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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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sultan actively prohibited the establishment of institutions
such as nondenominational schools that used Albanian as the
language of instruction.17

The shared Rum Church and Ottoman policy of re-
straining possible nationalist ambitions of Albanian-speaking
Catholics, Muslims and Orthodox Christians had its origins in
the Slav uprisings in Bosnia and subsequent the Russo-
Ottoman conflict in 1876-1877. It was a consequence of the
new frontiers imposed by the subsequent Berlin Peace Treaty
(1878), that the Ottoman state sought to cultivate a new gen-
eration of Ottoman citizens who would be loyal to “Ottoman
values,” and not those of Albania, Greece, or Serbia.18 At the
time, this problem of loyalty was highlighted by the success of
Catholic and Sunni Muslim Albanian speakers in resisting the
frontiers established by the Berlin Congress.19 In addition,
Russian success in redirecting the loyalties of Slav Orthodox
Christians towards St. Petersburg posed a serious threat to the
Rum patriarchate and Hellenism in general. In reflecting on
the subsequent clashes over these issues, some historians have
thus explained Albanian actions as manifestations of an
“awakened” sense of ethno-national identity.20 As a conse-
quence, these historians assumed that the Ottoman state and
Rum Church attempted to fortify collective loyalties at the
expense of possible Albanian national ambitions through the
establishment of schools.21

A potentially controversial but helpful way of under-
standing this process of “making Albanians into Ottomans
(and Greek Christians),” to borrow from Eugene Weber, is to
put it into the larger context of European colonization. De-
spite the reluctance of most Ottoman scholars to recognize
this parallel to European colonialism, a recent study clearly
demonstrates that the same notions of cultural superiority
and, more importantly, the ambitions to centralize power
found in France and Britain also informed Ottoman re-
forms.22 Much like their colonial counterparts elsewhere, Rum
Church and Ottoman state schools were meant to monitor,
supervise, and manipulate local populations that had been
previously neglected by Istanbul. It is by appreciating the
colonizing ambitions of Istanbul that this study can provide
greater insight into the tensions of empire throughout the
period. What makes the case particularly important is that
Istanbul appears to have reacted to events on the ground in
equal measure to its attempts to dictate policy.

The Rum Church and sultan’s fears of Russian “penetra-
tion” into the region are particularly emblematic of the reac-
tionary dynamic taking place after 1878 throughout the world.
Russian-financed Orthodox seminaries and churches emerged
throughout the region after 1878, creating what one scholar
has characterized as a “spirit of competition” between rival
imperial powers seeking to win the minds of locals.23 Such
factors ultimately forced the Rum Church, and later Sultan
Abdülhamid II’s regime, to dedicate resources to “reform”
the region’s educational system out of fear of “losing” large
numbers of what were assumed to be vital components to
Istanbul’s dwindling capacity to reign in the Balkans.24 In the
end, little could be done to directly resist Russian pan-Slavic
efforts to gain a foothold in the region at the expense of both
the Porte and Rum Church.25 On the other hand, institutions
that were not protected by capitulation treaties, such as
schools funded by the Albanian diaspora, American and Brit-
ish missionaries, or private Italian interest groups, were ac-

tively targeted.26

In one case reported in the Manastir vilayet in 1905 by
Ottoman authorities, villagers in Bihiliste began sending stu-
dents to a recently opened school operated by an unidentified
Protestant group. In response, the local Metropolitan in
Görice threatened to excommunicate the Vlach and Albanian
families of Bihiliste who sent their children to the school de-
spite the fact that no alternative Orthodox school existed in
the area.27

In another case, Rum Church tactics in regard to the Ital-
ian-funded “scuola professionalla,” which opened in June of
1902 in the town of Yanya offers an even clearer example of
the Church’s fight to eradicate “incursions” on its ever-
shrinking theological, political, and cultural sphere of influ-
ence. As the French consul based in Yanya reports, more than
sixty local students, fifteen of whom were Muslim Albanians,
studied masonry and watch-making from Italian craftsmen
sent from Italy. In response, representatives of the Yanya
Metropolitan, as well as the inspector-general of the Greek
consulate in Yanya, M. Gennadis, threatened the excommuni-
cation of those families who had children attending classes.28

In a campaign that was clearly coordinated between the Greek
state and local Church officials, threats of violence were
printed in local and Athens-based newspapers; in some arti-
cles the threats were even directed towards school staff and
the Italian consul.29

While it would be wrong to suggest that there was an air-
tight alliance between the patriarchate and Greece, the ap-
pearance of such a close relationship in the joint efforts to
close down the Italian trade school carried a great deal of
political weight in the region. For one reason, it instilled a
perception of political ascendancy that was important in the
Church’s relationship with the local population during the
1870s and 1880s. As will be demonstrated below, it was often
through Church and Greek state officials that local Albanians
issued complaints, sought patronage, and educated their chil-
dren. For many, therefore, the Ottoman state, at least until the
late 1880s, had at best a distant claim to authority among the
region’s Muslim and Christian population of the region.30

What some characterized as “Greek” ascendancy would
inspire accusations from the Ottoman Muslim opposition
against the Sultan. In July of 1909, the most influential Young
Turk newspaper (Tanın), for example, exposed the discrepancy
between the number of Greek-language schools in operation
(supposedly inculcating Greek nationalism) and Ottoman-
funded schools. The editorial reported that at both the pri-
mary (Iptidai) and intermediate levels (Rüshdi), Greek-language
schools outnumbered Ottoman state schools 663 to 135.31

Tanın argued that the Rum leadership had successfully con-
vinced the Ottoman state to concede the right to educate the
region’s Orthodox children to the Rum Church, despite the
apparent contradiction with Ottoman attempts to instill
greater loyalty to the sultan and Ottomanism.32 On these
grounds, Tanın accused the Abdülhamid regime of ultimately
allowing the marriage between the Orthodox Church’s claim
to a monopoly on the spiritual education of the Rum millet
and the Greek nationalist claim of megale idea to gain leverage
inside Ottoman territories. Not only were these accusations
themselves revealing, but the fact that the Young Turk regime
put so much weight into the threats posed by the “Greek”
schools is also suggestive of its own efforts to address the
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question of the survival of the Ottoman state through educa-
tional reforms.33

Hijacking “Education” to Resist Church and State Hegemony
How the institutional alliances discussed above translated

on the ground as far as Albanian speakers were concerned is
also instructive. For locals who we may assume resented
“Greek” incursions (initially at least) the large discrepancy in
the number of Rum Church institutions and Ottoman state-
funded schools did not necessarily prove to be of central
concern. In fact, the large-scale construction of schools tak-
ing place in the region after 1870 may be seen partially as a
product of locals lobbying Istanbul, Athens, and the outside
world for them. As I will demonstrate below, the discrepancy
in school construction noted in Tanın goes a long way toward
explaining the dynamics of local politics and offers a good
chance to counter previous scholarship, which has tied far too
much significance to the “ethno-religious” foundations of
those institutions.34 In other words, rather than thinking of
the hundreds of schools built during the period as exclusive
products of state or Church ambitions, we can interpret this
productivity as a partial result of the manipulation of shifting
ideological and political currents by locals.

We can gauge this by recalling the impact the Berlin
Congress had on perceptions among Ottoman policymakers.
It became clear to a number of well-established Albanian-
speaking members of the Ottoman elite that imperial frag-
mentation and political intrigue in Istanbul had serious conse-
quences for their home areas in the southern Balkans.35 As
often noted, these elite responded with a series of demands
made of the Porte. Initially, however, schools were not seen as
a political or cultural end in themselves and were excluded
from these demands.36 It is instructive, therefore, that schools
would eventually become an important part of future local
demands, a reflection of the evolving nature of regional po-
litical and economic structures, and, perhaps more impor-
tantly, the shifting parameters of the debate in Istanbul. In
other words, the more education became an issue of interest
to the state, the more locals came to adopt the theme, ulti-
mately soliciting state funds to construct schools in their
communities as they searched for greater local power.37 Sig-
nificantly, rather than demanding the construction of “Alba-
nian schools,” something to which both the patriarchate and
the Porte were adamantly opposed, local Albanian speakers
actively lobbied first for Orthodox, and subsequently for Ot-
toman state schools. That is to say, the locals clearly under-
stood their limitations and worked within the confines of the
current rhetoric for educational reform in order to solicit in-
stitutional funding.

As noted above, the clear discrepancy in power on the
ground in the 1870s and early 1880s resulted in an initial pe-
riod in which the Rum Church was ascendant in the region.
An early report from the French consul, for instance, suggests
that the Ottoman state was all but invisible in the Yanya re-
gion in the early 1880s. This was most apparent in the number
of schools built in the area, of which 665 “Greek” schools
were teaching 23,368 students in 1882, while there were but a
few Ottoman counterparts.38 To explain the political conse-
quences of this discrepancy requires a better appreciation for
how locals interpreted it, and perhaps ties in the lack of inter-
est in Ottoman schools to a local perception that Rum Church
and Greek schools better suited their interests.

What is key to understanding why Albanian speakers ini-
tially sent their children to “Greek” schools and actively lob-
bied for their construction is that, in the end, these schools
could not effectively manufacture loyal “Greek” Orthodox
subjects as intended. Instead, these institutions appear to have
provided the social context and networks that were instru-
mental to the development of a number of future Albanian
nationalists and, more immediately, to have provided access to
circles of power in the region otherwise closed off to locals.
The most famous example was the Zosama school in Yanya,
which attracted Albanian-speaking students from all over the
Balkans.39 Many of the Albanian-speaking elite who have
historically been portrayed as the force behind the Albanian
national consciousness, such as the Frashëri brothers, Ismail
Kemal Bey, Daut Boriçi, Hodo Sokoli, and Jusuf Tabaku,
attended this Greek state-funded high school. This is signifi-
cant on two fronts. First, a large number of Muslim students
voluntarily attended a decidedly Orthodox school at a time
when growing fears of Orthodox ascendancy circulated
throughout the empire. Second, the school’s stated goal was
to halt the development of the Albanian written language,
which was beginning to appear in Greek-lettered newspapers
and illegal textbooks.40 Despite this agenda, it was precisely
out of Zosama that some of the late Ottoman period’s most
prominent Albanian national heroes—Sami Frashëri (Sem-
saddin Sami) and Ismail Kemal Bey—graduated.41 To explain
this paradox, a far greater appreciation of the local context
and the motivations of the region’s inhabitants, and not
merely Hamidian or Church ambitions, is necessary.

Interestingly, by the late 1880s there is a clear shift in per-
ceptions about the Ottoman school as Istanbul actively
sought to establish a foothold in the region by engaging local
interests. This can be observed first in the number of schools
built in the region and, more importantly, in which communi-
ties. If we compare the situation in Yanya as reported by the
French consul in 1882 with the Tanın report of 1909, in
twenty years the Ottoman state built more than 130 state
schools in the Yanya region. While many would explain this
by exclusively citing imperial ambitions to indoctrinate the
population, I would suggest locals played a leading role in the
process by initiating a reaction from Istanbul as opposed to
being passive targets of Ottoman reform.

This is apparent in the active lobbying by locals of the
Ottoman state to build schools in their villages. It appears that
locals manipulated the pseudo-nationalist fears expressed by
Ottoman reformers who saw “Greek” hegemony in the nu

-

merical discrepancy of schools in their areas. The Ottoman
school, as articulated by local demands, was to serve as an
impediment to “Greek” expansionism. Among the many
means of attracting Istanbul’s attention was the evocation of
Islam, a particularly effective method of soliciting state
money for the construction of schools in a given village.42

While there is evidence of an assertive Islamization policy in
operation in such “mixed” regions as Manastir and Yanya,
there is another way to interpret Istanbul’s heightened atten-
tion to the plight of its Muslim subjects. A documented at-
tempt by local ulama soliciting Ottoman protection from
“abusive Christian outsiders” in Manastir, for instance, could
be read as an example of how locals understood their op-
portunities and activated current themes of imperial concern
to maximize state attention and funding.
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The chief of the ulama in the Manastir and Prizren dis-
tricts, Abdül Halim wrote a letter that local Muslims needed
immediate state assistance to help thwart “growing Christian
influence” in the area. Using language that stressed their loy
alty to the sultan, in particular by reiterating Abdülhamid’s
claims to be the “Caliph of all Muslims,” the local ulama
clearly knew which rhetorical terms would resonate loudest in
Istanbul. The end result was state money for the construction
of new religious schools in these areas and large stipends for
Abdül Halim.43

This explicit and successful use of Ottoman state rheto-
ric to lobby officials in order to fund schools was not re-
stricted to Muslims. A joint “Latin and Orthodox” commis-
sion set up in April of 1893, also in Manastir, sought
assistance from the Ottoman state in order to construct vil-
lage schools that would operate free of Greek state or Rum
patriarchate influence. In order to balance the power of the
patriarch, this search for Ottoman state money in the 1890s
suggests a shift in perceptions among locals that had serious
consequences for the Rum Patriarch. As locals came to realize
that the Porte’s articulated concerns about loyalty to the Ot-
toman project could result in the funding of local projects if
promoted in the right language, local Christians and Muslims
redirected their lobbying energies to keep the Rum Church
institutions at arm’s length.44

Locals in search of autonomy often used similar tactics in
soliciting European support for the construction and mainte-
nance of locally run schools. In September of 1903, the re-
quest for 150 Napoleons a year by a Draç (Durres/Durrazio)
Orthodox school’s administration is indicative of such efforts
to lobby outside powers.45 In sum, these local (Albanian-
speaking) Orthodox Christians solicited French (Catholic)
assistance in order to maintain a school that would operate
free of Rum Church interference. Interestingly, the priests
who signed the request promised their French interlocutor
that they would teach students attending the school in the
French language, a strategy that revealed an appreciation for
French desires to gain a cultural foothold in what was an
Austrian sphere of influence in the Balkans.

We see such manipulation of imperial concerns in a
number of other examples, including the case of Hussain Bey
Dima, brother of Abbedine Pasha, a former foreign minister.
Through his family’s Istanbul connections, Dima proved ca-
pable of securing funds to build a number of schools in vil-
lages surrounding his base of Preveza. What is curious about
this case is that Dima actively solicited funds from both the
Church and the Ottoman state over a period of twenty years.
In the beginning, he sought funds to build Orthodox-run
schools that would be operated by local Orthodox clergy. By
the 1890s, however, as the Porte began to dedicate more
funds to building its own schools, the same opportunities
noted above enabled Dima, a Muslim, to use Ottoman state
fears of losing its Muslim subjects to Hellenism. Dima began
to solicit funding to build those Ottoman schools envisioned
by the Porte, often side by side with the “Greek” schools he
had built a decade earlier.46 What Dima’s case best highlights
are the shifting political fortunes of the Porte in the region
and the capacity of locals to lobby Istanbul for, in Dima’s
case, an extensive investment of state funds to a region that
had been previously neglected.

The Dima example also suggests, however, that we are

not necessarily talking about a single “Albanian” effort to
resist the cultural hegemony of two colonizing entities.
Rather, the cases noted above are better understood as exam-
ples of local Albanian speakers seeking to develop their re-
gions in ways that assured economic and political autonomy,
while satisfying personal ambitions. This is key to appreciating
the role educational reforms played in the region and perhaps
throughout the colonized world. Simply put, reform in the
Balkans frequently reflected the influence of particular com-
munities who lobbied for state money to be spent in their
districts at the expense of others. How this translates in the
Balkans is clear when we compare the rate of state activity in
the regions under this study to that in the vilayets of Kosova
and Iskodra.

State financed schools appeared in disproportionate
numbers throughout Manastir and Yanya beginning in the
1880s, reflecting the greater influence that southern Albanians
had in Istanbul in comparison to Albanian speakers further
north.47 As noted earlier, over 130 government schools were
built in Yanya by 1908. In Kosova, on the other hand, there
were only seven Ottoman state-funded primary schools built
in all of the Prishtina Sancak by the turn of the century.48

Throughout the Northern regions, in fact, schools were pri-
marily built in administrative centers as opposed to in villages,
despite the clear importance the region had for Ottoman
hopes in maintaining a presence in the Balkans. In Manastir
and Yanya, on the other hand, schools were built in a large
number of villages, replacing traditional madrasas as the prin-
cipal rural site for education. My explanation for this discrep-
ancy is that while Istanbul feared the expansion of nationalist
sentiments in Kosova and Iskodra, the south received a ma-
jority of Ottoman state development money largely because
of those who lobbied the state. In a report from the interior
ministry in 1880, for example, it is noted that the Bucharest
and Sofia based newspapers Shqiptari and Drita were agitating
local Albanians in the south to resist the educational hegem-
ony of local “Greeks” by lobbying Ottoman officials for the
construction of Ottoman schools in their villages.49 The audi-
ence of these papers was exclusively southern Albanian
speakers based in Istanbul and in the region’s main towns,
suggesting a clear recognition of the collective lobbying
power of this geographically situated interest group.

The educational “reforms” demanded by some Albanian
speakers, therefore, must be considered a partial reflection of
the political currents circulating in Istanbul at the time.50

Again, by the 1880s, there was an appetite for reform in Is-
tanbul, and money was readily available to those who knew
how to access it. Because southern Albanian speakers were
very much a part of Istanbul’s power circles, their growing
manipulation of Ottoman state concerns resulted in the rapid
construction of schools in their home areas. This capacity to
divert large amounts of state funds to their home districts
created, in the end, a political (and economic) dynamic that
greatly affected how reform throughout the empire would be
implemented during the period and would have a tremendous
impact on how the post-Ottoman Balkans would develop.
That said, it was not only through the physical construction of
schools that locals were able to balance the colonial ambitions
of the Rum patriarch and Ottoman state. Albanian-speaking
Christians also demonstrated an ability to become integral
parts of the Orthodox and imperial educational system in
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ways that often thwarted Istanbul’s colonialist goals.
Infiltrating the Colonial School

Observers have suggested that the driving force behind
the boom in the construction of Orthodox schools of the
period was the quest to eradicate Albanian sensibilities.51

Armed with the power to excommunicate prominent locals
who did not comply with Orthodox policies and with the
Ottoman military at its disposal, the various metropolitans of
the region engaged in what one visitor described as a “politics
of occupation.”52 Despite the impressions of outsiders who
expressed surprise over the lack of a violent resistance, many
among the local population did not acquiesce to this form of
cultural colonialism. Rather, as is often the case in such situa-
tions, locals adapted to and used the very institutions meant
to eliminate their respective localisms in ways that maximized
their resistance to Rum (and Ottoman Turkish) hegemony.

Looking at how this adaptation took place in the opera-
tion of schools, therefore, may prove helpful in illuminating
this point. It was often the case, for instance, that after the
construction of a school, the Rum Church appointed a local
trained in Greece to teach the local students.53 In fact, the use
of locals trained in the “metropole” was a common tactic
practiced by colonial powers everywhere at the time. Indeed,
the Ottoman state adopted similar strategies by establishing
military, medical, and professional academies in Istanbul and
other major cities.54

Ironically, these tactics of using locals to help indoctri-
nate the indigenous population often provided a prime vehicle
to the resistance of state and church hegemony. It can be
observed that despite Rum Church and Greek consular ef-
forts, many of the instructors who taught in the “Greek”
schools of the region were advocates for communal “rights”
that contradicted Church claims of Greek cultural superiority.
An early example is the case of Koto Hoxhi (1824-1895), a
teacher at the Greek state-funded teachers college in Qestorat
near Ergiri (Gjirokaster). While the teachers’ college was
meant to build a cadre of like-minded “Greek” Orthodox
teachers, Hoxhi secretly taught the Albanian language and
history to his students, among whom were the important fu-
ture activists Paneli Sotiri and Petro Nini Luarasi. Ultimately,
the metropolitan of Ergiri excommunicated Hoxhi, but his
ability to conduct such classes for several years demonstrates
the educational limitations in performing the intended colo-
nizing duties.55

One can partially explain the failure to indoctrinate the
region’s Orthodox population by the fact that there had de-
veloped a veritable network of like-minded individuals in-
volved in educating local children. While it is impossible to
discuss the socio-cultural dynamic of this network further in
this paper, the active participation of large segments of the
community in this process of defying the Rum Church in its
Hellenization program is frequently noted in archives. In ad-
dition, parents felt confident that their children would receive
both a superior education by attending R u m Orthodox
schools while gaining access to important circles of power.56

In time, the Ottoman state, with the help of local repre-
sentatives, recognized this dynamic and actively sought to
improve the drawing power of its own institutions by in-
creasing the inducements for those who attended their
schools.57 Lake Ohrid native Ibrahim Temo, for example, one

of the four founders of the anti-Hamidian Committee for
Union and Progress (CUP), became a student at the Imperial
Medical School in Istanbul as Istanbul actively recruited
promising students like Temo away from “Greek” or “Italian”
alternatives.58 Ironically, these schools provided the social
environment for many future Albanian nationalists to meet
and organize as well as the ideal forum for the creation of the
Anti-Hamidian CUP itself, demonstrating in a dramatic way
the failure of these institutions to instill loyalty in their stu-
dents.

There are important sociological factors involved in this
dynamic. The fact that education became increasingly impor-
tant in the eyes of locals probably increased the necessity (or
perhaps the hopes) to engage locals in the process of incul-
cating Church or state values.59 The marked rise in students
being sent to schools, however, also empowered local agita-
tors who were eager to more openly resist the colonial poli-
cies of Istanbul. Moreover, it enabled locals to capitalize on
this rising interest in education. In the case of Rum schools,
not only did that mean that more Albanian-speaking students
would infiltrate the teaching cadre educated by the Greek
state, but it also meant that more Albanian speakers became
members of the Orthodox clergy. Papa Kristo Negovani, a
priest who received his secondary education in Athens on a
Greek state scholarship, is a good example of the conse-
quences of this demographic influx.

What Negovani’s generation of agitators did was change
the fundamental content of the “Greek” schools and create a
new political site in which the cultural wars of the Ottoman
Empire could be fought. More specifically, Negovani repre-
sented an important vanguard in efforts to institutionalize the
Albanian language by secretly teaching it in Church-financed
schools. Eventually, Negovani attracted thousands of sup-
porters, leading him to openly preach the liturgy in Albanian,
an act of defiance against Church propaganda that at once
disturbed claims of Greek cultural superiority as well as insti-
gated a harsh campaign against these Albanian-speaking
clergy.

Negovani’s actions caused institutional responses that ul-
timately intensified the contradictions facing the Church and
its imperial patron. In the end, Papa Kristo Negovani was
murdered for his acts of defiance to the explicit orders of the
metropolitan of Kastoria, Karavangjelis, concerning the use
of Albanian during mass.60 The subsequent list of southern
Orthodox and Muslim Albanian intellectuals persecuted and
murdered by the Rum Church during this heightened period
of tension is a long one. Petro Nini Luarasi, Gjerasim Qiriazi,
Nuçi Naço, Baba Duda Karbunara, Hamdi Ohri, Said Hoxha,
Balil Tahiri, and Sotir Ollani all taught Albanian nationalist
values or preached against Hellenism at Rum or Ottoman
institutions. These men represented what could be called a
southern movement that challenged the culturally hegemonic
forces of Istanbul from the inside, ultimately leading to their
persecution by both sovereign entities.61 Ironically, such per-
secution may have been the underlying force for inspiring
future acts of resistance by a population not initially inclined
to confront the state and Church.
The Albanian School

While most of the Albanian-speaking population contin-
ued to operate from within the institutional dynamics in Is-
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tanbul, a small minority believed that the Berlin Congress
signaled the opportunity to move beyond the clandestine use
of Albanian. In 1885, with the assistance of influential mem-
bers of the southern Albanian elite in Istanbul and Bucharest,
local Albanian Christians in Görice (Korçë) founded the first
Albanian school for boys. According to Faik Konitza, just as
southern lobbying helped secure funds for the construction
of Ottoman and patriarch schools in the region, Sami
Frashëri’s active pressure in Istanbul helped secure the neces-
sary permits for the project.62 The school’s first director was
Pandeli Sotiri, who had been a student of Koto Hoxhi in the
Greek teachers college in Qestorat and the editor of the first
Albanian language newspaper of the Ottoman Empire, D i-
turia. In the first two years, the school would prove a success.
As many as 200 local boys attended the school, suggesting to
this small group of activists that there was a future for Alba-
nian-language schools. In response to the initial success of the
Korçë school, Petro Nini Luarasi, Sotiri’s fellow student in
Qestorat, raised money and helped establish Albanian schools
in a number of villages nearby.63 An elaborate educational
infrastructure slowly developed to accommodate the material
needs of these schools. Textbooks prepared by the Istanbul-
based Society for the Publication of Albanian Writing (Shoqëri
e të shtypuri shkronja shqip), directed by Sami Frashëri and pub-
lished by the Bucharest group, Drita, were reportedly used by
all these schools.

In response, Church authorities issued their usual threats
of excommunication. At the same time, despite active support
from the Mutasarrif of the city, native Albanian speaker Mah-
mud Pasha Elbasani, Rum officials successfully convinced
Ottoman officials to intervene, ultimately resulting in the bar-
ring of Muslims from attending classes in 1887. Over time,
the effects of Rum Church lobbying of the state left the
school with little formal protection in Istanbul, resulting in
the forced exile of Sotiri by the end of 1887.

Despite this fierce campaign, the school continued to op-
erate, perhaps a sign of the level of influence supporters of
the school in Istanbul had. Nevertheless, after Petro Nini
Luarasi replaced Sotiri as director, the school had difficulty in
attracting students. Eventually, the metropolitan of Kastoria,
Philaretos, successfully forced Luarasi out of the region as
well, charging him with supporting “free masonry and Pro-
testantism” as well as teaching “a language that does not ex-
ist.” In labeling Luarasi and others associated with the school
an “enemy of the faith,” a large-scale program of excommu

-

nicating Albanian Orthodox Christians involved in the school
started in earnest.64 While these attacks were effective, the
Church’s belligerence alone cannot account for the eventual
failure of these schools.65 Ultimately, locals found no clear
advantage in sending children to an Albanian school that in-
cited so much ire, and in all likelihood, opened few, if any,
doors within the hierarchies of imperial power for those who
graduated.66

The perceptions of what were the limitations for locals
to engage in an open confrontation with the powerful entities
in Istanbul suggest a great deal about the nature of late Ot-
toman politics. Rather than supporting the project of Alba-
nian-language schools, most locals recognized the importance
of remaining firmly entrenched in an imperial system that was
not necessarily seen as doomed to failure. Thus, by 1898 most
advocates of Albanian education based in the south recog-

nized that there were few means of pressuring Istanbul for
Albanian schools. In a revealing telegram sent to the Porte,
advocates conceded the central role of the Ottoman state by
demanding that Albanian be taught within the curriculum of
those Ottoman state schools already built in Albanian territo-
ries.67 This is a telling indicator of the limits of local agency
and the parameters in which locals of empire could operate. It
was clear to many that as long as Albanian speakers operated
within the rhetorical confines articulated by Istanbul, there
was room to maneuver. Once a community or individual
drifted beyond those parameters, however, they were faced
with the repressive powers of the institutions of state and
church.68

Conclusion
The story of these short-lived Albanian schools, glorified

by Albanian historians as emblematic of an emerging Alba-
nian national identity, clearly outlines the cultural wars that
were taking place within Ottoman society. More importantly,
however, the failure of these schools suggests that this par-
ticular anticolonial struggle was most effective when con-
ducted from within the very institutions of the colonializing
entities. In this sense, historians who have focused on the few
Albanian schools erected in the period have missed the central
animating force of the period.69 Locals understood the repres-
sive capacities of the Ottoman state and the Rum patriarch,
and they countered Istanbul’s centralizing ambitions by infil-
trating the very institutions erected to “educate” them. In
sum, the underlying goals of both state and church officials,
along with like-minded “Albanian modernists” who advo
cated Albanian schools were largely unrealizable in the late
imperial context.

More generally, the very confines of empire as deter-
mined by the institutions assumed by modern theories of
state to best inculcate loyalty, shaped the extent to which sus-
picion towards Albanian speakers articulated policy in Istan-
bul. Albanian speakers in the south quickly learned the pa-
rameters of this new imperial matrix and with the exception
of a few overly ambitious dreamers, practiced an effective
policy of lobbying for schools from within the confines of
the imperial order. The central lesson to be drawn from this
story, therefore, is that practical limits to creating a “national”
or “imperial” identity set by the empire or local agitators
shaped the very values of both the local population and Is-
tanbul.

This article has suggested our focus should be one that
questions both the functionalist assumptions about the role
schools play in creating political loyalties and anachronistic
notions of a unified, monolithic “Albanian” national ethos.
The question that this subject begs, therefore, is how regional
tensions articulated themselves in institutions that often
sought to sustain local differences. We must in the future ex-
plore the relations between the institutionalization of cultural
expressions and the manifestation of local aspirations in the
end of the nineteenth century while avoiding the automatic
assertion of ethno-national significance to those acts. Upon
taking such precautions, a study of this kind should pose a
number of new questions that have comparative value to
those who are studying other parts of the colonized world in
the early period of modernity. This study may also help to
conceptualize a different path of analysis that actively engages
local actors, an approach as of yet-neglected in Ottoman
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studies.
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