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Gender, Education and Modernization: Women School Teachers in the Late
Ottoman Empire

Suphan Kirmizialtin, Ph.D.
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Supervisor: Abraham Marcus

This dissertation offers a case study on the intersection of gender and
modernization in the Middle East within the context of the 19th century Ottoman
modernization project. It analyzes the position of Muslim/Turkish women in the
Ottoman Empire between the years of 1870 and 1922 through a prosopographic study
of the first professional women in Turkish history, the schoolteachers known as the
muallimat. In 1870 Ottoman educational reformers opened Darülmuallimat, the
Women Teachers’ Training College, to train female instructors for the recently
established girls’ middle schools. This training and employment opportunity created
by the government provided favorable conditions for Muslim women to fashion a
respectable career for themselves as teachers and to forge a new definition of
femininity which was based on the convergence of the traditional and the modern.
This study provides a multi-faceted portrait of the muallimat by examining
their respective socio-economic profiles, educational backgrounds, income levels,
living standards and family lives. It also offers a revision of the official Republican
v

narrative which claims that the “universally suppressed” Muslim/Turkish women
were emancipated only under the auspices of Atatürk's secular westernization
reforms. The experience of the muallimat clearly defies the oversimplified conception
of “Islamic patriarchal oppression” and demonstrates that Ottoman women teachers
played a significant role in shaping their own future and the future of the society at
large.
My study relies primarily on the records of the Ottoman Ministry of
Education. To supplement the official sources, I also utilize material from the
Ottoman women's press as well as the biographies and autobiographies of women
writers of the period and various other late Ottoman literary works. Together, the
archival and other primary material help to illuminate major aspects of the late
Ottoman era women school teachers’ professional and personal experiences.

vi

Table of Contents
!"#$%&'%())*+,"-$"./#%0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%"1!
INTRODUCTION%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%2%
CHAPTER I!
The Institutional Framework: The Darülmuallimat and Other Forms of Women
Teacher Training%0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%34!
The Emergence and Development of Modern Public Education in the Ottoman
Empire%0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%35!
The Istanbul Darülmuallimat%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%43!
Early Period: 1870-1908%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%43!
The Second Constitutional Period: 1908-1922%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%64!
The Kindergarten Teacher Training School (Ana Muallime Mektebi)%000000000000000000000000000000000%77!
The Women’s College (!nas Darülfünunu)%00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%78!
The Provincial Teacher Training Colleges%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%54!
rü"tiye Schools, Girls’ Arts and Crafts Schools, and Teaching Licenses (Ehliyetnames)%00%82!
Conclusion%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%83%
CHAPTER II!
“Shrewd Daughters of Cooks, Stewards, Nurse Maids and Servants”: The SocioEconomic Origins of the Muallimat%00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%87!
Ottoman Social Order and Class Structure%00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%29:!
The Socio-Economic Profile of the Muallimat%0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%298!
Orphaned Girls and Teaching Career%00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%235!
Sisters at the Darülmuallimat%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%2;2!
Non-Muslim Women%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%2;:!
Geographic Origins of the Darülmuallimat Students and the Muallimat%00000000000000000000000000%2;4!
Conclusion%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%2;5%
CHAPTER III!
“Moving up to the Next Class”: Cultural Mobility at the Teachers’ Training Institutions%249!
“Going up into the Next Class”%00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%244!
The Elite Resentment Of The Muallimat%0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%27:!
Conclusion%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%255%
CHAPTER IV!
Making a Living in a War-Torn Empire: The Income Levels and Living Standards of
the Muallimat%0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%289!
The Early Years: 1869-1908%00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%283!
Between Revolution and War: 1908-1914%00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%:97!
The War and The End: 1914-1922%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%::2!
Conclusion%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%:39!
Appendix II%0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%:3;!
vii

Appendix III%00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%:34!
Appendix IV%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%:34%
CHAPTER V!
Extra-Ordinary Stories of Ordinary Teachers: Five Women Portraits!"""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""!#$%!
Nadide Cemaliye Hanım%00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%:38!
Aliye Esad Pirigil%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%:;;!
Cemile Nev!irvanova%00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%:;5!
Zeliha Faika Ünlüer%0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%:43!
Münire Eyüb Ertu"rul (Neyyire Neyir)%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%:47!
Conclusion%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%:69%
<&=<!>?@&=%0000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%:66!
AB@!&C>A%000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%:74!
D@D!@&CE(BFG%00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000%:59!

viii

!"#$%&'%())*+,"-$"./#%
B.

Receb

C.

Cemayizel-ahir

Ca.

Cemayizel-evvel

CUP:

The Committee of Union and Progress

CPI:

Consumer Price Index

CSRR:

Civil Servants Retirement Regulation (Memurin-i Mülkiye Tekaüd
Nizamnamesi)

DDR:

The Darülmuallimin and Darülmuallimat Regulation (Darülmuallimin
ve Darülmuallimat Nizamnamesi)

EBS:

Education Benefits Share (Maarif Hisse-i $anesi)

DoE:

Director of Education

DH.SAID

The Office of Personnel Records of the Ministry of Interior (Dahiliye
Sicill-i Ahval $daresi)

GACS:

Girls’ Arts and Crafts School (Kız Sanayi Mektebi)

L.

#evval

M

Muharrem

MF.ALY:

The MPE Office of Higher Education (Maarif Mekatib-i Aliye
Kalemi)

MF.HTF:

The MPE Office of Inspectorate for Public Schools (Maarif Heyet-i
Tefti"iye Kalemi)

MF.IMF:

The Directorate of Education of the City of Istanbul (Istanbul Maarif
Müdüriyeti)

MF.IST:

The MPE Office of Statistics (Maarif $statistik Kalemi)

MF.MKB:

The MPE High Educational Council (Meclis-i Kebir-i Maarif)
ix

MF.SCL:

The MPE Office of Personnel Records (Maarif Sicill-i Ahval Kalemi)

MF.TLY:

The MPE Office of Middle Schools (Maarif Mekatib-i Taliye Kalemi)

MF.VRK:

The MPE Office of Registrar (Maarif Evrak Odası)

MPE:

The Ottoman Ministry of Public Education (Maarif-i Umumiye
Nezareti)

N.

Ramazan

OPS:

The Office of Public Schools (Mekatib-i Umumiye Nezareti)

ORS:

The Office for Rü!tiye Schools (Mekatib-i Rü"tiye Nezareti)

PDA:

Public Debt Administration

PP:

Purchasing Power

PRPE:

Provisional Regulation for Primary Education (Tedrisat-ı $btidaiye
Kanun-u Muvakkati)

R.

Rebiul-evvel

Ra.

Rebiul-ahir

RPE:
The Regulation of Public Education (Maarif-i Umumiye
Nizamnamesi)
S.

Safer

Z.

Zilhicce

Za.

Zilkade

x

INTRODUCTION
This dissertation investigates the formation and experience of a group of women who
played a crucial but often overlooked role in the transformation of late Ottoman
society. They were the first professional career women to appear in Ottoman public
life: the muallimat, female schoolteachers. Darülmuallimat, the Women Teachers’
Training College, was founded in 1870 in Istanbul to provide professionally trained
female instructors for recently opened girls’ schools. The graduates of this institution
became the first women ever to be employed in an official capacity by the Ottoman
administration. The reformist discourse that provided moral and religious justification
to the opening of the Darülmuallimat assigned to the muallimat the responsibility of
educating the “mothers of the nation”. Yet, these teachers carved out for themselves a
larger space in social life and contributed significantly to the redefinition of
Muslim/Turkish women’s gender roles. Their experience sheds light on women’s
place in modernization projects as they were transformed from objects to agents or
initiators of modernization.
The dissertation traces major patterns in the personal and professional
experiences of the muallimat that mirror the broader context of Turkish
modernization and late Ottoman women’s history. The main questions that will be
addressed in this study are: What was the social and educational background of these
women? In what ways did training in a career affect the muallimat’s identity and
worldviews, and differentiate them from the women at the lower and upper ends of
the social spectrum? What were the challenges that they met while trying to make a
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living in a war-torn empire? And finally, how did they, as individuals, carve out
empowering and emancipating niches for themselves and negotiate between their
personal aspirations and ideals and the ideological role assigned to them in the larger
socio-political scheme?
The establishment of modern public schools1 for girls in the second half of the
nineteenth century was an integral and organic part of the larger Ottoman
modernization project, which was a comprehensive venture aimed at reforming all
branches and essential functions of the governmental apparatus while also launching
a societal transformation.2 Public education lay at the juncture of these two, i.e. social
change and administrative reform, for it had the potential to train qualified personnel
to fill the ranks of the emerging modern bureaucracy and military, to expand technical
knowledge related to industry, manufacturing, and agriculture, and, finally, to

1

In this dissertation the term “modern schools” refers to the educational institutions that were founded
by the Ottoman reformers after the western European models. The adjective “modern” is used as a
descriptive term to distinguish these institutions from the “traditional” Ottoman schools that were
inherited from the pre-Tanzimat era.
2
For the social change aspect of the Ottoman reform, see #erif Mardin, "Super-Westernization in
Urban Life in the Ottoman Empire in the Last Quarter of the Nineteenth Century," in Religion, Society
and Modernity in Turkey, Modern Intellectual and Political History of the Middle East (Syracuse,
N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 2006); ——, The Genesis of Young Ottoman Thought; A Study in the
Modernization of Turkish Political Ideas, Princeton Oriental Studies, v. 21 (Princeton, N.J.,: Princeton
University Press, 1962). In this work the terms “modernization” and “westernization” are used
interchangeably. When the Ottomans initiated their “modernization project” it was the western
European model that determined the very definition and content of “modernity” in practically every
field of life ranging from politics and culture to family life and education. Consequently, while they
could refer to different concepts and developments in different contexts, within the framework of the
late Ottoman reform the terms modernization and westernization came to denote essentially the same
idea. In the writings from the period the words asri (modern, contemporary), medeni (civilized), garbi
(western) and Avrupai (European) were employed as one and the same. See, for example Ahmet
Mithat Efendi, "Darülmuallimat," Sabah (1910); Ayanzade Namık Ekrem, Maarif (Dersaadet 1326);
Edhem Nejat, "Neden Muallime Yeti%tiremiyoruz," Sırat-ı Müstakim, 10 A!ustos 1327; Aliye Esad,
"Genç Kadın Mecmuası Heyet-i Tahririye Müdüriyetine," Genç Kadın, 10 Nisan 1335; Habibe Leman,
"Maarif Nezareti’nin Dikkatine, Darülmuallimat, Muallimeler, Mürebbiyeler," Kadınlar Dünyası, 28
Eylül 1329.
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cultivate a progressive and modernist attitude and mindset among the common
people.3
The Ottoman public education network in the modern sense originates in the
late 1830s with the opening of the first civil public schools. However, the real
backbone of the modern schooling system was set up in 1859 with the Regulation of
Public Education (RPE, Maarif-i Umumiye Nizamnamesi), which organized Ottoman
public education after the French model and provided schooling from the elementary
to university and professional college levels. The opening of modern educational
opportunities to the general public set in motion a profound social transformation in
the Ottoman Empire as it made an important avenue of mobility available for the
lower classes and converted previously little represented groups, including women,
into agents of social and political change.
When considered against the larger backdrop of the Ottoman modernization
project, a study of girls’ schooling in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
proves to be more important than just a contribution to the historiography of the
public education in Turkey. This is because in this particular context the social
standing of the Muslim women acquired broader implications that went beyond the
concerns about the indigenous social dynamics and structures to include questions of
modernity, civilization, and progress.4 Among the reformist intelligentsia of the time

3

Selçuk Aksin Somel, The Modernization of Public Education in the Ottoman Empire, 1839-1908 :
Islamization, Autocracy, and Discipline (Leiden ; Boston: Brill, 2001), 58-59.
4
Nilüfer Göle, The Forbidden Modern : Civilization and Veiling (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1996), 29. This was certainly true of all the Muslim societies that had been in the throes of
civilizational crises since the early nineteenth century. Leila Ahmed makes the following succinct
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it was widely held that Muslim/Turkish women’s “backwardness” was a major reason
for the general “backwardness” of Ottoman society.5 In a sense, the women’s social
position became a barometer of the advancement and progressiveness of the Ottoman
society. Indeed, the motto “A nation’s women are a measure of its degree of
progress“6, attributed to the poet Abdulhak Hamid, quickly became a favorite maxim
among the women activists and writers of the time.7 Naturally, women’s education
and training occupied a central place in these debates.
It is noteworthy that while Ottoman reformers and intellectuals varied in their
conception of its goal and content, there was no categorical opposition to the idea of
providing modern public education for girls. The reformists with different ideological
orientations––broadly defined as the Westernists and the Traditionalists in the early
Tanzimat era and the Hamidian reign, and as the Westernists, the Turkists, and the
description of this fact: “ [In the nineteenth century] [f]or the first time since the establishment of
Islam, the treatment of women in Islamic custom and law … [was] openly discussed in Middle
Eastern societies….From the start the treatment and status of women were intertwined with other
issues…including nationalism and the need for national advancement and for political and social,
and cultural reform. From the start the discussion of women and reform was embedded in
considerations of the relative advancement of European societies and the need for Muslim societies
to catch up. A new discourse on women emerged, … often linking issues concerning women,
nationalism and national advancement, and cultural change.” Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in
Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate (Yale University Press, 1993), 128.
5
Apparently this was a theme common to many non-Western societies of the nineteenth century that
have been challenged by the economic, political and military superiority of the Western European
countries. So for example, in the context of Muslim women’s education in colonial India Gail
Minault makes the following observation: “For Muslim reformers, as for their Hindu counterparts,
women were symbolic not only of all that was wrong with their culture and religious life, but also
of all that was worth preserving. If women personified the plight of their community: its
backwardness, its ignorance of the faith, its perilous cultural and historical viability, they were also
at the core of the family life, the potential purveyors of ethical values and religious ideals.” Gail
Minault, Secluded Scholars: Women’s Education and Muslim Social Reform in Colonial India
(Delhi, New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 6.
6
“Bir milletin nisvani derecei terakkisinin mizani”
7
S.L., "Hayat-ı Nisvaniyemizde Fıkdan-ı Maarif," Kadınlar Dünyası, 11 Nisan 1329, 4; Edhem Nejat,
"Neden Muallime Yeti%tiremiyoruz," 390. ———, "Türkiye'de Kız Mektepleri ve Terbiyesi," Türk
Kadını, 26 Eylül 1334.
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Islamists during the Young Turk period8––all agreed that improving women’s
condition and providing them with proper education were of utmost importance for
the future of the Ottoman nation and state. What they seemed to disagree on was the
content of this “proper” education. A domestic discourse, that women were the first
teachers of the future generations and well-educated women would be better mothers
and wives, set up the general framework for all discussions on the subject. However,
while some important statesmen and intellectuals of the time, such as Sadik Rifat
Pasha9, Munif Pasha10, Fatma Aliye Hanım11, and Namik Kemal12, placed more
emphasis on the domestic aspect of this education and marked women as the
upholders of traditional values, national identity, and morality, others such as
Semseddin Sami13 and Ahmed Mithat Efendi14 also pointed out the self-empowering
aspects of education and argued for the women’s rights to have careers, and financial
and intellectual independence. Although the latter two were in a minority for a long
while, their ideas became more common after the Young Turks Revolution of 1908.
In particular, the group known as the Westernists came to articulate the need for
modern education for girls and for the improvement of women’s social standing in
8

The classical treatment of the political ideologies of the late Ottoman era is Hilmi Ziya Ülken,
Türkiye'de Ça"da! Dü!ünce Tarihi, 8th ed. (Istanbul: Ülken Yayınları, 2005). Also see, "Siyasal
Akımlar," in Tanzimat'tan Cumhuriyet'e Türkiye Ansiklopedisi, ed. Murat Belge and Fahri Aral
(Istanbul: $leti"im Yayınları, 1985).
9
Sadik Rifat Pa"a, "Ahlak Risalesinin Zeyli," in Müntehabat-ı Asar (Istanbul: Ali Bey Matbaası,
1293).Quoted in ; Somel, The Modernization of Public Education... 57.
10
Ali Budak, Batılıla!ma Sürecinde Çok Yönlü Bir Osmanlı Aydını, Münif Pa!a (Istanbul: Kitabevi,
2004), 314.
11
Fatma Aliye Hanım, "Talim ve Terbiye-i Benat-i Osmaniye," Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete, 25 Kanunı Evvel 1311.
12
Namık Kemal, "Terbiye-i Nisvan Hakkında Bir Layiha," Tasvir-i Efkar, 29 Kanun-ı Sani 1283.
13
#emseddin Sami, Kadınlar (Istanbul1311).
14
Ahmet Mithat Efendi, "Diplomalı Kız," (1307); ———, Felsefe-i Zenan (Istanbul: Sel Yayınları,
2008).
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increasingly bolder terms. Yet, even the Turkists and the Islamists, while placing a
stronger emphasis on the domestic side of girls’ schooling, appreciated its value and
contribution to the larger wellbeing and future of Ottoman society.15
As the public school network rapidly expanded and the debates about
women’s education progressed, the Ottoman reformers took concrete steps in this
regard and opened the first girls’ rü!tiye16 in Istanbul in 1859, a development that
eventually led to the establishment of the Istanbul Women Teachers’ Training
College in 1870 and the emergence of women teachers as a professional career group
trained and employed by the government.
Ironically, these first career women owed their origins to the rise of genderseparated education in Ottoman lands. The students of the girls’ rü!tiyes, who were
considered to have reached puberty around the age of ten, were required to be taught
by teachers of their own sex. In his speech at the opening of the Darülmuallimat in
1870, the Minister of Education Saffet Pasha offered this requirement as the primary
justification for establishing a professional training institution for women. His
inaugural address also summarized the official narrative in relation to women’s
education, which was to remain in circulation through the five decades examined in
this dissertation.17 Saffat Pasha’s main arguments, that women were their children’s
first instructors and that education would prepare them for family life and marriage
15

For a detailed discussion on the debates on women’s education during the Tanzimat, the Hamidian,
and the Young Turk periods, see Yasemin Tümer Erdem, "II. Me"rutiyet'ten Cumhuriyet'e Kızların
E!itimi" (Unpublished Dissertation, Marmara Üniversitesi Sosyal Bilimler Enstitüsü, 2007), 11-97.
16
A three year-middle level school that followed the three-year ibtidai (primary) school education. For
more on the rü!tiyes and the ibtidais, see Chapter I.
17
For the whole text of Saffet Pasha’s speech, see Istanbul Kız Muallim Mektebi 1933Darülmuallimat 1870, (Istanbul 1933), 4-5.
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and make them, as better mothers and wives, more productive elements of society,
automatically delineated the muallimat’s role and responsibilities. The teachers were
to help their pupils become efficient and capable household managers and
constructive members of Ottoman society while also imparting to them a broader
knowledge of the world around them as it pertained to the first two points. Just as
importantly, the muallimat themselves were to be exemplary role models in these
regards. In the popular writings and official documents from the period the muallimat
were often likened to mothers and were charged with the responsibility of
complementing and improving what has already started at home by mothers.18
The educational reformers certainly did not indulge in notions of “liberating”
aspects of modern education, not for the male subjects of the sultan and certainly not
for the women or the women teachers. The larger objective of modern public
education was to facilitate the working of a state apparatus in the process of steady
expansion and transformation. In this picture, the objectives of girls’ and boys’
education were highly differentiated. The curricula for girls, both at the rü!tiye level
and at the Darülmuallimat, were customized according to the “special conditions and
needs of the females”19 and included courses related to women’s household duties,
such as home economics, hygiene, and “scientific” cooking and childrearing while
they also maintained strong emphasis on traditional loyalties and religion. Clearly, the
main goal of public schooling for girls in general, and the Darülmuallimat in
18

Fatma Zerrin, "Muallimelik Sanatı," Kadınlar Dünyası, 24 Kanun-ı Sani 1915; Mükerrem Belkıs,
"Muallimeler Ordusuna," Kadınlar Dünyası, 6 Nisan 1918.
19
-, "Inas Mekteplerinde Bazı Islahat," Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete, no. 46 (1311). ———, "Kızların
Tahsili Hakkında Bir Mütaala," Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete, no. 24 (1311).
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particular, was to forge and communicate a novel definition of “appropriate female
behavior” which was to be simultaneously modern and mindful of tradition, and not
simply a one-to-one adaptation of the European gender codes.
This notion of the convergence of the traditional and the modern as the logic
and the ultimate goal of women’s education remained the central thread in the official
narrative on this subject throughout the period under study. Thus, even as late as
1921, a time at which the government was considered to be much more “progressive”
than it was two decades earlier, the Director of the Office for Higher Learning
(Tedrisat-i Aliye Kalemi) set in motion a sweeping purge of the students and teachers
of the Istanbul Darülmuallimat because, in his words, although “progress in
accordance with the necessities of civilization depends especially on our women’s
education that is consistent both with the advances of our age and with our religious
and national upbringing,” over the last few years “due to the disorderliness observed
in the administration and education of the Darülmuallimat … [this school] has
diverged from its original goal.” He suggested that only a thorough reform (Islahat) at
the Darülmuallimat could revitalize the original purpose and function of the
institution. Following an investigation, fifteen students and four teachers were
expelled from the Darülmuallimat mostly for behavior considered unbecoming of the
“respectability of their profession.” Their offenses ranged from writing to popular
journals about women’s rights and attending public conferences at the Ottoman
University (Darülfünun-u Osmani) to becoming “suspiciously and inappropriately”
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close with other girls, all of which we can sum up as deviations from the roles and
responsibilities defined for them by the reformist men.20
The very existence of these “defiant” women, however, demonstrates that
despite the strong emphasis on tradition in the curricula, the liberating21 and
modernizing22 aspects of education, produced by both the curriculum but even more
so by the collegial and intellectual milieu in the school, came to be the dominant
characteristics of late Ottoman public schooling. Even though a larger role for women
in social and political life was not on the list of priorities for the educational
reformers, their work “unintentionally” stimulated the emergence of a group of
women––teachers, journalists, writers, and later into our period of study doctors and
academics––who joined the modernist intellectual avant-garde and became the
engines of late Ottoman/ early Republican women’s activism. A new type of woman
was in the making with financial independence, a certain social status, and intellectual
self-confidence. In the particular case of the muallimat, the seemingly limited
domestic discourse in relation to their training and career provided the teachers with a
legitimizing device through which they laid claims for further spheres of activity;
their activities as teachers, as participants in women’s organizations, and as
contributors to the popular press established an important foundation for transforming
women’s gender roles in Ottoman society.

20

MF.ALY155/41, 1339.C.26.
The conceptualization of education as a liberating experience is most aptly and famously rendered in
Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Herder and Herder, 1970).
22
Education as a modernizing force has been empirically investigated in Alex Inkeles, "Making Men
Modern: On the Causes and Consequences of Individual Change in Six Developing Countries," The
American Journal of Sociology 75, no. 2 (1969).
21
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The underlying themes
Commenting on Paulo Freire’s groundbreaking work The Pedagogy of the
Oppressed23, Richard Shaull noted: "There is no such thing as a neutral education
process. Education either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate the
integration of generations into the logic of the present system and bring about
conformity to it, or it becomes the ‘practice of freedom,’ the means by which men
and women deal critically with reality and discover how to participate in the
transformation of their world."24
In the case of the women teachers of the late Ottoman Empire, public
education served both of these functions simultaneously. While modern schooling
enabled Muslim/Turkish women’s “integration” into the “logic” of the larger social
and political modernization project, it also proved to be an empowering experience
for those who recived it. The knowledge and skills imparted in school and the selfconfidence that came with it created for many prospective teachers an appreciation of
their potential as individuals. In this context, the muallimat ’s agency operated in
dialogical relation with the larger social structures and forces, and the interaction of
these two gave the women teachers new ways of self-expression and self-realization.
A major theme in this dissertation, then, will be the “unanticipated” outcomes
of creating a modern public school network as it pertained to women teachers. While
the formal history of late Ottoman education is comparatively well known, very few
scholars have approached the subject from the perspective of the recipients of this
23
24
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education. There are even fewer works on girls’ schooling, and none with any degree
of theoretical sophistication on the complex effects of women’s education at the
social and individual levels. The present study offers a narrative and an analysis of
the formal and institutional history as well as the social and individual implications of
women teacher training. Public education for girls is evaluated simultaneously as a
monolithic force aimed at creating a certain type of individual and as a liberating
experience or an instrument for the realization of individuality for specific persons.
The first angle was very much the perspective of the central reformist bureaucracy,
which viewed public education as one of the means to achieve
modernization/westernization. The second aspect of education, on the other hand, was
experienced by individual women in their day-to day encounters at school, at the
work place, and at home, and transformed them into actors of change in their own
lives and in the lives of other people.
Another underlying theme in this work is public education as an avenue for
social mobility for the muallimat. The professional training and employment
opportunities created a major channel of upward social movement for the women of
unprivileged backgrounds. Their education and especially the specific mission
assigned to them encouraged the muallimat to forge a sense of membership in the
modernist intellectual elites of the period, a fact that has rarely been acknowledged in
the current literature on late Ottoman women. Rather, as aptly put by Elizabeth
Frierson, “ [s]cholars have been somewhat hobbled… by the search for an Ottoman
‘women’s movement’, as this calls for scouring the historical record for liberal or
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radical women with, first, the means (elite status, education, money, personal liberty)
to read, write, and publish their words for anyone to read; and second, a propensity to
gather in clubs or meetings that proved memorable enough to make it into someone’s
memoir, or to be conveyed in the press...”; whereas, “the activities of women that
were not overtly political or carried out in groups led by alpha females”, too, “had a
political effect”.25 The “ordinary” school teachers were in the latter category whose
“not overtly political” activities still produced a meaningful contribution to the larger
society and its transformation.
The elitist and exclusivist tone of the current scholarship on the subject is very
much a product of the nature and content of the available primary sources. These
sources consist largely of the autobiographical and other writings of the elite “alpha
females” of the era, such as Halide Edip and Nezihe Muhittin. Their resentment of the
rise of the muallimat and other low-middle and lower class women to social and
intellectual prominence, a fact that is for the first time pointed out in the present
study, led these women to deny the existence and the work of the muallimat, which,
in turn, left the teachers in a state of historical oblivion until now. This dissertation,
then, offers a correction to the existing narrative on the subject and a more nuanced
interpretation of late Ottoman women’s activism that takes into account socioeconomic class considerations.
A few qualifying remarks are in order before proceeding to the literature
review and a discussion on the sources used in this work. First of all, this study does
25
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not claim to engage the history of all late Ottoman women. Rather, its scope is limited
to the women teachers who originated from and studied and worked overwhelmingly
in urban areas. There is no discussion of rural women and women in the fields.
Similarly, no special attention is paid to the other end of the social spectrum, i.e. the
palace women. This choice was basically informed by the women teachers’
demographics, which reflect predominantly low-middle and lower urban strata
profile.
Secondly, this account focuses on the Turkish-speaking part of the Ottoman
Empire and presents an Istanbul-centered view. The main reason for this focus is that
the teachers’ training colleges were government schools with Turkish curricula. It is
true that Mehmet Ali Pasha of Egypt (r.1805-1848) and Khedive Ismail (r.1863-1879)
initiated important reforms in girls’ education. However, in addition to the limitations
of research in Arabic for the present author, it should also be noted that, despite the
promising beginnings, the creation of a modern public school network for Egyptian
girls, and for boys for that matter, was seriously crippled after the British invasion in
1882.26 The colonial experience put Egyptian women at a major disadvantage in
comparison with their Turkish sisters in terms of educational opportunities.
Furthermore, in this study some aspects of the lives, training, and activities of
the late Ottoman women teachers are highlighted more than others. The areas of
emphasis are shaped in part by the available sources and in part by the larger
26
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narrative and thesis. However, from the perspective of those being studied this would
be a rather unnatural and arbitrary process of selection. The choices these women
made concerning their education, and the paths their lives and careers took were not
necessarily determined by a grand ideological scheme but were, rather, shaped by a
variety of factors ranging from familial background and personality differences to
financial concerns and considerations of social and religious propriety. Even though
this study attempts to piece together a wide range of elements of the personal and
professional lives of the muallimat, it does not contend that the picture drawn here
fully reflects the complex web of material and cultural threads that formed the real
experience of the women teachers.
Neither does it claim to reveal a neat progression from “Islamic patriarchy”
and “Ottoman cosmopolitanism” to “liberation of Turkish women” and a rise of
nationalist consciousness. Certainly, the muallimat were subject to indoctrination and
they often embraced the roles and responsibilities assigned to them. However, this
was only one of the many facets of their everyday experience. An attempt to see in
their every single act or writing a “purposefulness” or the unfolding of a grand
process of “liberation” of women would be a distortion of their reality. Moreover,
while there was an official discourse that integrated women into the total social
mobilization to save the Empire, its applications presented great variation, sometimes
even in a matter of a few months. What seems retrospectively a neat linear
progression was in reality only attempts, not infrequently contradictory, to
accommodate to the day-to-day needs of a rapidly dissolving state both at the micro
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level of the individual teachers’ experiences and at the macro level of ideology and
government institutions.
Yet, admittedly, the narrative presented in this dissertation ended up being an
account of the unfolding of a broader modernization project, not necessarily because
the people who actually lived through it perceived such a process, but because for the
historian writing in retrospect it provides an analytical framework for understanding a
complicated set of developments and forces. In an attempt to balance the overriding
master narrative of the Ottoman modernization the individual details of specific
teachers’ experiences are integrated into the story of the muallimat throughout the
dissertation.
Finally, there are two major themes that were originally planned to be
included in this dissertation but were left out in the final product due to the
considerations of time and space. The first one was a discussion on the specific
instances of the muallimat ’s impact on real women’s lives either in their capacity of
teachers, or as activists and contributors to women’s press. The second topic is the
public image of the women teachers in the eyes of the common people and their dayto-day interactions with provincial populations. Although both questions are referred
to and discussed briefly in the context of other larger themes, they both warrant
further elaboration in separate chapters. As this would extend the scope and the
volume of this dissertation considerably these two topics are reserved for future
studies.
A review of the literature
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The bibliographical foundation and theoretical basis for my dissertation draw
on two major fields: Middle Eastern women’s studies and late Ottoman educational
history. I base my work upon the idea that Ottoman women were not merely
recipients of change imposed by outside factors. They negotiated the forces of
modernization, a project masterminded by men, and affected the nature of this
process in important ways.
The genre of gender studies lays the larger theoretical foundation of this
dissertation; yet, the distinctive characteristics of gender dynamics in Islamic
societies in comparison with their western counterparts require a more culturally
grounded approach. The early 1990s witnessed the rise of this kind of “culturally
grounded” and theoretically sophisticated scholarship in the field of Middle Eastern
women’s studies. 27 This literature investigated the various definitions of patriarchy in
Muslim societies, the historical roots of the feminist movements in the Middle East,
the relationship between women and the modern state, and the effects of nineteenth
century westernizing reforms and educational opportunities on women’s social
standing in the region. Among early examples of this genre, studies by Deniz
27
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Kandiyoti, Nikki Keddie and Beth Baron, and Leila Ahmed questioned the notion of
an abstract, universal “Islamic patriarchy” and challenged the construct of “the
Muslim woman” as a singular, monolithic and universally victimized subject. 28
Rather, these scholars underlined the socio-cultural diversity and the diverging
historical experiences of different Muslim communities; and, they pointed out that
emphasis should be put on how the socio-historical context and its transformations
affected gender relations in individual Islamic societies. In a similar vein, in her book
The Women’s Awakening in Egypt, Beth Baron took up the question of women’s role
in the modernization projects by examining pre-1919 Egyptian women’s magazines.
Her study of the women’s writings for the popular press sheds light on the impact of
this modern medium on the transformation of women’s lives and reveals that the
women involved in this process were both aware of the larger social developments in
their immediate environments and worked consciously to affect them. 29 Finally,
going beyond the physical borders of the Middle East, Gail Minault raised the issue
of women’s education in the context of Muslim social reform in colonial India and
challenged the characterization of Indian Muslim women as universally passive,
repressed, and ignorant.30
Over the next decade, two important contributions to the field, Beyond the
Exotic: Women’s Histories in Islamic Society and the Encyclopedia of Women and
28
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Islamic Cultures, further explored women’s experiences in Islamic communities with
a particular focus on the question of individuals’ agency. 31 Both volumes challenged
the ways Muslim women have been studied by the hegemonic Western feminist
discourse. The essays and entries in these volumes reveal Muslim women as far from
passive and subservient. Rather, the picture presented is one of active contribution
and constant negotiation.
All these studies have contributed significantly to our understanding of
women’s agency in the context of modernization and westernization of Islamic
societies. However, the apparent bias toward Egypt––with the exception of Minault––
and the focus on the experience of Muslim countries under colonial rule limit their
value for understanding alternative models of modernization in other regions of the
Islamic world. Never having been officially colonized, the Ottoman Empire had an
experience that was in many ways very distinct and, therefore, needs to be studied
within a conceptual framework other than that of colonialism.
The first major contribution to the field of Ottoman women’s studies that drew
on the theoretical foundations established by these earlier works and utilized gender
as an analytical tool was the proceedings of a 1994 conference on the history of earlymodern Ottoman women, edited by Madeline Zilfi and published in 1997.32 The
articles in this collection are case studies primarily on subjects related to legal issues
and women. However, despite the broad title of the book, the majority of the pieces in
31
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this volume focus on the eighteenth century, predating the “modernizing” reforms
involving women.
As far as the limited academic output on late Ottoman women (nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries) is concerned, the nature of the available sources limited the
literature essentially to two main subjects: the women’s press and the elite feminist
activists. The early 1990s marked the “discovery” of the Ottoman women’s press by
feminist Turkish scholars. The pioneering works in this area, Aynur Demirdirek’s
survey of the Ottoman women’s magazines and Serpil Çakır’s monograph on the
second longest running women’s publication in the Turkish-speaking part of the
Ottoman lands, Kadınlar Dünyası (Women’s World), corrected the official Kemalist
narrative of universal suppression of Muslim women under Ottoman rule by pointing
out that there was indeed an Ottoman women’s press and women’s activism. 33
However, while their works have, in Joan Scott’s words, “restored women to the
historical record” they failed to provide an analysis of their subject from the
perspective of the gender dynamics of Ottoman/Turkish society. A few years later,
another Turkish scholar, Sefika Kurnaz, also utilized the women’s press to establish
the broader context of the social position of Ottoman women after 1908.34 Although it
provided valuable information on women’s activism during the period, this work, too,
fell short of presenting an analytical rather than a merely descriptive account of the
subject it investigated.
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Two titles that offer a deeper explanation and contextualization of the
Ottoman women’s press is Elizabeth Frierson’s study on the longest running serial of
the period, Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete (The Ladies’ Own Gazette), and Ay"e
Bozkurt’s thesis on the shorter-lived periodicals of the pre-1908 years.35 Both authors
investigate not only the content but also the readership and the contributor profile of
the Hamidian era women’s press while also analyzing it from the perspective of
“shifting notions of Islam, Ottoman modernity, civic identity, and female gender.”36
All the works cited above provided unprecedented and invaluable insight on
the late Ottoman women’s experience and expanded our understanding of the gender
aspect of the larger Ottoman modernization project. However, even though it covered
the graduations, appointments, and promotions of the teachers as well as their articles
and letters, the women’s press has never been exploited as a source to study the
history of public education for girls in the Ottoman Empire.
The other, and more popular, vein of research in the field of the Ottoman
women’s studies has been the emergence of an Ottoman/Turkish feminist movement
and its well-known activists who were, almost without exception, born into wealthy
and politically significant families.37 Still operating with the central discourse of the
Kemalist narrative of “the universal suppression of Ottoman women and their
liberation by the Republican regime,” the general tendency of the scholarship on the
35
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subject has been to present the elite female activists as the only women with any
meaningful contribution to the larger social and cultural transformations.38 Non-elite
women, such as the muallimat, do not figure in these works. This elitist and
exclusivist tone of the literature is a result partly of the abundance of available
primary material, autobiographical and otherwise, on this handful of elite women, and
partly of these women’s portrayal of “themselves as solitary heroines and their
exploits as unprecedented and unaided,”39 which is taken at face value by many
historians in the field. This elitist attitude of scholars and the subjects’ of their studies
has had important implications for the women teachers, as will be discussed in detail
in Chapter III.
Finally, the other scholarly field that informs this dissertation is the study of
the emergence and expansion of modern public education in the late Ottoman Empire.
The extensive literature on the subject varies greatly in its focus, theoretical
framework, and analytical quality. Until as recently as a decade ago, the works of
Turkish authors, some of whom have themselves studied in the late Ottoman and
early Republican schools, dominated this field.40 This group approached the rise and
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development of a modern public school network in the Ottoman lands from an
institutional and state-centered perspective. They have concentrated on the
chronology, institutional and organizational developments, and ideological agenda of
educational reform. Although drawing on valuable archival material and a rich
assortment of various other primary sources, these studies lacked conceptual
sophistication and they limited their focus to the central state apparatus. Needless to
say, gender was of no concern for these authors. Having written during the early
decades of the Kemalist reform, their works had a particular ideological tone. As a
result, if they talked about women and their education at all they did so to “prove” the
“backwardness” and “narrow-mindedness” of the Ottoman/Islamic order as opposed
to the “modern” and “progressive” Republican rule.41
A more nuanced analysis and multi-sided evaluation of the modern Ottoman
educational system emerged over the last decade. Two major studies that investigated
the public school system during the reign of Abdülhamid II, Ak"in Somel’s book on
the expansion of modern public schools in the Ottoman provinces and Benjamin
Fortna’s study on the idadi schools, characterized the Hamidian educational reform as
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an attempt to create a modern sense of citizenship and loyalty to the empire. 42 While
both authors emphasized the identity formation aspect of modern education they also
recognized that it was a diverse and complex process that worked both ways.
As a major break from the pattern of the earlier works, which focused mainly
on the capital city, Somel’s study investigates the development of a modern
educational network in the provinces. Drawing on previously untapped archival
material, it explains in detail the legal, institutional and financial aspects of this
expansion while also evaluating the process from the viewpoint of social disciplining,
westernization, and center–periphery relations. A most valuable aspect of Somel’s
work is that it also introduces peripheral populations’ voices and individual students’
experiences into the discussion.
Benjamin Fortna’s work on the Hamidian idadi schools, on the other hand,
elaborates on Selim Deringil’s earlier proposal that the regime of Abdülhamid II
utilized Islamic concepts in an innovative and “modern” way to foster a sense of
loyalty to the Ottoman state. 43 Fortna’s close scrutiny of the institutional, cultural,
and financial foundations of the idadis reveals the distinctive and authentic character
of late Ottoman educational reform, which was based on European blueprints but was
fortified with Islamic and traditional elements; and, it refutes the conventional
paradigm of passive adoption of European models.

In a creative approach to

available material, Fortna traces the forging and communication of this “distinctive
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Ottoman interpretation of modernity” to the architecture of the school buildings, the
maps used in the classrooms, and the content of the courses on morals (ahlak). Like
Somel, he also incorporates individual students’ responses to these innovations into
his account. Both Fortna’s and Somel’s works made major contribution to the field by
bringing in actors other than the central government, i.e. peripheral populations and
the students, to the picture. Just as importantly, these works convincingly established
that from the perspective of the Hamidian era reformers Islam and modernization
were not necessarily two mutually exclusive and competing elements but, rather, they
operated synchronically and complementarily in the emerging public schooling
system.
These last two studies sparked new interest in and a fresh approach to the
educational modernization of the late Ottoman era. Coinciding with the growing
attention paid to the history of Ottoman women, they inspired scholarly investigations
of the modern schools for girls established at this particular historical juncture. Elif
Ekin Ak"it’s doctoral work completed in 2004, for example, proposes to look at late
Ottoman and early Republican girls’ education from the perspectives of modernity
and nationalism. 44 Her work focuses on the Ottoman and the Republican Arts’ and
Crafts Schools for Girls (Kız Sanayi Mektebi). Yet, although she used some original
material for the Republican period her writing on the Ottoman years relies almost
completely on the secondary literature along with a few memoirs and minor use of
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some conventional primary sources such as the official yearbooks. Original archival
material is almost non-existent in this dissertation and it fails to make any significant
contribution to the field as it is mainly a synthesis and repetition of the existing
literature on the subject.
Another dissertation completed in 2007, Yasemin Tümer Erdem’s welldocumented II. Me!rutiyet’ten Cumhuriyete Kızların E"itimi (Girls’ Education From
the Second Constitutional Period to the Republic), on the other hand, provides very
valuable information on the Ottoman educational institutions for girls. 45 In fact,
Erdem is the first scholar to exploit the records of the Ottoman Ministry of Public
Education for an extensive study. Her work documents in detail the institutional,
legal, financial, and curricular foundations of the girls’ schools after 1908. While
being an indispensable mine of information for anyone interested in not only late
Ottoman women’s history but also the history of the modern public education in
Turkey, this study lacks any theoretical depth or conceptual sophistication. The
account of the expansion of the public school network for girls is told in a virtual
historical vacuum with no discussion of the relevant developments in the political,
economic, and cultural realms. Finally, despite the fact that the dissertation is on
women’s education and training it fails to provide any insight on the views and
attitudes of real, individual women on the subject. In this regard, Erdem’s work falls
into the category of the institutional histories of the early Republican period
addressed above.
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The Sources
The main body of primary material used in this dissertation comes from the
archives of the Ottoman Ministry of Public Education (MPE), which was opened to
researchers in 2000. Indeed, after Yasemin Tümer Erdem’s work, the present
dissertation is the second extensive study that has utilized this source. The other
books and publications on late Ottoman education referred to earlier rely on the
records of other central and provincial government offices and various supplementary
sources that are often only indirectly related to education. While those sources are,
obviously, sufficient to establish the chronology and the institutional outline of the
development of public education they fall short of providing the in-depth details
available only in the records of the MPE.
The archives of the MPE contain the documents of the different offices of the
Ministry, which include Offices for the ibtidai and rü!ti (primary level)46, sultani and
idadi (middle and high-school level)47, and ali (higher education)48 schools as well as
Offices for the Personnel Records49, for the Public School Inspectorate50, and for the
High Educational Council51. These folders hold detailed documentation on essentially
every aspect of public schooling including laws and regulations, financial reports,
architectural blueprints of school buildings, school curricula, inspection reports,
personnel files, and petitions and letters of individual teachers and students. Although
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they are of little importance from the point of view of an institutional history, it is the
last three sources that are uniquely exploited in this dissertation to gain insight into
the personal experiences of individual teachers. In particular, the petitions and letters
voice their thoughts, concerns, grievances, and problems; in short, the real conditions
on the ground, in the classroom.
However, a number of factors make the use of the records of the MPE
challenging, at the very least. First of all, similar to the fate of many archival treasures
inherited from the Ottoman state, for several decades these folders have been shuttled
among the storage rooms of different offices of the Republican government, with
very poor maintenance if any, until they finally reached the repository of the Prime
Ministerial Archives in Istanbul in the early 1980s.52 Along the way many documents
have been lost or ruined beyond repair.
The second and chief challenge for researchers is that these documents have
been neither digitized nor even cataloged. Each office’s documents are organized into
folders, which might hold up to 5,000 individual documents, in chronological order.
Other than the dates of the documents, there is no guideline available for the
researcher as to what these folders actually contain. The archives of the MPE hold
more than 1,500 folders.

This condition of the records makes it practically

impossible for a single researcher to examine documents related to a specific subject
exhaustively. For this reason, I chose to limit my inquiry in the archives to the records
of the Office for Schools of Higher Learning (Mekatib-i Aliye Kalemi), under whose
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supervision the Darülmuallimat was placed, and of the Office for the Inspectorate of
Public Schools, the Office of Statistics, and the Office of the High Educational
Council. The records of other branches of the MPE were consulted only when they
were cross-referenced in the documents of the above-mentioned offices. The research
and evaluation of these documents took about two and a half years.
Special mention should also be made of the conditions of the personnel files
utilized in Chapter II and Chapter V. The Ottoman government established a central
office for personnel records, Sicill-i Ahval Dairesi, in 1878 to keep systematic
biographical information of all the civil and military government employees. 53
Additionally, each branch of the government, including the MPE, had its own office
for this purpose. However, for reasons not entirely known to me, the files of the MPE
do not contain all the personnel records of the Ministry. In fact, I was able to find the
employment records of only about 150 muallimat, the majority of them not in the
folders of the Sicill-i Ahval Kalemi but rather scattered across the files of various
other offices. It would seem that the original sicil records of the MPE have either
been destroyed or are still deposited in storage waiting to be discovered. The records
of the central Sicill-i Ahval Dairesi would make up for these missing documents.
However, again for unclear reasons, of all the records of this office only those
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predating 1908 are open to researchers. The sicil records of the post-1908 era are not
accessible.
I supplemented these archival materials with the central government’s and the
MPE’s yearbooks, which provide valuable statistical, curricular, and chronological
data.
As far as the records of the Istanbul Darülmuallimat itself are concerned,
unfortunately, they have been destroyed in a fire in 1919 along with the school
building. However, the successor to the Ottoman Darülmuallimat, the Istanbul Kız
Muallim Mektebi (Istanbul Girls’ Teacher Training School), published a yearbook in
1930 that draws heavily on the original records of the school that were produced in
the immediate aftermath of the fire. This book has been consulted frequently in this
study.
Finally, among the other major primary sources utilized in this dissertation are
the autobiographies and other writings of the women activists and writers of the time,
late Ottoman fiction in which the “idealist female teacher” appears as a literary
character, and more importantly, literary pieces, articles, and letters written by and
about the muallimat for the popular press. The women’s magazines in particular
contain valuable material on a wide variety of issues, ranging from the graduation and
appointments of the Darülmuallimat students to the poor conditions of girls’ schools
and low payment levels of teachers. Such pieces help to understand the social,
economic, and cultural context in which the muallimat emerged as a professional
career group.
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The outline of the study
The first chapter of the dissertation is an account of the institutional history of
women teacher training. The Ottoman administrative reform and reorganization of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was a work in progress. As they struggled to
build a centralized and efficient government mechanism, the reformers experimented
with alternative bureaucratic structures, which created a certain degree of instability
and uncertainty when it came to implementing the proposed reforms. Such was the
case with the MPE, and specifically with the Darülmuallimat. The frequent, ad hoc
changes in the administrative structure and the curricula of the teacher training
colleges and the other girls’ schools reflected the spontaneous nature of the
educational reforms. The first part of the chapter chronicles the institutional
developments of the early phases of modern public education in the Ottoman Empire
as they laid the groundwork for the opening of modern schools for girls. The second
section details the emergence and expansion of various women teachers’ training
institutions. Since the Istanbul Darülmuallimat was the institutional center of female
teachers’ education, a large part of this section is devoted to this school. However, the
Istanbul Darülmuallimat never produced sufficient number of graduates to meet the
increasing demand for professionally trained teachers. Therefore, attention is also
paid in this section to the provincial teachers’ training colleges and the girls’

30

university (#nas Darülfünunu), as well as to the girls’ rü!tiyes and teacher certificate
examinations, which provided female instructors for public schools for girls.
Chapter II investigates the socio-economic profile of the teacher candidates
and the women teachers who were trained in public schools. An analysis of the
relevant archival and biographical data reveals that throughout the five decades under
scrutiny in this work the Istanbul Darülmuallimat and the provincial teachers’
training colleges were attended overwhelmingly by the daughters of low-middle and
lower class urban strata while elite families shunned public schools for their girls,
particularly vocational schools. Government-subsidized training and the prospects of
a stable income through a respectable employment made teaching an especially
desirable option for women of unprivileged backgrounds. This option also provided
them with a major avenue for social mobility. Especially lower ranking members of
the civil and military branches of the government wanted their daughters to benefit
from these opportunities. To better understand the place of the women teachers and
their parents in the Ottoman social hierarchy this chapter also provides a brief
description of the late Ottoman social order and class structure.
Receiving a professional training in teaching changed the muallimat ’s selfimage and cultural identity in major ways. At the heart of the definition of their
profession was a sense of mission to “enlighten” the common people. This very idea
of responsibility for societal transformation and improvement helped the muallimat to
develop a cultural association with the modernist avant-garde of the period, which
well until late 1870s overlapped with the political and wealthy elite. This
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understanding fundamentally altered not only their worldviews and intellectual
formation but even the mundane details of their day-to-day lives, such as their
dressing styles and table etiquette. To illuminate this aspect of teacher training, the
first section of Chapter III focuses on the upward cultural mobility of muallimat
candidates through public schools, especially the Darülmuallimat. The second section
of this chapter, then looks at this phenomenon from another perspective, that of the
female members of the elite. While the existing literature on late Ottoman women
tends to speak of a unified front of women’s activism formed by like-minded
individuals of similar backgrounds, my investigation reveals that socio-economic
class considerations created deep rifts in the fabric of this so-called Ottoman women’s
movement. The muallimat ’s claims to membership in the intellectual avant-garde
were met with strong resentment from women from privileged backgrounds. The
teachers’ contributions were dismissed and disregarded by the leading elite writers of
the time, which in turn determined the main paradigm of the historiography of the
subject that draws heavily on the writings of these elite women. The chapter also calls
for the revision of this elitist paradigm that has dominated late Ottoman women’s
studies from very early on.
While the government-created educational and training opportunities set in
motion a cultural upward movement for the muallimat in terms of their actual living
standards, they remained locked at the lower end of the socio-economic ladder.
Despite the rather high salary rates promised in the RPE of 1859, the actual payment
levels of not only the female but also the male public school instructors were always
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below par. In an attempt to illuminate the living standards of this large professional
body during the final years of the Ottoman state, Chapter IV investigates in detail the
financing of the public schools, the teachers’ payment levels, and the impact of the
low income standards on the teachers’ personal lives as well as on their image as a
professional group in the eyes of the public. This chapter also provides detailed
information on the political and financial developments of the last Ottoman decades,
such as the military coups and the devastating wars, as they pertained to the working
and personal lives of the teachers. One important finding of this investigation is that
gender was never a determining factor of a teacher’s salary and all other factors being
equal, i.e. school of origin, teaching load and administrative rank (kıdem), the
instructors of both sexes were paid at the same rate. Within the larger picture of late
Ottoman civil officialdom, however, the public school teachers remained among the
lowest paid government employees and were among those hit hardest by the scourges
of the war years.
The first four chapters examine the broader patterns in muallimat’s
professional experience as a career group and the larger social, economic, and
political developments that informed the framework of this experience. The last
chapter finally turns to the details of specific individuals’ lives and careers by looking
at the stories of five women who were all invested in teaching as a career. Their
stories provide an apt concluding chapter as they bring together the larger themes of
the dissertation and reveal how the greater social structures and transformations
played out in people’s lives. An account of their personal experiences also illustrates
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what we mean by the “agency” of “ordinary women” in the larger Ottoman
modernization project. Their stories present specific examples of individual women
taking advantage of modern education and government employment opportunities to
negotiate with the larger societal forces, to take charge of their own lives, and, finally,
to contribute to the transformation of those of other women.
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CHAPTER I
The Institutional Framework: The Darülmuallimat and Other Forms of Women
Teacher Training
“There is no [religious] injunction that prohibits women from studying sciences and
improving themselves (tezyin-i hilkat etmek); on the contrary, the Prophetic tradition
which encourages men to acquire knowledge and sciences, “Seeking knowledge is
obligatory for every Muslim men and women [sic.]”, also applies to women.
Undoubtedly, women who receive a good education and, through studying many
books, become knowledgeable on and familiar with the world’s affairs will, under all
circumstances, consider protecting their chastity and honor among their most
important duties… Thanks to our education-loving Sultan, seven girls’ rü!tiyes had
been established in Dersaadet…. The girls can stay at [these] schools for four years
only if their teachers are of the same sex. Therefore, to raise women teachers for the
sıbyan and rü!ti girls’ schools… we are opening today… this [Darulmualliamat].
This school is a most exalted institution founded by our Sultan and it will contribute
to women’s education immensely.”
[From the Minister of Education Saffet Pasha’s speech at the opening ceremony of
the Darülmuallimat in 26 April 1870] 54
“The positive and negative developments in the life outside [of the school] (harici
hayat) have always an effect on schools. Not only can we not remain indifferent to
the impact of new ideas on the institutions of learning and education, but we also
should allow even the most auspicious changes and reforms gradually and only after
much careful modification…Today, the Darülmuallimat, which does not have an
administrative cadre [that could perform this task]… and whose student population
originates from such environments that did not allow them to acquire strong moral
qualities, could only serve to increase numbers of teachers of low morals…The
[Darülmuallimat] students are targets of often subjective and not well understood
ideas about women’s rights and social role. While the real mission of the
Darülmuallimat is to train ibtidai school teachers in accordance with public
sensibilities and traditions [halkin hiss-i telakkisi] some teachers at the school,
instead, are trying to raise the girls as revolutionaries for the cause of women’s
rights.”
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[From the report of Abdulfeyyaz Tevfik Bey, member of the Counsel of Inspection of
the Ministry of Education, on the Darülmuallimat in 17 January 1921]55
The contradictory tone of these two statements on the Darülmuallimat is a
manifestation of the quick pace of change at the Istanbul Women Teachers’ Training
College from its opening in 1870 to the last years of the Ottoman State. In his address
at the Darülmuallimat‘s opening ceremony, Saffet Pasha employed the key
arguments of the advocates of women’s education at the time, insisting that girls’
schooling was not against Islamic teachings and it would help them become better
wives and mothers. Yet, as clearly expressed in the testimony of the second observer,
thanks to the rapid expansion of modern public education and popular press, quite a
few women developed their own ideas on the function of girls’ schools. It is
interesting to see that some of the muallimat, who owed their training and
employment to the government, would be so forthcoming in public school classrooms
on subjects such as women’s rights as to be called “revolutionaries,” especially when
considering the fact that the very rationale of this institution was to train teachers of
exemplary behavior and good morals who would, in turn, raise good mothers and
wives, and certainly not women’s rights advocates. Not surprisingly, the public and
private lives, and the academic qualifications of the Darülmuallimat students and
teachers had continuously been a hotly debated subject in the Ottoman intellectual
and educational circles throughout our period of study.
Despite the controversies surrounding this school in its later years, however,
the Istanbul Darülmuallimat remained as the institutional heart and center of women
55
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teacher training in the Ottoman State. From 1870 to 1922, it produced over 1200
graduates. Still, as we will see later in this work, this number was far from meeting
the rapidly increasing need for professionally trained female instructors and the
Ottoman Ministry of Public Education had to resort to various strategies to
compensate for this shortage. One such means was to convert the Istanbul
Darülmuallimat to a boarding school in 1911 to expand the student pool by attracting
girls from the countryside. A few years later, the government also approved the
opening of local teachers’ training colleges at major provincial towns. Towards the
end of the period under study here, a kindergarten teacher training school (Ana
Muallime Mektebi, 1915) and the Women’s College (#nas Darülfünunu, 1914) were
also added to the Darülmuallimat-i Aliye. The #nas Darülfünunu was founded as the
higher division of the teachers’ training college to train idadi56 and sultani57
instructors and administrative staff for girls’ schools. Even after these improvements,
however, the government still had to condone the employment of the graduates of not
only idadis and sultanis but even those of the rü!tiyes58 and ibtidais59 at girls’
schools.
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The word idadi can be translated into English language as “a place of preparation.” The idadi were
to be preparatory schools for the sultanis and military schools. The opening of idadis was first
proposed in the Regulation of Public Education in 1869. For the early period of the idadi schools,
see Ergin, Türkiye Maarif Tarihi, 1-2: 495-500.. Also, see below.
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Sultanis were high-school level institutions that prepared the students for the schools of higher
learning, such as the Ottoman University (Darülfünun-u Osmani), the teacher training colleges and
military academies. The first of this kind, the Galatasaray Sultanisi (Mekteb-i Sultani), was opened
in 1867. For more on sultanis, see ibid., 481-97. Also see below.
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The primary level education of the emerging Ottoman public school system was composed of three
years of sıbyan school attendance followed by three years of rü!tiye training. For more on these
schools, see below.
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Ibtidais were the modernized versions of the sıbyan schools. See below.
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This chapter provides an outline and a chronological account of the various
institutions that provided women teachers for the modern girls’ schools during the last
five decades of Ottoman history. As we will see, the function, administrative structure
and the curricula of these institutions were subject to frequent ad hoc changes. An
important reason for this was that in spite of the recognized need for women teachers
there was just yet no consensus as to what exactly their training should encompass.
Just as significant was the fact that the administrative structure of the MPE itself was
in the process of formation as was the general educational and pedagogical
philosophy to be pursued in modernized schools.60 In a society that has been in the
throes of civilizational crises since the early 19th century, this ambiguity should be
deemed only natural. This chapter is a chronological account of these changes and
developments as they pertained to the Darülmuallimat in particular and the women
teachers’ training in general. However, before turning to the details of this subject, a
discussion of the early period of reform in Ottoman public education is necessary in
order to illuminate the circumstances that paved the way for the creation of a
professional training and career opportunity for Muslim/Turkish women.
The Emergence and Development of Modern Public Education in the Ottoman
Empire
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For a detailed account of the first four decades of the Ottoman Ministry of Public Education, see
Cevad, Maarif-i Umumiye Nezareti Tarihçe. The administrative flux in education is best reflected
in the high turnover rates of the Ministers of Education. Between the years of 1849, when the MPE
was first established, and 1892 there had been thirty one different men appointed to this post,
bringing the average term of service for each person to little over a year. Things were not much
different after the Young Turk Revolution of 1908, either. Within the first ten months of this
period, the government appointed seven different Ministers of Education. Ibid., 174.
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Before the onset of the Tanzimat era reforms in the early part of the nineteenth
century, what could be called institutions of public education for the Muslim
population of the Ottoman Empire consisted only of the neighborhood Qur’an schools
for young children (sıbyan mektebi/ mahalle mektebi) and the madrasas for those who
would like to pursue higher studies in religious sciences. The palace school (enderun)
was obviously reserved for the boys who were handpicked by the governing elite.61
The first “modern” government schools with a wider pool of recruitment were opened
toward the end of the eighteenth century as military institutions to reform and
modernize the Ottoman army and the navy. However, these schools resorted mainly
to internal recruitment and accepted mostly young men who were already employed
in the military.62
The sıbyan schools, the only formal education opportunity for the younger
children of the common people before the reform era, were often established as part
of åthe neighborhood mosque complex. They provided basic instruction for boys and
girls ages four to seven in Qur’an recitation and Islamic practice.63 Since the children
attending sıbyan mekteps were still very young, the majority of these schools were
mixed. Yet, in some neighborhoods elderly women took girls’ education upon
themselves and taught them in their houses not only the Qur’an but also basic
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For more on these early military institutions, see ibid., 315-69.
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For a colorful account of the intimate details of life at sıbyan mekteps see $smail Kara and Ali
Birinci, Mahalle Mektebi Hatıraları : Amin Alayı-Mektep #lâhileri (Istanbul: Kitabevi, 1997);
$smail Kara and Ali Birinci, Bir E"itim Tasavvuru Olarak Mahalle / Sıbyan Mektepleri : Hatıralar,
Yorumlar, Tetkikler (Istanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 2005).

39

household duties, such as sewing, cooking and cleaning.64 Certainly no girl was
allowed to continue in mixed schools beyond the age of six as it was deemed
improper, if not immoral.65 The sons and the daughters of the ruling elite, on the other
hand, did not attend the sıbyan mekteps but rather received private instruction at
home.
An important step towards the expansion of public education at the primary
level was taken in 1824 by the reformist sultan Mahmud II when he declared sıbyan
school attendance compulsory. His firman opened up by explaining that learning the
essentials of religious practice must always come before “worldly matters.”66 The
imperial declaration then went on to criticize the parents who deprived their children
of the opportunity of learning their religion by removing them from school as early as
the age of five or six to send them off to work. The firman explained that ignorance
would result in punishment both in this world and in the afterlife. Therefore, the
declaration proclaimed, it was against the imperial will for the parents to remove their
children from school before they reached puberty. However, the language of the
firman implies that its rulings encompassed only male children, not girls. Moreover,
we see the same injunction on compulsory primary education appearing in later
official rulings, in 1839, 1868 and 1869, which indicates that the content of the 1824
firman was never fully realized.67 Indeed, due to the reasons that will be explained
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shortly, the reform and modernization of the sıbyan schools would have to wait until
late 1860s. During these early years of the emerging public school network in the
Ottoman Empire, it was the rü!tiyes, not the sıbyan mekteps that were at the center of
educational reform endeavors.
In early 1839, the newly established Council for Public Works (Meclis-i
Umuru Nafia) prepared a memorandum on the state of sıbyan schools and the quality
of instruction provided there. After laying out the weaknesses of the existing mekteps,
the members of the Council proposed a restructuring of the sıbyan schools as well as
the opening of “higher level schools” (mekatib-i aliye) for talented and interested
children. This was effectively the beginning of the rü!tiyes as the sultan named the
recommended “mekatib-i aliye” as “mekatib-i rü!tiye.”68 An Office of Rü!tiye
Schools (ORS, Mekatib-i Rü!tiye Nezareti) was promptly established to oversee the
opening and administration of the proposed rü!tiyes. These schools were to accept
sıbyan mektep graduates and train them to become civil personnel at government
offices (aklam-ı devair). A member of the ulama class, Imamzade Esad Efendi, was
promoted to the head of the ORS.69

corps, the war with Russian, the rebellions in Egypt, Bagdad and in the Balkans) made it
impossible to spend more time and money for the improvement of the sıbyan schools. Ibid., 7. For
later injunctions on compulsory schooling, see ibid., 87. and Somel, The Modernization of Public
Education... 29-31, 48.
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Cevad, Maarif-i Umumiye Nezareti Tarihçe: 7-18. The word rü!tiye comes from “rü!d” which
means “adolescence” or “maturity”. Andreas M. Kazamias, Education and the Quest for Modernity
in Turkey (The University of Chicago Press, 1966), 53.
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Cevad, Maarif-i Umumiye Nezareti Tarihçe: 19.
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In 1839, Imamzade oversaw the opening of the first two modern civil schools
in the Ottoman Empire: the School of Literary Sciences (Mekteb-i Ulum-u Edebiye),70
and the School for Learning (Mekteb-i Maarif-i Adliye).71 While these two institutions
were categorized as the earliest rü!tiyes in the sources, it should be emphasized that
they were strictly professional in nature and were specifically geared toward the
training of the young officials already working in government offices.72 The opening
of the truly public rü!tiyes would have to wait another decade during which the
gradual evolution of the educational administration has eventually led to the
replacement of the ORS by the Office of Public Schools (OPS, Mekatib-i Umumiye
Nezareti) in 1847.73 It was under the administration of the OPS that the first rü!tiye
schools open to all male members of the civil population were established. The
rü!tiyes spread rather quickly. Within the first year five rü!tiye schools were opened
in Istanbul.74 The earliest provincial rü!tiyes, however, were established only in
1856.75
An important development which indicates that the educational reformists’
goal was to create an entirely novel and modern educational network was the opening
of a teacher training college for the rü!tiyes, the Darülmuallimin-i Rü!ti, in 1848.
Until that date, the instructors of all the civil public schools came from among the
members of the religious hierarchy. The foundation of the Darulmuallim is a clear
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demonstration of the Ottoman government’s long-term intentions of raising
professionally trained teaching cadres that were independent of the madrasa.76
Undoubtedly, the most significant step in terms of the establishment of a
modern public school system in the Ottoman Empire was the creation of the Ministry
of Public Education (MPE, Maarif-i Umumiye Nezareti) in 1857. After experimenting
with a number of executive and advisory bodies, the Ottoman government finally
unified the various offices related to pubic education under the MPE.77 This created
the much needed administrative stability for reform. In Selcuk Somel’s words,
“[f]rom now on the Ottoman State began to put its whole weight on the establishment
of a modern school system by introducing public education, including non-Muslim
schools, under a better coordinated government control and to shape these in harmony
with its centralistic designs.”78 For the next decade, the MPE worked on the
reformation and expansion of the sıbyan and rü!ti schools as well as establishing a
number of other important educational institutions beyond primary level.79
A main problem for the development of the rü!tiye network was the persistent
issue of the dissatisfying quality of the sıbyan school graduates. It appears that many
of these children have extremely weak reading and writing skills, and the rü!tiye
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schools had to re-educate them on these subjects.80 It is important to note that the
sıbyan mekteps were under the supervision of the Ministry of Pious Foundations
(Evkaf Nezareti). The teaching cadres were members of the religious hierarchy and
the method of education in these schools adhered to the traditional ways. Anecdotal
evidence from the period suggests strong ulama opposition to any changes at the
sıbyan schools.81 However, by early 1860s the educational reformers were openly
spelling out that if any success was to be expected from the rü!tiyes, reorganization
and improvement at the sıbyan mekteps was absolutely necessary.82 A number of
steps were taken to improve the quality of education at these schools. These included
the introduction of new classroom materials (such as slates, chisels, and pens and
inks)83 to thirty-six pilot schools in Istanbul, the establishment of the Darülmuallimini Sıbyaniyye to raise professionally trained teaching cadres for the sıbyan schools, and
the dispatching of qualified instructors to the provinces to train the local teachers.84
However, a comprehensive modernization of the sıbyan institutions was not possible
as long as they were under the supervision of the Evkaf Nezareti. This understanding
led to the creation of a new type of primary school, the ibtidai.
The term ibtidai literally means “beginning level.” As the name indicates, the
ibtidai mekteps offered introductory level schooling that prepared the students for the
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rü!tiye education. What led to the birth of the ibtidais was an 1870 report by the
Educational Council of the MPE on the quality of training at the sıbyan schools.
Based on the suggestions of this committee on how to improve the sıbyan mekteps,
Selim Sabit Efendi, a teacher and a pedagogue himself, wrote his famous Rehnüma-i
Muallimin-i Sıbyan (“A Guidebook for the Teachers of the Sıbyan Schools”) that
instructed sıbyan school teachers in “usul-u cedid” (new method), i.e. modern
teaching methodology and pedagogy.85 The first school whose educational
methodology was based on Selim Sabit Efendi’s usul-u cedid was opened in Istanbul
in 1871, and it was named as an “ibtidai mektep.”86 Besides the modern educational
methodology practiced there, another major distinction of the ibtidais was that they
were placed under the administration of the MPE rather than the Ministry of Pious
Foundations. In this sense, 1871 marked the beginning of “secular” primary education
in the Ottoman Empire.87 While for the first decade the ibtida schools were opened
only in Istanbul, after the second half of the 1880s they rapidly expanded to the
provinces as well.88
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see Somel, The Modernization of Public Education... 169-72.
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Ergin, Türkiye Maarif Tarihi, 1-2: 468.
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An explanation on the use of the terms of ibtidai and sıbyan is necessary. Somel points out that until
late 1880s the term sıbyan mektebi was used to describe the primary schools in general, including
the traditional and the modern ones as well as those administrated by the non-Muslim minorities.
With the expansion of usul-u cedid primaries to the provinces in the second half of the 1880s, the
term ibtidai came to denote the modern primary schools while sıbyan mektep referred to the
traditional schools under the supervision of the religious hierarchy. During the first years of the 20th
century, however, the designation of ibtidai replaced sıbyan mektep completely. So, for example, in
the official correspondence and the yearbooks the modern schools came to be called “usul-u cedide
uzre ibtidai mektebi” (primary school that applies the new methodology) whereas the traditional
sıbyan schools were named “usul-u atika uzre ibtida mektebi” (primary school that applies the old
methodology).Somel, The Modernization of Public Education... 108.
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The fact that a primary school network independent of the ulama was first established only after
1870s reveals an important characteristic of the educational reform during this early period. While
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Another major development for the Ottoman public education during these
years was the promulgation of the Regulation of Public Education (RPE, Maarif-i
Umumiye Nizamnamesi) in 1869. The very idea of preparing a comprehensive
guideline concerning public schools has its roots back in the Reform Edict (Islahat
Fermanı) of 1856. Selçuk Somel points out that the edict of 1856 marked a turning
point in terms of direct western influence on the Ottoman educational reform
project.89 The imperial firman, which for the first time established the idea of
Ottoman citizenship and promised equal legal status to non-Muslims, was, indeed, a
gesture to the western powers that helped the Ottomans to defeat the Russian armies
in the Crimean War and admitted the Ottoman government to the Concert of Europe
with the Treaty of Paris in 1856.90 The imperial edict guaranteed all subjects of the
sultan (without discrimination based on religion or nationality) equal opportunity for
military and civil school admittance as well as permission to each religious
Western cultural and political influence was certainly a major stimulus for modernization, the
reformers did not necessarily perceive a tension or competition between Islam and modernism that
is often described as the main characteristic of the era by the historians writing in hindsight. The
ostensible “duality” in public education created by the simultaneous existence of the traditional
sıbyan schools and the newly established modern schools might not be a reflection of an
ideological and social rift but rather an indication of the fact that the Ottoman statesmen saw
education at primary level essentially as part of the religious training. That this was so even for the
non-Muslim communities is demonstrated in the Regulation of Public Education (RPE, Maarif-i
Umumiye Nizamnamesi) of 1869 (see below) which accorded separate primary schools for the
minorities and the Muslims where the young children of each community would study their own
language and religion, whereas in upper level institutions (rü!tiye and above) co-educational
schools were proposed. Obviously, for the Ottoman educationalists the main role of primary
schools was instruction in religion and language. It was only when the reformers realized that the
existing sıbyan mekteps failed to prepare students for the rü!tiyes and for government service that
an alternative network of primary schools, independent from the influence of the religious
hierarchy, was established. This fact is an indicatation of the more pragmatic rather than
ideologically charged character of reform during the Tanzimat era.
89
Somel, The Modernization of Public Education... 42.
90
Standford J. Shaw and Ezel Kural Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey Volume
II: Reform, Revolution and Republic The Rise of Modern Turkey, 1808-1975 (Cambridge, London,
New York, Melbourn: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 138-41.
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community to establish their own schools as long as they operate under government
supervision.91
Although the Islahat Fermanı did not dictate anything on the nature and
structure of public education, these last two mandates indirectly led to a structural
overhaul of the public school administration in the Ottoman State. The establishment
of the MPE in 1857, for example, was first and foremost an attempt to respond to the
sudden rise in the number of minority schools after 1856 and to coordinate their
administration along with that of the government schools. Secondly, with the pretext
that the Ottoman government was not carrying out the promised reforms regarding
non-Muslim communities, in 1867 the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued an
official note to Istanbul, which included a list of suggestions regarding public
education. The RPE of 1869, the backbone of the modern public education in the
Ottoman State, was essentially the enactment of these proposals into legislation.92
The RPE was indeed the hallmark of a secular (in the sense of being
independent from the religious hierarchy) and modernist approach to public education
as it laid out the main legal and administrative framework of modern government
schools in the Ottoman Empire.93 This regulation defined three levels of public
education: 1) sıbyan and rü!tiye mekteps 2) idadi and sultani schools 3) schools of
91

"Islahat Fermanı," in Türk Anayasa Metinleri - Tanzimattan Bügüne Kadar, ed. #eref Gözübüyük
and Suna Kili (Ankara: AUSBF, 1957), 9.
92
These proposals were formulated by the French Minister of Education, Victor Duruy. For more
details on this proposal, see Ekmeleddin $hsano!lu, "Tanzimat Öncesi ve Tanzimat Dönemi
Osmanlı Bilim ve E!itim Anlayı"ı," in 150. Yılında Tanzimat, ed. Hakkı Dursun Yıldız (Ankara:
Türk Tarih Kurumu, 1992), 371. Somel, The Modernization of Public Education... 51.
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For the whole text of the regulation see Cevad, Maarif-i Umumiye Nezareti Tarihçe: 191.table 12.1;
#evket Pamuk, A Monetary History of the Ottoman Empire, Cambridge Studies in Islamic
Civilization (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 191.Table 12.1.
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higher learning (mekatib-i aliye) (Article 2). The sıbyan and rü!tiye mekteps94 each
offered three years of education and together they formed the primary level
schooling. The idadis95 and sultanis made up the second tier of public education. The
idadis were to accept rü!ti graduates and prepare them for the sultanis. In this sense
idadis may be categorized as middle schools while the sultanis would equal to high
schools in the modern sense. The third category, the mekatib-i aliye, on the other
hand included the Darülmuallimin, the Darülmuallimat, the Darülfünun
(university)96, and other auxiliary “schools of sciences and arts and crafts” (Article
51).
In the years leading to the promulgation of the RPE and the establishment of
the Darülmuallimat, a number of important developments took place in women’s
education as well. The first government-initiated modern training opportunity for
women was the School of Midwifery that was opened in 1843 within the Istanbul
Medical School. However, records indicate that the attendees of this school were
older women who were already working as midwives but who lacked proper
training.97 The more dramatic step towards expanding modern education to the
daughters of common people came with the establishment of the inas rü!tiyes. The
first rü!tiye for girls was opened in 1859 in the building of a sıbyan mektep in the
94

A detailed study on the rü!tiye schools during this early period is U!ur Ünal, II. Me!rutiyet Öncesi
Osmanlı Rü!diyeleri (1897-1907) (Ankara: Kitabevi, 2008).
95
For a detailed study on idadi schools during this period, see Fortna, Imperial Classroom : Islam, the
State, and Education in the late Ottoman Empire.
96
While the idadi and sultani networked expanded gradually but surely during the reign of
Abdülhamid II the Darülfünun experience lasted only for two years. A truly college level
institution in the Ottoman Empire was founded only in 1900. For more on the early years of the
Darülfünun, see Ergin, Türkiye Maarif Tarihi, 1-2: 545-63. For a detailed history of this institution,
see Mehmet Ali Ayni, Darülfünun Tarihi, ed. Aykut Kazancıgil (Kitabevi Yayınları, 2007).
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Ergin, Türkiye Maarif Tarihi, 1-2: 540-44.
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Sultan Ahmed area that was endowed by Mahmud II (r.1808-1839) in the name of
Cevri Kalfa, a member of the imperial harem who saved then Prince Mahmud’s life
in a bloody encounter with the rebels in 1808.98 In order to create favorable public
opinion for this innovation and encourage people to enroll their daughters to this
school, the official newspaper Takvim-i Vekayi published an article on the subject
explaining in detail that “seeking knowledge” (taleb-i ilm) was a duty endowed upon
both men and women by Islam and that well-educated women would become better
companions to their husbands and better household managers.99 We do not know
whether this endorsement had any significant impact on public opinion regarding
girls’ education; but, there must have been enough demand that in the school year of
1869-1870 the MPE was already planning the to open seven other inas rü!tiyes in
Istanbul.100
As a further step towards the expansion of modern public education for girls,
the RPE of 1869 made primary education for girls between the ages of six and ten,
and for boys between the ages of seven and eleven mandatory (Article 9). As the
mixing of children of this age would be unacceptable, it accorded separate schools for
boys and girls101 (Articles 15-16). The regulation also legislated the expansion of the
girls’ rü!tiye network in Istanbul as well as in major provincial centers (Article 27).
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Ibid., 458; Mehmet Nermi Haskan, Yüzyıllar Boyunca Üsküdar I, 3 vols., Üsküdar Ara"tırmaları
Merkezi (Istanbul: Üsküdar Belediyesi, 2001), 297. This historic building today hosts the Türk
Edebiyat Vakfı.
99
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As a short-term solution for the lack of women teachers for these schools, the RPE
sanctioned the employment of male teachers of “old age and good morals”102
(Articles 15 and 27). The long-term response to this issue, on the other hand, was the
foundation of the Women Teachers’ Training College in Istanbul (Articles 68-78).
From its origins in the late eighteenth century with the opening of first modern
military schools, the Ottoman educational reform has always been an integral part of
the larger administrative and military modernization project. The long-term goal of
government-sponsored public education was to amend the economic and military
backwardness of the Ottoman state, to forge an Ottoman identity among both the nonMuslim and Muslim communities of the Empire, and finally, in a word, to “civilize”
the Ottoman people.103 Meanwhile, the reformist were also keenly aware of what
Somel called the “social disciplining” aspect of public education. Deliberate steps
were taken to inculcate loyalty to the Ottoman sultan and the state as well as socially
conservative values in students. The ultimate objective of public schooling was to
102
103

“musinn ve edip adamlar”
The “civilizing” and “identity forming” policies of the Hamidian schools have been investigated in
detail in Deringil, The Well-Protected Domains: Ideology and the Legitimation of Power in the
Ottoman Empire, 1876-1909; and Emine Onhan Evered, "The Politics of Late Ottoman Education:
Accommodating Ethno-Religious Pluralism Amid Imperial Disintegration," Department of History
(The University of Arizona, 2005). As a case in point, by early 1830s and 40s the official
articulations of the goals of public education were full of reference to moral education (tehzib-i
ahlak, islah-i zat, terbiyye-i insaniye) and correction and guidance of the subjects (terbiyye-i
tebaa). Somel, The Modernization of Public Education... 58.The above-mentioned memo of the
Council of Public Works of 1839 put very strong emphasis on the importance of education and
sciences (maarif ve ulum) as the source of wealth (menba-i servet ve gına), and pointed out
repeatedly that the development of agriculture, trade and industry was dependent on the elimination
of ignorance among the subjects of the sultan. Just as importantly, the memorandum also put
forward the idea that ignorant people “would be unaware of the meaning of the state, thanks to it
they exist, and also would not comprehend the meaning of patriotism’’ (sayesinde oldukları
devletin ve hubbu vatan ne oldu"unu bilemeyecekleri ) and that they “had no use for themselves or
their community”. Ibid., 30. Mindful of these political and social implications of modern education,
the MPE commissioned and distributed free schoolbooks for the sıbyan and rü!tiye students in
Istanbul and in the provinces that were mainly on religious and moral subjects. Ibid., 59.
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raise knowledgeable generations who also preserved their “religion and national
customs” (din ve adab-ı mahsusasını muhafaza ederek kesb-i maarif etmek).104
However, despite the strong emphasis on the traditional values and loyalties in the
public school curricula, especially during the reign of Abdülhamid II (r.1876-1909),
Somel notes that the social disciplining policies failed to “raise the expected
generations of loyal and pious individuals.”105 According to him, “[the] discrepancies
in the educational content, the curriculum and the expected function of public schools
eventually constituted a general failure to reach the synthesis of Islamism and
modernization at cultural and institutional levels. … The exposure of some of the
students to certain informal cultural factors with ‘subversive’ characteristics
intensified the general dissatisfaction of the Hamidian youth with the public school
system. Altogether, these developments played a major role in the emergence of a
generation of oppositional and worldly oriented Young Turks, which marked in a
sense the ideological ‘bankruptcy’ of the Hamidian regime. This unsuccessful
historical experience perhaps might explain the accelerated steps toward cultural
secularization during the Second Constitutional Period (1908-1918) and the strength
of the republican Turkish secularist traditions.”106
Similar remarks could be made for the women who studied in the late
Ottoman public schools. The official discourse on girls’ education always centered
around the idea that educated women would appreciate and perform their traditional
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roles and duties better. As we will see in detail in the coming chapters, however,
attendance at modern schools produced some “unintended” transformations in the
worldview and social attitudes of the female students. These changes has become
more pronounced after the ousting of Abdülhamid II from the Ottoman throne in
1909. As a case in point, memoirs as well as official reports from the period
repeatedly point out that the Darülmuallimat students were exposed to “subversive”
ideas, such as advocacy of women’s rights, through their teachers and through rapidly
expanding and easily accessible popular press.107 Indeed, the language and content of
the debates in the post-1908 press by and on the Darülmuallimat students and the
women teachers display surprising positivist and westernist tones.108 Moreover, the
ease with which the muallimat, who were trained in the Ottoman schools, accepted
the role of the carriers of staunchly secularist Kemalism also proves that the school as
an institution, and the intellectual and social aura it created, carried much more
weight in the intellectual and ideological formation of the students than its actual
curricula with strong emphasis on traditional values. It is exactly this fact that
stimulated the change in the tone about the Darülmuallimat, which we have seen at
the beginning of this chapter, that went from defining this school’s opening as an
auspicious moment for the women to marking it as a hot bed of revolutionary ideas
107

The inspectors of the school noted in their reports that the Darülmuallimat students read and
contributed to popular journals and attended conferences at the Women’s University (#nas
Darülfünunu). See, for example, MF.HTF9/75, 1339.Ca.7. Belkıs Vassaf, who was a student at the
Darülmuallimat at the wake of the WWI, writes in her memoirs that even though the students’
interactions with the outside life was very strictly controlled and they were not allowed to read
anything other than the textbooks (newspapers and novels wer banned in the school) the girls were
still able to smuggle in novels of the famous writers of the time, such as Yakup Kadri’s Nur Baba,
or Re"at Nuri’s Calikusu. Gündüz Vassaf, Annem Belkıs (Istanbul: $leti"im Yayınları, 2000), 9496.
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and bad morals. We will now turn to the details of the opening and the development
of this institution.
The Istanbul Darülmuallimat
Early Period: 1870-1908
According to the RPE that set up the institutional framework of the Istanbul
Women Teachers’ Training College, the Darülmuallimat was composed of a
sıbyan109 and a rü!tiye division. The education in the former was two years. Upon
finishing their studies, the graduates of this division may apply for primary school
teaching posts or they could choose to continue to the rü!tiye division and become
rü!tiye teachers (Article 68-71 and Article 74). The students in the sıbyan and rü!tiye
sections were given 30 kuru! and 60 kuru! monthly allowances, respectively. After
finishing the Darülmuallimat, these girls had to complete five years of mandatory
service in public schools. In case of failure to do so, they were required to pay back
the total sum of money spent for their training by the government with the due
interest (Article 77). The graduates of the sıbyan and rü!tiye schools were to be
accepted to the Darülmuallimat without an examination while those with private
education were subject to a test to prove their qualification for this school (Article
73).
Only a year after the promulgation of the RPE, the Istanbul Darülmuallimat
opened its doors to the first muallimat candidates on April 26, 1870. Records show
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The sıbyan division was open only briefly for the school years of 1882-83 and 1885-86. Istanbul
Kız Muallim Mektebi 1933- Darülmuallimat 1870: 12-13; Cevad, Maarif-i Umumiye Nezareti
Tarihçe: 121.
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that a total of thirty-two women took the entrance exam to the school.110 Even though
it is not clear how many of these initial applicants were admitted, at the end of the
first year there were thirty-seven students (sixteen in the first grade, twelve in the
second grade) registered at the Darülmuallimat. Seventeen of these girls graduated at
the end of the school year of 1872-73.111 At the time the Darülmuallimat produced
its first graduates, there were eight girls’ rü!tiyes in Istanbul with 224 students. All
the teachers in these schools, except for the needlework instructors, were men.112 Five
women from the first graduating class of the Darülmuallimat were appointed to these
schools to become the very first professionally trained muallimat to be employed at
the modern public schools.
Table 1.1 The First Darülmuallimat Graduate Teachers at Public Schools113
Fatma Nigar Hanım
Hafız Rüveyda Hanım
Zehra Hanım
Hatice Hanım
Münibe Hanım

Eski Ali Pasa Girls’
rü!tiye
Sultan Ahmet Girls’
rü!tiye
Sultan Ahmet Girls’
rü!tiye
Fatih Girls’ rü!tiye
Sultan Ahmet Girls’
rü!tiye
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Head teacher
Mathematics teacher
Rika114 teacher
Rika teacher
Second teacher

Istanbul Kız Muallim Mektebi 1933- Darülmuallimat 1870: 4.
Ibid., 6.
112
Ibid., 7.
113
Ibid.
114
Rika: This script developed in the 19th century in response to the need of a practical everyday script
that could be written with rapidity. It was used in official documents as well as in popular press and
personal correspondence and records. Necdet Sakao!lu, Tanzimat'tan Cumhuriyet'e Tarih Sözlü"ü
(Istanbul: $leti"im, 1985), 109.
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The RPE listed the Darülmuallimat among the schools of higher education
along with the Darülmuallimin and the Darülfünun-i Osmani. Yet, a quick look at the
Darülmuallimat curriculum reveals that the level of education at this institution was
only slightly more advanced than that of the rü!tiye schools for which the
Darülmuallimat was to train teachers. A main reason of this fact was that besides the
broad outline laid by the RPE in 1869 no guidelines had been prepared regarding the
specifics of instruction at the Darülmuallimat until 1895. As a result, during its first
two decades the content of instruction and the administrative structure of the school
were subject to ad hoc changes. The curriculum was shaped by individual initiatives
of the administrators or teachers rather than by a centrally planned educational
agenda. Consequently, classes such as pedagogy,115 piano and drawing disappeared
and resurfaced on course lists as each school director or Minister of Education
attributed different degrees of importance to these subjects.
Secondly, the backbone of studies at the Darülmuallimat consisted only of
introductory level classes: beginners’ Arabic and Persian (to aid the study of the
Ottoman Turkish), Turkish reading and writing, basic arithmetic, geography,
needlework and sewing, and domestic sciences.116 Not only were there no advanced
115

During these early years, a major weakness of the Darülmuallimat program was the lack of a
pedagogy and educational methodology class (usul-u tedris ve terbiye) in the curriculum. This class
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Yahya Akyüz, "Osmanlı Son Döneminde Kızların E!itimi ve Ö!retmen Faika Ünlüer'in Yeti"mesi
ve Meslek Hayatı," Milli E"itim Dergisi, no. 143 (1999): 7-8.
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classes fit for an institution of higher learning but also the Darülmuallimat
curriculums of 1874 and 1895 consisted essentially of the same subjects with those of
girls’ rü!tiyes except for a few additions.117
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For the Darülmuallimat and rü!tiye curriculums of 1874, see ibid., 119-20. For the girls’ rü!tiye
curriculum in 1892, seeibid., 246-73; seeibid., 246-73.For the Darülmuallimat curriculum of 1895,
see Istanbul Kız Muallim Mektebi 1933- Darülmuallimat 1870: 23-30.
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Table 1.2 The Girls’ Rü"tiye Curriculum of 1892 and the Darülmuallimat
Curriculum of 1895
Rü"tiye Curriculum

Darülmuallimat curriculum

Alphabet and oral knowledge (Elifba ve
!ifahi malumat)
Qur’an and its recitation (Kuran-ı Kerim
maa tecvid)
Religious sciences (Ulum-u diniye)
Reading (Kıraat)
Orthography (#mla)
Writing (Kitabet)

Qur’an recitation (Tecvid)
Religious science (Ulum-u diniye)
Ottoman grammar (Kavaid-i Osmaniye
ve müntehabat)
Writing and grammar application
(Kitabet ve tatbikat-i kavaid)
Arabic
Persian
Calligraphy (Hüsn-ü hat)
Pedagogy (Usul-u tedris)
General Knowledge (Ilm-i E!ya)

Arabic
Persian
Calligraphy (Hüsn-ü hat)
General and practical knowledge (Dürusu E!ya ve malumat-ı nafia)

Natural science (Mevalit ve ulum-u
tabiiye)
Home economics (Idare-i beytiye)
Morals (Ahlak)
Hygiene (Hıfzıssıhha)
Arithmetic (Hesap)
Geometry (Hendese)
Geography (Cografya)
History (Tarih)
Crafts (El hünerleri)
Drawing (Resim)
Music (Musiki)

Home economics (Idare-i beytiye)
Morals (Ahlak)
Hygiene (Hıfzıssıhha)
Arithmetic (Hesap)
Geography (Cografya)
History (Tarih)
Crafts (El hünerleri)

When assessing the quality of instruction at the Darülmuallimat, we should
also keep in mind that this institution admitted primary level school (sıbyan and rü!ti)
graduates. Mindful of this fact, the instructions that accompanied the official copies
of the curricula explained that as the Darülmuallimat accepted students from various
educational backgrounds the classes should essentially offer only an advanced
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summary of the subjects taught at the rü!tiyes.118 Any course load heavier than that
would have been overwhelming for those students. As a result, the foundation of a
truly college-level teachers’ training school, the #nas Darülfünunu, would have to
wait many years to come until the Ottoman public education system matured enough
to produce qualified and aspiring candidates for such an institution.
Another aspect of teacher training that was left undetermined and subject to
frequent changes during this early period was the length of study. The RPE
established the education at the rü!ti division of the Darülmuallimat as three years.
This term was reduced to two years in 1889-90119 and then restored back to three
years with the Regulation of 1895.120 The 1895 regulation not only modified the term
of study but also revised the administrative structure, enrollment guidelines, the
disciplinary code and the curriculum of the school. Most importantly, it stipulated the
opening of an ihtiyat division, a six-year preparatory school combining ibtidai and
rü!ti training, within the Darülmuallimat. The graduates of this school could enter the
Darülmuallimat without an examination.121 The 1895 Regulation remained in effect,
with minor changes, until 1915.122
While educational reformers were working hard to establish a firm footing for
teacher training in the Ottoman lands, vital developments had been taking place on
the political, military and economic fronts of the empire. For the Ottoman state, the
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mid-1870s marked the end of both the Tanzimat era and relative peace on the
international front that was established with the Treaty of Paris in 1856. The brief but
eventful period between 1875 and 1878 witnessed the bankruptcy of the Ottoman
state,123 the uprisings in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Bulgaria,124 the dethronement of
two sultans,125 the disastrous Russian-Ottoman war,126 and last but not least, the
declaration and then suspension of constitutional rule by Abdülhamid II.127 While all
of these developments had important ramifications for the educational life in the
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The mismanagement of Ottoman foreign loans borrowed during and after the Crimean war put the
Ottoman finances that was already strained by a period of drought and feminine in Anatolia under
even more stress. The situation was exacerbated by the worldwide economic crises of 1870s and
eventually resulted in the declaration of bankruptcy of the Ottoman government in October, 1875.
In 1881, the Public Debt Administration was established to oversee the Ottoman State’s foreign
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Austria-Hungry, and the Ottoman government the PDA institutionalized European control over
Ottoman finances. Shaw and Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey Volume II:
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government and military to overthrow Sultan Abdulaziz in favor of his nephew Murad Efendi.
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after his enthronement Murad V was declared incapable for ruling over the Ottoman lands. In his
place, Prince Abdülhamid Efendi, who promised to establish constitutional rule, was declared the
new sultan of the Ottomans.
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The war resulted in major territorial loss for the Ottomans. Independent Serbia, Montenegro,
Rumania and an autonomous Bulgarian principality became main stations of Russian imperialist
infringement into the Ottoman heartlands. Russia also came to the possession of a few eastern
Anatolian cities. Bosnia and Herzegovina, nominally still Ottoman, were declared Habsburg
protectorates until their de jure integration into the Austria-Hungarian state in 1908. Last, but not
the least, the island of Cyprus became a British protectorate, only to be annexed officially in 1914.
To top these losses, the Ottoman government was forced to pay a large amount of war indemnity to
Russia.
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Abdülhamid II, weary of the bureaucratic dominance over the office of the sultan, seized the
turmoil of the Russian-Ottoman War as an opportunity to disband the parliament and suspend the
constitution in 1878. He established his personal control over the state mechanism and effectively
ended to the bureaucratic dominance of the Ottoman government that marked the Tanzimat era.
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Empire, the one with the most immediate impact for the Darülmuallimat was the
1877-78 Russian-Ottoman war.
Not only did the war end in military and financial disaster for the Ottoman
state but it also paralyzed the daily life in Istanbul as hundreds of thousands of
Muslim immigrants from the lost territories flooded the capital city. It took several
years to resettle these refugees in Anatolian towns.128 Meanwhile, many public
buildings in the city, such as schools, mosques and masjids, were used for the housing
of these people.129 In the wake of this humanitarian crisis, the Darülmuallimat, too,
discontinued education for three years between 1877 and 1880.130
With the Ottoman state's gradual recovery from the Russian-Ottoman war in
the late 1880s, reform in public education systems resumed with a renewed focus on
the expansion of modernized schools. Accordingly, while there were only three inas
ibtidais in Istanbul in the school year of 1879-80,131 this number rose to sixteen in
1894-95 with fourteen usul-u atika and two usul-u cedide schools.132 The following
year, Istanbul had seventeen usul-u atika and five usul-u cedide ibtidais for girls.133
128
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1985).
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The empire wide number for the ibtidai schools for this year was 28,596. 5138 of these schools
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As for the rü!tiyes, in 1875 there were nine girls’ rü!tiyes in the capital city and four
in the provincial centers of Bosnia, Crete, Konya and Trabzon.134 Although there has
been no increase in the number of girls’ rü!tiyes in Istanbul for the next twenty years,
in the school year of 1894-95 the figure rose to twenty-two in the provinces.135
With the empire-wide growth in number of girls’ schools came the abovementioned 1895 Regulation of the Darülmuallimat to improve the quality of
education at these institutions. From this year on, the student population as well as the
faculty at the Istanbul Women Teachers’ College began to expand. As the number of
the graduates increased, so did the number of women teachers employed at this
school. While during the earlier period there were only two to three women teachers
at the Darülmuallimat at a given year, this figure increased to eight in the school year
of 1882-83.136 In 1897-1898, eighteen out of the twenty-six teachers at the
Darülmuallimat were women.137 At the end of Abdülhamid II’s reign in 1908, there
were twenty-one female and nine male teachers at this institution.138 It should be
noted, however, that the position of director was always reserved for men. Even
though women were employed in the capacity of directors in various other girls’
schools, at the Darülmuallimat the highest administrative position available for
women teachers has remained only that of the assistant director.139
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Table 1.3 Number of female and male teachers at the Darülmuallimat between the
years of 1870 and 1887140
YEAR
1870-71
1871-72
1872-73
1873-74
1874-75
1875-76
1876-77
1877-78
1878-79
1879-80
1880-81
1881-82
1882-83
1883-84
1884-85
1885-86
1886-87

Muallimat
2
2
3
3
3
3
2
3
8
8
11
10
10
9

Muallimin
9
8
6
6
5
6
6
5
5
5
4
4
3
3
3
3
3

TOTAL
9
8
6
8
7
9
9
8
8
7
7
12
11
14
13
13
12

While the number of women employed at the Darülmuallimat and other
Istanbul schools had been steadily on the rise, this was not the case for the provincial
schools. As mentioned above, the late 1880s saw a rapid expansion of the usul-u
cedid institutions in Ottoman provinces. This development had important implications
for the Darülmuallimat graduates. During the early years they have mainly been
employed at the capital city, but from the 1880s on they began to be sent to the
140

Ottoman War. Istanbul Kız Muallim Mektebi 1933- Darülmuallimat 1870: 11.
Salnamei Devleti Aliyyei Osmaniye 1288, 1289, 1290, 1291, 1291, 1293, 1294, 1295, 1296, 1297,
1298, 1299, 1300, 1301, 1302, 1303, 1304, 1305. Quoted in Erdem, "II. Me"rutiyet'ten
Cumhuriyet'e..." 317.
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provinces in greater numbers.141 However, well until the end of our period in 1922
most of the girls’ schools, not only in the provinces but even in Istanbul, had to
employ male instructors or female rü!tiye graduates as teachers due to the insufficient
number of Darülmuallimat-originated women. For example, in the 1913-14 school
year there were twenty-six girls’, forty-four boys’, and ten mixed ibtidai schools with
336 male and 147 female teachers in Istanbul. Ninety-five out of the 147 muallimat
were from the Darülmuallimat, forty-seven were from various other schools. Five of
these instructors were not professionally trained and had only teaching licenses
(ehliyetname).142 The same year, there were 473 girls’, 3536 boys’, and 477 mixed
ibtidais empire-wide. In these schools, 1154 muallimat and 6872 muallim were
employed. Among these 1154 women teachers only 231 were of Darülmuallimat
origins. 725 of them were graduates of various other schools, such as provincial
rü!tiyes, and 128 were instructors with ehliyetname.143 While we do not have similar
statistics from earlier periods, there is no reason to believe that these figures would
have been higher before the 1913 Provisional Regulation of Primary Education
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The earlies mention of Darülmuallimat graduates employed at provincial schools is from the school
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(Tedrisat-ı #btidaiye Kanun-u Muvakkati)144 that completely restructured the Ottoman
primary education system.145

Among various reasons of this dearth of properly trained women teachers, the
discrepancy between the number of students enrolled at the Darülmuallimat and the
actual graduates was the leading factor. For example, in the 1888-89 school year only
four out of the thirty-two students of the senior class received their diplomas.146
During this early period, the number of the Darülmuallimat graduates oscillated
between four and thirty annually. From 1873 to 1911,147 731 girls completed their
education at the Darülmuallimat, bringing the yearly average to eighteen graduates.
Not only was this figure far from being sufficient for the empire wide-demand but
also many even among this small group shunned teaching after completing their
degrees. Hence, of the first seventeen women who finished the Darülmuallimat in
1873, only five are recorded in the MPE’s yearbooks as employed in public
schools.148 Thirty years later, at the end of the school year of 1901- 1902, only twelve
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out of the thirty-three Darülmuallimat graduates started working in the capacity of
teachers.149
Another reason that contributed to the shortage of professionally trained
teachers at the provincial level was the simple fact that the Darülmuallimat graduates
avoided these appointments. Despite the contract each student signed at the time of
enrollment in which they agreed to serve in empire-wide public schools for at least
five years,150 sources from the period indicate that the majority of the graduates
insisted on staying in the capital city.151 As the greater part of these women came
from low-middle and lower class origins, it is doubtful that they were financially able
to pay their indemnity to the government due to their failure of fulfilling the terms of
the their contracts.152 What is interesting is that there exists very little evidence in the
files of the MPE to suggest that any legal action was taken against these women and
their families.153 The lack of actual legal liability must certainly have contributed to
the muallimat’s avoidance to serve in the provinces.
The Second Constitutional Period: 1908-1922
The early years of the twentieth century were rather stable for the Ottoman
state on the political and military fronts. So was educational life at the
149
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Darülmuallimat. The instruction at the school continued according to the stipulations
of the 1895 Regulation. Meanwhile, the ibtidai and rü!ti mekteps slowly but surely
expanded to every major provincial town in the Empire. On the eve of the Young
Turk Revolution of 1908, there were sixty-two #nas rü!tiyes in the provincial cities
and fifteen in Istanbul.154 The same year Istanbul had thirteen girls’, seven boys’ and
274 mixed ibtidai schools as opposed to 2554 boys’, 203 girls’ and 2388 mixed
ibtidais in the provinces.155 As a result, more and more teachers were sent to the
distant corners of the empire to “serve to the children of the fatherland.”156
Table 1.4 Distribution of girls’ rü"tiyes in the Ottoman provinces in the school
year of 1907-1908157
Province
Edirne
Adana
Bitlis
Beirut

Number of Girls’
rü"tiyes
7
2
1
4

Damascus
Diyarbakir
Sivas
Kastamonu
Kosovo
Manastir
Van
Izmit

3
1
1
2
11
4
1
1

Province
Erzurum
Ankara
Bagdad
Archipelago (Cezairi Bahr-i Sefid)
Hudavendigar
Syria
Trabzon
Konya
Mamuratulaziz
Mosul
Ioannia (Yanya)
Bingazi

154

Number of Girls’
rü"tiyes
1
3
1
3
2
1
1
2
1
2
2
1

Salname-i Devlet-i Aliyye-i Osmaniye 1327 Senei- Maliyesi, 336–399., and MF.IST54/46,
1337.Ra.27.
155
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156
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Canik

2

Kala-i Sultani

2

This period of relative stability, however, came to a sudden end with the
Young Turk Revolution.158 In July, 1908 a group of lower ranking army officers from
the secret revolutionary organization CUP, the Committee of Union and Progress,
ignited an uprising against the strong-handed rule of Abdülhamid II, which eventually
forced him to restore constitutional rule after an intermission of thirty years. During
the first few months following the declaration of the constitution, a spirit of
celebration and brotherhood prevailed among the Ottoman peoples. The Young Turks
and their supporters hoped that the sensational trio of “liberty, equality and fraternity”
(hurriyet, musavat, uhuvvet)159 would quickly restore power to the ailing empire as it
did once for the French state. Yet, much to their disappointment, the political
situation of the Ottoman state took a rapid turn from bad to worse and in a matter of
four years the European territories of the empire west of Edirne were lost to the
Balkan states.160 The dizzying disintegration of the Ottoman lands shook the Young
Turks’ faith in the principle of Liberty. With a coup in 1913, the CUP took control of
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the government and the Ottoman state was ruled by the triumvirate of the Enver,
Cemal and Talat Pasas until the end of the WWI.161
Going back to the year of 1908, the declaration of the constitutional rule was
followed by an epoch known as the “oration and demonstration period” (nutuk ve
nümayi! devri) in Ottoman history. In the important political centers of the Empire,
but especially in Istanbul, self-proclaimed spokesmen and advocates of “Liberty”
took to the streets, organized public demonstrations, harassed state officials–even the
sultan himself-, and disrupted daily life in the cities.162 These disturbances adversely
affected the Darülmuallimat, too, as many of the students could not attend school
regularly.163 It was only after the declaration of military rule in Istanbul to suppress
the counter revolution of 1909164 that the government was able to reestablish control
at the capital city and life at Darülmuallimat returned to normal.165
Shortly after order was restored in Istanbul, the Darülmuallimat
administration initiated the first major change in women teacher training since 1895.
In early 1910, the MPE declared the establishment of a boarding (leyli) teachers’
161
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training college within the premises of the Girls’ Arts and Crafts School (Kız Sanayi
Mektebi) 166 in Istanbul. The goal in opening a boarding school was to recruit girls
from the provinces. The Minister of Education Emrullah Efendi explained the need
for a leyli Darülmuallimat as follows:
“Provincial girls’ schools are requesting muallimat [from Istanbul]. Unfortunately, we
have to respond negatively because the Darülmuallimat graduates always stay in
Istanbul. Yet, since many of them choose not to work as teachers, their numbers are
not enough even for this city. Therefore, we approved the opening of a boarding
Darülmuallimat. We will recruit girls … from all over the countryside and train them
here. Then they will be sent to the provinces as teachers.”167
These recruits were to be sponsored by the local governments in return for
five years of mandatory service in their provinces. It was hoped that these girls would
be more willing to serve in those regions than the students from Istanbul.168 As
mentioned above, the boarding Darülmuallimat was originally opened in the GACS
building. However, when a fire destroyed the building of the day Darülmuallimat in
1911, the MPE decided to merge the boarding and the day Darülmuallimats. These
institutions were relocated in the Dervis Pasha Mansion169 in Çapa along with the
GACS. The administration, faculty and students of the three schools were united
under the name of Istanbul Boarding Women Teachers’ College (Istanbul Leyli
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Darülmuallimatı). The term of study at this new school was only two years to
respond to the rapidly increasing demand for women teachers. It was also assumed
that the short period of study would make it more attractive for the provincial girls to
embark on this career.170
As simple as this solution might sound, its application posed many challenges.
First of all, there was the question of finding suitable candidates for the Istanbul
Darülmuallimat. The MPE asked the provincial Directors of Education to encourage
successful graduates of the girls' rü!tiyes to apply.171 Once the Directors decided
which students to invite, their parents or guardians would have to be convinced.
Many of these families had probably never envisioned their daughters’ pursuing a
career. Even if they found this novel idea acceptable they must have still felt uneasy
about the prospect of young girls living away from their families for extended periods
of time. Last but not least, the travel arrangements for these students to Istanbul was a
major issue. Not only was the majority not able to pay for their fares,172 but also the
idea of a young woman traveling such long distances alone was daunting. Special
arrangements had to be made by the MPE to accompany these girls from their
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Ibid., 42.
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171

70

hometowns to Istanbul.173 The first year that the day and the boarding
Darülmuallimats merged, thirty-one students came to study from twelve different
provinces.174 Only eleven of them were able to make their trips to Istanbul without
assistance from the MPE and all of the thirty-one were reimbursed for their travel
expenses when they arrived at the school.175 However, even after all these financially
demanding and time-consuming efforts, the student population still remained heavily
originated from Istanbul. In 1913, for example, only nine out of the twenty-nine
students of the freshman class were from cities other than Istanbul.176
As pointed out earlier, the boarding Darülmuallimat was established as a twoyear school. There was also a preparatory class (ihtiyat sınıfı) and a primary school
for applied training (tatbikat mektebi) under this institution.177 Early in 1915, a new
curricular program reorganized the Darülmuallimat into the following divisions: 1) a
primary school for applied training (tatbikat mektebi), 2) Darülmuallimat-i ibtidai, 3)
a kindergarten teachers’ training school (ana muallime mektebi), 4) a kindergarten
(ana mektebi). The tatbikat school was a five year ibtidai established to provide the
Darülmuallimat students hands-on experience in teaching. The teacher training
division (Darülmuallimat-i ibtidai) offered one year of preparatory instruction
173
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(ihtiyat) in addition to five years of proper teacher training. The kindergarten, on the
other hand, was the tatbikat (application) school for the students of the kindergarten
teachers’ training branch.178 This regulation reformed not only the structure but also
the curriculum at the Darülmuallimat. From that date on, we see instruction in
advanced subjects such as algebra, cosmography and chemistry as well as classes
with practical applications such as agriculture and gardening (sanayi-i ziraiye ve
bahçivanlık) 179 and book keeping (usul-u defteri) at the school. Another important
development in this year was the opening of the #nas Darülfünunu, the Women’s
College, which merged with the Darülmuallimat the following year.180
The last major reorganization of the Darülmuallimat and its curriculum came
later in 1915, with the Darülmuallimin and Darülmuallimat Regulation (DDR). 181
This regulation established the #nas Darülfünunu as the higher (ali) division of the
Darülmuallimat. The new Darülmuallimat structure also included the primary
(ibtidai) teacher training and the preparatory school (ihzari) divisions (Article1).
Education in the primary division was five years and it prepared the students to
become ibtidai teachers. There was also a tatbikat school attached to this division
(Article2). The graduates of the Darülmuallimat-i ibtidai also had the option of
continuing to their studies in the preparatory division (ihzari) for two years. Upon
178
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graduation from the ihzari school they could become teachers at the Darülmuallimat
or they could choose to work in the capacity of ibtidai school inspectors at the MPE
(Article 12). 182 The higher (ali) division accepted students from the Darülmuallimat-ı
ihzari and from girls’ sultanis. Its graduates were to be assigned as teachers and
administrators at the sultanis and at the provincial Darülmuallimats (Article 2). With
this new arrangement, the Darülmuallimat had become an umbrella institution that
provided education for girls from kindergarten all the way up to the college age. To
reflect this structure, its name was changed to Darülmuallimat-i Aliye. Unfortunately,
the ongoing WWI made it impossible to live up to this vision. By 1918, both the
preparatory and the kindergarten teacher training schools were closed due to the
failure of creating positions for their graduates. Furthermore, in 1919 the #nas
Darülfünunu merged with the Ottoman University (Darülfünun-u Osmani).183 Hence,
by the end of our period of study, the Darülmuallimat has returned to its original
mission of training primary school teachers.
The financial crises of the war years hit the Ottoman educational system
severely. Teachers unpaid, school buildings in disrepair, food and fuel for heating and
lighting in short supply, life at the public schools was, at best, challenging.184 What is
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Belkıs.
184
At the Istanbul Darülmuallimat, for example, the school administration had hard time providing
even the basic necessities such as milk, tea and cutlery. MF.ALY22/146, 1329.Za.21;

73

interesting, however, is the fact that the enrollment at the Darülmuallimat did
increase, and not decrease, throughout the war years.185 In the first year of the WWI
there were 425 students at the school. This number rose to 737 in 1915-16, 1079 in
1916-17 and 1005 in 1917-18. It dropped back to 775 in 1918-19 only because the
budget cuts made it impossible to support such a large student population.186 The
same year, the Darülmuallimat administration also ceased admitting boarding
students for the primary tatbikat school, and the quota for the Darülmuallimat-i
ibtidai boarding students was significantly diminished.187 Finally, in 1922 there
remained only 184 boarding and twenty-six day students at the Darülmuallimat.188
Apparently, the increasing popularity of the Istanbul Women’s Teachers
Training College started even before the WWI, around the time of the second Balkan
War. An article that appeared in the journal Women’s World (Kadınlar Dünyası) on
September 11, 1913 provides a vivid picture of the booming interest in this school:
“On the day of enrollment the Darülmuallimat was extremely crowded. All those
wretched children; some of them came with their parents, some of them alone. What a
pitiful sight…mothers imploring mercy from teachers, begging for their daughters’
admittance to the school… Yes, this great crowd demonstrates that the nation has

MF.ALY25/90, 1330.Ra.12.
The folders of the MPE hold countless petitions and personal letters of impoverished girls and/or
their parents pleading for admittance to the Darülmuallimat and various other girls’ school in
Istanbul. As the financial and human cost of the war soared over the years so did the number of
families seeking free boarding for their daughters. This, naturally, had an important impact on the
socio-economic profile of the Darülmuallimat students. For more on this issue, see Chapter II.
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In a note to the MPE in September 1919, the director of the Darülmuallimat explained that while
the school dormitory was designed to hold 400 students there were already 481boarding students
enrolled; therefore, he wrote, it would not be possible to accept new applicants. MF.ALY141/54,
1338.S.21. For the yearly students numbers of the Darülmuallimat, see Istanbul Kız Muallim
Mektebi 1933- Darülmuallimat 1870.
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finally waken up and come to appreciate the importance of education. They now rush
to the institutions of education…”189
The official newspaper Takvim-i Vekayi announced that for that year the
Darülmuallimat would accept only twenty-eight girls. Nine of these girls were to
come from the provinces and nineteen from among the graduates of Istanbul
schools.190 The author of the article above asserts that for these nineteen positions a
total of three hundred students applied to the Darülmuallimat. While she held that
this explosive demand was a reflection of the growing awareness of the Ottomans
regarding modern education, it is more likely that the real factor behind it was the
ever-growing poverty of the war-struck Istanbul population. Especially after the
Balkan wars, a large portion of the Turkish/Muslim population in Istanbul was
financially reduced to a position where they were not able to provide even the basic
necessities for their children.191 It should be safe to assume that many
Darülmuallimat students were very grateful for the free boarding, food and clothing
provided by the school. The steady income from their prospective employments was
probably only an added bonus for them and their parents.192
In spite of this high demand for the Teachers’ Training College in Istanbul,
however, the student population and faculty started shrinking rapidly after 1919 due
189
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to the dire condition of the Ottoman finances. By the summer of 1922, the Istanbul
government has exhausted all of its financial resources. Its political dominion, too,
was reduced practically to nothing by the occupying Allied Forces in Istanbul and by
the national government led by Mustafa Kemal in Ankara. While the national army
was preparing for the final attack on the invading Greek forces in western Anatolia,
on July 18th the Ottoman government promulgated the Obligatory Leave Regulation
(Mezuniyet-i Mecburiye Nizamnamesi)193 as a last resort to keep the state machinery
running on a reduced budget. In accordance with this regulation, fifteen of the
Darülmuallimat teachers were given “obligatory leave” for the next two years.194 The
same summer, the MPE announced that no new boarding student would be admitted
to Istanbul schools for that year and that only those who were willing to pay for their
tuition and accommodation expenses would be allowed to continue to the
Darülmuallimin and the Darülmuallimat as boarding students.195
It was not before long, however, that the Ankara government defeated the
Greek armies and went on to abolish the Ottoman sultanate on October 1st, 1922.
Only four days later, the Director of Education of the Ankara government informed
the Darülmuallimat administration that the Ottoman Ministry of Education was
dissolved and from that day on all the official correspondence was to be made with
his office.196 To add to the shock of the elimination of the sultanate literally
overnight, the Ankara government immediately started dismantling the Ottoman
193
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bureaucracy in Istanbul. As part of this policy, in the middle of the school year of
1922-23 they dismissed all the teaching and administrative cadres in Istanbul schools
and replaced them with new ones sent from Ankara. Hence came the de facto end of
the Ottoman Darülmuallimat, an institution that had produced a total of 1,281
muallimat candidates between the years of 1870 and 1922.197
Under the new regime, the Darülmuallimat entered into a phase of
revolutionary change. Besides the new faculty and administration, a middle-level
(tali) division was added to the school and a new curriculum was created which, at
this early point, was still not radically different from that of the Ottoman
Darülmuallimat.198 The more apparent changes that reflected the ideological and
social transformation the new regime initiated were observed in other fields of the
school life. First of all, the wooden screens (kafes) that blocked the view from the
street into the school were removed. The conference room of the school was
converted into an amphitheater equipped with a movie projector. A gymnasium was
built within the Darülmuallimat precincts, and the library was renovated. A picture of
the graduates and teachers from this year shows that they quickly abandoned wearing
headscarves (Figure 1). And finally in 1925, the name of the school,
Darülmuallimat-i Aliye, was “Turkified” to Istanbul Kız Muallim Mektebi (Istanbul
Girls’ Teacher College).199
The Kindergarten Teacher Training School (Ana Muallime Mektebi)
197
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The records of the MPE do not provide us with the opening date of the first
kindergarten in the Ottoman lands. However, Satı Bey notes in his article on the
history of the emergence of Ottoman public education that before 1908 there were
several private kindergartens operating in the provincial towns. In Istanbul, the first
private kindergartens were opened in 1908. These were followed by public
kindergartens after the Balkan Wars.200 The DDR of 1915 stipulated the opening of a
kindergarten teachers’ class and a kindergarten within the Darülmuallimat-i Aliye.
The training at the ana muallime division was only one year, which made the Ana
Muallime School for many aspiring teacher candidates a preferable option over the
ibtidai Darülmuallimat training of five years. Hence, the school became an
immediate attraction not only for younger students but also for women who have
already been working in the capacity of teachers without a Darülmuallimat
diploma.201 By the end of the school year of 1918-19, the ana muallime class has
already produced 379 graduates with an average of seventy-five kindergarten teachers
annually.202 However, the ongoing war made it impossible to expand the kindergarten
network as it was originally planned. The oversupply of teachers for an unfeasible
project proved this class to be only a financial burden on the Darülmuallimat-i Aliye,
which was struggling to keep even its ibtidai teacher training division open. As a
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result, at the end of the 1918-19 school year both the ana muallime school and the
kindergarten within the Darülmuallimat-i Aliye were closed.203
Table 3.1 Number of the Ana Muallime school graduates between the school
years of 1914-15 and 1918-19204
1914-1915
1915-1916
1916-1917
1917-1918
1918-1919
TOTAL
.

34
56
217
48
24
379

The Women’s College (!nas Darülfünunu)
The 1915 Darülmuallimin and Darülmuallimat Regulation defined the #nas
Darülfünunu as the higher division of the Darülmuallimat. However, there was and
still is a cloud of ambiguity surrounding the administrative and institutional status of
this establishment. Sources from the period as well as recent research question
whether or not the #nas Darülfünunu was an independent college or just an extension
of the Darülmuallimat.205

203

Istanbul Kız Muallim Mektebi 1933- Darülmuallimat 1870: 49-68.
Ibid.
205
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Darülfünunu (1914-1921)," Osmanlı Bilimi Ara!tırmaları VI, no. 2 (2005); Baskın, " $nas
Darülfünunu."; Erdem, "II. Me"rutiyet'ten Cumhuriyet'e..." 365. An important proof supporting the
arguments that the #nas Darülfünunu and the ali division of the Darülmuallimat were the same
institution comes from the records of the Directorate of Higher Education. In a response to the
Department of Finance’s inquiry, the DHE clearly expressed that the ali classes of the
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Whatever the case may be, we know for sure that the first steps toward a girls’
college was taken in the form of “public lectures” (serbest dersler) for women in the
Darülfünun-u Osmani building in February 1914. The Minister of Education Sukru
Bey declared that these lectures were designed to raise “enlightened and enlightening
mothers, able household managers and good wives.” The classes were scheduled in
the afternoon so that women could finish their household duties in the morning before
attending the lectures.206 One of the prominent dailies of the period celebrated this
initiation as “the intellectual elevation of the women who were the first teachers of
the future generations of the nation.”207 In accordance with this domestic discourse,
the subjects to be taught in the lectures included needlework, hygiene and first aid,
home economics, and pedagogy.208 In the same interview, however, Sukru Bey also
signaled that the eventual goal regarding the #nas Darülfünunu was to transform it
into a teachers’ training college that would “raise an army of the muallimat who are
equipped with the most advanced weaponry for the future.” Indeed, late in the same
year the MPE publicly announced the opening of the #nas Darülfünunu as the higher
division of the Darülmuallimat.209
The education at the #nas Darülfünunu started in October 1914 with twentytwo students.210 According to the Enrollment Code of 1914,211 the graduates of the

separate higher division. MF.ALY169/59, 1340.Z.15.
Kadınlar Dunyasi; 25 Kanunisani 1329, p.128, “Darülfünunda Kadın”; MF.ALY71/78, 1332.Z.2.
Ulviye Mevlan, "Kadınlık: Maarif Nazırı," Kadınlar Dünyası, 15 #ubat 1329, 2.
207
Tedrisat Mecmuası, 23, 10 #ubat 1329, 39.
208
Ulviye Mevlan, "Kadınlık: Maarif Nazırı," 2.
209
Tasvir-i Efkâr, 24 # 1332, 1199.
210
Baskın, " $nas Darülfünunu," 92.
211
Istanbul Kız Muallim Mektebi 1933- Darülmuallimat 1870: 50. These regulations have been
206

80

Darülmuallimat-i ihzari and the girls’sultanis between the ages of 16 and 25 could
apply to this institution. Upon graduation, these students would serve as sultani and
Darülmuallimat teachers or ibtidai school inspectors (Article 2 and Article 13).
Married or widowed women were not to be accepted.212 Students with an “excellent”
(aliyyul ala) graduation degree from their previous schools would be granted
scholarships213 in return for five years of mandatory service at the public schools.214
Records do not indicate how many students from this first class were on scholarship;
but, when twenty out of these twenty two girls finished in 1917215 only twelve were
appointed as teachers in public schools.216

modified in 1917 and then again in 1918. During the second half of the 1918-1919 school year
students of the #nas Darülfünunu became subject to the Darülfünun-u Osmani Regulations.
212
Woman activist, author and poet Sukufe Nihal explained in an interview that she was married at a
young age and therefore was not admitted to the #nas Darülfünunu. A few years after her initial
application, Nihal ended her unhappy marriage and reapplied to the college. She graduated in 1919
from the Darülfünun-u Osmani, after the de facto unification of the girls’ and boys’ divisions.
Therefore, she is considered to be the first female graduate of the Ottoman University. Argun"ah,
Bir Cumhuriyet Kadını $üküfe Nihal: 21-23.
213
Many of the #nas Darülfünunu students still had to work to support themselves during their studies.
As most of them were originally from the Darülmuallimat, thirteen students of the freshmen class
were employed as teachers in Istanbul schools and in the tatbikat division of the Darülmuallimat.
MF.ALY86/48, 1334.S.11, and MF.ALY148/1, lef42-44, 1338.#evval.29. However, low
attendance rates among these women turned out to be a real problem because many of the teacherstudents found it difficult balancing their responsibilities at the work place and at school.
MF.ALY18/56, lef 9, (1327); MF.ALY116/12, 1336.#evval.3. For example, one Pakize Hanım
had to forsake college education because of her full time occupation as a teacher. Baskın, " $nas
Darülfünunu," 97.
214
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Enrollment at the #nas Darülfünunu consistently rose until the school year of
1918-19217 when the Darülfünun-u Osmani was moved to the #nas Darülfünunu
building and the administration of these two institutions merged. That was the de
facto end of the #nas Darülfünunu and the gender segregated education at the
Ottoman University. However, the #nas Darülfünunu continued to exist de jure until
the Darülfünun board officially abrogated the girls’ division in 1921. Over the four
school years between 1914-15 and 1918-19, during which the #nas Darülfünunu was
run as a part of the Darülmuallimat establishment, a total of 139 students enrolled in
this school while fifty-three received their diplomas from here. By the end of our
period of study in 1921, there were ninety-nine female students at the Darülfünun-i
Osmani as opposed to 461 male students.218
The MPE’s records provide the appointment register of only the first
graduating class. In accordance with the government policy of spreading women
teachers colleges to the provinces, all of the twelve girls of this class were posted to
recently opened provincial Darülmuallimats. Six of them were appointed to
for the Darülmuallimat graduates was in effect here, too. That is, the MPE did not really pursue
legal action against the women who did not fulfill the terms of their contract with the Ministry.
Therefore, many of them simply chose not to work, at least at public schools, as teachers.
217
This year only, the registration at the #nas Darülfünunu dropped dramatically due to the new
enrollment code. MF.ALY120/4, 1336.Za.21. While the #nas Darülfünunu was officially the ali
division of the Darülmuallimat, its nature slowly changed as the new enrollment regulation of 1918
made it more difficult for the Darülmuallimat graduates to get admitted and the number of the
sultani originated students rapidly increased at the expense of the former. MF.ALY120/4,
1336.Za.21. By 1919, the #nas Dfununu was admitting students according to the Darülfünun-u
Osmani code which stipulated that only sultani graduates would be enrolled without an
examination. Students from other schools or those with private education would have to take the
entrance exam. This has caused a further decline in the number of the Darülmuallimat graduates at
the #nas Darülfünunu. As a result, at the end of the school year of 1920-21 the Darülmuallimat
originated students constituted only a small minority in the female population of the Darülfünun.
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administrative positions (school principal or vice principal).219 Some of these women
have already been working as teachers before completing their Darülfünun degree.
Others, however, started college fresh from the Darülmuallimat or sultani and had no
experience in teaching let alone in any administrative duty. The emergence of this
new type of teacher, the inexperienced college graduate, as opposed to the veteran
muallimat from the Darülmuallimat and various other girls’ schools seems to have
produced tension among these groups. The cases of the Aleppo and Bursa
Darülmuallimats illustrate this point well.
When the founder and the principal of the Aleppo Darülmuallimat, Makbule
Ziya Hanım, resigned from this position due to health problems, Fatma Zehra Hanım
from the first graduating class of the #nas Darülfünunu was appointed as the new
principal. In his correspondence with the MPE, the Director of Education of Aleppo
asserted that a sense of “educational origin and superiority” might produce tension
among the women teachers. Therefore, he reasoned, the MPE should send a
Darülfünun graduate, instead of a Darülmuallimat-i ibtidai graduate, for the position
of vice principal to maintain the harmony in the school administration.220
Makbule Ziya Hanım herself, on the other hand, was transferred to the Bursa
Darülmuallimat. She was a veteran Darülmuallimat-i ibtidai graduate who had been
working at public schools in the capacity of administrator for many years. However,
in her petition to the MPE in 1918, Makbule Hanım asserted that it was not
appropriate for her to hold the position of the director of the school while there were
219
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many Darülfünun graduates working under her. In order to receive a college degree
herself, she asked to be admitted to the #nas Darülfünunu. Much to her
disappointment, though, her plea was rejected. Makbule Hanım eventually quit her
job at the Bursa Darülmuallimat, leaving this position to Sekibe Ali, one of the first
college graduate women teachers.221
Records from the period show that the academic quality of education at the
women’s college has never reached to that of the Ottoman Darülfünunu. The #nas
Darülfünunu offered a more basic instruction. For example, it had only three
departments, Literature, Science and Mathematics, as opposed to three colleges and
ten departments at the Darülfünun-u Osmani.222 Each department at the former was
to be completed in three years whereas the Darülfünun-u Osmani offered four years
of education. Propagators of a coeducational university at the time argued that the
educational level of the #nas Darülfünunu was equal only to that of a good high
school.223 In an official correspondence, even the MPE administration admitted that
the #nas Darülfünunu students were inferior in knowledge and training to their male
counterparts.224
Keep in mind, however, that the ali division of the Darülmuallimat came a
long way from offering only informal lectures for women on domestic subjects to
becoming an institution of higher learning on advanced subjects such as Turkish
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literature, philosophy, pedagogy, physics and geometry.225 Moreover, once the #nas
Darülfünunu and the Darülfünun-i Osmani united in the school year of 1918-19,
female students were allowed to follow the regular Darülfünun curriculum. After
heated debates during the de facto mixed education of girls and boys between 1919
and 1921, the #nas Darülfünunu was finally officially abrogated and its students
joined to the Darülfünun-i Osmani on September 16th, 1921.226
The Provincial Teacher Training Colleges
The insufficient number of properly trained instructors at local schools has always
been a major drawback, crippling the expansion of modern public education in
Turkey. The prospect of working in small, economically underdeveloped and socially
conservative towns have never really been attractive to young teachers.227 The
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Ottoman Ministry of Education often found the Darülmuallimat and the
Darülmuallimin graduates unwilling to fulfill the terms of the contract they signed
regarding mandatory public service. Had they all been willing to work at provincial
towns and villages, however, their numbers would still have been far from being
sufficient to meet the ever-increasing demand for teachers. As a result, the majority of
provincial schools had no choice but to hire rü!tiye graduates.228
Records indicate that initially the Ottoman government expected the Istanbul
day Darülmuallimat to produce sufficient numbers of women teachers.229 In fact, as
explained above, it was really late into our period of study, only in 1911, that the
MPE decided to open the boarding Darülmuallimat in response to the lack of
professionally trained teachers in the countryside. Additionally, in 1913 the PRPE
legislated the founding of teacher training colleges at the provincial centers (Article
48). The following year, the Provincial Administration Legislation (Idare-i Umumiyei Vilayet Nizamnamesi)230 turned over the administrative and financial responsibilities
of provincial Darülmuallimats and Darülmuallimins to local governments.231 Finally,
Mazbatası," (Istanbul: Matbaa-i Amire, 1328), 6.
An evidence of this fact is that the greater part of the applicants for the boarding Darülmuallimat in
Istanbul was actually young women who have already been working as teachers in the provincial
girls’ ibtidai and rü!ti schools. See footnote 90 and footnote 118. It was also a financially feasible
choice for local governments to employ rü!tiye graduates rather than establishing local teacher
training colleges. For example, in 1910 the Adana Provincial Council considered opening a
Darülmuallimat in Adana. However, it was concluded that for the time being the graduates of the
girls’ rü!tiyes would be enough to meet the demand for women teachers in this province.
MF.VRK33/5, 1329.R.23.
229
Still, the educational councils of a few provinces recognized the need for opening local women
teacher training colleges as early as 1890s. Aydın, Adana and Ankara were the first provinces to
apply to the MPE for permission for these schools; but, for various reasons none of these schools
were opened at that early date . Erdem, "II. Me"rutiyet'ten Cumhuriyet'e..." 294.
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From now on PAL. For a discussion on this legislation and its ideological and practical implications,
see Ergin, Türkiye Maarif Tarihi, 3-4: 1302-21.
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Cemil Öztürk, Türkiye’de Dünden Bugüne Ö"retmen Yeti!tiren Kurumlar, Geni"letilmi" Yeni
228

86

the DDR of 1915 and the Darülmuallimin and Darülmuallimat-i Ibtidai Ordinance
(DDIO, Darülmuallimin and Darülmuallimat-i Ibtidaiye Talimatnamesi) of 1916
defined in detail the mission and the terms of education in these schools.
The first Darülmuallimat outside Istanbul was opened in Adana232 during the
1913-14 school year. It was followed by Izmir233 and Bursa234 in 1914-15, Aleppo,235
Kastamonu,236 Konya,237 Edirne and Ankara238 in 1915-16, Beirut239 and Nablus240 in
1918-19, and finally by Kayseri241 in 1920-21.242 The MPE’s records also indicate
the existence of teachers’ training colleges in Sivas, Balikesir and Mentese, but they
do not provide the opening dates of these schools.243
The DDR of 1915 established the term of education at provincial
Darülmuallimats as five years. Unlike the Istanbul Darülmuallimat, which had the
higher (Darülfünun) and the kindergarten teacher divisions, the provincial
Darülmuallimats were to have only the ibtidai teacher training division (Article 6).

Basım ed. (Istanbul: M.E.B Yayınları, 2005), 17; ———, Atatürk Devri Ö"retmen... 33.
MF.IST32/82, 1335.R.8.
233
MF.IST15/46, 1333.M.7.
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MF.IST 38/47, 1335.B.18.
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MF.ALY103/3, 1335.Ca.6; MF.IST38/47,1335.B.18.
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DH.UMVM145/115, 1335. R.29.R.
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The records do not specify the opening date of the Nablus Darülmuallimat, but we know that it was
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prisoners of war. MF.ALY135/96, 1337.N.11.
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Öztürk, Atatürk Devri Ö"retmen... 47.
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The files of the MPE contain correspondence with the Directors of Education of Bolu, Trabzon,
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Me"rutiyet'ten Cumhuriyet'e..." 315.
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Yahya Akyüz maintaines that many of the provincial Darülmuallimats were established by way of
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The DDR also guaranteed scholarship to all students on the condition of eight years
of mandatory service upon graduation.244
In terms of student enrollment, the Darülmuallimats in larger cities, such as
Edirne, Aleppo, Kastamonu and Bursa fared better than their counterparts in smaller
towns, such as Sivas and Balikesir. While these first four schools had fifty to onehundred students per year, in all other provincial Darülmuallimats the student
population had always been below fifty. Yet, parallel to the Istanbul Darülmuallimat,
all the local teachers’ training colleges saw a rise in enrollment toward the end of the
WWI, peaking in 1919 and 1920.245 The factors that made the Darülmuallimat-i Aliye
education in Istanbul so appealing during the war years must have been at play for the
local Darülmuallimats as well. Like other Ottoman boarding schools these, too,
offered free boarding, and free food and clothing to students, a factor that must have
provided immediate financial relief for poor families and orphaned girls.246
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The local Darülmuallimats were not only an opportunity for women seeking professional training
but also the only public education option for girls who would like to have schooling beyond the
ibtidai level. Hence, some financially well established families were willing to pay for the
Darülmuallimat tuition, despite of the stipulation of the DDR, so that their daughters would have a
change to complete their education at a school of higher learning without being required to work as
teachers at the end of their studies. MF.MKB212/167, 1335.R.29; MF.MKB213/70, 1335.Z.2.
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MF.ALY105/116, 1335.N.20.N.; MF.ALY103/3, 1335.Ca.6.; MF.ALY145/40, 1338.C.17.;
MF.IST 23/25, 1334.Ca.8; MF.ALY103/3, 1335.Ca.6.; MF.IST34/33, 1335.Ca.6.; MF.IST38/55,
1335.B. 20.B.; MF.ALY104/125, 1335.B.24.; MF.IST49/42, 1336.C.20.; MF.ALY112/126,
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1335.Ca.6.; MF.ALY145/40,1338.C.17.; MF.ALY103/3, 1335.Ca.6.; MF.ALY145/40,
1338.C.17.;MF.ALY103/3, 1335.Ca. 6.; MF.IST48/36, 1336.Ca.23.; MF.ALY145/40, 1338.C.17.;
MF.ALY145/40, 1338.C.17.
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The 1916 DDIO stated that each boarding student would be given a pair of cloths, school uniform,
underwear, socks and shoes each year (Article136).
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As mentioned in the previous section, the teaching cadres of the provincial
Darülmuallimats were appointed from among the graduates of the Darülmuallimat-i
Aliye and the #nas Darülfünunu in Istanbul. To supplement their numbers, veteran
Darülmuallimat-i Ibtidai alumni were employed as well.247 Yet, the local teacher
training colleges still had to hire male instructors to fill the ranks. Even then,
however, some of these schools operated with only a few teachers. For example, in
1918 at the Sivas Darülmuallimat, five muallimat were teaching all the twenty-three
courses that were in the curriculum.248 Similarly, the Konya Darülmuallimat had only
one male and three female instructors in the school year 1915-16.249 The Aleppo
Darülmuallimat had five to ten teachers between 1915 and 1918.250 Schools in larger
Anatolian cities with better financial resources, on the other hand, were more
successful in recruiting teachers. Hence, Bursa251, Izmir252 and Adana253
Darülmuallimats had twelve, twenty-eight and thirteen teachers respectively. Still, the
vicissitudes of the ongoing war, heavy teaching load and low salaries produced a high
turnover rate among women teachers even in these cities. It was, in fact, rare that a
teacher worked at the same school for more than two semesters.254
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250
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The Turkish war effort that expanded into the third decade of the 20th century
brought teacher training at the provincial level almost to a stop.255 With the Ottoman
defeat in WWI, the teacher training colleges in the occupied regions were
dissolved.256 Those that were not in the invaded parts of the country faced closure
because of financial problems. As mentioned above, the 1914 Provincial
Administration Legislation stipulated that all the expenses of the provincial
Darülmuallimats (the construction and upkeep of school buildings, teacher salaries,
student scholarships etc.) were to be met by the local governments. With the war
draining all financial resources and man-power, closing the Darülmuallimins and the
Darülmuallimats were one of the first fiscal measures taken by the local
governments.257 As a result, at the time of the foundation of the Turkish Republic in
1923, out of eleven provincial Darülmuallimats that had been opened after 1913, only
six were still operating. Not coincidentally, those were the ones located in the major
towns of what has become the Turkish Republic: Edirne, Izmir, Adana, Bursa, Sivas
and Konya.258
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By the end of WWI in 1918, the Aydın province alone needed an additional 2000 teachers. -,
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School in 1920: MF.ALY143/89, 1338.R.26 .
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Rü"tiye Schools, Girls’ Arts and Crafts Schools, and Teaching Licenses
(Ehliyetnames)
As neither the Istanbul nor the provincial teachers’ training colleges produced
sufficient numbers of professionally trained teachers, the MPE had no choice but to
allow the employment of civil and military officials, village imams and madrasa
students, and various middle (rü!ti) and high school (sultani or idadi) graduates as
public school instructors.259 Records indicate that throughout the period under focus
here, the majority of provincial schools, both for boys and girls, had to operate with
rü!tiye graduates.260 Among the muallimat, there were even those who only finished
sıbyan schools.261 In 1909, an observer noted that the majority of provincial rü!tiye
teachers were chosen from among local people who did not have sufficient
qualifications.262
The MPE tried to remedy this problem by holding teaching license
(ehliyetname) examinations from a very early date on, probably as early as the
1850s.263 However, records are too sporadic to establish the exact date of the first
ehliyetname examination as well as its content, whether they were held regularly or
what sort rules applied to the successful candidates. Yet, the shortage of teachers’
259

As early as 1868, the government set up intensive courses both in Istanbul and at the provincial
centers for such teacher candidates to instruct them in modern educational methods.
MF.ALY89/58.; Cevad, Maarif-i Umumiye Nezareti Tarihçe: 90; Somel, The Modernization of
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MF.ALY23/72, 1330.M.18; MF.ALY24/64, 1330. Ra. 6.; MF.ALY24/73, 1330.Ra.14. ;
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from 1882.Cevad, Maarif-i Umumiye Nezareti Tarihçe: 196.
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training college graduates left the government in such a desperate position that in
1910 the Minister of Education Emrullah Efendi admitted that they were ready to
grant teaching licenses to anyone who could read and write.264
The earliest official guideline available in the files of the MPE regarding the
ehliyetnames is the PRPE of 1913, which attempted to standardize the employment of
non-professional instructors at public schools. This regulation permitted the
Provincial Councils for Primary Education (PCPE) to hold ehliyetname examinations
to determine qualified candidates (Article 43). Those who passed the exam would be
granted teaching licenses for three years. At the end of this period, they would have to
take the graduation exams of the teacher training colleges to obtain full teacher status
or their certificates would be nullified (Article 44). While the language of the
regulation indicates that this was seen as a last resort to solve the problem at the
provincial level, the truth is that ehliyetname holders has always constituted an
important portion of the overall teaching cadres not only in the provinces but even at
the capital city where the teaching certificate examination was held on a regular basis
after 1913.265 As a matter of fact, only a year after the official guidelines regarding
the teaching license exam was announced, of the 1301 muallimat working in the
Ottoman public schools, 133 were ehliyetname teachers as opposed to 326
Darülmuallimat graduates.266 More importantly, many of those who took this exam
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had already been working in the capacity of teachers in public schools.267 They
applied for ehliyetname either to legalize their status or to receive a raise in their
salaries.268
Conclusion
The idea of creating a modern public education network for the subjects of the sultan
has its roots back in the late 18th century when, in the face of the unmistakable and
very real threat of European military incursions, the Ottoman government initiated the
modernization of the army and navy by opening western-style military schools. The
performance and success of a large modern army, on the other hand, depended on a
well-functioning, centralized administrative system that could also effectively collect
taxes to finance the expanding branches of the government. This, in turn, brought
about the need for qualified civil personnel to run the government mechanism. It was
exactly this need that paved the way to the opening of the first modern civil schools,
Mekteb-i Maarif-i Adliye and Mekteb-i Ulum-u Edebiyye in 1839. Gradually, the
reformers were able to establish a three-layered public education system that included
primary, middle and high school, and college level institutions. The Ottoman
statesmen and educational reformers believed in the fundamentally transforming
power of schooling. The public education network was to produce knowledgeable,
well-trained, but also patriotic and loyal subjects who would turn around the falling
fortunes of the Ottoman state in economics, politics and, of course, on the military
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front. In this sense, the creation of a modern public education system in the Ottoman
Empire was an integral part of what Andreas Kazamias called “defensive
modernization” of the Ottoman State.269
The opening of the Darülmuallimat and the emergence of the muallimat as a
professional career group was an organic part of these developments in public
education. The idea that the “motherly embrace” was just as important in raising the
patriotic, moral and intellectually bright generations as schooling was always at the
center of the official discourse on women’s education;270 It appears that this was
widely accepted as a legitimate idea as there was no noteworthy categorical
opposition to girls’ schooling. The one objection to it, i.e. the problem of providing
female instructors for the girls’ ibtidais and rü!tiyes, was addressed in the RPE by
legislating the opening of the Darülmuallimat.

The institutional history of women teacher training in the Ottoman Empire
reflects the fluidity of the emerging modern state mechanism as well as the
ambiguous and pragmatic nature of educational reform. The frequent modifications at
teacher training institutions’ structure and curricula prove that this was indeed a
reform in formation. Yet, these revisions failed to create a permanent solution to the
problem of the shortage of professional trained teachers. The opening of the boarding
269
270

Kazamias, Education and the Quest for Modernity in Turkey: 42-55.
Almost a decade before the opening of the first rü!tiyes for girls, the Tanzimat statesman Sadik
Rifat Pasha wrote in his Addendum to the Book of Moral that “the motherly embrace was indeed
the earliest school for human beings” (agus-ı mader insanin en evvelki mektebi olma"la) and that it
would be “a great service for one’s nation and humanity” (milletine ve insaniyete pek büyük
hizmettir) to raise educated mothers who would, in term, raise moral and pious people. Quoted in
Somel, The Modernization of Public Education... 57.
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Darülmuallimat in 1911, and the spread of teacher training colleges to major
provincial centers did little to do amend the situation. As a result, until the very end of
the period under study here, the Ottoman government had to employ sultani, rü!ti and
sometimes-even ibtidai graduates and civil and military officials in the public
schools.
Still, however, the Darülmuallimat and other institutions of women teacher
training marked a turning point for the Muslim/Turkish women of the Ottoman
Empire. That was not only due to their part in the larger process of expansion of a
modern education network for girls but also thanks to their role as catalysts for the
inclusion and active participation of significant numbers of low middle and lower
class urban women in the Ottoman/Turkish modernization project. The next chapter
will investigate the socio-economic profile of an important element in this group, the
muallimat, and the impact of education in their social standing.

95

Figure 1 1922-1923 Istanbul Darülmuallimat Graduates and Faculty, Istanbul Kız
Muallim Mektebi 1933- Darülmuallimat 1870, 76
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CHAPTER II
“Shrewd Daughters of Cooks, Stewards, Nurse Maids and Servants”: The SocioEconomic Origins of the Muallimat
“… no proper girls’ school was bequeathed to the Constitutional Period except for a
girls’ arts and crafts school and a teacher training college that was between a primary
and a high school. The majority of the women who graduated from these schools and
became teachers were of lesser family upbringing and cultivation. The daughters of
distinguished pashas, great viziers, and high gentlemen would never deign to attend
these schools. It was only the shrewd daughters of the head cooks, stewards, nurse
maids and servants trained in mansions who went to these schools.”271
Such was Nezihe Muhittin’s recollections of the Istanbul Darülmuallimat as
she wrote in her memoirs in early 1930. Muhittin, an important women’s rights
activist of the late Ottoman and early Republican period, was herself from an upper
middle class family that could afford and did prefer private tutoring for their children.
In her book, she bolstered her description of the “un-genteel” social aura of the
Darülmuallimat with a criticism of the general character of education at this school,
which she briefly attended at the age of eleven:
“…from the first day on, the [Darülmuallimat] was a huge disappointment… The
school and the classrooms were in utmost disorder. There was no pedagogical
methodology at all. Despite my young age I dared to correct the teachers while they
did not care about anything but joking with each other… My aspiration for teaching
began in those days… I would go to the classrooms of the first and second grades and
pretend to be their teacher… Yet, there was such a lack of order and discipline at this
271

Ay"egül Baykan and Belma Ötü"-Baskett, Nezihe Muhittin ve Türk Kadını, 1931 : Türk
Feminizminin Dü!ünsel Kökenleri ve Feminist Tarih Yazıcılı"ından Bir Örnek (Istanbul: Ileti"im
Yayınları, 1999), 109.
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school that I could bear to attend only for six months. Then, I resumed private
tutoring at home.”272
While it is perfectly possible that young Nezihe found the academic quality of
the Darülmuallimat insufficient in comparison to her private lessons, it is unlikely
that she could form a solid judgment on the pedagogical methodology applied in the
school at the age of eleven. Her recollections of this period seem to be more a
reflection of her later opinions on this school and its students, which have been
shaped by her sense of class affiliations, rather than a young girl’s objective
observations.
What is more important is that Nezihe Muhittin was not alone in associating
the teachers’ training college with women from “lesser families.” There actually
seems to be a universal agreement in the writings and documents from the period that
the Darülmuallimat was for girls from lower socio-economic strata. Though they do
not go beyond providing anecdotal evidence, a wide variety of observers ranging
from women writers such as Muhittin herself and Halide Edip to various directors of
the Darülmuallimat emphasized over and again that the majority of the students of
this school came from poor families.273 Hard evidence from files of the Ministry of
Education supports these statements.
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MPE in 1920, the director of this school explained that the main concern of the majority of the
students was to receive free food and boarding at school rather than proper training. That year, he
added, only fifteen students applied to the Darülmuallimin and all of them were sickly and poor
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In the context of the late Ottoman social structure, it certainly is not surprising
that a vocational school for girls did not create much interest in the upper classes. In
the Ottoman social order, seclusion from the common people (avam) was a priority of
the elite. Especially for the women of this class, mixing only with their kind was a
prerogative, a sign of their status. So was being free of the obligation of working for a
living. As a consequence, the Ottoman elite found it socially demeaning to send their
daughters to schools like the Darülmuallimat.274 Throughout the five decades under
scrutiny in this work, the Istanbul Darülmuallimat and the provincial teacher training
colleges were attended overwhelmingly by low-middle and lower class girls.
Especially after 1911, the beginning of decade-long, devastating warfare that resulted
in the demise of the Ottoman state, the Istanbul Darülmuallimat truly gained the air
of a charitable institution for the daughters of the impoverished parents. These
included the children of the immigrants from the lost territories as well as those of the
lower urban strata of artisans, shopkeepers and tradesmen, lower level civil and
military personnel, and finally the ever-increasing number of war casualties.275

men. MF.ALY50/18, lef9, 1331.Z.8 .
This does not necessarily mean that the upper classes were against women’s education. On the
contrary, both in the pre-reform era and afterwards elite families took pride in providing advanced
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Several incentives rendered teacher training desirable for lower class girls.
First of all, the education was free.276 Additionally, up until the financial crises of the
post-WWI era made it impossible to continue to do so in 1921, the government also
provided free boarding,277 food, clothing and even a small sum of pocket money for
the Darülmuallimat students. These were items many lower class parents in the late
19th and early 20th century Istanbul were not able to provide for their children. In this
sense, a place at the Darülmuallimat meant an immediate financial relief for poor
families. The prospective work, teaching at a public school, on the other hand, was a
non-manual occupation-unlike many other low class jobs and had actually a great
deal of respectability. Working towards a professional career must also have given
student. MF.ALY11/31, 1321.C.4.. In another instance, a Darülmuallimat student appealed to the
MPE for the reinstatement of her status as a free boarding student which was revoked due to the
latest budget cuts. Sabiha Hanım, an orphan and a second year student at the Darülmuallimat in
1919, explained in her letter that she and the other three members of her family have been trying to
make a living with the “orphans and widows pension” (Eytam ve Eramil Maasi) of 600 kuru".
However, she said, recently 250 kuru" of their pension money was cut and the rest of their income
was in no way sufficient for her transportation and school supply expenses. Under these
circumstances, she asserted, it was not possible for her to continue her education. Unfortunately,
her requested was rejected on the grounds that the quota for free boarding students was already
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numbers never exceeded a handful. For example, in 1912 there were only five such students at the
Darülmuallimat. MF.ALY32/22, 1330.Za.2.; MF.ALY24/49, 1330.S.24.; MF.ALY107/65, lef16,
1335.Za.16.
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The Istanbul Darülmuallimat was established as a day school. It was converted to a boarding
institution in 1911. For details, see Chapter I. In the school year 1917-18 the Darülmuallimat was
temporarily converted to a day school. After changing its policy in this regard a few times, the
MPE finally declared in 1921 that due to the financial constrains only the students who would pay
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that the public schools in Istanbul would no longer admit boarding students. MF.ALY102/41,
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these women a sense of self-reliance and independence. Finally, in addition to a
stable income, there was also the promise of a retirement pension.278 In the long run, a
teaching career promised financial security not only for the muallimat themselves but
also for their parents as many of these women continued to live together with their
families.279
All things considered, education and government employment became a major
avenue for social mobility for the women of unprivileged backgrounds. This certainly
was not a new phenomenon for this society. During the pre-modern era of Ottoman
history, the palace school (Enderun) and the madrasas were the two important
gateways of upper class membership for ambitious and bright minded men. The
larger context of Ottoman modernization of the late nineteenth century, on the other
hand, created the right social and political atmosphere so that women, too, could
become beneficiaries of this path of social mobility. This chapter will shed a new
light on this aspect of modern education as it investigates the socio-economic and
geographical origins of the teacher candidates and the women teachers of the late
Ottoman period. Before going into the details of archival evidence in this regard, we
first turn to a brief discussion of the Ottoman social order and class structure to have a
better insight on the matter.
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For the details of the retirement regulations concerning the public school teachers, see Chapter IV,
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The records of the MPE indicate that a good number of the women teachers were the only
breadwinners in their families and took it upon themselves the care of their parents and siblings.
See, for example, MF.ALY11/121, 1322.B.3.; MF.ALY105/106, 1335.N.12.; MF.SCL114/69 lef3,
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Ottoman Social Order and Class Structure
It should be noted at the beginning of the discussion that the classical Ottoman
term for class, “sınıf,” had none of the connotations of the European, and especially
Marxist, definition of the term. It did not signify one’s position in relation to the
means of production. Neither did it stand for “Estate” as it was used in various
European societies during the Middle Ages and later.280 The Ottoman term sınıf
solely referred to occupational groups. As a case in point, the student statistics of the
MPE, that will be analyzed later in this chapter, use “Paternal Class and Rank”
(Pederlerin Sınıf ve Rütbesi) as the header under which the occupations of the
students’ fathers are listed.
In this study, however, I attribute a broader definition to the term “class.” I
employ it to refer to groups that share similar economic and social relations in regard
to the rest of the society. In my analysis, in addition to the economic dimension of
social stratification, I also take into consideration another important component:
status. In many senses, Ottoman classes functioned as what Weber called “status
groups,” or groups that can be differentiated on the basis of non-economical qualities
like honor, prestige, and religion. As will be discussed below, in Ottoman social
order such qualities were just as important as one’s financial means to determine
one’s class. That is, while a person’s economic standing was a weighty factor in
defining his social stratum, it was not necessarily sufficient to include one among the
ranks of the elite. Wealth was not necessarily a characteristic that came with or
280
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resulted in privileged social status. So for example, a wealthy merchant in Istanbul
might have been a prominent member of the community but he did not necessarily
belong to “havas,” the Ottoman elite.
The treaties from the classical (pre-modern) period divide the Ottoman society
into two major groups:281 1) the ruling class (askeri, “military”), 2) the ruled (reaya, “
the flock”). The first category included the “slaves,” or servants, of the sultan that
consisted of the bureaucrats, the members of the military, and the ulama, while the
second group included practically everybody else. Among the latter were merchants,
artisans, peasants, and all the other urban and rural occupational groups. In this
system, one’s status depended on one and only one thing: the sultan’s will.282 As
Carter Findley explains:
“…neither ‘ruling’ nor ‘subject class’ had access to status, wealth or power by right,
independently of the sultan….. those who enjoyed power, and thus also wealth and
high status, should do so—not as members of social entities that controlled their own
status or identity, independent of the state—but solely as agents of the sultan and
solely at his pleasure.” 283
281

Two classical works from the 16th century on the Ottoman social structure belong to Koçi Bey and
Katip Çelebi. Seda Çakmakcıo!lu and Zuhuri Danı"man, eds., Koçi Bey Risaleleri : Sultan IV.
Murad'a Devlet Yönetimindeki Bozukluklar ile Alınması Gereken Tedbirler Hakkında Sunulan
Risale ve Sultan I. Ibrahim'e Osmanli Devlet Te!kilatı Hakkında Sunulan Risale (Istanbul: Kabalcı
Yayınevi, 2008). Katip Çelebi, Bozuklukların Düzeltimesinde Tutulacak Yollar (Düstûru'l-Amel liIslahi'l-Halel) (Ankara: Kültür ve Turizm Bakanlı!ı Yayınları, 1982).
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within the so-called havas and avam classes. Secondly, semi-feudal groups such as the warrior
families of the early Ottoman period, the Muslim-Turkic principalities of Anatolia-some of which
maintained their privileged position well into the seventeenth century- and local notables, tax
farmers, ayan and esraf of the post-16th century- all of whom operated as mediators between the
central government and the local populations-were realities of the actual workings of the Ottoman
government machinery. With their de facto power independent from the palace, these groups
violated the absolute grip of the Ottoman sultan on his subjects. They can rightly be described as
what Mardin calls “a hereditary strata that lived in the twilight of legitimacy”. #erif Mardin,
Religion, Society, and Modernity in Turkey, 1st ed., Modern Intellectual and Political History of the
Middle East (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 2006), 7-9.
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The era of modernization ushered in in the early nineteeth century, however,
was to change the dynamics of the Ottoman social hierarchy in dramatic ways. The
reform edicts of 1839 and 1856 introduced the concept of “Ottoman citizenship”
which transformed the ruling class from “servants” of the ruler to modern bureaucrats
and military men and the ruled from the “flock” of the sultan to Ottoman citizens with
inalienable rights. This large-scale reformation of the Ottoman society and state was
led by the central Ottoman bureaucracy. Armed with the clauses of the imperial edict
of 1839 that promised protection of life and wealth against the whims of the sultan,
the Tanzimat bureaucrats shifted the political authority from the palace to the central
Ottoman bureaucracy known as the Babiali, named after the quarters of the grand
vizier in Istanbul. Karpat describes the power and role of this new class as follows:
“The bureaucracy, which was composed initially almost entirely of Muslims, became
a dominant class of effendis, whom nobody could criticize or question. They became
also the social symbols of the society’s new ideal-namely, modernization. In the end
this group assumed control of the government, dominating and ousting sultans and,
finally, abolishing the sultanate.”284
While initially losing its traditional power and prestige within the ruling
institution due to the long string of humiliating defeats, the Ottoman military, too,
jumped on the bandwagon of modernization and regained its indispensable role in the
ranks of the Ottoman ruling elite after the 1870s.285 In this new power structure, while

the person of individual sultans but rather the office of the sultan as the owner and master of the
realm. Individual sultans, on the other hand, had always been susceptible to influence and
manipulation of the members of the imperial family and palace officials as well as high ranking
members of thee government.
284
Karpat, Ottoman Population, 1830-1914: 92.
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The only element of the ruling establishment that experienced a drastic fall in its socio-political
standing during the age of reform was the ulama. Their respectable and privileged status continued
to erode steadily until when Kemalist revolution finally illegitimated their existence. On the other
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the office of the sultan was no longer the source from where power and wealth
emanated, one’s status was still defined by one’s position in regard to the ruling
mechanism and power was legitimated through the state machinery.286
This same period also witnessed the birth of what we may call the Ottoman
intelligentsia, a group of semi-independent intellectuals, mostly writers and
journalists, committed to the modernization of the Ottoman society.287 These people
drew their legitimacy from their training in modern schools and their knowledge of
the Western world. The intelligentsia can rightly be defined as a modern social status
group in the Ottoman society. Membership in this group provided high regard even
for people from humble backgrounds and meager economic conditions. So for
hand, there were several other “non-governmental” groups that rose to considerable power and
impact in the nineteenth century. The most prominent ones among them were the European
consulates and embassies, secular leadership of non-Muslim communities (millets), and the
Christian commercial bourgeoisie. While a discussion of the 19th century Ottoman modernization
would not be complete without referring to these groups, since they are only indirectly related to
the subject of this dissertation, they are not included here.
286
In his well-known article “Ottoman Reform and the Politics of Notables” Albert Hourani explains
how during the period between 1760 and 1860, or “the beginnings of modernization” in his words,
local notables, whose power and prestige base was independent from Istanbul, had to cooperate
with the imperial center to enhance and legitimize their influence and authority. Albert Hourani,
"Ottoman Reform and the Politics of Notables," in The Modern Middle East ed. Albert Hourani,
Philip Khoury, and Mary Wilson (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press,
1993).On the other hand, while the logical conclusion of the Tanzimat reforms would be the
destruction of all such local power basie, in reality not only did the Ottoman government need the
local notables even more than before for the effective implementation of the administrative reforms
but also the latter was able to successfully adopt to the new political power game. In urban Syria,
for example, in the second half of the 19th century the notables who traditionally owed their
influence, in Hourani’s terms, to “inherited prestige of an ancient socio-religious positions” such as
membership to religious establishment or tax farming, quickly transformed into what Philip Khoury
describes as the “landowning-bureaucratic class”, a group which bolstered its local power based on
large-scale land ownership with membership to newly rising modern bureaucracy. Philip S.
Khoury, Urban Notables and Arab Nationalism : The Politics of Damascus, 1860-1920, Cambridge
Middle East library (Cambridge Cambridgeshire ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1983),
1-7.
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The first group that could rightfully be defined as the Ottoman intelligentsia was the Young
Ottomans. They were only semi-autonomous because while investing in journalism and literary
publication these men were almost exclusively graduates of modern public schools and were
dependent on government employment. Mardin, Religion, Society, and Modernity in Turkey: 154.
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example, a person such as Ahmet Midhat Efendi, who came from modest craft
origins, could become one of the most respected literary and intellectual figures of the
Tanzimat era.288
In the second half of the nineteeth century, the rapidly growing government
mechanism opened up its lower ranks to rural elements as well as members of the
lower echelons of the urban society, both groups traditionally belonging to the
“avam.” The expansion of modern public schools played a key role in this
transformation. However, an unforeseen consequence of providing more and more
people with modern education and government employment turned out to be a sudden
increase in the number of individuals who came to claim membership in the
modernizing intellectual vanguard. As Karpet explains, “…education in a modern
school, a diploma of graduation, and perhaps knowledge of a foreign language
became the distinguishing marks of the new dominant class, the bureaucracyintelligentsia.”289 Even the lower strata officials and military officers developed a
conviction that they had as much a right to have a say in “saving the Ottoman
State”290 as the top of the hierarchy.291 As we will see later, the fathers of many of the
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The “saving” or the “preservation” of the State (devletin bekaası, devletin muhafazası) has been a
major theme that dominated Turkish political scene since the early Tanzimat era to the modern day.
This narrative was developed by the Ottoman ruling elite in the face of the European political,
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women teachers as well as the muallimat themselves shared this cultural attitude and
felt that they were part of the larger intellectual elite responsible for modernizing the
Ottoman society and saving the Ottoman State.
Meanwhile, there were dramatic changes in the formation of the other
segments of the Ottoman society as well. The Ottoman economy was based on
agriculture. Throughout its history, the majority of the Ottoman population, (80 to 90
percent according to Donald Quataert’s estimates) lived on land and overwhelmingly
on small-size family holdings.292 While the family farm remained the main form of
landholding until the demise of the Ottoman state, in certain parts of the Empire,
especially in the hinterlands of major international ports and main commercial
centers, a large-scale land owning class gradually emerged during the course of the
19th century.293 Their de facto wealth and power was legitimized with the 1858 land
reform that legalized private land ownership in the Ottoman Empire.294
In the cities, on the other hand, what could be defined as the traditional urban
middle class of Muslim merchants, artisans and shopkeepers (esnaf) experienced a
hierarchy grew rapidly. By the mid century, a high-ranking member of the Ottoman bureaucracy
was paid 1.000 to 1200 franks monthly while the lowest bureaucratic posts paid only 25 to 30
franks. This disparity in living standards of the professionally educated members of the Ottoman
government played an important role in the rise of the Young Ottomans opposition to the Tanzimat
elite and the Young Turk resentment to Abdülhamid II’s rule. Consequently, the anti-elitist and
populist discourse became one of the corner stones of not only the Young Turk government but
also that of the early Republican regime. Yet, as Mardin notes, both groups were quick to form
their own elite which assumed the “ultimate goal of the bureaucratic citadel they had captured,
namely the ‘preservation of the state’”. Mardin, Religion, Society, and Modernity in Turkey: 20.
292
Donald Quataert, The Ottoman Empire, 1700-1922 (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2000), 128.
293
Ibid., 131. Khoury, Urban Notables and Arab Nationalism : The Politics of Damascus, 1860-1920.
Fikret Adanır, "Tradition and Rural Change in Southeastern Europe during Ottoman Rule," in The
Origins of Backwardness in Eastern Europe: Economics and Politics from the Middle Ages Until
the Early Twentieth Century (Berkeley: University of California Press 1989).
294
Shaw and Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey Volume II: 113-15.

107

sharp decline in their economic standing after the middle of the eighteenth century.
Still dependent on pre-capitalist modes of production and operating under a
provisionalist fiscal system, these groups were unable to compete with the nonMuslim Ottoman merchants with capitulatory privileges (berat) and the cheaper,
machine-made European goods that flooded the Ottoman markets. Even those that
were, to some extent, able to maintain the integrity of their businesses had to limit
their commercial affairs to what Quataret defined as “still vast but highly competitive
domestic market.”295
By the end of the nineteenth century, three social classes were clearly
identifiable in the Ottoman micro-cosmos of Istanbul: 1) the lower class composed of
laborers, workers, servants, and other types of marginal and low paying jobs; 2) the
low middle-class, or petite bourgeoisie, of shopkeepers, artisans, small-time
merchants, lower members of the religious, bureaucratic and military establishments,
and the newly rising modern professionals such as lawyers, teachers and doctors; 3)
the upper-middle and higher classes of high ranking government officials (military
and civil), absentee landowners and local notables, foreign investors and their nonMuslim merchant partners, and finally the European ambassadors who had a
considerable influence on political as well as cultural life in the Ottoman capital.
All classes in this hierarchy, but especially those depending on fixed incomes,
experienced a dramatic fall in their living standards during the first decade of the
twentieth century. This was especially true for the bureaucratic and military cadres.
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While the salaries of the middling and lower members of these groups guaranteed a
decent living until around the time of the Young Turk Revolution, after 1908 the
steady rise in foodstuffs and consumer product prices, wartime shortages,
astronomical inflation rates, and irregular payments of salaries wrought havoc on
their budgets. Especially with the onset of WWI, the civil servants and military men
were reduced financially to essentially the same position as that of the lower
classes.296 As a result, by the early years of the twentieth century, the lowest layer of
the Ottoman social pyramid extended to include a larger portion of the Ottoman
society while the middle and higher strata, although more diverse than they had been
in the previous centuries, became smaller in proportion to the rest of the society. To
locate the whereabouts of the women teachers and their families in this picture, we
now turn to records of the Ministry of Public Education.
The Socio-Economic Profile of the Muallimat
The records of the Istanbul Darülmuallimat were lost in a fire in 1919 that
destroyed the school building. As a result, the most systematic and valuable data on
the students of this institution is irrevocably lost. The only documentation that
provides direct information on the socio-economic background of the Darülmuallimat
students comes from the 1909-1910 and 1911-1912 school statistics that were kept by
the Directorate of Statistics of the MPE. There are similar records available for the
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provincial teachers’ training colleges and for various other girls’ schools in Istanbul.
In addition to these, statistics from the Darülmuallimin also provide comparative
insight on the matter. Finally, the archives of the MPE also contain various types of
documents, such as Sicill-i Ahval Varakaları (personnel files), students’ and teachers’
petitions, correspondence with school administrations etc., that provide information
on this subject. However, these tend to be fragmentary and unbalanced in favor of the
post-1908 period. Used in isolation and on their own, none of these sources would be
sufficient to analyze long-term trends regarding the Darülmuallimat and the women
teachers. However, when we study them together they deliver valuable data from
across different points in time and on different schools, which complement each
other. This, in turn, reveals certain characteristics that underline recruitment patterns
common to not only the teachers’ training colleges but also other modern public
schools. Such an analysis shows that it was the lower level members of the civil and
military establishments as well as urban lower strata that were most invested in
modern public education, both ideologically and financially.
As mentioned earlier, except for the documentation of the Directorate of
Statistics, not much direct information is available on the family origins of the
Darülmuallimat students and the women teachers. To compensate for the incomplete
and unsystematic nature of sources in this regard, I make use of other pieces evidence
spread across the papers of the MPE. One such piece of information is the titles of the
fathers of the muallimat as they appeared in government documents.
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The Ottomans did not use surnames in the modern sense to establish a
person’s identity. However, they employed a set of titles and sobriquet that signified
people’s social status, official rank, and sometimes even their ancestral and
geographic origins. In Ottoman official language, there were three components of a
title that identified a person’s rank and position. The first part, the epithet or lakab—
reserved for the highest members of the ruling elite—was a laudatory expression such
as devletlu297 or fahametlu.298 The epithet was followed by the official rank of that
person (vizier, kadi, commander general, etc.). Finally, after the proper name of the
individual came one of the titles of pasha, bey, beyefendi, efendi or a"a.299 In this
order, a "eyhulislam with the name Ahmed, for example, would be referred in the
official documents as Faziletlu (virtuous) #eyhulislam Ahmed Efendi. In the late
nineteenth century most commonly used titles for the Ottoman male population were
as follows:
A"a: This title was generally used for men “lacking qualifications for gentility and
literacy.”300 In the military, illiterate reserve officers (redif subayları) and militia
leaders were called a"a. In the countryside, the title referred to family elders and
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village notables.301 In urban areas, the term a"a often indicated lower-middle or lower
class origins.
Efendi: Efendi was a title reserved for literate people. In the military
hierarchy, officers up to the rank of major (binba%ı), in the civil administration
officials below the “first grade” (rütbe-i ula) were given this title.
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Members of the

clergy, regardless of their ranks, were universally referred as Efendi. In general usage,
the designation Efendi often indicated that a person belonged to middle or lower
echelons of the army or the civil administration or was a middle or lower middle class
literate man. As we will see below, this title was the designation of the majority of the
women teachers’ fathers.
Bey: This term may be translated as “gentleman” into English language. In the civil
hierarchy it was used for the officials of the “first” and “eminent” grades (rütbe-i ula
and rütbe-i bala). In the army, officers from major to colonel (miralay) were referred
as bey. In the countryside, the local notables would also be called bey.303 The general
use of the terms implies gentility and membership to upper socio-economic strata.
Pasha (Pa!a): This was the title of the military personnel between the ranks of major
general (mirliva) and general (mü!ir). In the civil hierarchy, officials with the rank of
vizierate were designated as such. Pasha was reserved for the highest members of the
Ottoman state machinery and men with this title could rightly be classified as the
ruling elite of the Ottoman society.
301
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As they give a clear indication of a person’s socio-economic status I will use
the titles of the women teachers’ fathers along with the limited information on their
occupations to analyze the socio-economic background of the muallimat.
For the early years of the muallimat’s existence as a career group, the
personnel records scattered across the folders of the various offices of the MPE
provide the only glimpse on their backgrounds. Unfortunately, these records were not
maintained in an orderly fashion and many of them have been lost. As a result, for the
years between 1874 and 1908 I have located only 134 teachers’ personnel and
employment files. Among those 134 muallimat only the fathers of sixty-nine were
identified by name or by occupation.304 While the number of the available records is
small and the time period is rather extensive, over these thirty-four years there were
no major changes in women teachers’ training or employment patterns. Therefore, an
analysis of these women’s origins still provides a viable insight in regard to the larger
picture of the muallimat.
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Of the sixty-nine fathers mentioned by name in these files a total of twenty-six
did not specify occupation. Among the remaining forty-three, nine were members of
the religious hierarchy, twenty-three were civil or military officials, and there were
ten esnaf (artisan or shopkeeper) and a ship captain. In view of the large number of
fathers with unidentified jobs, a better criterion to establish their socio-economic
position would be their titles. Of these sixty-nine fathers, forty-eight were designated
as Efendis, five as Beys, fifteen as A!as, and one as Baba (a Sufi master). Taking into
consideration that the title Bey was given only to the high ranking members of the
Ottoman military and civil administration, and Efendi and A!a were commonly used
for middle and lower strata men, the socio-economic profile of the early muallimat
reflects middle and lower class dominance.
The records of the ehliyetname examinations, although from a later period,
reveal a similar recruitment pattern into the ranks of the women teachers. Of the
fathers of 110 women who took their teaching certificate examination in Istanbul in
1916 and 1917, only the occupation of forty-eight were specified.305 Of these fortyeight men, thirty-two were members of the civil and military administration. Six
belonged to the shopkeepers and artisan class, and four were tradesmen (tüccar).
There were four imams, one pharmacist, one lawyer, and one porter in the group.
When we turn to the titles of these 110 men, ninety of them were designated as
Efendi. Of the ten Beys among their ranks, four were already dead, the rest were

305

MF.IST55/41, 1337.Ra.22.
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listed either as civil or military officials. Another nine fathers had the title of A!a, and
finally there was the only pasha on the list, the deceased Ahmed Tevfik Pasha.
Coming to the Istanbul Women Teachers’ Training College itself, we have
detailed statistics on the students of this institution for two school years, 1909-1910
and 1911-1912. (Table 2.1) The direct evidence from these records verifies that the
greater part of the Darülmuallimat students were daughters of low middle and lower
class fathers, a chief category among them being the lower ranking civil and military
government employees (zabitan ve memurin).306 The importance of this group is that
it constituted a major portion of not only the Darülmuallimat fathers but also those of
various other girls’ schools and boys’ Darülmuallimins. (Table 2.2 and Table 2.3) For
the years 1909-10 and 1911-12, the memurin and zabitan category made up 27% and
38% of the Darülmuallimat fathers’ population, respectively.307
Another grouping that constitutes a large percentage in these statistics is
defined as “sunuf-u saire,” or “other occupations.” While there is no explanation in
Istanbul Darülmuallimat’s records as to which occupational groups were included
306

Components of this group are not specified in the documents. This broad category might have
included men of various ranks from military as well as from all civil branches of the central
government, local administrations and also those employed in the palace. While the statistics do
not provide the subcategories of the zabitan and memurin, the files of individual muallimat show
that their fathers were mainly lower ranking civil and military employees. The one occupation that
occurred most frequently in the records was katiplik (scribes) at various central and local
government offices. It was followed by inspectors, bookkeepers and examining clerks (mümeyyiz),
post office workers, Reji employees, policemen, gendarme cavalry, and army captains (yüzba!ı).
The highest ranking civil official I came across among the muallimat fathers were the
Darülmuallimat director himself, the head scribe of the Tahran Consulate, and the Imperial Privy
Purse treasurer (hazine-i hassa serveznedarı), In the armed forces, on the other hand, the highest
ranking fathers were a regiment commander(alay komutanı) and two police chiefs, all with the title
Bey. For related documents, see footnotes 34, 35, and 51.
307
These numbers belong not to the graduating classes but rather the whole student population. As a
result, there is overlap between them as the graduating class of the year 1911-1912 was the
freshmen class of 1909-1910.

115

under this heading, the records of the Kastamonu Darülmuallimat, the Kayseri
Darülmuallim, and the Aleppo Darülmuallimat indicate that sunuf-u saire consisted
of men with low class occupations such as porters, gardeners, public bath keepers,
janitors, watchmen, workers and coachmen.308 Apparently, sunuf-u saire indicated
those jobs that did not belong to any professional group and could be categorized as
lower class occupations. They amounted to 48% and 39% of the Darülmuallimat
fathers in question.
In these records, the third largest cluster of fathers is identified as
hizmetkaran, the servants. It is interesting to note that this category was not included
under “Other Occupations” along with other lower strata jobs. For the year 1909 there
were seventeen servants among the 107 fathers as opposed to eight servants in the
population of 147 fathers two years later. When the number of the servants is taken
into consideration along with the sunuf-u saire, the percentage of fathers from the
lowest socio-economic strata of the Ottoman society amount to 63% of the Istanbul
Darülmuallimat fathers during the school year of 1909-1910 and 44% in the school
year of 1911-12. These figures reveal that Nezihe Muhittin’s description of the
Darülmuallimat’s social aura was not solely due to her class prejudice but was also
pointing out a social fact. The rest of the 20% and 18% of fathers from these two
school years included members of the religious establishment, doctors, merchants and
teachers.

308

MF.IST35/6, 1335.Ca.6.; MF.IST37/27, 1335.C.28.; MF.IST38/50, 1335.B.20.
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Let us now compare these numbers with those of the teachers’ training
colleges outside of Istanbul. (Table 2.4) As the first provincial Darülmuallimat was
opened in 1913, the statistics for these schools are from the year 1915 and
afterwards.309 The classification of the occupational groups in these documents is
slightly different than that of the Istanbul Darülmuallimat analyzed above. They do
not have separate categories for engineers, doctors, lawyers, servants, and teachers.
Instead, these groups were included under the headings of the mesalik-i fenniye
(“scientific occupations,” for doctors and engineers), memurin310 (for teachers) and
sunuf-u saire (for servants). There are two new categories that were not taken into
consideration in the early statistics: the e!raf 311and the esnaf.312
For all the six provincial Darülmuallimats whose data are available for the
school years of 1915-16 and 1916-17, the memurin group constitutes invariably the
largest chunk. While the bustling port city of Izmir follows a similar pattern to
Istanbul as the memurin and sunuf-u saire are very close in percentage, in other towns
the former becomes the dominant category. It might be argued that in smaller
309

The first provincial Darülmuallimat was opened in the school year of 1913-14 in Adana. See
Chapter I. For the statistics of the provincial teacher training colleges, see MF.IST35/3, 1335.Ca.6.;
MF.IST35/6, 1335.Ca.6.; MF.IST38/55, 1335.B.20.; MF.IST35/3, 1335.Ca.6.; MF.IST44/37,
1336.Ra.17.; MF.IST48/36, 1336.Ca.23.; MF.IST55/2, 1337.C.29.
310
While in the former listings this category was titled as zabitan ve memurin in later statistics it was
changed to memurin only. As there is no separate listing for the military personal, I assume that
zabitan were counted under the title of memurin.
311
In the official documents from this period the term e!raf was loosely used for local notables.
Technically, however, these were overlapping but not necessarily identical sets. E!raf as a group of
local importance was born with the elimination of the ayans by Mahmud II in the early part of the
19th century. Often belonging to the wealthy and respectable provincial strata, they functioned in
quasi-official capacity as intermediaries between the central government and local populations.
They facilitated the implementation of the Tanzimat administrative reforms such as tax collection,
draft, and local elections. In compensation for their services, the e!raf were appointed to local
administrative councils. Sakao!lu, Tanzimat'tan Cumhuriyet'e Tarih Sözlü"ü: 38.
312
It might be the case that esnaf fathers were listed among the sunuf-u saire in the statistics of the
Istanbul Darülmuallimat.

117

communities, not at the hub of modernization as Istanbul and Izmir were, the notion
of professional education for girls was still not as widely acceptable. In such areas,
members of the government machinery, civil servants and military officers (who were
often not of local origin but appointed from Istanbul), felt not limited by the social
conventions of small towns. In fact, they may even have taken pride in their
daughters’ attendance in modern schools as a token of their cultural superiority.313
In addition to the sunuf-u saire, another noticeable absence in provincial
Darülmuallimats is that of the e!raf daughters. As people of local power and prestige
the e!raf had neither the pressing financial need nor the ideological commitment that
would have deemed professional education for their women desirable.314 On the
contrary, it was probably the one group that felt most compelled to abide by upper
class social conventions of gender segregation and veiling. As a result, at each local
teachers’ training college there were only a handful of e!raf daughters. The esnaf, on
the other hand, while still constituting a small percentage in the overall distribution of
paternal occupations, were more numerous than the e!raf and ranged between 10%
and 25% of the fathers of the provincial Darülmuallimat students. They were a
socially less prominent group that might not have had to worry too much about loss
313

The cultural cleavage between local populations and civil and military government employees,
including the teachers, was the subject matter of various works and documents from the period.
Local people saw members of the government cadres bluntly arrogant and defiant of tradition and
social conventions. For the officers and officials, on the other hand, small town and village
mentality epitomized everything that came to represent “social backwardness”. Memoirs from the
period are full with vivid descriptions of this cleavage. See, for example, -, Canlı Tarihler:
Mehmet Ali Ayni Hatıraları, vol. 2 (Istanbul: Türkiye Yayınevi, 1945). Also, see Ahmet #erif,
Anadolu'da Tanin (Tanin Matbaasi, 1910).
314
However, a good number of local notables considered their sons’ education in modern civil and
military schools as an important investment that would enhance their power and prestige. Mardin,
Religion, Society, and Modernity in Turkey: 19.
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of prestige by sending their daughters off to vocational schools. Finally, the tüccar
and the members of the religious establishment made up only a small percentage in
the overall distribution of paternal occupations for both the provincial schools and the
Istanbul Darülmuallimat.
The socio-economic backgrounds of the students of another institution for
women teacher training, the #nas Darülfünunu, reveal the same pattern of urban petite
bourgeoisie recruitment among the muallimat candidates.315 According to the
numbers given by Bahar Baskin for this school, the distribution of fathers’ occupation
at the #nas Darülfünunu between the years of 1914 and 1918 was as follows: 50%
civil officials, 15% military men, 11% unspecified, 7% health occupations, 3%
merchants, 2% mültezims, 1% farmers, 1% ulama, 2% judge (hakim), 2% landlords,
1% worker, 5% others.316
Last but not least, a comparison of the data for the women teacher training
colleges with those from a number of local Darülmuallimins, boys’ sultanis and
idadis show that the overwhelming presence of fathers from the groups identified as
“officials” and “sunuf-u saire” at the Darülmuallimat was not a unique phenomenon.
(Table 2.3; Table 2.5; Table 2.6) The analysis of the ”paternal rank and class” rosters
of these institutions supports one of the main arguments of this study that it was the
petite bourgeoisie and the lower urban strata who had most to gain from statesubsidized modernized education for their children and who were more open to the
idea of girls’ education. Several factors contributed to these realities:
315
316

For more on the #nas Darülfünunu, see Chapter I.
Baskın, "$nas Darülfünunu," 99.
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First of all, it is not surprising to find the lower classes with least resistance to
girls’ training in a profession. In Ottoman society, gender segregation and women’s
seclusion were traditionally upper class urban values that only the wealthy families
could afford. Urban women from lower economic standings as well as those living in
rural areas had to work in one capacity or other to support their families. As a result,
training and teaching in public schools for a wage was not as socially offensive for
these people as it was for the upper strata. Moreover, besides the financial security a
teachers’ training school promises, it was also a prestigious involvement because
education and government employment were traditionally associated with high social
status.
It was the lower ranking civil officials and army officers, on the other hand,
who seemed to be most invested in such an education. As stated in the first section of
this chapter, these men perceived themselves as part of the larger intellectual elite,
albeit at the bottom of the hierarchy, responsible for reforming and modernizing the
Ottoman society and state. A desire to pass the sort of education they had received
and the prestige that came along with it to their progeny was a corollary of their
ideological attitude. Moreover, as discussed in depth in various other studies on the
subject, “the woman question” lay at the heart of the Ottoman modernization project
and it was a major theme of intellectual debates and women’s activism at the time.317
In this context, one’s position in regard to women’s status in society and their
317

For a detailed discussion on the debates on women and their role in the larger modernization project
in the Ottoman popular press, see Erdem, "II. Me"rutiyet'ten Cumhuriyet'e...". Also see, AbadanUnat, Türk Toplumunda Kadın; Ay"e Gül Altınay, ed. Vatan, Millet, Kadınlar (Istanbul: $leti"im,
2000). Göle, The Forbidden Modern : Civilization and Veiling.
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education was an important signifier of one’s ideological commitments.
Consequently, it was only natural that the zabitan and memurin would embrace
modern public education for their daughters as a token of their “modernity” (asrilik)
and “progressiveness” (terakkiperverlik).
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Day
Darülmuallimat318
(1909-10)
Boarding
Darülmuallimat319
(1911-12)

TOTAL

Ulama

Military
0fficials and
Government
Officials
(Zabitan ve
Memurin)

Doctors
(Etibba)

Engineers
(Muhendis)

Lawyers
(Vukelai Dava)

Teachers
(Muallimin)

Mechants
(Tuccar)

Craftsmen
(Sanatkaran)

Peasents
(Zurra)

Servants
(Hizmetkaran)

Sunuf
-u
Saire

3
2.8%

29
27.1%

3
2.8%

0.0%

0.0%

4
3.7%

0.0%

0.0%

0.0%

17
15.8%

51
47.6%

107

8
5.3%

56
36.8%

3
2.0%

0.0%

0.0%

6
3.9%

4
2.6%

0.0%

-

18
11.84%

57
37.5%

152

11
4.2%

85
32.8%

6
2.3%

0
0.0%

0
0.0%

10
3.9%

4
1.5%

0
0.0%

0
0.0%

35
13.5%

108
41.7%

259

Table 2.1 Distribution of Paternal Occupations at the Istanbul Darülmuallimat, 1909-1910 and 1911-1912 School Years

122
318
319

MF.IST11/31, 1329.R.15.
MF.IST13/14, 1331.R.4.

TOTAL

Istanbul Girls’
Arts and Crafts
School320
Istanbul Day
Girls’ Arts and
Crafts School321
Üsküdar Girls’
Arts and Crafts
School322

TOTAL

Ulama

Military
0fficials and
Government
Officials
(Zabitan ve
Memurin)

Doctors
(Etibba)

Engineers
(Muhendis)

5

104

4

-

1

2.2%

46.4%

1.8%

0.0%

7

60

2

3.3%

28.6%

2
1.0%

Lawyers
(Vukela-i Teachers
Dava)
(Muallimin)

Merchants
(Tuccar)

Cratsmen
(Sanatkar)

Peasents
(Zurra)

Servants
(Hizmetkaran)

Sunuf-u
Saire

1

5

4

-

18

82

0.4%

0.4%

2.2%

1.7%

0.0%

8%

36.6%

-

3

12

13

15

15

13

70

1.0%

0.0%

1.4%

5.7%

6.2%

7.1%

7.1%

6.1%

33.3%

57

3

-

2

3

14

23

18

26

48

29.1%

1.5%

0.0%

1.0%

1.5%

7.1%

11.7%

9.1%

13.2%

24.4%

14

221

9

0

6

16

32

42

33

57

200

2.2%

35%

1.4%

0.0%

0.9%

2.5%

5%

6.6%

5.2%

9%

31.7%

Table 2.2a Distribution of Paternal Occupations at the Girls’ Arts and Crafts Schools in Istanbul, 1909-1910 School Year

320

MF.IST11/31, lef3, 1329.R.15.
MF.IST11/31, lef4, 1329.R.15.
322
MF.IST11/31, lef5, 1329.R.15.
321

123

TOTAL
224

210

196

630

Ulama
Istanbul Girls’ Arts and Crafts
School323 (1914-15)
Izmir Kordonboyu Girls’ Idadi324
(1915-16)

TOTAL

Clergy
(Ruhani)

Government
Officials
(Memur)

Scientific
Occupations
(Mesalik-i
Fenniye)

Merchants
(Tuccar)

Craftsmen
(Sanatkaran)

Peasents
(Zurra)

Shopkeepers
(Esnaf)

Sunuf-u
Saire

86

-

200

56

34

24

1

0

75

18.1%

0.0%

42.0%

11.8%

7.1%

5.0%

0.2%

0.0%

15.8%

3

-

84

4

29

12

2

48

15

1.5%

0.0%

42.6%

2.0%

14.7%

6.1%

1.0%

24.3%

7.6%

89

0

284

60

63

36

3

48

90

13.2%

0.0%

42.2%

8.9%

9.4%

5.3%

0.4%

7.1%

13.4%

Table 2.2b Distribution of Paternal Occupations at the Istanbul Girls’ Arts and Crafts School and Izmir Girls’ Idadi

124
323
324

MF.IST23/4, 1334.Ca.8.
MF.IST36/66, 1335.C.6.

TOTAL
476

197

673

Edirne
Darülmuallimin
Izmir Darülmuallimin
Adana
Darülmuallimin
Ankara
Darülmuallimin
Bagdad
Darülmuallimin
Beirut Darülmuallimin
Aleppo
Darülmuallimin
Hüdavendigar
Darülmuallimin
Diyarbakır
Darülmuallimin
Sivas Darülmuallimin

Scientific
Occupations
(Mesalik-i
Fenniye)

Merchants
(Tuccar)

Craftsmen
(Sanatkaran)

Peasents
(Zurra)

Sunuf-u
Saire

Ulama

Clergy
(Ruhani)

Government
Officials
(Memur)

8
7.6%
4
3.5%

0.0%
1
0.9%

27
25.7%
41
36.3%

0.0%
4
3.5%

11
10.5%
14
12.4%

19
18.1%
4
3.5%

40
38.1%
40
35.4%

0.0%
5
4.4%

12
11.5%

0.0%

15
14.4%

0.0%

5
4.8%

6
5.8%

18
17.3%

48
46.2%

104

11
10.1%

0.0%

8
7.3%

0.0%

21
19.3%

23
21.1%

30
27.5%

16
14.7%

109

3
3.9%
5
5.1%

0.0%
0.0%

25
32.9%
5
5.1%

0.0%
0.0%

20
26.3%
20
20.4%

15
19.7%
10
10.2%

10
13.2%
10
10.2%

3
3.9%
48
49.0%

76

12
13.5%

0.0%

15
16.9%

0.0%

8
9.0%

20
22.5%

9
10.1%

25
28.1%

89

17
14.7%

0.0%

22
19.0%

0.0%

0.0%

65
56.0%

11
9.5%

1
0.9%

116

2
2.9%
4
3.9%

1
1.4%

20
28.6%
5
4.9%

0.0%
3
2.9%

3
4.3%
8
7.8%

3
4.3%
27
26.2%

4
5.7%
35
34.0%

37
52.9%
21
20.4%

70

0.0%

125

TOTAL
105
113

98

103

Damascus Darülmuallimin
Trabzon Darülmuallimin
Kastamonu
Darülmuallimin
Konya Darülmuallimin
Mamuratulaziz
Darülmuallimin
Mosul Darülmuallimin

Erzurum*
Darülmuallimin*
Bitlis Darülmuallimin*
Basra Darülmuallimin*
Van Darülmuallimin*
Yemen Darülmuallimin*
TOTAL

!

4
7.5%
18
15.7%

0.0%
0.0%

11
20.8%
5
4.3%

0.0%
0.0%

14
26.4%
9
7.8%

12
22.6%
14
12.2%

12
22.6%
56
48.7%

0.0%
13
11.3%

53

4
3.7%
13
13.0%

0.0%
0.0%

7
6.5%
21
21.0%

0.0%
0.0%

2
1.9%
12
12.0%

17
15.9%
16
16.0%

63
58.9%
29
29.0%

14
13.1%
9
9.0%

107

10
8.1%
9
13.2%

0.0%
0.0%

20
16.1%
24
35.3%

0.0%
0.0%

10
8.1%
1
1.5%

17
13.7%
2
2.9%

50
40.3%
10
14.7%

17
13.7%
22
32.4%

124

-

-

-

--

-

-

-

-

-

136
8.8%

2
0.1%

271
17.5%

7
0.5%

158
10.2%

270
17.4%

427
27.5%

279
18.0%

1550

Table 2.3 Distribution of Paternal Occupations at Provincial Darülmuallimins, 1913-1914 School Year325

126
* No information available on these schools.
325
Alkan, Tanzimat'tan Cumhuriye'te Modernle!me... 218.
!

115

100

68

Table 2.4 Distribution of Paternal Occupations at Provincial Darülmuallimats

Izmir
Darülmuallimat326
(1914-15)
Izmir
Darülmuallimat327
(1916-17)
Edirne
Darülmuallimat328
(1915-16)
Kastamonu
Darülmuallimat329
(1915-16)
Aleppo
Darülmuallimat330
(1915-16)
Balıkesir
Darülmuallimat331
(1915-16)
Ankara
Darülmuallimat332
(1916-17)
TOTAL

Scientific
Occupations
(Mesalik-i
Fenniye)

Esraf

Merchants
(Tuccar)

Craftsmen
(Sanatkaran)

Peasents
(Zurra)

Shopkeepers
(Esnaf)

Sunuf-u
Saire

Ulama

Clergy
(Ruhani)

Government
Officials
(Memur)

1
2.6%

2
5.1%

10
25.6%

2
5.1%

2
5.1%

4
10.3%

1
2.6%

0.0%

7
17.9%

10
25.6%

39

8
6.8%

2
1.7%

41
34.7%

1
0.8%

2
1.6%

6
5.1%

1
0.8%

1
0.8%

12
10.16%

44
37.3%

118

6
8.0%

0.0%

45
60.0%

0.0%

1
1.3%

0.0%

0.0%

4
5.3%

19
25.3%

0.0%

75

3
7.9%

0.0%

20
52.6%

0.0%

0.0%

0.0%

0.0%

0.0%

10
26.3%

5
13.2%

38

3
5.2%

0.0%

33
56.9%

0.0%

0.0%

5
8.6%

5
8.6%

1
1.7%

6
10.34%

5
8.6%

58

0.0%

0.0%

6
75.0%

0.0%

0.0%

0.0%

0.0%

0.0%

2
25.0%

0.0%

8

2
6.1%
23
6.2%

0.0%
4
1.1%

22
66.7%
177
48.0%

0.0%

1
3.03%
6
1.6%

2
6.1%
17
4.6%

0.0%

0.0%
6
1.6%

6
18.18%
62
16.8%

0.0%
64
17.3%

33

3
0.8%

326

MF.IST23/25, 1334.Ca.8.
MF.IST44/37, 1336.Ra.17.
328
MF.IST35/3, 1335.Ca.6..
329
MF.IST35/6, 1335.Ca.6.
330
MF.IST38/55, 1335.B.20.
331
MF.IST48/36, 1336.Ca.23.
332
MF.IST55/2, 1337.C.29.
327

127

7
1.9%

TOTAL

369

Province
Ulama
43

Clergy
(Ruhani)
-

Government
Officials
(Memur)
138

Scientific
Occupations
(Mesaliki
Fenniye)
66

Merchants
(Tuccar)
57

Craftsmen
(Sanatkaran)
41

Peasents
(Zurra)
-

Others
(Sunufu
Saire)
45

TOTAL
390

Tekfurda!ı Idadisi

11.0%
3

0.0%
-

35.4%
19

16.9%
-

14.6%
12

10.5%
6

0.0%
14

11.5%
4

58

Gelibolu Idadisi

5.2%
2

0.0%
1

32.8%
32

0.0%
-

20.7%
-

10.3%
9

24.1%
4

6.9%
55

103

Kırkilise Idadisi

1.9%
-

1.0%
-

31.1%
24

0.0%
-

0.0%
11

8.7%
5

3.9%
2

53.4%
13

55

Mersin Idadisi

0.0%
5

0.0%

Adana

43.6%
6

0.0%
-

20.0%
3

9.1%
7

3.6%
2

23.6%
68

91

Ankara

Çorum Idadisi

5.5%
7

0.0%
-

6.6%
25

0.0%
-

3.3%
7

7.7%
18

2.2%
11

74.7%
60

128

Kır"ehir Idadisi

5.5%
9

0.0%
-

19.5%
29

0.0%
-

5.5%
31

14.1%
37

8.6%
21

46.9%
29

156

Izmir Idadisi

5.8%
29

0.0%
-

18.6%
57

0.0%
-

19.9%
27

23.7%
45

13.5%
36

18.6%
55

249

Denizli Idadisi

11.6%
31

0.0%
-

22.9%
31

0.0%
-

10.8%
13

18.1%
9

14.5%
38

22.1%
57

179

Manisa Idadisi

17.3%
16

0.0%
-

17.3%
48

0.0%
-

7.3%
4

5.0%
18

21.2%
24

31.8%
10

120

13.3%
10

0.0%
5

40.0%
12

0.0%
-

3.3%
20

15.0%
25

20.0%
7

8.3%
16

95

Istanbul

Edirne

Aydın

Beirut

Istanbul Girls’
Arts and Crafts
School

Trablus"am
Idadisi

128

Akka Idadisi
Lazkiye Idadisi
Nablus Idadisi

Aleppo

Antep Idadisi
Mara# Idadisi

Hüdavendigar

Eski#ehir Idadisi
Bilecik Idadisi
Sö!üt Idadisi
Kütahya Idadisi

Diyarbakir

Ergani Idadisi
Siverek Idadisi
Mardin Idadisi

10.5%

5.3%

12.6%

0.0%

21.1%

26.3%

7.4%

16.8%

7

-

29

1

26

7

14

-

8.3%

0.0%

34.5%

1.2%

31.0%

8.3%

16.7%

0.0%

3

-

25

3

25

5

21

12

3.2%

0.0%

26.6%

3.2%

26.6%

5.3%

22.3%

12.8%

11

-

28

-

56

16

32

69

5.2%

0.0%

13.2%

0.0%

26.4%

7.5%

15.1%

32.5%

2

-

7

4

2

20

6

11

3.8%

0.0%

13.5%

7.7%

3.8%

38.5%

11.5%

21.2%

14

-

54

1

9

29

19

9

10.4%

0.0%

40.0%

0.7%

6.7%

21.5%

14.1%

6.7%

1

-

48

-

35

50

8

19

0.6%

0.0%

29.8%

0.0%

21.7%

31.1%

5.0%

11.8%

3

3

41

1

8

4

6

36

2.9%

2.9%

40.2%

1.0%

7.8%

3.9%

5.9%

35.3%

2

-

14

-

2

9

30

22

2.5%

0.0%

17.7%

0.0%

2.5%

11.4%

38.0%

27.8%

5

-

29

-

8

21

30

36

3.9%

0.0%

22.5%

0.0%

6.2%

16.3%

23.3%

27.9%

2

2

33

-

12

-

4

18

2.8%

2.8%

46.5%

0.0%

16.9%

0.0%

5.6%

25.4%

4

-

5

-

10

-

62

39

3.3%

0.0%

4.2%

0.0%

8.3%

0.0%

51.7%

32.5%

1

-

15

-

4

3

-

65

1.1%

0.0%

17.0%

0.0%

4.5%

3.4%

0.0%

73.9%

129

84
94
212

52
135
161
102
79
129
71
120
88

Sivas

Amasya Idadisi
Tokat Idadisi
Karahisar Idadisi

Trabzon

Ordu Idadisi
Rize Idadisi
Giresun Idadisi

Kastamonu

Inebolu Idadisi
Sinop Idadisi
Çankırı Idadisi

Konya

Isparta Idadisi
Burdur Idadisi
Nev"ehir Idadisi
Ni!de Idadisi

Syria

Hama Idadisi

19

-

47

-

34

11

25

5

13.5%

0.0%

33.3%

0.0%

24.1%

7.8%

17.7%

3.5%

4

1

41

-

3

12

10

53

3.2%

0.8%

33.1%

0.0%

2.4%

9.7%

8.1%

42.7%

2

-

18

2

6

17

23

24

2.2%

0.0%

19.6%

2.2%

6.5%

18.5%

25.0%

26.1%

2

-

18

2

6

17

23

24

2.2%

0.0%

19.6%

2.2%

6.5%

18.5%

25.0%

26.1%

11

-

26

2

35

3

18

10

10.5%

0.0%

24.8%

1.9%

33.3%

2.9%

17.1%

9.5%

11

-

22

-

27

21

23

10

9.6%

0.0%

19.3%

0.0%

23.7%

18.4%

20.2%

8.8%

-

-

2

-

4

1

1

6

0.0%

0.0%

14.3%

0.0%

28.6%

7.1%

7.1%

42.9%

1

1

10

3

2

19

10

56

1.0%

1.0%

9.8%

2.9%

2.0%

18.6%

9.8%

54.9%

10

5

23

1

11

21

15

13

10.1%

5.1%

23.2%

1.0%

11.1%

21.2%

15.2%

13.1%

4

-

19

3

15

11

13

78

2.8%

0.0%

13.3%

2.1%

10.5%

7.7%

9.1%

54.5%

7

-

25

-

19

19

20

11

6.9%

0.0%

24.8%

0.0%

18.8%

18.8%

19.8%

10.9%

8

-

28

-

16

8

14

17

8.8%

0.0%

30.8%

0.0%

17.6%

8.8%

15.4%

18.7%

16

-

39

-

33

5

3

66

9.9%

0.0%

24.1%

0.0%

20.4%

13

-

15

-

132

15

3

35

6.1%

0.0%

7.0%

0.0%

62.0%

7.0%

1.4%

16.4%

130

3.1%

1.9%

141
124
92
92
105
114
14
102
99
143
101
91
162

40.7%
213

Mamuratulaziz
Mosul

Malatya Idadisi
Mosul Idadisi
Süleymaniye
Idadisi
Kirkuk Idadisi

Karesi

Edremit Idadisi
Antalya Idadisi
Urfa Idadisi

5

-

13

-

75

24

57

33

2.4%

0.0%

6.3%

0.0%

36.2%

11.6%

27.5%

15.9%

14

-

98

-

10

24

24

26

7.1%

0.0%

50.0%

0.0%

5.1%

12.2%

12.2%

13.3%

6

-

15

-

11

1

-

-

18.2%

0.0%

45.5%

0.0%

33.3%

3.0%

0.0%

0.0%

4

-

22

1

41

12

7

85

2.3%

0.0%

12.8%

0.6%

23.8%

7.0%

4.1%

49.4%

1

1

13

3

7

7

10

32

1.4%

1.4%

17.6%

4.1%

9.5%

9.5%

13.5%

43.2%

5

-

33

-

48

37

20

8

3.3%

0.0%

21.9%

0.0%

31.8%

24.5%

13.2%

5.3%

12

-

20

2

25

10

45

70

6.5%

0.0%

10.9%

1.1%

13.6%

5.4%

24.5%

38.0%

Bolu Idadisi*

Çatalca Idadisi
Zor Idadisi
Samsun Idadisi

207
196
33

172
74
151
184
171

-

1

10

2

1

1

10

4

0.0%

3.4%

34.5%

6.9%

3.4%

3.4%

34.5%

13.8%

35

1

20

25

4

33

1
0.8%

0.0%

29.4%

0.8%

16.8%

21.0%

3.4%

27.7%

7

-

39

-

16

16

5

55

5.1%

0.0%

28.3%

0.0%

11.6%

11.6%

3.6%

39.9%

131

29
119
138

KarahisarıSahip
Idadisi

25

-

45

-

26

25

32

13

15.1%

0.0%

27.1%

0.0%

15.7%

15.1%

19.3%

7.8%

18

22

16

8

46

30

20

8

10.7%

13.1%

9.5%

4.8%

27.4%

17.9%

11.9%

4.8%

Medine Idadisi

23

-

19

-

22

3

-

43

110

Mu!la Idadisi

20.9%
5

0.0%
2

17.3%
24

0.0%
1

20.0%
5

2.7%
53

0.0%
8

39.1%
18

116

4.3%

1.7%

20.7%

0.9%

4.3%

45.7%

6.9%

15.5%

Erzincan Idadisi*

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Beyazit Idadisi*

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Mu" Idadisi*
Siirt Idadisi*

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Taaz Idadisi*

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Gümü"hane
Idadisi*!

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

444

44

1484

107

1078

832

834

1584

6407

6.9%

0.7%

23.2%

1.7%

16.8%

13.0%

13.0%

24.7%

Kayseri Idadisi

TOTAL

Table 2.5 Distribution of Paternal Occupations at Provincial Idadis, 1913-1914 School Year333

132

!

No information available on these schools.
Alkan, Tanzimat'tan Cumhuriye'te Modernle!me... 238-39.

333

166

168

Ulama

Galatasaray
Sultanisi
Istanbul
Sultanisi
Mercan
Sultanisi
Vefa Sultanisi

Kabata"
Sultanisi
Üsküdar
Sultanisi
Gelenbevi
Sultanisi
Davutpasa
Sultanisi
Edirne
Sultanisi
Adana
Sultanisi
Ankara
Sultanisi
Yozgat
Sultanisi

Clergy
(Ruhani)

Government
Officials
(Memur)

Scientific
Occupations
(Mesaliki
Fenniye)

Merchants
(Tuccar)

Craftsmen
(Sanatkaran)

Peasents
(Zurra)
Others

TOTAL

18
2.8%

0.0%

342
53.9%

24
3.8%

101
15.9%

27
4.3%

5
0.8%

118
18.6%

635

0.0%

0.0%

490
69.7%

0.0%

143
20.3%

7
1.0%

56
8.0%

7
1.0%

703

20
5.8%
33
6.9%

0.0%
0.0%

250
72.0%
135
28.1%

0.0%
87
18.1%

30
8.6%
35
7.3%

15
4.3%
74
15.4%

32
9.2%
109
22.7%

347

0.0%
8
1.7%

12
4.4%

0.0%

126
45.8%

6
2.2%

18
6.5%

35
12.7%

3
1.1%

75
27.3%

275

26
11.4%

0.0%

160
70.2%

3
1.3%

19
8.3%

0.0%

6
2.6%

14
6.1%

228

5
2.1%

30
12.6%

84
35.3%

0.0%

14
5.9%

17
7.1%

2
0.8%

86
36.1%

238

16
5.1%

0.0%

140
44.3%

4
1.3%

12
3.8%

40
12.7%

18
5.7%

86
27.2%

316

18
5.8%

1
0.3%

121
39.3%

0.0%

15
4.9%

30
9.7%

47
15.3%

76
24.7%

308

1
0.8%

1
0.8%

4
3.2%

0.0%

0.0%

8
6.4%

107
85.6%

4
3.2%

125

6
1.6%

0.0%

30
7.8%

0.0%

15
3.9%

115
29.7%

24
6.2%

197
50.9%

387

20
4.8%

0.0%

40
9.6%

8
1.9%

50
12.0%

8
1.9%

8
1.9%

284
67.9%

418

133

481

Izmir
Sultanisi
Aydın
Sultanisi
Bursa
Sultanisi
Bagdad
Sultanisi
Beyrut
Birinci
Sultanisi
Beyrut Ikinci
Sultanisi
Halep
Sultanisi
Diyarbakır
Sultanisi
Sivas
Sultanisi
$am Birinci
Sultanisi
$am Ikinci
Sultanisi

60

104

2.0%
10
6.5%

5

0.0%
0.0%

3.6%
56
36.6%

9
1.2%
1
0.7%

3

11.9%
17
11.1%

30
16.3%
18
11.8%

23.8%
37
24.2%

41.3%
14
9.2%

28
8.9%

1
0.3%

102
32.6%

2
0.6%

55
17.6%

40
12.8%

53
16.9%

32
10.2%

313

8
2.1%

11
2.9%

132
34.7%

0.0%

58
15.3%

18
4.7%

18
4.7%

135
35.5%

380

23
9.7%

0.0%

62
26.3%

27
11.4%

33
14.0%

26
11.0%

27
11.4%

38
16.1%

236

11
13.1%

0.0%

13
15.5%

3
3.6%

20
23.8%

14
16.7%

19
22.6%

4
4.8%

84

22
8.5%

1
0.4%

79
30.4%

4
1.5%

6
2.3%

8
3.1%

67
25.8%

73
28.1%

260

14
5.9%

3
1.3%

45
19.1%

12
5.1%

33
14.0%

35
14.8%

64
27.1%

30
12.7%

236

7
2.0%

0.0%

131
37.8%

0.0%

61
17.6%

17
4.9%

48
13.8%

83
23.9%

347

30
9.5%

0.0%

111
35.2%

4
1.3%

22
7.0%

63
20.0%

25
7.9%

60
19.0%

315

55
21.4%

0.0%

41
16.0%

0.0%

54
21.0%

40
15.6%

44
17.1%

23
8.9%

257

134

41

252
153

Trabzon
Sultanisi
Kastamonu
Sultanisi
Konya
Sultanisi
Mamuratulaziz
Sultanisi
Izmit
Sultanisi
Balıkesir
Sultanisi

8
3.3%

7
2.9%

50
20.4%

3
1.2%

42
17.1%

30
12.2%

47
19.2%

58
23.7%

245

25
7.4%

1
0.3%

112
33.1%

10
3.0%

40
11.8%

66
19.5%

45
13.3%

39
11.5%

338

17
7.9%

0.0%

54
25.1%

3
1.4%

31
14.4%

19
8.8%

46
21.4%

45
20.9%

215

28
11.8%

0.0%

90
38.0%

8
3.4%

50
21.1%

20
8.4%

15
6.3%

26
11.0%

237

4
1.0%

3
0.8%

121
31.0%

1
0.3%

49
12.6%

36
9.2%

40
10.3%

136
34.9%

390

26
9.2%

0.0%

97
34.2%

6
2.1%

29
10.2%

7
2.5%

57
20.1%

62
21.8%

284

135

Jerusalem
Sultanisi

25

-

30

-

45

13

7

54

14.4%

0.0%

17.2%

0.0%

25.9%

7.5%

4.0%

31.0%

10

-

80

15

25

30

60

176

2.5%

0.0%

20.2%

3.8%

6.3%

7.6%

15.2%

44.4%

Erzurum Sultanisi

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Bitlis Sultanisi

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Basra Sultanisi

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

San'a Sultanisi

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

531

59

3337

234

1152

917

1063

2280

5.5%

0.6%

34.9%

2.4%

12.0%

9.6%

11.1%

23.8%

KalaiSultani
Sultanisi

TOTAL

174

396

9573

Table 2.6 Distribution of Paternal Occupations at Istanbul and Provincial Sultanis334, 1913-1914 School Year
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334

Ibid., 227-28.

Finally, we should also keep in mind that after 1908, but especially with the Balkan
Wars, the lower ranking civil officials and army officers were much reduced in their
economic standings. The incessant military involvement of the Ottoman State, high
casualty rates in wars, and the catastrophic state of Ottoman finances put this group and
their families under great financial strain. Therefore, it was only natural that they should
share with other low middle and lower class people an understandable desire for securing a
stable income for their children through modern education and government employment.335
In all the girls’ schools whose statistics are provided above, students from agricultural
and rural origins were exceptional as reflected in the small numbers of not only farmer
but also e!raf fathers in the rosters. It is very likely that local notables and farmer families
saw modern education for girls not as a meaningful investment but rather something that
would stigmatize their family names. The same was certainly true for the members of the
religious establishment, as they must have felt the foremost responsibility for endorsing
traditional gender roles and women’s segregation. Thus, while their sons crowded the
classrooms of the Darülmuallimin336 and the Law School (Mekteb-i Hukuk)337 there had
been only a handful of ulama daughters to attend the Darülmuallimat or to become
schoolteacher It would seem that among the groups that formed the upper middle strata of
the pre reform era, the better off a family was, either financially

335

For example, for two mid-level state employees in dire financial conditions asking for their daughters’
admittance to the Darülmuallimat, see MF.ALY150/16 and MF.ALY150/17. For the applications of the
daughter of a fallen soldier and an immigrant girl without family, see MF.ALY150/37, MF,ALY151/32. For
the general financial and economic conditions in the Ottoman State during this period, see Chapter IV.
336
For the distribution of parental occupation at local Darülmuallimins, see Table 2.3.
337
For a detailed study on Mekteb-i Hukuk and its students socio-economic origins, see Ali Adem Yörük,
"Mekteb-i Hukuk’un Kurulu!u ve Faaliyetleri (1878-1900)" (Unpublished Masters Thesis, Marmara
Üniversitesi Türkiyat Ara!tırmaları Türk Tarihi Ana Bilim Dalı, 2008).
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—as in the case of tuccar or e!raf—or in terms of social prestige—as in the case of
ulama— the less likely it was for them to send their daughters to teachers’ training
colleges, or any of the other modern public schools for that matter. Finally, the
daughters of the elite—both urban and provincial—would, in Nezihe Muhittin’s
words, “not deign” to attend the Darülmuallimat and other public schools, not
necessarily for concerns about gender conventions or religious propriety but rather
for maintaining their prerogative of seclusion from lower classes.
Orphaned Girls and Teaching Career
Another thread common to the stories of many women teachers and the
Darülmuallimat students was the fact that they were orphaned at a young age. There
are no registers that provide systematic information on as to how many of the
Darülmuallimat students or teacher candidates from other schools were orphans.
However, anecdotal evidence as well as records spread throughout MPE’s folders
suggest a wide presence in these institutions of girls with one or both parents death.
While there were certainly many more orphans among their numbers, I was able to
locate the petitions of thirty-six girls who specified the death of their fathers (in
some cases the loss of both parents) as the reason for their application to the
Darülmuallimat or, if they were already admitted, for asking for a change in their
status to free boarding student.338 Fourteen of them mentioned that their fathers were

338

One of these petitions dates from 1889 (an immigrant from Ottoman Filibe) and another one from
1901 (also an immigrant from Rumeli, who mentioned that she did not have a family or a shelter ).
MF.ALY 31/37, 1330.L.12.; MF.ALY11/31, 1321.C.4.. The rest of the petitions I was able to
locate are from post-1911 period. MF.ALY23/86, 1330.M.27.; MF.ALY34/85, 1331.M.28.;
MF.ALY35/65, 1331.S.19.; MF.ALY40/28, 1331.Ca.21.; MF.ALY42/20, 1331.B.3.;
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fallen soldiers (either during the Balkan Wars or WWI). Invariably, all of these girls
explained their conditions as “in dire need and of very reduced circumstances” or
“all alone and miserable.” One of them, an immigrant orphan, is described in the
document as “in need of even bread money” (adeta ekmek parasina muhtac).339
There were others in similarly desperate conditions whose fathers were alive but
were either very old, sick or prisoner of war.340 It was the ever-increasing number of
this type of girls that gave the Darülmuallimat the aura of a charitable institution
referred earlier. This impression of the school was engraved into literary imagery
when Halide Edip made the hero of her famous novel Vurun Kahpeye! an orphaned
Darülmuallimat graduate whose father died at an unknown front in WWI and her
mother died of poverty and poor health.341
Women missing a breadwinner at home were also common among the
ehliyetname holding teachers. Among the 110 entrants of the teacher certificate
examination in 1916 and 1917 almost fully half of them (fifty) had deceased fathers
at the time. When we look at the birth dates of these women, thirty of them (60%)
were at the age of 25 or younger, nineteen (38%) of them were under 20.
Considering the fact that in early twentieth century Istanbul female mean age at
MF.ALY44/86 ; MF.ALY34/85, 1331.M.28.; MF.ALY94/11, 1334.N.14.; MF.ALY94/61,
1334.N.29.; MF.ALY94/68, 1334.L.5.; MF.ALY104/128, 1335.B.24.; MF.ALY105/134,
1335.N.28.; MF.ALY106/12, 1335.L.13.; MF.ALY106/47, 1335.L.23.; MF.ALY109/62,
1336.M.1.; MF.ALY109/83, 1336.M.6.; MF.ALY111/18, 1336.S.20.; MF.ALY111/86,
1336.Ra.9.; MF.ALY114/53, 1336.C.7.; MF.ALY120/65, 1336.Z.4.; MF.ALY121/98, 1336.Z.24.;
MF.ALY127/48, 1337.R.20.; MF.ALY129/40, 1337.Ca.26.; MF.ALY144/33, 1338.Ca.14.;
MF.ALY 144/48, 1338.Ca.25.; MF.ALY145/18, 1338.C.9.; MF.ALY145/34, 1338.C.15.;
MF.ALY150/37, 1338.Z.9.; MF.ALY151/31, 1339.M.9.; MF.ALY151/32, 1339.M.9.;
MF.ALY151/56, 1339.M.14.
339
MF.ALY23/86, 1330.M.27, lef 2 .
340
MF.ALY151/31, 1339.M.9.
341
Halide Edip Adıvar, Vurun Kahpeye! (Istanbul: Remzi Kitabevi, 1943).
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marriage was 20.5342 it is very likely that a good number of these women were still
unmarried and financially dependent on their fathers. Only eleven of these fifty
women were previously employed as teachers at public schools. These numbers
suggest that the loss of the wage earner in a family might have forced many women
and young girls, who would otherwise not have considered a teaching career, to seek
such an employment. Even the girls from the families of high ranking bureaucrats or
military men would have been compelled to work in the case of the dead of the head
of the family because the orphan and widows pension assigned in such cases was not
enough to support a even a middle sized household.343 The presence of a number of
well-connected girls among the Darülmuallimat applicants, such as the nieces of the
famous Niyazi Bey of the Young Turk Revolution, who petitioned the MPE for
admittance to the Darülmuallimat as free boarding students, supports this
argument.344
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Alan Duben and Cem Behar, Istanbul Households: Marriage, Family and Fertility, 1880-1940,
Paperback ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 126, Table 5.2.
343
MF.ALY145/34, 1338.C.15.
344
MF.ALY42/20, 1331.B.3. Examples of other “well-connected” but poor Darülmuallimat students
are the daughters of Ishak Pasha, Ahmet Tevfik Pasha and the granddaughter of the eminent
Tanzimat man Ahmet Vefik Pasha. MF.ALY74/86, 1333.S.17.; MF.IST55/41, 1337.Ra.22, lef22;
MF.ALY129/40, 1337.Ca.26, lef13.
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Sisters at the Darülmuallimat
As financial concerns were an important consideration for the parents of the
prospective muallimat, it is not surprising to see that some of them encouraged not
only one but two, and in some cases even three, of their daughters to become
teachers. For example, in 1918 an instructor working at the Darülmuallimat,
Asımeddin Efendi, pleaded the school administration for the admission of his two
daughters as free boarding students. He explained that as a recent immigrant and a
teacher with a limited budget he was unable to attend for his daughters’ education.
Unfortunately for him, however, the administrators decided that only one of his
daughters could be accepted to the Darülmuallimat.345 In another case, an employee
of the MPE stated that his 600 kuru! salary was not sufficient to support his family
of eight let alone provide a proper education for his daughters. Just like Asımeddin
Efendi, he asked for the admittance of both of his daughters to the
Darülmuallimat.346
There are also records on two different sets of three teacher-sisters in the files
of the MPE. All three in the first set were Darülmuallimat graduates and were
working in the same town in the Black Sea region. The second set of sisters were all
working in Istanbul, one of them was the vice principal of the Darülmuallimat itself.
On the whole, for the fifty-three years under scrutiny in this dissertation, I was able
to locate seven sets of sisters registered at the Darülmuallimat along with three sets
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346

MF.ALY127/31, 1337.R.18.
MF.ALY150/17, 1338.Z.6.
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of teacher sisters with unknown alma mater already working in the public school
system.347
Non-Muslim Women
In accordance with the spirit of the Tanzimat ideal of equal rights and
opportunities for all Ottoman citizens, the RPE of 1869 stipulated the opening of a
separate class at the Darülmuallimat for non-Muslim students where they could
study their native languages and religion (Articles 68-70). However, as the
Ottomanism ideology proved not fit to the realities of the late nineteenth century
Ottoman Empire, the envisioned multi-religious and multi-ethnic aura at the
Darülmuallimat was never realized. From the first years of the modern public girls’
schools through the end of our period of study, both the students of the teacher
training colleges and the women teachers at the public schools remained
overwhelmingly Muslim. Consequently, of the 1281 Darülmuallimat graduates
between the years of 1874 and 1922 only four are identifiable as non-Muslim by
their names.348 Even with the possible addition of a few other girls with Turkish
names to this figure, the number of the non-Muslims students at the Darülmuallimat
is unlikely to be more than handful.349 Unfortunately, we do not have class rosters
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MF.ALY23/50, 1330.M.5; MF.ALY105/137, 1335.N.28.; MF.ALY109/83, 1335.M.6.;
MF.ALY148/2, 1338.L.29. ; MF.ALY151/10, 1339.M.4.;MF.ALY148/1, lef75; MF.ALY150/25,
1338.Z.7.; MF.ALY 23/51, 1330.M.5.. Istanbul Kız Muallim Mektebi 1933- Darülmuallimat
1870: 56.
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One Ester graduated in 1916, Mazolto in 1917, Mazalto and Sinyora in 1921. For the graduating
class rosters of the Darülmuallimat, see ibid.
349
In the absence of detailed student records of the Darülmuallimat the main indicator we could
utilize to establish the ethno-religious identity of a student is her name. Yet, in some cases proper
names, too, fail to provide such basic infromation because a few names, such as Zekiye, were used
by both Muslim and non-Muslim women. Another shortcoming of proper names, for both Muslim
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for the provincial Darülmuallimats to compare with Istanbul; however, the post1915 statistics referred above indicate that no non-Muslim girls attended any of these
schools. By the late nineteenth century, there were various alternatives available for
non-Muslim students who would like to pursue modern education, such as
community schools or foreign missionary schools.350 Not surprisingly, their families
preferred these institutions over the Ottoman government’s public schools which
were attended predominantly by Muslim students.351
Yet, just because non-Muslim girls did not go to the Darülmuallimat does
not mean that they did not work as teachers in Ottoman public schools. On the
contrary, these women almost monopolized certain fields of study both at the
Darülmuallimat and at other public girls’ schools.352 For the nine years I was able to
locate the full list of the Darülmuallimat teachers, there were always at least two
non-Muslim women working at this institution. By the school year of 1918-19 this
number reached to seven.353 The girls’ sultanis in Istanbul, which were the most

and non-Muslims, is that they do not help to establish ethnic or sectarian identity of the person,
either.
350
In the school year of 1913-14, both in Istanbul and throughout the provinces, the overwhelming
majority of non-Muslim teachers working in minority and foreign missionary schools were
themselves graduates of those schools. Alkan, Tanzimat'tan Cumhuriye'te Modernle!me... 258-60.
351
In fact, modern schools attendance has always been proportionally higher among the non-Muslim
populations of the Empire. For example, in 1894 there were 36,097 non-Muslim students in the
city of Istanbul as opposed to 26, 608 Muslim pupils. (The former does not include the nonMuslim students attending public rü!ti schools.) Ibid., Table 2.3. through 2.10. The same there
were 571,379 Muslims and 523,621 non-Muslims living in Istanbul. Karpat, Ottoman Population,
1830-1914: Table I.10., 155.
352
Here, I am referring to Ottoman public schools only. Non-Muslim women teachers taught in great
numbers in minority and missionary schools throughout the Ottoman Empire. In the school year of
1894-95, for example, there were 318 non-Muslim muallimat teaching in Istanbul. Two decades
later, in 1913-14 340 non-Muslim women teachers were working in Istanbul and 2350 in the
empire-wide minority and missionary schools. Alkan, Tanzimat'tan Cumhuriye'te Modernle!me...
174 and 78.
353
For the opening year of the Darülmuallimat this number was two, for 1896-97 school year two,
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prestigious high school level public schools, too, had several non-Muslim teachers
among their ranks.354
Table 2.7 Distribution of Non-Muslim Women Teachers at Istanbul Girls' Sultanis
Bezmi Alem
Sultanisi355
Selcuk Hatun
Sultanisi356
Camlica
Sultanisi357
Erenkoy
Sultanisi358

1915-16
6

1916-1917
NA

1917-1918
NA

1919-1920
8

4

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

7

NA

NA

2

4

Almost invariably these women, both at the Darülmuallimat and at other
schools, taught one of the following subject: arts and crafts, sewing, music and
piano, drawing, second language (French and German), and sports.359 Especially the
language classes seem to be reserved for non-Muslim teachers who were often
themselves native speakers of the language or had studied it in foreign schools360.

the following year three, for 1911-12 seven, for 1913-14 four, for 1914-15 four, for 1918-19
seven, for 1919-20 four, and finally for the school year 1920-21 three. Istanbul Kız Muallim
Mektebi 1933- Darülmuallimat 1870: 6. ; MF.ALY26/61, 1330.Ca.4.; MF.ALY61/67; MF.ALY
67/68; MF.ALY124/113, 1337.S.26.; MF.ALY167/31.
354
Interestingly, however, in 1919, of the fifty-five women teachers working in Istanbul Girls’
Numune Schools, which were opened as alternatives to minority and missionary schools and
aimed at teaching European languages at advanced level, only five were non-Muslim.
MF.ALY149/73, 1338.Za.11.
355
MF.IST27/22, 1334.L.11; MF.IST56/38, (1338).
356
MF.IST26/4, 1334.B.4.
357
MF.IST56/14, 1338.Ra.11.
358
MF.IST49/5, 1336.C.2.; MF.IST56/38, (1338).
359
There were also a few cooking teachers and a pedagogy teacher at the Darülmuallimat
Kindergarten Teacher School. MF.IST56/14, 1338.Ra.11.; MF.IST56/38, (1338);
MF.ALY124/113, 1337.S.26.
360
MF.ALY127/20, 1337.R.16.; MF.ALY134/119, 1337.L.19.; MF.ALY125/75, 1337.Ra.17.
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Geographic Origins of the Darülmuallimat Students and the Muallimat
It is not possible to provide a complete picture of the geographical origins of
all the women teachers employed at the Ottoman public schools here. We have,
however, limited information on the students of the Darülmuallimat for the post1908 period. These records show that after a peak in 1908 the number of girls from
countryside plummeted over the years. According to the statistics of the MPE,
during the school year of 1908-1909 sixty-four Darülmuallimat students were of
urban origin and forty-three were from the countryside.

361

The following year the

latter dropped sharply, both in real terms and in percentage, so that in 1909-1910
there were only twenty-four girls from “villages” as opposed to seventy-three girls
from “cities.”362 This figure went down even further in 1911-12. In that year, there
were only eleven girls from the countryside as opposed 136 urban girls. Of these
students, only twenty-nine came from the provinces whereas the rest were from
Istanbul.363 Further, in 1913 only nine out of the twenty-nine students of the
freshman class were from cities other than Istanbul.364
We should keep in mind, however, that these numbers indicate not the
birthplaces of the students but rather their residence at the time of enrollment. There
must certainly be those who were born in other parts of the Empire but have
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Erdem, "II. Me!rutiyet'ten Cumhuriyet'e..." 329.
The terms used in the statistics for “urban dwellers” and “countryside dwellers” were “!ehirli” and
“köylü”. It is possible that the latter also included students who lived in the suburbs of Istanbul.
MF.IST 11/28, 1329.R.3.
363
The student distribution according to the provinces was as follows: Edirne 3; Aydın 3; Cezairi
Bahri Sefid 3; Ankara 4; Aleppo 5; Trabzon 1; Izmit 2; Konya 1; Amasya 2; Kastamonu 4; Kalai
Sultani 1. MF.ALY23/1, 1329.Z.1.
364
Habibe Leman, "Maarif Nezareti’nin Dikkatine, Darülmuallimat, Muallimeler, Mürebbiyeler," 7.
362
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migrated to Istanbul due to war or other familial reasons.365 Still, the student roster
of the Darülmuallimat for the school year of 1908-1909 shows that of the 109 girls
whose birth places are specified in the document the overwhelming majority of
eighty-three were born in Istanbul. Only eight of these girls came from European
provinces, seventeen from Anatolian towns, and four from Arab provinces.366
Some of the reasons of low attendance from the provinces and countryside
are discussed in Chapter I. We can add to those the fact that families living in
smaller communities, whether they were from higher and lower echelons, preferred
to invest in their sons’ education rather than that of their daughters’, which still
carried a certain amount of social stigma. Nevertheless, the majority of the
muallimat working in provincial girls’ schools were still of local origin. This was
due to the fact that not only were the numbers of the Istanbul Darülmuallimat
graduates far from being sufficient to meet the demand but also they preferred to

365

The Ottoman capital has always accommodated large-numbers of immigrants. According to the
population census of 1885, only 51 percent of the Muslim population of the city had been born in
Istanbul whereas the rest were from Ottoman Europe (%12), the Middle East, Crimea, the
Caucasus and Central Asia (17%), and from Anatolia (19%). In 1907, the percentage of Istanbulborn population rose to around 57 percent. 15 percent of the residents came from Ottoman Europe,
7 percent from Middle East and Russia, and 21 percent from Anatolia. Duben and Behar, Istanbul
Households: 24. It is only natural that this diversity would be represented in Darülmuallimat
classrooms. Unfortunately, no systematic records survived to today that would make a
comprehensive analysis in this regard possible. Limited data on the matter comes from application
petitions of immigrant girls (for example, MF.ALY109/28 and MF.ALY121/89), sporadic student
rosters (see the next footnote), and also from anecdotal evidence in the memoirs of a few
Darülmuallimat graduates. Vassaf, Annem Belkıs.; Akyüz, "Osmanlı Son Döneminde Kızların
E"itimi...".
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MF.IST8/51, 1327.Za.9, lef12. Another document cited above (footnote 93) indicates that sixtyfour of these girls were of urban origin and the rest from rural areas. The discrepancy between the
numbers might simply be a scribal mistake- not uncommon in Ottoman statistics. It might,
however, also indicate that some of the students listed in the latter document as Istanbul-born were
from the suburbs of the city.
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work in Istanbul anyway.367 As a result, the provincial girls’ schools had no option
but to hire graduates of local rü!tiyes or teachers with teaching certificate.368

367
368

For more on the muallimat and provincial appointments, see Chapter I.
For a comparison of the numbers of Darülmuallimat vs. rü!diye graduate women teachers
employed in provincial schools, see Chapter I.
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Conclusion
In this chapter, we have seen that enrollment at the Istanbul Darülmuallimat
and at its provincial counterparts have always been dominated by the daughters of
the urban petite bourgeois and lower class parents. The Muslim/Turkish inhabitants
of the Ottoman Empire realized the opportunities promised by modern public
education from very early on. For rural populations, however, when it came to their
daughters’ training in a profession, considerations of religious and social propriety
seems to have weighted more heavily than ideological or practical incentives.
Similarly, urban and provincial notables, and the members of the religious
establishment were more hesitant to let female members of their families attend a
vocational school than the rest of the population. It was the lower ranking civil
officials and army officers, and other components of the low-middle and lower urban
strata that were quite receptive to this idea and who had, indeed, most to gain from
the career prospects promised by teacher training. War, financial and economic
crises, and social upheavals that plagued the last years of the Ottoman state only
strengthen these groups’ conviction that their daughters, too, should benefit from the
opportunities provided by modern education. Even those parents who might not
necessarily have fostered ideological commitments for modernization/westernization
were willing to support their daughters to secure a stable income.
Modern training and career opportunities, however, had other consequences
not necessarily foreseen by these parents. During the course of their education and
careers, the muallimat transformed from being ordinary daughters of the regular
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people to members of the modernist intellectual avant-garde. Among other larger
implications, this development was responsible for the deep social rift among the
educated, activist women of the time. The muallimat’s professional training and
career was not, in the eyes of the elite women, enough to qualify them to be equals
with Nezihe Muhittin and her likes. For them, the former have always remained
daughters of “lesser families” whose pretensions could never make them worthy
company. The resentment of the upper class women toward the muallimat impacted
the historiography on the subject in significant ways. The next chapter revisits the
historiography of late Ottoman women’s activism and offers a more nuanced
understanding of class, education and gender politics as it pertains to the muallimat.
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CHAPTER III
“Moving up to the Next Class”: Cultural Mobility at the Teachers’ Training
Institutions
“Thirty years ago, there was no harmony and cooperation among different groups of
[Turkish] women. Womanhood consisted of two extreme ends that did not have any
connection, any unifying line. Enlightened…intellectual, maybe only about ten
women made up the small minority that was not able to prevail over and influence the
rest of the ignorant, traditionalist, superstitious group because there was not even a
shaky bridge to connect these two extremes.”369
The time period during which, according to Nezihe Muhittin, the total sum of
“enlightened”, “educated” Turkish women did not exceed a dozen corresponds to the
first years of the 20th century. Despite her willingness to make such bold assertions,
however, Muhittin does not seem to be much concerned about how to explain the
existence of the sizeable number of educated women who readily entered the public
sphere and the working life in the immediate aftermath of this so-called era of
“ignorance” and “superstition” in 1923.
The truth is that during the period in question here there was indeed a
substantial body of educated and professional women—working in the capacity of
teachers, journalists, office clerks etc.—and their existence was made possible by the
rapid expansion of modern Ottoman public schools for girls after the mid-19th
century. For example, in addition to more than two thousand girls who finished the
inas rü!tiyes since the early 1860s,370 by the end of the 1901-1902 school year the

369
370

Nezihe Muhittin, Türk Kadını (Istanbul: Numune Matbaası, 1931), 22.
In 1873, the girls’ rü!tiyes in Istanbul had 259 students. Alkan, Tanzimat'tan Cumhuriye'te
Modernle!me... 22. Table 1.14. A decade later, in 1883, there were 418 students in Istanbul "nas
rü!tiyes as opposed to 159 in provincial girls’ middle schools. Ibid., 37, Table 1.23; 46, Table 1.30.
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Istanbul Darülmuallimat alone has already produced 440 graduates.371 Around this
time, women were actively participating in large numbers in the discussions of
women’s roles and responsibilities in the Ottoman modernization project through
their contributions to the popular press.372 Indeed, drawing on her close study of the
longest running women’s magazine of the late Ottoman era, Hanımlara Mahsus
Gazete (The Ladies’ Own Gazette), Elizabeth Frierson concluded that by the early
1890s “a broader cohort of ordinary, educated women who expanded women’s
spheres of action through the classroom and other workplace settings” 373 have joined
the modernist-reformist milieu that was initially represented only by a few upper
strata females. Obviously, for Nezihe Muhittin, however, the former did not qualify to
be counted among the intellectual and enlightened women of the time but, rather,
deserved to be categorized along with the “ignorant and superstitious” majority.374

According to the Ministry of Education’s Yearbook from 1903, during the previous school year the
Istanbul girls’ rü!tiyes alone had 1741 students. Salname-i Nezaret-i Maarif-i Umumiye, Altıncı
Sene, 1321 Sene-i Hicriyesine Mahsus: 166-71.
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Istanbul Kız Muallim Mektebi 1933- Darülmuallimat 1870: 34.
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Frierson, "Unimagined Communities," 17.
In another work, Elizabeth Frierson notes that while this early period of women’s publications has
often been dismissed as an upper-class phenomenon, in reality most of these magazines were
quickly taken over by professional journalists and schoolteachers. ———, "Women in Late
Ottoman Intellectual History," 152.
373
———, "Women in Late Ottoman Intellectual History," 157.
374
The overall tone of Muhittin’s memoirs is highly elitist. The part of her memoirs where she details
Muslim/Turkish women’s educational, intellectual and charitable activities after the 1908
Revolution dwells only on a handful elite women, mostly her personal friends, whom she described
with terms such as “the most chic and modern women of the time”( zamanin en sik ve monden
Hanımlari) or “the most noble and genteel women, (en asil ve kibar Hanımlar), while completely
ignoring the public-school trained teachers as well as various publications and organizations
formed by women of middle or lower social and economic standing. For example, she did not even
mention the second longest-running Ottoman women’s periodical, Kadınlar Dünyası (Women’s
World). For the organization founded by the owner and writers of this magazine, Müdafaa-i
Hukuk-u Nisvan (Advocacy of Women’s Rights), on the other hand, she used only a brief,
demeaning statement: “I deem it not necessary to mention the Advocacy of Women’s Rights
Group, an organization founded by Babanzade but was attributed to his illiterate wife. In this socalled women’s organization there were none but two literate and knowledgeable ladies… This
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This exclusivist attitude, one that dominated the discourse of the elite women
writers of the time, has important bearing on the historiography of the late Ottoman
women’s activism as well. For a long time, the main assumption in the field was that
the daughters of wealthy urban families and the ruling elite were the sole
Muslim/Turkish female element that were exposed to any sort of advanced education.
Accordingly, they were believed to be the only women who made any meaningful
contribution to the Ottoman/Turkish modernism project.375 This perception was
largely created by the limited nature of primary sources. Before the large-scale
exploitation of women’s periodicals in the early 1990s376 and the opening of the
Ministry of Education’s archives to researchers in 2000, the only significant sources
available for the scholars of the late Ottoman women’s history were the
autobiographical writings and other works of a few leading elite women, such as
Fatma Aliye Hanım, Halide Edip Adıvar and Nezihe Muhittin. It was the accounts of
association was very short-lived and was closed without achieving anything.” Nezihe Muhittin,
Türk Kadını: 50-51; Baykan and Ötü!-Baskett, Nezihe Muhittin ve Türk Kadını. Taking into
considertion that Nezihe Muhittin’s very first article in the popular press appeared in Kadınlar
Dunyasi , her dismissal of this magazine becomes even more significant. While she did not even
deign to mention the names of the owner and the contributors of this magazine and the association,
all of whom she knew closely, these women (especially the owner and publisher Ulviye Mevlan)
were the very first advocates of political rights for Turkish women, a cause for which Muhittin later
claimed to be the pionering voice. For a study on Ulviye Mevlan and Nezihe Muhittin, their
feminist activism and their relationship with each other, see Serpil Çakır, "Kadın Tarihinden Iki
Isim: Ulviye Mevlan-Nezihe Muhittin," Toplumsal Tarih, no. 46 (1997).
375
For example, Nermin-Abadan Unat argued that “[o]nly girls of wealthy families, educated either by
European governesses or attending foreign schools, were exposed to ‘Western’ ideas and
consequently began to exercise some kind of social criticism”. Nermin Abadan-Unat, Women in
the Developing World: Evidence From Turkey (Denver: University of Denver, 1986), 12; Quoted
in Frierson, "Women in Late Ottoman Intellectual History," 136; For a similar argument, also see
Durakba!a, Halide Edip Türk Modernle!mesi ve Feminizm: 128-29. Other scholarly works that
chose as their subjects the few elite women of the era are Necati Gungor, Son Kadınlar (Istanbul:
Literatur Yayincilik, 2002); Evrim Ye!ilyurt, Halide Edip Adıvar Hayatı ve Eserleri (Ankara:
Yeryüzü Yayınevi, 2002); Fatma Barbaroso"lu, Fatma Aliye Uzak Ülke (2008); Mübeccel
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these ostensibly exceptional female protagonists that set the elitist tone of the
historiography of the late Ottoman women’s activism, one that overplayed their
achievements while minimizing the role of ordinary women, including the muallimat.
This chapter revisits this elitist discourse to offer a multi-faceted and a more nuanced
perspective to the historiography of the subject, one which goes beyond the wellestablished ideological categories of the field, i.e. Westernists vs.
Traditionalist/Islamists (and later also Turkists), and adds socio-economic class factor
to the picture.
In the previous chapter, we saw that the majority of the muallimat were of
urban petite bourgeoisie and lower class origins, or from among the avam. That statesubsidized modern education created for these women an essential venue for social
mobility is beyond doubt. Schooling in modernized institutions prompted an
important transformation for them that went beyond providing a stable income and
achieving respectability. It also altered their cultural affiliations and mode of social
conduct. This last development took place thanks to the curriculum, and the
disciplinary and moral code of modern public schools, which confirmed what Pierre
Bourdieu called the “cultural capital” of the elite. Bourdieu defined cultural capital as
certain “sets of meanings, qualities of style, modes of thinking, and types of
disposition that are assigned a certain social value and status.”377 He argued that the
public schools reinforced the cultural capital of the upper social strata, something the
children of the privileged classes acquired naturally at their homes whereas the sons
377

Henry A. Giroux, "Theories of Reproduction and Resistance in the New Sociology of Education: A
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and daughters of the lower strata had to attain it at school. In the specific instance of
late Ottoman women’s education, the acculturation in upper class modernist values
was especially emphasized in teacher training because it was to the prospective
teachers that the future generations were to be entrusted. Naturally, the Ottoman
reformists wanted to make sure that the teachers themselves were well versed in and
ready for spreading these values to the distant corners of the Empire.
To shed light on this aspect of teacher training, in the first section of this
chapter I will discuss the upward cultural mobility of the muallimat candidates in
public schools, especially at the Darülmuallimat. The curriculum along with the
mode of conduct encouraged in school aimed at instilling in students the appreciation
of the “modern” (asri) way of life that was associated with the social and intellectual
elites of the time. During the course of several years of rü!tiye and Darülmuallimat
training, which confirmed and promoted these values, the prospective teachers
gradually developed upper class cultural associations.
Interestingly, however, this transformation in the cultural attitudes and class
associations of the women teachers was not necessarily welcomed by the female
members of the privileged families. The second part of this chapter will discuss the
elite reaction to the muallimat’s upper class “pretensions”. The Darülmuallimat
students in particular and the women teachers in general were most harshly criticized
for their “ignorance”, “low morals” and “inferior-manners” by the women of
privileged backgrounds. While this section covers the viewpoint of several people,
both from among the elite and non-elite, on the muallimat the main focus will be on
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the opinions expressed by two leading authors and activists of the time: Halide Edip
Adıvar and Nezihe Muhittin. Muhittin and Edip were among the most prominent
“solitary heroine” figures of women’s activism who contributed largely to the
emergence of the elitist discourse in the field of late Ottoman women’s studies As we
shall see, these two authors’ disregard for the work of the muallimat in their
memoires and other writings is in itself telling of the complexity and diversity of
contemporary women’s activism explained in this chapter.
“Going up into the Next Class”378
In his 1969 work, Making Men Modern: On the Causes and Consequences of
Individual Change in Six Developing Countries, Alex Inkeles set out to define the
characteristics of an “empirically identifiable modern man.”379 The main premise of
Inkeles and his collaborators was that humans are not born modern, but rather they
“become so through their own particular life experience.” The researchers have
surveyed about 6,000 people in six developing countries to account for how and to
what extent these men became “modern”. In agreement with previous studies on the
subject, they concluded that among all the explanatory variables they have devised
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education was the most important factor “in becoming modern”;380 so much so that “
education was two or even three times as powerful as any other single input.” In the
discussion of their findings, Inkeles explained the school’s power to fundamentally
reorient people’s cultural attitudes as follows:381
“[T]he school must be teaching a good deal more than is apparent in its
syllabus on reading, writing, arithmetic, and even geography. The school
is evidently also an important training ground for inculcating values. It
teaches ways of orienting oneself toward others, and of conducting
oneself, which could have important bearing on the performance of one's
adult roles in the structure of modern society. These effects of the school,
I believe, reside not mainly in its formal, explicit, self-conscious
pedagogic activity but rather are inherent in the school as an
organization. The modernizing effects follow not from the school's
curriculum, but rather from its informal, implicit, and often unconscious
program for dealing with its young charges.”
In addition to this “informal, implicit program” the public education network
of the late Ottoman state did certainly have an explicit agenda of “modernizing” the
younger generation. To achieve this goal, the schools communicated the students the
relevant “repertoire of habits, beliefs, and values… and the requisite skills and
knowledge” 382 that were based on the cultural codes of the westernized upperclass.383 It was this particular cultural capital inculcated in the classroom that was to
transform the students to modern men and women.
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Before going into the details of this subject, however, an important qualifying
remark is in order. Although this section focuses on the larger trends that shaped the
broader outline of the “implicit” and “explicit” curricula of the late Ottoman teacher
training institutions, it does not contend that every single graduate of these schools
was, in Benjamin Fortna’s words, “like-minded ‘products’.” First of all, as Fortna
points out, a large variety of factors, “ranging from mothers, fathers, and siblings, to
neighbors, books (both religious and non-religious), the theater, and, of course, school
teachers, and schoolmates” influenced the intellectual formations and the worldviews
of the students.384 Moreover, the role of the public school was admittedly more
complicated than merely being an agent of secularization and westernization. Rather,
in Fortna’s words, “they [the schools] were themselves a mixture of influences,
indicating a still wider range of unforeclosed individual trajectories and cumulative
societal outcomes.”385 Indeed, in Chapter V we will see some specific instances of
these “unforeclosed individual trajectories” in the stories of five women teachers,
whose lives have taken completely different turns. Still, however, the advantage of
hindsight shows us that some of the elements in this complicated picture proved to be
more influential and consequential than others on the course of the larger social
transformations that marked the late Ottoman and early Republican periods. The
culture of the modernized elite imbued in the public school education was certainly
one of these factors.
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The many dimensions of this culture extended from certain pronunciation
characteristics to particular modes of social conduct. In the case of girls’ education,
this acculturation included instruction in “scientific” housewifery and childrearing,
administration of a modern household furnished in European fashions, and also in
particular forms of female behavior that entailed, among many other things, moral
and intellectual cultivation for a companionate marriage to a modern educated man.386
These were all elements of what Behar and Duben calls “a larger material and
symbolic world which [the Ottomans] had been acquiring with passion since the early
1800s.”387 Indeed, from clothing to household furnishing to dining habits the
European styles and products began to enter the daily lives of the Ottoman upper and
high middle classes after mid-century.388 In his masterfully written account of the
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cultural transformation in Istanbul over three generations, Refik Halid Karay notes
that the middle and lower strata, too, slowly but surely adapted to these changes.389
As a result, by the first two decades of the twentieth century “European ways had
penetrated many middle-class homes and had even a degree of impact on the lower
classes in the city.”390 Still, however, only the wealthiest families could afford to fully
enjoy the elements of this new material culture, such as spring beds, chairs and sofas,
and modern dining furniture, etc. Therefore, the main aspects of the domestic life in
lower class homes remained fundamentally different from those of the westernized
upper classes. For example, in such a household instead of using dining table, chairs,
and separate plates, forks and knives, the family would crouch around a large tray and
eat with their hands and spoons from the serving dishes.391
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While at first sight they might not appear of much relevance to teachers’
training, these changes did have important implications for the muallimat. In the
larger societal and cultural transformation project, the teachers’ duty was not limited
to providing instruction in sciences but also included setting good examples in moral
and civilized behavior for the students and their families.392 Consequently, at the
Darülmuallimat the lower class originated students needed to receive instruction not
only in the subjects that they would teach but also in “modern” manners of the upper
classes. For some of these girls, the encounter with a la franga (European ways and
manners) at school proved to be quite challenging.
Belkıs Vassaf was a typical Darülmuallimat student in terms of her socioeconomic background. She was born to an impoverished family in Ottoman
Macedonia at the turn of the twentieth century.393 Belkıs lost her father when still a
baby and her mother on their long and exhausting migration from their hometown to
Anatolia. Her brother saw teacher training as a respectable way to guarantee a stable
income for his sister and he successfully pleaded with the Ministry of Education for
Belkıs’ admittance to the Darülmuallimat as a subsidized boarding student.394
Belkıs Vassaf remembers her first years at the Darülmuallimat daunted with
embarrassment because of her lack of certain cultural and linguistic competencies.
For example, she recounts her bafflement at the dining habits she encountered for the
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first time in Istanbul. At the Darülmuallimat dining hall, the students ate at dining
tables from separate plates using forks and knives, all of which were new for Belkıs.
Coming from a poor family, she tells us that before arriving in Istanbul she was not
familiar even with the most basic modern table etiquette such as using a fork.
Belkıs was also struggling with the personal hygiene code of this new culture.
In her home, misvak, a special type of tree, was used for cleaning the teeth. At the
school, on the other hand, the students had proper toothbrushes. Not being able to pay
for one, Belkıs had to borrow a used one from a friend. In her memoirs, she tells the
story of how she was embarrassed by another girl for her barrowed toothbrush that
was almost black due to overuse. Belkıs’ more immediate problem, however, was her
incompetence in what was called “Istanbul Turkish”, the upper class OttomanTurkish dialect. She felt such discomfort with her Macedonian accent that to avoid
the embarrassment of mispronunciation she would draw pictures of the things she was
not sure of how to say. Although she proved to be a very successful student, Belkıs
Vassaf notes that she lost her self-confidence at the Darülmuallimat and felt inferior
to other girls who had already adopted the “proper ways and manners.”395
Education certainly did have a transformative impact on Belkıs. After
graduating from the Darülmuallimat she attended the American College for Girls in
Istanbul where her acculturation in the dominant cultural, or the culture of the
westernized elite, was completed. At this school, upper class social manners became
fully entrenched in her daily life to such an extent that when she started working as a

395

For Belkıs Vassaf’s years at the Darülmuallimat see Vassaf, Annem Belkıs: 86-102.

161

teacher at a boarding school in Istanbul her “westernized” dressing and dining habits
were met with resistance of other teachers.396 Belkıs Vassaf’s experience is a good
indicator of just how much schooling could change the class associations of students,
not necessarily in the sense of their actual economic conditions but certainly in the
sense of cultural affiliations and modes of behavior.
In addition to the “informal, implicit pedagogic impact” of the school it was
also the examples and encouragements of some of the teachers at the Darülmuallimat
that endorsed upper class social behaviors. For example, a report from 1921 notes that
the science teacher at the Istanbul Darülmuallimat was regularly inviting some of her
students for sleepovers to her uncle’s home at a modern apartment building in Taksim
where, on one occasion, they played piano and sang in the presence of male company.
While this mode of socializing was certainly not unknown for the upper strata
Ottoman families in Istanbul, it must have been unheard of in the homes of these
girls.397
The curriculum of the Darülmuallimat, too, was designed to instruct the
teacher candidates in “modern” subjects. For example, in addition to various
introductory level sciences such as math, writing and history, the Darülmuallimat
program also included courses on modern and “scientific” (ilmi) housewifery based
on bookkeeping, hygiene, protective medicine, childrearing, and cooking.398 A close
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view at the content of these classes reveals upper-class assumptions on the part of
curriculum makers such as the existence of large houses with separate rooms for
designated functions (bedrooms, living rooms, dining rooms etc.), modern Europeanstyle furniture (sofas, tables, chairs, bedroom sets), expensive utensils (silver or goldware) and servants.399 Most of these items, of course, were not financially attainable
for the majority of the Darülmuallimat students in the near or distant future.
In addition to these subjects, the Darülmuallimat curriculum also included
lessons in foreign languages (French and later also German), drawing and music.
While for most of our period of study the students were instructed in piano in the
music classes, in 1920 the Darülmuallimat Director Ali Nazima, a famous reformist
educator of the period, suggested that the girls be also taught how to play violin. He
believed that since the violin was a relatively affordable and easily transportable
instrument it would make a good companion for the muallimat at their posts in
isolated towns and villages.400 It would be interesting to see local populations’
reactions to violin playing teachers as they already found the muallim and the
muallimat overly-westernized and of questionable religious convictions.401
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As for the women teachers who did not graduate from the teachers’ training
colleges but rather from various girls’ rü!tiyes, documents from the period indicate
that the rü!ti schools, too, provided instruction, albeit at a rather superficial level
compared to the Darülmuallimat, in upper class manners.402 Not surprisingly, a major
reinforcement to the curriculums in this regard came, especially in provincial schools,
from the graduates of the Istanbul Women Teachers’ Training College who carried
elements of westernized upper class culture to their provincial posts. In 1925, a
graduate of the Istanbul Darülmuallimat published her and her four friends’
experience at a girls’ school in a small Anatolian town during the last years of the
Ottoman State.403 According to this account, the filthy clothes, grimy fingernails and
the general disorderliness of the children of the town created a disconcerting first
impression on the young teachers. The narrator, Nesime Hanım, explained that it took
a lot of determination and diligence on their part to instill a basic sense of personal
hygiene in their students.404 She also recounted in detail her and her friends’ efforts at
“civilizing” not only the children but also their families by inviting the mothers to
school and giving educational lectures on child rearing to “change their old mindsets”
as well as to “improve their minds with poetry and music.”405
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Although in her account Nesime Hanım insisted that their work was much
appreciated by the local community, the truth was that the modernist, upper-class
cultural affiliations the teacher candidates acquired at public schools put them at odds
with the customs and traditions of the local people they were sent to “enlighten”. So
for example, in an article discussing the experience of the professionally trained
teachers in villages and small towns, an observer asserted that the fresh graduates of
the teachers’ training colleges “who used to sleep on spring beds at school and have
servants at their service” did not desire to go to villages. According to this author,
although village people appreciated the value of education they did not want these
teachers, either.406 Among several reasons why the locals remained aloof and even
antagonistic to the instructors sent from Istanbul, the author named the condescending
attitudes of the latter towards local people as the leading cause. Another important
issue he dwelled on was the outfits of the teachers. The author contended that their
Istanbul style clothing appeared “repulsive” to the provincials. To him, any teacher
seeking sympathy from village people should adjust his apparel in accordance with
local customs.407
There is no reason to doubt that the same was true also for the muallimat who
closely followed Istanbul upper-middle class fashions in their outfits. One might think
the difference among socio-economic classes or geographical regions in this regard
would be marginal considering that the çar!af408 was the universal clothing for the
406

Nami, "Köy mü Kasaba mı?," 34.
Ibid., 39.
408
It literally means “sheet of fabric”. Çar!af was a loose outer cloth that covered the whole body and
hid the inner clothing of women.
407

165

Muslim/Turkish women of the time. However, both the visual and the written sources
from the period indicate the existence of “trendy” çar!afs popular among schoolgirls
and “modern” women of Istanbul. In his Üç Nesil Üç Hayat, Refik Halid gives a
colorful description of the evolution of the çar!af from a shapeless, loose black outfit
to a well-fitting skirt and a short-sleeved cloak in a matter of a few decades.409 By the
time of the Second Constitutional Period, the skirts of the çar!afs worn by “modern’
Muslim women were so tight at the hem that, as Nezihe Muhittin remembers, it made
walking rather difficult.410 The upper part, the cloak, on the other hand, was
sometimes fastened just above the waistline so that it actually revealed the inner
clothing as well as the neck area and, if the person was wearing a low-cut shirt, even
her bosom.411 Toward the end of our period, the tunic-skirt combination and long
overcoats (manto) appeared as trendy alternatives to the çar!af. Finally, although the
educated and modernized Istanbul women carried veils attached to their head covers,
which did not conceal the hair fully and always revealed a few lovelocks, they
actually never covered their faces. The comments in popular press on the subject
confirms that thanks to their distinctive dressing style the Darülmuallimat and the
Darülfünun students were easily recognizable on the streets of Istanbul.412 Figure 3.1
shows a contemporary caricature of a Women’s College student in a modern and
revealing outfit. A picture of the "nas Darülfünunu students from 1920, on the other
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hand, presents a more true-to-life presentation of the female students’ outfits with
their short-sleeved cloaks and unveiled faces. (Figure 3.2)
Both Halide Edip and Nezihe Muhittin note in their memoirs that these trendy
attires of the “educated” and “modern” women created negative, and sometimes even
violent, reaction in some neighborhoods even in the capital city.413 Yet, it seems that
the muallimat still tended to keep their Istanbul style outfit in small provincial
communities. A picture of the Nesime Hanım, the author of the Resimli Ay article
addressed above, and her four colleagues on their way to their provincial appointment
portrays them in skirt-cloak-headscarf trio with their unveiled faces. (Figure 3.3) This
must be what made them easily recognizable to the young men of the town they
worked in even though the narrator mentioned that, contrary to their habits in
Istanbul, they veiled their faces all the time. 414
It is apt to conclude this section with Bourdieu’s succinct description of why
teachers from lower-strata origins might show such eagerness in adhering to upper
class values and manners and in applying them in the classroom:
“Teachers are the products of a system whose aim is to transmit an
aristocratic culture, and are likely to adopt its values with greater ardor in
proportion to the degree to which they owe it their own academic and
social success. How indeed could they avoid unconsciously bringing into
play the values of the milieu from which they come, or to which they
now belong, when teaching and assessing their pupils? Thus, in higher
education, the working or lower class student will be judged according to
the values of the educated classes which many teachers owe to their
social origin and which they willingly adopt, particularly, perhaps, when
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their membership of the elite dates from their entry into the teaching
profession.”415
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Figure 3.1 “Darülfünuna Giderken”; Nevsal-i Mili, “Darülfünuna Giderken”, 1914.
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Figure 3.2 The "nas Darülfünunu and the Darülfünun-u Osmani students, 1920. Nuran Yıldırım, ed. Sa$lık
Alanında Türk Kadını, Istanbul: Novartis, 1998, 21.
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Figure 3.3 Five Darülmuallimat graduates on their way to their first post in
a coastal Anatolian town. Nesime, “Hayattaki Çalıku!ları,” Resimli Ay,
Te!rin-i Sani 1925: 40-42.
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The Elite Resentment Of The Muallimat
Until the second half of the nineteenth century, for the Muslim women of the
Ottoman Empire, receiving instruction beyond basic level reading and religious
practice was the prerogative of the daughters of the elite. When girls from low-middle
and lower class families began to take advantage of the slow but sure spread of
modern public education that helped them gain a certain social status, their
aspirations were met with the resentment of the female members of the upper strata.
The privately-educated women perceived a certain rivalry for their privileged status
from these newly-rising, public school-graduate women who believed that what they
lacked in pedigree they could compensate for with their education.
The larger social milieu of the late Ottoman Empire did, indeed, provide
legitimate reasons for this perception. During this period, despite the progress made
in terms of women’s social standing and education, men and women were still
designated separate, not necessarily competing or in a hierarchical relationship but
certainly different, spheres of activities and highly differentiated social roles. In this
sense, for the modernist elite ladies, the competition came from ambitious lower-class
women rather than from men of their own social stature as it was the former who vied
for the same social role and respectability of the upper-strata educated women. As a
reaction to this, the leading elite ladies of the period tended to dismiss the lower-class
originated women aspiring to join the modernist-progressivist milieu as “ignorant”,
“hollow” and “unworthy of note”. As I have pointed out earlier in this work, this
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social cleavage between “ordinary” and elite elements of late Ottoman women’s
activism had important implications for the women teachers.
While the sweeping criticism of the “low morals” and “ignorance” of women
from “lower families” was not reserved for the muallimat only, the teachers became
the main target of this elitist rhetoric for a number of reasons. First of all, up until the
late 1910s the Istanbul Women Teachers’ Training College was the only Ottoman
public institution for girls that provided schooling beyond rü!tiye level. In this sense,
for a very long while the Darülmuallimat graduates were the sole competitors of the
women with advanced private education for the public respect accrued to highereducated ladies. Secondly, as an occupational group the muallimat were the first
professional career women to appear on the Ottoman public scene. Not any
profession, of course, but also one that assumed responsibility for raising future
generations and bringing “civilization” to the Ottoman nation. In this capacity, the
muallimat were the leading claimants to the membership to female intellectual avantgarde besides the privately-educated upper strata women.
In this section, I will discuss the opinions of various observers of the teacher
training institutions and the muallimat during the last decades of the Ottoman state
with a particular focus on Nezihe Muhittin and Halide Edip Adıvar. I believe these
two deserve additional attention because they were not only among the most notable
female writers and activists of the time but were also actively involved in girls’
schools in the capacity of teachers and administrators. Certainly, Edip and Muhittin
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were not alone in their interest in girls’ education. As a matter of fact, the Ottoman
elite women took up the matter as the main focus of their intellectual energies and
public service endeavors from very early on. Girls’ education and schools were the
subject of many long and heated discussions in women’s press as well as the focal
point of the elite women’s charitable activism.416 Interestingly enough, however,
while the upper-strata women were ready to discuss every aspect of girls’ education
in depth, including the muallimat’s qualifications, only few of them cared to actually
to work in these schools.
Some female writers of the period, including Halide Edip, grew especially
critical of the “enlightened women” who never became actively involved in girls’
schools.417 For example, in 1909 the editor of the Kadın Magazine congratulated
Selma Hanımefendi,418 the sister of a leading Young Turk figure Ahmet Rıza Bey, for
the news of her assignment as the director of the Girls’ Sultani in Istanbul. The author
also took this opportunity to invite other “most virtuous women” (efadil-i nisvan)
such as Fatma Aliye Hanım419 and Fatma Nüzhet Hanım420 to accept teaching and
416
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administrative positions at girls’ schools.421 Apparently, for this author the term
“virtue” (fazilet) denoted membership to upper classes as all the three women
mentioned by name in the article belonged to the political elite families of the time.
Of course, none of these ladies- or other privately tutored women including Halide
Edip and Nezihe Muhittin- had either the training or the experience that would justify
their employment in the capacity of administrators -or even as teachers, for that
matter- in modern schools. Yet, it seems that private education and knowledge of
foreign languages and maybe also, for some of them, their visits to a few schools
during their tour de Europe qualified these women over public school-trained
teachers as experts in modern education for girls.
Among the “virtuous ladies” called upon duty in the article referred above was
also Fatma Aliye Hanım, one of the earliest and most prominent contributors to the
debates on the “woman question” in the Turkish-speaking part of the Ottoman
Empire. As the daughter of the prominent Tanzimat statesman Ahmet Cevdet Pasha,
Fatma Aliye grew up with all the prerogatives of the Muslim/Turkish elite, including
private tutoring at home from respectable members of the Ottoman intelligentsia.
When she turned eleven, a graduate of the Darülmuallimat joined the ranks of Fatma
Aliye’s tutors probably because it was deemed more appropriate for a girl of her age
to study with a female instructor. However, shortly afterwards Fatma Aliye informed
her father that the new instructor was far behind her in terms of her general
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knowledge of sciences and literature. Sure enough, not long after the teacher was
dismissed.422
Fatma Aliye Hanım’s writings are full of mention of her European and
Ottoman companions, none of whom were from the Darülmuallimat or any other
public schools for girls.423 It is certainly not surprising at all that a widely respected
literary figure from a politically prominent and very wealth family did not make
friends with schoolteachers. For, as the leading character of her novel Refet succinctly
explained, only poor women became teachers. Affluent ladies did not study to
become teachers but only for learning sciences and for improving themselves.424
Interestingly enough, however, while she distanced herself from the women
teachers, Fatma Aliye Hanım did not hesitate to develop a mentor-pupil relationship
with Ahmet Mithat Efendi, the well-known author and journalist who shared the same
lower-class origins with the majority of the Darülmuallimat students. His socioeconomic background did not deter Fatma Aliye Hanım from closely associating with
him, including co-authoring a book titled Dream and Truth in 1894. Shortly before
the publication of this book, Ahmet Mithat Efendi wrote a biographical work on
Fatma Aliye Hanım where he declared her as his “honorary daughter.” 425 The
relationship between Fatma Aliye and Ahmet Mithat Efendi is an indicator of the
complex dynamics of gender and class acting on the women’s experience in the late
422
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Ottoman Empire. Apparently, the elite women preferred to associate with men from
respectable social standing but not necessarily of upper strata birth rather than with
women of similar origins who also claimed membership to the progressive milieu.
Ay!e Durakbasa contributed to the question of gender and class during the
late Ottoman era with an analysis of the dissimilarity of class backgrounds of the
modernist men and women of the period. She contends that the rapid expansion of
modern public education in the nineteenth century made it possible for men of modest
backgrounds to rise into the ranks of the ruling and intellectual elite while women
from similar socio-economic origins did not have the same opportunity. As a result,
she argues, only the daughters of the semi-aristocratic families, who had access to
advanced modern education, could join the modernist milieu.426 While this certainly
seems to be the perception of the privately tutored “konak daughters” themselves, as I
argue throughout this work, the existence of women teachers’ training colleges and
various other modern girls’ school necessitate a more qualified analysis of the matter.
As a case in point, Elizabeth Frierson notes that as early as 1890s “Ordinary
schoolgirls and their teachers… had gained one of the characteristics of the avantgarde feminists, the ability to read and write…” when “…reading and writing were
suddenly enough that money and power were not base requirements for a woman to
participate in public debates.”427
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It is interesting to further investigate the implications of class affiliations in
terms of the perception of the Istanbul Women Teachers’ Training College and its
students. While Ahmet Mithat Efendi’s “honorary daughter” did not deem the
Darülmuallimat graduates her intellectual match, in an article written in 1910 Ahmet
Mithat himself could not praise this school enough. He expressed his high regard for
this institution, its administration, teaching cadres and the success of its students at
the final exams at which he sat as an examiner. After a detailed description of the
accomplishments of the school’s students he added: “in its current condition the
Darülmuallimat produces only fifteen to twenty muallimat which, in terms of
quantity, is not sufficient. But in terms of quality, it is very satisfactory and the school
should, no doubt, be expanded.”428
Only a few years before Ahmet Mithad’s very positive review of the
Darülmuallimat, however, another modernist elite woman, Halide Edip, wrote a most
unflattering article on the very same institution in which she harshly criticized not
only the content of the instruction but also the moral integrity of its administrators
and students:
“The Darülmuallimat could not have raised women that possessed
sufficient knowledge to qualify them to be teachers because, although it
was meant to be an idadi level school, it is not even at the level of a
regular rü!tiye. [The students] were not studying history, philosophy,
physiology, literature, and even pedagogy…. In regard to morals, they
were even weaker. With the exception of the late Aise Sıdıka Hanım, this
school was placed under the administration of such directors that a person
would consider being in the same room with them a torment (zul) let
428
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alone be their students (taht-i tedrisi altinda bulunmayi). Talented, smart,
innocent girls have studied at this school under such conditions that one
would rather prefer they stayed home…. Sometimes one encounters
Darülmuallimat students at the ferries, trains and on the streets. Their
outfits would make even the most fastidious Muslims happy. However,
their conduct and attitude will astonish even the most frivolous European.
These prospective teachers, who do not know how to walk properly,
jostling and cackling in public, are so different from ….the serious and
solemn English girls of the Beyoglu High-School…In short, from the
perspective of science, health, and morals not only does the
Darülmuallimat leave much to be desired but it is also, for many, a home
of ignorance and corruption.”429
After this unfavorable review of the Darülmuallimat, Edip went on to explain
her own conception of a teacher training school that would meet the desired
“scientific and moral” conditions. In her vision, the Darülmuallimat should be
reorganized after the American College for Girls in Istanbul and placed under the
administration of an American woman. This proposal is not surprising considering the
fact that Halide Edip was one of the first Muslim graduates of the American College
for Girls. Consequently, her choice of the exemplar school was no coincidence, and
neither was her advocacy of the American model in Turkey both in the field of
education and in politics.430 What is surprising to see, however, is that Edip’s views
on the Darülmuallimat is taken at face value by some scholars in the field. For
example, in her comprehensive and very-well researched work on women’s education
during the late Ottoman period, Yasemin Tümer Erdem quoted Halide Edip’s article
429
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referred to above to describe the conditions at the Darülmuallimat in 1909 without
putting this observation into its social and historical context, nor even questioning
Edip’s reasons for comparing the Teachers’ Training College specifically with the
American College for Girls.431
Interestingly enough, shortly after the publication of her heavy-worded
criticism of the Darülmuallimat, Halide Edip started working at this school as a
pedagogy teacher.432 She certainly did not have any training on educational
methodology to qualify her either as a teacher or as a pedagogue. Yet, her social
standing as a leading modernist elite woman was enough for the CUP leadership to
list her among the top educator-reformists of the time. She explained in her memoirs
that around 1909 she was publishing a series of articles on women’s education in the
popular press. Her writings on the subject caught the attention of Said Bey, then the
counselor for the Minister of Education. Upon his insistence, Halide Edip visited the
Darülmuallimat and prepared a reform proposal for this school. While I was not able
to locate any records regarding such a report requested or implemented by the MPE,
Edip asserts that she and Nakiye Hanım (Elgün),434 the vice director of the school, put
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the reform project into practice with great success. In her words, they instilled “a new
spirit” in the students, “a new sense of responsibility and of cooperation, a new selfrespect in the child, as well as a more earnest and open-minded and less autocratic
attitude in the teacher.”435
After her resignation from the Darülmuallimat due to the “disrespectful
attitude of the school director towards her” in 1912,436 Halide Edip went on the work
at the Istanbul "nas "dadisi437 and later at the Education Department of the Ministry of
Pious Foundations (Evkaf Nezareti) as the inspector general of girls’ schools. In her
memoirs, she devoted a considerable amount of attention to her educational activities
and emphasized that her “educator side” was just as important a part of her
personality as her “novelist side”.438 During the last years of WWI, upon the
invitation of Cemal Pasha, Edip went to Syria where she established and administered
a Muslim orphanage and a girls’ school. In her last two ventures, she notes, she
worked with teachers who were her students at the "nas Idadisi; and, she made a point
of underlining that they turned out to be much better instructors than those graduated
from the Darülmuallimat.439
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Another companion of Halide Edip at the "nas Idadisi was a prominent voice
in women’s activism of the time, Nezihe Muhittin. The chronology of Muhittin’s
teaching career resembles very closely to that of Edip's. Muhittin’s work as an
educator, too, began shortly after the Young Turk Revolution. According to her
memoirs, she was a well-known figure in the intellectual circles of the time thanks to
her writings in the popular press on women’s education. With the initiatives of the
same Said Bey, who encouraged Halide Edip to accept a teaching job at the
Darülmuallimat, Nezihe Muhittin was appointed as the director of the Ittihad ve
Terakki Girls School.440 Again like Edip, she did not have the training or the
experience for such a position. Yet, in the capacity of elite intellectual avant-garde, in
addition to her directorship at the Ittihad ve Terakki School, Muhittin also held
teaching positions at the "nas Idadisi and at the Darülmuallimat. She resigned from
the latter shortly after Halide Edip for reasons unknown to us. In her book, Muhittin
asserts that with her and her associates’ efforts the academic quality of the Ittihad ve
Terakki School and the "nas Idadisi became compatible with those of foreign schools
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in Turkey.441 Finally, around the same time Halide Edip was working as the inspector
general of the Vakif girls’ schools in Istanbul Muhittin was employed by the MPE in
the same capacity to inspect the “secular” girls’ schools.
We have seen Nezihe Muhittin’s unfavorable view of the Darülmuallimat and
its graduates in the previous chapter. As the inspector general of the "nas rü!tiyes in
Istanbul she expanded her criticism essentially to all the muallimat working at the
public schools of the city. In a report from December 1913, Muhittin claimed that
none of the head teachers (muallime-i ula) of the public girls’ rü!tiyes were actually
qualified to hold such a position. According to her, the only way to remedy this
problem was to implement a radical reform at the Darülmuallimat. It was quite a bold
move on her part to declare all the first teachers of the Istanbul rü!tiyes unqualified
considering the fact that she prepared this memo immediately after her appointment
to the post of inspector general. Apparently, however, nobody at the MPE questioned
how she was able to reach at such a sweeping judgment without even actually visiting
the schools. They accepted her proposal for preparing a special committee to revise
the curriculum and educational methodology at the Darülmuallimat without further
inquiry.442 It is also important to note that Muhittin prepared this report about three
years after Halide Edip initiated her reform project, a very successful one in her
opinion, at the Darülmuallimat. Obviously, Nezihe Muhittin still found the current
situation at the Istanbul Teachers’ Training College unsatisfactory.
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A closer look at Muhittin’s assessments of various other girls’ schools in the
city provides a good insight into her criteria for evaluating these institutions and their
teaching cadres. Not surprisingly, only a handful of women teachers received the
appreciation and encouragement of the inspector general. For the majority of the
muallimat, Muhittin did not spare a rich assortment of criticism ranging from lack of
knowledge and teaching methodology to poor conduct and objectionable dressing
style.443
One such example is especially revealing of the subjectivity of her judgment
on the matter: In April 1914, Nezihe Muhittin visited a mixed-education school in
Uskudar. Since her visit was in the afternoon, she did not have a chance to observe
the teachers of the girls’ section lecturing. This did not deter her, however, from
writing the following comment on the muallimat of this school: “The outfits and the
conduct of the teachers, who are all rü!tiye graduates, was only matching their [low
level of] education. The quality of the students…this teaching cadre will produce….
cannot to be very high. As I detected no trace of serious administration [at this
school] … I also believe well-organized instruction (intizam-ı tedrisat) cannot be
expected from these teachers.”444 Let us remember that Muhittin was passing this
judgment on the muallimat of this school based on their dressing styles and conduct,
which she observed only briefly, and not on their classroom performances. The
content and the language of this memo provides important clues about the elitist
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tendency that shaped her and other upper strata women’s rhetoric on the women’s
education in general and the women teachers in particular.
Around the time Halide Edip and Nezihe Muhittin launched into their careers
as reformist-educators, heated discussions were taking place in the popular press on
girls’ schooling. One such debate about the Istanbul Darülmuallimat occupied the
pages of the Kadın magazine of Salonika. 445 In the issue of February, 22nd 1909, in
the context of an exchange on how to improve girls’ education in Salonica, a regular
contributor of Kadın, Zekiye Hanım, explained that due to the incompetency of the
Darülmuallimat originated teachers, the girls’ schools in the city had to employ their
own graduates as instructors.446 Two former Darülmuallimat students immediately
responded to this open criticism. They both acknowledged the existence of a few
unqualified teachers from the Darülmuallimat but also insisted that the overwhelming
majority of the graduates of this school were very competent teachers and
administrators.447 The second respondent, Fazıla, went further to claim that while
“there has always been talk of the low quality of education at the Darülmuallimat”
this was a result of the oppressive rule of the overthrown dictatorship (devr-i istibdat)
under whose suppression the success of the school became invisible.448 To conclude
445
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her argument in favor of her alma mater, she also added that during her visits to girls’
schools in Salonica she found competent Darülmuallimat graduates working with
unqualified teachers from Salonica schools and that was what produced, according to
her, the unsatisfactory results referred in Zekiye Hanım’s article.449 In her work on
Kadın magazine, Ayfer Karakaya-Stumpf argues that this debate on the quality of the
Darülmuallimat signifies more than a mere pedagogical difference but rather a deeper
social cleavage between the privately educated upper-class women and the public
school graduates of lower-class origins.450
Certainly, Kadın was not the only periodical that took up the matter on the
Istanbul Women Teachers’ Training College. Another important publication for
women, Kadınlar Dünyası (Women’s World), devoted considerable space to the
discussions on girls’ education in general and the teachers and the teacher training
institutions in particular. Contrary to what we have heard from other observers above,
however, most of the coverage on the Darülmuallimat in the Kadınlar Dünyası,
which was owned and published by low-middle and lower strata women, was actually
very positive.451 For example, in an article in 1918 Mükerrem Belkıs wrote the
following comment on the Istanbul Darülmuallimat: “For many years, this esteemed
In the immediate aftermath of the Young Turk Revolution, blaming the Hamidian rule for
everything that went wrong was the order of the day. For example, all three articles in Kadın
referred here mentioned “the evils” of the previous regime. These women were certainly not alone
in using this rhetoric to bolster their arguments and credipility. Even a superficial look at the
popular press of the time reveals that cursing the “istibdat” (Hamidian dictatorship) and praising
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the political and ideological spectrum.
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institution has raised numerous mentors and guiding lights for this country…
Undoubtedly, the nation and future generations will remember the services of this
respectable school with gratitude.”452 On May 1913, around the same time Nezihe
Muhittin proposed a thorough reform at the Darülmuallimat, another contributor to
the Kadınlar Dünyası described the same institution as the best girls’ school in the
country.453 Finally, Belkıs Vassaf, whose memoirs I have referred to earlier,
remembers Darülmuallimat as the most respected educational institution for girls in
Istanbul and this was why, she asserted, her brother wanted to send her to that
school.454
To conclude this section, let us now have a look at what an inspector of the
MPE, presumably an outsider to the class tensions and the debates covered above,
had to say about the Istanbul Women Teachers’ Training College. In September 1918,
Hamza Bey wrote a detailed report on the Darülmuallimat based on his several visits
to this school over the course of the academic year. After being present in all classes
and inspecting the school building and other facilities closely, he concluded that
given the logistical challenges caused by the war-time financial strain both the
administration and the instruction at the Darülmuallimat were very satisfactory and
praiseworthy (mucib-i memnuniyet ve !ayan-ı takdir). Among several difficulties
encountered by the school administration referred to in this report were the poverty of
the majority of the students, the adverse psychological effect of the war on the
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teachers and their pupils, the over-crowded classrooms and, finally, the fact that the
original school building was burnt down the previous year along with all the teaching
and boarding equipment. Despite these setbacks, Hamza Bey explained, the teachers
of the school provided adequate instruction and the students performed well at the
final examinations.455
Conclusion
The Ottoman educational reform project of the 19th and early 20th centuries
had two main goals: 1) raising skilled and knowledgeable cadres to fill the rapidly
expanding ranks of the modernized government mechanism; 2) communicating the
modernist cultural codes, i.e. the attitudes, values, goals and the larger worldview of
the reformist elite, to new generations. This chapter investigated how the latter played
out in the women teacher training institutions of the late Ottoman era. The explicit,
formal pedagogy of the school as well as the implicit, informal program imparted
westernized/modernist upper-class cultural values to the daughters of unprivileged
families and transformed them into promoters of this particular version of modernity.
Teaching was traditionally a very esteemed vocation by the Muslim/Turkish
population.457 With the encouragements and investments of the modern state in the
19th century it came to be a respectable and prestigious career option for the Muslim
women. Despite their negative portrayal of the public school-trained muallimat in
their writings, elite women like Halide Edip and Nezihe Muhittin were certainly well
455
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aware of this fact. It must have been exactly this awareness that motivated them to
dedicate a considerable amount of their time and energies to teaching. Still, their
dismissive attitude toward the muallimat reveals an important factor, socio-economic
status and class, at play in the late Ottoman women’s history. Far from presenting a
unified front, the “women’s movement” of the time harbored conflicting elements
within it, including women of lesser socio-economic stature whose actions had just as
important a bearing on the women’s role and status in the Ottoman society as those of
their elite counterparts.
While their training and career prompted the muallimat to affiliate themselves
with the modernist elites of the time, their income from teaching provided little help
for them to climb the socio-economic ladder. During the last Ottoman decades the
public school teachers, both men and women, remained among the lowest paid
government employees and they suffered a great deal of financial difficulties. This is
the subject of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER IV
Making a Living in a War-Torn Empire: The Income Levels and Living
Standards of the Muallimat
Introduction
The financing of public schools and the payment of teachers’ salaries
remained the main handicap of modern public education in the Ottoman Empire
throughout the period studied here. Besides the crippling financial and political crises
of the last decades of Ottoman rule, the ad hoc modifications in the emerging public
schooling system and the widespread resentment of additional taxation hindered the
foundation of a stable and secure fiscal base for the newly established modern
schools. This, in turn, produced ruinous results for the living standards of the
instructors working at these institutions. The long and devastating wars of the last
Ottoman century only aggravated the troubles of the teachers trying to make a living
in a disintegrating empire.
In Chapter II, we have seen that the majority of the muallimat came from
lower class families. For them, a teaching career was first and foremost an investment
for a financially secure future. However, in the context of the financial, economic and
political woes of the late Ottoman Empire, the salary rates of the public school
instructors proved far from sufficient for a comfortable living. The teachers’ lowincome levels impacted every aspect of their lives, including health, marriage, and
their public image as a professional group. While these aspects will be discussed in
detail in the coming sections, this chapter’s main focus will be on the salary levels of
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the public school instructors because it is the most obvious and objective measure of
the living standards of the muallimat.
A combination of several factors determined a schoolteacher’s salary. Among
these, the location (Istanbul vs. provinces) and the type of the school (ibtidai, rü!ti or
ali) she was employed at weighed more than her rank (kıdem) or school of origin.
Significantly, there is no indication in the official documents that gender ever played
a discriminatory role in determining teachers’ earning levels. Various regulations
concerning public school instructors’ payments always set only one salary standard
that applied to both genders. Although there might have been discriminatory practices
at individual localities, my findings in the personnel files of the MPE show that not
only was the salary gap between the male and female teachers minimal but also on
some occasions women received higher salaries than their male colleagues. The
documents regarding this issue reveal that it was the place of employment, rather than
gender, that was the key determinant of a teacher’s financial well being. We will
return to this point briefly.
This chapter is divided into three chronological sections. Each section covers
a time period that is marked by important political and financial/economic
developments with critical ramifications for the personal and professional lives of the
public school teachers. The first part of the chapter deals with the early years of the
muallimat’s existence as a career group. It starts with the promulgation of the RPE in
1869 and covers the long reign of Abdülhamid II until 1908. With the exception of
two particularly low points in the 1870s, this episode presents a rather consistent
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profile in terms of the financial conditions and the politics of the Ottoman
government. The second part of the chapter focuses on the time between the Young
Turk Revolution and WWI. Besides the domestic political turmoil that was to follow,
this period also marks the beginning of the quick disintegration of the Ottoman
Europe as well as the end of the stable and manageable increase in the cost-of-living
in the Ottoman lands that was characteristic of the last two decades of Hamidian rule.
The next epoch of the Ottoman history that is covered in the third section, the 19141922 period, on the other hand, brought only more hardship and suffering for
everyone living in the domains of the crumbling Ottoman state, including the public
school instructors. The disastrous WWI, the invasion of Anatolia, the emergence of
the nationalist government in Ankara and its struggle against the Greek army, and
finally the abolition of the Ottoman sultanate and the establishment of the Kemalist
regime in Turkey all had direct ramifications for the educational cadres. Before going
into the details of these developments as they pertained to the personal and collective
experience of the teachers a final point of clarification on the subject is in order.
As addressed above and will be discussed in detail in the coming sections, my
findings indicate that gender was not a determining factor for a teacher’s salary and
that instructors of both sexes were paid at the same rate. Therefore, although my
discussion in this chapter focuses mainly on the muallimat, the income data for the
male teachers is also widely used as an indicator of the living conditions of the public
school teachers in general.
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The Early Years: 1869-1908
The RPE of 1869 that set up the main framework of modern public education in the
Ottoman Empire also established a standardized payment scale for the schoolteachers.
The rate proposed in this regulation for teachers’ salaries matched the income of midlevel government officials.458 Accordingly, the head teachers of the rü!ti schools
were assigned a monthly salary of 800 kuru! and the second teachers 500 kuru!
(Article 22). The idadi teachers, on the other hand, were to be paid 900 kuru!459
(Article 36-37). It is important to note that no different payment levels were set for
the girls’ and boys’ schools and according to these articles the muallim and the
muallime were to receive the same amount. For the employees of the institutions of
higher learning (mekatib-i aliye) the salary rates were considerably higher. So for
example, the RPE suggested that the director of the Darülmuallimin be paid 5000
kuru!. The instructors at this school, in turn, were designated a monthly income of
2000 to 4000 kuru! (Article 58). The director of the Darülmuallimat, on the other
hand, was assigned a considerably lower salary than his counterpart at the
Darülmuallimin, only 1500 kuru!.460 The teachers employed at this institution were to
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For the salary averages of the employees of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs during these years, see
Carter Findley, "Economic Bases of Revolution and Repression in the Late Ottoman Empire,"
Comperative Studies in Society and History 28, no. 1 (1986).
459
Although there was a short lived experience of an above-rü!tiye level school for girls between 1881
and 1883 the first true girls’ idadi was only established in 1911 in Istanbul. In 1913, this institution
was converted to a sultani, which combined three years of rü!ti and four years of idadi education.
Erdem, "II. Me!rutiyet'ten Cumhuriyet'e..." 236-39.
460
Although the REP suggested employing women directors at the Darülmuallimat, there had only
been one female principle, Fatma Zehra Hanım at this institution. She held this post in the school
year of 1879-1880 during which the Darülmuallimat was inoperative due to the aftermath of the
Russian-Ottoman war. Istanbul Kız Muallim Mektebi 1933- Darülmuallimat 1870: 11.
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receive 750 kuru! each (Article 72).461 Finally, the RPE did not set a fixed amount
for the sıbyan school teachers but specified that the expenses of these schools were to
be met through the contributions (in kind or in cash) of the local communities
(cemaat, mahalle, karye) (Article 198). According to Yahya Akyüz’s calculations, at
this time the average monthly earning of a sıbyan teacher did not exceed 60 kuru!.462
To put these salaries into perspective in terms of cost of living, three years
before the promulgation of the RPE an okka (1282 gr) of rice – a staple ingredient of
upper-class cuisines- was four kuru! in Istanbul.463 The prices per okka of grains more
commonly used by the poor, hard wheat, soft wheat, barley and flour were 1.17, 1.03,
0.64, and 1.77 kuru! respectively in 1869.464 In light of these figures, the salary levels
suggested in the RPE promised rather comfortable living standards for the rü!tiye and
above-level school instructors while, apparently, sıbyan teachers were in a precarious
situation as their already low incomes were completely dependent on the parents’ and
the local communities’ willingness to support them.
The next regulation of public school employees’ salaries by a centrally
promulgated law did not occur until the Provisional Regulation for Primary Education
461

The salary gap between the Darülmuallimat and the Darülmuallim is noteworthy. Considering the
fact that no such discrepancy was suggested for the payment levels of the teachers of other types of
schools, it is possible that in the case of the Darülmuallimat the promulgators of the regulation
envisioned a small school with a significantly smaller student population and part time instructors
compared to the Darülmuallimin which was staffed by full time instructors. Indeed, during these
early years all of the men teaching at the Darülmuallimat held these posts as their second, auxiliary
jobs. Ibid., 6-13. So, the 750 kuru! they were paid was not their main income but only an addition
to it. As for the women, for its first decade there were never more than three women working at the
Darülmuallimat. It was only in the 1881-1882 school year that the muallimat outnumbered their
male colleagues in this school. See Chapter I.
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Findley, "Economic Bases of Revolution and Repression in the Late Ottoman Empire," 93. Table 3.
463

194

(PRPE)465 of 1913. However, over the years the MPE continued to issue payment
guidelines for specific schools and localities.466 A close scrutiny of the related
documents reveals that during the early decades the payment levels of the public
school instructors were more or less standard both at the capital city and in the
provinces. However, after the late 1880s salary discrepancies became common due to
the rapid increase in the number of schools and instructors.467
What proved to be the real challenge for the Ottoman educational reformers,
however, was not determining how much to pay the teachers but actually making
these payments. In an attempt to break from the haphazard financing of the public
schools during the earlier periods, the RPE established systematic financial sources
for the newly founded modern schools. Accordingly, all the expenses, including the
teachers’ salaries at the rü!tiye and higher-level institutions were to be met by a
combination of revenues from a number of different sources: 1) contributions from
the central state budget (tahsisat-i miriye), 2) local contributions, 3) allotments from
local endowments (tahsisat-i vakfiye), 4) auxiliary donations (ianat-i muteferrika), 5)
fees and fines collected from the students (Article 192). The expenses of the primary
schools (sıbyan mektepleri), on the other hand, were left solely to local funds (Article
198).
Although the RPE suggested contributions from the central government’s
budget (muvazene-i umumiye) to provincial schools these allocations were, in
465

Tedrisat-ı "btidaiye Kanun-u Muvakkatı. See below.
See, for example, MF.ALY 2/98,1301.Z.29; MF.ALY 9/2,1313.Ra.9.
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See, for example MF.IST6/98; 1312.S.6.; MF.SCL6/147, 1312.Ra.12; MF.SCL6/98, 1312.S.6.;
MF.SCL7/138, 1312.Ca.26.; MF.SCL10/20, 1313.R.5.; MF.SCL11/28, 1313.L.21.
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practice, reserved almost exclusively for the idadi and ali schools in Istanbul.468 For
the financing of the provincial institutions in 1884 the Ottoman government
established the Education Benefits Share (EBS, Maarif Hisse-i Ianesi), a surtax on
tithe. One quarter of this locally collected EBS was to be transferred to the capital city
for the financing of the Istanbul schools. The rest was to be used for the
establishment of idadis at the provincial centers, and for the expenses of the rü!tiye
schools and the teachers’ training colleges. 470 However, in 1888 the MPE increased
the percentage of the EBS allotted for Istanbul from a quarter to a half. This, of
course, only meant even tighter budgets for provincial institutions.471
Within this general context, there were two conflicting factors that rendered
employment at provincial schools financially desirable but also risky for the teachers.
First of all, archival evidence suggests that up until WWI salaries at local schools
(rü!tiye-level and above) were competitive with or, especially for women, even
higher than their counterparts in Istanbul. Yet, the fact that the money came from
468

There were exceptions to this. Somel notes that in cases of political or other strategic considerations
the government funded local sıbyan and rü!tiye schools from the central budget. For example,
primary level institutions for the children of Muslim immigrants from Russia or for the Alevi
communities who lived in areas where Protestant missionaries were active were in this category.
Somel, The Modernization of Public Education... 156-60.
470
The EBS was the first direct tax collected for the exclusive purpose of funding educational
enterprises. In the previous decades, part of the local Assistance Surtax (AS, iane vergisi), a surtax
of about one tenth on the tithe, was assigned for the expenses of the provincial schools. However,
this money was often used for other purposes. Somel, The Modernization of Public Education...
142. In 1884, the AS was increased to 39% of the tithe. Two-thirds of this amount was set apart for
the local agricultural funds (ziraat sandiklari, and later Ziraat Bankası). The rest was allocated for
the financing of the public schools. After the establishment of Ziraat Bankası in 1888, the
collection of the EBS and the payment of the teacher salaries and other administrative expenses
were made through its local branches. Later, these functions were taken over by Maarif Sandiklari
(local educational funds). Abdurrahman Vefik Sayın, Tekalif Kavaidi (Osmanli Vergi Sistemi)
(Ankara: T.C Maliye Bakanlı"ı Ara!tırma, Planlama ve Koordinasyon Kurulu Ba!kanlı"ı, 1999),
585-89; Cevad, Maarif-i Umumiye Nezareti Tarihçe: 215-17. Shaw and Shaw, History of the
Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey Volume II: 249.
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Ergin, Türkiye Maarif Tarihi, 3-4: 927.
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local funds and not from the central budget was a great disadvantage, in particular
during times of financial and political distress, because local governments tended to
make up budget shortfalls by cutting funding for public schools.
Even a cursory look at the payment levels of rü!tiye teachers in the provinces
as opposed to those working in Istanbul will demonstrate the first point. For example,
between the years of 1875 and 1881 the head teacher of the Yeni!ehir Fener Girls
rü!tiye in Yanya had a monthly salary of 1000 kuru!.472 During the same time
interval, on the other hand, the first teachers of the Atpazarı Girls’ rü!tiye and the
Gülfem Hatun Girls’ rü!tiye in Istanbul were receiving 475 kuru! each.473 Note that
there were no rank (kıdem) differences among these women as all three were from the
first graduating classes of the Darülmuallimat. A few years later, in 1884 the latter
two were paid 370 and 380 kuru!474, respectively, while the muallime-i ula (head
teacher) of Konya Girls’ rü!tiye had a monthly salary of 700 kuru!. 475 The latter was
appointed to this position in 1879 after serving as the first teacher of the Altay Girls’
rü!tiye in Istanbul for two years with a salary of 475 kuru!.
This not-officially-articulated but widely applied policy of paying provincial
teachers more seems to hold also in the case of the muallimin. For example, in 1882 a
Darülmuallimin graduate rü!tiye teacher, Haci Hüseyin Saib Efendi, was receiving
555 kuru! in Edirne. His salary was reduced to 400 kuru! when he was transferred to
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MS.SCL8/6, 1312.C.18.
MS.SCL10/20, 1313.R.5; MF.SCL27/104, 1319.Z.29.
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The 20 percent decline in their salaries was a result of the Financial Reform Commission’s (Islahatı Maliye Komisyonu) austerity measures in the aftermath of the Ottoman-Russian war. See below.
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Istanbul and then raised to 600 kuru! the following year upon his appointment to
Yanya rü!tiye.476
Since the prospects of working in rural areas or in small towns was never
attractive for the graduates of teachers’ training colleges, higher payment levels for
provincial posts may have been set up as an incentive.477 As an additional advantage,
for people who volunteered to work at local schools the rules of seniority seem to
have been bent in significant ways. As a result, while the MPE was never able to
create widespread enthusiasm for service in the provinces there were still occasions in
which a low paid teacher from Istanbul asked for transfer to a better paying provincial
post. For example, one Aise Hanım, an assistant teacher at the Istanbul Findikli Girls’
rü!tiye with a salary of 150 kuru!, requested her assignment to the post of the first
teacher of the Kayseri Girls’ rü!tiye which paid 500 kuru! a month. Happy to have a
Darülmuallimat graduate volunteer for a small-town school, the MPE instantly
promoted her to the position of headmaster in Kayseri whereas had she remained in
Istanbul she would have had to wait many years for this promotion.478
Going back to the factors that affected the financial well being of teachers at
provincial schools, the lack of stability of local funds was a major problem. First of
all, there was strong popular resentment towards the additional tax burden imposed
by the EBS. Somel points out two main reasons for this resistance. In more developed
476

MF.SCL 29/47, 1320.L.10.
The only official articulation of such an incentive I was able to locate dates from 1912 when the
Minister of Education Emrullah Efendi proposed to increase the salaries of the instructors who
were sent to the “distant and hot climate” provinces (vilayat-i baide ve harre) of the empire.
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parts of the Empire (for example, in the urban areas of Syria and Kosovo) local
populations distrusted the central government with the use of this new tax and
demanded that the whole amount of the EBS be spent locally. Tribal populations in
the peripheral areas, such as the mountainous regions of eastern Anatolia and
Albania, on the other hand, resisted any kind of taxation for public works in general.
As a result, the collection of the EBS was stalled in many regions of the Empire.479
Even when the EBS was fully collected, the salary payments in the provinces
were often still irregular. In cases of financial emergency or other crises, such as war,
drought, political unrest, etc., the first cuts were taken from the budgets of the newly
established schools. 480 Consequently, although living expenses were lower at
provincial towns when compared to Istanbul, the teachers employed in these areas
still experienced a great deal of financial difficulty. Especially after 1888, when a full
half of the EBS was redirected for Istanbul schools the problem of low and irregular
479

Somel, The Modernization of Public Education... 148-52. As a response to this problem, the
Abdülhamid regime enacted a policy of rewarding the provincial notables and community leaders
for their support in building and maintaining modern public schools. To what extent this policy was
successful in curbing the widespread resistance to the EBS remains a question open to debate.
MF.SCL35/76,1322.C.3; MF.SCL40/23, 1323.Za.15. However, the documents demonstrate that
the issue of convincing local people to pay for modern education was a challenge that persisted
throughout this period. For example, in his memoirs, a retired Mulkiye official, Mehmet Ayni Bey,
tells that during his governorship of Lazkiye, Suriye in the early days of the Second Constitutional
Period he found all the local rü!tiyes and ibtidais were closed. Public schools in this region were to
be funded with the income from a local tax imposed on butchers (iane-i lahmiye, “meat tax”).
Mehmet Ali Bey explains that the butchers strongly resisted this levy and did not want to “pay even
a dime”. As a result, the teachers had no choice but to close schools and find other jobs. It was only
after the “firm measures” taken by the new governor that the tax was collected and the schools
reopened. -, Canlı Tarihler: Mehmet Ali Ayni Hatıraları, 2: 65.
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As a case in point, the adverse consequences of the Ottoman bankruptcy in 1875 and the Ottoman
defeat against the Russians in 1878 were reflected in immediate drastic cuts in payments to
teachers. These cuts and the irregular payment of the already reduced salaries caused a significant
number of writing instructors, who had always been among the lowest paid teachers, to resign. The
mass resignations compelled the central government to warn the local administrations about
teachers’ salary payments in early 1881, and then, apparently because the previous warning was not
heeded, again in January 1882. Somel, The Modernization of Public Education... 144.
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payments for educational cadres became chronic. For example, an instructor who was
appointed to the Bolu Darülmuallimin in 1885 with 750 kuru! petitioned the MPE in
1888, explaining that his salary was reduced to 450 kuru! by the local educational
board and that he was suffering great financial distress.481 Apparently, immediately
after the additional cuts from the EBS, the local government decided to make up for
their reduced revenues by drastically lowering teachers’ salaries. Somel notes that at
times even the discounted amount of the EBS was not left in the provinces and the tax
was fully transferred to Istanbul.482 It is not difficult to imagine the kind of financial
distress this caused for teachers working in such areas.
This does not necessarily mean, of course, that the muallimat and the
muallimin employed in the Ottoman capital were fairing much better. The official
document on the appointments of the very first Darülmuallimat-graduates in 1873
reveals that during these early years these women were employed with little
remuneration. According to this record, the head teacher of the Sultan Ahmed Girls’
rü!tiye, Fethiye Hanım, was assigned a monthly salary of 300 kuru!. The second
teacher of the school was paid 200 kuru!; finally, the math teacher, Fatma Nigar
Hanım, received a mere 100 kuru!. The same document also specifies the salary of
the head master of the Aksaray boys’ rü!tiye as 475 kuru!, also much lower than the
amount proposed in the RPE.483
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This tight budget for teachers’ salaries was not peculiar to this year or to the
capital city. As a matter of fact, of the 186 people whose stipends I was able to find
for the years between 1868 and 1908 a mere twenty-four, nine men and fifteen
women, were paid 700 kuru! or above. Of the nine muallimin in the list, only one was
a rü!tiye teacher. The rest were either instructors or administrators at various
teachers’ training colleges and idadis. Among the women, on the other hand, after the
exceptionally well-paid teacher of the Yenisehir #nas rü!tiyesi (1000 kuru!, 18741881) came the director of the Uskudar Girls’ Arts and Crafts School (900 kuru!,
1907) 484 and the inspector general of girls’ schools in Istanbul (also 900 kuru!, 1907).
485

As these figures reveal, during this early period of the muallimat’s existence
the precarious condition of Ottoman finances affected the public school teachers in an
immediate way. Two particularly difficult periods for the teachers were the first years
of the1870s and the 1880s. In 1871 the budget of the MPE was cut a full 50 percent,
from 100.000 liras to 50.000 liras.487 This is probably what accounted for the fall in
rü!tiye instructor salaries from 625-650 kuru! to 590 kuru! in 1871.488 The second
low-point came a decade later, after the disastrous Ottoman-Russian war of 18771878. The execution of the war and the incurred debt following the defeat left the
Ottoman treasury empty. As a response, Abdülhamid II ordered the formation of a
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Financial Reform Commission (Islahat-ı Maliye Komisyonu) to reduce government
spending and to take the state finances under control.489 This commission decided on
a uniform 20 percent cut from the salaries of all civil servants, including the teachers
who were paid from the central budget.490 While the cumulative impact of these cuts
was minimal in terms of easing the financial distress of the Ottoman government, the
loss of one fifth of their incomes must have significantly affected the already low paid
public school teachers.
As the Ottoman government was able to put its finances under control and in a
stable position in the second half of the 1880s the problem of irregular payment of
salaries, at least for those government employees working in Istanbul, seems to have
faded away, improving their living standards. The teachers’ salaries, too, appear to
have remained stable throughout the period leading to WWI. (See Fig 4.1) When we
take into consideration that over this period the wholesale food prices in the Ottoman
Empire rose at a yearly average of 1.7 percent491, the living standards of many of the
government employees must have remained stable.
The impact of the larger financial developments of late last Ottoman decades
on the muallimats’ living standards can be traced in Fig 4.1. Shown in this figure are
the salary averages and the adjusted salaries of the public school teachers in the
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For more on the Financial Reform Commission and the general state of Ottoman economy and
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Ottoman Empire between the years of 1874 and 1922.492 This figure demonstrates
that the overall trend of teachers’ earning levels and living standards remained rather
stable from 1873 to the years leading to WWI. During this period the salary means
remained around 400 kuru!.493
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The sources used in this figure and the problems of analysis are discussed in Appendix II.
The local ups and downs in the figure may be due to the small amount of data for certain years. Or
they may be due to disproportionate representation of certain types of cases in that year, such as
data coming overwhelmingly from teachers of a certain locality. So for example, while we know
that the Ottoman government made a uniform 20 percent cut in civil servants’ stipends in 1880 this
fall is not reflected in the graphic because for the year 1881 our data comes mostly from the
provincial schools. The instructors at these institutions were paid from local funds and, therefore,
were not directly affected by the salary cuts that shook the teachers who were paid from the central
budget.

203

Figure 4.1. Average Salary (in Kuru!) of school teachers between the years 1873 and 1922. The solid line shows the averages of nominal
salaries calculated for each year. The dashed line shows the purchasing power (PP) of the salaries in terms of the Consumer Price Index (CPI)
of Istanbul. The CPI for the years 1880-1884 is not available, thus we cannot calculate the adjusted salaries for these years. Alternative to PI is
to use grain prices to estimate the PP of the teachers’ salaries (dotted lines). I used the prices of four different grains (hard wheat, soft wheat,
barley, flour) widely consumed by people of lower income standards. The details of my approach to estimate the purchasing power are
described in Appendix IV.
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To better evaluate the living standards of the public school teachers during
this period one needs to take into consideration the purchasing power (PP) of their
salaries. The silver kuru!, on which the salary payments were based, maintained its
value through 1914. However, during WWI and its aftermath the Ottoman currency
lost much of its value.494 Therefore, the nominal salary rates of the teachers do not
always reflect the real changes in the PP and their living standards. As a truer
reflector of the latter, I have calculated the PP in relation to two different variables.
For this, I took an arbitrary base period, 1874, to calculate the change in the PP of the
teachers’ salaries in comparison to this year. The three lines in Fig4.1 show the
change in 1) the nominal value of the salary averages, 2) the PP in terms of the
consumer price index, CPI, for Istanbul495 , and 3) the PP in terms of grain prices in
Istanbul 496, all in relation to their base values in 1874.497
I decided to use both grain prices and the CPI for the reason that while the CPI
reflect the larger picture of the market at the time, grain prices were especially
relevant to people of lower income, public school teachers in our case. 498 My
findings show that the salary averages show a similar trend to adjusted salaries to
494

See Appendix III for a discussion on Ottoman monetary units.
The consumer price index data comes from Pamuk’ work on long-term price movements in the
Ottoman capital. The weight of the food items in the index is between 75 and 80 percent. For the
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firewood, different types of fabrics etc. For a detailed discussion of how the price index was
calculated, see !evket Pamuk, Istanbul ve Di"er Kentlerde 500 Yıllık Fiyatlar ve Ücretler 14691998 (Ankara: Ba"bakanlık Devlet #statistik Enstitüsü, 2000), 3-8.
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grain prices and to CPI until the eve of WWI. The peaks and falls in the price index
graphic coincide with local or regional crises.499 The overall trend during this period,
however, was rather stable. The cost of living did not increase dramatically, thus the
teachers’ purchasing power witnessed no radical fluctuation. However, how much
they could actually purchase with their income was another matter. In other words,
what was considered a living salary in this period of Ottoman history?
Anecdotal evidence from the period sheds some light on this. Carter Findley
quotes a mid-level employee of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs with a small family
who could get by with about 540 kuru! monthly during the last decade of the 19th
century. Drawing on the observations of several other contemporaries, Findley
estimates that in mid-1890s 1,000 kuru! monthly was considered an adequate income
to support a mid-sized family in Istanbul.500
In comparison, the earnings of the muallimat were far below this figure. For
the mid 1890s, the highest salary I came across in the personal records of the MPE
was that of the Müzeyyen Hanım who, as the director of the Uskudar Girls’ Arts and
Crafts School, was receiving 650 kuru! monthly.501 The salaries of the first teachers
of other girls’ rü!tiyes, on the hand, were in the neighborhood of 500 kuru!.502 The
muallimat lower in the hierarchy, such as second or third teachers and teachers’
assistants, were paid still less, rarely more than 300 kuru! a month.503
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The situation was not much different for male teachers. For example, an
instructor of Ottoman Turkish in Istanbul was paid 600 kuru! in 1892.504 In 1895, the
teacher of religious sciences at the Üsküdar Girls’ Arts and Crafts school also
received 600 kuru!.505 The same year, a teacher at the Ankara Darülmuallimin was
earning 700 kuru!, and presumably enjoying a more comfortable financial situation
due to the lower living costs in what was then a small Anatolian town.506 The highest
salary for a public school employee I was able to locate, 1,700 kuru!, belongs to a
Süleyman Efendi, who, in addition to his post of the director of the Beirut idadi, was
also teaching geography, history and math at the same school.507 Note that in 1895,
the salary average of the employees of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was 1,534
kuru!.508 This brings us to the comparison of teachers’ earnings to those of other
public officials. The numbers from the Ottoman government’s 1895-96, 1909-10, and
1913-14 budgets indicate that throughout our period of study the personnel of the
MPE were among the lowest paid portion of the Ottoman government’s employees.509
Unfortunately for the educational cadres, the years to come brought no improvement
in their financial situation.
Between Revolution and War: 1908-1914
The declaration of constitutional rule in the Ottoman Empire in 1908 raised
unwarranted and unrealistic hopes among all classes of the Ottoman people. In the
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ecstasy of the early days of the “Freedom” (Hürriyet) people seemed to believe that
the constitution would solve all the problems and ills of the ailing empire overnight.
Yet they soon had to wake up to the harsh reality of accelerated imperial
disintegration.510 The educational cadres, too, experienced their share of this
disenchantment. Only a few months after the Young Turk Revolution of 1908 the
following passage appeared in a journal for teachers in Istanbul:
“The miserable teachers suffering in the bloody claws of the beast of istibdad511!
What made you cry out ‘Freedom! Freedom! Long live freedom’! ? …. Was it not
hopes for change and for the end of tyranny? …. When the happy morning of
freedom arrived... the teachers took a deep breath, rejoiced and gave the good
news to each other. They thought that Spring has arrived. Lo, it was not real!
Have we been mistaken?.. In the provinces the idadi teachers are still working for
five kuru! an hour. Rü!ti and ibtidai teachers are employed for 150 kuru!… How
is this [situations] consistent with the constitutional period (zaman-i
mesrutiyet)?“512
Unfortunately, the difficulties of the early days of the Young Turk Revolution
only heralded what was to come in the following years. The period between 1908 and
1914 was plagued with political unrest and financial hardship and did not bring the
much-expected financial relief by public school teachers.
A combination of domestic and international troubles, exacerbated by drought and
famine in Anatolia and in the Balkans, set the stage for the unrest among small
officials and bureaucrats that led to the Young Turk Revolution of 1908.513 When the
CUP took control of the Ottoman government, one of its first undertakings was to
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establish a Tensikat (Reorganization) Committee, mainly to oust the remnants of the
Hamidian regime from the bureaucracy and military but also to reduce government
spending. The cadres at the MPE were not spared. After long and heated debates in
the parliament and many months of hard work by the Tensikat committee, the main
purge in the MPE was made in the central bureaucratic corps in Istanbul and not in
teaching cadres.514 Still, the purge created general discontent and tension, and
affected the functioning of the Ottoman government adversely as many government
workers, both civil and military, found themselves suddenly unemployed, or with
reduced salaries.515
The domestic political unrest of the period was only exacerbated by crises on
the international front. In the immediate aftermath of the declaration of constitutional
rule the Ottoman Europe began to rapidly disintegrate, culminating in the disastrous
Balkan Wars of 1912-1913. The wars, coupled with food shortages, a huge wave of
migration from invaded territories, and a cholera epidemic left the Ottoman
government unable to pay civil servants, including the teachers.516 Moreover, the
humiliating defeat the Ottoman armies suffered at the hands of their former subjects
created a shockwave that shook not only the self-identity of the Ottoman Turks but
also the economic bases of the Ottoman state. After the treaties the Istanbul
government signed with the Balkan nations in 1913 and 1914, the Ottomans lost over
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eighty percent of their land and about seventy percent of their population in Ottoman
Europe as well as a major source of tax revenue and food that came to Istanbul.517
In this context of political and military crises, the prices of grain and other
basic consumer items increased rapidly. Charles Issawi notes that the trend of low or
declining food item prices of the 1880s and 1890s “was reversed in the first years of
this century and accelerated after 1908, and all indications point to a sharp increase in
the price of foodstuffs and the cost of living right up to the outbreak of the [First
World] war.”518 Vedat Eldem calculates that the yearly average of wholesale
consumer price increases in the Ottoman Empire between the fiscal years of 1897/98
and 1913/14 was around 1.7 percent. From 1913 to 1914 this figure jumped to an
unprecedented 9 percent.519
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Figure 4.2. Salary distribution of male and female ibtidai school teachers in Aydın
Province in 1908. MF.SCL 61/4, 1326.Ca.6.
Yet, against this dire financial and economic background no real improvement
was made in teachers’ salaries. At the onset of the Young Turk Revolution, an idadi
teacher’s monthly earnings averaged around 500 kuru".520 As for the ibtidai and rü!ti
instructors, anecdotal evidence from the same time suggests that they were paid
around 150 to 200 kuru!.521 Archival evidence supports this suggestion. For example,
of all the primary school teachers employed in the province of Aydın in 1908 the
highest salary was 412 kuru", earned by the first teacher of the Ku"adası Girls’
School, Kamer Hanım. The second highest paid public school instructor was the
headmaster of the boys’ school in the same town who received 320 kuru!.522 The
520
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average salary of all teaching cadres in Aydın, on the other hand, was a mere 160
kuru! for the muallimat and 150 kuru! for their male colleagues.523 (Fig4.2)
While the document does not provide information about the alma mater of
these teachers it is safe to assume that very few of them had a degree beyond the
rü!tiye level.524 Yet, the conditions were not necessarily much better for the graduates
of teachers’ training colleges. For example, according to the monthly periodical of the
Üsküp (Skopje) Darülmuallimin, in 1911 the thirty-three graduates of this school’s
ibtidai branch were appointed to their posts with the following salaries: one with 350
kuru!, five with 300 kuru!, two with 250 kuru!, twenty with 200 kuru!, four with 150
kuru!, and one with 120 kuru!.525 An article that appeared in the same magazine only
two months later shows how far the expectations had dropped among the teaching
cadres of the time. In this piece, the director of the Üsküp Darülmuallimin set the
desired minimum salary level at a mere 300 kuru! and claimed that with anything less
the teachers would not be able to survive.526
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Indeed, just a year earlier, in 1910, Ayanzade Namık Ekrem – a teacher
himself- explained that even in the most affordable towns in the Ottoman lands a
single person would need at least 250 kuru! for basic living expenses.527 In this
comprehensive essay on the public education in the Ottoman Empire, Ayanzade
explored in detail the implications of low wages for the personal and professional
lives of teachers.528 He claimed that the combination of a busy work schedule and
poverty-level wages caused early deaths for many public school instructors.
Ayanzade further noted that a teacher needed more than the “basic living necessities”
(ihtiyacat-ı zaruriye). “Ihtiyacat-ı medeniye” (modern necessities) formed increasing
pressure on teachers, too. Among those, Ayanzade explained, dressing well was of
utmost importance: “When an instructor appears with old, dirty, untidy clothing in
front of his students, he loses his dignity as a teacher in the eyes of his pupils.”529
Thirdly, in order to improve himself, a teacher must follow the literature in his field
and related publications in foreign languages. Yet, with the little money they received
the public school instructors could barely survive, let alone invest in books and
magazines. Limited to just what they had learned at school, the author argued, the
teachers were unable to realize either their own or their students full potentials.
Lastly, Ayanzade stated that thanks to their poverty the teachers could not
afford marriage. When they could not start a family of their own, Ayanzade suggested
that it became very likely for them to fall into immoral conduct (na me!ru ahval),
527
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such as alcoholism and illicit sex. This, in turn, he claimed, have not only increased
early deaths among teachers but also had a harmful impact on public morality. The
teachers were supposed to be role models for their pupils, yet given their low incomes
it was difficult to set good examples for their students.
Ayanzade concluded his discussion by criticizing the central government’s
use of the EBS. In his opinion, if any real improvement was to be accomplished in
public education, the MPE needed to make adequate teacher salaries its first priority,
rather than overpaying bureaucrats in Istanbul. Freed from worries about over basic
necessities, the public school instructors would be able to concentrate on their job and
serve the children of the motherland (evlad-ı vatan) in a more satisfying way.
Marriage was an issue that came up repeatedly in the discussion of the public
school teachers’ living conditions. Remaining single was seen as detrimental not only
to their quality of life but also to their respectability and trustworthiness in the eyes of
the locals. A young single person, man or woman, often raised suspicion in small
communities. An interesting proposal related to this question came at the wake of the
Balkan Wars from a Darülmuallimin teacher. He suggested that the MPE should
encourage intermarriage among public school teachers. His reasoning was that when
a male teacher married a “woman from outside” his salary did not suffice to provide
for his family. When a female teacher married a man with another occupation, on the
other hand, she was very likely to quit her job. Instead, the author argued, when a
muallim and a muallime married their combined income would guarantee a
comfortable living for the family and the woman could continue to work. In order to
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encourage this sort of union, the author asserted, the MPE should give a “cash gift” to
the prospective couples and should also ensure that both the wife and the husband
would be employed in the same town or village.530
While it is not possible to provide statistical evidence to test the assertions that
the marriage rate was low among the teachers I should note here that married
mualliamat appeared rarely in the archival documents I have studied. For example, in
1915 of the twenty-one instructors employed at the Selçuk Hatun Girls’ Sultani in
Istanbul only eight were married. Four of these were men, all older than 50. For the
rest, one woman was widowed and twelve had never married. The average age of the
single muallimat was 22.6. Considering the fact that the average age of marriage for
women in the early 20th century Istanbul was 20.5531, two conclusions might be
drawn: first, the muallimat tended to stay single longer, or those who got married
tended to quit their jobs. The files of the MPE contain many petitions submitted by
women teachers who said that they were the only breadwinners in their families and
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were financially responsible for their parents and/or siblings, supporting the idea that
muallimat were likely to be single women.532
This must be why some of these women had to continue working even when
seriously ill. For example, a note from the DoE of Istanbul to the MPE in 1912
explained that one Emine Hanım, a veteran Darülmuallimat graduate, was diagnosed
with an illness that forced her to take an extended leave. At the end of her leave she
still had not recovered but had to return to work anyway because of her poverty. At
this point, Emine Hanım has been working as a teacher for twenty-one years but was
receiving only 300 kuru! a month. Upon the suggestion of the DoE, the MPE
approved Emine Hanım’s retirement due to her “disease and long service“ (maluliyet
ve emekdarlık).533
Certainly, the lawmakers of the time were well aware of the difficult
conditions under which the public school instructors worked. In the budget talks of
532
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the MPE in 1910, an MP from Istanbul admitted that with these low salaries, “a
person with self-esteem (kendi kıymetini bilen) would not become a teacher.”534 Yet,
with more pressing issues on the domestic and international fronts, the Ottoman
government could not afford to pay much attention to or spend more money on public
education. For example, for the school year of 1909-1910 the original MPE budget
was planned to be 1,5 million liras. However, this amount was first reduced to one
million liras and then to 750,000 liras due to “recent domestic and international
developments”.535
A major development in the field of public education took place in 1913.
After much stalling in the parliament thanks to domestic political crises and the
ongoing war in the Balkans, educational reformers passed a comprehensive law that
reorganized the entire primary level (ibtidai and rü!ti) education in the Ottoman
Empire: the Provisional Regulation of Public Education (PRPE). Among many other
things, the regulation united the ibtidai and the rü!ti schools under the name of
Mekatib-i Ibtidaiye-i Umumiye, Public Ibtidai Schools. With this regulation, rather
than attending three years of ibtidai and three years of rü!ti at separate schools, the
children instead spent six years in “umumi ibtidai” schools.536
Another important contribution of the PRPE was the standardization of the
rank and salaries of the ibtidai school teachers. This regulation established seven
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ranks for the primary school instructors. Accordingly, a teacher would start her career
with a salary of 300 kuru! and on the seventh rank. To receive a promotion to the
sixth degree, she had to work at least five years at the end of which the salary would
be raised to 400 kuru!. Afterwards, she would receive a promotion of 100 kuru! every
three years. According to this schedule, an ibtidai school teacher would reach to a
monthly earning of 1,000 kuru! after a minimum of twenty years of service (Articles
69 and 74).
In this regulation, the salaries of the Darülmuallimin-i Ibtidai and the
Darülmuallimat-i Ibtidai cadres were set as follows (Articles 70 and 72):
Fifth rank
Fourth rank
Third rank
Second rank
First rank

500 kuru!
600 kuru!
700 kuru!
800 kuru!
1,000 kuru!

Although the PRPE promulgated a much-needed standardization in public
school teachers’ salaries, the payment levels set by it was far from sufficient. In a
response to the PRPE the following comment appeared in a teachers’ magazine in
Istanbul: “The PRPE sets a [ibtidai] teacher’s salary between three hundred and one
thousand kuru!. A teacher needs a thousand kuru! not to get wealthy but to survive. A
young man at the age of nineteen and the beginning of his career can make it with
three hundred kuru!. But if he were to have a family and children, this money would
not suffice at all.” 537
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Note that the cadres at the ali schools were not faring significantly better than
the mekatib-i umumiy-ei ibtidaiye instructors. At the Istanbul Darülmuallimat, for
example, in 1912 the teachers’ salaries ranged between 500 and 800 kuru! with an
average of 490 kuru! for the women and 611 kuru! for the male teachers.538 The idadi
and sultani teachers in Istanbul, on the other hand, were receiving around 1000 kuru!
during these years.539
To understand what these salary levels meant for the living standards of the
teachers, let us have a look at two income figures from the time. According to Vedat
Eldem’s estimates based on the Ottoman State’s budget for 1913 and the account
books of about a dozen private companies for the same year, the wage and salary
averages in the Ottoman Empire and in Istanbul were as follows:540

Monthly Salary Average of
Civil Government Personnel and Other White
Collar Employees of Private Companies
Turkey
Istanbul

Daily Wage Average of Blue
Collar Workers

556 kuru!
1,166 kuru!

12.5 kuru!
14.1 kuru!

Again according to Eldem’s calculations, in 1913 the monthly minimum living
expenses for a mid-sized family in Istanbul amounted to 945 kuru!:541
Food:
Fuel etc. (oil, firewood, soap)
Clothing
Rent
TOTAL
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486 kuru!
99 kuru!
210 kuru!
150 kuru!
945 kuru!

Note that this figure is the sum of only the most essential needs of a family and does
not include other important expenses, such as transportation.542
In light of these numbers, it is clear that the public school teachers were not
only significantly underpaid in comparison to other public officials but they also
barely earned enough money to cover their basic living expenses. According to the
payment scale set with the PRPE, an ibtidai teacher would have to work at least
seventeen years to reach the income level that would meet the minimum cost of living
expenses of a mid-sized family in Istanbul. This was probably the main reason for the
delayed marriages of the teachers that was suggested in the anecdotal and archival
evidence addressed above.
Although the cost of living was significantly lower in provincial towns than it
was in Istanbul, the educational cadres there received little remuneration for their
work. Poverty and difficult living conditions forced some teachers to quit their
profession and look for other jobs to make their livelihood. On the eve of WWI, a
teacher working in a provincial ibtidai school who had not been paid for the last five
months wrote to an Istanbul journal a sad and revealing letter:
“ Nobody takes pity on the hungry and the poor anymore… We are under unbearable
conditions… When the Ministry of Education sent us here they talked about sacrifice,
hard work, guiding and reforming [the people]. Now we understand that these were
542
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all empty words; [people] do not need teachers….Indeed, I can do farming or find a
good job at a shop. Unfortunately [these conditions] force me to leave my noble and
sacred vocation.”543
This letter was written in March of 1914. Neither its author nor anybody else in the
Ottoman Empire could foresee that within a matter of a few months the Great War
would unleash deadly violence and total financial ruin upon millions of people,
including the subjects of the Ottoman sultan.
The War and The End: 1914-1922544
WWI brought not only military and political disaster but also economic and
financial devastation for the Ottomans. Long before the expenses of the Ottoman war
effort itself, the sudden freeze of international trade in the summer of 1914 had
already tipped the precarious budgetary balance of the Ottoman government into
turmoil.545
Foreseeing the kind of problems the war would cause for the provisioning of
the capital city in particular, the Ottoman government acted quickly and prohibited all
foodstuff and livestock export on July 24th. Only two weeks later, a joint commission
of the Ministers of the War, Interior Affairs and Finance was established to oversee
the provisioning of the civil population and the military. Soon, a price freeze was
543
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declared in Istanbul on all basic food items and petroleum. Yet, these measures were
not enough to prevent skyrocketing consumer prices, food shortages, and of course,
wartime profiteering. By the time the Ottomans were able to establish a direct land
route with their allies in December of 1915 (after the invasion of Serbia) black
markets and hoarding had already become the rule of the day in Istanbul. There also
appeared two sets of prices for all consumer items in the city: the official one and the
black-market price.
In addition to the freeze in international trade, another factor that was largely
responsible for shortages and price hikes in food items came from conscription of
Anatolian peasants546, wartime taxes, and requisitioning of crops and animals. As a
result of these factors, Eldem estimates that by the end of 1918 general food
production in the Ottoman heartlands fell by about 40 percent, while some items such
as wheat saw a decline of almost 47 percent. This drop found its most dramatic
reflection in the two staple items of the Turkish diet: flour and bread. By 1918, the
flour consumption in Istanbul and Izmir dropped almost by half while the price of
bread rose as much as thirty times in the Istanbul black market compared to its prewar levels.547
546
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In Istanbul, price hikes and scarcity have reached unforeseen levels.548
According to the price index calculated by the Public Debt Administration (PDA)
the cost of living at the Ottoman capital increased by more than seventeen times
between the years of 1914 and 1918.
The PDA cost-of-living index for Istanbul549
1914 =100
1915
153
1916
320
1917
839
1918
1.789
In the fall of 1914 the Ottoman Ministry of Finance declared a uniform 50
percent cut in the salaries of all public officials, further worsening conditions for
teachers. Not surprisingly, this regulation created great hardship and an outpouring of
complaints from all classes of government employees. It was eventually revoked and

1918

August
November
March
April
December

2.5
2.5
2.5
2.5
2.5

19
27
38
56
30

Flour consumption per person in Izmir and in Istanbul
1913
202 kg
1915
171kg
1916
128 kg
1917
111 kg
1918
113kg
548
For example, the price of one okka of macaroni (makarna) rose from three kuru! in 1914 to ninety
kuru! in 1918. Over these four years the price of one okka of sugar increased from three kuru! to
thirty kuru! (official price; in black market it was 195 kuru!); potato from one kuru! to twenty
seven kuru!; lamb meet from seven kuru! to 125 kuru!; milk from two kuru! to forty five kuru!.
Other basic consumer items similarly saw unforeseen price hikes. For example, in Istanbul a pair of
shoes that cost seventy kuru! in 1914 cost in 1,100 kuru! in 1918. A man’s suit, on the other hand,
went from an already-high 450 kuru! to an incrediple 6.000 kuru! at the end of the war. Eldem,
Harp ve Mütareke Yıllarında: 50-51.
549
Ibid., 49.
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the salaries were restored to their previous levels in November 1915.550 However, in
the face of rising inflation and price hikes this meant little relief for people with a
stable income. To ease their distress, in September 1916 the government decided to
give a 15-20 percent cost of living bonus to civil servants, and a uniform 25 percent
to military officials. Additionally, these increases were exempted from taxes. Yet, by
this time consumer prices had already doubled in Istanbul. In 1918, another increase
of 20 to 50 percent was given to public officials. As members of the memurin-i
mülkiye (civil servants) the public school teachers benefited from all these raises.
Even with these bonuses, however, by the end of the war their salaries had lost 60-80
percent of their purchasing power.
Fig4.1 shows this dramatic fall in the purchasing power of the public school
teachers’ salaries during the war years and afterwards. While the post-1914 period is
marked with a stark hike in salary averages, the adjusted salaries to CPI dropped
significantly. That means that despite the substantial improvement in the nominal
value of their stipends the unforeseen upward surge in consumer prices left the
teachers in poverty.
In the provinces, on the other hand, inflation and price increases never reached
the astronomical levels that they did in Istanbul. For the western and central
Anatolian towns, Eldem estimates a 40 percent increase in consumer prices for 1915,
90 percent for 1916, 200-250 percent for 1918, and 400-500 percent for 1919.
Considering the already low pre-war levels of teachers’ salaries, however, even this

550

MF.ALY 81/69; 1333.N.3.
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relatively lower hike in prices must have brought devastation to them. The provincial
governments often did not compensate for the increasing cost of living. For those who
saw a raise it appears to have been meager. As a case in point, the first teacher of the
Kütahya Girls’ Ibtidai551 has worked for 400 kuru! between 1913 and 1916. That year
she received a raise of 100 kuru!, apparently not as a cost of living bonus but because
she was transferred to the #nas Numune School of the town. In the following two
years, her stipend was raised to 600 and then to 650 kuru!.552
The wartime difficulties seemed to have eased a little with the end of
hostilities in 1919, when the consumer prices started falling down. The price index of
the PDA for Istanbul for the years 1919-1922 shows a significant decrease in cost of
living expenses in the city:
The PDA cost-of-living index for Istanbul553
1914 =100
1919
1.402
1920
1.406
1921
1.130
1922
999
Yet, the prices were still more than ten times higher than their 1914 levels. In
1919, the Ottoman government gave another set of wartime bonuses to bring the
public officials’ salaries more in line with the high cost of living. According to
Eldem’s estimates, with the bonuses given in 1919 the salaries of government
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Remember that at this point the sıbyan and rü!ti schools were united under the name of mekatib-i
umumiye-i ibtidaiye.
552
MF.ALY105/106, 1335.N.12.
553
Eldem, Harp ve Mütareke Yıllarında: 146.
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employees rose about 400 percent in comparison to pre-war levels. However, their
purchasing power was about 75 percent lower than that in 1914.
It is also important to note that by early 1920 there were effectively two
governments claiming sovereignty over what was left of the Ottoman domains: one in
Ankara and one in Istanbul. Contrary to the practice of the former, the Ankara
government declared that sacrifice was necessary during hard times and in 1922 a
uniform cut of 20 percent was imposed on the cost of living bonuses of all
government employees paid from Ankara.
Both the Ankara and the Ottoman governments had very limited resources.
With the tight wartime budget, schools in Istanbul and in Anatolia were left in
disrepair. Food and fuel were in short supply leaving students and instructors to suffer
through dire conditions.554 In 1921 the directors of Istanbul schools were asked to
review the account books and cut spending wherever possible. In accordance with
this directive, dramatic measures were taken at the Istanbul Darülmuallimat. In
addition to shrinking the academic cadre the administration also decided not to accept
any boarding students that year. The girls who had family in Istanbul had to commute
to school while a good number of the students with no relations in the city or who
554

In a report in 1921, the director of the Darülmuallimat wrote to the MPE that the school had very
little food and fuel left and it was not possible to meet the calorie requirements set by the MPE to
be provided in daily meals of the students. MF.ALY156/42, 1339.L.2. Moreover, there was also
shortage of essential items such as cutlery, cups, and bedding sets at the Darülmuallimat. Some
parts of the school building were uninhabitable and in need of urgent repair. MF.ALY 155/80,
1339.B.13; MF.ALY155/88, 1339.B.16. Belkıs Vassaf, a boarding student at the Darülmuallimat at
the time, remembers that for months they were served only bulgur at the school. The portions were
so small, she explains, the students often went hungry. The situation was not much different in
Anatolia. Edip Balkir was studying at the Bursa Sultani in the early 1920s. He, too, recalls many
hungry days at school. Vassaf, Annem Belkıs: 91; Edip S. Balkır, Eski Bir Ögretmenin Anıları,
1908-1940 (Istanbul: Arı Kitabevi Matbaası, 1968).
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could not afford the daily transportation fee had to leave. Meanwhile, the request of
some of the muallimat for permission to board in school in order to save money from
rent and transportation was also rejected.555
The poverty caused by wartime shortages also took its toll on teachers’ health.
For example, in November 1921 the instructors at the Darülmuallimat were absent
for 208 of the 1,017 class hours, the majority due to personal or family health
problems.556 Poor general health due to malnutrition (zaafiyet) seems to be very
common among the muallimat around this time.557 For example, in a note in 1920 the
Darülmuallimat doctor explained to the school director that almost three out of four
teacher assistants at this institution suffered from extreme poor health and anemia.
These women were not able to fulfill their duties fully due to bodily weakness and
they had to take frequent medical leave. The doctor suggested that next time a
teacher’s assistant is hired she should first be subjected to a thorough health
examination.558
Besides the financial and economic distress, the Ottoman defeat in WWI
produced other adverse outcomes with an immediate impact on the lives of many
teachers. For example, the termination of Ottoman rule in Arab provinces meant not
only unemployment for the majority of the public servants and teachers in these
regions but also, for some of them, imprisonment. And those who were able to make
their way back to unoccupied territories did not necessarily find better conditions
555

MF.ALY148/1, 1338.L.29, lef 118 and lef120.
MF.ALY169, 1340.Za.11.
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MF.ALY23/55, 1330.M.7; MF.ALY96/132,1334.Z.2; MF.ALY149/73,1338.Za.11, lef3.
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MF.ALY148/1, 1338.!evval.29, lef 63.
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there. The dire situation in which an instructor of the Nablus Darülmuallimat found
herself at the end of the war is telling in this regard. When Palestine was invaded in
1917-1918 by British forces, Latife Hanım was taken prisoner and sent to Egypt.
After several months of imprisonment she was released and allowed to return to the
Ottoman capital. It took a trip of many months in “destitution and penury” to reach
Istanbul. When she arrived, however, she was not only jobless but also effectively
homeless. Latife Hanım spent her first night in the city on the streets. The following
day she decided to take shelter with a military unit. There was very little the MPE of
the defeated Ottoman government could do for her. Unable to provide cash aid for
Latife Hanım, they let her know that she could stay at the Istanbul Darülmuallimat
for a few days until she could make travel arrangements for Konya where her family
lived.559
Furthermore, although they were not required to report on these issues, the
administrative cadres of the MPE did not fail to make note of the stress and
uneasiness the wartime difficulties inflicted on teachers’ minds and emotions. For
example, in a staff evaluation in 1915 the director of the Selçuk Hatun #nas Sultanisi
made the following remark on the school’s sports teacher: “Due to her repeated
absence and neglectful attitudes I am not pleased with her. Yet, this neglectfulness
might be the result of the fact that she has lost all her property in Çanakkale and is
now in a very dire financial condition.” 560 In another example, the following
559

The DoE of Istanbul wrote to the commander of the military unit that there was no allowance in the
budget of the MPE for such cases. Unable to pay for her transportation, he asked the military to
arrange Latife Hanım’s safe travel to Konya. MF.ALY135/96, 1337.N.11.
560
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observation was made on the geography, history, arts and music teacher of the Esma
Sultan Numune Mektebi, Zehra Bekir Hanım: “Good attendance. Hardworking. Yet,
she is a little quiet…. Family issues made her weary. Providing her family’s
livelihood disturbs her emotions and her peace of mind all the time…”.561
Considering the fact that as a Darülmuallimat graduate, Zehra Hanım was trying to
make a living with only 800 kuru! in Istanbul in 1920, her distress is understandable.
Records indicate that Zehra Hanım had company in her misery. According to
the same report from 1920, the average salary at the Girls’ Numune Schools in
Istanbul was around 800 kuru!. Two years later, in 1922, the instructors at the
Istanbul Darülmuallimat were receiving an average of 1,122 kuru! monthly.562
Around this time, the ibtidai school salary levels in Anatolia were much lower,
varying between 300 and 700 kuru!.563 A teacher who worked at Kocaeli in 1922
explained in his memoirs that with a monthly salary of 600 kuru! and free boarding at
school, he was barely making it to the end of the month.564 The fact that even a single
young man could not make ends meet with this amount is not surprising considering
that during this time an okka of olive oil was 100 kuru! and sugar 54 kuru! in
northern Anatolia. In Istanbul, a good quality men’s suit was sold for twenty liras
(more than a full year’s salary of the majority of the ibtidai teachers).565 Under these
circumstances, teaching had become an undesirable occupation. On the eve of the
proclamation of republican rule in Turkey, an educator writing for the Teachers’
561
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Journal (Muallimler Mecmuası) in Istanbul declared that he could not encourage
young people to go to the Darülmuallimin or the Darülmuallimat because he knew
“they would be doomed to unhappiness”.566
In April, 1923, soon after abolishing the Ottoman sultanate, the Ankara
government passed a new law regarding public school teachers. A significant
improvement for the teachers was that this regulation turned the salary payments and
other expenses of the local Darülmuallimin and the Darülmuallimats and the middle
schools over to the central budget while the primary schools continued to be financed
through local funds. The law also promised a substantial improvement in ibtidai
teachers’ conditions by setting the lowest salary level at 600 kuru!. According to this
regulation, with a rise of 100 kuru! every two years a teacher would reach to a
monthly salary of 2,000 kuru! at the twenty-ninth year of her career. The same day
this law passed in the parliament, Mustafa Kemal declared in his party platform for
the coming elections that “the welfare and prosperity” of the teachers would be
guaranteed.567

Conclusion
A major weakness of the modern Ottoman public educational system has
always been the lack of systematic funding. With the stipulations of the RPE in 1869
and the introduction of the EBS in 1883 the Ottoman government aimed to solve this
problem. However, due to factors discussed in the previous sections the proposed
566
567

-, "Muallim Maa"ları," Muallimler Mecmuası 1923, 245.
Akyüz, Türkiye'de Ö"retmenlerin 178.
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sources never produced the anticipated revenue for public schools and stable
payments for the educational cadres.
The salary rates suggested in the RPE for public school instructors
corresponded to the income levels of mid-level civil servants, an amount that would
have provided modest living standards during the last decades of the 19th century.
After the turn of the century, on the other hand, the rate of increase in consumer
prices took a sharp turn from moderate to very high only to skyrocket during WWI.
Under these circumstances, however, not only were the teachers’ salaries not
sufficiently adjusted to the increased cost of living but also the Ottoman government
failed to meet even the payment levels originally suggested in the RPE. As a result,
public school teachers suffered a great deal of financial distress that amounted to
outright poverty. The poverty took its toll on their health, their efficiency as
instructors, and also on their respectability in the eyes of the general public.
Another important aspect of the teachers’ lives that was directly affected by
their low-income level was marriage and family. Anecdotal evidence from the period
suggests that the muallimat and the muallimin tended to stay single longer than the
average Ottoman person. Moreover, the sources also indicate that the majority of the
women teachers tended to retire once they married.568 In the case of male teachers,
poverty was always listed as the main reason for remaining single. For the muallimat,
on the other hand, dragging a husband with another occupation around the distant
corners of the empire must have been even a bigger challenge. However, verifying
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Mükerrem Belkıs, "Darülmuallimatımız."; Edhem Nejat, "Neden Muallime Yeti%tiremiyoruz."
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these assertions about teachers’ family lives and providing statistical evidence on
their marriages requires further study.
One positive point for the muallimat in this grim picture was that in terms of
payment levels there was never an officially articulated or widely applied
discriminatory practice based on gender. Indeed, in some cases the women received
higher salaries, especially in provincial areas. This was probably due to the small
number of muallimat in comparison to the muallimin, which meant fewer people to be
paid from similar school budgets.
Against the larger context of late Ottoman history, the public school teachers,
both men and women, have always remained among the lowest paid group of
government officials, and the fortunes of the Empire and local conditions had a direct
bearing on their financial well-being. It is important to remember that the majority of
the muallimat came from lower class families and teaching, for them, was more than
a calling. Many of these women worked simply because they had to. Government
employment as a public school instructor offered a respectable career while also
promising a regular income and retirement pension. Yet, low salaries and irregular
payments failed to deliver the promised financial security. The muallimat, like their
male colleagues, tried to make a living against the odds of war and poverty. The
teachers’ financial problems reached new heights during the long decade of warfare
that stretched between 1912 and 1922. Conditions were so bad that in April 1923, the
following commentary appeared in the Hakimiyet-i Milliye newspaper in Ankara:
If all of the Darülmuallimins were not already closed and all the schools not left
bereft of teachers that is thanks to the [teachers’] exemption from conscription…..
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Otherwise… teachers who were not paid for five, six and in some places even for
nine, ten months and left to destitution and starving would not have put up [with these
conditions] and would have already left. If some of them remain devoted to their
schools due to their love of duty (meslek aski) the majority do so due to fear of the
draft.569
After the abolition of the Ottoman sultanate the Kemalist regime focused on
modern public education with a renewed interest. A substantially smaller land to
govern over and a much more centralized administrative system allowed the new
government to integrate every aspect of public education, including the financing of
schools, into the central mechanism of the Republican Ministry of Education. If
nothing else, it meant regular payment of salaries for teachers. With the end of
decade-long warfare and devastation this development alone provided a great
improvement in living standards of the public school instructors.
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Appendix II
In Figure 4.1, I have used the salary data of 430 individuals who worked between the
years 1872 and 1922. Of these 430, fifty were male teachers, some of whom worked
at girls’ schools while others were employed in boys’ schools. Overall, the records of
these 430 individuals over the fifty years in question provided 1136 data points to
generate this figure.
The main source for the salary data I have used in this chapter and also in Fig4.1 is
the personnel files of the MPE. This source, however, provides less then perfect
information. One of the major issues I came across was the fact while some of the
records went back as far as 25-30 years, there were quite several cases where the
teachers who provided this information were just beginning of their careers. As a
result, while I was able to follow the whole career of some of the muallimat, for
others the available information covered only a few years.
A second concern is the significant variation in the number of teachers for whom
salary data is available. For the early years, this was due to the relatively small size of
the teaching cadres as well as the unsystematic nature of record keeping. However,
while the latter has improved drastically over time, as I discussed in the introduction,
the personal records of the teachers, as for all civil servants, are available only for the
years preceding the Young Turk Revolution. For the post 1908 period I had to rely on
miscellaneous documents such as petitions submitted by the muallimat,
correspondence between school administrations and the MPE, school rosters, etc.
Still, of the 1136 data points I used for this figure only about 300 come from after
1908.
Another major issue, which particularly affects the period after 1914, is the fact that
the data came mostly from Istanbul and a few other cities close to the Ottoman
capital. During the war years and even more so in its aftermath the central
government lost its grip on the majority of the provinces. Once the national
government was established in Ankara in the spring of 1920, Istanbul was cut off
from a very large area in Anatolia. Therefore, the MPE records from this period
contain information only about the teachers who were working within the limited
realm where the authority of the Istanbul government was still recognized.
To compensate for the lack of the systematic archival data, especially for the post
1908 era and for the provinces severed from the authority of Istanbul, in the
discussion section I draw heavily on the quantitative evidence from memoirs and
letters and from articles that appeared in publications geared for the educational
cadres of the time. I found that the anecdotal evidence is in perfect agreement with
and supportive of the less-than-perfect data found in the documents of the MPE both
before and after 1908.
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Appendix III
Monetary Units
The Ottoman monetary system was bimetallic, based on the gold and silver standard.
The gold lira stood at around 1.10 pounds sterling through 1914. The unit of kuru!,
which was the primary unit for salary payment, was based on the silver standard. The
gold lira nominally consisted of 100 kuru!. After 1870s, however, with the gradual
decline in the value of silver, one gold lira came to equal 108 kuru!.570
During WWI, skyrocketing inflation significantly devalued the Ottoman currency:
Gold and Foreign Currency Exchange Values (in Kuru!)571
1913
1919
1920
1921
1922
1923

Gold
100
429
519
549
608
707

US. Dollar
22.7
79.8
120.5
156.8
162.3
152.5

British Pound
111
358
441
611
724
759

Appendix IV
Adjusted Salary by GP = (Salary Average of the year) & (CGP of the year ⁄ CGP of
1874)
Adjusted Salary by CPI = (Salary Average of the year) & (PI of the year ⁄ PI of 1874)
CGP: The composite grain price is calculated by taking the average of the annual
prices of hard wheat (Phw), soft wheat (Psw), barley (Pb) and flour (Pf) in the Istanbul
markets for each year in the chart.
CGP= (Phw+Psw+Pb+Pf )/ 4
The data on yearly grain prices comes from Findley, Economic Bases of Revolution
and Repression in the Late Ottoman Empire. For some years price average for one of
570
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the items is missing. For those years I used the average of the prices of the known
items.
PI: The consumer price index data for Istanbul comes from Sevket Pamuk’ work on
long term price movements in the Ottoman capital. Pamuk, Istanbul ve Di"er
Kentlerde 500 Yıllık Fiyatlar ve Ücretler.
Although both the CGP and the PI used in this work are estimates for Istanbul,
Pamuk’s calculations for Edirne, Bursa, Damascus indicate that the price movements
in these cities were closely comparable to those in Istanbul.
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CHAPTER V
Extra-Ordinary Stories of Ordinary Teachers: Five Women Portraits
“History is always the history of a society, but, to be sure, of a society of individuals.”
572

In the context of a discussion on the importance of studying “ordinary lives”
Laurel Thatcher Ulrich noted that “History is a conversation and sometimes a
shouting match between present and past, though often the voices we most want to
hear are barely audible.” 574

Even when restoring long-overlooked groups or

professional bodies to historical record, such as the muallimat, the individual stories
of people who formed these collectives often remain “inaudible”. This chapter is an
attempt to recover the “histories” of five of those otherwise obscure women.
However, my aim is not solely paying tribute to a few unknown actors in history. A
closer look at the biographies of these five women will also shed light on the
immediate ways in which the larger socio-economic, political, and cultural
developments, that have been discussed in previous chapters, impacted the lives of
real people. In a sense, their experiences act as a lens to closely scrutinize how the
greater social formations and developments played out in individual teachers’
experiences. The account of the struggles and challenges these teachers met is also a
portrayal of courageous and resourceful women taking initiative and negotiating with
those larger social structures and transformations. Each of the cases that will be
572
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discussed in this chapter demonstrates the various ways in which training in a modern
school and a teaching career empowered “ordinary women”, and made them, in a
sense, “out of the ordinary” given the gender conventions of the time and the
domestic character of the muallimat’s job definition as originally outlined by the
educational reformers.
The life spans and careers of these five women stretched from the last decades
of the Ottoman state to the early years of the Turkish Republic. They witnessed the
painful transition from a multi-ethnic, multi-religious empire to a secular nation-state.
On the course of this transformation, these teachers engaged patriarchal and
authoritative discourses and were subject to indoctrination. Yet, they were still able to
establish innovative social venues and spheres of activity for themselves that had not
been envisioned by the early (male) reformers. These venues helped these women to
contribute to the redefinition of the Ottoman/Turkish female citizenship.

Their

experience was complex and certainly beyond simple formulations, shaped by a
variety of factors ranging from their family backgrounds and personality differences
to the larger social forces acting on them. As a result of the interaction of this
multitude of factors, each of these women led a unique life in which they sought
emotional, intellectual and material fulfillment while also contributing to the
transformation of other women’s lives in important ways. This chapter is, then, also
an attempt to reassess and appreciate the complex relationship between human
agency and larger social structures . This, in turn, will help us gain a deeper and more
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nuanced understanding of the late Ottoman women’s experience as exemplified in the
lives of these five women teachers.

Nadide Cemaliye Hanım575
Nadide Cemaliye Hanım’s name first appears in the records of the MPE from
1905. In late 1905, the DoE of Jerusalem asked Istanbul to send two Turkish language
teachers for the girls’ ibtidai in the city. Their monthly compensation, 400 kuru!, was
to be paid from the funds of the local “obliterated pious foundations”576. However, it
took the MPE several months to find qualified teachers who were willing to accept a
post in Jerusalem. One of the first two appointees, for example, changed her mind just
a few days before the beginning of the Fall semester. The position was offered to
several other Darülmuallimat graduates, but none of them agreed. For a provincial
school this was not unusual. As discussed earlier in this work, provincial
appointments were never attractive for the Darülmuallimat trained teachers, and the
local public schools always had problems finding professionally trained instructors.
The payment rate in this specific instance likely contributed to hiring difficulties. The
inadequacy of payment is supported by a suggestion from the DoE of Istanbul to the
Jerusalem DoE to consider raising at least one of these salaries to 600 kuru! and the
other one to 500 kuru!. The records indicate, however, that no such increase was
575
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adopted. Although one of the positions was filled in May 1906 the second teacher
was appointed only in November of that year. This second teacher was Nadide
Cemaliye Hanım.
According to the diploma that accompanied her personnel file, she graduated
from the Istanbul Darülmuallimat in 1891. Her records show that she worked in a
primary school in Istanbul for several years before being transferred to this new post.
Nadide Hanım did not stay long in Jerusalem though, because we soon encounter her
transfer documents for a girls’ rü!tiye in Edremid in the Hudavendigar province in
western Anatolia. According to the official documentation, she also worked in Berat,
Yanya (Ionnania) before being posted to Edremid. This high teacher turnover rate, as
exemplified in Nadide Cemaliye Hanım’s case, was typical for small town schools.
After their first or second year, Istanbul-appointed teachers tended to excuse
themselves with the pretext of bad health and “inability to adapt to the region’s
climate” (ab u havasıyla adem-i imtizac) as did Nadide Hanım in Jerusalem.577 A
position in Edremid, close to Istanbul, must have been more for appealing for her.
Nadide Cemaliye Hanım was officially appointed to Edremid girls’ school on
October 28th and arrived there in late December. Unbeknown to her, however, over
the course of these two months her very career as a teacher was jeopardized by an
MPE appointed investigation into her history.
It all started on November,6th with a letter sent to the MPE by a “whistle
blower”, a certain lieutenant commander from the Ottoman navy, who claimed that
577
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Nadide Cemaliye Hanım was not who she claimed to be. According to this letter,
Nadide Hanım- the teacher- was the cousin of Cemaliye Hanım. The Darülmuallimat
diploma belonged to the latter; but as “she was a wealthy woman” she was not
working and was currently residing in Istanbul. Nadide Hanım, the letter claimed, had
been working as a teacher by using her cousin’s name and diploma. The informant
maintained that he saw it as his duty to report this imposter who was not qualified to
“serve to the education and training of the children of the homeland”.
The MPE took the accusations very seriously and immediately launched an
investigation into the matter. In a few weeks, the inspector overseeing the case
reported that the content of the letter was indeed true. Nadide Hanım was the
daughter of coachman Mehmet A$a from a poor neighborhood of Istanbul,
Kasımpa"a, and she had been posing as her Darülmuallimat graduate cousin to be
able to work as a public school teacher. More importantly, not only was Nadide
Hanım not of Darülmuallimat origin but she did not even attend a rü!tiye school.
Still, she has been employed in various girls’ schools in the capacity of a
professionally trained instructor for many years. The inspector concluded that both of
these women participated in this fraud knowingly. He also found it regretful that the
Office for Personnel Records of the MPE was so careless as to allow such a deception
to take place.
A few weeks later, he was sent over to Cemaliye Hanım’s house in Kadıköy
to retrieve the original Darülmuallimat diploma. The neighborhood in which
Cemaliye Hanım lived suggests that the informant was correct in describing her as an
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affluent woman. Apparently, she was in no need of a teacher’s income and did not
mind a poor relative taking advantage of her diploma. The inspector reported that he
went to Cemaliye Hanım’s home three times but he was never able to talk with her.
He could not insist to go into the house without the permission of its residents. Still,
each time he left messages instructing Cemaliye Hanım to bring her graduation
certificate to the MPE. But, all his attempts were in vain. The inspector concluded
that under these circumstances it was not possible for him to retrieve the diploma or
do anything more about this case.
Meanwhile, the MPE instructed the DoE of Edremid to notify them of Nadide
Hanım’s arrival for her new post and to ask her to present her diploma. At this point,
Nadide Hanım still seemed to be unaware of the investigation. When she arrived in
Edremid and was asked for the original graduation certificate from the
Darülmuallimat she claimed that she only had a non-certified copy and that the
original was in Istanbul at her aunt’s home. She promised that her mother would take
the diploma to the MPE in a few days. In the meantime, she also penned a letter
protesting the “slander” against her that was propagated “on behalf of a former
enemy” of hers. She never specified who her adversary was or what that person had
against her; but, she explained at length her many years of good service at various
girls’ school claiming that it was the proof of her competency as a teacher.
It appears that at this point the identity of the informant was irrelevant for the
MPE. It was never mentioned or questioned in the official documents what the
relation of this navy officer to Nadide Hanım was, how he came to know the details
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of her personal history, or on whose behalf he could possibly be writing. What
mattered to the authorities was that Nadide Hanım was never able to produce her
graduation certificate from the Darülmuallimat. In early January 1910, her
employment was terminated and a new teacher was appointed in her place. The last
time we hear about her in the official documents is a month later. The MPE wrote to
the Istanbul Police Department to inquire the whereabouts of Nadide Hanım.
According to this note, she was currently residing at a hotel in Istanbul. The police
were asked to investigate where she was staying and to retrieve her diploma for the
official investigation. From the absence of any further record on the matter, it seems
that the MPE did not pursue this matter further. 578
Being removed from school records, this is where our account of Nadide
Hanım ends, as we have no additional documentation to draw from. Still, it would be
safe to assume that what prompted Nadide Hanım to embark upon such a risky
scheme was her need for a stable income. Not having even a rü!tiye diploma herself,
she must have found using her cousin’s credentials as her only option for a
respectable job that provided a reasonable salary. She did take advantage of this
opportunity for almost two decades. The fact that in the comprehensive report of the
578

Indeed, the authorities seem to have been reserved in taking matters to police or to court when it
came to women students and teachers. In a society that was very conservative on proper gender
behavior and being an “honorable and chaste” person (ehl-i namus ve iffet) was among the required
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inspector, which included information on Nadide Hanım’s family, there was no
mention of a husband also indicates that she was unmarried. How she earned her
livelihood after being fired is unknown to us.
Aliye Esad Pirigil579
Emine Aliye Esad was born in Istanbul as the youngest of the three children of
Mehmed Esad Bey, a retired army major and a teacher of Turkish literature at the
Mekteb-i Harbiye, Ottoman War Academy. Esad Bey played a key role in his
daughter’s modernist upbringing and education.580 His love for literature contributed
to Aliye Hanım’s later interest in story writing and literary works.
Aliye Esad was among the first Muslim/Turkish women to receive a college
degree. She graduated from the Ottoman Women’s College, #nas Darülfünunu, in
1918. At the time, this institution was functioning as the higher branch of the
Darülmuallimat and its graduates were required to fulfill a period of mandatory
service in public schools as teachers or administrators.581 Accordingly, after
completing her Darülfünun education Aliye Hanım began to work at the
Darülmuallimat as a pedagogy teacher.
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581
The period for mandatory service was originally five years but was raised to eight years in 1915.
Istanbul Kız Muallim Mektebi 1933- Darülmuallimat 1870: 52-55.

244

Yet, her days not only at this school but also as a teacher came to a sudden
end in 1921 with a report filed by an inspector from the MPE about certain attitudes
of Aliye Hanım “that did not befit her profession.” 582 According to this report, while
the mission of the Darülmuallimat was to raise female teachers of good morals and
exemplary behavior, a number of instructors at the school, including Aliye Esad,
dedicated themselves to raising “revolutionists for the cause of women’s rights”583.
The report also claimed that Aliye Hanım had been inviting a number of her students
for sleepovers to her place. The inspector used this claim to encourage speculation
about the nature of her relationship with these girls.
A possible impetus for this investigation into Aliye Esad’s standing as a
teacher was a story she published in a monthly called $ebab. The inspector found
Aliye Esad’s “impudence” in publishing such a piece shocking. Aliye Hanım’s story
would likely have been described as “obscene” by many, considering the moral
standards of the day. The piece was titled “Aile Günahı”, “The Family Sin.” The hero
of the story, Hacer, represents an average middle class Turkish girl with no education
and no means to socialize for a healthy mental and emotional development beyond
whatever her family permitted. Hacer grew up dreaming of breaking away from the
confines of her dull life. Her only joy was to peek into their neighbor’s mansion and
follow its inhabitants’ daily lives in which men and women mixed with relative
freedom. In the course of the unfolding of the story, Aliye Hanım provides graphic
details about Hacer’s maturing body and her discovery of her sexuality. Eventually,
582
583
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Hacer runs away with a man she barely knew, lived with him without wedlock and
then left him in pursuit of happiness with other men.584
While the graphic details in the story were obscene to many at the time, Aliye
Hanım was actually making a point about the relationship between education and
morality that was one of the main arguments of the advocates of women’s schooling.
In this view, contrary to the claims of socially conservative people, the real source of
female immoral behavior was ignorance, not education; and, proper education would
make a woman only more conscientious about her chastity and her family’s
dignity.585 In Aliye Esad’s account it was the parents who, while trying to protect
their daughter by confining her to home, actually led her to moral corruption. Yet,
whatever the underlying theme of the story was, it resulted in Aliye Hanım’s
dismissal from the Darülmuallimat.586 After that date, we do not come across her
name in the Ottoman records as a teacher. However, she continued to contribute to
the women’s activism and the popular press.587
Even before her brief teaching career at the Darülmuallimat, Aliye Hanım was
already an active member of the Asri Kadınlar Cemiyeti (Modern Women’s Society,
MWS) established by the #nas Darülfünunu students.588 The name of the organization
alone tells us a lot about the self-definition and cultural identity of these women.
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Clearly, their college training allowed for them to establish an affiliation with the
modernist intellectual avant-garde of the period. Even though there is very little
record about the activities of the MWS we know that some of the members of this
group participated in the famous 1919 Istanbul demonstrations that were organized to
protest the Greek invasion of Western Anatolia.589
After the foundation of the Turkish Republic in 1923 Aliye Hanım continued
her political activism in Nezihe Muhittin’s Türk Kadın Birli"i (Turkish Women’s
Association, TWA), a group formed by the wives and daughters of the new
Republican elite.590 At the TWA, they campaigned for the improvement of the social
and political standing of the Turkish women at the expense of falling into serious
disagreement with the Kemalist establishment. Their demands regarding equal
political rights for women were deemed untimely and divisive by the government.
TWA’s founder and leader Nezihe Muhittin was forced to resign in 1927. Finally in
1935, due to increasing political pressure, the new leadership had to dissolve the
group after hosting the 12th Congress of International Alliance of Women in
Istanbul.591
Aliye Esad’s story demonstrates a case where modern education and a
professional career proved to be a more “liberating” experience than was envisioned
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by the official domestic discourse. By using government created training and career
opportunities, Aliye Hanım publicly raised issues of gender equality.592 Later at the
TWA she and her associates professed loyalty to the principals of Kemalism but still
questioned the government’s desire to rule single-handedly without any contesting
voices. After the dissolution of this group, Aliye Hanım resumed her active
involvement in politics and became an elector (müntehib-i sanii) for Istanbul
Electoral College. Meanwhile, she continued to work as a teacher of Turkish
literature until her retirement in the early 1950s. Aliye Hanım died in Istanbul in
2008.
Cemile Nev!irvanova593
Cemile Selim was born in 1894 in Izmir. She was the second child to a
Crimean Muslim mother and a Turkish father, Süleyman Selim Bey.594 Just like her
mother, young Cemile’s life was to be shaped by immigration and she would spend
most of her adult years in a foreign land.
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In 1912 Cemile Selim graduated from the Darülmuallimat and was appointed
to a school in Prizren, in modern day Kosovo. In her first year there the first Balkan
War broke out, and Prizren was invaded by the Serbian army. Cemile was taken as
prisoner along with other Ottoman government employees, but she was released
shortly afterwards. Her journey from Prizren to Istanbul was a long and exhausting
one that took three months under the most difficult circumstances.
Cemile Hanım had an older brother who was also a teacher but was drafted in
the army at the time. When he returned to Istanbul from active duty, Cemile and her
younger sister Rahime moved in with him. By the end of WWI Cemile Hanım was
attending the #nas Darülfünunu while also teaching at the Bezmi Alem Girls’ Sultani.
Her memoirs indicate that in 1919 she and her sister became involved in leftist
activities, mainly due to their brother’s close connection with the Ottoman
communists.595 In fact, their house was the secret meeting place of the group in
Istanbul. Somewhere around this time she married Ziynetullah Nev"irvanova, a new
recruit to the Ottoman communist movement.596 Meanwhile, in Anatolia, Mustafa
Kemal was gradually uniting different factions of the national resistance movement
around his leadership. Cemile Hanım and her family decided to move to Ankara to
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support the Turkish cause and also to organize the communist groups there. This was
her second migration eastwards, one from which she would never return.
In Ankara, she and her husband joined the (unofficial) Turkish Communist
Party (TCP).597 Cemile Hanım also managed to get a position at the Ankara
Darülmuallimat as a science teacher. In December of 1920, with the permission of
the government, the secret TCP group became a legal political party, the Halk
I!tirakiyyun Fırkası (People’s Socialist Party, PSP). In her memoirs, Cemile Hanım
notes that while the Ankara government at first seemed to have a positive view of the
PSP it soon changed its attitude and imprisoned all the male members of the group on
the grounds of “opposition to national liberation movement”.598 Cemile Hanım, while
not jailed, was fired from her position at the Darülmuallimat and was kept under
close police scrutiny. At the time she was pregnant with her first child.
Those days were not very bright for the nationalist government, either. A
surprise Greek encroachment into the inner regions of Anatolia put Ankara under an
imminent threat of invasion. Government offices, military hospitals and the civil
population began to relocate to cities east of Ankara, though the National Assembly
remained. Cemile Hanım, now nine months pregnant, was among those immigrants.
Soon, the Turkish Army launched a counter-attack pushing the Greek forces back to
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the west of Sakarya River. Upon this development, Cemile Hanım and her freed
husband returned to Ankara and resumed their work for the PSP.
Cemile and her sister assisted the PSP by raising awareness among Anatolian
women about the communist cause.599 In accordance with the instructions of the
women’s branch of Comintern, they organized the first March, 8th Women’s Day
Celebration in Turkey. They also founded the Türk Kadınları Diki! Derne"i, The
Turkish Women’s Sewing Association, to provide means of self-employment for poor
women.600 In the summer of 1922, as the Turkish army was launching its final attack
against the Greek forces, Cemile Hanım, her husband and two other friends from the
group were preparing to represent the Turkish communists in the Fourth Comintern
that was to be held in Moscow in November of that year. After attending the
Comintern meeting, Cemile Nev"irvanova and her family settled in Baku, Azerbaijan
where she lived for the rest of her life.601
Cemile Hanım came from a family that believed in the transformative power
of education. All three siblings, two girls and a boy, attended modern public schools.
She and her brother were trained to become the disseminators of the dominant sociopolitical paradigm as teachers. While they took advantage of this education to pursue
a career they still engaged in overt political resistance. Unfortunately, Cemile Hanım
does not mention in her memoirs what motivated her to join the communist
movement. Neither do we know how she was received by the male members of the
599
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group while they were in Turkey or after they moved to the Soviet Union. The
philosophy of the Ottoman communists must have been in some ways liberating for
Cemile.602 However, there is reason to suspect that the version of communism she
was involved with was not necessarily more sympathetic towards the women’s cause
than the socio-political order she was born into. Leading socialist women of the time
such as Klara Zetkin, from whom Cemile Hanım was receiving directives, and
Aleksandra Kollontai saw women’s rights movements as yet another “bourgeois
frivolity” and they rejected the existence of a special women question separate from
the class struggle.603 On the other hand, the founders of the PSP, the group Cemile
Hanım was an active member of, believed that they had to take into consideration the
traditional values of the Turkish/Muslim society to establish a viable popular base in
Anatolia. Accordingly, in their party platform they pledged the recreation of the “Asrı Saadet”, “Century of Happiness” of the age of Prophet Muhammad. They also
promised to fight superstitions and inventions in Islam, to preserve the Islamic family
law and to protect marriage as a respectable institution.604
Still, Cemile Hanım chose to commit herself to this cause and actively
worked, despite all the challenges that came with it, for its realization. She must have
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been an important figure among the Turkish communists to have been chosen as one
of the four delegates to represent them at the Fourth Comintern. Cemile Hanım’s
story is a complex interaction of structural forces and personal choices,
accommodation and resistance all acting out at the same time on her life as she
fulfilled her intellectual and professional aspirations.
Zeliha Faika Ünlüer605
Zeliha Ünlüer was born in 1894 in the Ottoman town of !umnu (Shumen) in
present day Bulgaria. Her father, Numan Efendi, was the kadı, a middle level member
of the religious establishment, of the town. In 1899 Zeliha’s family joined the
immigration wave that swept the Muslim population of the Ottoman Balkans towards
Anatolia after the Russian-Ottoman war of 1878. Upon arriving in Istanbul, they
settled in the Sultan Ahmet area. This was a lucky choice for little Zeliha because the
majority of the modern public schools in Istanbul, both for boys and girls, were
located in close vicinity.
We do not know whether Zeliha was sent to an ibtidai school or not; she
might have gotten her first education at home from her father. But records indicate
that at the age of eight she started the Cevri Kalfa Mektebi, the oldest girls’ rü!tiye in
Istanbul. Zeliha was a brilliant student. She finished school in 1906 at the top of her
class. Afterwards, she attended the Istanbul Darülmuallimat for three years. At the
time, the MPE had a special incentive for the Darülmuallimat students. Those who
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graduated with aliyyul ala (excellent) degree were appointed as school headmasters
without having to work their way up through the hierarchy.606 Zeliha Faika607 was
among those successful students, and at the age of fifteen she was ready to accept her
assignment at a girls’ school as a headmaster. However, girls’ rü!tiyes were only
slowly expanding to the Ottoman provinces and Zeliha Hanım had to wait for two
years for a position to open. Finally in 1912, she became the first teacher (muallime-i
ula) of the Erzurum girls’ rü!tiye.
Erzurum was, and today still is, a geographically rugged town with harsh
climate and a rather conservative population. It was certainly not the most desirable
place for a teenager girl to begin her career as a teacher. In fact, the MPE’s folders are
full off petitions from teachers like Faika Hanım who wanted to be transferred from
such distant small towns to the capital city.608 However, it seems that Faika was very
dedicated to her mission as an educator, and she readily accepted this position.
An important factor that must have made it easier for her to make the
transition to life in a small Anatolian town was that her parents relocated with her in
Erzurum. It might be that they did not want to leave their young daughter alone in a
distant corner of Anatolia; or, they were counting on her salary for a decent living as
her father’s retirement income alone was probably not sufficient to support them in
Istanbul. It is also perfectly possible that both of these factors were in play. In any
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case, a few years after their relocation in Erzurum Zeliha Hanım married an army
captain who was deployed in Eastern Anatolia. We do not know how, if at all, this
marriage affected the arrangement with her parents.
Zeliha and her husband stayed in Erzurum for the next forty years, except for
a brief period during WWI when the Russian army occupied the area, until her
retirement in 1952. More interestingly, not only did she stay at the same city for
almost her entire career but she also taught at the same school. Over the course of
these forty years, this small girls’ rü!tiye grew to be the largest primary school of
Erzurum, the #smet Pa"a Merkez #lkmektebi.609 Zeliha Hanım was the director of this
institution. Her prestigious post earned her the respectable title of the “Müdire
Hanım” (Mrs. Principal) among the town’s population.
Zeliha Faika Hanım wholeheartedly embraced her role as a member of the
modernist intellectual elite responsible for raising patriotic generations and spreading
“civilization” (medeniyet) to the distant corners of the Ottoman and, later, the Turkish
State. Like many of her colleagues teaching in Anatolia in the early part of the 20th
century she took the leading role during the Turkish War of Independence in
organizing the Muslim women of her town and raising awareness among them about
the national resistance movement.610 When the Muslim women of Erzurum gathered
at the Muradiye Mosque to protest the Greek invasion of Western Anatolia in 1919
Faika Hanım was the speaker of the event. She also drafted the telegraph that was
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sent by the assembly to the Ottoman Ministry of Interior Affairs and the
representatives of the Allied forces and the USA to voice the disapproval of the
Turkish population of the recent developments.
For her support and contributions to the national war effort, she was honored
with a personal audition with Mustafa Kemal during his visit to Erzurum in 1924. In
their meeting Zeliha Hanım demonstrated her commitment to the new regime and its
secular ideology by taking off her veil (niqab, peçe). Soon enough, in 1926, she was
the first woman in Erzurum to wear a hat instead of a headscarf. One cannot
overemphasize the symbolic importance of this act in a city like Erzurum, which to
this day is known for its conservatism. For a very long while, Zeliha Hanım must
have been the only unveiled woman in town. In another attempt to endorse the
Kemalist reforms, she also took it upon herself to instruct local women in newly
introduced Latin script in 1928. During her long career, Zeliha Hanım received
several letters of recognition from the MPE of the Republican government for her
services as a successful disseminator of Kemalist modernism.
Zeliha Ünlüer’s education and career transformed her from the daughter of a
socially conservative low-income family to a financially independent, intellectually
confident community leader and career woman. After a long and fruitful life Zeliha
Faika Ünlüer died in Istanbul in 1981.
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Münire Eyüb Ertu"rul (Neyyire Neyir)!
Münire Eyüb was born in Istanbul in 1902 as the daughter of a prominent
member of the Ottoman ulama, Eyüb Efendi.611 Eyüb Efendi was a migrant from
Ahıska (Meskheti), current day Georgia. When her father died, Münire, who was only
three at the time, was given to the care of Eyüb Efendi’s close friend Tahir Bey.612
Tahir Bey was a wealthy man with a gentle personality. He treated Münire as his own
daughter and provided a comfortable life and secure family environment for her.613
Münire was sent to the Horhor Numune Mektebi, an advanced girls’ rü!tiye, for her
secondary education. After Horhor she attended the Darülmuallimat. She must have
been a successful and aspiring student because upon completing her training at this
school she pursued advanced education at the American College for Girls in Istanbul
for two years.614 In an interview made with her in 1925 Münire Eyüb-or Neyyire
Neyir615 as she was known at the time- explained that she has always nurtured a deep
interested in theater and has read French and British playwrights, especially
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Shakespeare, extensively during her years at the Darülmuallimat and at the American
College.616
Münire’s love for theater was certainly in conflict with the career path laid out
for her by the regulations of the Ottoman Ministry of Education. A condition for the
admission to the Darülmuallimat was the signing of a contract that required from
each student eight years of mandatory service in return for a government scholarship.
Further, most of the Muslim students of the American Girls’ College were on similar
government scholarships and were likewise bound with mandatory service.617
Accordingly, after graduation Münire had to work as a school teacher at least for
eight years. However, the dissolution of the Ottoman rule and the transition to the
Republican government in 1923 must have rendered these regulations inconsequential
(at least for a while) so that in that very year Münire was able to forsake her
profession as a teacher and embark upon a completely different career: acting.
Münire Eyüb’s interest in theater must have been, at least in part, encouraged
by her uncle Zühtü Rıza Bey who was the director of a famous theater company in
Istanbul.618 When in 1922 the movie director, producer and actor Muhsin Ertu$rul
announced the production of Halide Edip’s novel Ate!ten Gömlek (The Shirt of
Flame) as a motion picture, Rıza Bey supported Münire’s application for a part in the
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film.619 This was the turning point in Münire Eyüb’s life, transforming her from a
prospective school teacher to the actress Neyyire Neyir. She became one of the first
two Turkish Muslim women to appear in a motion picture.620 The movie was
launched in Istanbul in April, 23rd 1923, on the symbolically important anniversary of
the opening of the Turkish National Assembly. The production was widely acclaimed
in the intellectual and political circles of the time for its patriotic content.621
It is important to note here that only a few years earlier the very idea of a
“Muslim actress” was unthinkable. In theater the parts for women were played either
by men or by non-Muslim women. When, for example, in 1920 Afife Jale appeared
on stage as the first Muslim woman actress she was chastised by both her family and
the government authorities. In February 1921, with the order of the Ministry of
Interior Affairs, Istanbul municipal authorities announced that no Muslim women
would be allowed to take part in theater plays.622 However, times were changing fast.
In 1923 the new regime in Turkey embarked upon a sweeping westernization and
secularization project. In this context, Neyyire Neyyir quickly became a minor
celebrity. She married Muhsin Ertu$rul who dominated the Turkish movie production
industry for the next two decades.623 Ertu$rul also had his own theater company. Her
619
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marriage must have given an important boost to Neyyire Neyir’s career as an actress.
She appeared in two more movies and over a hundred theater plays before her death
in 1943.
Münire Eyüb never fulfilled the terms of her contract with the MPE and she
never worked as a school teacher. The changing ideological context allowed her to
pursue her interest in a completely different field, a field that would never have been
available for her without the Kemalist revolution in Turkey. In a context in which the
social position of Muslim women was seen as a measure of the “advancement of the
Turkish nation in modern civilization”, the deviation in Münire Eyüb’s career was
welcomed. She lived at a historical juncture in which structural forces seemed to have
supported her personal aspirations. In becoming an actresses Münire Eyüb might not
have served Kemalism as a teacher, yet she still participated in the definition of the
“civilized and modern” Turkish woman as one of the important public faces of the
secular Republican ideology. 624
Conclusion
Even though they were of the same profession, the unfolding of the stories of these
five women diverge from each other in significant ways. Moreover, major details of
their biographies were not necessarily “ordinary” for or representative of the larger
body of the muallimat. However, their personal histories still share many common
threads reflective of the greater social, economic and political developments that have
been addressed in earlier chapters. War, immigration, and financial distress are the
624
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most obvious. Developing an intellectual and cultural affiliation with the modernist
elites of the time and pushing the boundaries of their pre-defined roles and career
prospects as teachers is another one.
The first person we have read about, Nadide Hanım, was a fairly
representative figure in terms of the socio-economic origins and the living standards
of the muallimat (except for her lack of actual teacher training, of course). She was
the daughter of a father with a poorly paying lower class occupation. It seems likely
that her financial condition was so dire that she would risk using her cousin’s
credentials for finding a work. Her recourse to this particular deception supports the
argument that for lower class women teaching was seen an especially preferable and
respectable way of earning a living. Like many of the muallimat of the time, Nadide
Hanım moved between different provincial schools and she did not marry.
The second woman under scrutiny in this chapter, Aliye Esad Hanım, did not
attend the Darülmuallimat. There are no records to indicate what type of education
she received before enrolling to the #nas Darülfünunu. But, as the daughter of a midlevel military officer it is unlikely that her family could afford private tutoring. In
keeping with the Darülfünun regulations, upon graduation she started her teaching
career, which lasted only for two years due to her “revolutionary” ideas. Aliye Esad’s
case is good example of modern education expanding one’s horizon a little more than
expected or foreseen by the male educational reformers. We do not know precisely at
which step of her training she was exposed to ideas of feminism, social criticism and
political activism; but, at the age of nineteen she was pursuing them all while also
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working in the capacity of a public school teacher. She carried out her ideas into
practice in the pages of popular press, in public demonstrations, and in political
organizations throughout the last years of the Ottoman State into the early decades of
the Turkish Republic.
Among these five women, the communist-activist Cemile Nev"irvanova was
the most blatantly defiant of the socio-political order she was born into. Still, her
early years in Turkey as a public school teacher were overwhelmed by the same
weight of war and immigration that devastated many of her colleagues’ lives. She was
the daughter of an immigrant mother from Crimea who must have fled the Russian
persecution of Muslim populations. In her very first year as a teacher, Cemile Hanım
endured great hardship as one of the civil victims of the Balkan Wars. She was,
however, lucky enough to have family in Istanbul that provided financial and moral
support for her during these difficult years. She married around the age of twenty-five
–later than the average Muslim/Turkish woman in Istanbul at the time- with a man of
similar ideological convictions. Their subversive ideas cost Cemile Hanım her job at
the Ankara Darülmuallimat and her husband his freedom. Eventually, they have
relocated in another country where they hoped to pursue their political ideology
without being persecuted. Whether Cemile Hanım continued to work as a teacher in
Azerbaijan is unknown to us.
In comparison to feminist-activist Aliye Esad and communism advocate
Cemile Nev"irvanova, Zeliha Ünlüer appears rather “ordinary”. Indeed, her story is
probably the most representative of the larger body of the muallimat. She, too, came
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from a family of immigrants from the lost Ottoman territories. Her father was a midlevel member of the religious hierarchy who was already retired when Zeliha Hanım
finished the Darülmuallimat. As was common among her young colleagues, she was
accompanied by her parents to her post. She may have also supported them
financially. One characteristic of Zeliha Hanım’s story that is rather uncommon is
that she stayed in the same town, and at the same school, for the entire span of her
professional career. This might owe to the fact that around the age twenty-four or
twenty-five she married an army captain who was also deployed in Eastern Anatolia
throughout his career. A key characteristic of Zeliha Hanım’s work, undoubtedly, is
her devotion to her “civilizing mission”. She took it upon herself to raise patriotic
consciousness and appreciation of modernizing reforms among the women of
Erzurum. More importantly, her sense of duty to “enlightening” common people was
not interrupted by the political transition from the Ottoman State to the Turkish
Republic as she ended her long career as an officially recognized and respected
Kemalist public educator.
Of these five women, Münire Eyyüb is the only one who, despite her training,
never worked as a teacher. Interestingly, she seems to have benefitted from the
turmoil and confusion created by the sudden shift from monarchy to republican rule
in 1923. At a time when nobody was certain of what was to come next, Münire Eyyüb
made the transition from a prospective school teacher to actress Neyyire Neyyir. She
quickly became a symbol of “modern” and “enlightened” Republican womanhood.
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As interesting as the details of the personal stories of these five women are,
they also act as lens to look through at the greater socio-economic and political issues
of the era. Moreover, their individual experiences are equally important from the
perspective of the larger historiographical question of structural determinants vs.
agency. In the accounts of their lives, we witness structural determinants and agency
operating in a dialectical relationship. These women grew up in a social order with
strong traditional gender conventions and ideological boundaries. Further, their
training and career path as teachers charged them to reproduce and reinforce this
order. Not surprisingly, to a large extent they agreed to act within these limits. Yet,
the educational and employment opportunities provided by that very system also
helped these women to develop a critical consciousness of the world they were born
into and their place within it which led them to challenge both.
This consciousness manifested itself in a broad spectrum of choices ranging
from Faika Ünlüer’s loyal Kemalism as a teacher to Cemile Nev"irvanova’s
communist activism. While still working as a teacher, Aliye Esad’s version of
feminism challenged both the Ottoman state’s and Turkish Republic’s “official
feminisms” and put her in contradiction with the dominant gender discourse. Finally,
despite the fact that she never worked as a teacher Neyyire Neyyir still played her
role in the dissemination of official modernism by breaking a major social barrier that
banned Muslim women from theater stage. Even in the rather peculiar case of Nadide
Hanım we see a determined woman trying to take charge of her life by using,
although fraudulently, the opportunities created by the modern state. All of these
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women operated within the socio-political conventions of the time not only to build
respectable and fulfilling lives for themselves but also to participate in the larger
societal and cultural transformations as teachers, actresses, and activists. Their
experiences were shaped as much by individual choices as the larger socio-political
forces and structures acting on them. Their stories demonstrate the complexity of the
human experience in history that defies simplistic formulations and sweeping
generalizations. It also supports Laurel Thatcher Ulrich’s view that the “ordinary
people” should “be included in the historical record [not only] because of fairness or
justice. Studying them carefully makes for more accurate history.”625
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Writing in late 1911 in the Islamist journal Sırat-ı Müstakim, the educator Edhem
Nejat made the following observations on women’s education:626
“There is no doubt that a nation’s progress begins with its women… The children of a
nation… whose women are not educated could not as easily and well taught as those
of the nations whose women are well educated. … Unfortunately, our women do not
know the first thing about raising mentally and physically healthy children. The
reason for that is nothing but our own negligence of their education. …In order to
educate our girls well and prepare them to be good mothers we have to increase the
number of their schools. [Currently] there are so few ibtidai schools for girls that we
could rather say they are non-existent… Even if we could not open a school for girls
in every single village, in bigger towns we have to establish girls’ ibtidais whose sole
purpose will be raising mothers.”
After this rather conventional line of argument on women’s education, Edhem
Nejat went on to explain that the missionary schools in Ottoman lands aimed at
reaching the “future mothers” of this nation by concentrating their efforst on opening,
first and foremost, girls’ schools. He then suggested that the Ottomans should learn
from this and prioritize the women teachers’ training colleges over other forms of
public schooling. In the last part of his article, the author proceeded to a discussion of
the working conditions of the muallimat:
“Unfortunately, in our country the muallimat end their working lives rather early. In
teacher training colleges the prospective teachers should be inculcated with love of
their profession and a sense of devotion…. It is also necessary … to pay higher
626
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salaries to the muallimat. It would be foolish to think that becasue in Europe the
women teachers are paid less than the male teachers we should also pay our
muallimat less. In Europe, a young woman teacher can live alone anywhere; however,
a Turkish Muslim teacher has to take her family and relatives to her place of
appointment and she has to take care of them. A muallime would continue to work
even after she marries if she believes she will have a prosperous life and also if she
has a sense of devotion [to her profession]. If we keep moving her every year [to a
new school] she would get tired of this wandering. We have to find ways of keeping a
woman teacher in the same school while increasing her rank and salary”.

For several reasons, Edhem Nejat’s reiteration of some of the main points
covered in this dissertation is important for the concluding arguments of this study.
First of all, it is interesting to note that five decades after the opening of the first
modern public schools for girls in the Ottoman lands and four decades after the
foundation of the Istanbul Darülmuallimat very little had changed in the discourse
regarding women’s education. As Edhem Nejat’s article demonstrates, the domestic
rhetoric on girls’ schooling and the muallimat’s role and responsibilities remained
exactly the same. In addition, the author’s complaints reveal a continuance of the
problem of the insufficient number of schools for girls that would, potentially,
transform them to cultivated mothers and wives.
In fact, over the five decades in question here, there had been a significant
increase in the numbers of public schools for girls in the Ottoman Empire.627 It is true
that relative to the size of the female population this figure was still far from
627
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sufficient. However, to be fair to the educational reformists of the time, these years
had been plagued with intense financial and political crises and devastating wars. One
may argue that what is surprising in this picture is not that the Ottoman government
did not do enough in terms of expanding public school network for girls but that they
did anything in this regard at all. After all, it could just as easily have been considered
as a trivial matter and pushed down the list of policy priorities as it happened in
Egypt. However, even during the most difficult days of WWI and the Allied invasion
of Istanbul, the Istanbul Darülmuallimat, the #nas Darülfünunu, and other girls’
schools were kept open and operating, albeit under much financial strain. This
demonstrates the government’s and the reformists’ sincere belief in the vital role
played by women in the larger social transformations, one which they never
considered reversing, as they remained committed to advancements in women’s
education.
Returning to Edhem Nejat’s article, the author also succinctly explained some
of the major problems facing the women teachers, such as frequent job rotations, low
payment levels, financial responsibility toward parents and other relatives, and the
difficulty in continuing to work after marriage. These issues were, indeed, never
resolved to the satisfaction of the educational cadres and they continued to impact the
muallimat’s professional and personal lives adversely through the early Republican
period.
Another important but more subtle point this article hints at is that from the
very beginning the Muslim/Turkish women’s education was the object of larger
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political discourses constructed by men. So for example, Edhem Nejat dwelled at
length on how women could be pawns of the cultural and political infiltration of the
Protestant missionaries and the imperialist European governments. Moreover, he
suggested that the Ottomans should use precisely the same method, i.e. reaching out
to the women of not only Muslim/Turkish families, but also of other subject
populations in the Empire, such as those in the Balkans or the Kurdish lands, to
guarantee the political loyalty of these communities. Finally, he singled out women
teacher training as a most vital issue for the Ottoman national interests in these
regards.
To summarize the main themes of this thesis in light of Edhem Nejat’s
observations, the Ottoman State’s integration into the world economic system as a
peripheral element and the civilizational crisis that was brought about by the social
and political aspects of this integration challenged and changed traditional gender
roles and patriarchal values of the Muslim/Turkish society in drastic ways. One of the
major arguments of this study is that the case of the muallimat is an important
demonstration of this change in gender conventions. We have seen in earlier chapters
that girls’ schooling and women’s education were constructed as integral parts of the
total social mobilization to “save the Ottoman State”; the objectives and content of
this education were subsumed by this larger goal. Thanks to this particular sociopolitical context, not only did the creation of professional training and employment
opportunities for women teachers not meet any substantial opposition but also their
very existence and work prepared the Muslim/Turkish society-- unintentionally on the
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part of the reformers--to embrace women journalists, authors, doctors, and civil
servants and even to debate equal political rights for both sexes in the late 1910s and
onwards. The fact that teaching was a widely respected vocation deemed suitable for
the intellectual capabilities and emotional characteristics of women facilitated this
generally unproblematic acceptance of teaching as a professional vocation for women
and the mental preparation of the wider population for the idea of career women.628
It is also important to note that the debates surrounding women’s education
and women teacher training were not limited to the Ottoman intellectual circles. It
was, in fact, a contemporary issue dominating reformist discourses and women’s
activism not only in other Muslim societies but also in the West.629 Moreover, a
closer look at the discussions on these issues in different parts of the world reveals
surprising similarities and parallels in the arguments of the advocates and opponents
of modern schooling and employment opportunities for women and it shows that the
debate that was going on in the Ottoman Empire was not necessarily exclusively
about Islam vs. modernism or East vs. West but more about gender.
628
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Indeed, during the long history of Ottoman rule in Turkey education has
always been a major venue for social mobility for ambitious and bright lower class
men.

The social and cultural milieu of the late nineteenth and early twentieth

centurites, on the other hand, made it possible for women of unprivileged
backgrounds to take advantage of similar opportunities promised by modern public
education as well. In Chapter II, we have seen that the muallimat came mainly from
low-middle and lower urban strata and that a good portion of these women’s fathers
were mid- and lower level army officers and civil officials (zabitan ve memurin). This
particular group had two important incentives, ideological commitment to
modernization and the financial need for a stable and reliable income, to allow their
daughters to take advantage of schooling and career opportunities provided by the
government. The records indicate that as the enrollment at the Darülmuallimat
increased over the years so did the number of fathers from other mid- and lower level
occupational groups, such as artisans, shopkeepers, lawyers, doctors, etc. in school
statistics. A contributing factor to this development was that over time the Ottoman
society, the urban communities in particular, became more receptive to the idea of
modern schooling and professional employment of Muslim women. Just as
importantly, the worsening financial and economic conditions of the final decades of
the Ottoman rule and the long years of devastating wars with high military and
civilian casualties prompted many urban families to seek enrollment at the teachers’
training colleges for their daughters as it both provided an immediate financial relief
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(free boarding, food, and clothing) for them and promised a secure financial future for
their children.
The emergence and work of these very first professional career women
employed by the Ottoman government defy the main premises of both the official
Kemalist narrative and the dominant academic paradigm on late Ottoman women.
The early Republican regime utilized the rhetoric of “women’s liberation” from
religious suppression as a main tenant of its founding ideology and a legitimizing
discourse for its social engineering projects. While many aspects of the
historiography of the late Ottoman and early Republican periods have undergone
significant scholarly revision over the last two decades it is interesting to see that in
the field of women’s studies such revisionist voices remained limited to a few
academic publications in English. The Turkish literature on the subject still heavily
draws upon the idea of universal suppression of Ottoman women and their
“liberation” by Atatürk. In this particular approach, only a few elite women of the late
Ottoman era are credited for their work for the cause of the improvement of women’s
social standing. The rest of the Muslim/Turkish womanhood is still represented as an
ignorant bunch with no other function than pleasing their masters and completely cutoff from larger developments on the social, cultural and political scenes.630
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This particular representation of Ottoman women in the official narrative and the academic works
has influenced popular culture and consciousness in significant ways. Over the last few years the
increasing public interest in Turkish history prompted the production of a plethora of movies and
TV shows on the popularized versions of Ottoman history. While the historical accuracy of the
scenarios and the representations of real historical figures in these productions, some of which has
broken box office records, continue to create heated debates in media the highly sexualized
portrayal of women is often overlooked. The female protagonists of these stories are almost
invariably cunning women who use their sexual appeal for political power and intrigue. Although a
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The account of the muallimat’s experience presented in this dissertation offers
a revision to this highly ideological and outdated interpretation of the late Ottoman
women’s history. It shows that after the mid-nineteenth century there emerged a body
of professionally trained women from non-elite families who took an active part in
the broader social and cultural transformations of the era. Their work during the last
decades of the Ottoman rule also laid the foundation for the relatively early
participation of Turkish women in politics and in other vocations in the public sector,
a development for which the Kemalist regime claimed full credit.
The progress in late Ottoman women's social status, best manifested in the
careers of the muallimat, not only laid the groundwork for the Turkish Republic’s
comprehensive reforms with respect to the social and political standing of women but
has also been embraced as a model by various other Middle Eastern countries. The
analysis of the muallimat ’s experience demonstrates how the Ottoman women, who
first appeared as objects of political discourse, transformed themselves into social and
political actors and became active agents of modernization. Their case helps to
confront the elusive paradigm of “Muslim woman,” an ideological and cultural

certain group of socially conservative authors challenged the representation of the Ottoman sultans
and statesmen as swayed by sexual desires they and the majority of the Turkish population, which,
to this day, learn in schoolbooks that Ottoman women had no social/individual power whatsoever
other than their sexuality, never questioned the erotic and deceitful characterization of women in
these movies and TV shows. The two most popular specimen of this particular genre is Muhte!em
Yüzyıl,A!k-ı Derun (The Magnificent Century, The Deep Love) which is a soap opera based on the
love story of the Ottoman Sultan Süleyman the Lawgiver and his concubine (and later wife)
Hurrem, and Fetih 1453 (Conquest 1453), a movie based on the story of the conquest of Istanbul by
Mehmed II and a love triangle involving him, a very close friend of his and one of his concubines.
The popular media piees on this subject are too many to cite. Those that appear in the socially
conservative daily Zaman and the more liberal newspapers Milliyet and Taraf are of particular
interest.
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construct of the Western hegemonic feminist discourse, and establish real women as
subjects of their own stories. This, in turn, will contribute to the production of
socially and culturally grounded women’s histories and feminist strategies for Middle
Eastern women.
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In the school year of 1923-24, the Ministry of Education of the young Turkish
Republic inherited 2,021 women teachers from the Ottoman state.631 The majority of
these women were trained at the various Ottoman institutions discussed in Chapter I.
Many continued to serve as committed carriers of state-modernism during the first
decades of the Republican period.

Fatma Aliye Hanım’s most productive years as an author and an activist corresponded
to Abdulahmid II’s reign. As both her and her father’s images were too closely
associated with “devr-i sabık” (the previous era, i.e. the Hamidian period), after the
Young Turk Revolution of 1908 she quickly fell into oblivion. Other than Ahmet
Cevdet Pa!a ve Zamanı (Ahmet Cevdet Pasha and His Time), which she wrote in
1914 to defend her father against political attacks, Fatma Aliye did not produce any
significant work. By the time the Turkish Republic was founded in 1923 she had
almost completely disappeared from the public and literary scene. Fatma Aliye
Hanım spent her last years in isolation under financial distress and died in Istanbul in
1936.632

Two years after the Allied invasion of Istanbul in 1918, Halide Edip fled the Ottoman
capital for Ankara to support the Turkish national war effort. During the Turkish-
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Greek war she worked closely with Mustafa Kemal as a leading propagandist for the
nationalist government. However, shortly after the foundation of the Turkish
Republic she and her husband Adnan Adıvar parted ways with the Kemalist regime.
In 1926, after being accused of conspiring against Mustafa Kemal, they had to escape
to Europe where they stayed for the next fourteen years. The couple returned to
Turkey in 1939 upon Atatürk’s death. From that date onwards Halide Edip dedicated
her energies to teaching at the Istanbul University. Halide Edip Adıvar died in 1964
in Istanbul.633

In the summer of 1923, a few months before the declaration of the republican regime
in Turkey and the foundation of the Cumhuriyet Halk Fırkası (Republican People’s
Party, RPP), Nezihe Muhittin and her twelve associates “from among the most
enlightened Turkish women” 634 established the Kadınlar Halk Fırkası (Women’s
People’s Party, WPP). 635 The objective of the WPP was to gain political rights for
Turkish women.636 Upon the government’s rejection of the WPP’s application for
official recognition as a political party, Muhittin and her companions founded the
Türk Kadın Birli"i (Turkish Women’s Association, TWA).637 The TWA leadership
advocated immediate improvement of the political standing of Turkish women. Their
633
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liberal discourse that defied the Kemalist establishment’s hegemony on politics was
not welcomed by the government.638 After being publicly disgraced with charges of
“fraud, corruption and violation of public security” TWA’s founder and leader Nezihe
Muhittin was forced to resign in 1927 while the TWA was dissolved in 1935. 639 She
spent the rest of her life away from political activism, devoting her time to teaching
and writing novels. She died in obscurity at a mental institution in 1958.

The young Kemalist government was determined to create its own elite, one
that owed its existence and status to the current regime and that had no commitments
or ties to the overthrown Ottoman establishment. In this sense, its policy was no
different from that of the CUP in the post-1908 period, which repudiated all the
important political and public figures of the Hamidian era. As discussed in Chapter
III, it was exactly to this strategy of the Young Turk regime that both Halide Edip and
Nezihe Muhittin owed their rise to prominence as educators while Fatma Aliye
Hanım was pushed aside along with the other remnants of the Hamidian era. By
638
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1925, however, it was Edip’s and Muhittin’s turn to be declared government
adversaries. They had no obligations or indebtedness to the Kemalist rule. Instead,
their claims for social prominence were based on their elite avant-garde standing from
the last decades of the Ottoman State. Moreover, rather than obediently submitting to
the authoritarian policies of the Kemalist government these women assumed they
could still hold on to the privileged status that would allow them to pursue an
independent liberal political course. This was an idea not welcomed by the young
Republican regime and it resulted in their political persecution and isolation.
Meanwhile, “ordinary” schoolteachers with no claim to aristocratic origins
carried the modernist ideology from the Ottoman reformist era into the secularist
Kemalist period. According to Ilber Ortaylı’s observation, the fact that the Turkish
women’s entry to working life was through a professional occupation, teaching,
rather than through industrial employment contributed significantly to the strong
female presence in the Republican bureaucracy. Indeed, when the Turkish women
were given the right to stand for election in 1934 the muallimat received a
disproportionally large part among the female representatives.640 Of the seventeen
women to enter the parliament in1935 twelve were teachers or school administrators
at the time. All of them (except for Satı Çırpan who did not have any formal
education and Ferruh Güpgüp who received private education) were graduates of
modern Ottoman schools for girls. Among these seventeen, there were three
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Darülmuallimat and four #nas Darülfünunu alumni, while two of them studied as
government subsidized students at the American College for Girls in Istanbul to
become teachers.641 Aside from Nakiye Elgün642, none of these first female
parliamentarians were mentioned in either Nezihe Muhittin’s or Halide Edip’s
memoires as part of the company of “genteel and enlightened” women. Nor were any
of Muhittin’s early companions at the TWA among the first women MP’s. Rather, it
was the ordinary women teachers and graduates of Ottoman public schools who were
chosen by the new regime as the representatives and guides of the new “Republican
womanhood”.643
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