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Writing from the Provinces  

Reconsidering Ottoman History and Historiography 

American University of Beirut 

Center for Arts and Humanities 

 

The study of Ottoman provinces has experienced a major upsurge over the past few decades. The 

declining grip of nationalist scholarships, the discovery of the new archival materials, the 

diversification of research topics and particularly the growth of interest in micro-historical 

research have combined to generate a new corpus of literature that offers a refreshing view of 

Ottoman history as it unfolded at provincial level. Although this new wave of scholarship has 

made the place of each province of the empire more visible on the map of the Ottoman Empire, it 

has not so far challenged the command of Istanbul and Anatolia over the main narrative of 

Ottoman history. This also means by implication that the ruling elite continues to occupy the 

central place in this dominant narrative. Thus, the majority of the general histories of the 

Ottoman Empire, intended for textbook purposes or public audience, operates through the 

prevalent periodization and narration of historical change circumscribed by the ebb and flow of 

political authority centered in Istanbul and its immediate vicinity, namely, Anatolia. This 

tendency also manifests itself clearly in the bulk of scholarship that has focused on events and 

themes that are more specific. Although the recent research has highlighted the enormous role of 

social and economic developments, originating mainly in the remote provinces, in the 

transformation of the Ottoman Empire, the integration of the new findings and arguments into 

the mainstream narrative has taken place primarily according to the terms of the scholarship 

advocating the political-centric conceptualization of Ottoman imperial history. Thus, the tone of 

relationship between the central and the provincial elites continues to be viewed as the pulse of 

the Ottoman imperial power while scholars continue to navigate between the negotiating skills of 

the latter and the pragmatic moves of the former. The emerging histories of the urban and rural 

communities in the provinces have shown that there is life beyond the gates of elite households 

and more to the history of provinces than the constant maneuverings of those elites. In fact, the 

answer to the very question of how the provincial power-brokers accrued so much fiscal, 

administrative and, in some instances, diplomatic leverage lies as much in the life stories of 

provincial communities as in the vices and virtues of the individual brokers. Thus, this workshop 

is based on the premise that the erosion or consolidation of the Sultan’s authority in the 

provinces must be understood through the provinces’ changing socio-economic conditions. 

Against the background, the workshop has the twofold purpose of, firstly, taking stock of the 

scholarly research on Ottoman provinces and, then, bringing together the histories of provincial 

communities from different parts of the Empire.  

 

Workshop Coordinators: Abdulrahim Abu-Husayn (Professor, Department of History and 

Archeology and the Director of the Center for Arts and Humanities, American University of 

Beirut) and Onur Yildirim (Alfred H. Howell Chair in History and Archeology, American 

University of Beirut/Middle East Technical University (Ankara) 
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Workshop Program 

 

25.03.2019 

Monday 

Registration: 11:00-12:00 

Lunch: 12:30-14:00 

14:00-14:15 Opening Remarks: Abdulrahim Abu-Husayn (Professor, Department of History and 

Arechology, and the Director of the Center for Arts and Humanities, AUB) and Onur Yildirim 

(Alfred H. Howell Chair in History and Archeology, AUB/Middle East Technical University 

(Ankara) 

Session I    14:15-16:45 

Chair: John Meloy (American University of Beirut)  

Marc Aymes, CETOBaC, EHESS 

“Is Provincial History Written from the Provinces?” 

Nadir Özbek, Boğaziçi University, Istanbul  

“Taxation and Politics at the Margins of Empire: A “Stateless” Approach to Ottoman Fiscal 

History, 1839-1908” 

Selim Deringil, Lebanese American University, Beirut 

“Hüseyin Kazim [Kadri] : an exceptional  Ottoman in the Ottoman twilight in the Arab lands” 

Dinner: 20:00 

 

26.03.2019 

Tuesday 

Session II    10:00-12:30 

Chair: Makram Rabah, American University of Beirut 

Elias Kolovos, University of Crete 

“Reversing the Ottoman historiographical map: the Empire viewed from the Aegean islands” 

Rositza Gradeva, American University of Bulgaria  

“Conversion to Islam: Sofia, 15th-17th centuries” 
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Alexander Fotic, University of Belgrade 

“Ottoman Belgrade in 16th and 17th Centuries: Geo-strategic Importance and Urban 

Development” 

Alp Yücel Kaya, Ege University, İzmir 

“Rumeli Would be Upside Down”: General Codes vs. Local Bylaws or Intra-Class Conflict 

Between Absentee and Local Çiftlik Holders in the 19th Century Ottoman Empire” 

 

Lunch 12:30-14:00 

Session III   14:00-16:30 

Chair: Samir Seikaly, American University of Beirut 

Pascale Ghazaleh, American University in Cairo 

"Provincial Perspectives. Ottoman Egypt in Local Eyes." 

Malik Sharif, Westfälische Wilhelms-Universität Münster  

“Swimming against the currents: On the unpublished memoirs of an Ottoman-Arab officer 

during WWI” 

Darin Stephanov, Aarhus University, Denmark 

“Ruler Celebrations and Provincial Visibility: An Unexplored Relationship” 

Tylor Brand, Trinity College, Dublin 

“Losing Hearts and Minds: Defining the Role of Low-Level Agents in the Narrative of Ottoman 

Oppression in WWI Lebanon and Beirut” 

Dinner  20:00 
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Is Provincial History Written from the Provinces? 

 

Marc Aymes 

Centre d’Études Turques, Ottomanes, Balkaniques et Centrasiatiques, EHESS 

 

 

Writing Ottoman history from the provinces means unravelling the many relationships 

which at any given time linked local particulars to regional—not to say global—

dynamics of empire, trade and social change, and vice versa. Still it does not amount to 

thinking of the history of the Ottoman Empire as a provincial one. Such a 

“provincialisation” of historiography implies that one conflate imperial history and local 

history, so as to approach what Jane Hathaway and Karl Barbir called an “Ottoman 

provincial” synthesis. Provincial history thus implies to steer clear of paradigmatic 

dichotomies which so far have enjoyed wide currency (such as center vs. periphery), so as 

to better grasp the non congruent trajectories of Ottomans-turned-provincials and 

provincials-turned-Ottomans. This conundrum of “the province” (as opposed to the 

spectrum of “the provinces”) may help us engage in a critical history of the projects of 

modernity that developed in the Ottoman and post-Ottoman worlds. 

 

 

 

 

Biography: Marc AYMES is a permanent research fellow (chargé de recherches) at the 

Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique in France, where he serves as chair of the 

Centre d’Études Turques, Ottomanes, Balkaniques et Centrasiatiques in Paris. Among the 

books he authored is A Provincial History of the Ottoman Empire: Cyprus and the 

Eastern Mediterranean in the Nineteenth Century (London: Routledge, 2014; paperback 

edition 2017). With Benjamin Gourisse and Élise Massicard he co-edited Order and 

Compromise: Government Practices in Turkey from the Late Ottoman Empire to the 

Early 21st Century (Leiden: Brill, 2015). He has been actively involved in the editorial 

boards of several journals: Archiv Orientální, Cahiers du Monde Russe, and the 

European Journal of Turkish Studies.  
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Losing Hearts and Minds: Defining the Role of Low-Level Agents in the  

Narrative of Ottoman Oppression in WWI Lebanon and Beirut 

 

Tylor Brand  

Trinity College, Dublin 

 

World War I dramatically changed perceptions about the Ottoman state in Mount Lebanon and 

the Wilayah of Beirut. The centralizing approaches of the Ottoman wartime administration 

accelerated a process of incorporation that redefined the relationship between the state and its 

citizenry. Despite the wartime centralization, traditional political and religious elites remained de 

facto intermediaries between the upper administration and their local clientele. However, the 

onset of famine in 1915 complicated the relationship between the administrative elites and local 

patrons and a population that increasingly began to implicate both groups in the immense 

suffering of the widespread crisis. Both the traditional historiography of the famine and more 

recent scholarship have largely focused on this highly personalized elite narrative to explain the 

relationship between state and society in wartime Syria. However, for many, the diabolical 

character of Jamal Pasha and the reviled merchant classes of the cities were merely caricatures 

that gave a target for resentments that had been sharpened through interactions with the state’s 

low-level functionaries. The fiscal challenges of local governments and the individual, often 

corrupt actions of poorly paid agents like soldiers, gendarmes, tax collectors, conscription 

recruiters and the like provided contact points for distasteful government policies and also 

opportunities for vindication for a downtrodden population. In response, individuals began 

engaging in subtle acts of disobedience, wherein the subversion of these subordinate 

representatives of the state took on symbolic significance as token resistance against Ottoman 

authority. This paper argues that it would be impossible to fully account for the decline in the 

state’s perceived legitimacy without considering these lower level relations in addition to the 

traditional focus on the policies and personalities of the elites.  

 

Biography: Tylor Brand is an assistant professor of modern Middle Eastern history and the 

Arabic language at Trinity College in Dublin, where he specializes in the history of crisis and 

famine in late Ottoman Lebanon. He has published chapters on humanitarian work in World War 

I and on eating and identity during the Syrian famine of World War I.  
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Hüseyin Kazim [Kadri] : an exceptional  Ottoman in the Ottoman twilight in the Arab 

lands. 

Selim Deringil 

Lebanese American University, Beirut 

 

One of the founders of the Committee of Union and Progress, Hüseyin Kazım was  in  many ways 

an exceptional character. He served as the Vali of Aleppo in 1912, becoming immersed in local 

politics to the point where he would be referred to as “our Wali” (Walina).  His memoirs are 

exceptional in that they are very critical of the Ottoman administration in Syria.   Kazım settled 

with his family in Beirut in mid -1913. He was a scholarly man who preferred a life of the mind 

over politics. He stated that he was happy to get away from Istanbul and the CUP and immerse 

himself in scholarly work in Beirut where he  was able to make extensive use of the very rich 

libraries of the great Jesuit Fathers (Librarie Oriental).  He did not come into the orbit of Ankara 

as most of his generation did after the war, in fact he developed a very critical attitude to the whole 

republican project.  

 

Biography: Selim Deringil is professor of history in the Department of Humanities at the 

Lebanese American University. His interests are in cultural and intellectual history, and he is 

currently involved in research on religious conversion and apostasy in the late Ottoman Empire. 

He is also interested in teaching and research on comparative themes in Ottoman/European history. 

He has written and taught on such topics as citizenship, the relationship of religion and nationalism, 

nomadism and modernity, the occult in Muslim and Christian societies, and piracy in the 

Mediterranean. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7 
 

 

 

Ottoman Belgrade in 16th and 17th Centuries: Geo-strategic Importance and Urban 

Development 

 

Aleksandar Fotić 

University of Belgrade 

 

The urban development of Ottoman Belgrade was highly dependant of its geo-strategic 

importance, general political and local environmental conditions. During the seventeenth century 

the city undoubtedly reached its “golden age”. Even a cursory look at the city plans shows that 

its area almost doubled between 1582 and 1688. Away from the war zone and destruction, the 

city was able to develop a busy commercial activity which attracted migrants engaged in various 

professions. Increasingly strong classes of traders and craftsmen, regardless of religion, invested 

in the city’s infrastructure, improving the quality of everyday life. The economic progress was 

accompanied by a cultural progress. It is not by accident that all that took place in the longest 

period of peace in more than four turbulent centuries of Ottoman Belgrade. The paper analyzes 

various factors which determined the spatial pattern of the city (relief, rivers, fortress, commerce, 

healthy/unhealthy zones, various religious communities, cemeteries, etc.). Special attention is 

paid to the types of houses, building materials, and the Muslim and non-Muslim house interiors. 

Current knowledge of the house interiors has greatly benefited from the results of archaeological 

excavations conducted in the last fifty years. 

 

Biography:Alexander Fotic is currently associate professor at the Department of History of the 

Belgrade University and he is the Chair of Modern History. His areas of interest include the 

history of the Ottoman Empire in the Balkans, the status of Christian populations and Christian 

churches in the Ottoman Empire. Among his publications are “Belgrade: A Muslim and Non-

Muslim Cultural Centre (16th–17th C.)”, Provincial Elites in the Ottoman Empire. Halcyon Days 

in Crete V. A Symposium Held in Rethymno 10–12 January 2003, ed. A. Anastasopoulos, 

Rethymno: Crete University Press 2005, 51-75 and “The Official Explanations for the 

Confiscation and Sale of Monasteries (Churches) and Their Estates at the Time of Selim II”, 

Turcica XXVI (1994) 33-54. 
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Provincial Perspectives. Ottoman Egypt in Local Eyes 

 

Pascale Ghazaleh 

American University of Cairo 

 

Since the 1970s, the Ottoman court archives have provided historians of Egypt with a seemingly 

inexhaustible source of information about the empire's largest Arab province. The use of these 

archives informed and enriched social and cultural histories of Ottoman Egypt, and historians 

working on them quickly challenged and then reversed existing stereotypes of Egypt as a 

stagnant backwater under Ottoman rule -- a view nourished by nationalist view of the Ottomans 

as alien occupiers. Perhaps paradoxically, historians of Ottoman Egypt have tended to emphasize 

Egypt's specificity and uniqueness during the Ottoman period, a view that has hampered 

comparative or regional studies of different Arab provinces.  

 

 

Biography: Pascale Ghazaleh is an associate professor of history at The American University in 

Cairo. Ghazaleh has taught in AUC's history department since 2005. She is an expert on Ottoman 

history and 19th century Egypt. Ghazaleh received her PhD in history (très honorable, 

félicitations du jury) from Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales (EHESS), Paris in June 

2004. Her dissertation was titled “Généalogies patrimoniales. La constitution des fortunes 

urbaines: Le Caire, 1780-1830” (Patrimonial Genealogies. The Constitution of Urban Wealth: 

Cairo, 1780-1830). She received her MA in Arabic studies, with a specialization in Middle East 

history, from The American University in Cairo in 1997. Her thesis was titled "Crafts and 

Craftspeople in Cairo, 1750-1850."  Ghazaleh holds a BA in political science and a minor in 

development studies from The American University in Cairo. 
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Conversion to Islam: Sofia, 15th-17th centuries 

Rositza Gradeva 

American University of Bulgaria 

 

The theme of my paper is inspired by one of the goals of the conference: to look into matters that 

do not figure in the grand narrative of Ottoman history writing. Indeed, being often very centre-

focused, histories of the Ottoman empire rarely go beyond the exposé on the policies of Sultan 

Mehmed II the Conqueror with regard to the Oecumenic Patriarchate, the Armenian Church, and 

Jews, and the 19th-century millet issues. Conversion as a process is even less covered with the 

possible exception of devşirme in its connection with the kul system. The provincial non-

Muslims are usually studied by scholars from successor countries. The achievements of 

historiography (esp. Bulgarian) in this respect will be a special focus in the paper. My paper aims 

to bring in the “provincial”, the “non-Muslim” and the “conversion” issues in this narrative. It 

will discuss them from the perspective of the conversion to Islam in Sofia during the first three 

centuries of Ottoman rule. The city is both an ordinary and not so ordinary town in Ottoman 

Rumeli. Being the seat of the governor of Rumeli, located on an important road, with a long 

history as an ecclesiastical centre certainly added to its specifics. On the other hand, it was not 

among the largest urban settlements and had the usual composition of population for an average 

Ottoman Balkan town. In my paper, I shall try to trace the curve of the ‘normal’ process of 

conversion among the non-Muslims along with the evidence about extraordinary events 

(martyrdom), devşirme collection and the policy of Ottomanisation that turned Sofia into an 

Ottoman city with special attention to the factors that shaped the process. Sofia is a particularly 

fortunate case for we have relatively diverse documentation for the whole span of the Ottoman 

rule. The paper is based on the study of available relevant sources: tapu tahrir defters (esp. 

mufassal), kadı records, Ottoman narrative sources (the Gazavatname of Sultan Murad II and 

Evliya Çelebi), accounts of foreign travellers, vitae of the Sofian new martyrs and other relevant 

texts.  

 

Biography: Rositza Gradeva holds a Phd from Institute of Balkan Studies at the Bulgarian 

Academy of Sciences. Her research interests cover a wide range of topics such as Ottoman and 

Balkan history, Ottoman legal institutions; non-Muslims and their communal and religious 

institutions in the Ottoman Empire; everyday life; administrative and military institutions in the 

Ottoman Balkans; Islam and Muslim communities in the Balkans. She is currently Professor in 

History at the Department of History and Civilizations at the American University in Bulgaria. 

 

 

 

 



10 
 

 

“Rumeli Would be Upside Down”: General Codes vs. Local Bylaws or Intra-Class Conflict 

Between Absentee and Local Çiftlik Holders in the 19th Century Ottoman Empire 

 

Alp Yücel Kaya, 

Ege University 

 

The historiography on the Tanzimat characterizes, in general, the reforms of the 19th century as 

policy of centralisation and reformers as policymakers searching for a liberal regime based on 

general interest surpassing competing individual interests in the provinces. In this paper I will 

challenge such an approach by stressing not administrative but economic drives that fostered 

reformers in the application of the Tanzimat and their provincial challengers in their refusal of 

the Tanzimat. Based on a new research in the Ottoman archives, I propose first to revisit bylaws 

codified between 1840s and 1870s in the Balkan provinces from the perspective of intra-class 

struggle to delineate economic, social and political dynamics reigning the Balkan provinces 

during the Tanzimat period. Such a perspective will serve to better apprehend why “Rumeli 

would be upside down” in the case of application of general codes and regulations and reappraise 

the historiography of the Ottoman provinces in the 19th century.  

 

Biography: Alp Yücel Kaya teaches Economic History and Political Economy at the 

Department of Economics, Ege University, İzmir. He is member of the scientific committee of 

Izmir Mediterranean Academy. He studied at the Middle East Technical University in Ankara 

and at École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales in Paris. His research focuses on the 

conflictual world of property relations and agrarian transformation in France, the Balkans and the 

Eastern Mediterranean from 18th to 21st centuries.  
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Reversing the Ottoman historiographical map:  

the Empire viewed from the Aegean islands 

 

Elias Kolovos 

University of Crete, Greece 

 

Conventional Ottoman historiography has been focusing especially on the so-called “heartlands” 

of the Empire (mostly Anatolia, and the Balkans, in second plan), leaving aside research on the 

Ottoman “Inner Sea”, the Aegean. Research on the Aegean Sea and its coastlines, however, I 

argue, can offer an alternative perspective both on Ottoman history and historiography. In this 

insular and coastal world, the Sultan, and the state, are not at the center of the approach; the 

histories of the Aegean islands and their coastlines are shaped by environmental, economic, 

social, and cultural factors which defy, in multiple ways, the centrality of the Sultan and the 

state. In this paper, I will discuss a) the Greek and Ottoman historiography on the Aegean islands 

and its coastlines during the early modern centuries and b) the research agendas that can 

contribute to the study of Ottoman history from this alternative perspective. The early modern 

island societies, developing under Ottoman rule, acquired a great sense of autonomy, being at the 

same time open to influences well beyond the Ottoman imperial administration and culture. 

However, it is a matter of further discussion how to incorporate this perspective in the main 

narrative of the conventional “continental” and “state-centered” approach to the history of the 

Ottoman Empire.  

 

Biography: Elias Kolovos is Associate Professor in Ottoman History and director of the M.A. in 

Ottoman History at the Department of History and Archaeology of the University of Crete, 

Greece. He has written, edited, and coedited 10 books and over 50 papers. His latest 

book  is: Across the Aegean: Islands, Monasteries and Rural Societies in the Ottoman Greek 

Lands, published by The Isis Press in Istanbul 2018. His research interests include the 

Mediterranean economic history, the history of the insular worlds, the history of the frontiers, 

rural and environmental history, as well as the spatial history and legacies of the Ottoman 

Empire.   
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Taxation and Politics at the Margins of Empire:  

A “Stateless” Approach to Ottoman Fiscal History, 1839-1908 

 

Nadir Özbek 

Boğaziçi University 

 

 

This paper aims to provide a rethinking of the relationship between central government and 

provincial elites through a focus on tax system and its collection apparatuses and practices during 

the post-Tanzimat era, i.e.1839-1908. The nineteenth-century economic and fiscal history writing 

in the Ottoman Empire tended to view the long century as marked by failed or troubled 

centralization attempts of tax resources. Historians often subscribed to a centralized conception 

of public finance informed by modernization paradigm and an obsession with the idea of 

centralized state. This approach dictates a narrative according to which nineteenth-century 

history unfolds through a dynamic conflict between central political elite and provincial power-

holders. In this paper I will try to find different ways of interpreting the fiscal history of post-

Tanzimat decades and provide alternative ways of writing this history without pledging to the 

paradigm of center-periphery dichotomy. The everyday actuality of tax collection, this very 

particular and singular quotidian relationship at district, sub-district or at village level, that is the 

so-called provincial, is in fact a subsumption of the Ottoman political-economy. The seemingly 

local and central here is co-constitutive of each other as if they are in the same Mobius strip, a 

surface with only one side. I argue that a focus on tax collection at quotidian contexts, as 

simultaneously administrative practices and institutional consolidations, reveals the germinal 

kernel of Ottoman exploitative system and political coalitions that it is founded upon.  

 

 

 

 

 

Biography: Nadir Özbek is currently Professor in Atatürk Institute for Modern Turkish History 

in Boğaziçi University. He received his PhD from the Binghamton University. He has published 

extensively on the late Ottoman social and economic history. His recent research focuses on 

Ottoman public finance with an emphasis on the workings of tax-farming especially during the 

Tanzimat period.   
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Swimming against the currents: 

On the unpublished memoirs of an Ottoman-Arab officer during WWI 

 

Malek Sharif 

Westfälische Wilhelms-Universität Münster 

 

In this talk Malek Sharif will introduce the memoirs of ‘Abd Allah Dabbous and discuss their 

significance in view of other reminiscences dealing with the same period. Themes in the 

memoirs: like the author’s impressions as a boy scout and later as a cadet in Istanbul as well as 

his experience as a young officer in the Ottoman army on the River Jordan front will be 

analysed. The self-perception of the author as an educated Beiruti, an Arab and an Ottoman 

officer will be discussed.  

 

Biography: Malek Sharif is Ottoman and Modern Middle East historian. He is senior research 

associate at Corpus Musicae Ottomanicae, Westfälische Wilhelms-Universität Münster. His 

publications include Imperial Norms and Local Realities: The Ottoman Municipal Laws and the 

Municipality of Beirut (1860-1908) (Würzburg: Ergon Verlag 2014) and The First Ottoman 

Experiment in Democracy (co-ed.) (Würzburg: Ergon Verlag 2010). He also published on 

migration, health care, riots in Ottoman Beirut, WWI memoirs and on the closing days of the 

Ottoman Empire in Syria. His critical edition and translation of the memoirs of ‘Abd Allah 

Dabbous will appear in the Routledge book series, Life Narratives of the Ottoman Realm: 

Individual and Empire in the Near East.               
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Ruler Celebrations and Provincial Visibility: An Unexplored Relationship 

Darin Stephanov 

Aarhus University, Denmark 

 

The purpose of this paper is to shed light on two neglected interrelated phenomena – the annual 

ruler (birthday and accession-day) celebrations, especially, in terms of their gradually increasing 

provincial staging, and the latter’s ever more effective communication back to the capital, serving 

as an equalizing factor between center and periphery in terms of visibility.  

 

 

Biography: Darin Stephanov is a guest researcher at the Islamic Cultures and Societies Research 

Unit at Aarhus University, Denmark. He holds degrees from Harvard, the Central European 

University, UCLA, and the University of Memphis. His scholarship combines a commitment to 

macro-historical issues of group mentality formation with a dedication to microhistorical methods 

of close textual analysis. 

 

 


