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TECHNOLOGIES OF REBELLION:
OTTOMAN BALKANS AS A SITE OF
TECHNOLOGICAL CONTESTATION,
1878-1912"

Abstract

In pursuit of their national histories, historians in the successor state of the Ot-
toman Empire in Europe and the Middle East have tended to identify neat paths
of national development going back deep into the late Ottoman imperial con-
text where they point out the intellectual ‘roots” and politically significant mo-
ments—known as watershed moments—that have ostensibly contributed to the
development of their national histories. Such an examination of the late Ottoman
world from the perspectives of the post-World War | nation-states has accord-
ingly carved a set of ethnic compartments out of late Ottoman history that came
to embody neat analytic utilities in scholarship. One way of going beyond such
nationalist teleology is to approach the late Ottoman history in a thematic man-
ner rather than bowing to the appeal of ethno-centered categories of analysis.
This study takes one such approach and examines the Ottoman Balkans right
before and after the turn of the century as a site of technological contestation
between revolutionary political actors and Ottoman state apparatus. In doing so,
it shifts the unit of analysis to more global processes and locates revolutionary
political conduct as deeply connected to transnational flow of commodities and
technologies. Under the impact of modernist theories on nationalism, technolo-
gies such as print capitalism have often been framed as the vehicles of fulfilling
ideological dissemination and cultivating ethnic and religious loyalties. Another
strand of scholarship, on the other hand, frames technologies such as telegraph,
railroads, and the steam engine as the tools with which the state apparatus ex-
tends its reach into otherwise uncontrollable territories. Critiquing such linear
constructs, | argue that the late nineteenth century saw the democratization of
the means of contention and violence. In the Ottoman Balkans, the major strug-
gle between revolutionary actors and the Ottoman state apparatus had been that
of establishing authority and monopoly on the technologies and commodities of
violence. | therefore examine when and under what conditions new technolo-
gies empowered actors and when it made them vulnerable.

Keywords: Ottoman Balkans, revolutionary politics, technology, global commodities
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Technology: Means of Transmission or Vectors of Competition?

The existing literature often treats nationalism as an ideology that spreads
like a virus, while failing to specify the exact process of its transmission.
The literature instead assumes that nationalism spreads thanks to modern
technologies such as newspapers, novels, radio or television, and it does so
in an unbroken linearity since the French Revolution (1789)." In this regard,
modern institutions like schools, factories, hospitals or army barracks have
also been treated as hotbeds of this virus, as they function in our narratives
as sites of ideological dissemination and circulation. These institutions
somehow spreads the virus of the necessity of national sovereignty—a virus
that boasts of a level of ability, agility, and strength to turn peasants into
co-nationals after the immediacy of contact, and transform unassuming
townsmen into willing executioners ready to sacrifice their lives for their
co-nationals. In the words of Benedict Anderson, these modern mediums
allow the undifferentiated masses of the dynastic communities that had so
far remained ethnically blind to “imagine” themselves as part of a larger
national community—one that is “inherently limited and sovereign.”?
Likewise, as Ernest Gellner has come to theorize, modern institutions
such as factory—with new labor relations embedded in it— required
homogeneity of culture as a result of necessary labor specializations—
leading to the emergence of a homogenous national culture that differs
from the high clerical culture of the medieval times. Like Gellner’s modern
factories, railways, army barracks, roads, and so on also embody the same
capacity of transmission and transformation, as convincingly analyzed
and detailed by Eugen Weber who showed how these institutions came to
unify a nation by turning the passive peasants into Frenchmen.? Scholars
from different fields and orientations have therefore continued to theorize
the emergence of nation-states and nationalism as a logical outcome of
such processes of nationalist socialization and sociability.

Even though the literature on nationalist socialization is vast and
convincing, it does not explain why some co-nationals resisted in the past,
or continue to do so today, to the appeal of the virus when in times of
contact, why others find the virus of nationalism so appealing so far as to
sacrifice their lives and livelihood in championing its cause or why similar
processes of nationalist socialization continually provides contradictory
results, with diverse geographic variations and fluctuations. Furthermore,
if I borrow Keith Brown'’s apt analogy, this modernist perspective, with
emphasis on national socialization, reduces ‘pre-national’ communities to
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“vessels either waiting to be filled, or already flowing, with the substance
of national sentiment.”* It is this modernist tendency that explains why we
lean towards explaining nation-state formation as a matter of the transition
from an intellectual nationalism to a political nationalism—that is, when
the national sentiment hits the brim of the vessel and starts overflowing
with (now political) national consciousness. It is also this modernist
tendency that highlights a set of points of transitions, shifts or watersheds
on a linear historical canvas, thus creating linear and progressive histories.
These historical turning points all anticipate ‘that’ key moment in a nation’s
history—the moment when the nation finally broke the pre-national yoke,
escaping from the “imperial prison” or colonial dungeon—boundaries
that were unable to resist the power of national will, i.e. the flood of
national zeal.”

As Clifford Geertz noted, it is this ultimate national moment when
“it all has “finally” come out,” the final outcome that dominates the way
we relate to its immediate pre-present.® Previous historical episodes and
historical figures in nation’s pre-history are thus valuable and relevant
only as far as they relate to this final outcome of the long history of
national struggle. In nationalist imaginings then, these episodes and
forefathers became important because they proved crucial in filling the
‘vessel” with national sentiment/zeal/consciousness, therefore leading up
to the final national outcome. In evaluating such historical figures and
breaking-points in nations” histories, scholars certainly developed a more
objective terminology—one that strives to steer away from the vocabulary
of nationalist historiographies and official histories. Therefore, scholars
often frame these ‘pre-national’ episodes and figures as ‘proto-national’ and
specify ‘liminal” phases in the linear development of nation’s history—a
rather commonplace teleological terminology that is illustrative of the
shockingly thin methodological and theoretical divide between academic
scholarship and nationalist mythologies. In the end, both scholarship and
nationalist mythology orders and theorizes the past in reference to the
national outcome. Modernist views of nationalism do not just re-cycle
such teleology but actually theorize and thus embed it, for it has become
theoretically safe and sound to see nationalism as an ideology that has the
viral capacity of transmission thanks to human to human contact—one
that spread only in modern times because of modern advancements and
institutions such as schools, conscript armies, newspapers, novels, and
industrial labor.
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This study focuses on the Ottoman Balkans, i.e. “Turkey in Europe”
as Western contemporaries put it at the time—comprising of six Ottoman
vilayets/provinces (i.e. Adrianople, Salonika, Manastir, Yanya, Iskodra,
and Kosova provinces)—right before and after the turn of the century
when, in the words of Mark Mazower, “a history of revolt and revenge
stretching back almost a century” came to reach its climax in what one may
frame as three decades of contention that lasted from 1878 to 1912—that
is, from the Bulgarian annexation of Eastern Rumelia to the end of the
Balkan Wars.” Even though this period saw the greater proliferation and
circulation of newspapers, armies, schools, and other mediums that one
would normally expect to foment national consciousness in theoretical
terms, | frame technology and modern institutions such as schools not
as a vehicle of disseminating and circulating ideology and a means of
cultivating ethnic loyalties but rather treat technological mediums as
vehicles that facilitated political contention on the ground. | argue that
the importance of technology has not been its ability to spread ideological
convictions and loyalties but in its ability to facilitate political competition
and contention in proportions unimaginable before.

Unlike modernist views of nationalism, my approach frames nationalism
as political competition based on identity markers. This form of political
competition was not necessarily a phenomenon peculiar to modern times,
but rather a process that gained unprecedented momentum from the late
nineteenth century onwards because of the growing availability of the
technological means of contention. In seeing technology as such, | try to
move away from the outcome-centric methodology of modernist views
of nationalism and instead highlight a dynamic process of contention that
evolves as the means of contention continues to change. As the routes of
contention are dependent on its technological and logistical environment,
| construct a process-driven perspective that hopefully allows us not
only to understand the history of national contention in the late Ottoman
era but also the contentions that are constantly in-the-making today or
tomorrow. Furthermore, by rejecting to frame technologies as vehicles of
ideological dissemination where the receivers lack historical agency and
instead seeing it as the axes of political competition for various actors, |
reinstate historical agency to those actors who risked their lives in making
political claims and frame them as active participants in history.

In what follows, | examine the way the revolutionaries in the Ottoman
Balkans after the turn of the century came to utilize new technologies
of rebellion such as dynamite, bombs, photography, and newspapers.
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These new technologies proved vital to the revolutionary enterprise, as
they embodied a capacity to shake off what remained to be weak vestiges
of Ottoman legitimacy and prestige in the region. The regulation and
containment of these new technological fields of contention proved a
crucial process for the Ottoman state apparatus, however. The existing
scholarship often frames technological advancements as directly
contributing to the efforts of state centralization and modernization
whereby they enable the state apparatus to reach out and penetrate into
otherwise uncontrollable territories where the bureaucrat came to tame
the uncivilized and unruly. This perspective is often reflective of our
tendency to write histories from the perspective of imperial metropoles.
| instead illustrate below that technological advancements were double-
edge sword, as they not only strengthened the central state apparatus
but also made it growingly vulnerable to the political contenders from
below, for technological advancements of the late nineteenth century
also democratized the means of violence and revolutionary contention.

Infrastructures of Power? Railroads, Telegraphs,
and Postal System

Spring was a time of rebellion across the Ottoman Balkans.® Steep
rocky mountains perching high above the towns that remained nestled
in the protective cover of forests and cliffs meant that the snow covered
passes would guarantee safe passage neither to soldier, nor rebel. Those
few who opted to carry out revolutionary struggle in winter could only
do so on a very low scale.? Yet, once the spring came, snow melted, and
nature relaxed its ways, arms buried last September would get dug up in
preparation of the new season of rebellion.'® The rebels would remain
active throughout the whole spring and summer, with the partial exception
of the harvest period when human labor became a valuable commodity in
and of itself."" After the second half of the nineteenth century, however,
the mountainous region of the Balkans that has thus resisted the reach of
outside control began to encounter significant penetrations in the form of
railroads and other means of transportation and communication. As the
appropriation of the Balkans by the Ottoman state apparatus and capitalist
ventures took place, a particular discourse of civilization also began to
form on the side, legitimizing such ‘modernizing’ initiatives.
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Approximately fifteen years later than the railroad boom of 1840s in
England and more or less a decade after the Great Exhibit of London in
1851, it was the English companies that were awarded contracts to build
railroads in the imperial domains of the Sultan. Accordingly, within a
decade after the Crimean War of 1853-5, two short lines were constructed
in the Ottoman Balkans, first stretching from Chernovo to Constanta (1860)
and the second from Varna to Ruse (1865).'? Yet, the Ottoman metropole
remained to be unconnected to the European railroad grid. Therefore
contracted in 1869 to the famous railroad tycoon of the time Maurice de
Hirsch (1831-96), the duty to construct a line between Constantinople
and Wien was given to his Chemins de fer Orientaux (Rumeli Simendiferi
Kumpanyasi) but Hirsch’s company instead ended up constructing two
separate rail lines, the first stretching from Constantinople to Belova via
Adrianople and Plovdiv, and the second from Salonica to Mitrovica
via Skopje."* This was so not only because the military conflicts such
as the Russo-Ottoman Wars of 1877-88 brought about territorial shifts
that required revisions of original plans along new national borders but
also such hefty contracts almost always unearthed intra-governmental
competition that led to change of plans, as high investment costs included
bribes rumored to be distributed among the deserving bureaucrats, which
led to public scandals.'

Not always did the wars or bureaucratic lumps mean delays or obstacles
in the face of technological advancements. As a matter of fact, quite the
opposite since the wars often necessitated the greater implementation
of technology as well as facilitated new innovations. The Crimean War
of 1853-56, in this sense, when the Ottoman armies allied with Britain
and France in the face of Tsarist Russia, occasioned the introduction of
telegraph to the Ottoman domains due to wartime necessities. As the
Western powers constructed telegraph lines for purposes of military
communication, the Ottoman metropole also decided to connect itself to
the war grid of telegraphs formed in war-zones up north by extending a
line from the capital to Shumen via Adrianople. In 1857, Constantinople
also got linked to the European grid thanks to a line that stretched from
the metropole to Plovdiv, Sofia, and Ni§."> By 1870s, the world was a
better connected place, with submarine cables linking Europe with other
continents such as the Americas, Asia, Africa, and Australia.'® Around the
same time the Ottoman Empire, too, was better connected, as telegraph
linked most of its cities to one another, reaching 25,137 kilometers by
1869. In the end, the technology of telegraph proved much easier to
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install and cheaper to expand, particularly when compared to railroad
construction. The Hamidian period (1876-1909) would accordingly see
the continued expansion of the service, with the opening of additional
branch lines.'” By 1869, the European provinces of the empire boasted
of the highest number of telegraph offices—143 to be exact.'® Better
connectivity among the Ottoman towns meant that the Ottoman center
was quicker in responding to provincial crises and smarter in distributing
its coercive capacity across its domains from mountainous regions of the
Balkans to the arid deserts of Yemen. “Defective enough,” wrote Henry
Harris Jessup in 1874, “yet enabling the central power in Constantinople
to move the whole empire like a machine.”' By 1874, the map of the
Ottoman Empire was indeed literally dotted with telegraph offices in each
and every city.?°

Technology proved to be a double-edge sword, however, and no
one knew this better than Sultan Abdulhamid Il himself. Reigning over
the Ottoman domains from 1876 to 1909, i.e. the most critical juncture
of technological innovation and the increasing revolutionary opposition
from below, Abdulhamid Il certainly embodied a sense of awe towards
technological developments of his time. As the sultan saw greater utility in
railroads, telegraph lines, and institutions of education for the prosperity
of the empire and happiness of his subjects, his reign accordingly
witnessed the incredible expansion of these public services across the
imperial domains.?' Yet, technological advancements also instilled fear
into the Sultan. The first telephone communication at the Ottoman capital
took place in 1881, only five years after the first telephone call between
Alexander Graham Bell and his assistant. Abdulhamid Il rightfully feared
that such a technology would essentially benefit the revolutionaries in
tremendous ways, as it would enable them to communicate and organize
secretly and effectively at the expense of state authority.?? Accordingly,
the Ottoman state began to issue bans against private initiatives that tried
to install telephone lines, arguing that communication was a matter of
state monopoly in the Ottoman Empire and such a technology presented
some certain “handicaps.”?* The official ban on telephones would only
be lifted after the Young Turk revolution of July 1908.

Beyond the uncertain menace the telephone presented, Abdulhamid’s
fears included the revolutionary prospects of any other possible innovation
as well as those who could be held accountable for such technological
novelties. Mehmed Nazim Pasha (1840-1926), for instance, a Hamidian
bureaucrat who served in multiple posts as governor such as in Mersin,
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Kayseri, Diyarbekir, Aleppo, Konya, Sivas, and Salonika, recalls an
interesting anecdote after his encounter with Said Pasa the English
(1830/1-96).%* The latter then served as the governor of Konya but he
was originally trained in artillery sciences for seventeen years in England.
The result, according to Nazim Pasha, was that he was “a man of his
word and a virtuous person who adapted English manners and methods”
(thus his moniker).?® Yet, at a time when Said Pasha’s skill set in artillery
sciences was simply unmatched across the Ottoman domains the sultan
decided not to utilize his services and skills in artillery, because, Nazim
Pasha argued, the Ottoman Sultan feared that new advances in artillery
technology could end up being used in toppling him from the Ottoman
throne.?® Sultan’s fears of coup d’états, however, had a higher toll than the
unexploited skills of an artillery officer, as he would also ban “higher-unit
maneuvers and all live firing exercises” in the Ottoman land forces, for
he feared the military action to take him down.?”

In retrospect, Abdulhamid II’s fears do not seem to be unfounded. To
be sure, the Ottoman history had its own share of regicides such as that of
Osman Ilin 1622 in what may be termed as a Janissary-style dethronement,
or more recent but failed organized conspiracy, as in the Kuleli Incident of
1859 that tried to topple the Sultan Abdulmecid I (1839-61). These were
certainly lessons learnt for Abdulhamid Il as he grew up in the palace
quarters. Only less than two years into his reign—ijust as if to refresh the
memory of young Sultan—Abdulhamid Il came to experience a small-scale
conspiracy of his own—one that tried to reinstate his brother Murad V to
the throne at his expense in what is known as the Ciragan Incident (1878).28

As Riedler argued, most of the conspiracies in the nineteenth-century
Ottoman capital were in one way or another tied to the question of
succession.? By the turn of the century, however, the axis of intra-state
political competition was no longer a dynastic matter. Therefore, by July
1905, the rationale and the technology used to topple a monarch differed
from its historical precursors. Remarkably similar to the assassination of
the Russian Tsar Alexander Il by the revolutionary organization Narodnaia
Volia (People’s Will) in 1881 when the Tsar was on a routine military
inspection in Saint Petersburg,3® the Armenian Revolutionary Federation
(ARF hereafter) also chose a day when Abdulhamid Il had developed a
routine schedule and behavior: that of Friday prayer. In co-operation
with the Bulgarian revolutionaries and some European anarchists, the
members of the ARF planted 80 kilos of timed bombs into a carriage that
would park by the mosque and detonate as the Sultan exited the Friday
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prayer. According to the official report, the revolutionaries purchased the
carriage from Vienna, the dynamite from Athens, the gadgets to make the
bombs from Marseilles, thereby assembling a truly transnational “infernal
machine” (‘dinamit makinesi’). As the soldiers were given the command
‘present arms’ in expectation of the sultan’s exit, the bombs exploded
right at the time when the sultan was supposed to have stepped out of the
yard but gotten caught up in a conversation with the head of the Religious
Affairs, the Sultan remained unhurt. The attack instead killed twenty six
others, wounded fifty eight, and destroyed sixteen other carriages together
with their horses.?' “The world was hardly prepared for such an evidence
of the spread of ‘Western ideas’ into the Near East,” the New York Times
reported about the failed assassination attempt, since “the use of dynamite
suggests the modern Anarchist, the European ‘Red’.”3?

Beyond such flashy instances of the use of technology in political
violence, however, whether successful or abortive, technological
advancements had actually gained broader utility in the Sultan’s realm
from the late nineteenth century onwards. Technologies of rebellion such
as dynamite, bombs, photograph, rifles, pistols, newspapers, and many
others have all reached their prime time by the end of the nineteenth
century when they became cheaply producible, easily transportable,
safely handleable, and therefore gradually more available to the multiple
revolutionary causes across the Ottoman Balkans. This was thus a time
when the means of contention got democratized and the revolutionaries
boasted of a technology better suited to fight off the state machineries
in their hit-and-run or resistance tactics. Such technologies, however,
were not simple disseminators of a clear-cut ideology from a circle of
nationalist intellectuals and politicians to a passive illiterate peasantry
ready to consume ideological dictates. Rather, these technologies would
establish loyalties and trust by shaking off the Ottoman legitimacy in the
region, thus offering alternative political futures to diverse constituencies.
The technologies of rebellion were therefore crucial blocs of intra-state
competition that began to reach its climax from the 1880s onwards when
the availability of new technologies of rebellion coincided with more
structural international and regional shifts in the Ottoman Balkans. The
post-1880s in the region was when the intra-state competition not only
attained necessary means of contention but also its more favorable geo-
political climate.
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Changing Geo-Politics of the Ottoman Balkans since 1878

The history of organized revolutionary politics in the Ottoman Empire
goes back to the first decades of the nineteenth century when underground
organizations such as the Filiki Etaireia (Friendly Brotherhood)—founded
in Odessa in 1814 and Alexander Ypsilantis assuming the leadership by
1820—became an active participant in the earlier phases of the Greek
Revolution (1821-30), even though the exact role of the organization in
the uprisings remain a point of debate among historians.** Similar secret
organizations, with diverse political agendas, also emerged in later
decades. In 1859, for instance, Fedailer Cemiyeti (the Society of Martyrs)
was formed featuring a broad coalition of discontented ulama (Islamic
scholars), officers, and bureaucrats, complete with an oath and defined
goal of overthrowing Abdulmecid I from the throne.?* Mid-1860s also
saw the development of a secret Bulgarian revolutionary organization
in Bucharest, which drew members from the Bulgarian youth who had
spent time in Russia for educational purposes. Such secret revolutionary
committees actively sent bands across the Danube River into the Ottoman
territories and were active in organizing the 1868 rebellion.?>

The period from the mid-1880s onwards, however, witnessed the most
significant developments in the late Ottoman history that would benefit
greatly to the rise of such intra-state competitors to the forefront of Ottoman
domestic politics. Up until the mid-1890s, for instance, England held the
territorial protection of the Ottoman Empire very dearly, thinking that
Russia could benefit the most from its scramble. In the end, the aftermath
of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877-78 was about to turn the entire Balkans
“into a Slavic federation under Russian hegemony,” which was overturn
thanks to the Congress in Berlin.>® Furthermore, such a scramble of the
Ottoman territories could have translated very easily into a more direct
Great Power confrontation, as it did in the Crimean War few decades
earlier. Therefore, the British policy that favored the territorial integrity
(‘tamamiyet-i mulukiyet’) of the Ottoman Empire was more reflective
of London’s fears about the uncertain paths of a possible Great Power
confrontation than an ideological affinity with Constantinople.

Yet, since the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869—an initiative
spearheaded by a French national, which was surely enough to keep
London suspicious and on its toes, Egypt’s role in the way Britain calculated
the global security of its most prized possession i.e. India began to alter.
By 1875 London purchased the debt-ridden Egypt’s shares in the Suez
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Canal but Egypt’s debts continued to soar in the following decade, so did
the concerns of those like Britain or France which were too invested in
the region to lose simply because of a spendthrift khedive of Egypt.3” As
the British stepped in by 1882 to restore order to the rebellion-stricken
Alexandria and Cairo, it was the Ottoman territorial integrity that had
received yet another blow. Certainly, the Ottoman metropole did not
enjoy a direct control over Egypt to begin with. In the end, Muhammad
Ali (1769-49), an Ottoman captain of Albanian origin, began to assert his
own authority over the region since the early 1800s and slowly came to
establish himself first as the governor of Egypt and then acquiring by early
1840s an autonomous status to Egypt where his descendants would later
exercise hereditary rule. But the British occupation of Egypt in 1882 and
its formal annexation a decade later in 1895 began to signal clear shifts in
the otherwise traditional British attitude of favoring the Ottoman territorial
integrity—a shift that would gradually push the Ottoman metropole to seek
another Great Power ally in the following decades (thus the Ottoman-
German rapprochement).

Such diplomatic turn of events and the gradual change in the British
policy vis-a-vis the Ottoman Empire was not devoid of a domestic political
angle, however. The ways in which the Ottoman metropole responded to
the Armenian revolutionary enterprise in Eastern Anatolia since mid-1890s
had rekindled the negative Turkish imagery in the Western capitals, which
contributed to the consolidation of British policies.?® The emergence of
Armenian revolutionary organizations abroad, together with the formation
of Armenian fedayeen in the Eastern Anatolia since 1880s, resulted in a
series of rebellions such as the Sasun Uprising in 1894 and that of Zeitun in
1895-6. The ruthless suppression of these rebellions by the Ottoman state,
coupled with effective manipulation of the public opinion by the Armenian
sympathizers in the West in an attempt to secure a foreign intervention,
created an unfavorable climate towards the Ottoman Empire in the
European capitals then under the liberal wave.?® This lethal combination
of growing diplomatic isolation and the dominance of negative European
public opinion vis-a-vis Constantinople came to be tested out with the
Ottoman-Greek War of 1897. After the Kingdom of Greece landed troops
to Crete, then an Ottoman island with significant Greek population, in
response to the Cretan revolutionaries’ calls for union with the Greek
mainland, the Ottoman armies quickly scored decisive victories against
Greece but these advances meant very little, as the empire was forced
to yield autonomy to Crete after the diplomatic intervention of the Great
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Powers. As the Harper’s Weekly put it, “the stake does not always go to
the winner.”40

While the Ottoman Empire suffered from growing international
isolation and deteriorating European public opinion, developments in the
region did not fare that much better, either. In 1885, the Principality of
Bulgaria came to annex the province of Eastern Rumelia, an autonomous
territory that owed its existence to the arrangements of the Treaty of
Berlin (1878). Even though the annexation started a crisis among the
Great Powers as well as their regional allies—complete with a military
conflict between Bulgaria and Serbia, the Ottoman Empire, then devoid of
military and financial means to confront the move, was forced to confirm
the annexation a year later.*! Such a territorial change in the Balkans
therefore not only turned Bulgaria into a more eminent threat to reckon
with for the regional governments including the Ottoman Empire, but also
came to animate the political competition over the remaining Ottoman
territories in the Balkans, which would pit Greece, Serbia, Montenegro,
and Ottoman Empire against one another in the following two decades.*

Such increasing political competition in the region certainly announced
further troubles down the road for the Ottoman metropole, because the
Balkan states of Greece, Serbia, Romania, and Bulgaria had all spent the
last quarter of the nineteenth century in modernizing their bureaucratic
apparatus and building up military capacity, with the end result of each
turning into formidable enemies capable of mobilizing large sectors of
their populations for a possible military engagement.** By 1903, the Balkan
neighbors of the Ottoman Empire indeed posed a significant military threat
that Istanbul began to take seriously, as the Sultan would decidedly spend
the rest of his tenure in making sure that any attempt at a Balkan alliance
remained a stillborn move.

The Bulgarian annexation of Eastern Rumelia in 1885, however,
brought about an interesting turn of events for the regional alliances,
albeit briefly. With the annexation, the Principality of Bulgaria lost the
diplomatic and military support of Russia and such a move-away from the
Russian orbit in turn translated into warmer ties with the Ottoman capital.
For the next decade, it was a former revolutionary Stefan Stambolov
(1854-95) who remained in charge of the Bulgarian affairs. As he favored
a pacifist policy to advance Bulgarian interests over the Ottoman Balkans
in general and Macedonia in particular, Stambolov was thus able to
negotiate concessions from Constantinople to extend Bulgaria’s religious
and educational reach further into Macedonia. Such concessions would
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enable Stambolov to open Bulgarian schools even in places such as
Kesriye (Kastoria in today’s Greece) where no Bulgarian student existed,
thus forcing the school authorities to transfer students from elsewhere.*

By 1894, however, Stambolov was pushed aside by his opponents,
including King Ferdinand of Bulgaria who decided to act beyond the
parameters of a figurehead monarch. As Stambolov was murdered in
the streets of Sofia a year later, Bulgaria had already abandoned its
pro-Ottoman policy and sided with the Tsar, clearly reflective of the
more aggressive Bulgarian policy to brew over the Ottoman Balkans.*®
Therefore, when Russia got involved in war (1904-5) with Japan, the
rising constitutional power of Asia, the Bulgarian dignitaries, both civil
and military, together with a sizeable crowd, therefore flocked to the
official religious ceremony where they prayed for the victory of Russia,
their Great Power sponsor.*°

Therefore, both international and regional political climate by mid-
1890s had come to animate an environment favorable for the growth
of political competition over the remaining Ottoman territories in the
Balkans. The regional and international dynamics thus provided a
number of political opportunities to diverse intra-state competitors who
were to draw personnel, funding, morale, and weapons not only from
the populations of the contested territories but also from a multiplicity
of inter-state sponsors, whether in the region or in Western Europe—
sponsors that had invariably developed preferences for the victory of
certain factions over the others. Therefore, political competition over the
Balkans was hardly ever a local or a national story devoid of regional and
international contexts by mid-1890s.It was precisely this political climate
that offered political opportunities to a number of revolutionary groups to
take the center stage in the late Ottoman history. All (in)famous and major
underground revolutionary organizations of the late Ottoman era thus
date back to this period, with Hunchaks founded in 1887, Committee of
Union and Progress (CUP) in 1889, Dashnaktsutyun (aka ARF) in 1890,
Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization (IMRO) in 1893, and
the External Macedonian Organization founded in 1895. Yet, beyond the
favorable shifts in the geo-politics of the Ottoman Balkans from 1890s
onwards that would enable the rise of intra-state competitors in the region,
the post-1890 era also witnessed another set of crucial developments—
that is, the increasing availability of technologies that would become the
staple of revolutionary action in the Ottoman Balkans.
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Towards New Technologies of Rebellion

As soon as night covered the land all was in a simmer of revolutionary
activity: rifles, cartridges, bombs and dynamite were transported from place
to place; agitators sowed the seed of rebellion; messengers carried news,
warnings, and instructions hither and thither; and one by one the peasants
stole out into the fields to meet and drill. It became a common saying that
the day was to the Turk but the night to the Komitadji [committee men].*”

Revolutionary political activism in the Ottoman Balkans, whether
carried out in the name of Macedonians, Bulgarians, Greeks, Serbs,
Montenegrins, Albanians, Muslims, Vlachs, or Turks, has increasingly
resorted to a similar tactic: the use of political violence and terror tactics,
together with conspiracy, to advance an alternative political legitimacy at
the expense of the existing legitimacies of competing factions. ‘Propaganda
by the deed’, as popularized by the Russian anarchist literature since
1860s, thus intended to mobilize a target constituency and rally them
behind a revolutionary program. The revolutionaries were aware, however,
that they could not field armies that could match the coercive power
of the Ottoman state apparatus. Even at the height of a concentrated
attempt at challenging the Ottoman legitimacy militarily, for instance, as
it would happen in the llinden Uprising of 1903, revolutionaries could
hold onto power only very briefly up until the auxiliary Ottoman troops
reached the scene.*® It was this reality, for instance, that made the External
Committee in Sofia to issue orders in the spring of 1903 to the bands
roaming the villages in the southern Ottoman Balkans, telling them to
avoid confrontations with the Ottoman forces, instead spread propaganda
among the villagers, and wait until the time of the general uprising.4’

Therefore, the revolutionary organizations functioned more than often
as a state within a state, creating a parallel system of taxation, coercion,
and representation, while avoiding a direct armed confrontation with
regular armies. When the latter took place eventually, revolutionaries
preferred to hit symbolic targets that were the emblems of the competing
political legitimacies. In carrying out such ‘legible’ actions, revolutionaries
invariably hoped to leverage the sympathies of the Great Powers by
illustrating both the extent of chaos and the lack of authority in the Ottoman
Balkans as well as positing themselves as the only truly appropriate
political alternative that had popular backing in the region.>® The Ottoman
bureaucrats were well aware of such a contentious repertoire and reported
itin what often amounted to formulaic statements that characterized their
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daily correspondence: revolutionaries were “to commit acts of arson
here and there and blow up government buildings and other structures
with dynamite in order to agitate the Ottoman soldiers and Muslim
inhabitants to commit acts of violence towards Christians, all geared
towards drawing foreign intervention” that would hopefully support their
cause.”' Revolutionaries freely expressed such tactics to foreign observers
too, as one revolutionary remarked that “a series of outrages by the Turks
such as would horrify the civilized world was what they hoped for and
intended to bring about.”>?

Such a contentious repertoire was indeed put into practice, as illustrated
by the manners in which the revolutionaries started off and carried out
the Ilinden Uprising of 1903 in rather symbolic ways. In every town the
revolutionaries attacked, they made sure to damage, if possible to destroy,
the public buildings and cut off the lines of communications. In the town
of Krusevo, for instance, where the revolutionaries would later declare
a short-lived republic—yet another symbolic move, they immediately
circled the city hall (‘htkiimet konagr’), telegraph office, and the military
residences, and burnt them all down, thus cutting off communications
as well as destroying any other vestige of Ottoman legitimacy. Public
buildings such as city halls were repeatedly targeted in other towns, as well.
Setting the hay barns to fire was also part of the revolutionary pattern, as
fires across the town certainly contributed to the revolutionary spectacle.
For the revolutionaries, soldiers who were either out for training or roll-
call were also favorite targets. They would repeatedly cut off telegraph
lines, thus not allowing the state to re-establish communication with the
center or the nearby administrative divisions. The revolutionaries would
also target buildings such as bridges to delay the move of auxiliary troops
from one trouble spot to the next. The authorities were therefore constantly
forced to send large detachments to repair bridges and telegraph lines in
an attempt to re-establish communication and restore authority.>

Therefore, technology such as telegraph lines that were to consolidate
state authority presented a set of vulnerabilities for the state apparatus on
a central and local level, as telegraph not only became the only means
of communication but also the emblem of authority and legitimacy.
Furthermore, technology was also the major material condition that
enabled the revolutionary contention. In this sense, technology would
begin to serve the revolutionaries not as the means with which they got
their co-nationals socialized into the larger nation but rather as the vehicles
with which they carried out their campaign of mounting, sustaining, and
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publicizing alternative political legitimacies. One such technological
innovation that proved crucial to the revolutionary enterprise in the
Ottoman Balkans in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was
dynamite. Often being seen as the technology that enabled great progress
in fields of mining, engineering and construction—breakthroughs that we
often associate with the rise of modern state power (yet another linear
and state-centric interpretation), dynamite was also the technology
that has revolutionized the ways in which subaltern actors such as the
revolutionaries and anarchists of the late nineteenth century came to
operate.>* In this sense, as the “secret societies opened a way to politics in
a system that excluded many on account of their low rank or their group’s
standing in the political system,”* technologies such as dynamite similarly
democratized the manners in which revolutionaries could challenge
the state monopoly on legitimate violence, which was the crux of what
constituted statehood itself (a la Max Weber).

In 1866 Alfred Nobel’s discovery of the blasting cap as the detonator
and his later addition of a stabilizing element into the dynamite’s mixture
were indeed revolutionary steps that helped him harness the power of
nitroglycerin—invented earlier in the century—in much safer ways.>
Yet, this technology that Nobel sold to the mining and construction
companies worldwide as well as the warring states of his time also found
itself an unlikely bunch of underground customers: revolutionary and
anarchist organizations. The 1890s would accordingly see the explosion
in the use of dynamite and other high-impact explosives in politically-
minded spectacles that would begin to ‘terrorize’ the larger populations
across the world. As one Balkan revolutionary put it, “civilized methods”
of fighting, “with certainty of defeat” was now cast aside.>” In the end,
dynamite offered to the late nineteenth-century revolutionaries “new vistas
of power, not solely for its potential to wreak destruction, but also for its
ability to terrify a public.”>® Dynamite was indeed a great equalizer in the
revolutionary struggle against the coercive means of a state apparatus, as
the revolutionaries were now, as the Ottoman soldiers came to admit,
able to carry “their cannon in their pockets.”>?

To be sure, the know-how of manufacturing dynamite, bombs, and
poisons was circulated across Europe by the emerging anarchist literature
of 1880s.°° Whenever the literature fell short, however, the revolutionaries
in the Ottoman Empire traded their knowledge with one another. In
1897, for instance, Goce Delcev of IMRO traveled to Odessa to meet
with Armenian revolutionaries to exchange such practical bomb-making
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skills.6" In the end, Armenian revolutionaries made it to the headlines a
year earlier on August 29, 1896, with the first high-profile attack that took
place in the Ottoman Empire. That day the members of the ARF entered
the headquarters of the Ottoman Bank in Constantinople, held the people
inside hostage, and planted bombs and dynamite, and threatened to blow
up the building. Concurrently, other ARF members fired guns and threw
bombs and dynamites in different parts of the imperial capital—all in
an attempt to draw attention to the misery of the Armenians under the
Ottoman rule, particularly the manners in which the Hamidian Cavalry
Forces, a group of Kurdish irregulars, came to suppress the Armenian
uprisings of the previous three years. As the European powers intervened
and the revolutionaries were accorded a free passage to Europe, the
imperial capital witnessed the massacre of few thousand Armenians in
retribution by the Hamidian loyalists.®?

After the turn of the century, the Ottoman Balkans saw the increase
in the number of similar bombings and attacks which took place more
frequently and on a wider scale, both in urban settings as well as across the
countryside. On April 28, 1903, the city of Salonika came to witness the
infamous GemidZzii (i.e. “Boatmen”) bombings that created a revolutionary
spectacle so far unmatched in the Ottoman realms. First a French steamer
ship was rocked by the explosion of twenty kilos of dynamite, followed
by the detonation of another bomb laid on the rail tracks, which missed
its main target, i.e. the Istanbul train, as the timer went off early, only
damaging the locomotive and sparing the lives of soldiers on board.
Next day, another bomb went off at dusk damaging the gas line, which
immediately cut off the electricity across the city at dusk, signaling the rest
of the conspirators to start throwing bombs at pre-determined cafes and
bars, followed by the highlight of the entire plot—that is, the explosion of
the dynamite-mined tunnel dug underneath the Ottoman Bank for the past
forty days. These explosions were followed by an immediate crackdown
by the Ottoman authorities, which actually prevented the next round of
explosions which would have targeted a mosque, post office and military
headquarters.®3

As the revolutionaries in Salonika also came to target the symbols
of European capitalism together with those of Ottoman sovereignty to
guarantee an international publicity to their cause, the Ottoman authorities
were therefore forced to extend protection to other private banks such
as the Crédit Lyonnais to prevent such similar attacks.®* The empire’s
vast territories provided too many possible targets for the Ottoman
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state to manage the security of its domains. Long stretches of railroads,
gasworks, bridges, and water supply centers provided ample opportunities
to strike, thus keeping the Ottoman officials increasingly alert for any
suspicious behavior around these public landmarks, particularly by those
of the ‘suspect’ ethnic group.®> Thus, the state correspondence after the
turn of the century constantly talk about the Bulgarian or Macedonian
revolutionaries operating in disguise and with false identities and passports,
looking for opportunities to commit acts of murder, arson, and poison.
One representative correspondence from the Prime Ministry thus warned
the Ministry of Interior, for instance, about a set of Bulgarian conspirators
(‘fesede’) who came to Constantinople with the goals of setting certain
neighborhoods to fire, murdering passengers on city ferries, and adding
poison to the capital’s water supplies.®® Such threats led the authorities
to appoint additional guards on the city ferries, and send in extra forces
to scout the long stretches of rail lines and waterways.®’

Such correspondence since the turn of the century was more of the
rule than the exception, as the Ottoman bureaucrats kept receiving
similar intelligence briefs and responded often through formulaic ways
by highlighting the necessity of taking the necessary measures (‘tedabir-i
lazimenin ittihazi’) against these sinister plots. Ad hoc state responses to
such revolutionary contention since the 1890s, however, gradually gained
its legal characteristics. As explosives and ammunition such as dynamites,
hand bombs, cartridges, and gunpowder became the weapons of choice
for the revolutionaries in the Ottoman Balkans, the state authorities
accordingly added an addendum in October 1903 to the article 58 of the
Ottoman criminal law, specifying fifteen years in prison for the production,
sale, or smuggling of dynamite, lifelong imprisonment if done so in the
name of a conspiracy, and the capital punishment if dynamite gets used by
conspirators.®® Article 166 of the criminal law also got a similar addendum
for the illegal manufacture or smuggling of gunpowder and cartridges.
August of 1910, a time of a concentrated military confrontation in the
Albanian highlands, witnessed the expansion of the criminal law so as to
include the individuals who carried these prohibited weapons for personal
use as well as those who were engaged in the smuggling of guns within
the imperial territories, thus removing any possible legal loopholes.®
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Photography and Print Capitalism: Image Control and
Market Regulation

By the turn of the century then, technologies such as railroads and
telegraphs that the Ottoman state continued to invest in to expand its
central reach became a source of constant concern from the point of state
security. On the other hand, as we have seen, some other technological
innovations such as dynamite came to democratize the means of
contention for the revolutionaries and challenged the state’s authority
on the legitimate use of violence. Yet, certain other technologies such
as photography and print media continued to provide a certain degree
of relief. The Hamidian regime accordingly began to utilize the power
of newspapers and journals to inculcate loyalty among the Ottoman
subjects, which required close monitoring and censorship of the Ottoman
press.”® According to Hanioglu, the Hamidian censorship, harsher and
more repressive when compared to other conservative monarchies of the
time, succeeded to create “a press entirely committed to the service of the
regime.””" Accordingly, the publications in the empire, whether in dailies
or books, were closely monitored to see whether they fit the set standards
and if, preferably, they came to contribute to the official imagery.

As print capitalism provided the Ottoman state a degree of soft power,
the improving technology of photography allowed the Ottoman security
officials to track down the suspect revolutionaries or anarchists more
closely and effectively before they acted to implement their ‘sinister’ plans.
To be sure, old methods persevered, as certain correspondence simply
opted to report the facial features of the revolutionaries. For instance, the
Ministry of Interior received intelligence from Sofia on December 20, 1903
about a certain revolutionary named Nikola Boyaceyf in his mid-thirties
with blue eyes, blonde facial hair, and medium height, accompanied by
two other revolutionaries, the first with darker features and ten years older
and the second who was blonde and aged thirty seven—revolutionaries
who were suspected of coming to Constantinople to blow up buildings
with dynamite.”? Yet, particularly when it came to the leaders, the Ottoman
authorities began to make use of the ‘carte de visite’ photographs of the
revolutionaries, to be distributed to the local authorities with the names
of each revolutionary written below the photo prints—all in the name of
facilitating their capture.”?

Ironically such ‘carte de visite’ photographs were first taken by the
palace photographers in mid-1860s, featuring the Sultan, the royal family,
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high-profile commanders and bureaucrats. Yet, the court photographers
two decades later by the Hamidian era also began to take the pictures of
convicts in Istanbul.”* Thus photography slowly emerged as yet another
means of extending the central state’s control over the criminals in the
empire, which certainly included revolutionaries and anarchists. In 1872,
for instance, the Ottoman police was able to capture some of the members
of the Bulgarian Revolutionary Central Committee, including Vasil
Levski, thanks to their photographs.” Similarly by the summer of 1876,
two revolutionary leaders on a recruiting mission were rumored to be
traveling on an Austrian postal ferry, and as an Ottoman official took their
photographs and exposed their identity, the Ottoman authorities were able
intercept the ferry and capture the revolutionaries.”® A correspondence
that dates back to August, 2, 1894, for instance, asked the authorities to
take the mug shots of socialists and anarchists, before they got deported
from the Ottoman Empire (“fotograflari aldirilarak heman defi ve teb’id
edilmeleri’)—a standard procedure for peoples of this sort “who even got
deported from a country like France that is governed by republicanism.”””

Yet such a technology in pursuit of the revolutionaries proved to be
elusive, if not totally counter-productive. During the course of February
of 1903, for instance, first the photographs of Boris Saratov, one of the
leaders of IMRO, and then the copies of the photographs of fourteen
revolutionaries from the pro-Sarafov camp were distributed—a total
of 252 to be exact—to the provinces and sub-districts in the Ottoman
Macedonia to facilitate their capture.”® A month later by March 19, the
sub-governor (‘mutasarrif’) of Catalca reported back, having taken the
duty of finding Sarafov rather personally. The sub-governor apparently
stormed the Bulgarian villages in his district with a retinue of 400 soldiers
and gendarme, searched these suspect villages inch by inch (‘karis karis’),
and questioned the villagers in a commanding way (‘suret-i hakimanede’)
about the whereabouts of Sarafov and his companions, albeit to no avail
(‘bir emare alinamamis’).”?

As the whole villages started factoring into the Ottoman Empire’s threat
perception, it remained to be quite rare for the Ottoman authorities to catch
revolutionaries to begin with, since the intelligence on the locations of the
members and leaders of revolutionary groups kept pouring in proportions
that were probably unmanageable by the bureaucratic standards of the
turn of the century. Furthermore, the technology of photography seem to
have other unintended consequences for the state security officials, as
photographs were not only an amazing means of spreading anti-Ottoman
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propaganda but they also succeeded to create a visual culture with which
the larger populations came to romanticize revolutionaries and their
tradition of resistance and wartime heroism against the state authorities, as
reflected in common circulation of postcards with the pictures of diverse
revolutionary figures. Such a popular market for photographs created yet
another contentious realm that the state authorities struggled to regulate, as
the photographs of revolutionaries as well as anti-Ottoman images became
an important commodity in the market, both local and transnational.

One such instance dated back to February 28, 1903 when the cover
of L’lllustration featured a famous photograph of Ottoman security
forces posing with the severed heads of revolutionaries—not an unusual
picture, as both the security officials and rebels often got such pictures
taken as personal trophies.89 Coming at a time as the Macedonian and
Bulgarian revolutionaries were in preparations for a large scale uprising,
the publication of such an anti-Ottoman image caused a great shock
for the Ottoman authorities. In the end, one peculiar feature of the
Hamidian state machinery was its obsession with image-management at
home and abroad, leading it to produce daily clippings from hundreds of
newspapers or journals, whether major or obscure, and issuing constant
official denials of things that damaged the imagery of the empire and
the sultan.®! Furthermore, Abdulhamid Il paid particular attention to the
uses and misuses of photography, as he expected it only to report grand
developments in the empire such as construction of schools, hospitals,
and military barracks—all evidences of an empire on the path of progress
in an equal footing to Europe.

Therefore, the appearance of such a picture in a major European
journal came to shatter what little positivity that the Ottoman bureaucrats
succeeded to cultivate in European public opinion. Such an image did not
fare well for the domestic market, either. The authorities accordingly first
determined the origins and whereabouts of the photograph, tracing it to
Manastir (today Bitola) where two gendarme and a police officer posed
with the severed heads of Greek brigands killed in the environs of Gérice
(Korgé). The local officials took immediately action as they first destroyed
the original found in a studio in the city and then began to hunt down its
prints in bookstores in Bitola and Salonika.?? As technology increasingly
contributed to the ways in which revolutionaries targeted the Ottoman state
sovereignty in pursuit of their alternative vision for the future, technology
thus became gradually a site of contestation for the state authorities.
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Conclusion

The existing literature has often treated technology either as the
enabling factor of the consolidation and centralization of modern state
apparatus or as the vehicles that socialized co-nationals into a larger
nation, as technologies helped them imagine themselves to be part of a
larger community. In this chapter | moved beyond such linear assumptions
and interpretations, and argued that technological advancements by
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century mattered significantly
because they came to facilitate intra-state competition by endowing
significant vehicles of contention to a diverse body of actors. In this sense,
technological developments of the second part of the nineteenth century in
a way democratized the means of violence, enabling revolutionaries and
others to engage in meaningful political struggles against better-resourced
central state apparatus. In this sense, the importance of newspapers,
photographs, and other technologies has not rooted in their ability to
increase nationalist sociability but rather in the way they unleashed intra-
state competition.

As revolutionaries created parallel systems of legitimacy in their
areas of operation and came to challenge the state conduct in gradually
more effective ways, they essentially broke down the state’s monopoly
on legitimate violence. The state authorities in turn tried to restore their
monopoly on violence by passing new regulations and increasing state’s
means and capacity of repression. No doubt, the reign of Abdulhamid
Il has often been portrayed as the reign of terror, with state repression,
crackdown, and censorship—realities that certainly defined the daily
lives of Ottoman citizenry before and after the turn of the century. Yet,
the Hamidian autocracy was actually rooted not in the preferences of
the Sultan but rather in the shifting meanings and changing vehicles of
legitimate violence at a time when technology provided countless means
and opportunities to a diverse body of intra-state competitors. Therefore,
technology has not historically provided a linear trajectory of action to
revolutionaries or bureaucrats. Similarly it should not yield such neat and
linear analytic utility to scholars, either.

Framing technology as the enabler of inter- and intra-state competition
provides a much more dynamic and process-oriented historical perspective
rather than the existing explanations that often fixate upon outcome-centric
approaches. The literature on nationalist socialization falls under the latter
category, as it assumes that nationalist socialization is a definitive and final
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historical process because the possibility of undoing such a socialization
does not seem to be an option in theoretical terms. If we frame modern
technological means as the facilitators of inter- and intra-state competition,
however, and in doing so, see consolidation of identities as a result of
political competition, it remains to be a possibility for later episodes of
competition to politicize identities anew thanks to novel technological
breakthroughs that the state mechanisms have not yet come to regulate.
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