
 
TOPIC 8: The Eastern Question 1815-1913 

Duration: 25 Periods  
Competency: The learner demonstrates an understanding of interests of major 
powers in the Balkans by analyzing the conflicts in Eastern Europe to appreciate 
how foreign interests can result in conflicts.  

 
 
 

 
Introduction  

The Eastern Question refers to the complex set of diplomatic, political, and 
military problems that arose in Europe due to the gradual decline and disintegration 
of the Ottoman Empire, especially in its European territories (the Balkans), 
between 1815 and 1913. It concerned how European powers would respond to the 
weakening of Ottoman authority and who would control its territories without 
upsetting the balance of power in Europe. 

Background to the Eastern Question 
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The concept of the Eastern Question became prominent after the Congress of 
Vienna (1815), which aimed to restore stability in Europe following the 
Napoleonic Wars. However, while Western Europe was stabilised, attention shifted 
to Eastern Europe where the Ottoman Empire was weakening. 
The Ottoman Empire had long been referred to as the “Sick Man of Europe” 
because of its administrative inefficiency, military weakness, and inability to 
control its vast territories. This decline created a power vacuum, especially in the 
Balkans, attracting the interest of major European powers. 
 

The Ottoman Empire 
The Ottoman Empire was a vast, multi-ethnic and multi-religious empire that 
existed from the late 13th century to the early 20th century.  
It was founded by Osman I around 1299 and was centered in modern-day Turkey. 
At its peak, the empire controlled large parts of Southeastern Europe (the Balkans), 
Western Asia (the Middle East), and North Africa. 
In historical understanding, the Ottoman Empire is viewed as one of the most 
powerful Islamic empires, which played a central role in European and world 
affairs for over six centuries. By the 19th century, however, it had begun to decline, 
leading to what historians refer to as the Eastern Question. 

 
Factors that Led to the Rise and Expansion of the Ottoman Empire 

The rise and expansion of the Ottoman Empire from a small frontier principality in 
Anatolia into a vast transcontinental empire was the result of a combination of 
favourable geographical conditions, strong leadership, military efficiency, 
economic strength, and adaptable administrative systems.  
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These factors should be understood as interacting forces that reinforced each other 
over time as explained below: 
1. Strategic Geographical Location 
The early Ottoman state was situated in north-western Anatolia, a region of 
immense strategic importance because it lay at the crossroads between Europe and 
Asia. This position enabled the Ottomans to launch expansion in two directions: 
westwards into the Balkans and eastwards into Asia Minor. Furthermore, the 
proximity to the weakening Byzantine Empire provided immediate opportunities 
for conquest. Control over key routes linking the Black Sea, Mediterranean Sea, 
and overland trade networks enhanced both military mobility and economic gain, 
thereby sustaining expansion. 
2. Weakness and Political Fragmentation of Neighbouring States 
The success of the Ottomans was greatly facilitated by the decline of surrounding 
powers. The Byzantine Empire was already weakened by internal conflicts, 
economic decline, and external invasions, while the Seljuk Turks had disintegrated 
into small, rival states.  
In the Balkans, kingdoms such as Serbia and Bulgaria were divided and often 
engaged in conflicts among themselves. This lack of unity made it easier for early 
Ottoman leaders like Osman I to conquer territory gradually without facing strong, 
coordinated resistance. 
3. Strong, Visionary and Consistent Leadership 
The early Ottoman rulers provided dynamic and purposeful leadership, which was 
crucial in state formation and expansion. Osman I laid the foundation of the state, 
while successors such as Orhan and Murad I consolidated and extended it into 
Europe. The reign of Mehmed II marked a turning point with the conquest of 
Constantinople in 1453, transforming the Ottomans into a major imperial power.  
Later, under Suleiman the Magnificent, the empire reached its peak in territorial 
size, administrative efficiency, and legal organization. Such continuity in strong 
leadership ensured stability and sustained expansion. 
4. Superior Military Organization and Use of Technology 
The Ottoman military was highly organized, disciplined, and innovative.  
The establishment of the Janissary corps, an elite infantry trained from a young age 
and loyal directly to the Sultan, gave the empire a professional standing army. In 
addition, the Ottomans were among the earliest to effectively use gunpowder 
weapons, including cannons and firearms, which gave them a decisive advantage 
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over their enemies. Their military efficiency enabled them not only to conquer 
territories but also to defend and retain them. 
5. Religious Zeal and the Spirit of Jihad 
Religion played a significant role in motivating Ottoman expansion. The concept 
of Jihad (holy war) encouraged Muslim warriors to expand into non-Muslim 
territories, particularly in Christian Europe. This religious motivation strengthened 
unity among Ottoman forces and justified their expansionist policies. It also 
attracted fighters and support from other Muslim groups, thereby reinforcing their 
military campaigns. 
6. Effective and Flexible Administrative System 
The Ottomans developed a centralized and efficient system of governance under 
the Sultan, supported by a well-organized bureaucracy. Provinces were 
administered by governors who ensured order and tax collection. The millet system 
allowed religious communities such as Christians and Jews to manage their own 
internal affairs, including education, religion, and legal matters. This flexibility 
reduced resistance and promoted stability in conquered territories, making 
expansion sustainable. 
7. Economic Strength and Control of Trade Routes 
Economic factors played a vital role in the rise of the Ottoman Empire. By 
controlling major trade routes between Europe and Asia, especially after the 
conquest of Constantinople, the Ottomans were able to collect taxes and generate 
significant revenue. This wealth financed military campaigns, administrative 
structures, and public works. Economic prosperity also strengthened the empire’s 
ability to sustain long-term expansion. 
8. Policy of Religious Tolerance and Assimilation 
Unlike many contemporary states, the Ottomans practiced a policy of relative 
tolerance toward conquered peoples. Non-Muslims were allowed to practice their 
religion and maintain their cultural institutions under the millet system. This 
reduced rebellion and made Ottoman rule more acceptable, especially in the 
Balkans where many populations preferred Ottoman tolerance to the oppression 
they had previously experienced under feudal lords. 
9. Use of Diplomacy, Alliances and Gradual Expansion 
The Ottomans did not rely solely on military conquest; they also used diplomacy, 
treaties, and alliances to expand their influence. At times, they intervened in local 
disputes and supported one side in order to gain control or influence. Marriage 
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alliances and agreements with local rulers also helped to consolidate their authority 
without unnecessary warfare. 
10. Decline of Feudalism and Disunity in Europe 
The weakening of feudal structures in Eastern Europe contributed to Ottoman 
success. Many European states in the Balkans were politically unstable and lacked 
strong centralized authority. This disunity made them vulnerable to Ottoman 
attacks and limited their ability to organize effective resistance, thus facilitating 
Ottoman expansion into Europe. 

Impact of the Growth and Expansion of the Ottoman Empire 
The growth and expansion of the Ottoman Empire produced profound and 
long-lasting effects on Europe, Asia, and Africa, transforming political structures, 
economic systems, religious patterns, and international relations.  
These impacts should be analysed with clear illustrations and linkages to broader 
world developments. 
They are as explained below: 
1. Collapse of the Byzantine Empire and Shift in Power 
A major consequence of Ottoman expansion was the final destruction of the 
Byzantine Empire after the capture of Constantinople in 1453 by Mehmed II. This 
event not only ended a thousand-year-old empire but also shifted the centre of 
power in Eastern Europe and the Mediterranean to the Ottomans. Constantinople 
became Istanbul, the new capital, and a strategic administrative and commercial 
hub linking Europe and Asia. 
2. Spread and Consolidation of Islam in Europe 
Ottoman expansion facilitated the spread of Islam into Southeastern Europe, 
especially in the Balkans. Regions such as Bosnia and Albania saw significant 
conversion to Islam, partly due to social and economic incentives such as tax relief 
and opportunities in administration and the army. This created a lasting religious 
and cultural diversity in Europe that is still evident today. 
3. Control of Trade Routes and Economic Consequences 
By dominating key land and sea routes between Europe and Asia, the Ottomans 
gained control over the lucrative trade in spices, silk, and other luxury goods. This 
control made it difficult and expensive for Western European traders to access 
Eastern markets. For example, Italian city-states like Venice had to negotiate trade 
agreements with the Ottomans, often at high costs, which altered the traditional 
patterns of European commerce. 
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4. Stimulation of the Age of Exploration 
The Ottoman blockade or control of traditional trade routes encouraged Western 
European countries to search for alternative sea routes to Asia. This directly 
contributed to the Age of Exploration. For instance, explorers like Vasco da Gama 
successfully found a sea route to India in 1498, while Christopher Columbus 
attempted to reach Asia by sailing west, leading to the discovery of the Americas. 
Thus, Ottoman expansion indirectly promoted global exploration and the rise of 
European overseas empires. 
5. Emergence of the Ottoman Empire as a Superpower 
At its peak, especially under Suleiman the Magnificent, the Ottoman Empire 
became one of the most powerful states in the world. It controlled vast territories 
across three continents and played a central role in European and Middle Eastern 
politics. Its military strength, administrative efficiency, and economic resources 
made it a formidable rival to European powers such as the Habsburg Empire. 
6. Intensification of European Rivalries and Conflicts 
Ottoman expansion into Europe brought it into direct conflict with major European 
powers. For example, the Ottomans fought several wars with Austria and Russia 
over control of territories in the Balkans. The Siege of Vienna (1529 and 1683) 
demonstrated the Ottoman threat to Central Europe. These conflicts contributed to 
long-term rivalries and shaped European diplomacy. 
7. Contribution to the Eastern Question 
As the Ottoman Empire expanded and later weakened, it became a central issue in 
European international relations. The struggle among European powers to control 
former Ottoman territories led to the emergence of the Eastern Question. For 
example, Russia sought influence over Orthodox Christians in the Balkans, while 
Britain aimed to prevent Russian expansion to protect its route to India. 
8. Cultural Exchange and Transmission of Knowledge 
Ottoman expansion created channels for interaction between different civilizations, 
including Europeans, Arabs, and Asians. This led to the exchange of knowledge in 
areas such as medicine, architecture, and science. For example, Ottoman cities like 
Istanbul became centres of learning and cultural blending, where Islamic, 
Byzantine, and European influences merged. 
9. Administrative and Legal Developments 
The Ottomans introduced efficient systems of governance in conquered territories. 
The centralized authority of the Sultan, supported by provincial governors, ensured 
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political stability. The millet system allowed religious communities to govern 
themselves, reducing resistance. For example, Christian and Jewish communities 
were allowed to maintain their religious laws and institutions, which helped 
maintain order in a diverse empire. 
10. Rise of Nationalism and Resistance Movements 
Despite their administrative success, Ottoman rule eventually led to the rise of 
nationalist movements among subject peoples, especially in the Balkans. Groups 
such as the Greeks, Serbs, and Bulgarians began to demand independence. For 
example, the Greek War of Independence was one of the earliest successful 
nationalist uprisings against Ottoman rule. These movements contributed to the 
gradual disintegration of the empire in the 19th century. 
 

The Syrian Question (1831–1841) 
The Syrian Question (1831–1841) refers to the international crisis that arose from 
the conflict between the Ottoman Sultan and his powerful vassal, Muhammad Ali 
Pasha of Egypt, over the control of Syria and surrounding territories, and the 
subsequent involvement of European powers in resolving the dispute. Its 
background lies in the internal weaknesses of the Ottoman Empire and the growing 
ambitions of Muhammad Ali, which combined to transform a regional conflict into 
a major international issue within the wider Eastern Question. 

 
Background of the Syrian Question (1831–1841) 

The Syrian Question (1831–1841) arose from the weakening of the Ottoman 
Empire and the growing ambitions of Muhammad Ali Pasha, the powerful ruler of 
Egypt who had modernised his state and built a strong army. Although he had 
supported the Ottoman Sultan Mahmud II in earlier conflicts, Muhammad Ali 
demanded control of Syria as a reward, but his request was refused.  
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Syria was highly valuable due to its strategic location, economic resources, and 
role as a gateway between Egypt and Asia Minor. In response, Muhammad Ali sent 
his son Ibrahim Pasha to invade Syria in 1831, defeating Ottoman forces and 
extending Egyptian control into the region and even into parts of Asia Minor.  
This military success alarmed European powers such as Britain, Russia, and 
Austria, who feared the collapse of the Ottoman Empire or the rise of a strong 
Egypt, leading them to intervene and internationalise the conflict. 

Causes of the Syrian Question (1831–1841) 
The Syrian Question (1831–1841) was caused by a combination of political, 
economic, military, and strategic factors within the declining Ottoman Empire and 
the rising power of Muhammad Ali Pasha. These causes are closely linked and 
explain why a regional dispute developed into an international crisis and they 
include: 
1. Weakness of the Ottoman Empire 
By the early 19th century, the Ottoman Empire had become politically and 
militarily weak due to poor leadership, corruption, and inefficient administration. 
The central government under Mahmud II struggled to control distant provinces 
like Egypt and Syria. This weakness encouraged provincial leaders such as 
Muhammad Ali to act independently and challenge Ottoman authority, leading to 
conflict over territories like Syria. 
2. Rise of Muhammad Ali’s Power in Egypt 
Muhammad Ali transformed Egypt into a strong semi-independent state after 
taking power in 1805. He introduced military reforms, modernised agriculture, and 
built a disciplined army trained along European lines. His success made him more 
powerful than many Ottoman provinces, and he began to act like an independent 
ruler. His ambition to expand his influence beyond Egypt was a major cause of the 
Syrian Question. 
3. Muhammad Ali’s Demand for Syria 
A key immediate cause was Muhammad Ali’s demand for control of Syria as 
compensation for his military support to the Ottoman Sultan during the Greek War 
of Independence. He believed that Syria would strengthen Egypt’s economy and 
security. However, when the Sultan refused to grant him this reward, tensions 
escalated, pushing Muhammad Ali towards military action. 
4. Strategic Importance of Syria 
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Syria was highly valuable due to its strategic location between Egypt, Asia Minor, 
and the Mediterranean. It also served as a vital trade and communication route and 
had important natural resources such as timber for shipbuilding. Controlling Syria 
would give Muhammad Ali a stronger position in the region and reduce Ottoman 
influence over Egypt. 
5. Ambition to Create an Independent Empire 
Muhammad Ali aimed to establish a hereditary empire for his family, stretching 
from Egypt to Syria and possibly Arabia. His long-term goal was independence 
from Ottoman control. This ambition directly challenged the authority of the Sultan 
and made conflict inevitable. 
6. Ottoman Refusal and Diplomatic Failure 
The refusal of Mahmud II to grant Syria to Muhammad Ali created deep hostility. 
Diplomatic negotiations failed, and mistrust grew between the two sides. This 
breakdown in relations made military confrontation more likely. 
7. Military Strength of Egypt 
Muhammad Ali had built a powerful and modern army led by his son Ibrahim 
Pasha. This gave him confidence to challenge the Ottoman forces. In 1831, Egypt 
launched a successful invasion of Syria, defeating Ottoman troops and occupying 
large territories, which escalated the conflict. 
8. European Strategic Interests 
European powers such as Britain, Russia, and Austria became concerned that either 
the collapse of the Ottoman Empire or the rise of a strong Egyptian state would 
upset the balance of power. Their involvement turned the conflict into an 
international issue and intensified the crisis. 

The Course of the Syrian Question 1831-1841 
✓The course of the Syrian Question (1831–1841) began when Muhammad Ali 
Pasha, the ambitious ruler of Egypt, sent his son Ibrahim Pasha to invade Syria in 
1831 after the Ottoman Sultan Mahmud II refused to grant him control of the 
region as compensation for his earlier military support. The Egyptian forces, which 
were better trained and more disciplined than the Ottoman army, quickly defeated 
Ottoman resistance and established control over Syria. This success encouraged 
further expansion into Palestine and parts of Asia Minor, exposing the weakness of 
the Ottoman Empire and creating alarm in Europe. 
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✓The Egyptian advance continued until 1832 when Ibrahim Pasha defeated the 
Ottoman forces at the Battle of Konya, leaving the road open to Constantinople and 
placing the Ottoman Empire in a very vulnerable position.  
The Sultan, unable to resist further, sought assistance, leading to diplomatic tension 
among European powers such as Britain, Russia, and Austria, who feared that 
either Ottoman collapse or Egyptian dominance would upset the balance of power 
in Europe.  
This situation forced a temporary settlement in 1833, granting Muhammad Ali 
control over Syria and Adana in exchange for withdrawal from further Ottoman 
territories. 
✓However, the settlement did not bring lasting peace, as tensions resumed in 1839 
when war broke out again between Egypt and the Ottoman Empire. The Ottoman 
army suffered a major defeat at the Battle of Nezib, and the Ottoman navy defected 
to Egypt, which once again threatened the survival of the empire. This prompted 
strong European intervention in 1840, where Britain led a coalition that attacked 
Egyptian positions in Syria and forced Muhammad Ali to withdraw.  
The crisis was finally resolved in 1841 when Muhammad Ali was recognised as 
the hereditary ruler of Egypt but compelled to surrender Syria, thereby restoring 
Ottoman territorial control while confirming Egypt’s semi-independent status. 
 

Impact of the Syrian Question (1831–1841) 
The Syrian Question (1831–1841) had wide-ranging political, military, and 
diplomatic consequences on the Ottoman Empire, Egypt, and the wider 
international system. It marked a turning point in the Eastern Question by revealing 
the extent of Ottoman weakness and increasing European involvement in Middle 
Eastern affairs. 
They include: 
1. Weakening of Ottoman Authority 
One of the major impacts was the further weakening of the Ottoman Empire under 
Mahmud II. The rapid defeat of Ottoman forces by Muhammad Ali Pasha exposed 
the empire’s military and administrative weakness. The Sultan’s inability to defend 
Syria and Asia Minor showed that Ottoman control over its provinces was 
declining, encouraging other regions to challenge central authority. 
2. Rise of Muhammad Ali’s Prestige 
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The conflict greatly increased the power and reputation of Muhammad Ali. His 
successful military campaigns in Syria and Asia Minor demonstrated Egypt’s 
strength as a modernised state. Even though he was later forced to withdraw, he 
was recognised in 1841 as the hereditary ruler of Egypt, making Egypt 
semi-independent. This marked a significant step towards Egypt’s eventual full 
independence from Ottoman control. 
3. Increased European Intervention in Ottoman Affairs 
The Syrian Question led to deeper involvement of European powers such as 
Britain, Russia, and Austria in Ottoman internal affairs. These powers intervened 
to prevent either Ottoman collapse or Egyptian dominance, showing that the 
Ottoman Empire was no longer able to manage its own problems without external 
support. This set a precedent for future European interference in the region. 
4. Preservation of the Ottoman Empire 
Although weakened, the Ottoman Empire was temporarily preserved due to 
European intervention. Britain and its allies acted to restore Ottoman territorial 
integrity by forcing Muhammad Ali to withdraw from Syria in 1840–1841. This 
ensured that the empire survived, although under increasing European influence 
and protection. 
5. Growth of the Eastern Question 
The Syrian Question became an important stage in the development of the Eastern 
Question. It demonstrated how the decline of the Ottoman Empire could threaten 
the balance of power in Europe and lead to international crises. It also highlighted 
the competition among European powers for influence in the Middle East. 
6. Shift in the Balance of Power in the Eastern Mediterranean 
The conflict altered the balance of power in the Eastern Mediterranean region. 
Egypt emerged as a strong regional power, while Ottoman authority was 
significantly reduced. However, European intervention ensured that no single 
power dominated the region, maintaining a fragile balance under European 
supervision. 
 

The Crimean War (1854–1856) 
The Crimean War (1854–1856) was a major military conflict fought mainly 
between the allied forces of Britain, France, and the Ottoman Empire on one side, 
against Russia on the other. It was primarily fought in the Crimean Peninsula near 
the Black Sea between 1854 and 1856. 
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 The Crimean War can be understood as a conflict that arose from the struggle for 
influence over the declining Ottoman Empire, especially concerning control of 
Christian holy sites in the Middle East and Russia’s ambition to expand its 
influence southwards. Britain and France intervened mainly to prevent Russian 
expansion, which they feared would upset the balance of power in Europe and 
threaten their strategic interests, particularly access to trade routes and control of 
the Mediterranean. 
In simple terms, the Crimean War was a European war triggered by the Eastern 
Question, where the decline of the Ottoman Empire created competition among 
great powers, leading to a direct military confrontation between Russia and a 
coalition of Britain, France, and the Ottoman Empire. 

 
 

Causes of the Crimean War (1854–1856) 
The Crimean War was caused by a combination of political, religious, strategic, 
and diplomatic factors linked to the decline of the Ottoman Empire and the rivalry 
among European powers, especially Russia, Britain, and France.  
These causes are closely related and reflect the wider Eastern Question in 
19th-century Europe as explained below: 
1. Decline of the Ottoman Empire 
By the mid-19th century, the Ottoman Empire had weakened significantly due to 
poor administration, military inefficiency, and internal revolts. This decline made it 
vulnerable to external interference. European powers began to compete for 
influence over its territories, turning the empire into a “question” of international 
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concern. The weakness of the Ottomans encouraged Russia in particular to seek 
territorial and political gains. 
2. Russian Expansionist Ambitions 
A major cause of the war was the expansionist policy of Russia, which aimed to 
extend its influence southwards towards the Black Sea and the Mediterranean. 
Russia wanted access to warm-water ports and sought to dominate the Balkan 
region, which was largely under Ottoman control. This expansion alarmed Britain 
and France, who feared that Russian control of these areas would threaten their 
trade routes and global influence. 
3. Religious Disputes over Holy Places 
A direct cause of tension was the dispute between Russia and France over the 
protection of Christian holy sites in Palestine, which was under Ottoman control. 
Russia claimed to be the protector of Orthodox Christians, while France claimed 
protection over Roman Catholics. This rivalry created diplomatic tension with the 
Ottoman Empire and increased hostility between Russia and France. 
4. The Straits Question (Bosporus and Dardanelles) 
The strategic importance of the Turkish Straits, controlled by the Ottomans, was 
another major cause. Russia wanted access to these waterways to reach the 
Mediterranean Sea, while Britain and France wanted to prevent Russian naval 
expansion. Control of these straits was essential for trade and military advantage, 
making them a major point of conflict. 
5. British and French Fear of Russian Power 
Britain and France were concerned that Russia’s expansion would upset the 
balance of power in Europe. Britain feared that Russian control of the Eastern 
Mediterranean would threaten its trade routes to India, while France sought to 
maintain its influence and prestige in Europe. As a result, both powers decided to 
support the Ottoman Empire against Russia. 
6. Weakness of Ottoman Diplomacy 
The Ottoman Empire was unable to manage the growing tensions between Russia 
and Western European powers. Its reliance on European protection and inability to 
resolve disputes independently made it increasingly dependent on foreign 
intervention, which escalated the crisis instead of resolving it. 
7. Failure of Diplomatic Agreements 
Attempts to resolve disputes peacefully through diplomacy failed. Russia’s 
continued pressure on the Ottoman Empire, combined with mistrust between the 
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European powers, led to a breakdown in negotiations. This failure of diplomacy 
eventually pushed the situation towards open war in 1854. 

Course of the Crimean War (1854–1856) 
The Crimean War began in 1854 when tensions between the declining Ottoman 
Empire and expansionist Russia escalated into open conflict. After diplomatic 
disputes over the protection of Christian holy sites in the Ottoman Empire failed, 
Russia occupied the Danubian Principalities (Moldavia and Wallachia). In 
response, Britain and France joined the Ottoman Empire to counter Russian 
expansion and declared war on Russia. The alliance aimed to preserve the balance 
of power in Europe and protect Ottoman territorial integrity. 
The first major phase of the war involved fighting in the Danube region and the 
Black Sea. Allied forces (Britain, France, and the Ottomans) managed to force 
Russia to withdraw from some of the Danubian territories. The conflict then shifted 
to the Crimean Peninsula, where the main fighting took place. The allies launched 
a major expedition against Russian positions, targeting the key naval base of 
Sevastopol. The war became prolonged due to strong Russian resistance, harsh 
weather conditions, and logistical challenges faced by the allied forces. 
The most significant and decisive stage was the Siege of Sevastopol (1854–1855), 
where British and French forces gradually weakened Russian defences after 
months of intense fighting. The prolonged siege led to heavy casualties on both 
sides and severely weakened Russia’s military capacity. By 1856, Russia was 
forced to accept defeat, leading to peace negotiations and the eventual end of the 
war. The conflict demonstrated the importance of military technology, alliances, 
and the strategic rivalry over the Ottoman Empire in shaping European politics. 

Effects of the Crimean War (1854–1856) 
The Crimean War had significant political, military, and diplomatic consequences 
on Europe and the Middle East. It reshaped the balance of power, weakened Russia 
temporarily, and reinforced the importance of the declining Ottoman Empire within 
European diplomacy. 
They include: 
1. Weakening of Russia 
One of the major effects was the temporary weakening of Russia. Russia was 
defeated and forced to accept the Treaty of Paris (1856), which limited its military 
presence in the Black Sea. This reduced its influence in the Balkans and checked 
its expansionist ambitions for some time. 
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2. Preservation of the Ottoman Empire 
The war helped to preserve the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire, which 
had been threatened by Russian expansion. The intervention of Britain and France 
ensured that the empire survived, although it remained weak and increasingly 
dependent on European support. 
3. Increase in British and French Influence 
The victory strengthened the international prestige of Britain and France. Both 
powers gained greater influence in European and Ottoman affairs, especially in the 
Eastern Mediterranean, where they acted as protectors of the balance of power. 
4. Reform of the Ottoman Empire 
The war exposed the military and administrative weaknesses of the Ottoman 
Empire, leading to internal reforms known as the Tanzimat reforms. These reforms 
aimed at modernising the army, administration, and legal system to strengthen the 
empire and reduce dependence on European powers. 
5. Change in the Balance of Power in Europe 
The war temporarily shifted the balance of power in Europe. Russia was weakened, 
while Britain and France emerged stronger. However, the peace settlement also 
created long-term tensions, especially because Russia later sought revenge and 
reassertion of its influence. 
6. Growth of Nationalism in the Balkans 
The weakening of Russian influence and continued Ottoman control encouraged 
nationalist movements in the Balkans. Peoples such as the Serbs, Bulgarians, and 
Romanians intensified their struggles for independence, which later contributed to 
instability in the region. 
7. Development of Modern Warfare 
The Crimean War introduced significant changes in military technology and 
warfare, including the use of railways, telegraphs, and modern weapons. It also 
exposed poor military planning and medical services, leading to reforms in army 
organisation and healthcare systems in Europe. 
 

The Paris Peace Treaty of 1856 
The Paris Peace Treaty of 1856 was the agreement signed at the end of the 
Crimean War between Russia and the allied powers of Britain, France, Austria, 
Prussia, and the Ottoman Empire. 
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In brief, it was a peace settlement that officially ended the Crimean War and aimed 
at restoring stability in Europe by limiting Russia’s power, protecting the territorial 
integrity of the Ottoman Empire, and maintaining the balance of power among 
European states. 

 
Significance of the Paris Peace Treaty of 1856 

The Paris Peace Treaty of 1856 was a major diplomatic settlement that ended the 
Crimean War and reshaped relations among European powers and the declining 
Ottoman Empire. Its significance is best understood in terms of its impact on the 
balance of power, the Eastern Question, and the international system of the 19th 
century. 
They are as explained below: 
1. Restoration of Peace in Europe 
The treaty marked the official end of the Crimean War between Russia and the 
allied forces of Britain, France, and the Ottoman Empire. It restored peace in 
Europe after years of tension and conflict, ensuring temporary stability among the 
major powers and preventing the war from spreading further into other regions. 
2. Weakening of Russian Influence 
One of the most important outcomes was the restriction of Russian power. Russia 
was prohibited from maintaining a naval fleet in the Black Sea and from building 
military bases along its coast. This significantly reduced Russian influence in the 
Balkans and the Eastern Mediterranean, limiting its ability to challenge the 
Ottoman Empire and other European powers. 
3. Preservation of the Ottoman Empire 
The treaty guaranteed the territorial integrity and independence of the Ottoman 
Empire under international protection. This meant that European powers 
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collectively agreed to support the survival of the empire, even though it remained 
weak. This delayed its collapse and ensured it continued to exist as a buffer state 
between Europe and Asia. 
4. Strengthening of the Balance of Power 
The treaty reinforced the principle of the balance of power in Europe, ensuring that 
no single state, especially Russia, could dominate the continent. Britain and France 
emerged as major guarantors of this system, actively intervening in European 
affairs to maintain stability and prevent future conflicts. 
5. Internationalisation of the Eastern Question 
The settlement made the Eastern Question a formal international issue. The future 
of the Ottoman Empire was no longer a regional matter but a concern of all major 
European powers. Decisions about its survival and territories now required 
collective agreement, increasing diplomatic involvement in Ottoman affairs. 
6. Opening of the Black Sea 
The treaty declared the Black Sea neutral territory, open to commercial shipping 
but closed to warships of all nations. This reduced military tensions in the region 
and promoted trade, although it also limited Russia’s strategic influence in the area. 
7. Temporary Stability but Future Tensions 
Although the treaty brought peace, it did not resolve underlying rivalries. Russia 
remained dissatisfied with the restrictions imposed on it and later sought to regain 
influence. This meant that the treaty provided only temporary stability, with 
tensions re-emerging later in the 19th century. 
8. Rise in Prestige of Britain and France 
The successful outcome of the war increased the international standing of Britain 
and France. They demonstrated their military strength and diplomatic influence by 
successfully limiting Russia and shaping the terms of peace, reinforcing their role 
as key European powers. 
 

The Berlin Congress of 1878 
The Berlin Congress of 1878 was an international conference held in the city of 
Berlin and attended by major European powers, including Britain, France, Russia, 
Austria-Hungary, Germany, Italy, and the Ottoman Empire. 
In brief, it was a diplomatic meeting called to revise the terms of the Treaty of San 
Stefano (1878) after the Russo-Turkish War, with the aim of settling disputes 
arising from the Eastern Question.  
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The Congress was mainly concerned with reorganising territories in the Balkans, 
limiting Russian influence, and maintaining the balance of power in Europe. 

 
Events that led to the Berlin Congress of 1878 

The Berlin Congress of 1878 was the result of a series of political and military 
developments connected to the decline of the Ottoman Empire and the rivalry 
among European powers, especially Russia, over influence in the Balkans.  
These events unfolded gradually and escalated tensions within the Eastern 
Question, eventually forcing European powers to meet in Berlin to revise earlier 
settlements. 
They include: 
1. Growth of Nationalism in the Balkans 
During the 19th century, various Balkan peoples such as the Serbs, Bulgarians, and 
Romanians developed strong nationalist movements demanding independence 
from Ottoman rule. These movements weakened Ottoman control in the region and 
encouraged external powers, especially Russia, to present themselves as protectors 
of Slavic and Orthodox Christian populations. This rising nationalism created 
instability and frequent uprisings, setting the stage for conflict. 
2. Weakening of the Ottoman Empire 
The Ottoman Empire continued to decline due to administrative inefficiency, 
military weakness, and financial problems. Its inability to suppress nationalist 
revolts effectively made it increasingly dependent on European intervention. This 
weakness encouraged Russia to intervene more aggressively in Ottoman affairs, 
worsening tensions among the great powers. 
3. Russo-Turkish War of 1877–1878 
A major immediate cause of the Berlin Congress was the Russo-Turkish War 
(1877–1878). Russia declared war on the Ottoman Empire with the aim of 
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supporting Slavic peoples in the Balkans and expanding its influence. The Russian 
army defeated the Ottomans and advanced close to Constantinople, forcing the 
empire to seek peace. This war dramatically changed the political situation in the 
Balkans. 
4. Treaty of San Stefano (March 1878) 
After defeating the Ottoman Empire, Russia imposed the Treaty of San Stefano, 
which created a large independent Bulgaria under strong Russian influence and 
significantly expanded territories of Serbia, Montenegro, and Romania. This treaty 
greatly increased Russian power in the Balkans and alarmed other European 
powers, especially Britain and Austria-Hungary, who feared Russian dominance in 
the region. 
5. Opposition from Britain and Austria-Hungary 
The terms of the Treaty of San Stefano were strongly opposed by Britain and 
Austria-Hungary. Britain feared that Russian control of the Balkans and access to 
the Mediterranean would threaten its trade routes to India, while Austria-Hungary 
feared the rise of Slavic nationalism within its own empire. Both powers demanded 
a revision of the treaty. 
6. Rising International Tension and Threat of War 
The disagreement over the Treaty of San Stefano created a serious diplomatic crisis 
in Europe. Russia refused to fully accept British and Austrian objections, and 
tensions among the great powers increased. There was a real fear that the dispute 
could lead to a wider European war, prompting the need for an international 
conference to resolve the issue peacefully. 
7. German Mediation under Bismarck 
Germany, under Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, offered to mediate the dispute to 
prevent conflict among European powers. Bismarck’s aim was to maintain peace in 
Europe and protect Germany’s diplomatic position. This led to the calling of the 
Berlin Congress in 1878, where the terms of the Treaty of San Stefano were 
revised. 

Terms of the Berlin Congress of 1878 
The Berlin Congress of 1878, attended by major European powers including 
Britain, Russia, Austria-Hungary, Germany, and the Ottoman Empire, revised the 
harsh terms of the Treaty of San Stefano and produced new arrangements that 
reshaped the Balkans. The terms were mainly designed to reduce Russian 
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influence, satisfy rival European interests, and maintain the balance of power in 
Europe. 
They include: 
1. Partition and Reduction of Bulgaria 
One of the most significant decisions was the drastic reduction of Bulgaria, which 
Russia had created as a large state under the Treaty of San Stefano. The Congress 
divided Bulgaria into three parts. Northern Bulgaria was made an autonomous 
principality under Ottoman suzerainty but with its own local administration. 
Eastern Rumelia was returned to direct Ottoman control but was granted 
administrative autonomy. Macedonia was placed back under full Ottoman rule. 
This division greatly reduced Russian influence in the Balkans, as Bulgaria had 
been intended to be a strong Russian ally in the region. 
2. Recognition of Independence of Balkan States 
The Congress confirmed the independence of Serbia, Romania, and Montenegro, 
which had been previously under Ottoman influence. However, their independence 
was not absolute, as it came with certain restrictions imposed by the Great Powers. 
These states were expected to respect international agreements and remain within 
the European balance of power system. This recognition marked an important step 
in the gradual decline of Ottoman authority in Europe. 
3. Austrian Occupation of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
Austria-Hungary was granted the right to occupy and administer Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, although these territories technically remained under Ottoman 
sovereignty. This arrangement allowed Austria-Hungary to expand its influence in 
the Balkans without formally annexing the territories at first. It was strategically 
important because it helped Austria-Hungary control rising Slavic nationalism and 
block Russian expansion into the region, thereby increasing tensions between 
Austria-Hungary and Russia. 
4. British Control of Cyprus 
Britain was granted administrative control over Cyprus from the Ottoman Empire. 
This strategic acquisition was important for Britain because Cyprus was located 
near the Eastern Mediterranean and served as a key naval base. It strengthened 
Britain’s ability to protect its trade routes, especially those connected to the Suez 
Canal and India, which were vital to its imperial interests. 
5. Reduction of Russian Gains from San Stefano 
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Russia was forced to accept major revisions to the Treaty of San Stefano. Many of 
its earlier gains in the Balkans were reduced or reversed. Although Russia retained 
some territorial influence in areas like Bessarabia and parts of the Caucasus, its 
ambition to dominate the Balkans and create a large Bulgarian state under its 
control was significantly checked. This was a major diplomatic setback for Russia. 
6. Preservation of the Ottoman Empire 
The Congress maintained the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire, although 
it was significantly weakened. The empire lost influence in much of the Balkans 
but remained formally intact. This decision was important because the Great 
Powers agreed that the complete collapse of the Ottoman Empire would destabilize 
Europe and upset the balance of power. 
7. Establishment of the European Balance of Power 
A key underlying principle of the Congress was the maintenance of the balance of 
power in Europe.  
No single state, especially Russia, was allowed to dominate the Balkans. The 
decisions ensured that territorial changes favoured different powers in a way that 
prevented conflict among them, although underlying tensions between Russia, 
Austria-Hungary, and Britain remained unresolved. 
 

Significance of the Berlin Congress of 1878 in Europe and Asia 
The Berlin Congress of 1878 had far-reaching consequences in both Europe and 
parts of Western Asia. It reshaped the political map of the Balkans, reduced 
Russian influence, and reinforced the role of the Great Powers in managing the 
declining Ottoman Empire. Its significance is best understood in terms of political 
changes, balance of power, and long-term international tensions. 
They include the following: 
Significance in Europe 
a) Redrawing of the Balkan Map 
The Congress significantly altered the political map of Southeastern Europe. New 
states such as Serbia, Romania, and Montenegro were recognised as independent, 
while Bulgaria was reduced and divided. This marked a major step in the decline 
of Ottoman influence in Europe and the rise of small Balkan states, which later 
played a major role in European politics. 
b) Weakening of Russian Influence 
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One of the most important effects was the limitation of Russia. Russia had gained 
major influence after the Russo-Turkish War, but the Congress reversed many of its 
gains from the Treaty of San Stefano. This frustrated Russia and created long-term 
resentment, especially against Britain and Austria-Hungary. 
c) Rise of Austria-Hungary as a Balkan Power 
Austria-Hungary gained control over Bosnia and Herzegovina, increasing its 
influence in the Balkans. However, this also created tension with Slavic 
populations and rivalries with Russia, which supported Slavic nationalism. These 
tensions later contributed to instability in Europe. 
d) Strengthening of Britain’s Strategic Position 
Britain strengthened its position by acquiring Cyprus, which enhanced its control 
over the Eastern Mediterranean and secured routes to India through the Suez 
Canal. This reinforced Britain’s role as a dominant global maritime and imperial 
power. 
e) Increase in European Rivalries 
Although the Congress aimed to maintain peace, it created new rivalries among 
European powers. Russia was dissatisfied with the settlement, Austria-Hungary 
expanded into contested areas, and Britain strengthened its strategic position. 
These competing interests increased tensions that later contributed to instability in 
Europe. 
 Significance in Asia (Ottoman Territories) 
a) Preservation but Weakening of the Ottoman Empire 
The Congress preserved the territorial integrity of the Ottoman Empire, but it lost 
most of its influence in the Balkans. Although it survived politically, it became 
increasingly dependent on European powers, marking a clear stage in its decline. 
b) Loss of Strategic Territories 
The Ottoman Empire lost indirect control over key Balkan regions, while Britain 
gained Cyprus and Austria-Hungary occupied Bosnia and Herzegovina. This 
reduced Ottoman control over important strategic and economic areas linking 
Europe and Asia. 
c) Increased European Control in Ottoman Affairs 
The Congress confirmed that the Ottoman Empire could no longer manage its 
affairs independently. European powers now had the authority to intervene and 
decide on its territorial issues. This increased foreign influence in the Ottoman 
administration and weakened its sovereignty. 
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d) Strengthening of the Eastern Question in Asia 
The Congress reinforced the Eastern Question, as the future of Ottoman territories 
in Asia and Europe became a subject of continuous European diplomacy. It 
highlighted the empire’s vulnerability and ensured that its affairs remained under 
international scrutiny. 
 

The Balkan Crisis (1808–1913) in Europe 
The Balkan Crisis (1808–1913) refers to a long period of political instability, wars, 
nationalist revolts, and diplomatic tensions in the Balkan Peninsula in Southeastern 
Europe, mainly caused by the decline of the Ottoman Empire and the struggle of 
Balkan peoples for independence.  
It involved continuous conflicts among Balkan states such as Serbia, Bulgaria, 
Greece, and Montenegro, as well as interference by major European powers like 
Russia, Austria-Hungary, and Britain, all competing for influence in the region. 
In essence, the Balkan Crisis was a series of political and military problems arising 
from the weakening Ottoman control in the Balkans, the rise of nationalism among 
Balkan peoples, and the rivalry of Great Powers over territorial and strategic 
interests. It gradually escalated into a major source of tension in Europe and 
contributed significantly to the outbreak of the First World War in 1914. 

 

 
 

Causes of the Balkan Crisis (1808–1913) 
The Balkan Crisis was not a single event but a long process of instability caused by 
the decline of the Ottoman Empire, the rise of nationalism, and the rivalry of 
European Great Powers. These causes were interconnected and developed over 
more than a century, gradually turning the Balkans into the “powder keg of 
Europe.” 
They are as explained below: 
1. Decline of the Ottoman Empire 
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A fundamental cause was the steady weakening of the Ottoman Empire due to poor 
administration, military defeats, corruption, and economic decline. As Ottoman 
control weakened, its Balkan territories became difficult to govern effectively. This 
created political vacuum situations in which local leaders and nationalist groups 
began to challenge Ottoman authority, leading to frequent revolts and instability. 
2. Rise of Balkan Nationalism 
The growth of nationalism among Balkan peoples was a major cause of the crisis. 
Inspired by ideas of self-determination and independence, groups such as the 
Serbs, Greeks, Bulgarians, and Romanians began demanding freedom from 
Ottoman rule. For example, the Greek War of Independence (1821–1830) 
encouraged other Balkan states to seek independence, increasing resistance against 
Ottoman control and causing continuous uprisings. 
3. Weak Ottoman Administration in the Balkans 
The Ottoman system of indirect control and reliance on local governors became 
ineffective over time. Corruption, lack of reforms, and poor communication 
between Constantinople and the provinces weakened central authority. This 
allowed nationalist movements to grow stronger and made it easier for foreign 
powers to interfere in Ottoman affairs. 
4. Rivalry of European Great Powers 
The Balkans became a zone of intense competition among European powers, 
especially Russia, Austria-Hungary, and Britain. Russia supported Slavic and 
Orthodox Christian groups in the Balkans to expand its influence, while 
Austria-Hungary feared Slavic nationalism would destabilise its empire. Britain 
aimed to prevent any single power from dominating the region to protect its 
strategic interests. 
5. Strategic Importance of the Balkans 
The Balkans were strategically important because they linked Europe to Asia and 
controlled access routes to the Mediterranean and Black Sea. This made the region 
highly valuable for trade and military purposes. As a result, competing powers 
sought to influence or control Balkan territories, increasing tensions and conflicts. 
6. Treaty Settlements and Territorial Changes 
International agreements such as the Paris Peace Treaty (1856) and the Berlin 
Congress (1878) failed to provide lasting stability. Although they attempted to 
reorganise Balkan territories, they often created dissatisfaction among local 
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populations and rival states. For example, the Treaty of Berlin reduced Bulgaria’s 
size, leading to resentment and future conflicts. 
7. Growth of Secret Alliances and Militarism 
In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, European powers formed alliances and 
increased military preparations. Austria-Hungary and Russia supported opposing 
Balkan groups, while Balkan states themselves formed alliances against each other. 
This militarisation increased tensions and made conflict more likely. 
8. Balkan Wars and Immediate Tensions (1912–1913) 
The Balkan Wars directly intensified the crisis. Balkan states such as Serbia, 
Greece, Bulgaria, and Montenegro united to fight the Ottoman Empire in the First 
Balkan War (1912), capturing most of its remaining European territories. However, 
disagreements over the division of these lands led to the Second Balkan War 
(1913), where former allies fought each other, further destabilising the region. 
 

Impacts of the Balkan Crisis (1808–1913) 
The Balkan Crisis had wide-ranging political, military, and diplomatic 
consequences in Europe.  
It weakened the Ottoman Empire’s control in Europe, intensified nationalism in the 
Balkans, and increased rivalry among European Great Powers such as Russia, 
Austria-Hungary, and Britain. These impacts gradually destabilised Europe and 
contributed to the outbreak of the First World War. 
They are as explained below: 
1. Decline of Ottoman Power in Europe 
One major impact was the near collapse of Ottoman authority in the Balkans. 
Through revolts and wars, most Balkan territories were lost to newly emerging 
states. By 1913, the Ottoman Empire had been pushed almost completely out of 
Europe except for a small area around Constantinople. This marked a major stage 
in the decline of the empire. 
2. Emergence of Independent Balkan States 
The crisis led to the rise of independent states such as Serbia, Greece, Bulgaria, 
Romania, and Montenegro. These states gained independence through wars and 
diplomatic settlements. However, their borders were often disputed, creating 
further conflicts among them and weakening regional stability. 
3. Intensification of Nationalism 
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The Balkan Crisis greatly strengthened nationalism among Balkan peoples. Each 
group sought to expand its territory and unite all members of its nationality under 
one state. For example, Serbia aimed to unite all South Slavs, which brought it into 
conflict with Austria-Hungary, increasing tensions in the region. 
4. Increased Rivalry Among Great Powers 
The crisis deepened competition among European powers. Russia supported Slavic 
states like Serbia, while Austria-Hungary opposed this to protect its empire. Britain 
sought to maintain the balance of power, while Germany increasingly supported 
Austria-Hungary. These rivalries made Europe more divided and unstable. 
5. The Balkan Wars and Territorial Changes 
The Balkan Crisis led directly to the Balkan Wars (1912–1913), which reshaped 
the map of Southeastern Europe. The First Balkan War removed most Ottoman 
influence, while the Second Balkan War saw former allies fighting over territory. 
These wars created resentment and hostility among Balkan states, especially 
Bulgaria, which lost territory to its neighbours. 
6. Creation of a “Powder Keg of Europe” 
The Balkans became known as the “powder keg of Europe” because of continuous 
instability, rivalries, and alliances. Any small conflict in the region had the 
potential to escalate into a wider European war due to the involvement of Great 
Powers supporting different sides. 
7. Formation of Alliances and Militarisation 
The crisis encouraged the formation of military alliances and increased arms 
build-up in Europe. Countries prepared for possible war by strengthening their 
armies and forming alliances such as the Triple Entente and Triple Alliance. This 
militarisation increased fear and suspicion among European states. 
8. Contribution to the Outbreak of World War I 
The long-term effect of the Balkan Crisis was its contribution to the First World 
War in 1914. The tensions between Serbia and Austria-Hungary, supported by their 
allies, eventually led to the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in 1914, 
triggering a chain reaction of war across Europe. 

Always live a simple life!  
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