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Abstract

The Ottoman Empire is examined through the eyes of the satirical press in the Grand Duchy of Fin-
land of the Russian Empire from 1908 to 1914. A view from the periphery and through visual satire 
offers a more encompassing understanding of world politics at the time. Empires, nations, and their 
metropoles promoted essentialised, monolithic representations that continue to resonate today and 
have actively occluded from sight a much more contested structure of global politics based on a 
variety of intra- to inter-imperial configurations. What was portrayed at the time as a stark divide 
between the Ottomans and Europe becomes merely a staged theatre act played out by empires 
when seen through the eyes of Finnish peripheral observers. The Ottoman Empire represented just 
another reference point through which the ills of the wider system could be portrayed and inter-im-
perial conflicts could be critically compared against intra-imperial politics. As such, the need for 
transnational analyses is highlighted across metropole–periphery and Eurocentric divides to under-
stand what was comparable and commensurate in the eyes of contemporaries and how. By doing 
so, I contribute to works that seek to deconstruct historical dichotomies and metropole-centrisms.

Keywords: visual satire, Grand Duchy of Finland, Ottoman Empire, intra- and inter-imperial, 
periphery

1. Introduction

This contribution offers a perspective on the Ottoman Empire on the stage of world 
politics in the early 20th century as viewed from the periphery of the Russian Empire, 
specifically the Grand Duchy of Finland. As a consequence of its struggles to maintain 
autonomy within the Russian Empire, Finland fostered a lively political imagination of 
world affairs, including the publication of several visual satire magazines commenting 
on local and world affairs. Following the developments of world politics and different 
empires was a means for the Grand Duchy to position itself most prudently within global 
developments and thereby secure a more advantageous place within the Russian Empire. 
As such, Finnish views of the Ottomans highlight the global circulation of ideas and also 
present a non-sovereign peripheral view, against the grain of imperial sovereign power. 

From this perspective, the depiction of the late Ottoman Empire in the Finnish satiri-
cal press, first, underlies a view of hypocritical and greedy Great Power politics that det-
rimentally undermine their own foundations. Second, the importance of comparisons 
across empires and their peripheries is a key aspect of the Finnish imagination around 
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the Ottoman Empire. Finnish actors sought to navigate global politics as a peripheral, 
non-sovereign state amidst sovereign empires. To make this distinction, an important 
comparative aspect was to juxtapose intra-imperial and inter-imperial relations and poli-
tics against each other.1 Finns then did not view the Ottomans as a comparable ‘other’ or 
engage in direct comparisons as most imperial metropoles did.2 

The political satirical imaginary about the Ottoman Empire in the Finnish perspec-
tive pitches imperial power politics, which Finland saw itself subjected to as well, against 
the desire for maintaining and abiding by an international status quo of almost apoliti-
cal imperial sovereignty, distanced from local and national politics. Lastly, this chapter 
reflects on how, from this Finnish perspective, the rise of independent nation-states and 
finally the Turkish Republic, through the dismantling of the Ottoman Empire, appeared 
to signal the ills of the era for weak, non-sovereign nations. Perhaps paradoxically, the 
decline of the empire was largely considered a tragedy and an unfortunate event.

1.1 Visual Satire, Symbolic Power and Historical Analysis

Visual satire makes fun of political developments by exposing true intentions and draw-
ing connections between actors and positions that otherwise aim to portray themselves 
as separate. The Finnish views on the Ottoman Empire are a case in point. By compar-
ing the Ottomans to other empires, these satirical images could question the constructed 
images of European empires versus others as well as their self-proclaimed reasoning and 
motivation on the world stage. Satirical images, then, offer a particular window especially 
into analysing history as it was seen unfolding by contemporaries and as such also into 
symbolic contestations that were being played out.3 What did the peripheral Finns point 
their finger at and laugh in looking at the Ottomans? By asking this question, we can begin 
to unpack those contestations and the pretensions that were going on at that time and 
distance them from the mainstream historical narratives constructed retrospectively, and 
often from more metropolitan, methodologically nationalist, or Eurocentric perspectives.4

1 This comparative framework between intra-imperial and inter-imperial politics, based on the 
historical context of the time, is followed in this paper. For more on the intra- and inter-impe-
rial framework, see Korhonen 2025a.

2 This highlights the need for transnational analyses across metropole-periphery and Euro-
centric divides to understand what was comparable and commensurate and especially how 
things were seen as comparable and commensurate in the eyes of contemporaries. For exam-
ple, a focus purely on the Ottoman metropole—or the British metropole for that matter—will 
provide a limited understanding of the visual satire of the era. See also Kollatz and Wagner 
forthcoming.

3 Korhonen forthcoming.
4 This article joins recent efforts in using visual satire in historical analysis not as representa-

tions of past events ‘as they really were’ or as supplementary to other sources, but as having 
a particular kind of agency in their own right in shaping historical narratives and offering a 
view into the politics of history of the time, often especially as it played out on the international 
stage. See also Scully et al. 2025.
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Particularly, in bringing complexity into our historical understanding and incorporat-
ing a viewpoint that seeks to critique imperial relations as they were constructed by the 
empires themselves–a perspective replete with Orientalism and self-appraisal in the case 
of other empires’ views on the Ottomans in the early 20th century–this analysis of visual 
satire of Ottomans on the world stage, but from a non-imperial and peripheral perspective, 
also builds upon the work of Aydin-Düzgit et al.5 They argue that ‘stressing the historical 
variations in identity representations and images […] bears a high degree of contempo-
rary political relevance.’6 They suggest that historical variation helps counter the re-pro-
duction of previous antagonistic historical representations of the Other in today’s politics. 
In this case, a focus on the one-sided, orientalist views of European empires towards the 
Ottomans have been mobilised to justify neo-Ottoman views and have as such repro-
duced some of the same symbolic contestations and projections that the Finnish satirical 
press was making fun of and the European powers asserted.

This analysis is based on images selected from four major political satire journals pub-
lished in the Grand Duchy of Finland between 1905–1915 (Fyren, Tuulispää, Kurikka, 
and Velikulta).7 This was the period during which the Ottomans featured most promi-
nently in these visual satires, due to the constitutional reforms in Russia and the Ottoman 
Empire as well as the Balkan independence movements, the Balkan Crisis and Wars, and 
thereafter the Ottomans’ participation in the First World War.

Here it is useful to point out, as will be discussed below, that at the time in the Finnish 
press and in the images included here the concept of Turkey (Turkki), the Sultan (sultta-
ani), and Ottomans (Osmania) are used interchangeably to denote the Ottoman Empire 
and specifically its sovereign status. Specifically in visual satire, the Ottoman Empire was 
in fact more often referred to as Turkey.

For this study, I identified 31 images that clearly made reference to the Ottomans or 
Turkey. Minor references, sidenotes, or portrayals were more abundant but not useful for 
analysing the Finnish view on the Ottomans in particular. After a preliminary analysis, 11 
images that most directly depict the Ottomans and Turkey and also offer varied views on 
them were selected for a more detailed description below. The images left out did not offer 
alternative views differing from those presented here.

I begin by describing the Finnish political satirical imagination of the Ottoman Empire. 
I then contextualise that description through how the Ottomans were generally perceived 
and portrayed in Europe and–against that background–by highlighting what was specific 

5	 Aydin-Düzgit et al. 2022a, 2022b.
6	 Aydin-Düzgit et al. 2022b, 22.
7 The four journals represent four different political movements in the Grand Duchy of Finland. 

Now and then Finland was a bilingual state, and one of these periodicals—Fyren—was pub-
lished in the Swedish language and the three others in Finnish. While the journals’ political 
stances varied domestically, they all supported Finnish autonomy, and their views on imperial 
and global politics were close to each other, as the analysis in this paper also shows. Kurikka 
had the fewest relevant images, and as such perhaps the most domestic focus. As a result, no 
images from Kurikka were ultimately included in the analysis. I have discussed these journals 
in more depth in other publications; see Korhonen 2019 and forthcoming.
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about the Finnish imagination regarding the Ottomans and what this difference might 
contribute to wider historical analysis.

2. Perceptions and Portrayals of the Ottoman Empire in Finland

Here I analyse and describe 11 representative portrayals of the Ottoman Empire in the 
Finnish satirical press. The images here run from 1908 to 1914 and are connected to con-
stitutional reforms and then the Balkan Wars and the First World War and international 
diplomacy around them. Main identifiers of the Ottoman Empire are clothing, the Sul-
tan’s recognisable face, the crescent moon, and references to a ‘sick man’ or to a fur coat. 
The latter is based on a wordplay in Finnish that featured often in the satirical images. In 
Finnish, ‘turkki’ means a fur coat and ‘Turkki’ means Turkey. The sultan is therefore often 
represented wearing a fur coat. In one image even just a fur coat and a fez hat are sufficient 
to denote the Ottoman Empire/’Turkey.’ In my empirical sources, the concepts ‘Turkki’ 
or ‘Turkin sulttaani’ meaning the Sultan of Turkey were used interchangeably with the 
concepts of the Ottomans or the Ottoman Empire.8

Throughout the images certain general themes and motives are recognisable. Most of 
the time, the Ottomans are depicted in comparison or interaction with empires or with 
the small states of the Balkans such as Bulgaria, Montenegro, or Serbia.9 In many cases, 
the Ottomans are being mistreated by the others in concert. The Ottomans are usually 
seen as not worrying about change and the dangers to them and around them or being 
oblivious to them. Relatedly, the Ottomans are seen as identifying with the international 
‘status quo’ vis-à-vis change. Unlike the other empires, and in contrast to portrayals in the 
French or British press, the Ottomans are not portrayed as conniving but rather as simply 
being left out. 

Following the creation of imperial constitutions in the Russian and the Ottoman 
Empires, the satirical journal Fyren compared the two constitutions. Giving a positive 
view of the Ottomans, the visual satire in question made fun of the Russian constitution 
by also displaying the two constitutions as the physical constitutions of the characters 
representing the two empires. Similarly, the term hangers refers here to clothes hangers or 
gallows, which one can see pictured on the Russian side.

This visual satire follows a long-term trope in the satirical press of the Grand Duchy 
of Finland. From the perspective of a non-sovereign, small, and peripheral state, com-
parisons of various empires lent themselves to mockery and political ridicule, especially 
of Finland’s own host empire, Russia. The topic of Russian failures at its constitutional 
reform was made even more politically comical by Finland’s own success in parliamen-
tary reform. Reading the caption we notice that the satire also pokes fun at Russia’s atti-
tude toward the Ottoman Empire. The two empires often compared themselves to each 

8 In the one Swedish-language Finnish source that I analyse, the journal Fyren, the Finnish play 
on words does not work and we find the term ‘Osmania’ in use.

9 Though in many cases in these portrayals, it was not even deemed necessary to specify which 
small state was in question.
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Figure 1. Fyren, 29 August 1908. 
‘Two Constitutions.’ ‘Osmania: Won’t you congratulate me, little mother, on my new 
constitution? Russia: What a constitution! Without pads and bandages, without 
hangers! A Turkish “constitution”, Thyi!’
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other, and Russia sought to portray the Ottomans as even more uncivilised and barbaric 
than Russia itself; in effect they competed at modernisation efforts. The Finnish portrayal, 
however, makes fun of the hypocracy underlying these projections.

While the new Ottoman constitution was celebrated, at the same time the position of 
the empire on the international stage was recognised as declining. It is important to note, 
that from the Finnish perspective these two aspects were not problematic. An empire 
with a strong constitution but little strength and ambition was seen as beneficial for small 
nations and autonomous politics. However, as the caricature in Figure 2 shows, this brings 
about the problem of what other powers would do. In the picture, Germany, Italy, Greece, 
Bulgaria, Austria, France, Russia, and England are shown as supposedly peacefully smok-
ing an Ottoman-style pipe together, with Turkish tobacco. However, we can see that in 
reality they are ‘waiting for the inheritance,’ getting ready to attack each other to claim the 
spoils from Turkey’s downfall (depicted by the ailing sultan). 

This image represents a Finnish viewpoint that was repeated several times in my 
sources, highlighting the bad intentions and greedyness of other international powers 
regarding the Ottomans’ weakened position. This visual satire was published following 
the Bosnian Crisis, the announcement by Austria-Hungary in early October 1908 of the 
official annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

As a result of the Balkan Wars starting in early October 1912 and the Italo-Turkish 
War preceding it, the Finnish journal Fyren portrays the death of Status Quo in Figure 3. 
Only the Ottomans are shown as trying to uphold the symbolic Status Quo, while the 
Balkan nations are attacking it. Importantly, the other Great Powers and international 
diplomats are shown to be happily looking with no intention to intervene. This was seen 
as the end of the post-San Stefano geopolitical order, as referenced in the visual satire. In 
an imagological interpretation, ‘His Excellency Status Quo’ here is a personification of 
the changing imperial politics and the instrumentalisation of the nationalities question as 
part of inter-imperial conflicts.

The fact that international and specifically inter-imperial status quo could be upset 
and the question of national development could be made a tool of Great Power interests, 
brought in from the intra-imperial sphere of politics, was a troublesome prospect for the 
Finns. Other empires and inter-imperial politics were seen as crucial for upholding auton-
omy and resisting metropolitan interference in Finland’s national matters within the Rus-
sian Empire.10 Even if acting for reasons of self-interest, the Ottoman Empire is seen and 
depicted here as the only party true to its word and the agreed upon order of things. As the 
caption points out, at the time of his death this symbolic Status Quo was still a young man 
of favourable appearance and in the prime of his age. It is as if those who brought it to the 
world, except for the Ottomans, had now failed him and allowed him to die prematurely.

The Balkan wars were followed keenly in Finland, as the Finns saw new small states 
challenge imperial power. Using an imagery similar to the previous one, the caricature in 
Figure 4 made a mockery of the predicted outcome of the war vis-à-vis its actual outcome 
and of the failure of traditional imperial diplomacy, represented again as the diplomat 
Status Quo, to approach this new situation. We see the positions change between the Otto-

10 Korhonen 2019.
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Figure 2. Tuulispää, 23 October 1908.
‘Waiting for the inheritance.’ ‘And smoking the peace pipe while waiting.’
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man Empire and the Status Quo with the ‘united states of the Balkans’ from the start of 
the war to how it developed.

While taking a more favourable perspective on the Balkan states, this image continues 
along the same lines of pointing out the loss of the stable existing world order. As such, 
this visual satire juxtaposes empires and small states in war and in diplomacy and makes 
fun of the fact that international diplomacy based on the agency of sovereign empires no 
longer reflects the situation with international politics, as displayed by the Balkan war 
and the Great Powers’ treatment of and with the Ottoman Empire. However, the success 
of national movements against the Status Quo and empire was not seen as a favourable 
development in Finland, who rather pinned its hopes on autonomy within imperial sov-
ereignty and saw conflicts between empires and nations as detrimental to the latter, driven 
by inter-imperial interests and possibly erasing intra-imperial concessions and benefits 
for small nations.11

In an interesting intra- to inter-imperial connection, the caricature in Figure 5 suggests 
that the actions of small states and peoples against the Ottomans were orchestrated by 
the Russian Empire or at least ended up aligning with the Russian Empire’s aims. The 
satirical dimension of this image highlights how inter-imperial machinations can under-
mine intra-imperial struggles as the separate national movements of the Balkans become 
instrumentalised for the same Russian inter-imperial aims. 

From a Finnish perspective, it would be much more beneficial for small states and 
nations to live under pacified, weakened, or, as the picture depicts, sleeping empires 
rather than participate in or take sides in inter-imperial conflicts. In other words, as 
we can interpret imagologically through the hidden strings orchestrating each individ-
ual nation’s actions, without Russian puppeteering the Balkan nations could have bet-
ter advanced their individual goals, while also remaining true to the idea of pursuing 
separate endogenous national interests that was seen as the foundation of small nations’ 
right to autonomy. Weakening the Ottomans and strengthening Russia was not seen as 
a favourable development for the small nations under the Russian Empire. In this vein, 
many of the images I analysed find some of their satirical power in juxtaposing a universal 

11 See, for example, Korhonen 2019, 2025a, 2025b, forthcoming.

Figure 3. Fyren, 2 November 1912. (see next page)
‘His Excellency Status Quo.’ ‘From the Balkan peninsula we receive the deeply painful news 
that the famous gentleman, His Excellency and statesman Status Quo has passed away, who 
has also recently often been talked about in our newspaper press. He has died in battles–the 
battles of Podgoritsa, Kumanovo, Kirk-Kilisse, Yskub, Elassano, Servia, etc. The unexpected 
death has caused public consternation everywhere. All embassies are flying flags at half-
mast, and several courts have instituted 7–14 days of mourning for members of the rul-
ing houses. His Excellency Status Quo was still a comparatively young man of favourable 
appearance. Born in Saint Stefano in the memorable year of 1878, he was barely 35 years old 
at the time of his death and has thus been pushed away in the prime of his age.’
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Fig. 3. (for caption see left)
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Figure 4. Tuulispää, 8 November 1912. 
‘Tuulispää’s War Map.’ ‘As the war started: the Sultan of Turkey and the diplomat 
Status Quo pity the united states of the Balkans. As the war continued: The united 
states of the Balkans pity the Sultan of Turkey and the diplomat Status Quo.’
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Figure 5. Velikulta, 11 November 1912. 
‘The faith of Turkey/the fur coat.’ ‘Old man Balkan, Old man Balkan, was 
a manly man. When he beat Christians for no reason, he knew his own 
path. Now he’s an old man, now he’s an old man, a man completely gone. 
Out of Europe, out of the whole world, he has possibly passed. Its fur coat, its 
fur coat, who tore it apart? Small enemies, peoples of all kinds, whomever 
they knew. Its fur coat, its fur coat, they tore up it once and for all, but they 
were led by a giant, who was always thinking of his own profit.’
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understanding of the lot of small nations in a world of Great Powers against the particular 
developments in the Balkans.

Continuing along similar lines with the four previous images, the caricature in Figure 6 
made a mockery of the Great Powers’ efforts at peace. The visual satire portrays the small 
state (Albania?) as the real hero against the disappointed Ottoman. Moreover, it portrays 
the European powers as intervening with false intentions, as the real pack of robbers in 
the Balkans, falsely presenting themselves as ‘doves of peace’ when in fact they are ravens 
coming to claim the spoils of the conflict. The visual satire critiques how the Great Powers 
positioned themselves as arbiters of peace, while, in reality, they were complicit in esca-
lating tensions and sided with different factions depending on their own interests. Their 
supposed ‘peacekeeping;’ efforts were seen as a pretext for maintaining a balance of power 
that favoured their inter-imperial geopolitical goals over the interests of the small nations 
fighting for their rights.

The visual satire takes the side of small states against imperial diplomacy and spe-
cifically European powers, who are intervening only once it has become clear that the 
sovereign Ottoman Empire would be on the losing side. Overall, the imperial politics 
around the Balkan Wars were seen as a dangerous factor that undermined existing power 
relations even when supporting the cause of small nations locally. 

From the Finnish perspective the ambitions of the newly independent states were seen 
as dangerous, in that by relinquishing older forms of imperial rule and often somewhat 
autonomous intra-imperial politics, independence exposed the states to ruthless inter-im-
perial Great Power politics and interests as seen here as the arrival of the false ‘doves of 
peace’ once the fighting has ended. It was considered easier to fight intra-imperial strug-
gles against the metropole in one empire, than it was to expose them to the full gamut of 
inter-imperial power struggles. Finns themselves did not at this point seek independence 
from Russia or imperial rule in general, but hoped for a peaceful and non-intervening 
sovereign rule, kept at bay by the international system. In short, strong peripheral auton-
omy within sovereign imperial rule, enforced by the international system, was seen as the 
most favourable solution for a small state.

This leads us logically to the caricature in Figure 7, which makes fun of what happened 
to Bulgaria, Montenegro, Serbia, and Greece after they challenged the Ottomans. The 
visual satire is a commentary on what followed from the Balkan nations victory over the 
Ottoman Empire. It symbolises how empire has the last laugh despite the seeming initial 
success of the small states. The Finnish perspective expressed here is one of irony and 
criticism, pointing out the absurdity of the Balkan states’ behaviour and how their actions 
ultimately led to further conflict. The visual satire reflects Finland’s awareness of the vol-
atility and dangers of shfiting intra-imperial struggles to the inter-imperial sphere. The 
next caricature published just a day later follows this theme as well.

The caricature in Figure 8 brings the previous viewpoints on the Balkan Wars nicely 
together and portrays political developments in the Balkans as a puppet show where 
larger imperial powers (in this case again Russia) use small states for their own benefit. 
Then, despite initial success, the end result will not be beneficial for the smaller actors, as 
the caption clearly states.
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Figure 6. Fyren, 24 May 1913.
‘The “pack of robbers” of the Balkans’, ‘The European doves of peace are coming.’
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Figure 7. Tuulispää, 11 July 1913. 
‘War on the Balkan Peninsula. A play in two acts. First act. Second act.’
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Figure 8. Velikulta, 12 July 1913. 
Captions: ‘The latest stage in the puppet theatre of the Balkans.’ ‘When the sick 
man slept, his fur coat was ripped away, but then about its pieces, they got into a 
fight. Now the sick man awakens and takes the fur coat back.–Oh, should those 
who care also not awaken now? Why must the small live precariously for the 
sake of the big? They can be thrown away, once a new play commences.’
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As in Figure 5, the puppet show metaphor draws attention to how the smaller Balkan 
states were used and discarded by the Great Powers, in this case Russia. The satire also 
mocks the nationalism of smaller states when it becomes instrumentalised for the ends 
of inter-imperial conflict. While Balkan nationalism was a significant force, this visual 
satire suggests that the Great Powers undermined its significance on the imperial stage. 
Additionally, the comedic elements–such as stealing Turkey’s fur coat–are more than just 
humourous; they are a pointed commentary on the absurdity of the geopolitical struggles 
of smaller states in the larger imperial game, fighting for tiny pieces of the Ottoman’s fur 
coat without changing their actual lot and fate.

This questioning of international diplomacy of the Great Powers vis-à-vis smaller states 
was a persistent trope in the satirical press of the Grand Duchy of Finland. A similar obse-
vation was made by Tobias Heinzelmann in his comprehensive study of the Balkan Crisis 
from the perspective of the Ottoman satirical press, though with the crucial difference that 
for the Ottoman press the small Balkan states themselves begin to lose meaning and the 
satire turns its focus purely on the inter-imperial puppet show.12 Heinzelmann writes that 
‘The Balkans are no longer even the object of their dispute, but merely a tool.’13 Whereas 
the Finnish gaze was to a larger extent anchored on the similarity of Finland with the 
small Balkan states as the ‘stage’ of that puppet show and the satire focused on what would 
happen to them afterwards.

The same difference is reflected in how the idea of nationalism is approached in the 
visual satire. The Ottoman satirical press inclines towards taking at least Turkish nation-
alism seriously, finding its sources of satire elsewhere.14 Whereas the Finnish press con-
tinues to mock the idea of serious or real nationalism in contrast to the much more real 
Great Power politics. In my analysis this difference highlights the contrast between satire 
about international politics from the periphery versus the metropole.

The caricature in Figure 9 takes us to the First World War. While the Ottomans are no 
longer portrayed as the last and lone defenders of the status quo, their role in the war is 
compared positively against that of Germany. Ottoman wariness is understood in rela-
tion to Germany’s war-mongering, both stemming from futile imperial ambitions and 
connecting the earlier Balkan Wars to the First World War. Indeed, in other visual satires 
depicting only Germany, we can detect general criticism of Germany’s politics in the First 
World War, even if Germany were to arrive to help the Finnish Whites in the civil war 
in 1918. While censorship likely affected the fact that Finnish visual satire during WW1 
focused on the Central Powers, this did not matter so much from the Finnish perspective, 
which, as we have seen, liked to compare and connect the imperial ambitions and con-
flicts of all the Great Powers with each other, often highlighting general futility and hypoc-
racy over taking sides. In this tradition, during the war indirect criticism could address the 
wider geopolitical situation without directly targeting the Russian Empire in the same way 
as we see in the earlier images.

12 Heinzelmann 1999, 264.
13	 ibid.
14	 ibid., 272
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Figure 9. Velikulta, 12 October 1914. 
‘During Autumn Rain.’ ‘Frans-Joseph: Listen Willy! These Autumn rains ended up 
lasting longer than you predicted. My umbrella is nearly broken, and no clear skies 
or salvation are in sight. Willy: Nothing in sight but that sick man, who always turns 
away when I look at him. But let us hope, Frans, because it is good to ‘live in hope’. 
Frans-Joseph: If it keeps going like this, we will turn into sick men too.’
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The caricature in Figure 10 suggests the need for reforming and reinvogorating the Otto-
man Empire, with the fez, coat, and crescent moon pointing to abandoned symbolic claims 
for empire. Following its downfall, similar opinions could be read in the Finnish press, 
regretting that the new Turkish republic had thrown away its claims to sovereign impe-
rial rule and opted for the route of an independent nation-state.15 Turkey, with its double 
meaning, also referring to the fur coat (turkki) that we have seen the sultan wearing in the 
previous images, is shown without its wearer and in need of a cleaning. Indeed, the downfall 
of imperial rule was seen as a dangerous development in Finland that could compromise 
the nation’s gains in autonomy and democracy, especially against Finland’s own imperial 
metropole in Russia. Up until the very last moments, Finnish actors sought imperial realign-
ment rather than following the path of national sovereignty, which was considered to expose 
a small nation to detrimental inter-imperial conflicts, as the previous images have shown.

Finally, the last caricature (Fig. 11) presents the supposed passivity of the Ottomans in 
a more understandable light. The German and Austrian empires are shown as luring the 
Ottomans into war through a ‘thousand and one lies.’ Against this comparison, the Sul-
tan’s inaction appears more reasonable and intelligent, not simply as the weakness of a 
‘sick man.’ This again highlights dislike towards inter-imperial conflicts from the Finnish 
non-sovereign perspective and reflects the larger Finnish critique seen in the earlier por-
trayals of how imperial powers use deception and manipulation to drag smaller states into 
wars. The Ottoman passivity, in this context, becomes a form of strategic resistance and the 
Sultan’s inaction might be seen as a deliberate choice to avoid the destructive consequences 
of inter-imperial warfare.

3. Perceptions and Portrayals of the Ottomans in the Russian Empire

In the Russian Empire, of which the Grand Duchy of Finland was a part, the Ottomans 
were a subject of intrigue, not the least because ‘Russia was more frequently at war with 
the Ottoman Empire than with any other power.’16 Secondly, the Russian Empire itself 
was subject to European Orientalism and sought modernisation in parallel to the Euro-
pean empires. The Ottomans therefore represented an important comparison of another 
similar case.

Viktor Taki writes that 

at some point, Russian accounts of the Ottoman Empire started to follow closely the 
Western model of Orientalist description. While reproducing these tropes, Russian 
authors made their own contribution to the growing currency of Orientalist discourse–
one that was distinct not so much because of Russia’s special historical relationship 
to Asia as due to its persistent marginality within the symbolic geography of Europe. 
Continued references by Westerners to Russia’s ‘semi-barbarous character’ were merely 
one manifestation of this marginality.17 

15 Bavbek and Korhonen 2024.
16 Taki 2011, 321.
17	 ibid., 323.
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Figure 10. Velikulta, 19 November 1914. 
‘Time for a major cleaning! I see! So I must still brush the old fur coat [turkki] too and 
beat it clean. It might not survive the cleaning. But cleaned it must be.’
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Figure 11. Fyren, 27 November 1914. 
‘A thousand and one lies. Schecherazade told a new tale every night, one more beauti-
ful than the other, but the Sultan put off striking from one day to the other.’
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Moving beyond this empire-to-empire comparison, a view from the periphery of the Rus-
sian Empire allows us to decentre the perceived and constructed dichotomies of imperial 
and civilisationalist politics. In contrast to what Taki writes, a view from the Russian Empire 
is in fact a composite view that includes the metropole and various peripheries. One can 
only guess what Taki means by a ‘Russian account,’ as many marginalised or peripheral 
groups participated in activities also in the metropole or published in Russian in the periph-
eries. And as I have shown here, at least one account from the Russian Empire did not abide 
by Taki’s analysis. Taki’s methodologically problematic definition of his units of analysis is 
unfortunately quite prevalent and tends to follow the imagined and metropole-centric con-
structions of Great Power politics instead of analysing and unpacking them.

While empires and their metropoles may have sought essentialised and monolithic 
representations, in reality those political imageries actively occluded from sight a much 
more composite structure of politics and worldviews based on a variety of intra- to 
inter-imperial configurations. For metropolitan colonial powers, the interest was to iso-
late their intra-imperial rule from harmful comparisons and even possible alternatives, as 
Deliana discusses regarding the Dutch East Indies and the colonial regime’s portrayals of 
the Ottomans there.18

Representing another such composite viewpoint discussed here, in the Grand Duchy 
of Finland there was widespread interest in borderlands comparisons, that is, understand-
ing and analysing the world through cases outside metropolitan imperial rule. In this 
regard, Finnish observers stood out from the metropolitan views in the Russian and other 
imperial metropoles.

On the other hand, Finns followed Taki’s undefined generalisation of ‘the Russians’ in 
that 

another, no less important, aspect was a certain distance from the Western nations that 
Russians maintained in their role as both ‘apprentices’ and ‘critics’ of European civili-
zation. Through their manipulation of Western Orientalist idioms, Russian observers 
of the Ottoman Empire both asserted their membership in this civilization and ques-
tioned its meaning.19 

Especially through comparisons and complexifications, Finns sought a similar escape 
from strict essentialised and monolithic dichotomies, such as European and non-Euro-
pean, civilised or barbaric. As we have seen, the Finns were more interested in compar-
isons of inter-imperial politics in general, especially in the context of their reality versus 
their image and their relations to small states and nations.

As such, for the Finnish observers of the turn of the 20th century, the Ottoman empire 
was not the oriental or Eastern ‘Other,’ but rather an imperial power equally implicated in 
the oppressive politics of Great Powers against progressive local and autonomous move-
ments in smaller polities. In this role, the Ottoman Empire often represented a reference 
point through which the ills of the wider system could be portrayed and inter-imperial 
politics critically compared against intra-imperial politics.

18 Deliana 2024.
19 Taki 2011, 324.
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3.1. Finnish and European Portrayals of the Ottomans

The Ottoman Empire was commonly portrayed in European journals through what de 
Smaele calls ‘the persistent power of Orientalist frames of reference,’ such as ‘latent Orien-
talism’ and the so-called Eastern Question.20 

In France, the construction of the Other sought 

not only to explore Turkish other in a given context but it was also to construct cultural 
differentiation, comprising of material characteristics such as their physical appear-
ances (fez, turban, gown, beard, angry and hunched look, etc.), and their abstract char-
acteristics (lack of intelligence, wisdom, and talent).21 

In the Finnish case similar physical characteristics and differentiation are applied to high-
light the hypocrisy of imperial relations and diplomacy, where the more powerful exploit 
the weaker and in doing so reveal their true colours in the sense of becoming comparable 
and similar to the Other.

In Britain, according to Odams, perceptions of the Ottoman were based on a more 
general racialised civilisationalist logic:

Even in less negative accounts Turks were represented as a declining race, incapable 
of attaining the standards of Modern civilisation. […] Underpinning British ideas were 
unequal relations of power. The overwhelmingly negative nature of representations 
was part of the general change in perceptions towards the non-European world result-
ing from European expansion.22 

For example, the British visual satire magazine Punch would repeatedly portray the 
Ottoman Empire as a fat, older man scheming against or twisting the good intentions of 
Europe portrayed as Lady Liberty. Alternatively, the Ottoman Empire was represented as 
a young boy pupil scolded by Europe the teacher, again in the form of Lady Liberty. In 
both cases, the images convey that the Ottoman Empire does not want to get on board 
with the programme of civilisation that Europe is offering.23

Importantly, according to Odams, the Eurocentric discourse where race, civilisation, 
and progress combined into a global hierarchy developed only at the turn of the 20th 
century. As such, the Finnish perspective offers an alternative way of portraying the Otto-
mans at the same time, before the First World War, and suggests that we should not take 
the views of the Great Powers for granted and allow them to serve as the exclusive lens 
through which we interpret events.

Odams continues, that in Britain ‘societies that were defined as “Oriental” were judged 
in a comparative framework with Europe, which reinforced ideas about the superiority 
of the latter.’ This framework was based on otherness of the non-European. Indeed, the 

20 De Smaele 2017, 193–224; see also online abstract of the chapter. See also Tiryakioglu 2015.
21 Anaz and Anaz 2021, 414.
22 Odams 1995, 272.
23 See for example Punch Magazine from these dates 23 April 1913, 30 July 1913, 4 June 1913, 14 

January 1920, and 2 April 1913. Accessed at punch.co.uk on 18 December 2025.
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reason for portraying the Ottomans was not similar to the Finnish perspective. As an 
imperial power, the Ottomans could be a reference point for the Grand Duchy in assess-
ing sovereign imperial politics as a whole. In other words, through the inclusion of the 
Ottomans, the Finns could also question the reality and political motivation of empires’ 
portrayals of each other, beyond dichotomous divisions of European and the Other.

The Finnish were promoting an alternative framework of comparison. This framework 
did not abandon ideas of progress or civilisation, but emphasised the role of small nations 
as equal but oppressed seekers of progress who could also highlight the colonial and 
inter-imperial underbelly of European metropolitan standards of progress. Effectively, as 
the visual satires discussed in this paper tell us, the Finns attempted to bring nuance into 
this comparative framework through two means. First, through comparisons of the impe-
rial powers between each other. Second, through comparisons of the treatment of empires 
towards their intra-imperial minorities as well as comparisons of those minorities based 
on their inter-imperial location and status, such as their treatment of the Balkan nations. 
In short, the Finnish perspective sought to complicate various dichotomy-based com-
parisons upon which the more Eurocentric perceptions were based. Whereas the British 
perception of the Ottomans during the same period was one where ‘[t]he image of the 
Turk as racially and religiously outside of Europe was the most significant and frequently 
reiterated idea.’24

The British perception, not unlike the French, sought to display racial and civilisational 
hierarchies as essentialised and inherent–and as such pre-determined–to certain nations 
and societies: ‘negative and often offensively racist language could only be justified by the 
demotion of the Turk to the ‘anti-human specimen of humanity’ as the Liberal states-
man, Gladstone expressed it.’25 As I argue elsewhere, the Finns themselves were looking 
to move up the ladder of civilisational hierarchies and as such promoted a relational view, 
where the position of a given society on the ‘ladder of progress’ was to be understood and 
analysed only through their position within global inter- and intra-imperial relations.26 
This meant that sovereign metropoles were not automatically more civilised. Their posi-
tion was also linked to intra-imperial relations, or their treatment of their peripheries and 
colonies.

Questions of European versus non-European thus mattered far less. As the visual sat-
ire analysed above shows, the Finns sought to make imperial powers comparable and 
would not have wanted to give, for example, the Russians a free pass for oppression 
simply because they were seen as a backward non-European empire. Similarly, compar-
isons of the empires to each other promoted the idea that progress and civilisation could 
be achieved through multiple paths, which also meant that some paths could be more 
benign and less oppressive, especially regarding the metropoles’ treatment of colonised 
and minority peoples.

Finnish women’s activists, for example, ranked the British metropole much lower due 
to the fact the despite its great resources it had not achieved full women’s suffrage, an 

24 Odams 1995, 273.
25	 ibid., 274.
26 Korhonen 2025b.
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idea and achievement that was seen as a universal standard of progress, not one specific 
to any given race or country. For the Finns then, peoples and states could move both up 
and down the civilisational ladder. The Ottomans were seen as moving down, but the 
European Powers were equally seen as exploiting the misfortunes of the Ottomans and in 
doing so denigrating themselves vis-à-vis others, like the Finnish and the Balkan states, 
whereas, for the British, ‘[w]riters express the idea that the decline of the Ottoman Empire 
was both natural and inevitable and presented this process as a vindication of the supe-
riority of European progress and civilisation.’27 The Finnish perspective offers an almost 
opposite view to this.

4. Conclusions

How we understand historical perceptions and symbolic imageries of unequal relations 
matters for today’s politics. As Aydin-Düzgit et al. suggest, anti-Western historical myths 
in Turkey today are largely based on the similar dichotomous divisions that underpinned 
the original Western orientalisms and their construction of the Other. They write that the 
‘mythologization of late Ottoman Empire’s relations with European powers in the 19th 
century mobilizes contemporary populist anti-Westernism in Turkey.’28 A limited and 
dichotomous idea of how Turkey was perceived hides from sight marginal and minority 
positions just like that of the Finnish image of the Ottomans in the early 20th century. As 
such, Turkey’s usage of history today, in focusing purely on European metropolitan ori-
entalist views of the Ottomans, does the same work as those orientalist views themselves 
originally did in hiding from sight a more nuanced and complex understanding of the 
Ottoman Empire’s place in international politics.

Aydin-Düzgit et al. continue, 

the mythologized reduction of the historical process to an eternal struggle between the 
binary dichotomies of friends versus enemies empowers populist leaders in unifying 
their support bases in society around a national Self defined through a mythic history 
and morally discrediting their opponents using the judgements of history.29 

This was exactly the outlook on the self and the Other in international politics that the 
Finnish political imagination tried to deconstruct and complexify by making fun of impe-
rial politics through comparing them to each other and to smaller nations.

In the case of the Ottoman Empire, the satirical press of the Grand Duchy of Fin-
land decentres the typical Eurocentric discourse and questions the legitimacy of impe-
rial power structures. Humour, irony, and visual exaggeration are used to complicate the 
dichotomies of civilised vs barbaric and instead advocate for a relational understanding 
of history and politics–one that takes into account the perspectives of smaller states, their 
experiences within larger imperial systems, and the difference between non-sovereign 

27	 Odams 1995, 274.
28	 Aydin-Düzgit et al. 2022a, 514.
29	 ibid., 518.
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intra-imperial and sovereign inter-imperial politics. Such an approach remains relevant 
in today’s political climate, where historical myths and simplified narratives often domi-
nate discourses and the international order, despite its rhetoric, is unable to guarantee the 
sovereignty of small states against Great Power politics.

From the viewpoint of a small peripheral state, I contribute to and build on Aydin-
Düzgit et al.’s work on complexifying our idea of historical perceptions and their con-
struction. For this particular purpose, visual satire is an excellent type of source material, 
as I argue elsewhere regarding its capacity to reveal historical alternatives and to iden-
tify–as Aydin-Düzgit et al. also suggest–more polymorphous agencies of historical actors 
against the monolithic agency of essentialised Europeans and their others.30

The analysis of visual satire across traditional comparison points can highlight the 
importance of symbolic contestations in delimiting our understanding of historical nar-
ratives and developments. This is crucial in countering the kind of uses and abuses of 
history that Aydin-Düzgit et al. point to in writing that ‘history is often invoked to cement 
a representation of the Other as the eternal enemy in order to justify exclusion and antago-
nism. That is why stressing the historical variations in identity representations and images 
[…] bears a high degree of contemporary political relevance.’31
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