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Context

The document addressed here is an unsigned memorandum (layiha) from June 18,
1858, concerning the establishment of a press bureau in the Ottoman Empire." Submit-
ted through the Translation Office of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, this memoran-
dum explains the rationale behind having a press bureau to inspect domestic and
foreign newspapers alike and provides a preliminary framework for the bureau’s
functions. The document underlines the emergence of modern censorship before the
Hamidian Era (1876-1908), suggesting that these practices emerged as methods of
diplomatic image-making instead of as a response to growing domestic needs. This
document, in this sense, offers new insights into the historiography of Ottoman cen-
sorship, thereby situating the memorandum’s analysis within broader discussions
about the history of the Ottoman press.

Although debates surrounding the Ottoman press usually focused on Turkish-
language publications after the 1860s, the Sublime Porte was known to engage with fo-
reign newspapers as early as the eighteenth century.” While the earliest recorded
instance of press censorship dates back to 1831, censorship practices took a more struc-
tured form after the promulgation of the Printing Regulation in 1857.> However, no
institutional body existed to regularly monitor and regulate the activities of domestic
or foreign press. The anonymous memorandum in question addresses this absence a
year later, elaborating on how the government should address the issue based on the
existing examples from Europe. Originally composed in French and translated by the
Translation Office for submission to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the document
discusses plausible reasons and potential principles for establishing a press bureau,
offering insights into how the Sublime Porte recognizes the press as a political

instrument.

! BOA. [The State Archives of the Republic of Turkey] HR.TO. 429/37. 18 June 1858.

For a more detailed discussion, see Fatma Zehra Beyaz, ““Gazete Ta‘bir Olunur Havadis
Kagitlari...”: Osmanli Siyasetinde Siyasi Bilgi ve Istihbarat Kaynagi Olarak Yabanci Gazeteler
(1720-1789).” Divan Disiplinlerarast Calismalar Dergisi 27, no. 53 (2022): 33-91.

BOA. HAT. 1130/45049, 29 ZT'l-hicce 1246 [10 June 1831].
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The memorandum begins by noting how European governments monitored and
intervened in their domestic press through their press agencies. Indeed, this had been
a trend across Europe for the last decade, especially after the 1848 revolutions. Even
though many post-revolutionary European governments had seemingly abolished cen-
sorship, they adopted more indirect measures to influence the public sphere, including
establishing institutions to cultivate relationships with the newspapers and subsidizing
their activities.* The memorandum also mentions this goal, emphasizing that
European governments owned or subsidized newspapers that supported favorable po-
licies and advocated for their interests. In comparison, the memorandum explains how
the Sublime Porte has failed to establish a uniform regime to manage newspapers,
resulting in grave political difficulties (politikaca bir miiskilat-1 ‘azime), such as many
newspapers publishing news against the government or its allies, or foreign journalists
being left without guidance.

The memorandum then outlines the administrative purview of the proposed
bureau, placing its jurisdiction under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The author pro-
poses that the bureau should include five officials: two for drafting documents and
three for translating newspaper content, all of whom the government can entrust with
these responsibilities. The author proposes that the institution be responsible for
supervising domestic and foreign newspapers, as well as inspecting printing houses in
Istanbul and examining books and any printed material produced in the Ottoman
domain or procured from abroad. Later, the author explicitly states that this institution
shall work under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to prevent any harm to “the state’s
honor and interests” (devletii namus u mendfi ine). The choice of this ministry is no
coincidence: supervising domestic newspapers that were predominantly non-Turkish
at the time, coupled with monitoring the foreign press, required multilingual officials,

who were readily available only at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Since the signi-

Christopher Clark provides the Prussian and French agencies, Zentralstelle fiir Presse-
angelegenheiten [General Agency for Press Affairs] and Direction générale de la Librairie [General
Directorate for Publications], that worked to establish a relationship between the state and the
press. Christopher Clark, “After 1848: The European Revolution in Government,” Transactions of
the Royal Historical Society 22 (2012): 193.
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ficance of the Translation Office also increased during the 1850s, it was not surprising
that the establishment of many prominent bureaus was directly or indirectly related to
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

The document also describes the methods this proposed press bureau would use
to supervise journalistic activities, offering an insight into how the Ottoman govern-
ment understood the press as an instrument. The memorandum notes the bureau’s re-
sponsibilities for the domestic press as supervising newspapers and enforcing the
publication of articles written by the government. The author notes that the principles
of its supervision should “align with the sultanate’s interests and desires” (gazeteleri
saltanat-i seniyyenifi menafi‘ vii arzusina muvafik). The author also specifies how the
proposed bureau should interact with the foreign press: The memorandum proposes
that the officials should translate newspapers coming from Marseille and Trieste by sea
and from the Habsburg Empire by land, prepare and send official dispatches to
important newspapers about significant events, and cultivate personal relationships
with European correspondents in Istanbul to facilitate the dissemination of these
letters and dispatches.

The memorandum’s points about engagements with the foreign press stand out
in particular, as it implies the Sublime Porte’s anxiety about its perception in Europe.
Since the Treaty of Paris in 1856 recognized the Ottoman Empire as a European state,
the Sublime Porte had become increasingly attentive to its representation in European
public and political spheres.® The foreign press assumed a dual role within this
changing context: on the one hand, its systematic monitoring provided the Sublime
Porte with knowledge of European attitudes towards the empire; on the other, it
constituted a space in which the Ottoman government could actively construct and
contest its image. Therefore, the memorandum’s emphasis on supervising foreign

newspapers reflected an awareness of information management that extended beyond

Carter V. Findley, Bureaucratic Reform in the Ottoman Empire: The Sublime Porte, 1789-1922
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), 186.

Stikrii Hanioglu, A Brief History of the Late Ottoman Empire (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2008), 85.
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internal regulation. Along with the author’s choice of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as
the main institution for the censorship of printed materials, outlining the methods of
manipulating the foreign press further demonstrates that Ottoman engagement with
the press was based primarily on preserving the empire’s diplomatic reputation, rather
than addressing its domestic issues.

The memorandum later led to the establishment of the Press Bureau in 1859, with
regulations (closely) resembling those outlined in the.” While the mainstream
literature dates this office’s establishment to 1862, this document exposes the chro-
nology error and further demonstrates that press censorship in the Ottoman Empire
became institutionalized much earlier.® The memorandum, in conclusion, provides
valuable insights into the emergence of institutionalized newspaper censorship in the
Ottoman Empire, opening new avenues for further research. The diplomatic nature of
newspaper censorship and its implications for the domestic press in the mid-
nineteenth century remain open to further discussion. Moreover, the earlier ad hoc
measures raise several questions regarding whether the Sublime Porte operated under
any specific principles while monitoring and intervening in journalism. Ultimately, the
memorandum reframes Ottoman press censorship as a pre-institutional yet already
conceptualized domain of governance, in which diplomatic concerns played an active
role in the institutionalization of the information management regime alongside

domestic issues.

Transcription
/| Hak-i pay-i ‘ali-cenab-1 sadaret-penahiye bir gazete kaleminin te 'sis u tertibine da'ir
bini sekiz yiiz elli sekiz senesi Haziramnifi on altisi tarthiyle miiverrahen bila-imza takdim

olunan bir kit ‘a layihanifi terciimesidir

7 BOA. HR.TO. 472/11. 14 February 1859.

Server lskit, Tiirkiye’de Matbuat Idareleri ve Politikalar1 (Ankara: Basvekalet Basin ve Yayin Umum
Midirlaga Yayinlari, 1943), 14; Roderic Davison, “How the Ottoman Government Adjusted to a
New Institution: The Newspaper Press,” in Ottoman Diplomacy and Reforms, ed. Sinan Kuneralp
(Istanbul: Isis Press, 1999), 367.
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// Ota-1

// Terctime-i Bab-1

/] ‘Ali

// Umiur-1 milliyye ve masalih-i ‘umumiyye-i diiveliyyece cereyan iden miibahasat u
miindza ‘atda Avrupa devletleri kendiilerine mahsus olan veya tarafdarlar: bulunan veya-
hud miinaza ‘un-fih olan maddenin menafi lerine muvafik suretde karar-pezir olmasi

// arzusunda olan gazeteler tarafindan iltizam u istishab olunmakdadirlar ve her
devletde politikaya da’ir diyar-1 ecnebiyyede tab‘ u nesr olunan gazetelerde miinderic
bulunan havadisata kesb-i vukuf u itla ‘ ile kendii tarafindan dah menafi -i

// mahsusasini miistelzim olan havadisati mezkur gazetelere tab‘ u temsil itmege
mahsus bir kalem otast mevcuddur boyle bir kalemini gerek kendi tizerine tekevviin iden
kiyl ii kalden devleti vikaye itmek ve gerek lede’l-hace diger

// bir devlet ‘aleyhinde nesr-i havadis itdirmek i¢iin menfa ‘at-i ‘azimesi der-kar iken
hentiz devlet-i ‘aliyye nezdinde te’sis ii ihdasina tesebbiis olunmamis ve saltanat-i
seniyyece boyle bir kalemifi bulunmamasinda der-kar olan

// mehazir ii muhatarat da’ima politikaca bir miiskilat-1 ‘azime zuhurina miisahede
olunmakdadir kendti gazeteleri dahi bir usul ve idare-i mahsusa tahtinda olmadigindan
layikiyla ifa-yr hidmet itmemekde ve ba ‘zen dahi

// kendiisiyle tarafdari bulunan devletler ‘aleyhine kiyam itmekde ve ecnebi gazeteci-
lerinden devlet-i ‘aliyye lehinde nesr-i havadis emelinde bulunanlar dahi kendii re 'ylerine
birakildigindan anlar dahi ekseriyya saltanat-i seniyyeye mazarratdan baska

// fa’ideyi miintic olmamakdadirlar bina'en-‘aleyh devlet-i ‘aliyyeye boyle bir kalemin
esedd-i liizimi der-kardir isbu kalem bes nefer me 'mirdan ya ‘ni gazetecilik fenninde
ma lamat-1 kafiyye ashabindan iki miisevvid ile Tiirkce

// ve Rumca ve Ermenice ve Fransizca ve Almanca ve Ingilizceye dsind ve oldukca
dirayetlii tic me 'murdan ve ctimlesi dahi miiddet-i medide denberii Bab-1 ‘Alinii ma ‘lam
u mu temedi bulunan zevatdan ‘ibaret olacakdir Der-sa ‘adetde

// bulunan basma-hane ve kitabcilarla ecnebi ve memleket gazetelerinifi nezareti ve tab
u nesr olunan ve haricden gelen kaffe-i kiitiib ii evrakifi teftis ti tahkiki hususlart mezkur

kalemiri veza 'if-i me ‘'muriyyetinden olacak ve bu kalem
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// bu makule umur hakkinda disturi’l-‘amel tutilacak nizamati bila-ifate-i vaktiyye
tertib u tanzim ile devlet-i ‘aliyyeye ‘arz idecekdir mezkur kalem memalik-i mahrisede
bulunan bi’l-ciimle gazeteleri saltanat-i seniyyeniii menafi ‘ vi arzusina

// muvafik ve siyak-i vahidde olarak bir usil-i idare tahtina vaz‘ eyleyecek ve mezkur
gazetelere saltanat-1 seniyyeye ‘a’id kaffe-i mesa’il lizerine muhtasar ve mukayyed ba z-1
bendler tahrir itdirecekdir ve Marsilya ve Triyesteden

// ve Avusturya postastyla tevariid iden Avrupa dJazetelerini viikela-y: saltanat-i
seniyyenin miitala ‘asi i¢ctin hulasa idecek ve her posta Paris ve Londra ve Viyana ve Berlin
ve Briikselde mevcud olan gazete-hanelere

// muhtasar mektublar gonderecek ve Frankfurt gazetesiyle Paris ve Londra ve Briikselde
¢itkan meghtr gazeteleriii beheri ictin vuku ‘at-1 mithimmeye da’ir hafiyyen ve mahstsen
mekatib irsal eyleyecekdir

// mekatibat-1 mezkurenifi saltanat-1 seniyyeniii tensib-i ‘alisi vechiyle tahrirat-i
resmiyye lizerine tertib Ui tanzim olunacagindan havi olacagi mevaddiii miitala ‘asina
herkes tarafindan ragbet olunacakdir bundan ma- ‘ada

// mezkur iki miisevvidin devlet-i ‘aliyyenifi miimkin mertebe biitiin Avrupaya i ‘lanini
arzu eyledigi havadisatiii Der-sa ‘adetde bulunan Avrupa gazete muhabirleri vasitalartyla
nesrini teshil i¢tin isbu muhabirler ile miinasebat-i

// zatiyyeleri olacakdir ve’l-hasil mezkur kalem saltanat-1 seniyyenin ihtiyacatina gore
tevsi® olunarak Fransizcaya ve politikaya da’ir mevadda vukif-1 kafiyye ashabindan
me ‘murlar yetisdirebilecekdir iste

// balada zikr ii beyan olundigi vechile saltanat-1 seniyye Avrupaca mendfi ‘ine ‘a’id kaffe-
i mesa'ilde gerek dahilen ve gerek haricen bir suret-i nafi‘a vii mukarrerede icra-y:
hareket eyleyecekdir mezkur kalem hicbir vaktde

// devletifi namis u mendfi ine halel gelmemek iciin Hariciyye Nezaret-i Celilesi taht-i
idaresinde bulunarak veza'if-i me 'muriyyetini nezaret-i musariin-ileyhamn emriyle ifa
idecek ve bu cihetle politika ve diplomatika

// ve bankaya ve temiiryolu ve ma ‘den ve zira ‘at ve san ‘at ve ticarete miite ‘allik tahaddtis
idecek mesa 'ilde mazhar olacaqu i tirazati def e veyahud bi’z-zat icra-yi i tiraza bir vasita

vii alet-i kaviyye olacakdir
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Translation

The translation of an anonymous memorandum presented to the esteemed Grand

Vizierate dated June 16, 1858, regarding the establishment of a press bureau:

Translation Office of the Sublime Porte
In the debates and disputes arising in national affairs and international general affairs,
European countries are upheld and advocated by newspapers belonging to them, or
supporting them, or desiring the subjects under dispute be resolved in line with their
interests; and in every state, there exists a bureau dedicated to understanding and re-
porting the news contained in the political newspapers published in foreign countries
and to have the news protecting their special interests published therein.

While its great benefit in protecting the state from rumors emerging about it and
in having the news against another state published if needed is apparent, its establish-
ment has not been attempted by the Sublime State, and the disadvantages and dangers
posed by its absence are continually observed to cause grave political difficulties. Even
their newspapers, not being under a procedure and special administration, fail to
perform their duties properly, and sometimes even act in opposition to states allying
with them, and foreign journalists wishing to publish news in favor of the Sublime
State, being left to their own judgment, mostly provide no benefit other than harming
the exalted sultanate. Therefore, the most pressing necessity of such a bureau to the
Sublime State is apparent.

This bureau shall consist of five officials, namely two drafters possessing
sufficient knowledge in the field of journalism and three astute officials well-acquain-
ted with Turkish, Greek, Armenian, French, German, and English, all of whom have
been known and trusted by the Sublime Porte for a long period. The supervision of
printing houses and booksellers in Istanbul, and of foreign and domestic newspapers,
and the inspection and examination of all books and papers published here or coming
from abroad, shall be among the duties of the aforementioned bureau; and this bureau
shall, without delay, draft and prepare regulations to serve as rules of practice for such

affairs, and present them to the Sublime State.
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The aforementioned bureau shall place all newspapers throughout the well-pro-
tected domains under a unified system of administration aligned with the exalted
sultanate’s interests and desires, have them write some concise and controlled articles
on all the matters concerning the exalted sultanate, prepare summaries of European
newspapers arriving via Marseille, Trieste, and through the Austrian post for the
perusal of the ministers of the exalted sultanate, send brief letters with every post to
newspaper offices in Paris, London, Vienna, Berlin and Brussels, and secretly and
specially dispatch correspondence regarding significant incidents to the Frankfurt
newspaper and to each of the prominent newspapers in Paris, London, and Brussels.
Since the aforementioned correspondence would be drafted and written on the official
correspondence with the supreme approval of the exalted sultanate, the subjects
comprised therein shall be perused later by everyone. Furthermore, to facilitate the
dissemination, through the correspondents of the European newspapers in Istanbul, of
the news that the Sublime State wishes to announce across Europe to the greatest
possible extent, the aforementioned two drafters shall cultivate personal relations with
these journalists.

In short, the aforementioned bureau shall be expanded in accordance with the
needs of the exalted sultanate and be able to train officials possessing sufficient know-
ledge in French and matters pertaining to politics. As said and explained above, the
exalted sultanate, in all matters pertaining to its interests in Europe, will act in a bene-
ficial and determined manner both internally and externally. The aforementioned
bureau, to prevent prejudicing the state’s honor and interests, will be placed under the
administration of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and fulfill its assigned duties upon its
orders; and thus, in matters of politics, diplomacy, banking, railways, mining, agri-
culture, industry, and commerce, it shall serve as a powerful means and instrument to

repel the opposition it may encounter or raise objections of its own.
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Facsimile 2:
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