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Teaching Loyalty in the Late Ottoman Balkans: Educational
Reform in the Vilayets of Manastir and Yanya, 1878-1912

Isa Blumi

Over the past thirty years scholars have paid a great deal
of attention to how late-nineteenth-century educational re-
form affected the development of modern identities in
Europe and the United States.1 Historians of the late Otto-
man Empire have recently documented that the same theories
of pedagogy that attracted much interest in Western Europe
and America also influenced Ottoman thinking about educa-
tion.2 Due to factors that I will discuss below, the Balkans in
particular were the focus of educational reforms instituted
during the reign of Sultan Abdülhamid II (1876-1909).3 The
schools built in the Balkans, much like their European and
American counterparts, were meant to inculcate a level of
homogeneity over otherwise culturally diverse populations.
While this interest in state-led education has subsequently
influenced our understanding of the period, it may have ob-
scured any potential appreciation for the very processes re-
quired for schools to actually complete their task of indoctri-
nating an entire population.4

To better understand the nuances of educational reform
in the late Ottoman Balkans and how locals may have frus-
trated Istanbul’s “social engineering” goals, this article will
specifically focus on the empire’s Albanian-speaking popula-
tion based in the regions of Manastir and Yanya.5 These two
areas are particularly interesting because Albanian-speaking
Orthodox Christians and Muslims coexisted with other
Christian communities there, creating the pretext for what
would prove to be a substantial effort to distance Albanian
speakers from each other along religious lines.6 As I will ex-
plain, schools built in the region became a central point of
confrontation between local communities and their imperial
patrons. Some historians have suggested that these battles
over the regions’ schools and school curricula marked a deci-
sive period of constituting the modern identities of the Bal-
kans. Contrary to the claims of Albanian historians, however,
the activities of the local Albanian-speaking population were
not limited to resisting the Ottoman and Rum Orthodox in-
stitutions that actively sought to subjugate them.7 On the
contrary, Albanian speakers actively lobbied Istanbul to con-
struct these Ottoman and Rum Church schools in their com-
munities, not their closure.8

Such lobbying was used by local Albanian speakers to
forge greater individual and group roles in regional political
and economic affairs. However, as the frequent shifts in the
focus of these local efforts will suggest, the activities of local
communities should not be exclusively interpreted as “nation-
alist” in nature. Ultimately, therefore, this article disputes the
association between schools, school curricula, and the me-
chanics of national development. At the same time, it sug-
gests that we should be skeptical about the effectiveness local
schools had in securing the “moral norms” or “loyalty”

sought by the sultan and Rum patriarch. Simply put, schools
proved incapable of inculcating the loyalty Istanbul-based
officials had envisioned. Knowing this, locals often used these
“colonizing” institutions to dictate the terms of state pene-
tration in their lives and thus maintain a balance of power
between themselves and the outside world.
The Imperial Order of the Balkans: Pretext for Intervention

The factors that shaped the Ottoman Empire’s policies
on local education gained unprecedented significance during
the latter half of the nineteenth century, as was the case with
other empires during the period.9 The assertion, however, that
these policies could have effectively and uniformly been real-
ized in regions as diverse as the southern Balkans ignores the
fundamental tensions surrounding the provinces in which
schools were built.10 Much like other empires, which sought
to assert greater central control over their diverse populations,
the reformers in Istanbul frequently could not sustain their
goal to create a uniformity in how the empire’s citizens
traded, communicated, or acted.11

Often, the impediments to the empire in the Balkans
have been identified in terms of sectarian (and later ethnic)
loyalties—Orthodox, Catholic, Muslim—among local com-
munities. These assumed loyalties have thus been used by
historians to explain the extent to which some people “re-
sisted” Ottoman reforms, while others, supposedly did not.12

Unfortunately for the historians, the loyalties of many Balkan
communities in the late Ottoman period were not based on a
strict link between one’s religious affiliation and one’s appar-
ent ethno-national identity. In view of this, important distinc-
tions remain within sectarian and ethnic categories, at the time
identified in Ottoman bureaucratic parlance as millet, which
deserve greater attention.13

The aggressive efforts of the R u m Church to build
schools in the empire after the 1870s best reflects the schis-
matic nature of the region’s population and the motivations
behind the educational reform of both the Patriarch and the
Ottoman state. At the time, the Rum Church was actively cre-
ating a cultural monolith that sought to eliminate the particu-
laristic loyalties of the many southern Albanian-speaking
Orthodox communities in the region in order to move them
away from the dangerous trajectory on which Serbs, Bulgari-
ans and Vlachs had recently traveled.14 Paradoxically, it was
due to the fears of Albanian separatism that the Porte backed
the Rum Church’s fight against, among other things, Albanian
Orthodox Christian demands for the creation of an Albanian
church.15 According to European observers sympathetic to
the region’s Albanian speakers, Ottoman “reforms” were
nothing more than tools meant to thwart the expression of
the “natural” ethno-linguistic identities of these communi-
ties.16 As noted by European consuls based in the region, the
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30In an extensive report on the education system in Yanya in the 1880s,
the French consul notes that due to an utter lack of state schools, the Mus-
lims of the area did not speak Ottoman Turkish. Rather, they spoke their
native Albanian and the Greek and Italian languages in which they sometimes
conducted trade. See AMAE Nantes: Constantinople Série D Correspon-
dence avec les Echelles, Janina, 1890-1913 no. 15, 1890-1913 vice consul to
Linbert dated Janina, 20 April 1894 no. 6.

31Mustafa Sufi, “Yanya vilayetinin ahval-ı umumiyesi,” Tanın 16 Tem-
muz 1325.

32Similar concessions in 1891 were given to Austria-Hungary as per the
Empire’s Catholic (Latin) population in the Balkans, primarily in the hope of
separating Albanian Catholics from their Albanian-speaking Muslim neigh-
bors. See BBA YA.RES 98/7 for a variety of exchanges between the Otto-
man Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Austrian consuls as concerns these
concessions.

33That said, the new Young Turk regime continued to use the R u m
Church in order to constrain the Albanian-speaking population in the region.
See the order to build a Rum Church school in Çatalca, a town authorities
acknowledged was “Albanian” in the subsequent report. BBA DH.MUI 49-
1/7 16 Zilhicce 1327 [30 December 1909].

34See for instance, P.M. Kitromilides, Enlightenment, Nationalism, Ortho-
doxy: Studies in the Culture and Political Thought of South-Eastern Europe (London:
Ashgate, 1994), 64-69.

35For background on the preponderance of southern Albanians in Ot-
toman power structures, see Isa Blumi, “The Dynamics of Identity: The
Albanian in the Ottoman Empire,” in ACTA Viennensia Ottomanica Akten der
13 CIEPO-Symposiums, ed. Gisela Prochazka-Eisl (Vienna, 1999): 21-34.

36BBA YA HUS 159/109 5 Sevval 1295 [2 October 1878]. The Kosova
Vali (governor), Dervish Pasha, reported to the Sublime Porte that in south-
ern Tosk lands, Albanians were demanding the creation of a single Albanian
vilayet and political autonomy, he does not mention, however, any demands
for Albanian-language schools.

37For the Ottoman state, full-scale implementation of an education in-
frastructure began in 1881-1882. See for instance the declaration by the Edu-
cation Ministry for the creation of vilayet-based education councils. BBA
Ayniyat Defterleri, 1420, 1 Safer 1299 [23 December 1881] and specifically
for the creation of a Meclis-i maârif in Yanya and Selanik, see document
dated 16 Cemaziyelevvel 1299 [6 April 1882].

38The consul notes that a total of 559 Muslim students were educated
in Ottoman state schools in the entire province. See the annexes A, B, C and
E in AMAE Paris: Turquie, Correspondance politique des consuls, 1881-
1884, Janina, Vol. XI. Wiet to Freycinet, Janina, 3 June 1882, Report No. 81.

39For a detailed report on the school and its role in educating the re-
gion’s multi-confessional population, see AMAE Nantes: CCS, 1900/1911,
Consul in Scutari to Ambassador Coustans, dated Scutari 19 March 1902 no.
207.

40Shkëlzen Raça, Marrëdhëniet Shqiptaro-Greke, 1829-1881 (Prishtinë,
1990), 123-271.

41For autobiographical reflections on studying in Greek-language
schools see Sommerville Story, ed., The Memoirs of Ismail Kemal Bey (London:
Constable, 1920), 17-18.

42Many historians of the period suggest that the key ambition of the
Hamidian regime was the unification of Muslims, enacted by the symbolic
claim to the caliphate. Cezmi Eraslan, II. Abdülhamid ve Islam Birligi (Istanbul:
Ötüken, 1992), 23-76.

43BBA Y.MTV 204/106 1316 [1899].
44BBA Sura-yı Devlet Evrakı 1986/18 [April 1893].
45The following men signed the request, Paul Terca (Albanian), Zessi

Mangaritti (Albanian), A.N. Zanggevridi (Albanian?), A. Manuali (Albanian?),
A.I. Morsi (Albanian), and C. Spiroulis (Greek). AMAE Nantes: CCS,
1900/1911 Consul of Scutari to Ambassador Coustans, dated Scutari, 13
September 1902 no. 243

46In either case, as the French consul reports, these schools were used
by local Albanian clergy and teachers to secretly instruct students in Albanian.
See AMAE Nantes: Constantinople Série D Correspondence avec les
Echelles, Janina, 1890-1913 no. 15 , 1890-1913, vice consul to Linbert dated
Janina, 20 April 1894 no. 6.

47Compare the number of state schools in each vilayet as reported in the
1903 Salname-i Nezareti Maarifi Umumiye, 318-322, 627-650, 661-676 and 698-
706. See also Jashar Rexhepagiq, Zhvillimi i Arsimit dhe i Sistemit Shkollor të
Kombësisë Shqiptare në Territorin e Jugosllavisë (Prishtina, 1970), 151-52.

48Hysni Myzyri, Shkollat e para Kombëtare Shqipe (Tirana, 1978), 32.
49BBA YA.HUS 217/67. Report from the interior minister, number 202

dated 15 April 1880. The Ministry also speaks of subsequent Greek state
lobbying in Istanbul, demanding the Sublime Porte put pressure on the Ro
manian autonomous government to shut the newspaper down.

50Evidence of this can be found in the second issue of the bilingual
newspaper La Renaissance Albanaise (Perlindja Shqiptare), published by Thoma
Abrami in Bucharest. [3 July 1903].

51See for instance, HHStA, Ges. Arch Konstantinopel, Fasz. 422,
authored by Zwiedinek, “Die albanesische Action des k. und k. Ministeriums
des Aeussern im Jahre 1897.” Dated Vienna, 11 January 1898, p. 5-8.
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gion. See Giuseppi Shiro, Gli albanesi e la questione balcanica (Napoli, 1904), 428-
429.

53For details of this process, see report of two recent graduates return-
ing to their villages after receiving an education in Athens. AMAE Nantes:
Constantinople Série D Correspondence avec les Echelles, Janina, 1890-1913
no. 15 , 1890-1913, vice consul to Linbert, Chargé d’Affaires French Embassy
in Constantinople, dated Janina, 30 July 1890 no. 22.

54One of the more informative examples was the Sultan’s “Tribal
School,” which was meant to incorporate the empire’s “tribal” peoples (in-
cluding some Northern Albanian boys) in the fold of Ottoman governance.
See Eugene Rogan, “Asiret Mektebi: Abülhamid II’s School for Tribes, 1892-
1907,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 28 (1996): 83-107.

55Starvo Skendi, The Albanian National Awakening, 1878-1912 (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1967), 133-134.

56See Bojka Sokol, “Origine sociale de l'intelligentsia albanaise à l'é-
poque de la Renaissance,” Études balkaniques I (1982): 113-124 and Robert
Graves, Storm Centers of the Near East (London, 1933), 272.

57A wide range of “professional” schools received extensive funding
from the Porte during this period, including a medical school that would
prove key to twentieth-century Ottoman social history. See BBA Irade-i
Hususi, 133/22.S.1312 [July 1894].

58This school was by far the most secular and important institute to
Ottoman politics of the last fifty years, and many of the CUP's leaders cre-
ated firm links to ideas of constitutionalism while attending the school. See
Rıza Tahsin, Mir'at-i Mekteb-i Tibbiye. (Istanbul, 1906).

59Mirk Pirraku, “Gjurmë të veprimtarisë letrare shqipe me alfabetin arab
në Kosovë,” Gjurmime Albanologjike 9, (1978): 203-16 and Muzaffer Tufan,
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Faensen, Die Albanische Nationalbewegung, (Berlin, 1980), 133-134.

61Myzyri, Shkollat e para Kombëtare Shqipe, 114, 137, 141, 161, 181, 218-
220, 226.

62HHStA PA XIV/18 Albanien XII/2. Faik Konitza, “Mémoire sur le
mouvement national albanais,” p. 11, dated Brussels, January 1899.

63By 1892, Luarasi was able to establish Albanian schools in the villages
of Luaras, Selenicë, Vodicë and Treskë with the assistance of Bucharest-
based Nikolla Naço. G. Schiro, Gli Albanesi e la questione balkanica, 88 and Nuçi
Naçi, “Shkolla shqipe ne Korçë,” Diturija (1 March 1927), 170.

64There is a circular letter written in Greek which is addressed to the
priests and the population of Korytsa (Korçë) that outlines the threats.
HHStA PA XIV/21, Albanien XIII/18 dated 20 September 1892, signed by
Archbishop Philaretos. See also Adelaida Ismyrliadou, Koritsa: expaideuse,
emergetes, oikonoma, 1850-1908 (Thessalonike, 1992), 27. Thanks to Dino Musa
for the Greek reference.

65Despite such pressures, the school remained open and an Albanian
school for girls was even founded in 1891, reflecting a dogged belief in the
merits of Albanian schools. The girls’ school was established in Korçë with
money raised by Gjerasim Qirias and American and English Protestant
groups. The school’s staff were all Albanian graduates of Robert College in
Istanbul or the Samokov American School in Bulgaria. By 1898 the school,
able to survive despite Istanbul’s opposition because of active lobbying from
the American Board of Missions in Manastir, with forty-five full-time stu-
dents, provided the only educational opportunity for girls in the region.
HHStA PA XIV/24, Albanien Liasse XVI/4, Prochaska to Goluchowski,
dated Manastir, 9 January 1905, no. 3.

66HHStA PA XIV/24 Albanien Liasse XIV/4, Kral to Goluchowski,
dated Manastir, 6 August 1902, no. 56.

67Nuçi Naçi, “Shkolla shqipe në Korçë,” 166-169. See also HHStA PA
XIV/24, Albanien Liasse XVI/4. Orhan Bey and Athanas Sina “Aperçu über
die albanesische Knabenschule in Kortscha und die Notwendigkeit ihrer
Weiterentwicklung,” [written in November 1899] enclosed in Kral to Golu-
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chowski, dated Manastir, 4 January 1901, no. 2.
68BBA DH.ID 126/33 1320 [1902]. Interior minister report, number

356 asks the supreme council to order the closing of Albanian schools be-
cause students are reported to have been taught ideas contrary to state inter-
ests.

69It should be pointed out again that not all Albanian speakers sup-
ported these schools. Indeed, a good number of those involved in adminis-
tering the provinces, such as Görice’s mayor, Mehmed Ali Pasha Delvina,
actively lobbied Istanbul to crack down on the schools. See HHStA PA
XIV/24 Albanien Liasse XIV/4, Calice to Goluchowski, dated Constantin-
ople, 16 November 1898, no. 49v.


