetihten XVI. Yüzyılın İkinci Yarısına Kadar), 

Ankara, 1964, p. 27. 
374 The sedenterization of Tahtacı started only during the Turkish republic.  
375 “Zira icabı takdirinde koyunlarını sürüp meskenlerinden gidebilmeğe muktedir oldıklarından yine 

oldukça başları havâda gezer.” Seyahatname-i Hudud, p. 42. PMO. A.MKT 93-47 (Gemlik). 
376 Meltem Toksöz, Nomads, Migrants and Cotton in the Eastern Mediterranean: The Making of 

Adana-Mersin Region 1850-1908, 2010, Leiden, p. 31. 
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roam especially around arid landscape, as they love marshlands, their owners 

always stayed in watery lands – lakes, swamps and marshes. Such land is 

impossible to penetrate for the artillery and cavalry; therefore these men rebel 

with the rebellion of the water (bunlar suların tuğyanıyla tuğyan iderler). When 

the waters overflow and lakes come into being, the men rebel and become 

poisonous. When the waters dry up, they too, calm down and become friends 

with other tribes.”377  

The distance of the tribes from a settled lifestyle was interpreted by the Ottoman 

administration as meaning that they were close to animals in culture and lifestyle.378 

Conflicts were equally defined and executed as clashes between socio-ecologies. 

Interaction between humans, animals and plants could at times be part of a war 

between nomadic and settled tribes. Attacking grain fields with animals seems to have 

been a strategy used by nomadic tribes, as happened between the Menemencioglu 

tribe and the settled communities in Karasandılı in late 1830s. The destruction of 

fields and harvests of settled communities by the animals of the nomads was part of 

the war between the human members of the two communities: “That place was close 

to the border to Karasandılı. When we reached it, everyone let their animals into the 

cultivated field. The soldiers in Karasandılı started shouting and shooting at us: ‘We 

will kill one of you for every grain [that is destroyed]’.” 379 

Similarly, the encroachment of a nomadic lifestyle into the settled populations 

was expressed in clashing socio-ecologic terms belonging to pastoral and agricultural 

languages. In the minds of the peasants from central Anatolia having their villages 

free from tribes was a matter of life and death for nature. One mule-driver (katırcı) 

from Karaman claimed, “since the advent of the security forces, the town flourished 

(şenlendi). Now that they are going back, [due to the presence of nomads] our towns 

                                              
377 Seyahatname-i Hudud, p. 42-43. Interestingly, an account written by the chief of Menemenli tribe 

during mid-19th century depict the overflow of rivers and waters as an obstacle to such “rebellious’ 

action (çakır nehrinin pek tuğyan vakti olub muharebe(ye) mani olmasıyla). Menemencioğlu Ahmed 

Bey, Menemencioğulları Tarihi, Yılmaz Kurt (ed.), Ankara, 1997, p. 27.  
378 Seyahatname-i Hudud, p. 65. The chief of the Menemenli tribe around Adana region, Kör Boybeyi 

lived around 1770s, a blind man was able to understand that the horse was mated with a mare through 

riding skills and some “omen” (alamet) despite his being blind. Menemencioğulları Tarihi, p. 7. For 

other examples, see Ibid., p. 20-21. 
379 Menemencioğlu Tarihi, p. 30: “ki orası Karasandılı hududu ve civarı olub muvasalat olunduğu vakit 

herkes hayvanatlarını ekin içine salıverdiler. Karasandılı askeri bu tarafa hitaben ‘ekin danesi başına 

birinizi telef ederiz’ deyü nida ve biraz tüfenk endahtıyla […]” 
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will again be dead (halî kalacakdır).380 Such conflict had a longer history than the 

period that is under investigation here. By the end of the seventeenth century, the 

Ottoman state tried to apply the first sedentarization policies, creating similar 

problems to that of the early nineteenth century. Climate change, resulting from the 

so-called “little ice age” drawing to an end in the middle of the century, caused the 

mountain populations migrate to plains, creating a similar encounter between the 

socio-ecology of the mountains and that of the plains. By the end of the 18th century, 

nomadic tribes had started roaming more freely, especially in plains, resulting in 

clashes with the settled communities and villages:381 

“Some of the nomadic tribes started coming [here] fifty, sixty years ago, 

for pasturage, and naturally (hasbettabia), they were not there only to graze 

their animals […] They were there for the climate (ab ü hava), the abundance 

of pastures and [the quality of] vegetation. Because of these, they desired to 

stay there and their numbers grew over time. They started to harm the Ezidi 

population [residing there], which, in the end, is now about to disappear. The 

land has become the land of the nomads.” 

Similar expressions can be found in various reports regarding the provinces in 

Ottoman Anatolia.382 What was limited by the sedentarization of these tribes from the 

beginning was not only the movements of the human elements of the tribe, but a 

dynamic and moving relationship between the human and animal members. 

Therefore, the obligation to leave flocks of sheep, goats or camels in the hands of 

“professional” shepherds indicated an expectation for change in the relationship 

between the human and animal populations.383 That was not a demand supported only 

by the Ottoman administrators and experts, but also by the settled populations as well. 

By the first half of the 19th century, the main complaints of the villages and towns 

were related to the loss of commons, be they pastures, water resources or simply 

agricultural land – aspects that had long defined the socio-ecology of the settled 

population – not only to the market-oriented Ottoman political-ecology, but also to 

the movement and maintenance of animals that belonged to the sedenterized tribes. 

                                              
380 Kırlı, Sultan ve Kamuoyu, p. 386 [entry 1046]. 
381 Seyahatname-i Hudud, p. 238. 
382 For an example, see PMO. İ.MSM 82-2344 (Erzurum), complains about nomadic tribes that started 

taking over lands and villages, at the expense of settled populations.  
383 Kasaba, Bir Konargöçer İmparatorluk, p. 86-87; Orhonlu, p. 49. 
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Such clashes, which were defined outside of the developing political ecology of the 

Ottoman state, demonstrate the multiple ways of understanding nature.384 However, 

the tendency of the state in the middle of the 19th century was in favor of a settled 

socio-ecology over a nomadic one, which was expressed as “primitive” and “animal-

like”.385 Derviş and Mehmed Hurşid Paşa define that perspective in great comparative 

detail, which it is worth quoting here at lenght:386 

“Indeed, if the purity that prevails in civilization, and the advantages and the 

issue of simplicity that demonstrate themselves easily through the agency of 

the human species in helping each other was possible when moving between 

summer and winter pastures; and if it was possible to maintain security by the 

abolishment of disorder that repeatedly arises from the emergence of an 

inferior nature and the command of necessity among the nomads; and if there 

was any possibility to study science and customs, and to learn the necessities 

of humanity while wasting the precious life with a desire for eating and 

drinking, and consumption and destruction like animals, there would be no 

better life than such where in the hot summers one wanders between pastures 

with a great climate, observes the fresh vegetation, and drink ice cold waters 

                                              
384 The feelings of pride and superiority on the side of the nomad for being mobile with animals as 

against the settled life with plants is recorded by Charles Fellows and William Ainsworth in their 

travels to Anatolian towns and mountains in the first half of the century. William Ainsworth, A 

Personal Narrative of the Euphrates Expedition, London, 1888, vol. 1, p. 41; Charles Fellows, Travels 

and Researches, p. 388-389. 
385 Although “animal-like” is used as a degrading phrase, the literal understanding of a relationship 

between human and animal movements is on the surface of such an understanding which in the second 

half of the 19th century became popular among Ottoman reformers like Mithad Paşa and Cevdet Paşa. 

Kasaba, p. 131. Seyahatname-i Hudud talking about the Ka’b tribe: “Zâhire çıkarıldığına göre aşiret-i 

merkumenin bütün havâ ve hevesleri bi-serlik ve serbestiyyet tarafına mail ve hallenmiş oldukları tavr-

ı hayvani ile çemenzar-ı baği ve isyânda otlayacak ve meydan-ı yağma-gerîde koşup oynayacak gibi 

fırsat bulacaklarını cezm itseler li-külli mezhebin yezheb mesleğine kâil adamlardır. Bunların ve sair 

başluca olan kâffe-i urbân aşayirin halleri bir cumhuriyet-i tâbiyye-i gayr-ı muntazamada ise de [...] p. 

25. Emphases added. However, it should also be mentioned that lower segments of urban communities 

were referred to with animal like qualities, demonstrating that animals were regarded according to 

different qualities depending on the milieu they were considered. For animal-like perception of slaves, 

concubines and workers in Egypt, see Mikhail, The Animal, p. 27, 30-31. 
386  “Elhak medeniyette olan nezafet ve nev-i ben-i Adem’in yek-diğere ianesi vesatatıyla ağuş-ı 

teyessürde rü-numa olan fevaid ve suhulet kaziyyeleri öyle yaylak ve kışlak dolaşıldığı halde elverse ve 

aşayir beyninde mütevalliyen zuhuru tabiat-ı sani ve emr-i zaruri menzilesinde bulunan türlü 

uygunsuzlukların bertaraf olmasıyla emniyyet hasıl olsa ve sair hayvanlar gibi ömr-i azizi ab-ı kiyah 

arzusuna hasr ederek ifna ve tebah eyleyüb de tahsil-i ulum ve adap ve itkan-ı malzeme-i insaniyyet 

etmenin imkanı bulunsa yaz mevsimlerinde öyle havası ala yaylaklarda gezüp her gün taze çemen 

görmek ve her saat karlu, buzlu sular içerek evladı iyal ve sair sevdikleriyle akd-i encümen-i muhabbet 

etmek gibi ömür olmaz. Ne faide ki aşayir makulesi ta’dad olan muhassenat-ı lazımeyi mücerred malik 

oldukları hayvanatı beslemek ve her biri bir nev’i cumhuriyet suretinde serbest bulunmak kazıyyelerine 

feda ve behayim sıfat dağa gezmeyi şeref-i medeniyete bi’t-takdim ömürlerin vahşetiyle ifna 

edegelmişlerdir.” Seyahatname-i Hudud, p. 206. 
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while chatting with children, family and other beloved ones. Alas, each and 

every one within the nomad nation keeps sacrificing the above-listed 

necessary useful work to feeding animals and to being in a kind of republic of 

freedom, and put wandering on mountains like the four-legged above the glory 

of civilization, destroying it with the savagery of their lives.” 

That is why tribes that resisted sedentarization were denied access to whatever 

made the “republic of disorder” possible, starting from the natural setting: water 

sources were blocked, or they were asked to reduce their flocks, until the 

establishment of the Fırka-i Islahiyye.387 Having realized the relationship between the 

animal and human members of the tribes as being the crucial aspect of their existence, 

the Ottoman administrators confiscated the camels and other animals of the tribes that 

resisted sedentarization.388 Further institutionalization, seemingly against the socio-

ecology of the nomads, created changes of a larger scale. Nomadic tribes were settled 

in wild forests (cibal-i mübaha), prior to and paralleling the abolishment of such 

commons in favor of private property through the land law (arazi kanunnamesi) in 

1858.389 Throughout the 1840s and 50s, and even later, settled communities were 

aware of the reasons for this assimilation of one of the two different but connected 

forms into one another. Villages reacted to the sedentarization policies by considering 

them as an encroachment of the central administration and as a destructive change for 

the existing moral-economies/socio-ecologies.390  For the tribes that were asked to 

settle, the “fear” of losing their lives and property (canımız ve malımız havfından) 

motivated them to obey the Ottoman encroachment in their lives.391 Still, the majority 

of the nomadic tribes resisted sedentarization. Although some of the tribes expressed 

consent for being settled by the Ottoman administration, that consent was usually a 

                                              
387 The establishment of an army to fight against the authorities of nomadic tribes, especially in eastern 

and southeastern Anatolia at the end of 1850s, marked the beginning of a new era in sedentarization. 

Creating consent through a combination of force and rewards, the Fırka proved relatively successful in 

suppressing the authority of certain tribes in particular, that had created problems for the Ottoman 

administration throughout the earlier half of the century. Even the legal framework regarding nomads 

and tribes changed after the 1850s. Kasaba, p. 125-128. 
388 An example is the Hatman tribe in central Anatolia whose camels were confiscated in mid-1802. 

PMO. C.AS 1754. 
389  Ömer Lütfi Barkan, “Türk Toprak Hukuku Tarihinde Tanzimat ve 1274 (1858) Tarihli Arazi 

Kanunnamesi,” Türkiye’de Toprak Meselesi, Istanbul, 1980, p. 281-375. 
390 Norman Lewis, Nomads and Settlers in Syria and Jordan 1800-1980, Cambridge, 2009, p. 44. See 

İslamoğlu, “Politics of Administering Property,” p. 300-302 for the reaction to property and tax 

registration practices for similar reasons that were considered to change land use and distribution/share 

from time immemorial radically. 
391 PMO. C.DH 13483. 
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tactic to avoid the military oppression. 

However, it was not only an agency of animals that defined the lives of 

nomadic tribes throughout Ottoman Anatolia. Both mountains and springs were 

considered sacred by nomads.  The mountains were given particularly important 

meaning as they demonstrated, through their cloudy summits, that god controlled 

weather events, especially the rain, making mountain hermits “weather-prophets” or 

“rain-makers.”392 In Baghdad, the Fîlî tribe, who constantly moved from Ottoman to 

Persian terrotires and back, considered the tree that they called Merdelâl and the 

mountain Zerdelâl so sacred that marriages were conducted under the testimony of 

both.393  The meaning attached to dates by the nomads of Muhemmere were not 

understood by Derviş and Mehmed Hurşid Pasha:  

“These people find dates incomparable to anything else in greatness and taste. 

So much so that one of those arabs [sic.] asked to the translator of the British 

official: ‘In that land that you praise so much, England, are there any dates?’ 

Upon hearing of absence of dates, he couldn’t hide his surprise: ‘So how can 

you live there?!’ He found it surprising, as if the whole world existed for the 

sake of dates.”394  

The cosmology and socio-ecology of a nomadic life that perceived the world 

existing for dates was hard for the Ottoman administrators and experts to grasp. 

In the long run, the political ecology of the Ottoman Empire and of any other 

“modern” empire developed a relationship with nature that excluded animals more 

than plants in the lives of humans. The sedentarization of nomadic tribes in the 

Ottoman territories was, therefore, one of the most important shifts that defined the 

second half and later parts of the 19th century Ottoman Empire. Animals challenged 

                                              
392 Hasluck, p. 99, 105-106. 
393 Seyahatname-i Hudud, p. 69 and footnote 3. The cosmography constructed in conjunction with 

camels, trees and prophets is demonstrated in detail in the example of a tribe, the Gürânî. Ibid., p. 104-

105: “Lakin Güran taifesinin itikadı şu merkezdedir ki server-i şüheda Hüseyin el-Murtaza radyallahu 

anh hazretlerinin merkad-ı şerifidir. Buna delilleri de güya Hind padişahlarından biri hazret-i hüseyin 

radyallahu anh türbe-i mukaddesleri için bir sanduka imal edip bir deveye tahmil etmiş ve memur 

eylediği adamlara, ‘siz bu deveye tabi olunuz, her nereye çöker ve sandukayı temin ederse hazret-i 

hüseyinin merkad-ı şerifi orada olacağından sandukayı ol mahalle vaz edin’ deyü tenbih  eylemiş. [...] 

deve Ban Zerde tarikına sapıp her-çend say etmişlerse de deveyi o yoldan saptırmak hendek 

atlatmaktan düşvar görünmekle memurlar [...] devenin ardına düştüklerinde ziyaret-i mezburenin 

olduğu yere varup orada çökmüş memurlar da tamam mahall-i emanet budur deyü sandukayı orada 

bırakmış olmalarıdır. […] akideleri üzere birine yemin ettirmek lazım geldiğinde ‘dükkan davud ve 

zülfikar ali hakkıyçün baba yadigarın yaş ağaçlarını kesmiş olayım bilmem haberim yoktur’.” 
394 Seyahatname-i Hudud, p. 27. 
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numerous aspects of property law and ownership rights, while themselves becoming 

one of the most important posessions in rural societies until the late eighteenth 

century.395 It would be too simplistic to assume that sedentary populations did not 

own animals, or that their lives were not organized around animals. On the contrary, 

within all rural societies “animals and humans lived in close proximity and 

collectively and collaboratively engaged in productive labor.”396 However, the socio-

ecology of different communities – humans, animals and plants all together – were 

defined according to the different relations they established among the members of 

the community. In a sedentary context, the relationship between human beings and 

plants were dominant over other relationships, making animals less active agents in 

defining everyday lives and structures. When animals proved less productive, as in 

the case of kereste-keşan, they were easily dismissed. In a nomadic milieu, animals 

were predominantly more active than any other member. Furthermore, in the eyes of 

the Ottoman state, the sedentarization of tribes meant the domestication of not only 

animals, but also of humans, limiting the movement and fluidity of all members of the 

community, at the same time as downgrading their value to a mere economic one, 

defined by property and trade relations.  

The early-modern dependency on balance and cooperation between plant-

oriented socio-ecologies and animal-oriented nomadic ones dissolved at the expense 

of the latter while transforming the former, leading to new conflicts. The “fight” 

between cropland and pasturage was won by the former. However, it has to be 

mentioned that both socio-ecologies were more heterogeneous and sophisticated than 

presented here. Altan Gökalp’s study suggests that sedentarization did not necessarily 

mean passage into field agriculture. The Çepni of Sofular that his ethnography 

focused on favored oleiculture over agriculture; however olive tree perceived as a 

factor of production among others, while livestock “is a veritable social message 

transmitted through several codes such as the kinship system or the religious 

system.”397 As Bulliet demonstrates, for almost half a millennium before the Oghuz 

tribes took a totally different path towards the south of the Karakum Desert into 

                                              
395 Mikhail, The Animal, p. 21. 
396 Ibid. In mid-17th century Egypt fellahs had the custom of praying to god for the protection of their 

“dogs, cats, donkeys and sons,” a custom that probably lasted into the nineteenth century. Baer, “Fellah 

and Townsman,” p. 231. The early-modern attitude towards animals, especially in urban centers were 

due to change in early nineteenth century. See, Benjamin Arbel, “The Attitudes of Muslims to the 

Animals: Renaissance Perceptions and Beyond,” Animals and People in the Ottoman Empire, p. 57-75. 
397 Altan Gökalp, Tetes Rouges et Bouches Noires, Paris, 1980, p. 157-167. 
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Khurasan during the Big Chill of 11th century, due to their camel based socio-ecology 

[sarbanan], compared to tribes with horses.398 

 

 

To sum up, the management of natural resources and their commodification 

throughout the first half of the century was not a smooth and non-reacted reality nor 

was it based on pure coercion. Local interests and socio-ecologic thinking defined the 

relationship between the local inhabitants, local and central administrators and the 

environment together, 399  in other words “[t]he varied combinations of mainland 

ecological, social, political, and economic structures generated distinctive local 

ecologies of […] exploitation.”400 The result was what Carolyn Merchant has labeled  

“the green false consciousness” or “the death of nature,” which should not be 

understood merely as a material death through deforestation, siltation, soil erosion 

salinization etc., but instead, or together with it, “demystification” and loss of 

meaning.401  This in turn resulted in the changes in the meaning of nature as an 

animate and active agent of social, economic and political life. The examples from 

mid-nineteenth century Anatolia nevertheless demonstrate that the survival of nature 

was maintained and guaranteed through a dialectic between the socio-ecology and the 

emerging political ecology of the empire, creating the necessary grounds for the 

institutionalization of conservationist tendencies and environmentalist movements 

later in the late 19th and early 20th century.402 The dialectic was responsible therefore 

for, to use Grove’s words, a “redemptive and confessional doctrine” of conservation 

in the Ottoman context.403 Still, the same dialectic was also responsible for the slow 

but gradual internalization of modern values of nature based on duality, deprived of 

non-economic value. Economization of nature therefore was not only a top-down 

process but happened in a milieu of complex relationships of conflict and cooperation, 

and negotiation and challenge between Ottoman expert-bureaucrats and their 

ideology, and Ottoman society. The decline of the “traditional peasantry”, first in 

terms of its ideology and cosmography particularly regarding their relationship to 

                                              
398 Bulliet, chapter four, especially p. 103-106. For sarbanan, the 12-15 degrees difference between the 

north and south of the desert was crucial.  
399 For a reading of renaissance venice from a similar perspective, see, Appuhn, p.22. 
400 Ibid.,p. 23. 
401 Carolyn Merchant, p. 3. 
402 Grove, Ecology, Climate and Empire, 86-89. 
403 Ibid., p. 28.  
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nature, then in numbers, affecting last decades of twentieth century peasant politics,404 

began in this manner in the Middle East and in Anatolia in particular. 

Resistance to the advent of such administrative practices that made up the 

modern political ecology of the empire were neither ineffectual nor could they be 

defined as merely the subversion of those administrative practices that were defined 

outside society. Rather, as the second half of the century proceeded, they were 

internalized by the administration, forming the local constituents of policies that were 

to rule nature. However, contrary to the arguments made by İslamoğlu on the role of 

administrative practices of private property formation, such reactions and resistance 

were not fully understood by the state. Therefore, the internalization of social 

struggles to the administrative practices did not necessarily result in more 

involvement of local knowledge in the making, in this case, of a political ecology, 

which had an important agency in the formation of new taxation practices and the 

establishment of private property.405 Economization of “wild” plants and elements of 

nature – as demonstrated by the examples of hüda-yı nabit or cibal-i mübaha – grew 

from the same roots as private property. Private property proved to be one of the 

symptoms of a growing problem that came as a result of the economization and 

redistribution of natural “resources” among local, central and inter-imperial interests.   

The expertise and nature of the colonial contexts is overestimated while 

projecting the same to the non-colonial contexts. The search for experts in the 

colonial sense in the Ottoman Empire for the first half of the nineteenth century 

resulted in debates relating to the attribution of agency to foreign engineers, doctors, 

botanists, or scientists from different disciplines. As it is shown in this part, the 

picture was rather different from that of the earlier studies conducted around the 

history of science and “modernization” in the Ottoman Empire. A corps of “experts” 

was successfully established by the Ottoman administration, gradually replacing 

earlier forms of production of knowledge and its application throughout the first half 

of the nineteenth century. The class of “mütefennin”, which as up until now been 

understood as men of science, did not necessarily imply the hegemony and dominance 

of science as a defining aspect of policy making and application of projects of 

“improvement.” It rather corresponded with a new structure of expertise and a 

                                              
404 Eric Hobsbawm, “Peasants and Politics,” Journal of Peasant Studies 1, vol. 1, no. 3, 1973, p. 20. 
405 Huri İslamoğlu, “Politics of Administering Property: Law and Statistics in the Nineteenth-Century 

Ottoman Empire,” Constituting Modernity: Private Property in the East and West, p. 280-284. 
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category of experts who instrumentalized universal knowledge and science in order to 

justify policies that were thought to be of crucial importance to the raison d’etat. 

While the policy of establishing that class proved successful, the results of the 

expertise around how that class identified itself were composed of “failures,” as can 

be seen in the experiences discussed above of Dr. Davis’ farm, attempts at 

establishing a popular weather forecast system, and partially the Natural History 

Museum. 

Pressures created by a combination of political ecology and climatic 

fluctuations created pushes and pulls for the nomadic populations to settle, the 

farmers and agricultural laborers to migrate, flee and shift to different modes of 

production, including proto-industrial manufacturing.406 The resulting pressure on the 

urban milieu forced the Ottoman administrators take up a new agenda during the 

second half of the century in order to relieve the pressure that had been put on the 

natural resources, which were considered vital for the empire to overcome its 

dependence on nature. This is a relatively new idea of nature that is defined on the 

basis of unwanted fluidity and movement, including human and non-human members 

of Ottoman society.407 The mechanization of manufacturing and production, scientific 

agriculture and animal husbandry needed the mobilization and control of more human 

beings than non-humans and therefore more control of the environment.408 The results 

of this attempt at controlling and disciplining nature were unintended, as urban 

centers were inhabited by newcomers, leaving the administrators with yet another 

dilemma regarding the urban environment. By the end of the 1840s, the capital was 

growing in size at great pace, destroying the farms and forests within and around the 

city and over-exploiting the water resources. 

                                              
406 These new modes and occupations were not necessarily more profitable, therefore economically 

rational. A cook (aşçı) working in a coffeshop in intramural Istanbul in March 1843 was heard 

commenting on the situation: “[…] If we had worked in our hometown as much as we did in abroad 

[gurbet, meaning Istanbul] we would make large amounts of money.” Kırlı, p. 410 [entry 1127]. 
407 Already during the late 1820s, the problems of hygene and urban disorder forced the Ottoman 

administrators to “deal with” nature intervening in the cities, usually in the form of epidemics and 

disorder. The dogs of Istanbul were ordered to be rounded up by the Sultan in late 1820s. As of early 

1839, the sacking of dogs was fixed to an order in the context of rules that set quarantine. For the 

former incident which failed due to the capsize of the vessel that carried collected dogs to a nearby 

island, see Pinguet, “Istanbul’s Street Dogs,” p. 355-356. That incident was interpreted by the 

inhabitants as a divine retribution to the attempts to rid the city of dogs. Mikhail, The Animal, p. 93 

[footnote 30 and 31]. For the later institutionalization of dog sacking, see PMO. C.SH 26-1255. The 

institutionalization of the control on human “flocks” migrating to urban centers was not that different 

from those that regulated animal movements.  
408 Mikhail, The Animal, p. 41. For colonial examples, mobilizing forest protection as a means to 

control political dissent, see Grove, Ecology, Climate and Empire, p. 204. 
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The Ottoman state of the period seemed to be interested in nature both inside 

and outside its territories to a previously unseen extent. However, the fantasy of 

empire on paper did not prove successful in disciplining nature as intended. Contrary 

to what has been suggested for European contexts, the expertise that transformed 

climate change and disasters into a subject of knowledge in order to establish a novel 

mode of relationship between administrators and society based on the control of 

nature, did not create effective institutionalization of such control in the Ottoman 

territories.409 The next part of this thesis will deal with the consequences of such 

change, firstly by looking at how it institutionalized the control and regulation of 

nature, and subsequently examining how it created more ignorance and absesence of 

control at a time of climate change and famine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                              
409 René Favier and Anne-Marie Granet-Abisset, “Society and Natural Risks in France, 1500-2000,” 

Natural Disasters Cultural Responses, p. 118-119. 
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PART II: DISCIPLINING NATURE? FAMINES IN ANATOLIA C. 1790-1850 

 

Starting from the middle of the eighteenth century, European colonizers 

became increasingly interested in founding natural history museums, botanical 

gardens and model farms in the colonies. The purpose of these initiatives was not only 

to produce abstract knowledge about the flora, vegetation, habitat and natural history 

of the landscape, but also to provide drought-resistant crops and scientific monitoring 

of environmental changes via meteorological observation due to deforestation and soil 

erosion taking place in their colonies. 410  Control did not only come in openly 

exploitative forms, but appeared as or transformed into structures of conservation of 

water, forests and soil, especially after the first half of the next century. Not only did 

the colonialist ideology and identity require a proactive intervention of the colonial 

institutions in the relationship between nature and human beings, but also in terms of 

the climate change that had affected the fertility of land. The effect of this climate 

change on the human population as workforce and animal population both as 

commodities and part of the workforce, also forced them to find solutions to such 

consequences by manipulating and intervening in the workings of nature. The famines 

that occurred throughout the first half of the nineteenth century in particular created 

suitable grounds for the institutionalization of colonial science as mechanisms of 

controlling both the natural and social orders. Local indigenous knowledge stretching 

back to previous centuries was translated into a colonial discourse of domination and 

superiority, nevertheless providing the pillars of a conservationist attitude towards 

nature. Therefore natural disasters were instrumentalized for the sake of further 

intervention into the daily lives of indigenous populations. However, natural disasters 

in the metropole were treated differently. Ignorance and passivity were the main 

patterns of reaction from imperial bodies. Expertise that aimed at resolving the 

problems of the colonial empires, limited the maneuvering capacity of the state by 

centralizing knowledge-gathering mechanisms, therefore eliminating the agency of 

the local. The Ottoman realm was no different to its European counterparts. 

 

                                              
410 Richard Grove, Ecology, Climate and Empire Colonialism and Global Environmental History, 

1400-1940, p. 56-57. 
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Table 1: Famines in the first half of the 19th century in Asia Minor and Anatolia 

 

As an empire that was going through similar processes in the nineteenth 

century, the early-modern Ottoman Empire, before the age of expertise, responded to 

natural disasters and famines with relatively better flexibility and in a more effective 

manner. Responses to famines included, but were not limited to, the distribution of 

food either as bread or flour, price checks and more effective market control to make 

staples more available, generally undertaken by a local governor. Other solutions 

were to move away troops stationed in an affected region, the granting of tax breaks 

or, in cases where it was demanded by the victims of the famine, the provision of 

financial support.418 On the other hand, the early-modern Ottoman state did not have 

any systematic thinking regarding disaster prevention, relief or normalization in the 

aftermath of disasters. The actions of the state were highly dependent on how much 

                                              
411 According to Orhan Kılıç, the famine in Bursa was caused by fire and locusts, and in Mediterranean 

islands, the reason was drought. Kılıç's list of famines does not include any of the cities listed here. His 

randomly prepared list focuses more on the Balkan provinces like Belgrade, Bosnia or Crete. Orhan 

Kılıç, “Osmanlı Devleti'nde Meydana Gelen Kıtlıklar,” Türkler, vol.10, Ankara, 2002, p. 718-719. 
412 PMO. HAT. 4343-1 
413 PMO. C.DH. 340-7; PMO. HAT59100/C-1438 
414 PMO. HAT 59100/B-1438; C.IKTS. 10-486 
415 PMO. C.IKTS. 652-14; PMO. HAT 33880-705 
416 PMO. HAT 50-1586; PMO. HAT 20215-366 
417 PMO. C.IKTS. 2103-43; PMO. I.DH. 3108-63 
418 Yaron Ayalon, Natural Disasters in the Ottoman Empire: Plague, Famine and Other Misfortunes, 

New York, 2015, p.65-76; Abraham Marcus, The Middle East in the Eve of Modernity: Aleppo in the 

Eighteenth Century, p. 213-214; Antoine Abdelnour,  Introduction à l’histoire urbaine de la Syrie 

ottomane (XVIe-XVIIIe siècle), Beirut, 1982, especially chapter three. 

Year(s) Cities/Provinces Extent 

1800-02 Konya, Diyarbekir, Bursa, Mediterranean Islands411 East-west 

1806412 Damascus Regional 

1812-13413 Kars, Ankara, Kastamonu, Izmir, Morea, Erzurum East-west  

1819414 Kayseri, Adana, Maras, Damascus North-south 

1824-26415 Kastamonu, Çankırı, Kütahya, Konya, Kayseri, 

Damascus 

North-south 

1832-33416 Konya, Cyprus North-south 

1838-39417 Crimea, Kayseri, Erzurum, Cyprus North-south 

1845-47 Bursa, Bolu, Ankara, Kayseri, Trabzon, Erzurum, 

Diyarbekir, Adana, Damascus, Beirut … 

East-west       

North-south 
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the local authorities were familiar with their own area, its nature and inhabitants, 

making the general welfare vulnerable to personal interests and capabilities. Despite 

the passive attitude of the Ottoman center throughout the period between the mid-

seventeenth to late-eighteenth centuries, the intervention of local authorities in 

famines, which formed the basis of Ottoman famine relief policy, worked 

effectively.419 Although the systematic regulation of charity and relief mechanisms 

only took shape after the mid-eighteenth century, on an abstract level early-modern 

political philosophers provided the bulk of the literature that laid the responsibility of 

feeding the populations especially during famines in the state’s hands. 

Both in Europe and in other parts of the world, the responsibility of the rulers 

in feeding their subjects had been an important subject for ideologues and 

philosophers on good government. Even when there was no institutionalization of 

such philosophy, from the laws enacted by rulers it is evident that they were 

concerned with the hunger of their subjects and tried to relieve it as much as they 

could. “Feeding the hungry” was one of the most important aspects of monotheistic 

religious doctrines and of other philosophical traditions throughout the late antique 

and medieval periods, and it provided necessary ideological ground for political 

entities.420  Early Christian preachers used notions of righteousness and justice, as 

well as the “common good” (meaning what profited everybody within a society), in 

order to encourage the rich to not to stockpile grain during a famine, as a response to 

instances of hoarding during a famine around late fourth century.421 Similarly, in 

Sung China most important form of charity that the emperors resorted to was to 

relieve hunger in times of famine.422 Famine prevention and relief organization for the 

poor were among the classic tasks of the Chinese bureaucracy, based on Confucian 

ideals that valued “feeding” the people as a prerequisite to educate them better.423 

                                              
419 Ayalon, Natural Disasters, p. 71-74. 
420 Peter Garnsey, Famine and Food Supply in the Graeco-Roman World Responses to Risk and Crisis, 

Cambridge, 1988, p. 89-244; Ana Maria Carballeira Debasa, “Forms and Functions of Charity in Al-

Andalus,” Charity and Giving in Monotheistic Religions, p. 207-208, mentions also the resistance of 

the ruler to provide necessary support to the population during a famine in 874 AD, despite the general 

tendency and philosophy to provide support. 
421 Susan R. Holman, “Healing the World with Righteousness? The Language of Social Justice in Early 

Christian Homilies,” Charity and Giving in Monotheistic Religions, Miriam Frenkel and Yaacov Lev 

(eds.), Berlin, 2009, p. 98-102. 
422 Peter Brown, “Remembering the Poor and Aesthetics of Society,” Journal of Interdisciplinary 

History, no. xxxv, vol. 3, (Winter 2005), p. 517-518. 
423 Pierre-Etienne Will, Bureaucracy and Famine in Eigthteenth-century China, Elborg Forster (trans.), 

Stranford, 1990, p. 4.  
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The Ayyubid sultans Al-Adil and Baybars were equally concerned with the 

stomachs of their subjects, and provided free or cheap provisions to their famine-

stricken subjects at the end of the 12th century, and in the middle of the following 

century.424 During the following century, Mamluk sultans adopted the measures of 

their predecessors and either imposed the responsibility for providing food on the 

local emirs or distributed alms themselves.425 Their actions were in accordance with 

what was expected of a “proper” king in the Islamic advice literature of the late 

middle-ages, where charity and feeding the poor was advanced as one of the most 

important qualities of the king. The redistribution of the public budget of the state and 

the private budget of the ruler was reserved first and foremost for the poor and 

hungry, as either alms or provisions.426 

The obligation of the sovereign in the diet of their subjects was even 

emphasized in the first few works on economics immediately following the middle 

ages. According to Jean Bodin, the king had to keep a necessary surplus for the needs 

of the public. Similarly, his contemporary, Antoine de Montchretien argued that the 

king was responsible for the feeding of the population and the efficient functioning of 

the state. Later on, after the 16th century, following changes in the categorization of 

the poor as “deserving” and “undeserving” in accordance with changes in the 

political-economy, the responsibility of the state and the ruler started to be understood 

as being more limited; limited only to the “real” poor and hungry. Those who worked 

for the prosperity of the state deserved to be fed. Whereas it had previously been 

considered beneficial to keep any surpluses of grain in order to guarantee the survival 

of the population, a shift in attitude led surpluses to become valued more as a source 

of tradable wealth. However, even Richelieu, a strong proponent of trading 

agricultural surplus within international markets, argued that in times of crisis and 

disaster, this type of trade should be prohibited as a solution. Given the fact that the 

wealth of the nation through international trade was the main concern of the 

mercantilist way of thinking of the period, productivity was considered as one of the 

most important contributors. On the other hand, feeding the population was still a 

                                              
424 Boaz Shoshan, Popular Culture in Medieval Cairo, Cambridge, 2002, p. 60-61.  
425 Yaacov Lev, Charity, Endowments, and Charitable Institutions in Medieval Islam, Tampa, 2005, p. 

134-136. 
426 For an example see, The Sea of Precious Virtues (Bahr al-Fava’id): A Medieval Islamic Mirror for 

Princes, Julie Scott Meisami (trans.), Salt Lake City, 1991, p. 81-84, 147. For a king, being charitable 

was listed as the second most important quality after his obligation to practice his prayers.  
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moral, but more importantly, a “national” duty. For this reason a prix juste was set, 

which made food products accessible to a majority of the population and also was 

necessary for the “independence” of the nation in times of crises from other nations. 

This form of independence was considered to be one of the most important 

“weapons” needed in order to dominate the world.427 Around the second half of the 

18th century, especially in Western Europe and Britain, ideas about regulated markets 

and prices for grain and provisions started to be abandoned in favour of a new 

“liberal” domestic market, as a result of the increasing needs of growing populations, 

urbanization and changes in the division of labour. A free market was considered to 

be a more efficient way of feeding the population, while at the same time it was seen 

as the best way to promote agricultural growth and international cooperation. 

Islamic ideologues and thinkers of the early modern period, who justified 

ideas and practices within Ottoman territories, had similar discussions about the 

responsibility of the rulers in the face of hunger of their subjects. Ibn-i Khaldun 

(1332-1406) refers to famines and food shortages, together with diseases as 

consequences of the “disorganization” of agricultural production, storage and 

marketing, implying the role of the state in providing the necessary organization in 

the regulation of production and consumption. A decade after Khaldun, Ibn-Maqrizi 

(1361-1442) began writing his treatises. One of these texts, on famine, economics and 

the monetary history of Egypt, asserted more or less similar ideas. Having appreciated 

the efforts of Mamluk sultans in feeding the famine-stricken subjects, he lists the 

reasons for the severity of famines in his time as the collapse of control over security; 

administration and market regulation; and absence of generosity on the side of the 

sultan. Therefore, according to Ibn-Maqrizi the famine in 1404-1405 resulted in the 

hunger and death of a huge portion of the population, whereas 6 years before that, the 

sultan’s generosity until the end of the famine saved his subjects, to such an extent 

that no one died due to hunger.428 Similarly, Ottoman bureaucrats and administrators 

applied a combination of a regulation of economic exchange relations and one of a 

gift economy based on generosity and benevolence through soup kitchens and other 

waqf facilities. The so-called “provisionism” of the empire provided one of the three 

                                              
427 Alain Clement, Nourrir le Peuple. Entre Etat et Marché XVIle XIXe siècle. Contribution à l’histoire 

Intellectuelle de l’approvisionnement Alimentaire, Paris, 1999, p. 38 
428 Gaston Wiet, “Le Traité des Famines de Maqrīzī,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of 

the Orient, Vol. 5, No. 1 (Feb., 1962), p. 45-48. 
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major strands on which the imperial economic structures were based for almost three 

centuries.429 The idea of provisionism was based on the principle of the regulation of 

the market by the public purchase of basic staples – including grain, meat, fruit, olive-

oil, coal and wood – in order to provide a minimum amount of these goods in central 

markets with a regulated prix juste, at least in the capital city and other large urban 

centers. According to Ülgener, the majority of the firmans and orders from 16th to 18th 

century were concerned with the provisioning of Istanbul. The words of Gelibolulu 

Mustafa Ali (1541-1600) are explanatory of the provisionist ideas of his time and 

representative in terms of how a statesman and an intellectual of his period thought of 

the state as being responsible for feeding its population: 

“Now that vizier is useless, he who does not reserve the most 

important necessities of the general public of the country, and especially 

of the capital of sovereignty on time. When due to famine and scarcity in 

one of the supplies, people fight with each other, and when the judges 

could not take control of the problems, and thus the merchants sell [their 

goods] whichever price they wanted, and the official prices increase, 

resulting with the profit of a couple of grocers and the ruin of the 

soldiers and a class of respectable people.”430 

While economic exchange relations were regulated through mechanisms that 

allegedly considered the state to be the most important actor in the production, 

distribution, exchange and consumption processes, the gift economy that had been 

considered as another important aspect of Ottoman economic relations was left more 

in the hands of economic change. Halil İnalcık argued that waqfs, founded on the 

individual wealth of sultans, state dignitaries and common men and women rather 

than the expenditure of the state treasury, were the principal means for disaster relief 

and social services at least until the emergence of a welfare-state during second half 

of the 19th century. The supply and distribution of water and food was practiced 

through the waqf facilities. Accounts of the early Ottoman empire, especially those 

                                              
429 Salih Aynural, İstanbul Değirmenleri ve Fırınları Zahire Ticareti, Istanbul, 2001, p. 5. 
430  Gelibolulu Mustafa Ali, Nasihatü’s Selatin, Kasım Ertaş (trans.), Istanbul, 2008, p. 4B, note 

(derkenâr): “İmdi ol vezîrden nolur ki ‘umûmâ ehâlî-i memleketün, husûsan sükkâ-i pây-i taht-i 

saltanatün havâyic-i mühimmelerini zamânı ile kayurmaya, mühimmâtdan birinde kaht u kıllet olmağla 

halk-i ‘âlem birbirlerine girişe, hükkâmun mu‘âmelât umûrına mukayyed olmaması ve ehl-i sûk 

istedükleri gibi satub narh-i sâbık gitdükce izdiyâd bulması bir alay bâzârî manavlarun ğanâsına ve 

‘asâkir-i müslimîn ve rû-şinâsân-i güzîn zümresinün iflâsa atılmasına sebebdür.” 
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covering the period from its foundation up until seventeenth century, tend to 

emphasize the egalitarian nature of Ottoman charity , where both muslim and non-

muslim alike received equal treatment, reflecting the outlook of Ottoman society as a 

melting pot of different religious groups.431 On the contrary, Eyal Ginio highlights the 

exclusionist side of the imarets (public kitchens) and waqf complexes. During the 18th 

century, waqf facilities were only accessible to those who were part of the networks 

formed around waqf workers, be they managers, or porters.432 As Meier has argued, 

the imarets or takiyya of eighteenth century Damascus no longer fulfilled the same 

political and social functions, including the redistribution of food and water, as it had 

in the sixteenth century.433 Therefore, it was not only the system of market relations 

that was changing in the eighteenth century, but there were also drastic changes in the 

charitable food distribution policies in the form of public kitchens (imaret).434 

Paralleling developments in Europe, the Ottoman administration’s 

understanding of feeding the population and how it should be carried out changed 

around the last decades of the 18th century. 435  Within the “classical” system of 

Ottoman provisioning, the gap between the “official price” (miri) and the 

external/market price was the main determinant of how much the state and its agents 

were to be involved with the pricing and transportation of further provisions. The 

reasons for the change in the system may be found in the increasing asymmetry 

between the two pricing mechanisms, and the social problems created as a result. The 

increased possibility for disorder in urban centres was caused by a number of factors. 

                                              
431 Heath Lowry, “Random Musings on the Origins of Ottoman Charity: From Mekece to Bursa,” 

Feeding People Feeding Power: İmarets in the Ottoman Empire, Nina Ergin and Christoph K. 

Neumann (eds.), Istanbul, 2007, p. 73-76; Bahaeddin Yediyıldız, XVIII. Yüzyılda Türkiye’de Vakıf 

Müessesesi Bir Sosyal Tarih İncelemesi, Ankara, 2003, p. 164-165; Amy Singer, Osmanlı’da 

Hayırseverlik: Kudüs’te bir Haseki Sultan İmareti, Istanbul, 2002, p. 130-135 [Constructing Ottoman 

Beneficence: An Imperial Soup Kitchen in Jerusalem, New York, 2002]. Interestingly, other historians 

argued that the waqf in general and feeding the poor/hungry through soup kitchens (imarets) in 

particular contributed to the Islamization of provinces. For an example, see, York Norman, “Imarets, 

Islamization and Urban Development in Sarajevo, 1461-1604,” Feeding People Feeding Power, p. 81-

88. 
432 Eyal Ginio, “Living on the Margins of Charity: Coping with Poverty in an Ottoman Provincial 

City,” Poverty and Charity in Middle Eastern Contexts, Michael Bonner, Mine Ener and Amy Singer 

(eds.), New York, 2003, p. 165-185. 
433 Meier, p. 146. 
434 Astrid Meier, “For the Sake of God Alone? Food Distribution Policies, Takiyyas and Imarets in 

Early Ottoman Damascus,” Feeding People, Feeding Power, p. 132. In 1570, the dearth of rice in 

Damascus nearly ended with the closure of sultanic imarets in the city. 
435 Yaron Ayalon, “Richeleu in Arabic: The Catholic Printed Message to the Orient in the Seventeenth 

Century,” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations, vol. 19, no. 2, 2008, p. 151-165; Seven Ağır, “The 

Evolution of Grain Policy Beyond Europe: Ottoman Grain Administration in the Late Eighteenth 

Century,” Yale Universtiy Economic Growth Center Working Paper, no. 999, June 2011. 
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Foremost among these was the increase in the overall population of the empire, 

especially in urban centres as of seventeenth century, along with the rural reactions to 

the profit-oriented tax-farming and empire-wide fiscal crises. This was further 

compounded by an increase in the price of grain on the international market, which 

resulted in increased hoarding, which in the end caused the price of grain and bread to 

skyrocket even during abundant harvests. As a result the Ottoman administration, 

through its corps of bureaucrats, began a quest to renew the system for provisioning 

cities, especially Istanbul. By the late eighteenth century, Ottoman bureaucrats started 

experimenting with physiocratic ideas aimed at reforming price determination and 

grain distribution policies. This approach necessitated more intervention by the state 

in order to increase agricultural production on the one hand, and contradictorily, the 

liberalization of trade and market relations on the other.436 Ottoman bureaucrats at the 

time believed that the only possibility to solve the military, fiscal, social and political 

problems of the empire was to increase agricultural production through scientific 

agriculture and liberalized exchange relations. However, this led to regular 

interruptions in the provisioning Istanbul in particular, as the liberal measures for 

granting merchandise rights made it possible to hoard greater amounts of grain and to 

export it along with other staples to places other than the capital city.  

Famines during the pre-Tanzimat Period 

 

 Ottoman Anatolia suffered from famine periodically in the first half of the 

nineteenth century, which mostly lasted for about one or two agricultural seasons. 

However, in certain provinces these famine events left important and long lasting 

effects. Harvest failures were so common in most parts of Anatolia during this period 

that the archives are full of complaints, petitions for tax reduction or even exemption 

from all around the region. In fact, one could say that what we are dealing with here is 

continuous wave of drought and famine that started by the mid-1820s and lasted until 

late 1850s with varying severity. Although the socio-economic consequences of the 

                                              
436 Ibid. 



139 

 

famines during this period proved different in each province and township, the 

fluctuations in production were continuous.437 These famines seem to have followed 

similar patterns in their emergence: complaints followed by minor or moderate crop 

failures were mostly ignored by the local or central authorities, leading the crisis to 

transform into a larger catastrophy in nearly every case. Despite the changes in 

famine-relief and post-famine reconstruction of the socio-political order throughout 

early modern Ottoman history up until the late nineteenth century, these changes were 

limited in scope and duration, and were not meaningful.438 The most dramatic side of 

the story is that even though the post-Tanzimat organization of crisis management 

was better established, the 1845-50 famine was the most destructive of all the famines 

which took place in the first half of the century. Although differences in organization 

are visible in Ottoman archival documents, the hopelessness and tiredness created by 

the frequency of famines can be seen across the board. The words of Mahmud II 

justly explain the feeling that prevailed the period: “My grand-vizier, […] I do not 

understand; this issue of emergency grain will soon lose track and destroy the order 

[…].”439 

 The famines that took place before the Tanzimat period represented an 

important testing ground for the theories of the emerging Ottoman expert-bureaucrats, 

who believed in the supremacy of agricultural development over any other plan for 

the further prosperity of the empire. When famine hit Damascus, most of Egypt and 

large parts of Anatolia in 1826, Ottoman administrators tried to provide food to the 

inhabitants of famine-stricken villages and towns in line with the policy of 

“preservation of the state and the protection of the poor,” (siyanet-i miri ve himayet-i 

fukara ahvallerine dikkat olumak babında). However they also perceived the famine 

as an opportunity to promote agricultural production (ziyade ziraat ve harasete 

teşvikleri) in places that had climatic conditions that were better suitable for 

agricultural production. In comparison to the “provisionist” policies of the early-

modern Ottoman Empire, where consumers were considered to be the main elements 

of exchange relations that needed the protection of the state, price regulation in the 

early nineteenth century happened within a more complex set of relations established 

between the state, producer, merchant and consumer. The subtle balance between the 

                                              
437 Erler, Kuraklık ve Kıtlık Olayları, p. 122-125. 
438 Ayalon, Natural Disasters, p. 9. 
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actors was even harder to deal with during crises like famines. When trying to set the 

price for the purchase and transfer of 320000 keyl of grain from Tekfurdağı in 

southern Thrace to the province of Erzurum (in northeast Anatolia) Ottoman officials 

tried to keep local notables, farmers and merchants comfortable and silent (ashab-ı 

zehairin sızlanmalarını mucib olması mülahazadan gayr-ba'd olmak hasebiyle dörder 

buçuk guruşa olduğu halde sedr etmeyecekleri).440 Keeping the balance between those 

actors was not only necessary for the Ottoman administration in order to provide grain 

and other staples for its subjects who were suffering from famine, but also to maintain 

its agency in controlling interests between local notables, merchants and tax-

farmers.441  

 The weight of the agency of the local actors of the empire was equally felt in the 

distribution of the provisions gathered from parts with better harvests. For the 

distribution of the 320000 keyl of grain to the inhabitants of the province, the 

governor of Erzurum had to appoint inspectors who were expected to remain in towns 

and villages until the last of the grain sent there was distributed to the merchants. The 

story of sending grain to the islands of Midilli, Çesme and Sakız, at the Aegean sea 

during the famine of 1800-02 is a further example of how the Ottoman state was 

highly dependent on the support and agency of the local officials and their 

networks.442 The officer was warned to not to leave for another city and sell any more 

grain in the meantime for whatever reason (bahane ile bila-ferman-ı ali ahir mahalle 

dahilen). Furthermore, after the distribution of grain on the islands, the bills and 

related documents were to be brought to Istanbul for investigation. While the effect of 

trade relations and Ottoman integration into the globalizing market economy between 

the two famines of 1800-02 and 1824-26, was different, the dependency on local 

inspectors and officials demonstrate that the state balanced the intervention of the 

market in economic terms during such crises by using local power-relations.443 On the 

other hand, the Ottoman center intervened in disasters, at times by changing the 

administrative structures of provinces. Modifying the status of one locality due to 

famine meant the regulation of the relationship between the center and the periphery, 

or central and local, and the transformation of famine relief mechanisms accordingly. 

                                              
440 PMO. C.BLD 70. 
441 Ağır, “The Evolution of Grain Policy,” p. 15. 
442 PMO. C.BLD. 1426. 
443 For other examples of local networks and governors organizing grain transfer into famine-stricken 

territories see, PMO. HAT 59100B. 
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As seen in the case of Adana, which had been suffering from famine for three years in 

1829, the inability of the local governors to relieve the consequences of famine, or 

even more so due to “absentee governorship” (see below), provinces could be farmed 

out as mütesellimlik.444 

 The Grain Administration, which was set up to monitor the purchase of grain 

and regulate the grain supply for Istanbul, however, proved weak and was seldom 

needed by the Ottoman center and local administrators. This fact emphasized the 

importance of the loose network of actors from the local to the central in contrast to 

the institutionalized forms of regulation and famine relief. Institutional support for the 

Grain Administration seems to have only been restored during minor famines that 

required the gathering and transportation of relatively small amounts of grain. In 

1829, the island of Foça demanded 1000 keyl of grain and 1000 keyl of barley, and 

were able to obtain it through the intermediation of the Grain Administration. During 

the famine of 1832-33 responsibility for the distribution of 4000 keyl of grain and 

2000 keyl of barley was transferred to the head of the Grain Administration. 445 

Another reason for the relatively passive role played by the Grain Administration in 

regulating the empire-wide transfer of grain can be found in its role as an 

intermediary institution only during disputes or where merchants or producers were 

not eager to sell their produce to famine-stricken towns at state regulated prices. As in 

the example of Foça, the Grain Administration was able to function as an institution 

of expertise that defined whether the famine in one town required the transfer of grain 

from other towns or investigate the situation when merchants and producers from the 

latter claimed they were suffering from famine and therefore lacked the amount of 

grain requested. 

 Despite the relatively unneeded assistance of the Grain Administration in 

famine relief, the collaboration between the Ottoman center and the local inhabitants 

demonstrated another fact related to the pre-Tanzimat nature of Ottoman famine-

relief. The dependence on locals constituted a guarantee in the face of contradictory 

aspect of Ottoman grain policy that was a combination of mercantilist and 

provisionist policies, the latter still making itself felt throughout the first half of the 

                                              
444 PMO. HAT 14362; PMO. HAT 22621-D. 
445 PMO. HAT 20215. Interestingly the gathering, transportation and distribution of 320000 keyl of 
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century. Despite the penetration of mercantilist ideas and practices, the Ottoman 

capital was still ruled through early-modern provisionist policies. Recognizing 

merchants as important actors in the Ottoman economic realm, Ottoman 

administrators were afraid that the grain and cereals reserved for the consumption of 

the palace and the inhabitants of the capital city, would be distributed to the 

inhabitants of towns hit by famine, or that famine would be used as an excuse to break 

the practice of not selling the reserved grain to other provinces. Therefore the 

appointment of locals as inspectors established a binding relationship between the 

center and periphery based on a negotiation between the survival of the famine-

stricken population and that of the inhabitants of Istanbul. 

 Although Ottoman administrators recognized the agency of the local during 

famines, that agency was not regulated systematically, as it would be following the 

Tanzimat reforms. Therefore, not all famines were aided actively. As a result 

“absentee governorship”, a trend that was seemingly absent from previous traditions 

of famine-relief existed in early-nineteenth century, was considered as a solution to 

problems caused by famines. In the absence of councils of reconstruction and councils 

of agriculture, governors felt free to define the situation according to their own 

interests and demand that their interests be fulfilled before those of the common good. 

In a petition to the sultan, the governor of Diyarbekir asked to be released from 

Diyarbekir to another city until the end of famine, even beginning his petition with a 

poem.446 Even the purpose of the petition – a governor's release to another city during 

the crisis – reflects how famine was regarded as an environmental catastrophe that 

one could passively keep away from, at least for one’s sanity as argued by the 

governor.447 The famine of 1802-03 in Diyarbekir was a severe one. According to the 

voyvoda of the city, Timur Paşa, inhabitants had to resort to eating straw, while it can 

be seen in the reports of the governor of Rakka that there were riots in and around the 

city. Still, the governor of Diyarbekir could find the courage to ask for his release to 

the city of Mardin, since according to him, everybody else had already fled the city 

                                              
446 PMO. HAT 27-3268. “Gılal ve zehayir dedikleri ism-i bi-müsemma gibidir / vücudu nayabullah 

bozuldu/ karası çıktı hem oldu hanesi viran / döküldü şehre cu' ve sa'il etti nice hayatı.” (The last verse 

seems to be adopted from the poem written about the famine of 1171/1757-1758 by Lebib in 

Diyarbakir/Amed. “Arz-ı hal-i kahtiyye beray-ı vezir-i efham u ekrem Ragıb Mehemmed Paşa vezir-i 

azam devr-i Mustafa Han, Lebib divanı p. 421)  
447  For the debate over how “flight” was considered by Muslim philosophers and Ottoman 

administrators, especially during plague epidemics see Ayalon, Natural Disasters, p. 135-151. 
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(herkes iltica etmiş olub).448 Following the accounts of other famines in the pre-

Tanzimat period, one can observe that the governor of Diyarbekir was not the only 

one to leave his post in the middle of a famine. The governor of the province of 

Maraş, Ahmed Paşa, demanded his release to the city of Ayntab, due to his inability 

to live in Maraş after the famine had caused drastic increases in grain and meat prices 

in 1819.449 Similarly, the governor of Damascus, Mustafa Paşa, cancelled his visit to 

Kütahya in late 1825 upon hearing about the famine, not because he thought he would 

create further burden on the poor, but because he “was not able to tolerate waiting and 

running around with the four hundred people and eight hundred animals” (dört yüz 

kadar nüfus ve sekiz yüz kadar hayvanat mevcud olmağla [...] bu kadar daire halkı ve 

hayvanat ile meks ü arama mütehammil olmadığımdan) during the famine.450 It could 

be argued that the Paşa was actually afraid that his belongings and animals would be 

center of attention at a time of scarcity and dearth. It can be seen clearly, therefore, 

that the personal interests of the Ottoman bureaucrats were prioritized over those of 

the subjects. In order not to intervene in local power relations and not to contradict the 

demands of its local administrators, the Ottoman center tolerated such demands from 

the governors.451 

 While the Ottoman center tried to keep relations with the local officials and 

dignitaries as positive as possible, the local inhabitants were not entirely happy about 

the reactions of the representatives of the state to the famines. During the 1829 

famine, the inhabitants of Adana, in cooperation with the nomadic tribes, decided to 

not let the governor enter the city, as he was considered unable to govern the city and 

had left aside managing the famine relief. The inhabitants were determined to expel 

the governor despite his “entrance to the city with large number of cavalary and 

infantry” (pek külliyetlü süvari ve piyade alub adanaya gelüb girmişler olmağla).452 

The inhabitants of Diyarbekir submitted petitions against the behavior of the governor 

during the 1800-1802 famine. In the same year, in Akşehir, situated in the province of 

Konya, famine struck due to swarms of locusts and deprived the inhabitants of 

                                              
448 The petition of the governor can be found in PMO. HAT. 5268. For the reports of the governor of 

Rakka and the voyvoda of Diyarbekir about the famine, see, PMO. C.DH. 13026.  
449 PMO. HAT 24957B. 
450 PMO. HAT 33880. 
451 However, in 1827, during another famine in Damascus and the surrounding territories, the Sultan 

ordered that the governor of the province and Salih Paşa, the former grand vizier, should stay in 

Damascus to manage the disaster relief, instead of joining the Sultan for a trip. See, PMO. C.DH 1776. 
452 PMO. HAT 22626G. 
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provisions. The unfortunate inhabitants of the town, which was built on a central road, 

complained about the frequent visits of state dignitaries, who did nothing but 

contribute to the burden on their shoulders. Therefore during the famine, their demand 

was not grain nor any other support, but the acceptance of their “kind” rejection of the 

obligation to host the vizier Osman Paşa, who was to visit the neighbouring province 

of Karaman. The inhabitants of the city were afraid that their burden would be 

multiplied due to an extraordinary tax called “bread money” (zahire bahası) that 

would be demanded due to the visit of the vizier.453  Similarly, the inhabitants of 

Salonika agreed with the recently appointed official (it is not clear what post that 

person was to occupy) that he had to find another post as the famine in 1800 has 

deprived them of their resources, and they would not be able to serve him with the 

kindness and respectful treatment he deserved (şan-ı müşiranelerine şayan levazım-ı 

ikram tedarikinde ma’cuz ve haylice kusur vukuuyla mahcub ve melum olacakların 

itiraf [ile]).454  What is evident here is that local populations had a wide area of 

negotiation with the central and local authorities during the pre-Tanzimat famines. 

 The famine that devastated Ireland and Northern Europe in 1800-1802, created 

similar effects in Ottoman territories. The inhabitants of the province of Kengiri 

suffered even more, since the Ottoman state was willing to send provisions to 

England, the necessary grain was demanded from the provinces of Hamid, Karaman 

and Cyprus, where the famine had already ruined not only the harvest required for 

provisions,, but even that which was needed for seeds. The inhabitants of these 

provinces refused to provide grain due to the famine that was ongoing in western 

Anatolia. 455  While friendly relations between empires were strengthened through 

famines, they sometimes caused inter-imperial problems, as seen in the famine that 

struck Kars in 1812-13, where inhabitants were forced to flee to Persia for provisions, 

but were badly treated by the Persian soldiers and authorities. According to the 

petition submitted by the peasants who had crossed the border, they were accused of 

being allies of the Russians (moskolu ile dostluk idiyorsunuz deyu), and a number of 

them were murdered and their animals and belongings were taken from them. As the 

petition claims, the dreams that the peasants had of escaping from destitution were 

                                              
453 PMO. Yb..04 5-11. 
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were seen as problems by the inhabitants, see the petition submitted by the inhabitants of the island of 
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completely ruined and their situation was made even worse when they encountered a 

plunderer (dar paçalı) on their way back to the Ottoman lands. The peasants 

demanded support from the state, since the men had taken whatever was left in their 

hands and furthermore, had left them all naked.456 It was not only in Kars that the 

famine created issues that crossed borders. Similarly, at the opposite end of the 

empire, the famine in Austria during “the year without a summer,” 1817, had resulted 

in the border populations fleeing into Ottoman territories, across the Danube river by 

boats. The Ottoman center had to ask the interpretation of the locals (efvah-ı nassa 

göre) as it was not able to understand the real reasons behind the rush of Austrians, 

which created problems of administration as migrants arrived at Eflak and Adakale. 

Some of the migrants started selling off their children for good or temporarily in order 

to ease their hunger, while others were put to work in the fortress of the island.457 The 

minimal intervention of the Ottoman authorities during the famines of 1840s reached 

such a level that populations from different provinces – such as those from Kars who 

had fled to Iran in 1820s – found the solution to their situation by asking for aid from 

neighboring Empires. In July 1841, due to the famine that hit Erzurum, the local 

inhabitants took their families and asked for the help of the Russian authorities at the 

border and were taken care of as a result.458 

 Another distinctive aspect is that the guilds or loose organizations of laborers 

and artisans of the provinces or cities played an active role in asking for necessary 

provisions in case of failure of harvest or famine. The gunpowder makers in Kayseri 

in 1839-40, for instance, petitioned the sultan not only for the need of their own town, 

where the majority of the inhabitants were not engaged in farming, being either 

gunpowder makers or merchants, but also described the situation of the poor 

inhabitants of the city center who continuously rushed to the bakers for bread and 

returned home empty-handed.459  It can be said that the role of guilds and artisanal 

organizations in famine-relief disappeared after the Tanzimat reforms reorganized 

local administrative structures. Together with the distinctive role of the guilds and 

labour organizations, the role of janissaries, even after they were abolished, was 

definitive in constructive and destructive ways. During the famine that devastated 

many parts of Anatolia in 1824-25, the burdens of the famine were worsened by the 
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former janissaries who, after the abolishment of the janissary ranks and the 

demolishion of the barracks, had taken up other means of making a living, such as 

becoming bakers or getting involved with petty-trades, most probably using their 

previous prestige and power. As a result, the governor of Kayseri had to send out 

spies to follow the baker-janissaries who stockpiled grain and sold it at double the 

price, contrary to the decree that ordered bakers to sell the grain in their possession at 

the lowest price. 

As time went on, the Ottoman population was devastated by famines that 

struck more and more often. By the time the Tanzimat reforms had started to be 

implemented, the local-central cooperation established during famines had weakened. 

Throughout the 1840s, for the Ottoman common men and women the image of the 

empire was a famished and a miserable one. In September 1840, a former soldier 

commented, contrary to what we find in the archival material, that between Elazig and 

Izmit there was nothing but famine and hunger (Harperut’tan […] İzmid’e 

gelince[ye] kadar bütün memleketlerde kahtlık var, yiyecek ekmek bulunmuyor). 

Around the same time, a couple of kilometres away from him, the caretaker of the 

Nur-ı Osmaniye mosque was voicing a similar concern: “outside there is extreme 

famine and even animals are dying. The provinces are like that, so is the inside 

[Istanbul], what is our future going to be?” 460 In fact, the future was going to be no 

less miserable, as the whole empire was about to experience one of the worst famines 

that had struck in centuries. 

The Famine of 1845-1850 

 

The famines that struck throughout the 1830s represented the beginning of a 

period of series of drought and famines that gave the knockout blow with the 1845-50 

famine. Whilst Ottoman Anatolia was not alone in suffering hunger and scarcity of 

food, as most parts of the northern hemisphere were hit by famine, the reasons and the 
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development of the famine in Anatolia prove important in helping us to understand 

the mid-nineteenth century Ottoman state and society. Vasıf Paşa, the mayor of 

Ankara, recorded in detail how the famine came into being in a letter from mid-June, 

1845: 

“Due to the lack of snow and rain last winter and spring, the crops did not get 

to reproduce and grow enough. The solution to the lack of water was solved 

by opening up canals to direct water from small rivers and places where water 

was more abundant, into fields that needed water. We have been waiting for 

the last four months, full of hope for the next harvest, in the meantime 

surviving by collecting grain from whoever had some left at hand. As of the 

summer, no rain has visited these lands and the few water sources dried up due 

to the storm that hit recently. As a result, all the crops dried before they turned 

into grain. The harvest time has arrived, we are without a single hope […] The 

inhabitants, the poor and women, came to the council to ask for a possible 

solution, crying that they were not able to make a living […] Now, the scarcity 

is not limited to Ankara and is breaking out in all towns and villages.”461 

This was the beginning of a five-year long catastrophe that caused the death of 

thousands of humans and animals, the migration of tens of thousands and the change 

of structures of production, exchange and consumption patterns in the middle term.  

 

Responses to Famine: “Abundance beyond Imagination” 

 

“[There are] tears of sorrow and time is of misery and pain 

At this year of drought and scarcity turning into famine”462   

 

These lines, written by Mehmed Lebib, define the year of 1845-46 as one of 

misery and pain. His awareness of the drought that took place throughout the period 

in which he wrote some of the poems that were published in 1846 was reflected in his 

style and content. Throughout his descriptions of love and passion, he frequently uses 

notions of hunger, thirst and scarcity to express his feelings. Yet, what makes his 

comments about the contemporary scarcity and famine more valuable and important 
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is his position as a member of the Grand Imperial Council (Meclis-i Vala-yı Ahkam-ı 

Adliye). The awareness of the famine and the reflections of it in a poem written by a 

high representative of the state are invaluable, especially in the case of the Ottoman 

Empire. Yet, one should not easily think that the perspective of Lebib is 

representative of that of the state. The reactions given by different agents and 

agencies of the empire and of the sultan vary. As it is unlikely that the details of the 

discussions that took place in the grand council and the local councils were recorded, 

and that there are no sources where Ottoman historians can read such discussions, the 

individual perceptions are hard to discuss. The reaction of the state to the famine of 

1845-50, however, can be followed through different sources; these include 

documents related to the crises as well as official and unofficial newspapers used as 

means of publicizing the opinion of the state. 

Drought and the failure of the grain harvest of 1845 throughout all of Anatolia, 

Asia Minor and certain parts of Roumelia did not create much alarm on the part of the 

administrators. Although it was a widespread failure, it was considered to be local and 

was not treated as an important crisis, with a focus placed on the instead on the 

regions where, according to them, the harvests were abundant. The self-esteem of the 

empire was triggered more by the trust in the new technologies the government 

employed by which information could be gathered about the population. The surveys 

on the income yielding assets of 1844-1845 (temettuat) that recorded not only the tax 

potential of the empire, but functioned also for the spatial and occupational 

categorization of the Ottoman population, gave the administrators an idea of self-

sufficiency. As on previous occasions, there were enough harvests for the surpluses to 

be distributed to the needy. To express it in more economic terms, unlike the pre-

Tanzimat cases, the Ottoman administrators trusted in the market forces that had 

developed in the preceding centuries and transformed into a liberal one by the mid-

nineteenth century.  

Ceride-i Havadis, the semi-official newspaper, not only reported the important 

developments concerning the empire, but was also concerned with the environmental 

and technological developments happening alongside the political situation of the 

empire in general. The abundance of articles about the famine in Europe and in the 

Ottoman territories is revealing to some extent in how the state perceived the 

environment in general and famine in particular. Yet, unlike the case of Lebib, the 

main tendency of state dignitaries and experts was to ignore the existence of an 
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environmental calamity. Given the fact that copies of Ceride were distributed to local 

administrators in great numbers, one can argue that it was used as a censorial 

mechanism to prevent local administrators from creating any disturbances, as had 

happened two decades before: 

“The summer, up to now has been dry and hot. Even though it is feared that in 

some parts of the empire there will be minor harvest failures, as a result of the 

abundance of rain in certain parts of Rumelia in these last 20 days, in other parts 

of the empire there will be harvests of great abundance and that will suppress 

the rumours about the condition of the grain harvest, and will also make further 

rain unnecessary […] and everybody under protection of the sovereign [sultan] 

will be destined for abundance beyond imagination.”463 

Compared to the scientific perspective taken towards nature and its calamities, 

and the interest towards the European famines, the Ottoman centre was less concerned 

with what really was happening in various parts of the Empire, mainly in central and 

northern Anatolia. The reactions of the local authorities and population to the drought 

of 1845, which had affected nearly all parts of Anatolia, were regarded as “rumours,” 

as the Ceride has noted in 16 Cemaziyulevvel 1261/22 June 1845, and were 

disregarded due to the abundance of the upcoming harvest in other parts of the 

empire. In the following lines of the same piece, the public was invited to “trust” the 

state in the case of any possible scarcity or famine. What is interesting is that the 

articles in Ceride always placed an emphasis on the abundance of the harvest in 

“large” parts of the empire (memalik-i devlet-i aliyyenin vasi' olan kaza ve 

eyeletlerinde), as compared to “some” parts (bazı kasaba ve karyelerde).  However 

there is no mention of how these harvests would be useful for those who were 

suffering from scarcity. In other words, there is no mention of the state support in the 

articles published in Ceride, even though they attempted to create an idea, or a 

fantasy, of abundance in the minds of the readers. 

In the following weeks, the officials must have realized that the problem was 

more serious and real than they had had imagined. It was at this point that they chose 

to criticize the “ambition” and “avarice” (zeam) of those who impatiently could not 

wait until for the rains to come and cleared the forest areas due to the drought being 

                                              
463 Ceride-i Havadis, 16 Cemaziyelahir 1261/ 22 June 1845. 



150 

 

experienced in their area. They were the ones that should be blamed for creating the 

suitable conditions for a possible famine, as was noted in the first week of July:464  

“In some regions, the drought is caused by the avarice of those who cut down 

trees, saying drought has appeared and it will take time to rain again [...]. Yet, 

waiting until it rains for the fruit to grow does not cost anything, furthermore, 

there is no need to mention that a farm with trees is much better and profitable 

than one without them.” 465 

As mentioned at the beginning of this part, the possibility of famine, and even 

the mention of the word in public, was an important indicator of its existence. Nearly 

the same ignorance and neglect towards the famine existed in the British newspapers 

about the Irish famine. According to Leslie Williams, even the Irish press positioned 

themselves skeptically towards the issue, and even though the word famine appeared 

frequently in the newspapers, the seriousness and reality of it was questioned. On the 

contrary, and similar to the Ottoman case, the British newspapers reported and 

congratulated the state on the “comfort” and “plenty” enjoyed by the subjects of the 

state. The Manchester Guardian reported that even though there were partial failures 

of potato harvest in some localities, they “believe that there was never a more 

abundant crop in Ireland than there is at present.”466 

The silence of the Ceride about the situation in the Ottoman lands throughout 

the harvest period, in contrast with the abundance of the articles on the famine in 

Europe is of particular interest. The possibility of a scarcity in northern France and the 

UK, especially in Ireland, were reported frequently, and at one point, the climate and 

the situation of the upcoming harvest were reported upon on a weekly basis. 

Meanwhile, the harvest took place in the Ottoman lands and the state realized that the 

yield was “unexpectedly” low. An article published at the end of November 1845 

“confesses” the fact that everybody was “obliged to feel sorry” about the scarcity of 

provisions, however, it argued that the shortage was not as severe as the famine that 

                                              
464 Ibid. 
465 Ceride-i Havadis, 1 Receb 1261/6 July 1845 “Ama bazı mahallerde kuraklık vukuu bulup yağmur 

yağması husule gelüb menfaat görülmesi vakte muhtacdır deyü zeam ederek ağaçları kesüb 

eksiltmedendir [...] havadan tagaddi berle gittikçe büyüyüb …si müşahede oluncaya kadar asla bir 

masraf ve bir külfeti olmaduğundan başka öyle bir ağaçlu çiftlik ağaçsız çiftlikten her cihetle ala ve 

pahalı olduğu tariften müstağniyedir.” 
466 Leslie A Williams, Daniel O’Connell, The British Press and the Irish Famine: Killing Remarks, Ed. 

William H. A. Williams, Burlington, 2003, p. 128-129. 
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was underway in northern Europe. In fact, compared to Europe, it argued that there 

was abundance in the Ottoman lands:467 

“Even though the abovementioned scarcity of grain must create grief in 

everyone, the country, thank god, is in great abundance compared to other 

places. In northern Europe, the scarcity of provisions has reached the level of 

famine and in Ireland, the food of the majority, potatoes, are rotten […]. For a 

very long time, due to the scarcity of water, there has been some hardships; yet 

thank god, last Wednesday the rain came and lasted for twenty-four hours, 

saving the people from thirst and contributing to the next year’s harvest […]” 

 

The article continues by arguing that the failure of the potato harvest in Ireland 

would lead the United Kingdom to ban the exportation of grain, as the Irish 

population would hold on to bread, as happened with chestnuts in Sardinia.468 Such 

expectations were meaningful since the same article announces the ban on export of 

grain from Ottoman lands, following the example of Egypt, where the possibility of 

shortages had already made the authorities ban the exportation of grain. 469  The 

documents relating to the ban on exportation again expose the ignorance towards the 

famine. The main motive is defined as the possibility for future distress due to the 

upcoming winter and existing famine in Europe. Otherwise, the readers are assured 

that there were no shortages, even though there were increases in prices in Istanbul. 

Although accepted without any objection, the position of the newspaper was on the 

side of free trade, from which both the peasants and the merchants would profit. In 

that sense the existence of famine, regardless of its severity, was considered as an 

opportunity. As the Irish famine deepened, 

“The [Ottoman] merchants and peasants will benefit, and the farmers will be 

able to sell their products at the market instead of leaving them in the granaries 

                                              
467 Ceride-i Havadis, 29 Zilka’de 1261/29 November 1845. “Zikr olunan zahire noksanlığı herkesin 

indinde mucib-i teessüf ise de memalik-i devlet-i aliyye şükürler olsun bazı mahallere nisbetle yine 

bolluk üzeredir zira avrupanın şimal taraflarında bulunan devletlerde zahire noksaniyeti kaht 

mertebesine varmış ve İrlandada avam-ı nassın gıda-yı me’lufu olan patatların ekserisi çürümüş 

olduğundan [...] Çoktan beri suyun kılletinden naşi bazı mertebe zahmet ve müşkat çekildi ise de geçen 

çarşanba günü ahşam üzeri yağmurlar başlayub yirmi dört saat kadar ba-el-… yağdığından alem 

susuzluk gailesinden vareste oldukları ve gelecek senenin mahsulatına faide bahş olduğu [...]” 
468 Ibid. 
469  Ceride-i Havadis, 8 Zilka’de 1261/8 Noveber 1845. “Bu mevsimde nil-i mübarekin fizanı 

noksanından naşi mısırın bazı arazisi atıl kaldığından gelecek senenin mahsulatı eksik olur hevkiyle 

işbu teşrin-i evvelin on beşinci gününden itibaren zehayir-i mevcudenin şimdilik taşraya çıkarılıp 

satulması mısır valisi devletlü mehmed ali paşa hazretleri tarafından men’ olunduğunu o taraftan gelen 

mektublar yazıyor” 
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until they rot, and furthermore, they will be willing to produce more, which will 

result in greater abundance.”470 

Meanwhile, the official newspaper, Takvim-i Vakayi, was concerned with giving 

details of how the policy of increasing the life standards and well-being of the 

subjects of the empire was being implemented, albeit with disruptions and resistance, 

but without reservation. However, the newspaper ignored the realities of the empire 

even more than Ceride, and can be said to have been censored to some extent. The 

increase in the price of certain fruit and vegetables in Istanbul in early August was 

regarded as a result of the “unjust” taxation practices of some of the tax collectors as 

well as some undefined “unavoidable reasons” (esbab-ı zaruriyeden). The details of 

these reasons were not explained anywhere in the newspaper, and it was suggested 

that they had been left to the sovereign who takes good care of the procurement of the 

welfare and security of the inhabitants of the city.471 The productivity of the subjects 

and of the land was considered another important subject, yet no consideration was 

given to the realities, instead full trust was placed on scientific methods and practice. 

In the following pages of the abovementioned issue, ironically, the paper discusses 

how the fertile lands of Ankara and the surrounding region should be cultivated in 

order to increase production and multiply the variety of products.  

The most extreme example of such ignorance was demonstrated by the Journal 

de Constantinople et des Interets Orientaux, which was representative of the liberal 

position of the Ottoman and foreign merchants in the Empire. In one of the last issues 

of the journal in 1845, the prohibition placed on the exportation of grain was harshly 

criticized. Concerned mainly with the future of trade, the article argued that one of the 

most fearful results of the famines that were devastating many European countries at 

that time would be the risk that people would lose respect for authority, laws and 

property. Citing Le Journal des Débats of France, which published an article about a 

circular by the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce of France that blamed 

newspapers for creating anxieties about crop failures, which would disappear soon 

since such considerations were without real bases, the Journal de Constantinople 

blamed the Ottoman government for listening to the “cries of disaster, famine” from 

                                              
470  Ceride-i Havadis, 8 Rebiulahir 1262/5 April 1846.  “[...] geçen hafta dort beş gemi kokoroz 

dersaadet limanından alınıp bu günlerde İngiltereye gonderilecekdir ve gittikçe bundan bezirganlara ve 

erbab-ı ziraate faide keside olacağı ve ashab-ı har’at husule geturdukleri zahirelerini anbarlarda 

çürütmeyib satdıkları gibi ziyadesini tehsil etmeğe çalisacakları derkar bulunmağla bu vechle dahi 

bolluk olacağı aşikardır” 
471 Takvim-i Vakayi, 5 Şaban 1261/9 August 1845, p. 1. 
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the spirit of speculation (l’esprit de speculation) that visited the country for its own 

benefits. Thus the ban on the exportation of grain from Turkey was harshly criticized 

with the claim that the idea of the famine was nothing but rumours created by the 

“Speculation,” (with a capital “S”) and that by prohibiting exportation, the Ottoman 

administrators only defended the interests of such Speculation. The editors of the 

Journal de Constantinople were both surprised and disappointed by the fact that such 

things could happen in “a country of liberal trade” like Turkey.472  

Even though it can be argued that such articles were written to keep the local 

authorities silent and trade on track, in light of the reaction to the complaints and 

warnings about a possible disaster from the cities affected by the famine, it can be 

stated that the Ottoman centre actually believed in what it was forcing the newspapers 

to print. The ignorance towards the complaints, which came mainly from central and 

northern Anatolian cities, was countered in the same vein by the agents of the centre 

and the sultan himself, who claimed such complaints to be of speculation. The same is 

true of the complaints of the inhabitants of Trabzon, who claimed that for years they 

had been surviving on the crops that they had exchanged with each other while the 

majority of the harvest went to small-scale traders and to the public-kitchen where the 

miners of the state were fed. It was claimed that they were  “speculations of famine” 

(kıtlık lakırdısı). Although it had been accepted that the lack of rain was a reality in 

Istanbul, it was still considered as a “possibility” for other parts of the empire, and 

was blamed on various actors. Nuri Efendi, the minister of water, was considered 

guilty for the lack of water, thus as a first step, he was dismissed, followed by second 

step: praying for rain.473 

The same ignorance and disguise of the famine was reflected in the language 

used in the official documents. Even though partially recognized as a result of the 

petitions and reports sent by local authorities, the authorities at the capital city had not 

fully realized the extent of the famine, as is reflected in the language used in the 

correspondences. A quick analysis of the documents produced by the central 

authorities demonstrates the fact that the word “famine” (kaht) was carefully ignored. 

Instead more vague words referring to scarcity or drought were used. 

On the other hand, parallel to the articles appearing in the newspapers, the 

Ottoman administration’s emphasis on the famine in Europe was used as a cover for 

                                              
472 Le Journal de Constantinople et des Intérêts Orientaux, 16 December 1845, p. 1. 
473 PMO. İ.DH. 98-4917. 
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the one taking place in their own lands. According to a memorandum of the Grand 

Imperial Council, while the famine in Europe was devastating the populations of 

Europe, abundance and comfort (reha) prevailed the Ottoman lands. And yet it was 

still necessary to be careful and not to let the traders in certain parts of the empire 

exhaust the stocks by exporting the provisions.474 

It took nearly a year for the administration to take the famine seriously. A 

report written by the British consuls in Bursa and Kayseri put all of the state agents in 

trouble. Stating to recount the “real” conditions of those suffering from the famine in 

most of the central Anatolian cities, in May 1846, it reported the death of 6000 people 

from Ankara alone and claimed that the daily deaths amounted to 10, leading the 

sultan and those in Istanbul ask the local governors whether the report reflected the 

reality or not. The tone of the language was not as careful as that chosen to deny 

famine and the blame was put solely on the local governors, accusing them of not 

letting the centre know in time about the situation of the subjects. What was even 

more humiliating for the centre was that they learned about such an important issue 

only after the non-muslim agents in the empire had let them know.475 The Ottoman 

centre was so surprised that the members of the grand assembly felt like they had to 

distrust the report. However, they could not do so since “even though the mentioned 

intelligence was considered to be exaggerated to some extent, it is not very likely that 

it is totally without basis.”476  

The problem of religion in the administration of famine, or in other words, the 

ignorance of muslim administrators towards the famine, was an important question 

for the council, since it was understood that most of the sufferers of famine and the 

majority of those who had died from hunger were Muslims, while non-Muslims 

(especially Greeks and Armenians) were able to provide support for their own 

communities. Still, there was considerable skepticism within the Imperial Council in 

interpreting the report of the British consuls, as it every now and again tended to 

question the validity and the legitimacy of their opinions. According to the council, 

the expression of the “personal opinion” of the British consul on the subject could be 

                                              
474 PMO. A.MKT.MHM. 2-6 
475 PMO. I.MVL. 78-1519, p. 4-5. “Ve gafletle saltanat-ı seniyyenin ecnebi memurları vasıtasıyla istila-

i ahval-i ahali ve tebaa etmesi layık olmadığına binaen” 
476 Ibid., p. 5. “ihbarat-i vakıa mübalağalıca gibi görünmüş ise de pek de bî-esas olması mümkün 

olmayub saye-i şevketvaye-i hazret-i şahaneden zir-i destan olan ahali ve tebaanın her maddede hüsn-ü 

muhafazaları ise lazim-ı zimmet-i himmet-i mulkdariden olduğuna.” For examples of such suspicion in 

the Northern Indian famines, see Sharma, p. 42-43.  
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considered as “legitimate” (kabil-i haktan) and could not be countered (bir şey 

denemez ise de), however, the ignorance of the Muslim administrators was to be 

immediately overcome in order to provide necessary support to the needy. 

Another non-muslim agent to acknowledge the real situation was the Greek 

patriarch Anthimus VI, who had to remind the Ottoman state in the summer of 1846 

that the famine was more serious than they thought and that there were casualties 

among the non-muslim populations of Ankara. The patriarch also mentioned the 

strong class character of the famine, since there were those who were “a bit well off” 

(azıcık hali hoş olanlar) who sold whatever they possessed for a loaf of bread,477 

meaning that those who had nothing, did not have much chance. Nevertheless, the 

ignorance towards the famine and the failure to obtain intelligence and take action as 

had been done by the non-muslim agents had not been reverted even a year after 

Anthimus’ complaint. Another petition written by the patriarch of Cyprus in 1847, 

about the continuing misery due to famine, demonstrates the annoyance of the 

patriarch and the Rum community to the Ottoman administration’s policies in coping 

with the famine. 

Responses to Famine: “Not even a Kile of Grain Left” 

 

The weight of the central authorities and officials on how the disaster should 

be approached created an important detachment from the early-modern and early-

nineteenth century famine-relief policies. The accumulated local knowledge on 

famine-relief was eliminated, only to be replaced by the expertise provided by the 

center during times of crises. As the previous section has demonstrated, even the 

labeling of the crisis was left to centrally appointed officials, who were often not 

familiar with the localities, and it was they who were expected to help overcome the 

dire consequences of that crisis.  

Meanwhile, at a local level, both the local administrators and local elites, 

together with inhabitants and the poor, tried to force the Ottoman centre to take action 

against the possibility of a disaster as a result of the harvest failures and the abnormal 

climatic conditions. The local reactions to the famine aimed firstly at mobilizing 

public resources and initiatives, before resorting to other methods and up to and 

including rebellion. The warnings of a bard who lived in central Anatolia during the 

                                              
477 PMO. A.DVN.MHM. 2A-75. 
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famine are meaningful in this context: “there will be disorder if it goes the same/ the 

next harvest is still so far away.”478  

Compared to the center, the local authorities were more aware of at least the 

possibility of a famine for the year, since the failure of the crops was already a fact. 

Immediately prior to the article that boasted about the abundant harvest in the Ceride, 

the governor of Ankara, Vasıf Bey, was busy with drafting a report about the current 

situation, and sending it to the center. According to Vasıf Bey, the cold winter, the 

heavy snow, and the lack of rain, together with strong winds, caused the crops to fail 

and dried up the existing water sources. The complaints he received from the 

inhabitants reflected the seriousness of the situation, in which, according to Vasif, it 

was impossible to find even a kile479 of grain. Yet, the situation was not limited to 

Ankara, as neighboring cities were also affected by the “shortage”. What is interesting 

in his description of the situation, for the purposes of this part, is that just like the 

center, he never uses the word “famine” (kaht), which usually goes hand in hand with 

scarcity (gala) – a word he uses – and instead refers more to a situation of disaster.480 

At around the same time, the governor of Bilecik drafted a letter that explained that 

the lack of rain and the strength of the sun (hararet-i şemsden) had burned the 

produce and the harvests were to be close to nothing compared to those of the 

previous year – without a reference to “famine.” The local governor expected an 

almost 80 percent failure in the harvests, if not a complete failure.481 

Even without the word famine, their reports appear to have impressed those in 

the capital, since the following week an order was drafted, although it needed to be 

corrected before being issued. The corrections can be read as examples of how  

language was used carefully to define the severity and geographical borders of the 

famine. Thus, compared to the first draft, which refers to the whole province of 

Ankara (eyalet), the corrections refer vaguely to “the place”. Another correction was 

more revealing of the confusion experienced by the central authorities in how to read 

the reports sent from Ankara. The first draft refers to the possibility of future distress, 

                                              
478 “İş böyle giderse kopacak fesat/ Yaklaşmadı gitti şu vakt-i hasat” passim., M. Yavuz Erler, “Tarihsel 

Perspektiften Edebiyata bir Bakis,” Uluslararasi Sosyal Arastirmalar Dergisi/The Journal of 

International Social Research, vol. 1/1, Fall 2007, p. 107. 
479 Kile was the weight unit for the Ottoman Empire, which in 1845 in Ankara was equal to 23.777 

kilograms. 
480 PMO. A.MKT 24-81. For the usage of “kaht u gala”indicating a severe shortage of food and socio-

economic crisis, see Sabri Ülgener, Darlık Buhranları ve İslam İktisat Siyaseti, p. 47, footnote 9. 
481 PMO. A.MKT 25-58.  
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whereas, the corrections mention that the inhabitants were already experiencing 

distress due to the scarcity of grain, and their inability to grind the existing stocks as a 

result of lack of water that made the watermills sit idle.482 A number of months after 

this, the same Vasif defined the situation in a petition as “the lack of abundance” 

(adem-i feyz ü bereket) instead of scarcity.483  

A series of reports from more than 20 towns around the empire demanded the 

center assess what the real situation was, as they had already received contradictory 

responses from a number of towns. The definitions in the letters sent to 

Constantinople are all parallel to the language used at the centre, referring to the 

situation as the failure of the year’s harvest due to the lack of rain. The language used 

in all the 28 reports sent from the local councils of towns from all around the empire 

demonstrate how the local administrators adopted the language used by the center on 

the one hand, but paradoxically, had to emphasize the impossibility of providing 

enough food supplies to the town. 

The same paradoxical language border is also visible in Bursa, where the 

consequences of drought were less alarming, but still equally significant. The marshal 

of Bursa, Salih, defined the situation as the “failure of the year’s harvest, which 

deprived the rural population, and furthermore, was worsened by the taxes and loans 

that they were due to pay.”484 The local governor of Bilecik used similar language 

when defining the situation in his petition. He refers to the calamity as “the scarcity” 

(kıllet), one that devastated the peasants, who numbered a thousand, leaving them 

without any means of survival other than the cultivation of their land, or of even the 

chance of finding even one seed.485 The language that is used to hide a reality, which 

the local authorities felt the obligation to tell, was not limited to the language of 

letters. The growing use of numbers, or statistical data in more precise terms, 

beginning from the first half of the nineteenth century, should not make the historian 

think that Ottoman administrators had become more aware of the socio-economic 

conditions of their subjects. That is not only because of the problems caused by the 

very nature of statistics, but also because of the same ideological mindset that 

necessitated distortion of reality. According to the statistics provided by the local 

council of Kengiri, agricultural production has fallen by about 70 percent, animal 

                                              
482 PMO. A.MKT. 25-34. 
483 PMO. I.DH. 119-6061. 
484 PMO. A.MKT. 27-60. 
485 PMO. A.MKT. 13-85.  
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power used in agriculture had decreased by 50 percent and the number of households 

dealing with agriculture was about 40 percent less in 1846486  compared to 1845. 

However, the council reported that the harvest of the year of 1846 was one of “great 

abundance and blessing” (the expected harvest was 40346 keyl – see Table II). Still, 

the same council noted that someone would be appointed to survey the possibility of 

the need for provisions – either for consumption, or for seeds – as ordered by the 

grand council. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                              
486 PMO. MVL. 8-32. According to the table, the 9009 households dealing with agriculture decreased 

to 5291 in the following year. The data for the 1845 includes an extra column for the households that 

fled, which amounted to 1045. This means that about 70 percent of the households that hadn’t fled 

were deprived of either seeds or of proper soil or the motivation to continue tilling the land. A detailed 

report about the villages of a district in Kengiri reflects the same pattern with a decrease rate of about 

70 percent in households, oxen and seeds. See, PMO. A.MKT. 87-57. 
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TABLE I – Changes in the Agricultural Input in the Towns and Villages of Kengiri (1845-

1846) 

  Year 1261/1845 Year 1262/1846 

Name of 

Town 

Immigrated 

households 

Pair 

of 

oxen 

Keyl 

of 

seeds 

Agricultural 

households 

Expected 

harvest 

Pair 

of 

oxen 

Keyl 

of 

seeds 

Agricultural 

households 

Kengiri -- 1535 6430 1355 7860 654 1571 521 

Toht 178 919 3353 714 3220 510 1098 352 

Tosya 3 667 2424 884 6910 533 1951 667 

Kargı -- 456 1106 616 3531 409 749 601 

Ilgaz(?) -- 265 703 351 1065 268 469 350 

Kalecik 157 890 4122 639 3469 358 786 28 

Keskin 225 1034 4385 870 4290 290 689 329 

Şabanözü 71 378 1755 336 1367 153 152 149 

Nallu 137 210 1010 211 403 64 45 59 

Koru -- 160 640 165 211 24 32 34 

Korupazarı 51 370 1013 439 999 220 333 231 

Bucura 3 279 386 239 792 178 337 162 

Koçhisar 70 510 976 568 721 200 333 284 

Milan 150 320 958 391 883 164 326 160 

Çerkeş -- 435 1875 698 3019 226 554 203 

Kurşunlu -- 183 542 403 457 99 143 216 

Karacaviran -- 114 279 73 257 37 87 35 

Boğaz -- 61 570 57 892 37 275 49 

Total 1045 8786 32527 9009 40346 4424 9930 4430 

 

As the harvests continued to fail during 1846 and 1847, the local authorities 

tried to convince the Ottoman center as to the weight of the disaster, which had struck 

their areas. Furthermore, they were aware that the administrators residing in Istanbul, 

consequently the decision-makers of the empire, were extremely suspicious about the 

reports. The governor of Trablus-u Garbî, therefore, at the end of May 1847, had to 

express his trust regarding the originality of the information provided by the local 
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governor of Benghazi (mümaileyhimin ifadat ve tebligat-ı vakıalari sahici olduğuna 

ve buna ise merhamet-i seniyye-i malükane kail olduğuna), where famine had caused 

the flight of more than 3000 people to Egypt and Crete, and the death of many human 

beings and animals. There was neither food for humans, nor for animals as of 1848.  

 

Petitions submitted by the inhabitants of different cities, however, refer to the 

situation as a more serious disaster. The inhabitants of Gerede (Bolu) define how the 

507 households of the whole town had to flee to the mountains and other cities and 

how some died of hunger on their way (açlıktan telef olmuş) due to the shortages and 

famine that had robbed them of everything they owned. 487  In total more than a 

thousand households fled from the towns within Kengiri,  

 Petitions do not only tell the story in more detail, but also provide a means to 

delve into the minds of the local inhabitants, who were the real witnesses. They are in 

that sense revealing of the inability of the state to cope with the disaster and while at 

the same time shedding light on the knowledge of local inhabitants about the 

environment and their capacity to deal with such environmental crises. It would be 

interesting to know what the sultan or the ranked administrators of the state would 

think if they were to see the petitions written by their fellow subjects, which almost 

told them what to do in order to cope with the crisis. The inhabitants of Erzurum, in 

                                              
487 PMO. A.DVN. 16-56. 

TABLE II – Changes in the Agricultural Input in the Villages of Nallu/Kengiri (1845-1846) 

  Year 1261/1845   Year 1262/1846 

Name of 

Village 

Pair of 

oxen 

Keyl of 

seeds 

Agricultural 

households 

Expected 

harvest 

Pair of 

oxen 

Keyl of 

seeds 

Agricultural 

households 

Oyumkere 32 150 32 50 10 5 9 

Temürcü 29 140 26 48 9 3 9 

Cilamlı 22 60 20 30 5 3 5 

Faki Musa 39 220 39 66 12 7 8 

Özbek 41 200 41 55 7 7 7 

Gündoğmuş 19 100 22 52 7 6 7 

Örgü 12 20 12 40 5 5 5 

TOTAL 210 1010 211 403 64 45 60 
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this vein, had to tell the center how to transport grain from the neighbouring province, 

Trabzon. Apparently the idea of bringing grain from Trabzon was even proposed in 

another petition, one year before,488 but “somehow” (her ne hal ise) the ordered grain 

was not brought to Erzurum, and instead the local governor of the city dealt with the 

situation by finding grain from neighbouring towns and other places (etraf ve 

eknafdan). The abundance of petitions, seemingly more abundant than the crops, 

reflects how the situation was contrary to the one imagined and depicted by the 

Ottoman center. The inhabitants of the city warned the state to bring the necessary 

grain from Trabzon before autumn, since they knew that the roads from Trabzon to 

Erzurum would get muddy during the autumn, which would make the transportation 

impossible. 489 It could be argued that the Ottoman center, at least in theory, admitted 

the fact that the knowledge of the local was useful, thus issued an order to satisfy the 

demand of the petitioners. This is also applicable to other cases in which the local 

knowledge of how to deal with the lack of provisions was offered to Ottoman 

administrators.490 However, as is demonstrated by the case of Erzurum, the trust in 

such knowledge did not always result with proper action being taken. This latter 

reality, as compared to the early modern imperial credit of local knowledge, was a 

result of the growing belief on a “universal.” Thus, while only about a decade before 

the famine of 1845-50, the local council of Tokat directly transferred the explanation 

of the famine and the solutions carried out by the rural peasants of the town to the 

centre, it was the existence of councils that dealt with such issues of environment and 

agriculture, in other words councils of “experts,” that outweighed the same local 

knowledge after the Tanzimat, in Mikhail's words, “distancing the authority of local 

villagers.”491  

 The same patterns were more or less repeated in the cities of Diyarbakır, 

Adana and Çorum, where thousands of households were reported to have been 

affected by the famine.492 It was only in early 1847 that the Ottoman center started to 

understand that a vast expanse of the empire was suffering from a serious wave of 
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famine, when the population in question was explicitly referred to as “victims of 

disaster” (afetzede). It was acknowledged that the afetzede might need further support, 

postponement of taxes, more regular payment of wages and more involvement of the 

police force in the provinces against increasing incidents of crime and unrest.493 It 

was considered important to become directly involved in local realities where social 

order was disrupted by migration and crime, while it was also  understood that the 

image of the empire as a single unit had been broken by the members of local 

councils and councils of agriculture, who were involved in stockpiling and 

profiteering during the famine.  

In this picture, it seems that the local populations were trying hard to convince 

the center, through the of petitioning local administrators, that contrary to the claims 

of the central administration the famine that had recently struck was getting worse,. In 

this “negotiation” the role of the local governors and administrators of different levels 

was of particular importance. The language they used in their reports and petitions 

signifies their role as mediators between the local populations and the central 

authorities, and reflects the contradiction of them being members of the ruling elite on 

the one hand and actors that observed and experienced famine in its locality on the 

other. It must be said, however, that to a large extent they were not successful in 

transmitting the local to the centre, unless there was any clearly discernable link with  

“crime.”  

At the local level, representatives of the state were more aware of the long-

term consequences of the climatic fluctuations and the length and frequency of 

famines. A (rather incomplete and damaged) report by the local council of 

Mudurnu/Bolu demonstrates the fact that after the famine of 1839-40, the population 

of the town was decimated as inhabitants who had animals and other belongings to 

sell started fleeing to other towns, those who had daughters sold them to the nomadic 

tribes and those who had nothing perished from hunger. However, as the crises 

continued, in 1842-43, people continued to flee to other towns, and those who 

remained converged households, as poorer families started living as servants to their 

neighbors. At the end of 1845, the beginning of yet another famine, the situation was  

grave. Out of around 13000 inhabitants (according to the 1830 censuses), 389 had 

died of hunger, 685 had individuals fled, and 1451 individuals had no means to earn a 
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living. Local administrators warned Istanbul that if the taxes were not lowered and the 

remaining population were not supported, the town would ultimately be deserted.494 

Responses to Famine: “Time, Pregnant with Disasters”  

 

The famine was recognized and to a certaın extent reacted to by the 

international public, in particular by that of Europe. European newspapers did not 

consider the famine to be an environmental catastrophe, but tried to contextualize it in 

the power relations of the inter-imperial scene. The famine of 1845 was always 

reported in a contextualised pattern, where the reasons and consequences of the 

famine were extended beyond its natural causes and regional consequences. The 

“eastern question” was the main motivation behind the criticism, while the suspension 

of trade had been one of the key moments where the European actors became more 

aware of the famine in Anatolia. It was also understood in relation to the Irish famine, 

especially by the British press and political actors. The reactions of the Ottoman 

government towards the famine were in some cases criticised harshly, while in other 

cases they were appreciated and held up as good examples. That said, the foreign 

reactions to the famine were limited to critiques and no international charity was 

organized to help relieve the situation. 

Although politically biased, the foreign newspapers were more open than the 

Ottoman newspapers in reporting the seriousness of drought and shortages. The 

Bombay Times was one of the newspapers that took the famine seriously. From June 

1845 onwards they published articles regarding the situation of drought and famine in 

the Ottoman territories. The paper seems to have taken the duty of reporting 

environmental calamities seriously, to the extent that they report in one issue that “the 

month of July [was] pregnant with disasters for Turkey.”495  

Contrary to the silence of the Ottoman newspapers towards the famine, the 

foreign press was already aware of the situation. Even in August 1845, the Bombay 

Times and The Scotsman were informing their readers about the “horrors of the 

famine” being suffered across the whole of Asia minor where, due to the failure of the 

crops for the previous two years, the quantity of grain and water to feed a small 

family cost an enormous sum.496 The London Times reported the “disaster” with a 
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focus on the exceptional climatic incidents, such as the heavy snow in Erzurum. Yet, 

according to the article, the reason for the famine was the long term neglect of 

cultivation, and the famine “already rears its head over the land.”497  

An article in the Bombay Times tried to explain why the Ottoman authorities 

decided to ban the export of grain in late 1845. The article emphasizes the fact that the 

famine in question was due to diminishing supply, as a result of the drought, 

independent of the increasing demand for grain from abroad. According to the article, 

the main reason was that nothing had been done until the last moment, when the 

authorities in Istanbul started paying attention to the “panic existing elsewhere,” and 

found out that even in Istanbul the granaries only had two months’ supply for the use 

of the garrison. “This startling discovery,” according to the article, was the main 

cause of the immediate ban on exports, which did not cause any effect on the high 

grain prices; a fact that supports the claims of the article about home consumption. 

Having explained all these facts, the article blames the Ottoman authorities for a lack 

of “solicitude and foresight”. 498  It can be said that the paper, with the reflex of 

advocating the interests of the British Empire, took the issue of the suspension of 

exports suspiciously. So much so, in fact, that in some articles it is possible to see a 

desire for British politicians to intervene the situation. Yet, the editors of the paper 

seem to have been convinced that there was a famine in Turkey that, after all, the 

paper mentions that if such “legitimate” reasons did not exist, it would have been a 

problem.499 

The criticism was not only directed towards the government, but also included 

the press that ignored the fact that the country was in a miserable situation:  

“Anyone reading the public journals of this country might be 

led to believe that the most perfect tranquility reigned at this moment 

from the Persian gulf to the Danube, and that Turkey was never in a 

more happy and prosperous state. […] the extreme misery – almost 

amounting to absolute starvation – which now pervades in Anatolia is 

not lightened by the addition of taxes or by the increased tyranny, 

oppression and corruption of the local authorities. “500 
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 Taking the issue further, the paper puts the insurrections in the Eastern 

provinces, namely Van and Bitlis, and in Damascus into the same pattern claiming 

that such insurrections were actually caused by the famine and the resulting hunger, 

without putting forward much proof.501 

The famine in the Ottoman lands, and the reaction of authorities was not 

always criticized, and the ban on export in particular was considered as an important 

step for the protection of its population. The Irish famine and the irresponsible 

policies of the English parliament was criticized both by MP’s and the British and 

Irish press. The critique of the proposed substitution of potatoes with Indian corn in 

The Morning Post is worth considering in comparison to other articles mentioned 

above.  The use of corn flour to feed the slaves and pigs in India is projected onto the 

Irish case by the author of the article and he expresses his distaste towards the 

substitution of potatoes or grain with that of corn flour by comparing the situation to 

that of Turkey: “[I]n Turkey great abundance of this article may be found, should 

food be wanting in this country for the people, for only the lowest of the low in that 

empire will make use of it. [...] an article which fattens swine, no doubt, and North 

American slaves, but which most depressed subjects of the Ottoman Empire will not 

consume unless when actual hunger compels them.”502 The chosen comparison can be 

understood in two ways; firstly, one can think that the example was chosen to depict 

the humiliation of eating something that even a subject of such an inferior country 

would not condescend; secondly, it can be claimed that the author identified himself 

with a society that had experienced more or less the same type of catastrophe. 

The second option can be said to be more preferable, especially when the 

British parliamentary discussions and their publication in both Irish and British 

newspapers are examined. The sympathy towards the Ottoman Empire was first and 

foremost due to the famine that the politicians of United Kingdom were all aware of. 

The extent of sympathy, albeit to some extent, rhetorical, extended to the self-

criticism in Parliament for contributing to the existing misery of the societies 

suffering from the famine of 1845. In 20 February 1846, Benjamin Disraeli argued in 

the Parliament against the principle of free trade that generated nothing but misery in 

the Ottoman lands and the “unbridled competition” was the main reason behind the 
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crises of the Porte.503 Not everybody was sympathetic to the situation, since according 

to other members of the Parliament, the ban on exports by the Ottoman authorities 

made an old friend with whom UK was trade partners, “become a competitor.” which 

necessitated in Sir Robert Harry Inglis’ words other means of getting over the 

problems caused by the Irish famine. 504 Therefore, for some the Ottoman Empire was 

a friend that abandoned the other in hard times. Later, Sir Inglis might have changed 

his mind, in a similar manner to the author of the article in the Morning Post. 

According to him, the ban on exports was limited to the good quality of grain in the 

Ottman Empire; yet, even the inferior grain was much better than the usual diet of an 

Irishman and would bring the old friend back. 

Easing Hunger: Food Distribution, Charity and Self-Help during Famine 

(1845-1850) 

 

In their complexity, charitable relations, philanthropic activities, and “gift 

economies” in general are expected to choose periods of crises to operate at their best. 

These relations and activities are complex in the sense that in any period of history, 

the limits between economic structures and the activities themselves have been rather 

obscure. Whether charity and philanthropic activities were economic activities or not 

was never clear, regardless of culture, geography or religion. Furthermore, what form 

of giving and taking should be included in charity and philanthropy has always been a 

matter of debate. The perspective put forward by Marcel Mauss in the 1920s, which 

has had extensive influence on historians of charity and gift economies in general, 

suggested that any charitable relationship – and a larger network of gift exchange – 

was based on a mutual exchange of material and non-material values, where giving 

back had a symbolic, non material value, that went beyond the “actual” one. What 

was given was not so because of pure piety and compassion, rather, it was a “rational” 

act, based on expectation of a symbolic return, which would ensure the asymmetry of 

power between the donor and the recipient. Therefore a gift economy was composed 

of parties with different social capital entering into asymmetrical power relations, 

which, in Mauss’ work, was in favour of the rich/strong giver, as the relationship 
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strengthened the dependency and subordination of the poor/weak receiver. In that 

vein, historians of charity affected by Mauss, understood the act as voluntary giving 

on the side of the rich, and obligatory repayments on the recipient side and their 

conception of charity has been based on obligation, networks of responsibility and 

dependence/subordination. 505  On the other hand, Edward P. Thompson, in his 

revolutionary work on “the moral economy” of the poor and peasants in an early 

modern British context argued that economic relations between the poor and the rich, 

or the subject and the ruler were, in the minds of the weak, based on their right to 

charity and regulation of economic relations. Suggesting the opposite of Mauss, 

Thompson argued that the peasants, labourers and poor in general considered it 

obligatory for the ruler/rich/stronger to intervene when there was a crisis. It can be 

claimed that, especially with cases of scarcity and famine, history is made up of the 

dialectic relationship between these two different ideologies and perspectives.506 

Having observed this dialectic, another scholar extensively working on 

political economy of famines and food aid in the 20th century, Amartya Sen, proposed 

that food crises in general and famines in particular emerge out of crises in the 

entitlement systems, which determined who gets what amount of provisions, when 

and how. This, according to Sen is not only related to the amount of harvest and 

rations available for the population, as Malthusian analyses have suggested, but also 

to the structures that regulated distribution of food. Market mechanisms, laws, 

employment patterns, modes of production and consumption, or class structures are 

all part of that process where, who eats what, has been negotiated and organized. 

Although it is an important contribution to studies on famine and scarcity, he gets 

bogged down in technical infrastructural aspects, while the superstructure, namely the 

ideology – both of the decision-makers and the hungry – was underestimated, or 

nearly never taken into consideration. The gap between the ideologies of 

market/state/producer and that of the consumer can be said to be the main determinant 

of a famine. Therefore the distance of the givers’/distributors’ understanding of 

necessity and obligatory payback, as in Mauss, to the idea of right to a certain amount 

of food or provisions within a “reasonable” price range, as in Thompson, creates the 
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main problematic in terms of entitlement relations. Technicalities, like legal norms, 

on which Sen puts too much emphasis, remain only of secondary importance in the 

face of the multiple ideological interactions. This is true not only for famines and food 

crises of the 20th century, but also for the historical famines, where the intervention of 

different actors have always been a matter of debate. As Alain Clement has argued, 

the issue of food and hunger has always been one that was not only a matter of 

economy but also of ethics and politics in the face of necessities of nature that were at 

play.507 “Responsibility” is one of the most important concepts that remained at the 

crossroads of the economy, politics and ethics throughout the centuries of history at 

times when scarcity and hunger prevailed. Charity or gift economy, in that sense, has 

been one of the most important and oldest, albeit most restricted and controlled form 

of responsibility of the states and elites, for the subsistence of the people and 

subjects.508 

Within this context, the Ottoman responsibility for the famine, after it was 

realized, was practiced through forms varying from the distribution of rations (in the 

form of bread or flour, seeds and cattle for the continuation of farming) to financial 

solutions like a new credit system specific to the farmers who were affected by the 

famine and postponement of the taxes. The main difficulties in the management of 

famine-relief and distribution of the aid, more than the logistical problems of the lack 

of proper roads and communication facilities, was the obsession with the intervention 

of the central authorities through the appointment of experts by the center. Who was 

aided was an important question for the Ottoman center, so much so that in the middle 

of a catastrophe, inspectors were sent from Istanbul to see if those who had claimed to 

need state support were really in need. A strict division between agricultural 

producers and manufacturers and urban artisans was made when considering the 

distribution of aid. However, cooperation with local dignitaries was not totally 

abandoned, as guarantorship (kefalet) mechanisms were still used in determining the 

geniunity of the hunger and destitution. Local governors and councils, on the other 

hand, acted as agents bound by the imperial ideology, despite their being part of the 

community that suffered from the famine. They were also sources of conflict at times, 

as the severity and extent of the famine necessitated them to make economic use of 
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local resources in the absence of the central administration’s active support. Within 

that picture, the management of famine relief with the initiatives of private individuals 

was considered to be against the ideology and functioning of the empire. 

Partly being aware of the changing power structures within the empire and 

mostly because of the socio-ecological assessment of the famine, the inhabitants of 

towns hit by the famine and peasants and agricultural laborers did not necessarily 

resort to depending on the support of the state. While petitions tried to convince the 

Ottoman center of the severity of the disaster, and were sometimes submitted more 

than once from the same provinces and towns asking for the intervention of the state, 

Ottoman subjects had other means and possibilities to relieve the burden of the 

famine. Self-help, or asking for the support of one’s own community (be it religious 

or not) was one of the most common forms of relief, through which the complex 

power relations of empire-making were avoided. Such activities were considered by 

the Ottoman expert-bureaucrats as irrational and against the categories that the state 

started using within the institutional framework of Tanzimat, and therefore against the 

social order and well-being of the Empire. The resulting pressure, and a final solution, 

was protest and rebellion that not only aimed at forcing the state to ease the suffering 

of its own subjects, but also to politically oppose to the changes in the administration 

of economy, nature and society. Relations of charity in the Ottoman context therefore 

represented a dialectic relationship between Mauss’, Thompson and Scott’s and Sen’s 

arguments. 

 “Charity for the relief of the poor subjects and prosperity of the Empire” 

 

Until recently famine relief activities were considered on the basis of the 

Ottoman policy of provisioning and in terms of the logistical limitations, where the 

Ottoman ideological complexity and administrative plurality were totally disregarded. 

The ignorance towards the existence of a famine for a long period of time resulted 

first and foremost with the delay of the state support for famine-relief, and of course, 

the migration of thousands of households and death. Having pointed out the 

ideological aspect of such neglect, one should still be careful in order to avoid a 

reproduction of the statist discourses that predominated the literature until recently. It 

is equally problematic to claim that the Ottoman administration totally ignored the 

famine and did not attempt to relieve it. The 19th century empire was composed of an 
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interchange between a plurality of structures, institutions and actors, as well as 

multiple ideologies in constant interaction with each other. Charity and the issue of 

how to feed the population in times of crisis had been an issue of utmost importance, 

but at the same time instrumental for different ideologies and institutions for the 

legitimacy of the “new” system of administration, exchange and distribution. As the 

Imperial Council stated, charity during famine had a double function: it aimed at the 

relief of the poor and miserable, and at the prosperity of the Empire. “Distribution of 

charity and application of the common humanitarian law to those with great needs and 

misery [was necessary].” 509 However, not every agent in this complex set of networks 

and ideologies shared similar concerns. The contradictions, especially at the local 

level, of defending at the same time the interest of the central authorities, the local 

notables and population, and self-interests had intensified the dire consequences of 

the famine. 

Even though the changes explained above had left the population in the hands 

of the market prices, even in times of such crises, one of the first attempts of the state 

was to try to regulate the prices in favour of the sufferers. In Istanbul in particular, the 

effects of the famine was felt from the beginning of 1846 onwards and therefore the 

state had to intervene in the pricing in both the capital city itself, and the cities hit by 

famine. Furthermore in order to lighten the burden on the poor, new methods of 

selling bread for a cheaper price was found. Even though it was more a psychological 

relief rather than economic one, the administrators in Istanbul decided that different 

sizes of bread could be sold in the bakeries, and it would even be possible to provide 

the poor with a set of scales so that they could ask for whatever amount they wanted. 

In addition to this,, it was ordered that smaller loaves bread to be baked, that were 

90% lighter, and thus cheaper.510  

When it came to the provinces, there was not much to publicize, since the 

situation there was not as easy to solve. The first attempts of the center was to transfer 

the necessary rations from cities with abundant crops to neighbouring cities that had 

already complained about their situation, as was the case in pre-Tanzimat famines. 

The first complaints came in the middle of 1845, the seriousness of which was 

understood only a couple of months later. The complaint of the governor of Ankara, 
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Vasıf Paşa, submitted in August 1845, was responded immediately after. Even though 

use of language was careful, and the existence of famine was ignored, it was admitted 

that the inhabitants were in need of support. The sensitivity was not only due to the 

fear that the failure of the harvest might cause misery among the population of 

Ankara, but also due to the fact that until then, the city had survived on the grain 

stored for the garrison there. After it had finished, there was “not even a kile of grain” 

in the city, as the governor had said. 

As the famine of 1845 was one of the largest socio-economic crises the empire 

had experienced during the first half of the century, and the first of such crises after 

the Tanzimat ideology was institutionalized, new methods of relief were in operation 

for the first time. Following the judgement of the Grand Imperial Council, it was 

decided that in order to relieve the misery in Ankara, 750000 piasters were to be 

released for the use of buying wheat and seeds. However, these would not be released  

as charity (ianeten), directly transferred to the needy from the local budget as it was in 

the past, but as credits with a 1% monthly interest rate, and only to those who were 

able to provide guarantors (kefalet-i müteselsile ile). The reason for this change was 

explained in rather non-economic terms. According to the council, the misery of the 

subjects must be overcome immediately, however, a more important issue was that of 

greed (nehme hususu). By providing a guarantor, therefore, the debtors proved that 

they were among the “deserving” poor, and that they were not those who sought 

charity for their own self-interest.511 The 750000 piasters were to be gathered from 

the local budgets of Ankara, Bozok and Konya equally, and would be given to the 

“deserving” poor, who were to be given a receipt in exchange. Their names were also 

to be recorded in registers with the names of their guarantors, to be subsequently sent 

to Istanbul.512 Even though historians have considered the emergence of the credit 

system as part of efforts to “modernize” agriculture and support the farmers, this is 

only partially true. While it can be said to be true that the idea of changing production 

relations was one of the most important issues of Tanzimat reforms, the credit system 
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was established as a result of the financial crisis that the empire was suffering from, 

as well as to “control” social problems from the center.513 

The second step was of course to provide the necessary rations to be bought 

with the credits given. According to another Imperial Council Report from the 

beginning of 1846, grain was to be sent to Ankara from a nearby city, Bolu, where it 

was also understood that due to the famine and the rush of the hungry inhabitants of 

Ankara to that city, there was not enough grain to feed the city. What was more the 

produce from the previous year’s harvest had already been sold and what was left in 

the city granaries would hardly cover the needs of the city. Therefore, it was decided 

to quickly ask a couple of individual merchants in Akçaşehir and Ereğli to supply the 

grain.514 

The total amount given from the central treasury to seven towns in the Ankara 

region alone was 186180 piasters. The 15 towns that made up the region of Ankara 

needed about 1000 tons (20-25000 kile) of seeds, which authorities thought to request 

from İzmid, Amasya and Zile. However, the necessary amount could not be found 

even in those cities, since it was discovered that they themselves were in great need of 

food and seeds that if they were not provided with the latter, “the people of the city 

would fall into misery being unable to cultivate the land.” 515  One of the most 

important aspects of these “imperial discoveries” the Ottoman center made about the 

extent of the famine in provinces was the distance between the information provided 

by the provinces (either their administrators or the local population) and the 

information gathered by the “experts” appointed by the center. One of these, 

Süleyman Nazım Efendi, who was among the officials to be sent to Anatolia to 

inspect the situation of famine, to comment on how to solve the issues of feeding the 

population, issues of tax and transportation of grain, 516  did not hesitate in 

demonstrating his optimism about the situation in the places he had visited. One such 

place, Amasya, was for him a place where there was more grain than the city actually 

needed. Therefore he ordered the transportation of 1000 kile (about 48 tons) of grain 
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to Ankara. According to his calculations, he expected the grain to be in Ankara in 20 

days. However, after that period has passed, Vasıf Paşa had to write a letter to 

Istanbul in order to ask about the grain that had yet not showed up. Further 

investigation proved that even in Amasya, grain was in short supply and that was an 

incentive for some members of the local assembly, who had businesses in grain trade, 

to further speculate on the price of grain, which had doubled during the 20 days of 

waiting. 

The same distance existed between the Ottoman center and the local realities 

in other attempts at relieving the hunger. Bilecik was one of the closest cities to 

Istanbul that had been directly hit by the famine and lacked provisions and seeds for 

cultivation, among many others things. At more or less the same time as the situation 

in Ankara, the Ottoman administrators tried to send the necessary support for Bilecik. 

According to the sultanic order, 1300000 piasters were to be distributed to the 

inhabitants of the city for the purchase of their own food, and 650000 piasters were 

reserved for seeds to be bought by the farmers of the city and villages adjacent to it. 

However, according to the local governor of the city, for the largest district, Gönen, 

whose population was predominantly composed of farmers, the amount decided on 

would only provide the farmers with 75 kilos (1,5 keyl-i istanbuli) of wheat and the 

same amount of barley, or the money that each household would receive was only 70 

piasters, which was far below the necessary amount. He concluded that if only 

another 1700000 piasters were sent, then the amount of seeds would be around 450 

kilos (10 keyl-i istanbuli), which was the necessary amount to continue farming.517 In 

the end, 100000 piasters were sent to Bolu.518 

Before all of these “discoveries”, the need for the Ottoman capital was 

calculated at 2500000 piasters of grain and other cereals, which was expected to buy 

14224(?) tons of grain and other products in order to fill the imperial storehouses, in 

which only three months of provisions were left at the end of 1845. That amount far 

exceeded the amount of provisions that were needed in August 1846 in three central 

Anatolian cities, Kayseri, Yozgad and Ankara, where the effects of famine were felt 

at its most severe. The total amount was 9486 tons, half of which was to be sent to 
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Kayseri, and the rest was to be divided between the other two cities. According to 

Süleyman Nazım, within the famine-stricken area, wherever grain was found, it 

should be sent to where it was needed.  

As late as 1848, there were regions still under the effect of famine, like 

Erzurum, where provisions were to be brought from Kürdistan.519 In the beginning of 

1847, the head of agriculture (ziraat muduru) of Tarsus had to submit a petition to 

Istanbul, asking for 750000 piasters for the purchase of necessary provisions. 

Therefore the role of the state was limited to trying to control the price of grain and 

bread by providing orders for the regulation of transfer of provisions from areas 

where it existed and to provide the necessary financial basis for this process. Whether 

there was enough produce in those areas was of no concern for the central 

administration. Aside from this, perhaps the most important issue was the 

postponement of tax payments. As the examples given demonstrate, in many regions, 

the survivors of the famine had to find solutions to the taxes they were burdened with, 

which had reached amounts that it would be impossible to pay off over many years. In 

some instances, in the face of the taxes due, credits or any support in cash were 

already nullified – however, that was not always enough to ease the suffering. In 

Çankırı, ever since the war with Mehmed Ali of Egypt, which finished in 1840, the 

inhabitants had been unable to pay their taxes and the famine in 1845 had further 

impoverished them. More than 615000 piasters were granted to the city, where each 

household received 17,2 piasters. However the taxes due amounted to 4286290 

piasters at the end of 1847, and the money sent was lost to the partial payment of the 

taxes. 520  It could actually be claimed that what the Ottoman center was most 

concerned with was the payment of taxes. As was explained to the Ministry of 

Finance, “if the victims of disaster were not provided with aid this year, they will not 

be able to cultivate their land and therefore not be able to pay their annual taxes, and 

will not have any means to pay the following years’ […] which makes the issue one 

of utmost importance.”521 
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On the other hand, the state intervened more carefully in the registration of the 

distribution of grain, piasters and other resources. The abundance of registers of 

names of those who were considered eligible for charity and the distribution of 

credits, remittences, grain or simply tax reductions or postponement demonstrate that 

the agents of the Ottoman center were everywhere, sometimes meeting the wretched 

poor themselves, sometimes being exposed to realities of the empire through the 

narration of local officials. The British consul of Bursa, who took a keen interest in 

the famine, also observed the issue of expertise and credits for the poor. In the middle 

of 1846, another “expert” was sent from Istanbul to Bursa in order to carry out an 

investigation into the immigrants who fled there from famine-stricken areas. The 

consul criticized the coming of Hüseyin Efendi,522 since “what was needed was not 

commissioners but provisions.”523 In many of the cases demanding credits or rations, 

the state tried to check if the population could be deemed deserving of the support of 

the state. In early 1846, it was decided to send an inspector to the town of 

Gölpazarı/Hüdavendigar as the inhabitants claimed that their produce had been 

destroyed by the disaster (mahsulatı afetzede olarak) and asked to receive agricultural 

credits. Upon inspection by the local officials, it was understood that the population in 

question did not deal with agriculture, but were mostly involved in the production of 

silk and with other trades. As this was not a criterion for them to be able to receive the 

credit, further investigation was conducted by an inspector appointed by the center. 

This time it was understood that the silk harvest of the year was destroyed and that 

“they survived by collecting herbs from mountains just like gardeners,” (bağçıvan 

gibi dağlardan ot toplayıp tayiş etmekde oldukları) and the state was eventually 

convinced to release a certain amount of credit for the population of Gölpazarı.524 The 

effectiveness of the famine-relief was so considerably disrupted by such 

investigations that the assigned support was not sent on time. Registers, 

correspondences and commissioners and experts were flowing between different 

cities and between provinces and the capital, however, what was lacking was the aid 

itself. The inhabitants of famine-stricken towns and local officials alike complained 

                                                                                                                                  
Sun Over Recent Millennia: Geophysical, Astronomical and Archaeological Aspect (Apr. 1990), p. 

645-655 
522 He was most probably Hacı Hüseyin Efendi, the clerk of Imperial Council. In the PMO, there is a 

document catalogued as the report stating the appointment of Hüseyin Efendi as an inspector, however 

the document contains different correspondence. 
523 The National Archives, FO. 195/208, letter to Foreign Office, 21 June 1846. 
524 PMO. A.MKT 37-9. For an example see, PMO. MKT 58-26 [Vize]. 
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and tried to convince the Ottoman center to act quicker. At times locals prioritized 

certain sub-districts of cities and towns, so that at least the most-affected populations 

would receive the support on time. The towns in Bilecik province did the same when, 

in the middle of 1847, they still hadn’t received the credits despite the fact that 

registers had already been composed upon investigation almost a year prior. While the 

towns were in need of the assigned credits, the governor of Bilecik had asked for its 

release, at least for the sub-district of Eskişehir, which he claimed, was hit by the 

famine the most.525 

Despite the attempts of Istanbul and its agents and experts in famine-relief, 

and the place of the imperial ideology in who received what, or who remained 

hungry, it was the local administrators and members of local administration who 

determined the “success” of these attempts. When talking about a crisis like the 

famine in question here, one has to think also about the limits of what constitutes 

official and where the “state” and those who hold power come to an end. Even the 

lowest ranked laborer or the wage-earner, or a merchant, could consider himself as a 

powerful official within the networks of cooperation. This was more so the case in the 

provinces, and such networks were totally ignored by the “experts” and the imperial 

ideology, which perceived the empire as one entity the members of which dedicated 

themselves to the interests of the empire, meaning the imperial center. It was for this 

reason that responding negatively to the demands of the center for the relief of hunger 

was understood as a threat to the “prosperity” of the empire and the well-being of the 

subjects. Such responses were easily criminalized by the state, and those who had 

“responsibility” were punished. In that context it can be said that the state attempted 

to set the limits of what defined charity and famine-relief, further intervening in the 

functioning of private charity, as it will be argued in one of the next sections. 

The responses given by members of the local councils of Yozgad and Amasya 

to the demands of provisions for Ankara demonstrate this best. Salih Ağa, who was 

appointed to go to Yozgad in order to collect the rations for Ankara, initially brought 

only part of the ordered grain, however when he went there for the second time to 

bring the rest, no one from the local council of Yozgad showed up. This was 

considered against the orders of the Ottoman center, and upon going there for the 

third time, Salih Ağa was told that the city was suffering from famine too, therefore 
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no more than two months of grain remained in the granaries of the city. According to 

the report about the incident, written by the governor of Sivas and his secretary, the 

issue was understood by Istanbul as a “trick of spies” (desise-i hafiyye) and the real 

reason for the lack of grain was considered to be the result of speculation by hoarders 

in the city. At the end of the report, it was concluded that the Ottoman center was 

committed to punish the responsible if they insist on their rejection of transportation 

of the remaining provisions.526 However, only one month after the report was written, 

a discussion took place in the Grand Imperial Council on how to relieve the prevailing 

hunger and famine in Yozgad and on the details of the necessary charity.527 Such was 

also the case in Amasya in the beginning of 1846, where there was a limited amount 

of grain, and the ordered rations were not delivered on time to Ankara. Ignoring the 

effects of the famine, the rise in the prices was considered the result of “speculation” 

(kıl ü kal), and the members of the local council of the city were dismissed since, 

according to a report, they were in disagreement with other members on the 

transportation of city’s provisions to Ankara.528 There were even more extreme cases, 

like the head of the Gerede district (kaza müdürü), who was accused of profiteering 

during famine. However, the accusations against him were nullified by the demands 

of the inhabitants of the district, and of the custodian of agriculture, due to the fact 

that he actually had distributed rations to the inhabitants, instead of profiteering.529  

Some local administrators failed, not necessarily due to their self-interest and 

greed, but becasuse they were not capable of dealing with the harsh conditions of 

administration under such circumstances. However, unlike local governors during 

pre-Tanzimat famines, local officials of the Tanzimat period considered fleeing their 

posts to be against the imperial ideology, and considered such failures as shameful 

events. The internalization of the imperial ideology, compared to the case of governor 

of Diyarbekir in 1800-02 famine, was an important difference that had taken place in 

the short period that had passed. The governor of Sivas, for instance, considered it his 

duty to serve for the success of the general welfare of the empire (istihsal-i esbab-ı 

refah ve idarelerine sarf-ı mukadderat kılınmakda ser-mütecaviz kusur olunmamış), 

however only within the limits his own physical and mental capabilities (elimden 
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geldiği ve aklımın erdiği mertebe).530 The same philosophy was internalized by most 

local official of the empire, despite the differences in the levels of “physical and 

mental capabilities.” The governor of Karahisar-ı Sahib, Abdüllatif Efendi, had to 

confess his failure in coping with the famine conditions that increased the price of 

grain and barley by almost four times by mid-1846, as he “lacked the capability and 

merit” and could not even ask for the forgiveness of the Sultan (hadd-i zat-ı 

acizanemde kabiliyetsiz ve istihkaksız bulunduğumdan hiç bir güna istirham eylemeğe 

yüzüm olmadığından).531 

On the other hand, it was this internalized imperial ideology itself that was the 

major reason for the failure of famine-relief. The pre-1830s Ottoman state was less 

restricted in exchange relations, as it was not bound by inter-imperial agreements of 

free trade. The balance between the merchant, the producer and the consumer was 

easier to establish as the state had a larger space for maneuver and negotiation. 

However, the 1830s were a period that saw the institutionalization of the 

incorporation of the Ottoman Empire into the globalizing market relations, if not a 

total integration. The role of the merchant in the price-setting and relief management 

had increased in the decades that had passed. Although cases also existed in pre-

nineteenth century famines, the intervention of merchants in the redistribution of 

resources was more legitimate and permitted during the famine of 1845-50, as they 

had become part of local councils and local governance. It is not surprising, however, 

that the Ottoman imperial ideology, which in theory assumed common good above 

every other interest, was not internalized by the merchants of the empire. Stockpiling 

grain and hiding produce was a common practice merchants resorted to during the 

five years of famine, making the job of Ottoman officials harder. The governor of 

Kütahya, Müftizade İbrahim Bey, was one of those who had worked to ease the 

consequences of famine, forcing the limits of his “own physical and mental 

capabilities” to the maximum. Throughout his long struggle to keep the grain prices at 

a low level, he had to negotiate between producers, merchants and the central 

administration many times. In addition to his political role, as a philanthropist he had 

repeatedly provided the bakers with grain from his own stocks in order to keep prices 

at an affordable level. However, despite the orders from Istanbul to keep the price of 
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grain under a maximum limit, it was impossible for him to convince the merchants to 

sell the grain within the given limits: “Those, from whom we demand humanity and 

justice, […] responded openly: ‘Why should we sell our goods for a cheaper price!’” 

(“kendülerinden insaniyet ve hakkaniyet-i mamule olunan zevat yirmi iki guruşa rayic 

var iken malımızı niçün noksanına verelim diyerek alenen cevab verdiler”).532  

The example of İbrahim Bey demonstrates that the central authorities were not 

always actively involved in the decision-making processes for famine relief. In 

theory, the local councils were autonomous in defining how they solved such 

problems, unless they needed further support. The distribution of bread to the 600 

immigrants who fled to urban Ankara from the towns and villages around, was one 

such case. For four months (5 Safer 1262/2 February 1846 – 8 Cemaziyelahir 1262/3 

June 1846) every one of the immigrants received a piece of bread daily, each 

weighing about 270 grams, and distributed for free, to be paid from the budget of the 

province. 76136 pieces of bread were distributed in total, which comes to about 12,5 

tons, from 6,5 tons of wheat and barley, which altogether cost 31911 piasters. 

According to Vasıf, the immigrants were composed of orphans, disabled people, 

widows, poor women and children aged between 3-5 years, and it was an essential 

aspect of the “great compassion” of the empire and therefore the sultan, to ease their 

pain and provide charity for them. Not only did the local administrators of the city fed 

the hungry, but they also provided shelter and clothing for them. Some were put into 

medreses or into the castle of the city, and provided with sleeping mats (hasır) and 

some were even given dresses made out of American fabric (amerikan bezi).533 

Vasıf’s efforts in supporting the immigrants were not limited to this. Since most of the 

children had become beggars upon arriving in the urban center, and were found 

begging miserably and naked in streets and marketplaces, Vasıf had the children 

collected and sheltered in the fortress of the city, divided into rooms according to their 

sex. However, before this, they were first taken to a public bath, cleaned and given 

clean, new clothes. If that were not enough, each was given a copy of the Qur’an and 

collectively assigned a teacher to teach them how to read it, so they could in Vasıf’s 

words, “pray for their generous sultan.”534 A similar project was run by Emin Bey, the 
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district overseer of the Ayaş in Ankara. He distributed bread to the inhabitants, 

provided grain when it was needed, and even paid the wages of the officials of the 

district, which altogether cost more than 16800 piastres.535 Naturally, the previously 

mentioned projects were run with the money provided by the center. Even though 

bread was distributed for free as charity, there was a time to pay back, the burden of 

which did not miss the poor inhabitants either. However, in the last two cases at least, 

the issue of payment of the expenses involves an interesting discussion around private 

charity and the relationship between empire, ideology and philanthropy in general. 

Private Philanthropy during Famine 

 

The state and the propertied class pass the ball back and forth in terms of 

famine relief, where both sides used the discourse of benevolence and generosity to 

establishing more power and legitimacy, by passively remaining in the field, but not 

contributing much to the relief work in reality. This was true for the majority of early-

modern empires. 536  However, the Ottoman case offers interesting particularities, 

where the discourse reflects a different ideological set and understanding of charity. It 

is hard to identify cases of large-scale private charity practiced by state officers or 

local administrators in the case of the famine of 1845. On the other hand the Imperial 

Council had to debate the nature, necessity and practices of private philanthropy due 

to the impossibility of the Ottoman state to successfully manage the famine-relief. 

While the cost of feeding, clothing and sheltering the poor was partially covered in 

the previously mentioned case by the remaining money from the first release of 

750000 piasters, Vasıf explains that there were more than 8000 piasters that were not 

covered. In order to solve this problem, members of the local council and the notables 

of the city agreed to pay the outstanding amount from their private purses. 

Furthermore, the managers of some waqfs in the city suggested they would support 

the distribution of bread by providing soup daily. The reaction of Istanbul to this 

suggestion was wholly negative. The members of the Imperial Council concluded that 

it was unacceptable (na-münasib) that the Ottoman state leave the subjects who were 

in such a deep poverty without assistance. Therefore the payment of the 8000 or more 

piasters was considered private philanthropy, which would signify an insult to the 
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empire and the sultan, as the protector of the poor and the needy. Besides, by 

providing the remaining sum, considering the misery and the level of poverty the 

immigrants were in, the sultan would receive twice as many prayers.537 On the other 

hand, in the case of Emin Bey, it was decided by the Ministry of Finance that the 

remaining approximately 3000 piasters were to be paid by the members of the council 

of agriculture of the district.538 It is not easy to tell why there were such different 

reactions to two more or less similar cases taking place in such close geographical 

proximity. The difference might have arisen from the definition of “deserving poor” 

during this period. The emphasis on children, disabled, poor and widowed women 

demonstrates that those who were fed in urban Ankara were more “deserving” of the 

interest of the central administration than those in Ayaş. The level of state 

intervention in cases where private aid was the predominant form was also dependent 

on the level of cooperation and competition over control of a certain territory, 

between the state and the local elites. As was the case in China, the large landowners 

and gentry tended to favor privately organized famine administration to a bureaucratic 

one in order to exert their control over the local population and increase their 

recognition.539 

However, it must be mentioned that the Ottoman sultan and the state was not 

against the relief of famine through private hands in principle. In a way, that was even 

the norm. Non-muslim religious communities were permitted and encouraged to take 

care of their members through their own resources. In comparison to the relief efforts 

in the early-modern Ottoman Empire, the nineteenth century state only in theory 

considered non-muslims under the responsibility of the state in times of such crises.540 

On the contrary, despite the silence in the archives regarding what the non-muslim 

populations of the Empire were doing during famine, the Ottoman state assumed that 

the non-muslim communities institutionalized around parishes were already taken 

care of. However, the same problems the local officials and central administrators 

suffered from were most probably valid for the non-muslim communities too. 

Wherever there was death, flight, conflict and cooperation, it contained non-muslims 

too. In Kayseri, in 1847, it was reported that Muslim and non-muslim casualities were 
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numerous. However, the Rum and Armenian communities actively took care of the 

non-muslims, whereas the Muslims were not aided by any recognized authority (rum 

ve ermeni taraflarından milletlerine iane olunmakda ise de ahali-i islamın bir 

taraftan iane olunmadığından). The Ottoman center once again blamed local officials 

for the shame emanating from not communicating the problem to the central 

authorities on time. For Nazmi Efendi, who was commissioned by the Ottoman center 

specifically to communicate important intelligence regarding the famine, relief of the 

Muslim subjects of the Empire by anyone other than the state was considered 

unfitting (na-layık). 541  However, as had happened in the example of Müftizade 

İbrahim Bey, who provided the bakeries of Kütahya with grain from his own farm, 

cases where neither the authorities in Istanbul, nor Nazmi Efendi were aware of the 

“unfitting” acts of the state officials were also common.  

 

 

Self-help 

“The ghiaours [sic], the Franks, and strangers, the 

very Jews, have more compassion on us than our 

own people and brethren!”   

These were the cries of “a starving father of a starving family” during the 

famine in 1846, who had been given bread and shelter in an Orthodox Christian house 

after knocking the doors of all rich Muslims of the city of Bursa according to Charles 

MacFarlane. MacFarlane had visited the country during the famine when “men, 

women, and children from the interior were seen in the plain of Brusa eating grass 

like cattle,” and when “[...] grandees did nothing for them, and shut their doors 

against them.” 542  Unfortunately for the Ottoman state, the “unfitting” behaviour 

defined by Nazmi Efendi was mostly the rule when famine-time survival was 

perceived from a non-official perspective. MacFarlane not only points out the misery 

and suffering of the Ottoman subjects, but also analytically observes the reasons for 

the famine and its consequences, which entirely contrast the self-image of the 

Ottoman center as compassionate and protector of the poor and needy. Despite the 

efforts of the state and local administrations, the Ottoman subject was alone in the 
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face of the calamities created by the famine. The changes in the ideology of the 

central authorities in general and on charity in particular, were in favor of the poor 

and the needy. The purpose of modern charity mechanisms was on the one hand to aid 

the poor, on the other, to further prosper the Empire.  

Charity mechanisms and institutions were functionally used to further 

discipline and control the “dangerous” members of the society, as well as to improve 

the health conditions of the “unhealthy” members to increase the productivity of the 

“nation.” However, the ideology of the poor is not as obvious, nor is it as discussed. 

As Amy Singer correctly puts it, “[o]n the one hand charity is a gift or grant required 

by law; on the other hand, charity represents a right of the poor or a just claim on the 

community.”543 While it is true that it was, and still is, a right, this did not necessarily 

mean that the poor, because they were poor, desired to be assisted in the form of 

charity, at least in the forms it was given. Examples of such behavior become even 

more visible especially in times of crisis like famine, where one expects the needy to 

be more “open” to such assistance and interference. As scholars like Michel de 

Certeau and James C. Scott have argued, the poor and the subaltern were and 

always are able to find “ways of operating” within a “subsistence ethic” or a moral 

economy, which operates totally outside of the predominant ways expected by 

authorities, be they an organization like the state or a social group or class. Due to 

their “odd” nature, these acts, or “tactics” in deCerteau’s conceptualization, were not 

understood and therefore were countered and labelled as “unfitting.” The poor and the 

needy in the Ottoman Empire were among such examples, who through socio-

ecological knowledge built up over decades, had learned to survive at the absence, 

and of course, at times despite state charity and support. The self-help and subsistence 

ethic, therefore, was an important part of the history of the Ottoman subjects living in 

the first half of the 19th century, and was not limited to the peasant population. 

Therefore, self-help was the most important means of survival during the period of at 

least three years after the emergence of famine-time conditions. One of the most 

immediate solutions, as a universal fact, was instead of waiting until some sort of help 

to come, to leave to find a proper place to invent a way to survive. Hence there was 

no pattern for the direction for migration. Contrary to the modern understanding, 
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migration was not necessarily from a smaller locality to a larger one, or from rural to 

urban. 

It has already been mentioned that 600 individuals – composed mostly of 

women and children – from the villages of Ankara migrated to the urban center, 

bringing many problems with them. Similarly, the 167 individuals from 11 different 

localities in central Anatolia who migrated to Uskudar/Istanbul, as well as the about 

75 households from Ayas/Ankara to Gemlik/Bolu, and the c. 145 households who 

fled from Aydın to different parts of Anatolia, had to resort to different tactics of 

survival in order to overcome their problems. It was nearly impossible for the state, in 

most of these cases, to return these households back to their original localities, 

contributing to the misery of the towns and cities to which they had moved, and 

creating a new and cheap labour market. Although there is very little information on 

in what kind of occupations the immigrants sought, the impossibility of the Ottoman 

administration to take them back to their homelands demonstrates that they felt 

“better-off” in the places to which they had migrated. The immigrants in Gemlik, for 

instance, were considered to be impossible to send back, since they resorted to 

begging, and started sharecropping in the abandoned fields, both against the will of 

the state. It could be said that chain migrations, which were common, motivated the 

immigrants to collaborate more, both in order to find a way to survive and also, to 

some extent, to resist the encroachment of state on their lives. In this respect, 

according to the survey conducted among the immigrants in different parts of Bursa, 

no more than 85 households were willing to go back, and were they to do so it would 

only be with the precondition that they were given rations and oxen to continue 

farming. 

The literature on famines and famine time migration suggests a state of panic 

and irrationality among peasants and famine-stricken local populations when it comes 

to migration. According to Will, the Chinese peasants and poor migrated out of panic 

during the famines of the second half of the eighteenth century. As soon as they 

perceived a lack of water resources or a failure of harvest as a “disaster,” they left 

their hometowns and villages in panic, without even waiting to see what was going to 

happen next.544  
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While hunger and starvation understandably bring together a state of panic, 

the examples of the Ottoman famine in 1845 prove that there were also more moral-

economic cognitive processes at play in decision-making processes. Despite the fact 

that the local populations had carefully observed and recognized the signs of a crop 

failure during summer of 1845 and of a famine around autumn, the first migratory 

movements started at the end of the same year. This was almost 3 months after the 

failure of the harvest, and the main wave of migration only took place in the first three 

months of the following year. As these cases demonstrate, not all population 

movements were out of panic upon the realization that some level of shortage was 

taking place. Migratory movement, in this case, started upon the actual realization of 

hunger, after seeking different ways to ease the pain caused by the crisis. The 600 

individuals mentioned above could be taken as an example considering that children, 

who were the most vulnerable to hunger and related diseases, made up a considerable 

portion of the number. The absence of (healthy) men among that group of immigrants 

may suggest the idea that children and women were weaker in the face of hunger 

among Ottoman rural society. A larger wave of migratory movement, recorded in a 

considerably voluminous register, was partially caused by rumors that ships full of 

provisions were heading to the port of Gemlik, on the southern shore of the Marmara 

Sea. As the British consul to Bursa reported, upon hearing that provisions were being 

provided, hungry people from different parts of Anatolia started rushing towards the 

city, from hundreds of kilometres away, with their families and with anything that 

could be exchanged for food as the prices were incredibly high and beyond anybody’s 

reach. Even with such immediate cases, it could be said that a decision-making 

process operated, where different factors were taken into consideration by households 

affected by hunger and scarcity. It seems that many households, before they set out on 

their quest for food, asked for money to those who could lend it to them, as many of 

the immigrants registered had borrowed money before taking the road. It is of course 

not a coincidence that the creditors were usually the same person. 

The direction of migration was not necessarily from rural to urban, nor did 

one’s migration after famine mean that (s)he was settled and had not moved. 

Registers of immigrants, which aimed at stabilizing the “population” in strictly 

defined spatial categories on paper, are misleading in that sense. However, as always, 

exceptional examples exist through which it is possible to see the continuing struggle 
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for survival. It was not always one’s own decision to migrate, as family or household 

was considered to be the most important institution of survival. Therefore the 20 

workers originally from a village in Kastamonu, working in Istanbul as wax-makers, 

laundry workers and as casual workers, were asked to return to their villages by the 

local leaders and the inhabitants since their business did not profit the locals and the 

fields were left uncultivated, the vineyards were about to dry up and the families of 

the workers were in miserable conditions.545 Similarly, to return to the immigrant 

registers, two brothers, a certain Halil and Ibrahim, and another two men, former 

peasants from the same village in Eskisehir, who took their families to Pazarköy, in 

Hudavendigar, had to leave them there and go to another village to earn a living as 

basket-makers (sepetçi).546  

Not everyone was able to find a “proper” job in order to survive, as in the case 

of the previously mentioned four men. In many instances, the first option was to 

become beggars in the streets, servants in the houses of better-off people or to resort 

to activities that were considered criminal. These occupations, which to modern eyes 

might seem “unfortunate,” could very well have been be considered as “proper” ways 

for survival in the eyes of the poor. Even those who survived in these “occupations” 

might have felt luckier than those who did not have any means, or were dependent on 

the state or other authorities for their survival. This fact was very well recognized by 

the Ottoman state, since it was explicitly stated that those famine migrants, who were 

making a living as beggars would not go back to their hometowns to continue 

farming. Another instance can be said to demonstrate the fact that the state officials 

were right in their observation. A couple of days after the governor of Ankara, Vasıf, 

had collected the immigrant children, who had started begging naked in the streets, to 

the castle in order to feed, clothe, shelter and educate them, the mothers of some of 

them went to the officials asking for their children to be returned. Although initially 

the reason for such behavior is not possible to understand, the precondition that was 

                                              
545 PMO. I.MVL. 1289 (21 Sevval 1261/25 August 1845), p. 2. For a different interpretation of the 

same document, see Quataert,“Ottoman Workers and the State, 1826-1914,” in Workers and Working-

classes in the Middle East Struggles, Histories, Historiographies, Zachary Lockman (ed.), New York, 

1994, p. 24-25. 
546 PMO. I.MVL. 79-1545/4 p. 4. Similar shifts were observed for the Finnish famine of 1866-1868, 

Timo Myllntaus, “Summer Frost. A Natural Hazard with Fatal Consequences in Preindustrial Finland,” 

Natural Disasters, Cultural Responses, p. 87, 93. 
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given to the mothers for the return of their children was that they had to promise to 

not to put them begging in the streets again.547 

The fact that famine had changed the composition the whole of Anatolia was, 

nevertheless, acknowledged by the representatives of the state by the end of 1840s. 

Beyond the postponement of taxes, food distribution policies, or any other attempt at 

overcoming the consequences of the famine, Ottoman administrators, experts and 

local officials recognized that the social landscape of the empire had been 

transformed drastically. In districts like Kengiri and Ankara, the 1845-50 famine was 

preceded by famines and animal epidemics.548 The empire that had been known to the 

Ottoman administrators by early 1840s was no longer the same. Structural changes 

caused by the famine were taking place and the Ottoman state was trying to make 

sense of that change and control it, if possible.549 

 

To Rebel or not to Rebel: Everyday Politics of Hunger and Famine 

 

The famine of 1845 has a particular significance compared to the other 

famines in Ottoman history. It came at a time when the political authorities were 

undergoing a crisis of legitimacy and the existing social order was being questioned 

by the lower classes, who had to face the double crisis created by the famine, and a 

longer-term crisis of price increases, falls in wages and therefore a fall in purchasing 

power as a result of industrialization which had started to cause proletarianization and 

social differentiation. The seeds of discontent were watered by the famine that 

deepened hunger and misery, causing turmoil and rebellion in nearly all of the 

countries visited by it. However, famine was never the sole reason for a rebellion to 

take place. According to Ernest Labrousse, the rebellions in France in 1789, 1830 and 

1848 were linked to the fluctuations in agricultural production and therefore price 

changes. 550  Similarly, the rebellious atmosphere present over a vast expanse of 

Europe was understood as a result of extraordinary climatic fluctuations and famine, 

                                              
547 James C. Scott, “Resistance without protest and without organization: peasant opposition to the 

islamic zakat and the christian tithe,” Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 29, no. 3 

(1987), p. 417-452.  
548 PMO. A.MKT 101-90. 
549 PMO. A.MKT 167-13. 
550 Ernest Labrousse, 1848, 1830, 1789 Comment Naissent les Révolutions, Paris, 1948.  
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especially those in Ireland, Sicily and most parts of Italy.551 In an article that attempts 

to find the answers as to how it became possible for so many revolts to happen across 

such a vast spatial extent and in extreme simultaneity, Berger and Spoerer argue that 

what determined the possibility of revolution in Europe was the existence of a 

“dramatic” increase in food prices in the period between 1845-47, which had a 

detrimental effect on the future of manufacturing and industry, and consequently on 

production and employment. They claimed that rather than “revolutionary” ideas, it 

was a sense of “shock” within a general crisis that lasted from between 1820 to 1850, 

that triggered revolution in Europe. Furthermore, they go as far as to explicitly claim  

“if a country was subjected to a grain-price shock between 1845 and 1847, then it 

went on to undergo revolution in 1848.”552 However, their study and economic model 

does not explain why there was no revolution in the Ottoman Empire.  

 Historians of popular protest in the Middle East have attempted to answer the 

question of why there was no major social revolution in the Middle East between 

1750 and 1950.553 However, as Donald Quataert had warned already in the early 

1990s, although the structural changes affected unrest in the countryside, the amount 

of microstudies conducted to understand the connection of labor and production 

relations with the frequency and repertoires of resistance are not enough to put 

forward any concrete conclusions.554 His conclusion was that the Ottoman peasant 

needed revolutionary cadres to organize crowds into larger scale insurrections.555 

Another explanation for the non-existence of large-scale rebellions in Anatolia 

compared to Egypt, is the long-term relationship between the patriarchal ideology and 

the peasant and village communities within the empire. State ownership of land had 

provided the necessary control over the surplus and the legitimacy for the state as part 

of  “circle of justice” for centuries. Although that relationship was under pressure 

from the encroachment of market relations after the second decade of the nineteenth 

century, the alliance between the farmer, peasant and the state perpetuated such 

property formation despite the establishment of a legal framework for private property 

                                              
551 Jean Sigmann, Les Révolutions Romantiques et Démocratiques de l’Europe, Paris, 1970, p. 180-

185. 
552 Helge Berger and Mark Spoerer, “Economic Crises and the European Revolutions of 1848,” The 

Journal of Economic History, no. 61 (2001), p. 318-320. 
553 Edmund Burke III, “Changing Patterns of Peasant Protest in the Middle East, 1750-1950,” Peasants 

and Politics in the Modern Middle East, p. 34-45. 
554 Donald Quataert, “Rural Unrest in the Ottoman Empire, 1830-1914,” p. 38. 
555 Quataert, “Rural Unrest,” p. 45. 
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in 1858. The patriarchal relationship created a buffer mechanism for the producers of 

the empire in the face of market actors, and further legitimacy of state against liberal 

institutions of globalizing economic relations.556 İslamoğlu’s explanation would seem 

reasonable, since despite the “modernization” of the state apparatuses, negotiation 

with the state was still possible, and it was widely operated by the less powerful social 

groups and individuals of the empire. However, such explanations underestimate the 

relationship between nature, economy and property relations in particular. A crisis as 

large-scale as the 1845-50 famine in Anatolia created mutual distrust between the 

state and its subjects. Former acts of solidarity and survival tactics were deemed 

“criminal” by the state, and actors of the state, especially in rural areas, were involved 

in corruption, as they found better opportunities to do so during the famine. Therefore 

the contradiction between the institutions of the state and class formation came to the 

surface even more during such crises, leading to the collapse of the image of state as 

the provider of justice.557  

Just like its fellow friends and foes in Europe, the Ottoman Empire was 

undergoing a period of legitimacy crisis and upheavals due to political change and the 

introduction of Tanzimat reforms, which in some parts of the empire were not very 

well welcomed. The effects of the war in Anatolia between Mehmed Ali of Egypt and 

the Ottoman army, which was supported by the British, had just started to be 

overcome when the famine of 1845 arrived. Furthermore, the financial crisis that the 

Empire had been in since the previous century was felt directly by the population in 

the form of a decrease in purchasing power. New elites with a new ideology, and their 

existence in provinces was identified with the increasing socio-economic problems, 

and rebellions took place in certain parts of the empire, some lasting for years. These 

were considered by the Ottoman state and later on, by modern historians, as “anti-

Tanzimat” rebellions, which only partially explained the reasons and demands of the 

rebellion. However, it was also only partially correct to see a direct, positive 

correlation between the famine and these rebellions, as had been done in the Bombay 

                                              
556 İslamoğlu İnan, State and Peasant in the Ottoman Empire: Agrarian Power Relations and Regional 

Economic Development in Ottoman Anatolia during the Sixteenth Century, New York, 1994, p. 38-39. 
557 Ibid., p. 43. 
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Times for the Ottoman case, and it was equally mistaken to do the same for European 

examples of rebellion, as the Takvim-i Vekayi had done.558  

If one compares the strength of rebellion in the Ottoman territories during 

1840s to those in late 17th and early 18th century, it can be concluded that the first half 

of the 19th century was a peaceful period in the history of Ottoman Empire. At least 

this must have been the impression in the minds of the Ottoman elite. Therefore 

contrary to Berger and Spoerer, it can be claimed that the existence of revolution was 

not guaranteed by the existence of economic shocks, unless they were supported by 

ideological repertoires and the necessary symbolic political space to move in. 

According to Andre Gorz, the emergence of a “techno-bureaucratic” authority, as part 

of industrialization and the triumph of the market over any agent of history, detached 

individuals from their socio-ecologic environment, enabling the state and its expert-

agents subordinate the state’s subjects to its authority. Therefore the state could limit 

the political space by denying individuals the capabilities to take their own decisions, 

which ultimately subjected them to an “enlightened” authority that perceived 

individuals as defenders of values that were thought to be beyond their capabilities of 

understanding.559 In that sense, the emergence of expertise and experts and the trust 

afforded to them, as discussed previously, represents a breaking point in Ottoman 

history, in terms of its limitation of political space. Ottoman rebels could no longer 

“enjoy” the possibility of organizing networks between artisans, soldiers, students, 

religious authorities and local populations in general, since the actors, the rules and 

the space had changed only a decade previously, and the formation of new repertoires 

of resistance needed more time to come into being. Although small-scale rebellions 

might not be meaningful in the short term, such actions had longer-term effects on 

future social and revolutionary movements. As Ranin Kazemi argues, the food-

related-riots in Iran throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries created social 

networks and recurrent repertoires of resistance and political socialization, which 

                                              
558 The case of Bombay Times’ reference to the rebellions in Eastern Anatolia and in Arabic territories 

of the Empire was already mentioned. In 22 Rebiülahir 1263/9 April 1847, an article appeared in 

Takvim-i Vekayi, which connected the rebellions in Ireland, France, Belgium and Portugal to the 

existence of famine and “unbearable level of hunger”. Takvim-i Vekayi, no. 329, 22 Rebiülahir 1263/9 

April 1847, p.3. 
559 Andre Gorz, “Political Ecology: Expertocracy versus Self-Limitation,” New Left Review, I/202, 

November-December 1993, p. 55-67. 
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even played a role in the 1979 revolution in the country.560 Similarly, Ertem argues 

that the rebellions that were caused by ethno-religious conflict in the Ottoman 

territories during the last decade of the century, were triggered by the famine-related 

economic problems, that at the same time had created the necessary social network 

and knowledge for further organization for ethno-religiosly oriented clashes.561  

However, seeing the absence of such rebellion as equal to the absence of 

political action and social critique is equally misleading in understanding the Ottoman 

political scene in the middle of the century. Those who had seen a static and obedient 

society looking at the Ottoman Empire and the Middle Eastern history failed to come 

close to any version of historical reality. Furthermore, labeling political actions that 

are so obvious and impossible to ignore as, to use Hobsbawm’s categorization, “pre-

political” or as the business of a bunch of vagabonds without any objectives, or 

simply as fanatic, reactionary and “conservative” movements which stood in front of 

any project of reform and “enlightenment,” does nothing but reproduce the discourse 

of the Ottoman elite and project today’s political views on social criticism and 

political action onto history.562 Not only did many riots have political concerns and 

ends, but there were also other mechanisms to protest social injustice in the Ottoman 

Empire during the 1845-50 famine. 

Negotiating Hunger and Environmental Justice 

As Sanjay Sharma argues concerning the sources on northern Indian famines 

during the first half of the nineteenth century, they tend to dissagregate famines from 

the rest of the social, political, economic and ecologic issues. 563  While the state 

discourse favored such separation of realities of famine from that of larger problems 

of the empire, the response of the Ottoman subjects to the disaster juxtaposed the 

reasons and consequences of famine with that of the political and economic problems. 

Particularly, the consequence of climate change and the imperial political ecology 

                                              
560  Ranin Kazemi, “Famine, Food Protest, and Political Participation in Iran, 1850-1905,” paper 

presented at the Middle Eastern Studies Association annual meeting, Denver, 20 November 2012. 
561 Özge Ertem, “Eating the Last Seed: Famine, Empire, Survival and Order in Ottoman Anatolia in the 
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created the backdrop for criticism, and political and social reactions to the famine. 

The immediate needs created by the drought and famine were directed to the attention 

of the Ottoman administration in various different ways, ideas of an environmental 

justice at stake being implicit in most claims. As previously argued, injustices that 

were tolerated during “normal” times were reacted to in different ways when 

environmental justice was at stake. The everyday ideology of the common wo/men in 

the middle of the century was still in line with one hadith that is claimed to have said, 

“when rulers act wrongly, the heavens dry up.” Realities of scarcity, environmental 

degredation, desertification or other signs of deterioration were understood and 

expressed in connection with a common cosmology built around nature, political 

ideology and economy. 564  The connection between politics and nature was also 

expressed through popular stories. A late sixteenth century compilation of folk stories, 

Acaibü’l Meâsir ve Garaibü’n Nevâdir, written by Süheyli was printed for the first 

time in 1840 and was released as a second edition in 1859, demonstrate that such 

stories were popular and consumed by a group of Ottoman subjects, however 

composed not only of the cultivated ones.565 Apart from being a collection of short 

stories, the book is a social critique of the period in which it was written. The main 

perspective offered by the stories concerning the environment and good governance 

suggest that the unjust behavior of sultans and the political elite is a determinant of 

environmental failures. Therefore, rivers can dry up, or cows can stop giving milk or 

harvests can fail all due not only to the unjust policies of the rulers, but even prior to 

the policies, the bad intentions of the powerful. 

Poetry and Famine 

So far the place of natural disasters and famines in folk culture in particular has 

not been paid enough attention by historians of the Middle East. This is 

understandable, given the fact that the printed culture of these lands was not as strong 

as that of other parts of the world. It has essentially been the job of anthropologists 

and ethnologists to reveal such stories through folkloric images and texts, based on an 

oral/visual culture rather than a written one. However, an economic historian, Sabri 

Ülgener, has pointed out the importance of literary texts, especially the traditional 

                                              
564 “When human beings fell into a more labor-intensive way of life, their view of nature reflected this 

decline. Nature acting through God meted out floods, droughts, plagues, and disasters in response to 

humanity’s sins or bountiful harvests in response to obedience.” Merchant p. 15 
565  Acaibü’l Meâsir ve Garaibü’n Nevâdir, p. 48-54, contains stories based on the idea of 

environmental justice. 
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poetry (divan) of the Ottoman empire as an important source for better understanding 

the food crisis and famines in history. He even goes as far as to claim that such 

disasters and crises created a genre of poetry, in which the details of the crisis was 

given and necessary criticism was made. Problems in the distribution of food and 

water, hoarding and consumption/non-consumption in particular were common points 

of critique. For Ülgener, not only the rational explanations for scarcity and famine, 

but also the psychological/emotional, or moral economic reactions to them can be 

derived from these texts.  

The importance of the existence of famines in Ottoman poetry is derived also 

from the ideological nature of the poems and the status of the poet. In other words, the 

relationship between art, politics, social relations and patronage are perfectly visible, 

since the poems either reflect social criticism due to the famine, or praise the 

administrator – the “patrons” – for their success in coping with the crisis. Unlike the 

conventional division between the divan style and more popular forms of poetry, in 

which the former was identified by historians of literature with the upper classes, 

close to the Ottoman administration, and the latter with the lower classes, the divan 

poets were also involved with social criticism towards the Ottoman administration 

during times of famine. Granted this was only within the limits of the power relations 

and the criticism was usually towards lower ranked officials rather than the empire or 

the sultan itself. 

One of the poets in question here was Şeyh Ahmed Kuddusi (d. 1849), who had 

suffered from the famine in the town called Bor, located at the southern end of central 

Anatolia, a region highly affected by the famine. His concern for the social problems 

of his time was reflected in his poems, with a high tone of social critique despite his 

close relations with Istanbul and the palace. It is even probable that had meetings with 

sultans Selim III and his successor Mustafa IV. Apart from his poetry, he wrote two 

books on the social conditions of the Empire in his period and commented specifically 

on the famine in his book Pendname.566 The importance of his poems does not only 

arise from the fact that they included strong social and political criticism, but that they 

were also taught and learned by heart among certain religious sufi circles.567 In one of 

                                              
566 Mustafa Ünver, “Borlu Kadiri Şeyhi Ahmed Kuddusi (1769-1849) ve Şiirlerinde Kur’an-ı Kerim’e 
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his poems from his Divan, he summarizes everything that this study has thus far 

attempted to recount, and will attempt to recount in the following chapters. According 

to him, the reason for the famine was both socio-political and environmental. The 

extremely cold weather in winter and lack of rain during summer combined with the 

social disorder, where man, women and children started to rebel, resulting in a famine 

that was unprecedented in the region, leaving people no choice but to eat grass. 

Furthermore, the merchants, most probably conspiring with the state officials who 

lacked any feeling of compassion, were blamed for the prices of grain and bread 

skyrocketing.568  Similarly, Aşık Seyrani (d. 1866), who was from Kayseri, wrote 

poems of critical nature. Although little is known about his life, we can tell from his 

poems that he was educated in Istanbul, and even had connections with high ranked 

officers of the period. Unlike his contemporary Ahmed Kuddusi, he wrote poems of 

different and more popular styles, while at the same time playing an important role in 

the oral folkloric tradition of Anatolia in the period in which he lived. His poetry 

represents a moral economic perspective, always critical about the growing social gap 

between the rich and the poor, and the “corruption” of the city compared to the 

village. His sensitivity towards socio-ecological crises is also reflected in his poetry; 

not only did he write on the famine of 1845, but also about other more small-scale 

famines, in the form of histories. The core of his criticism in his poem titled “Year 

1845,” was targeted towards the problems of charity, the hoarders and the structural 

problems caused by the famine. According to Seyrani, the socio-political 

transformation of the period was an important determining factor for the suffering of 

the poor. He refers to the “change of season” (devir dönünce) that put an end to 

“tradition,” causing the complete loss of compassion for other human beings. It is not 

clear if he is referring specifically to the Tanzimat reforms or the transformation in 

general that took place over his lifetime in the first half of the century, however, the 

correlation he established between the famine and a larger socio-political structural 

transformation demonstrates his awareness of the politics of his time. Moreover, he 

sheds light on a further structural change and its relationship with famine – a 

                                              
568  Şeyh Ahmed Kuddusi, Kuddusi Divanı, ed. Fehmi Kuyumcu, p. 116. “Başluyiler tuğyana bu 

günlerde nasın ekseri / Çoluk-çocuk-çiftçi-çobanlar oldılar pes eşkıya / Katl-ı nüfus fısk u fesad sirkat 

sitem yağma dahi / Sair günahlar işlenüb geldi bize dürlü bela / Müştedd olub kış eyledi meyvaları 

ifsad kamu / Vaktinde yağmur yapmayub etti zuhur kaht u gala / Hiç böyle kahtın misli vaki olmamış 

bu beldede / Çok kimseler ot yediler aç kaluben subh u mesa / Tüccarda yok din merhamet edip tamağ 

Karun gibi / Artırdılar hadden ziyade hıntaya çünki baha / Kuddusi’ye verdi keder oldu hazin ağlar 

deyu / Olduk seza biz hışm’a eyle mağfiret sen ey Huda” 
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connection to which historians of famine have not paid enough attention so far. For 

Seyrani, the famine caused all labor and work to stop, making him, and others, 

believe that working does not produce any good. 569  Although his comments are 

limited to the famine-time context, it is necessary to keep in mind that these words 

were written in a period of drastic changes in the division of labour within the 

Ottoman Empire, as discussed in the previous chapter. 

Such poetic representation of the socio-political realm, especially within 

popular forms of poetry, provided a means to express criticism for the subjects of the 

empire and an expression of anger and frustration on the side of the state policies. 

Petitions 

Before taking any action, petitioning the authorities was one of the most 

resorted to strategies among the famine stricken populations in the Ottoman Empire, 

as elsewhere. Petitioning was not a mere call for material support and relief, it was a 

textual strategy whereby the authority, ideology and legitimacy of the administration, 

in its local and central levels, was questioned and negotiated. Therefore, the petitions 

in question here about famine and relief were at the same time about a general popular 

stance towards Ottoman politics and administration of the period. In other words, 

petitions were at the same time a snapshot of the moment they were written and 

submitted, and the result of a digestion of the socio-political developments of the 

recent past. In this sense, petitioning was itself a strategy in the processes of writing, 

the language and the ways the petition was submitted, as much as it was a purely 

political act, as it was concerned not only with a particular moment and a particular 

problem, but also with politics in general and concepts of authority, legitimacy and 

justice. While mostly written in diplomatic language, petitions were ideological texts 

the meanings of which could go beyond the immediate demands they stood for. 

Ottoman subjects had for centuries requested what was needed by them, 

criticized policies, contested authorities and negotiated the legitimacy of political 

                                              
569 “Bin iki yüz altmış bire tarih basınca / Pek ziyade oldu siklet bu sene 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/ Buğdayın bir mutu oldu yüz elli / Muhtekire 

düştü fırsat bu sene / Zengin artık kesmez oldu kurbanı / 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/ 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Naçar olan fukaralar neylesin / Rica niyaz edin halas 

eylesin / Mevlamız beladan millet bu sene.” 
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structures and institutions via petitions.570 Through petitions, Ottoman common men 

and women, and social groups of different origins even affected structures. They took 

part in and were actors of socio-political structural change. The Ottoman state itself 

realized how petitions could be “dangerous” for the state at times, and tried to 

regulate or sometimes prohibit petitioning practices. After the first two decades of the 

18th century in particular, which had been marked by rebellion, the Ottoman ruling 

class tried to limit the practice of petitioning the sultan, not only because it was being 

used as a strategy to come to the capital city to submit the petition, but also due to the 

fact that it contradicted Ottoman political structures.571  

Within such a tradition, petitioning to relieve hunger in times of food 

shortages and asking for relief during and after famines, functioned as a means to ease 

the pain and hunger, as well as a negotiation of the justice expected from the Ottoman 

rulers. The Ottoman Sultan and the administrators at his service were expected to 

provide justice, as they were the representatives of an ideal and just system. For the 

poor Ottoman subject, his/her access to food, water and commons was a right, and it 

was an obligation on the side of the state to provide it. That is why the petitions 

written about hunger during the famine were not only concerned with shortages of 

food or water in one part of the empire, but also about the problems in the distribution 

of resources and structural changes that had affected them. The lack of provisions to a 

town, or water, were already considered a political issue in itself in the 16th century, 

both as a failure of the Ottoman state mechanisms and as the reason for further 

disorder and rebellion.572 Thus, petitions were mobilized more if justice was thought 

to be at stake, especially at times of crisis such as famine or food shortages. While 

crises could be defined individually, the abundance of collective petitions might be 

related to the public nature of famines, and therefore a public and popular demand for 

justice. It was this public and popular ground, it can be argued, that the petitioners, be 
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they individuals or groups, could bypass the legal and formal procedures and appeal 

to the Sultan’s justice in ways that were at times totally “unacceptable”.573 

Therefore, petitions written/submitted during the famine should be considered 

as a strategy to relieve the suffering and hunger on the one hand, and as criticism and 

contestation of Ottoman policies regarding the famine, or the distribution of public 

resources and services in general, on the other. Although the majority of historians are 

in agreement that the petition is a rational surface on which negotiation and conflict 

with authorities take place, and the petition writing/submitting is a rational process, 

where the demands were communicated through an officially recognized language, it 

can be claimed that they underestimate the psychological/emotional aspect of 

petitions. The question of whether it is possible to “hear” the subaltern through 

petitions has overshadowed the fact that submitting a petition was not only a means to 

reach a concrete (read “rational”) end, or to force the authorities to satisfy a demand, 

but also a process whereby the need to be heard was satisfied before every demand. 

The most political aspect of petitions, especially for the Ottoman Empire, comes 

therefore from their role in providing a feeling of satisfaction at being heard. Even 

though most of the time written by a scribe, the transformation of a demand made 

orally into an official script was, for early 19th century men and women, we may 

assume, a satisfaction. Furthermore, Ottoman subjects were actually aware that the 

scribes themselves were “the state” (devletlü), and it was for this reason that they 

occasionally tried to refrain from appealing to them. However, even though story told 

by the petitioner to the scribe evolved into something else on paper, there was no 

reason for the scribe to not to talk in different public spaces about what he had heard. 

Therefore, in a way, petitioning functioned as a means to publicize individual and 

public opinion. In spite of the changes in the definition and the expression on paper, 

the scribe in connection with the state, was a channel through whom the “original” 

message could be transferred, and might have been so. Petitioning, in that regard, was 

not only a written appeal to the officials, but the transmission of an opinion and 

demand through various mediums. 

                                              
573 Eleni Gara, “Popular Protest and Limitations of Sultanic Justice,” p. 90. For popular protests in 

Istanbul, which are considered to be different in nature to those of the provinces, see Marinos 

Sariyannis, “’Mob’, ‘Scamps’ and Rebels in the 17th century Istanbul: Some Remarks on Ottoman 

Social Vocabulary,” International Journal of Turkish Studies, no. 11 (2005), p. 1-15. 
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Whether the petitions were written following a standard text, chosen from 

among the examples of petitions in the book of collection of petitions at the service of 

the scribe, or dictated word by word by the petitioner, or even written directly by the 

petitioner(s), the meaning of the text went beyond the literal one. This was even more 

so the case in instances of famine, where the social norms and relations could turn 

upside-down for a given time in a given space, changing the relationship between the 

subject and the empire and its representatives drastically. What is more, the 

relationship between nature and human beings, along with that of the state were 

destined to change. Therefore, the meanings attached to such changes, the ideology 

and the agency of the common men and women in negotiating hunger can be re-

imagined through the petitions, considering the petitioning process and a larger 

response to socio-ecologic change. 

Most importantly for the purposes of the present study, a general glance at the 

petitions submitted during the famine demonstrate the socio-ecologic assessment of 

the famine by the local populations of the empire. Whether asking for rations or for 

tax postponement, or the dismissal of a local official, Ottoman common men and 

women demonstrated a great knowledge of the landscape, local and imperial climate 

and the functioning of political structures in the distribution of resources.  

As explained above, collective petitions were signs of social networks of 

cooperation, and an act of collective participation in politics, to some extent forming 

an identity as inhabitants of a town, workers of a workshop, members of a religious 

community or otherwise. However, they can also stress the flexibility of those 

identities. The cooperation formed around petitioning processes was usually temporal 

and non-binding. However, they could in the long run produce repertoires of social 

knowledge in terms of taking action. One such petition was signed as “the Muslim 

and non-muslim subjects of Çeşme.” The inhabitants, amounting to 32000, of the 

town, signed a petition that explained how the drought devastated their lands and the 

landscape in general and how such unheard of climatic conditions created concerns 

about their future. They particularly complained that because of the famine, their only 

income, the yearly production of raisins, was ruined with the crops, and the 

inhabitants of the town had fallen bankrupt. The complaints in the petition were 

actually complaints about the whole system of local administration imposed by 

Tanzimat and the political ecology behind it. The local councils established after the 
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reforms were mostly composed of merchants and other businessmen, as was the case 

in Çeşme. The members of the council provided the inhabitants with grain until the 

following harvest in August, with the precondition that a repayment be made during 

the harvest. However, at the beginning of August, the “merchant members” of the 

council harvested the grapes and sold them at whatever price they wanted. The 

inhabitants defined themselves as “slaves” of the council members, due to the heavy 

debts they owed, and therefore asked the Sultan to maintain justice and find a solution 

to the problem. Furthermore, and most importantly, they asked the Sultan to abolish 

the application of the appointment of merchants and businessmen to the local councils 

(bundan böyle tüccar ve fatur bulunanlar meclis azası ve vûcuh olunmamalarına emr 

ü ferman hazret-i malukane buyrulduğu halde), only then would they be free from the 

“slavery” they had fallen into. 574  Although the interrelation was not explicit, a 

concern about the whole political system of the empire was expressed only as part of 

a larger environmental problem.  

In fact, for the petitioners, these two were inseparable phenomena. Hunger, 

drought, political problems and social injustices were all intrinsic in their language. 

Justice, during the famine, was directly understood in connection within an interval of 

divine-profane, or natural-supernatural. As analyzed in the first part, climatic 

instabilities were reacted to through the binding of those different spheres. Similarly, 

the famine-time politics of petitioning involved such blending of the religious, 

political, environmental and social together. In that context, the inhabitants of Ankara 

in mid-July 1847 pointed out the necessity of the re-compensation of injustices that 

Tanzimat reforms had brought. Although they were able to negotiate more flexibly 

with the authorities just before the reforms, they were aware of the obstacles that 

came about with the new idea of justice brought by the Tanzimat.575 Earlier in April 

1847, they highlighted the effects of the years-long famine within a larger structural 

context, explaining that the famine had created a downward mobilization in the class 

structure (fi’l-el-kaht beşyüz kuruş vergi veren kimesnelerin şimdiki hallerine nazaran 

elli kuruş vermeğe tahammülleri olmadığı), and warning the state that it should re-

align its economic policies, especially regarding taxation and the redistribution of 

resources.576 Similar complaints and criticism regarding the post-1838 trade system 
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was expressed in a rather long petition signed by the inhabitants of Trabzon at the 

Black Sea coast, in northeast Anatolia. The large-scale export of corn from the ports 

of the city to famine-stricken Europe, and to the nearby cities and other docks around 

the Black Sea was considered an extremely dangerous practice, especially at a time 

when the harvests of the district had failed. Furthermore, the criticism was put in a 

socio-ecological context and the ways in which the natural resources were 

redistributed traditionally, and how that balance had been broken by the new trade 

patterns, were explained in detail.577 Similarly, in Erzurum, Tanzimat came to label 

all political-economic change, therefore coping with Tanzimat itself was a challenge 

at a time of such famine. As a result the inhabitants of Erzurum asked to be 

“pardoned” from the Tanzimat as a whole (tanzimat-ı hayriyyeden bütün bütün 

afvımızı rica ve iltimas ederiz). Furthermore, the stationing of soldiers in the city 

fortress for the war against the nomadic tribes was interpreted as an extra burden on 

the famine-stricken inhabitants. Juxtaposing famine-time conditions and the arrival of 

the armed forces in the city as part of the same injustice, the inhabitants warned the 

state that it was unacceptable for armed forces to be stationed in the city in order to 

“discipline” the inhabitants (şayet cümlemizi te’dib ve terbiye içün gönderilmeleri 

kabulü mucib olamayacağından).578 This was not an imagined fear, as the inhabitants 

of the city seem to have been aware of how the Ottoman administration perceived 

them. In the words of the governor, “everybody knows that the people of Erzurum 

and its vicinity are savage (vahş) and disobedient (serkeş).”579  

Individual reactions depict less politically concerned, unique fragments of the 

larger picture. Among those who submitted individual petitions, the majority were 

immigrants, who tell their stories in detail, which was actually a story they shared 

with many other immigrants. Having sold whatever they possessed, borrowed 

whatever they could and lost their families, they could not find a job in the places they 

had moved to. Perhaps they might even have lost everything they had in a fire, as if 

the famine was not enough. 580  Although the local and the central/imperial were 

always in collision throughout the early-modern times, the respect for the knowledge 

of the peasant prior to 19th century was more vivid. The farmers in the town of Zile, in 

                                              
577 PMO. A.MKT 70-78. 
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579 Ibid. 
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central Anatolia, went to the local council in the town to express their problems 

immediately before the drought and famine in 1845. According to them, since there 

had always been scarcity of water around the town, and since the rivers had dried up 

to an even greater extent that summer, wheat could not grow and had already started 

to dry out long before the harvest time. The peasants’ demand to harvest the wheat 

before it dried to a degree that would make it impossible to use, was not accepted and 

the local council had to write another demand on behalf of the peasants, in order to 

prevent further distress. 581  While the case itself represents how the Ottoman 

authorities and their “expertise” could not cope with local failures such as during the 

famine in 1845-50, the language in the petition of the council demonstrates the 

growing gap between local and the imperial, as they had to define in detail, concepts 

about agriculture that were probably used widely on the local level. 

Petitioning did not only have political and psycho-political functions, but also 

reflected a reassessment of knowledge and was used for its publicization. The 

decision to submit petitions against the breakdown of established traditions, values, 

norms and activities during times of crises like famines is meaningful, as the human 

knowledge about the world in its entirety was reassessed during such crises, which 

were, in fact, a crisis of existence. 582  An example of this phenomenon is a rare 

example of a text, which whether written by the petitioner or dictated to a scribe, is in 

any case an important window into the mind of an Ottoman subject experiencing an 

existential crisis due to a larger socio-ecological disruption. Submitted by the plumber 

(suyolcu) of Ankara, Numan, the petition demonstrates how a socio-ecological crisis 

changed the mental world of the imperial subjects and how it had been a significant 

determinant to the decision-making processes about future. Numan was among the 

“better-off” social groups of Ankara prior to the famine. He was a wage-worker for 

the state and earned 400 guruş annually, which was above the average of the city in 

1844-45. He had three children, whom he must have been taking good care of. From 

another petition he had submitted in 1842, it is possible to learn that he was dismissed 

from his job by the local inhabitants due to the lack of water in the city, and was 

replaced by another person. However, he petitioned the authorities and got his job 

                                              
581 PMO. A.MKT. 24-82. For early-modern functioning of local knowledge, especially in harvesting 

the crops see, Amy Singer, Palestinian Peasants and Ottoman Official, Rural Administration around 

Sixteenth-century Jerusalem, Cambridge, 1986. 
582 James Vernon, Hunger A Modern History, Cambridge Mass., 2007, p. 56-60. 



202 

 

back, 583  suggesting he was already familiar with petitioning processes. In 1847, 

however, his concern was beyond his immediate survival and employment: 

“This year, the drought and failure of harvest resulted in famine, ruining all our 

ways of making a living. Our pain is as dense as trees in a forest. We are 

deprived of our property, and we are in a state of complete collapse. Our end is 

close.” 

Lack of hope for the future did not only lead Numan to express his emotions. As 

the person in charge of dikes and water resources of the city of Ankara, Numan had 

been able to directly observe the effects of climatic instability on natural and social 

landscape over the previous decade. He therefore had to express his knowledge about 

the already changing labor relations and economic structures in general. For this 

reason, he demanded his three sons of 14, 11, and 9 years of age, be taken to imperial 

academies for education. Surely Numan was aware that “in this land of misery,” his 

children had no future. As explained in Part I, agriculture was not a desired field of 

occupation and there was an increasing interest and shift in Anatolia towards 

manufacturing and service sectors. He too wanted his children to have a different 

future than their fellow friends and the previous generation. On the one hand 

Numan’s petition is a rare one that explicitly refers to the interconnection between 

climatic shifts and structural change, on the other, it represents the overall spirit of the 

Anatolian populations. The famine was not the only reason for their distress, it was 

also born out of the maladministration of the Ottoman local governors and central 

administrators. Of course, reactions were not always based on negotiation through 

peaceful means, and at times famine-stricken Ottoman subjects resorted to more 

proactive and violent strategies.  

 

Rebellion and Protest 

The period in question here was, on the one hand, marked by policies and 

activities of reform, on the other, it was an era of recurrent reaction and rebellion. 

Throughout the empire there were groups of dissidents, some of which were 

                                              
583 PMO. DV. 1-11. (24 Cemaziyelevvel 1263/10 May 1847). Numan appears in the temettuat registers 

of 1845 as a resident of Haci Musa neighborhood of Ankara, with an annual income of 400 piaster 

(guruş), all from his wage as the plumber (suyolcu) of the city. PMO. ML.VRD.TMT.d 21. For the 

petition in 1842, see, PMO. A.MKT. 3-9 (26 Cemaziyelahir 1258/4 August 1842). 

 



203 

 

internationalized and became issues of the utmost importance for the state. 

Unfortunately, this aspect of the period has not been recognized and understood in its 

entirety, due to elite bias in the sources and stereotypes of Middle Eastern societies as 

static and non-revolutionary. Rural dissent and collective action in particular have 

been neglected areas of investigation. A combination of transformations for social 

protest and resistance in the Middle East since 1750s have been detected by 

historians; ottoman reforms starting from mid-eighteenth century onwards aimed at 

increasing social control and “modernizing” state apparatus; the incorporation of 

Middle Eastern economies into the world economy and the consequent rise of a new 

urban middle class; political and social change through European hegemony and 

colonialism. 584  

James C. Scott’s emphasis on subsistence crises as reasons for protest among 

the poorest were countered by Amartya Sen who claimed no such tendency was valid 

for the Bengal Famine of 1943-44. Similar arguments are made by Donald Quataert, 

who believs that only a few bread riots took place in different parts of the Ottoman 

Empire during the “terrible killing famine of 1873-1874. 585  Unlike the 1870s of 

Quataert, the 1840s were an extremely rich ground for urban and rural uprisings, due 

to the transformation of the countryside and the commercialization of agriculture. 

While the “explosion” of old agrarian structures are listed as loosening the bonds 

between the cultivator and land and between the former and the wider community, 

why that would lead to resistance is not analysed in detail.586 

While less collective covert action is directed at more everyday levels of 

bargaining with the authorities, it generally had more specific purposes. Political 

repertoires of peasants that are defined in connection to “traditional Islamic moral 

economy,” gave way to modern labour action by the 1880s, creating the main 

dynamic for the last phase of protest history in the Middle East.587 The distinction 

between city and the countryside, suggesting two distinct worlds understate the 

alliances between peasants and urban poor and underclasses. As throughout the first 

half of the century, due to proto-industrialization and changes in the division of labor, 

                                              
584 Edmund Burke III, “Changing Patterns of Peasant Protest in the Middle East, 1750-1950,” Peasants 
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the balance between agrarian and non-agrarian sectors has shifted, integrating lower-

income groups, making the distinction less meaningful particularly for the period after 

the 1830s.588 That relationship was not an indirect one as usually presented by studies 

that connect the fate of the two through economic activities and dependency. 

Linguistic limitations that make it harder to locate famines in Ottoman history 

are more valid when the case is bread riots and other famine-related movements of 

rebellious nature against local and central authorities. The Ottoman administrators 

abstained from legitimizing such “unlawful” movements by mentioning them in their 

correspondences as bread riots or with any other name that would imply that the 

people rebelled against an injustice – “only when it became very large, widespread or 

violent, or caused substantial declines in state revenues, might rural unrest become a 

focus of official attention and outside concern.”589 This proves even more accurate 

when political protest and at times violent rebellion throughout 1840s are analyzed 

within a specific context of their relationship with the European revolutions of 1830 

and 1848. Historians have already categorized rural dissent specifically into three 

phases, the first being from 1750 to the 1830s, the second from the 1840s to the1880s, 

and the third from the 1880s to the end of WWI. However, the beginning of the 

second phase requires further analysis. This is not to say that an indirect, abstract and 

retrospective connection should be established. The Ottoman administration during 

that period had, unlike other periods, tolerated rural and to some extent urban 

uprisings, fearing the spread of European revolutions into their own territories. The 

emergence of public opinion (efkar-ı umumi), a result of Tanzimat reforms, created a 

new puzzle for the Ottoman administration. In the middle of the century, ifsad-ı efkar-

ı umumi had to be kept under control and more importantly separate from that of 

European public opinion. Hence the most violent, frequent open insurrections of the 

century took place between 1830s and 1860s.590 

 As with similar groups in different parts of the Empire, Anatolian rebels were 

not directionless, nor archaic or pre-political in their organization and demands.591 

Only by taking covert and overt repertoires of resistance and their demands together 
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can one observe the motivation behind such popular resistance movements and their 

evolution, which went beyond “spasmodic” understandings of such revolts.592 

 Bakers united: Protesting Injustice in Ankara and beyond 

The protest of bakers of Ankara against the members of the local council 

might be an interesting example to demonstrate the interrelation between a mass-

rebellion and small-scale protest. It is also important in the sense that there is nearly 

no first-hand evidence about such cases during the famine of 1845-50. In order to 

overcome the injustice done to them due to the gap between grain and bread prices, 

the bakers of Ankara first went to the local council, to submit their complaints. 

However, they were kicked out and after a number of other visits resulted in no 

satisfaction, they decided to go to the city square and protest against the 

administrators. The expression used in the petition submitted by the bakers was 

“fighting and starting a fire in the square” (meydan yerinde yakıb harb etmeleriyle), 

which implies the probable existence of violence and the existence of the “opponents” 

or security forces. However, this could also have been a public expression of anger 

and frustration, rather than any real fight taking place. Still, the moral economic and 

therefore political aspect of the protest is obvious, and the result was successful, as 

the council members, who were thought to have involved in the injustice, were 

dismissed upon the intervention of the central authorities. 

The bakers of Ankara, however, were not alone in their reaction. Complaints 

of bakers started flowing into the Ottoman capital from all parts of the empire, 

concerning local governors, financial directorates, merchants and notables intervening 

in the distribution of grain to mills, flour to bakeries and bread to the consumers. 

What was at stake was not only the economic survival of a limited number of bakers 

in each town, but there was a larger negotiation around a hungry population whose 

access to the main staple was hindered through injustices in over production, 

distribution and consumption patterns. 593  None of these were separable from the 
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other. The bakers in Ankara had to deal with the results of a shortage in harvests as a 

result of climatic fluctuations, with how to distribute grain and flour in a just way so 

that nobody would bear the burden more than anyone else, and with the problem of 

feeding a large population of hungry locals and refugees. Although it is not easy to 

read through the written material at hand, the bakers’ motivations for protest were 

based on responding to injustices as happened during the famine of 1845-50 that cut 

through a process of a reassessment of knowledge over production relations, 

distribution mechanisms and a struggle to provide enough bread for the destitute. 

Therefore it is not a coincidence that at a time when environmental justice was at 

stake bakers of the empire in different parts of it, started uniting against the violation 

of justice.  

A similar incident took place in Adana, where the unity of the bakers created 

further solidarity among butchers and greengrocers. At the end of 1845, the new 

governor of the city, Arif Pasha was exploiting his position, and asking for bread, 

meat and vegetables for considerably cheaper prices. The increase in prices due to the 

famine led the shopkeepers and workers to submit a petition to the local council about 

their worsening conditions; yet the petition was torn up by the Pasha himself and 

resulted in the dismissal of the artisans involved from the council. The bakers in 

Adana were not as brave as those in Ankara to take to the streets, and they 

immediately wrote a petition to Istanbul, doing so secretly. They expressed their fear 

of the new Pasha of Adana, and mentioned in the petition that if the Pasha that they 

were submitting a petition, they would be either tortured, killed, or their property 

would be taken from them.594  

On the other hand, the mobilization of the bakers emphasizes the political 

importance of hunger and a more general understanding of scarcity on the side of 

Ottoman subjects, at a time of “abundance beyond imagination.” Bakers were not 

                                                                                                                                  
Studies 2 (2016), p. 350-351. In comparison to the bakers in Iran, bakers in the Ottoman context seem 

to have had more agency in challenging the injustices and the role that authorities assigned to them. 
594 See PMO. İ.MVL. 3-43 (19 Zilhicce 1261/19 December 1845). According to Chalcraft, group 

complaints by peasants were rarely kept secret on a local level, resulting in the punishment of the 

petitioners by mayors and local headman with a range of sanctions including forced labor, coercion, 

and outright disposession. See John T. Chalcraft, “Engaging the State: Peasants and Petitions in Egypt 

on the Eve of the Colonial Rule,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, vol. 37, no. 3 (Aug. 

2005), p. 307. The contrast between the two petitions is telling of different functions of petitioning. 

Whereas the bakers, butchers and greenrocers of Adana wanted to keep the petition and petitioning 

process covert, the bakers in Ankara wanted their complaint to be publicly heard, where petition was 

only a part of different ways to protest against the state agents overtly. 
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only the center of attention due to their key role in providing for the physical needs of 

the population, but also in their symbolic position in the midst of a violation of 

environmental justice. The unification of bakers corresponded to widespread 

discontent expressed in different ways by the common subjects of the empire. The 

connections between justice, climate change, famine and political transformation in 

the minds of the common subjects of the empire will further be exposed in the 

following example. 

‘What do you mean by hunger?’ An Interview with Rebels in Karahisar-ı 

Sahib in 1846 

In the early months of 1846, the inhabitants of villages of Karahisar-ı Sahib in 

inner Asia Minor were suffering from the harvest failures caused by drought. The 

effects of famine were multiplied due to the acts bureaucrats and merchants who tried 

to profit from the famine-time conditions. One of them, a member of town council, 

Kebiçlerli Hacı Hasan, “fooled” (ahali-i kazayı ahaffiye düşürerek) the people of the 

villages by suggesting they collect all the produce owned by one merchant, which 

would then be distributed according to the needs of poor of each town. The idea was 

found reasonable by the villagers, and by the Ottoman officials who were already 

seeking grain to transfer to various Anatolian towns hit by famine. However, by the 

time one third of the produce had been collected by Hacı Hasan and transported to his 

warehouse, the villagers understood that the produce was intended to be sold to the 

Karahisar-ı Sahib warehouses, leaving almost nothing in the hands of the villagers: 

“No grain left in our hands, and we are left in poverty, helpless and without 

sustenance. Our produce is in the warehouse, and now it is going to be 

transferred to the town center. We already have almost no grain. Once the 

remaining grain is moved to Karahisar, we will become miserable with our 

families and children. [Tell us] in which city we should become beggars! For 

god’s sake, issue an order so that at least we have two months’ rations!”  

Although the demanded order was issued, Hacı Hasan, his fellow merchant friend and 

the Ottoman officials did not stop with the moving of produce from the villages to the 

town center. The villagers visited the council again, complaining about the situation, 

this time with more rage. Yet another visit was paid as no solution had been found. 

According to the inspector sent from the center, the villagers were suppressing their 
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wrath (hiddetlerini aşırı saklayıb). They kept on suppressing their rage until after 

another visit to the council still no progress had been made. In the following days, 

Hacı Hasan appeared in one of the villages, Sandıklı, with a lieutenant from the army 

and a flock of around a hundred animals with him. It was very early on a market day 

when he, his animals, his men and the lieutenant came to the village. The men 

surrounded the warehouse where the last bits of produce remained. This was the last 

straw: “To feed that number of animals, not only will the remaining produce not 

suffice, but even the stone and the cement of the warehouse would not be enough,” 

cried the poor. Since it was a market day, large numbers of women from all the 

villages were in Sandıklı. They were the ones who initiated the violent events that 

targeted “the greed and corruption of the governor of the town and his brother (i.e. 

Hacı Hasan) who seized public property and the property of the poor and made them 

their own capital.”  

Before the events took place in the second week of March 1846, the villages 

united and agreed not to leave their produce in the hands of the greedy officials and 

merchants (çend karye birbirleriyle müzakere ederek zehairin olmadğını ifade etmek 

üzre haylüce şamatat ettiklerinde). When Hacı Hasan and his team appeared in the 

square, the women from all of the villages in particular, who were in the marketplace, 

attacked and started beating him up. In the meantime, the men in the village collected 

others from the shops, accusing those who did not want to join to have a “full belly” 

(bre şunun karnı tok deyu atale-i lisan ve dükkanları kapadın deyu feryad ettiğinde). 

The gathering of hundreds of protestors gradually made its way in front of the 

courthouse. The windows of the courthouse were broken by the stones thrown by the 

protestors and, along with Hacı Hasan, the judge of the town was beaten up by the 

women, who cried “we are dying of hunger!” (birtakım arsız avrat makulesi hakim 

efendiyi açlıktan kırılıyoruz deyü dövmeye başladılar).595 The export of grain from the 

villages into the towns at a time of scarcity and dire need was undoubtedly the 

underlying motivation for the riots. However, it went beyond the material 

understanding of scarcity and needs, and turned into a public demonstration of the 

moral economic and socio-ecologic understanding of hunger. The clashes and fights 

were not only between the inhabitants of the villages and Hacı Hasan and his fellows, 
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but at the same time between the values represented by the cosmology that was built 

around the socio-ecologic perception of scarcity and famine, and the ideology of 

Tanzimat that was based on the political-ecology of empire-building in the middle of 

the century. The uniqueness of the riots in Sandıklı was also recognized by the 

Ottoman center, hence the sources that give detailed information about the reasons of 

the protest, the motivation of the protestors and their repertoires.  

During the investigation conducted immediately after the protests in Sandıklı, 

apart from questions related to finding who the leaders of the riots were, one of the 

most frequently asked questions was “what do you mean by hunger?” The 

investigators, who were experts appointed from the center, were not capable of 

understanding the motivations of the protestors. There was at least two months’ 

produce in the warehouse, the bakers were working and there was no visible scarcity 

or hunger. For the inspectors, hunger was assuredly a mere physical, objective state, 

corresponding to not having enough to eat. Scarcity, therefore, was fixed to the 

amount of food available to the inhabitants of the villages in question. Therefore the 

question on the meaning of hunger was often accompanied by a further inquiry on 

whether those who claimed they were hungry, or that there was scarcity or famine, 

knew how much grain existed in the warehouse. That question was rhetorical of 

course. The protestors were implicitly accused of acting “irrationally” against the 

state. Ultimately, as can be seen by the answers given, the rioters did not even know 

how much grain was left in the warehouse before crying out that they were hungry. In 

addition to that, for the protestors the question was hard to understand, as their 

valuation of scarcity and hunger did not correspond to that of the official one. 

Therefore antagonizing of those of hungry with those who had “full bellies,” had a 

nominal meaning as much as it had corresponding metaphorical meanings in the 

minds of the protestors. In the middle of a crisis based on climatic fluctuations, 

economic deprivation and political-ecologic interventions of the state, being hungry 

or full, came to have symbolic and political meanings in the face of injustices 

violating the balance between humans and nature in general, and the rulers and the 

ruled in particular. Hunger was mobilized as a political and socio-ecological category 

of resistance against such injustices, as it encompassed all aspects of the crises, 
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namely of production, distribution and consumption problems. Therefore those who 

did not react to the injustices in question were considered full. 596  

There is no further direct evidence for whether such ideas were shared in other 

parts of Anatolian towns and villages, however, the existence of cooperation between 

villages demonstrate that such ideology was not contained and limited to the borders 

defined by Ottoman officials and experts, and most likely mobilized others in 

different parts of Anatolia and other parts of the Empire. 

The idea of bread riots and revolting against hoarders in a given space was 

common in early-modern Europe and other parts of the world according to historians. 

Similarly, the relationship between rebellion and hunger has been explained by very 

recent studies focusing on Ottoman socio-political history in relation to longue-duree 

environmental and social change. However, be it resistance through violence as in the 

case of Ankara or Karahisar-ı Sahib, or resistance through negotiation and 

disappearance, it can be concluded that something more than a moral economy based 

on who was to be involved with the price setting was in play.  

Historians like Eleni Gara argue that social protest in the Ottoman context was 

mostly directed to the assumed “sultanic justice.” Therefore, in times of such crises, 

the Ottoman subjects first “tested” the justice of the sultan through different 

strategies, but mostly by petitioning him. The failure to meet such a demand was one 

of the main dynamics behind the decisions to opt for rebellion and protest. However, 

the reaction of the Ottoman individuals and social groups of different milieu was also 

defined by their local socio-ecologic knowledge about environment and the 

functioning of economy, and therefore their ideas about what could be called 

“environmental justice.” As opposed to the dominance of “exclusive knowledge” of 

the imperial expertise, aimed at “commodifying the commons,” the local reaction was 

to establish the environmental justice, which more or less protected the rights of the 

locals’ access to water and food sources, together with mechanisms of entitlements. 

The rebellions that were not explicitly related to the famine,597 but were considered as 

“conservative” reactions against the reforms and reformers of the period, should also 

be regarded through a wider socio-ecological and moral economic perspective. The 

                                              
596 Similar examples existed in the first half of the century in Northern India. See, Sharma, p. 43-44. 
597 The comments from Bombay Times quoted above can be seen as exception, since as contemporary 

observers, the editors correlated hunger and discontent. 
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meaning attached to “reform” by the peasants and local populations of the empire is 

yet a subject of research. However, the multiplication of rebellion in Anatolia during 

years of famine might reflect the fact that the rebels had somehow identified political 

change with famine and hunger as in the poetry of the period. A concrete example of 

such a connection might be the reaction of the inhabitants of a village in Bursa to the 

rumors about the privatization of water sources of the town. Although the following 

week it was understood that the rumors were without basis, the fact that the discontent 

among the local population and the protests already organized had been noted by the 

British consul of the city, demonstrates the importance of such events for everyday 

politics. Within this context, the few sources that Ottoman archives provide about the 

unrest among the famine-stricken populations a rather politicized ottoman social 

realm. 

The nineteenth century was not merely a period of political and economic 

reforms, it was also a period where new imperial structures and technologies were 

born. For the Ottoman Empire, and also for the European empires of the century, the 

idea of long distance control became the primary goal of the state, following the 

recent developments in sciences. 598  Here, distance should be understood both in 

physical terms (as in the cases of colonial empires) and in symbolic terms (as in the 

Ottoman case, where “distance” was defined on the basis of ideology and class). 

Therefore, in the age of positivism, empire was an administrative challenge, towards 

full control and “unity” of the empire. Instead of force, information was the means to 

achieve this aim. The “paper empire,” in Thomas Richards' words, needed fact as raw 

information, to be processed on paper in order to produce singular, complete and 

global knowledge, that would be the basis of the “fantasy” of the empire.599 Similarly, 

it was easier for the Ottoman agents to imagine a prosperous, fertile and peaceful 

empire, based on imperial scientific knowledge.600 In the same vein, the example of 

information gathering and channels that processed the information during and after 

the famine demonstrate that science had failed the empire. However, the dynamics of 

                                              
598 Such technologies had existed since the 15th century both in Ottoman and European contexts. What 

was new was the emphasis on sciences as a means to achieve the control. Thomas Kuehn, Empire, 

Islam and Politics of Difference Ottoman Rule in Yemen, 1849-1919, New York, 2011, p. 57; Gabor 

Agoston, “Information, Ideology, and Limits of Imperial Policy: Ottoman Grand Strategy in the 

Context of Ottoman Habsburg Rivalry,” The Early Modern Ottomans: Remapping the Empire, Virgina 

Aksan and Daniel Goffman (eds.), Cambridge, 2007, p. 79.  
599 Thomas Richards, The Imperial Archive Knowledge and the Fantasy of Empire, London, 1993, p. 5-

7. 
600 Kuehn, Empire, Islam and Politics of Difference, p. 53-54. 
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this failure should be understood in the framework of the complexity of the imperial 

structures, which involved various actors, from the local administrators to the British 

consul, or even to the foreign merchants living in the Ottoman territories. Sources 

produced by these agents were not only a means through which imperial knowledge 

was gathered, but they were also reflections of emerging public spaces where such 

knowledge was negotiated and even challenged. The reaction of the Ottoman center to 

the report of the British consul should be understood as an example of how 

knowledge that disrupted the homogenous image of the empire was shocking and 

politically unsettling.601  

As the examples demonstrate, the process of imperial knowledge production 

and its publication involved extensive manipulation of language on all sides, in 

negotiating knowledge on the one hand and negotiating physical (and psychological) 

survival on the other. Statistical data were produced to create two-dimensional 

surfaces on which the complexity of socio-economic realities and socio-spatial 

transgressions were simplified and fixed.602 Documents and statistics, together with 

newspapers, were used as surfaces whereby the environment was defined and 

redefined according to the needs and the ideology of the state. The borders of 

language were sometimes pushed to the extent that the reality popped up even 

stronger, as in the case where the British consul was almost accused of lying while 

reporting what really was going on in the nearby provinces. The more the words were 

said and numbers written, the more the Ottoman center proved indifferent to the 

effects of famine on its fellow subjects. The more the documents mentioned the 

“prosperity and well-being of the poor,” the less the poor were taken care of. In the 

case of the 1845-50 famine, the political-ecology that provided the empire with a self-

esteem that on paper “tamed” the wild environment, dried the swamps and opened up 

all the possible land for cultivation, was the main driving force behind the 

indifference to the suffering of peasants and urban poor, as the villages were 

characterized by indebtedness and urban industries were in constant decline.603 This 

can also be regarded as one of the reasons why the Ottoman state did not use the 

situation for the purposes of extending power and authority over its subjects in the 

                                              
601 Ibid., p. 56. 
602 Mikhail, p. 195-200. 
603 Aytekin, “Rural Indebtedness,” p. 292-293. For a more general analysis on the relationship between 

this new imperial ideology and its blindness to the realities inside and outside of the Empire, see Huri 

İslamoğlu İnan, State and Peasant in the Ottoman Empire: Agrarian Power Relations and Regional 

Economic Development, Leiden, 1994, p. 32-37. 
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case of famine, which in the cases of Great Famine of Ireland and the Indian famine 

of the previous decade were understood as a determining factor in deepening the 

results of the calamity. In Ireland, the British government's eagerness to collect and 

increase taxes, along with the insistence on the application of liberal free-trade 

measures and public works are considered as boosters of economic devastation in the 

face of scarcity and famine. In India and colonial Algeria, the colonial governments 

tried to strengthen their authority on the territory and their legitimacy both by using 

military force and charitable activities at the same time.604  

Just like the liberal belief in the science of economy in regulating markets, the 

science of agriculture functioned as the means through which agriculture and nature 

could be regulated. Once approached scientifically, the “free hand” of science would 

do whatever was needed. The scientism and positivism of the period, therefore 

functioned as a catalyst for the new imperial ideology of the Ottoman empire. The 

Ottoman land was considered to be as fertile as the European lands, even though the 

existence of a severe famine in Europe was recognized and publicized, and not only 

the peasants but all the inhabitants of the empire were thought to have the capacity to 

produce anything wanted.605 This reflects the belief in positivist interpretations of 

human nature. By such belief, the Ottoman authorities chose to maintain the idea of a 

“unified” and central empire by using science, as happened in other empires.606  

The language used to define the crisis proves much more important at a period 

of structural change. Even though the economy of the empire was alarming due to a 

serious decline in tax and trade income, there was no purely economic term to refer to 

the economic crisis. An equivalent of the word crise, to refer to an economic 

deprivation, was invented by Ahmed Cevdet Paşa immediately following the famine, 

and most probably related to the famine-time conditions. In its political-economic 

context, the separation of economic and environmental crises refers to an important 

discontinuity in terms of how the Ottoman economic understanding worked. The 

liberal idea of separation of economic activities and environment, in other words the 

alienation of economic activity, and perhaps of labor, from environment, that 

becomes more and more visible during the period in question, was institutionalized 

                                              
604 Sharma, p. 9; Bertrand Taithe, “Humanitarianism and Colonialism. Religious Responses to the 

Algerian Drought and Famine of 1866-1870,” Natural Disasters, Cultural Responses, p. 150-151. 
605 For an example of such a text from 1844, see Tevfik Güran, 19. Yüzyıl Osmanli Tarımı Üzerine 

Araştırmalar, Istanbul, 1998, p. 70. 
606 Richards, p. 1-3. 
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with the invention of a purely financial concept. Therefore the explanations for the 

famine and crisis in general were found in the purely economical sphere, by blaming 

the producers for their laziness and ignorance in not being able to produce a variety of 

commodities. 

In the local level, the complex nature of imperial ideology was more visible. 

The local administrators and members of local councils stood in between what is 

central and local. They were on the one hand representatives of the empire and its 

ideology in the provinces, on the other, they were part of a “localized” and 

“distanced” reality. The knowledge produced by the local “experts” appointed by the 

center was caught by that distance and turned out to be contradictory and 

counterproductive, since these representatives and experts felt the responsibility of 

dealing with the reality of famine, while they also needed to transform the “raw” facts 

into meaningful information for the purposes of imperial center. The “purely” local 

information transferred to these representatives and experts by the local populations 

through petitions and personal connections had to be translated into imperial 

knowledge through the reports written for the center. Therefore, in the middle of the 

dialectical relationship between local and central, stood these experts and 

representatives, who in the end, had to resort to the contradictory language of the 

empire to overcome the physical distance of the provinces and to be part of the 

discursive empire. It is for this reason that in the documents analyzed above, local 

representatives had to be careful using the word “famine” whereas in the following 

sentences, they defined a more dramatic scene created by the same “non-existent” 

famine. The poem written by Mehmet Lebib can only be understood in this context, 

where social realities found a crack in the wall put up by the imperial language and 

emerged even stronger. 

The “foreign” and non-Muslim agents of Ottoman centre, on the other hand, 

acted as local agents, contradicting the imperial knowledge about the famine and 

providing a more “real” picture of the famine-stricken regions. The petition of 

Anthimus IV thus represents yet another challenge to the imperial knowledge. His 

choice of submitting the petition in Ottoman Turkish can be read as his awareness of 

the fact that translation was used as another mechanism through which information 

turned into imperial knowledge. The most obvious example of the manipulation of 

information through translation can be observed in the translation of the petition of 
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the Greek archbishop of Cyprus, complaining about the ignorance of the center, 

which was translated as a standard complaint. However, the original petition, written 

in Greek, contained intimate expressions of the situation, which were all lost in 

translation.607  Therefore, imperial knowledge was best expressed in its “official” 

language, Turkish. This way, the manipulation of the knowledge by the non-muslim 

representatives was minimized, yet it was not impossible to challenge. The choice of 

Anthimus in writing in Turkish should thus be understood in that context.  

Still, the agency of the British consul, in the relationship between imperial and 

local, was part of a much larger knowledge production process. Just as the Ottoman 

administration was more interested in the famine in other places of the world, the 

British consul was interested more in a tragedy going on in the Ottoman territories, 

than in the Irish famine, which was neglected despite its severity and the number of 

casualties. 608  The same could be said for the British newspapers, who at the 

beginning of the Irish famine, did not take the local information seriously and 

questioned the validity of the famine. Therefore, imperial knowledge produced at a 

great distance could contribute to local knowledge, which disturbed the unified image 

of the empire. On the other hand, if one considers the Ceride-i Havadis as a filter 

through which such inter-imperial knowledge could penetrate into the Ottoman realm, 

the fact that the “accusations” mentioned in the last section about the Ottoman 

administrators and their reaction to the famine in Asia Minor and Anatolia were not 

given place in the paper, demonstrates the newspaper's role as contributor to Ottoman 

imperial knowledge. Furthermore, some articles mentioned above that were published 

in Ceride can be read as replies to the articles published about the Ottoman famine, in 

British and French newspapers. In that sense, newspapers played a more important 

role in “answering” the accusations at an inter-imperial level. Therefore, Ceride could 

also be seen as a hub where the Ottoman imperial knowledge and image was 

publicized to the public outside of the Ottoman realm, as part of the competition of 

imperial knowledge schemes.   

 Studies on disaster management and knowledge foresee a positive correlation 

between the frequency of disasters, therefore of experience, and the learning 

processes. However, the Ottoman example suggests that the imperial ideology, socio-

political change and changes in the administrative structures complicate the process 

                                              
607 PMO. A.DVN. 23-12.  
608 Kinealy, The Great Irish Famine, p. 31-58. 
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by resetting administrative memory and rewriting the natural history of the territories 

in favor of the interest of state and elites. Therefore learning came to mean forgetting 

and constructing a new set of knowledge that did not necessarily transform the 

previously acquired accumulated knowledge of disaster management. 609  In other 

words, contrary to what European historians suggest, repetition of disasters was not 

the only determinant of development of rational systems of early warning, prevention 

and management of disasters in the Ottoman Empire.610 Nevertheless, the famines in 

question in this part created an awareness among the Ottoman elites in finding more 

effective ways to fight with the consequences of such natural calamities. A better 

institutionalization of famine-relief was attempted as part of the reforms especially 

after the 1845-50 famine.611 

 

 

 
 

                                              
609 René Favier and Anne-Marie Granet-Abisset, “Society and Natural Risks in France, 1500-2000,” p. 

128-130 discusses the formation of an administrative memory based on forgetting. For historical 

studies on disaster management that imply a lineer history of learning, see Christian Pfister, “Learning 

from Nature-Induced Disasters. Theoretical Considerations and Case Studies from Western Europe,” 

Natural Disasters, Cultural Responses. Case Studies toward a Global Environmental History, 

Christoph Mauch (ed.), p. 17-40; Idem., “‘The Monster Swallows You’ Disaster Memory and Risk 

Culture in Western Europe, 1500-2000,” RCC Perspectives, 2011-1, p. 3-23; Guido N. Poliwoda, 

“Learning from Disasters: Saxony Fights the Floods of the River Elbe 1784-1845,” Historical Disaster 

Research: Concepts, Methods and Case Studies, Gerrit Jasper Schenk and Jens Ivo Engels (eds.), 

Cologne, 2007 p. 169-199; Denis Coeur, “Genesis of a Public Policy of Flood Management in France: 

The Case of the Grenoble Valley (XVIIth-XIXth centuries),” Palaeofloods, Historical Data and 

Climatic Variability: Applications in Flood Risk Assessment, Varyl R. Thorndycraft, Gerardo Benito, 

Marino Barriendos et. al., Madrid, 2003, p. 372-378; Will, p. 269-270. Although famines are 

categorized under “slow-onset hazards” in comparison to floods, history of floods in the Ottoman 

territories suggest that such “rapid-onset disasters” were treated not so differently. Mustafa Fırat Gül 

and Orhan Özdil, “Aksaray Şehrinde ‘İkinci Nuh Tufanı’: 1863 Sel Felaketi,” Tarihin Peşinde 

Uluslararası Tarih ve Sosyal Aaraştırmalar Dergisi, no. 10, 2013, p. 213-236. The latter example 

demonstrates that despite local administrative memory of previous floods in central Anatolia, no 

effective disaster management and recovery scheme was established. However, memory has proven 

effective in coping with disasters in few cases, such as the hailstorm that destroyed the harvests of 1848 

in central and western Anatolian towns. The local governors referred to the importance of past 

experiences when offering solutions (mütebadir-i hatır olmasıyla). See PMO. MVL 13-27. The 

establishment of structures and institution of local governmentality, hence disaster management, is 

understood as an important signifier of the transformation from “late absolutist” to a bourgeois society, 

or from a strictly hierarchical to a better adaptive system. Pfister, p. 25-26. Similarly Yalom Ayalon 

argues that nineteenth century institutionalization of disaster relief proved more effective and adaptive. 

Ayalon, Natural Disasters. However, the cases examined here disprove the theory as local councils and 

administrators were bound to resources and knowledge from the center in responding to disasters. 

However, that was not entirely true for the 1845-50 famine in Anatolia. 
610 Franz Mauelshagen, “Disaster and Political Culture in Germany since 1500,” Natural Disasters, 

Cultural Responses, p. 45. 
611 PMO. HR.TO 411-64; PMO. MVL 24?-31. 
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CONCLUSION 

 This study attempted at relocating an often-neglected and misinterpreted 

period of Ottoman history into Ottoman historiography. It argued that the 

development of an ideology fed by a novel political-ecology and the reactions to it in 

the form of socio-ecologic contention demonstrate the complex nature of the so called 

age of reforms. The development of an imperial political-ecology was certainly not 

the only determining factor in defining the future of the Tanzimat reforms and the 

evolution of Ottoman state apparatus, nor such developments were totally unique to 

the period under scrutiny here. One may easily find similar stories from the previous 

centuries. However, given the specific socio-political, demographic and climatic 

conditions of the 1800-1850 period, the developments analysed here created 

consequences that were unique and that have explanataroy power for the future of the 

empire. The experts whose ideology of expertise was based on the belief in an 

abstract notion of universal knowledge created a significant shift in Ottoman politics 

of empire building starting from the early decades of the nineteenth century. The 

nature and success of reactions to famines inside and outside the Ottoman territories, 

as analysed here and elsewhere,612 was related to the ideology that is analysed in the 

first part of this study. 

It has also shown that the Ottoman history of the perioed does not represent a 

unique, exceptional case. Experiences like Mekteb-i Tıbbiye Numunehanesi and 

Ayamama model farm represented a space whereby Ottoman bureaucrats and 

scientists have become part of an inter-imperial space. That space makes up a new 

historical map that can be drawn in relation to the network of scientists and expert-

bureaucrats, challenging the picture depicted in nationalist and Eurocentric 

historiographies. Whatever represented Ottoman nature, whatever was produced on 

the Ottoman land, was represented in the imperial museums, scattered within different 

institutions especially during the first half of the century, from military museum to the 

natural history museum, and later the archaeology museum. Although the Mekteb-i 

Tıbbiye Numunehanesi was seemingly the least visible and exclusive one of these, the 

processes of collection, transportation, classification and exhibition of the objects 

constitute the processes of a formation of a shared identity around the knowledge of 

                                              
612 For the Ottoman perceptions of  and responses to the Great Irish Famine of 1845-1852 see Semih 

Çelik, “Between History of Humanitarianism and Humanitarianization of History: A Discussion on 

Ottoman Help for the Victims of the Great Irish Famine, 1845-1852,” WerkstattGeschichte, Heft 68 

(May, 2015), pp. 13-27. 
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an imperial nature. Even prior to this, the idea of regulating the plant collection 

processes of foreign collectors in the Ottoman territories can be argued have 

strengthened the idea of the Ottoman Empire as an actor within an emerging idea of 

global imperial relations and within a context of a global environment. This can be 

interpreted as the interest not only in the possession of universal knowledge, but also 

in the control of the production and dissemination of it. This is further underscored by 

the interest held by the Ottoman Sultan and the experts from the empire in the 

founding of model farms and botanical societies in Europe. 

 However, as the first part of this thesis has attempted to explain, the shift was 

not only the result of expert intervention in the Ottoman policy-making processes, but 

it was also a consequence of the popular reaction to changes regarding the Ottoman 

understanding of climate change and the practices of natural resource generation. In 

forcing the Ottoman elites to react to the changing climate, the subjects of the Sultan 

became part of a dialectic process whereby the Ottoman administrators, by the second 

half of the century, built up ideas and practices for the protection of natural resources, 

particularly of forests. Grove argues in his seminal work that “colonial networks of 

botanical exchange and botanical gardens acted as social institutions that encouraged 

a slow growth of environmental consciousness.” Although the processes of plant 

collection, classification and exhibition involved contact between different actors that 

might have transformed ideas regarding nature into a more “modern” conservationist 

pattern, the characteristics of the relationship between such social institutions and 

especially the local populations was a dialectic one. That dialectic forced the Ottoman 

state to change, still, it was equally true for the Ottoman subjects, be they peasants, 

artisans or merchants. The direction of change was not linear however, as trends 

towards leaving agricultural occupations for industrial production and working in the 

growing service sector were visible. Although further research is needed, that trend 

determined the transformation of the Ottoman economy and society for the following 

half a century and more. 

 The famines of the first half of the nineteenth century created yet another 

dynamic that turned the empire into a jigsaw puzzle, as people, animals, 

administrators and resources started changing place constantly. Those who were 

recorded as agricultural producers in Ottoman registers prior to the famine appeared 

as artisans, laborers or vagrants and beggars in petitions and letters during and after 

the famine. The failure to understand the famine itself, the reactions to it and the 
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consequences, narrowed the maneuvering space of the Ottoman experts and 

administrators for the second half of the century and weakened the legitimacy of 

reforms and empire building policies, creating vacuum of power especially in the 

eastern provinces of Anatolia. The lack of proper administration later promoted the 

ethno-religious identity oriented clashes in those provinces.  

The Ottoman political-ecology developed in the period under analysis here 

was inherited by the Republican elite from the 1930s onwards. Around 170 years after 

the imperial political-ecology was debated in layihas, the government of Republican 

Turkey still insists on employing same ideology in regulating relations between 

human beings and nature. The same idea that nature (tabiat) can be subordinated 

(tabiiyet) to the mechanical rules of universal science that position human beings 

above everything else, seems to be failing once again as rivers break the dikes, and 

destroy the dams while human beings rise up and break the chains that subordinate 

nature to institutions and actors of a globalizing market economy. The story told in 

this study in a way, was also their story. 
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