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This study examines the mutually constitutive relationship between the print 

culture of the late nineteenth-century Ottoman Empire and the framework of social, 

cultural and political transformations in which that culture operated. This study crosses 

traditional disciplinary lines between literary studies and intellectual history by arguing 

for the modification of one of the central premises of modernization theory: the existence 

of an overtly masculine political public sphere standing in contrast to a supposedly non-

political feminine domestic and private sphere. By examining newspapers, magazines, 

journals, and novels, which reflected the emergence of communities of readers, I show 

that the print culture became central to the mediation and diffusion of themes in public 

discourse; and furthermore, I show that it diminished the separation between the public 

and private spheres as it penetrated into the domestic space and was used to insert issues 

from the private sphere into the public domain. Arguing that Ottoman intellectuals saw 



 xiii

the novel as an instrument to disseminate their political, social, and cultural agendas, I 

examine Henüz On Yedi Yaşında (Only Seventeen Years Old; 1882) by Ahmet Mithat 

Efendi, focusing on how gender, ethnicity, and sexuality in early Turkish novels were 

imagined and represented. Based on my research in Ottoman and Turkish archives 

between 2004 and 2006, I show how women’s journals ensured the visibility of Ottoman 

women as writers in the public sphere. Women’s journals established a real intellectual 

community of women writers and readers who between them overtly introduced a 

feminist agenda into the public sphere. As part of my project of recovering the cultural 

work women’s novels did within the political arena of nineteenth century Ottoman 

society, I also discuss the forgotten life and works Fatma Aliye Hanım, one of the first 

Ottoman woman novelists, analyzing two of her novels, Muhâdarât (1891-92) and Refet 

(1897). Finally, I explore the reasons why several Ottoman women writers were forgotten 

after the establishment of the Turkish Republic and why they are not included in the 

Turkish literary canon today.  
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Introduction: From Ottoman Umma to Turkish Vatandaş 

--Where are you from? 

--I am a Bosnian. 

-- Of which millet are you? 

--I am a Turk. 

--Do you speak Turkish? 

--No! 

--How come you call yourself a Turk even though you don’t speak Turkish? 

--I don’t know. They told me that you are a Turk, and that’s how I think of 
myself, too. 

--Which language are you speaking with me? 

---I don’t know. 

--I am speaking in Serbian with you, and you are answering in Serbian to me. 
Then, we are both Serbians. 

--No, you are speaking in Serbian. I am answering you in Bosnian. Therefore, you 
are a Serbian, and I am a Turk.1 

This fascinating dialogue from an article written in 1928 by an Ottoman Jew, 

Tekin Alp (1883-1961), illustrates several aspects of the paradoxes and ambiguities of 

nationalism in general and Turkish nationalism in particular: neither ethnic nor linguistic 

identities necessarily match up with a national identity. There is no better evidence, I 

                                                 
1 The dialogue, as Tekin Alp reports it, takes place between a Turkish officer and a soldier under his 
command. He does not give any other specifics about the context of the dialogue. “Türk Kimdir?” in 
Tekinalp, Turkish Patriot, 1883-1961, ed. J.M. Landau (İstanbul: Nederlands Historisch-Archaelogisch 
Instituut, 1984), 184-85. Tekin Alp, also known as Moiz Cohen or Munis Tekin Alp, was one of the most 
influential Jewish figures of the Republican era and an ardent supporter of “Turkism.” He strongly 
advocated for the integration of Jewish community in Turkey to the Republican ideals. He encouraged Jews 
to “think Turkish, speak Turkish, pray Turkish.” Landau, Tekinalp, 6. 
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think, for the arbitrariness and constructed nature of national identities. However, perhaps 

what is more peculiar about the above conversation is that a Serbian-speaking Bosnian 

identifies himself as a Turk most likely because he is a Muslim. This situation not only 

points to the legacy of the vanished Ottoman millet system, according to which this 

soldier would be a member of the umma since he is a Muslim, but points forward to the 

continuing status of the Muslims in the Balkans after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, 

creating a tie with an imperial Turkish past but one that is out of step with contemporary 

Turkish reality: for after all, the Republican era emphasized one thing above all, which 

was that national identity was not constructed on the basis of religious identity.  

The difficulty in finding a language and conceptual structure that can 

accommodate the transition from the Ottoman umma (“community of the faithful”) to the 

Turkish vatandaş (“citizen”) encapsulates the themes of this study.2 The Ottoman Empire 

ruled over a very diverse population for over six hundred years. Stretching over three 

continents, the lands it ruled over included Hungarians, Serbs, Croats, Romanians, 

Bulgarians, Albanians, Greeks, Turks, Armenians, Kurds, Circasians, and Arabs. Most 

people living in the Ottoman Empire at the beginning of the nineteenth century identified 

themselves along religious lines, rather than those we would now call national. Muslims 

were in the majority; among the Christians, the vast majority were Greek Orthodox; the 

Jewish population mostly lived in Baghdad, İstanbul, Salonika, İzmir, and Alexandria. 

The Ottoman sultan served the Muslim faith and sustained the longevity (bekâa) of the 

state. The defining attributes were serving the faith and the state, rather than the 

fatherland and the nation (vatan ve millet), the slogan under which the Turkish Republic 

                                                 
2 The word vatandaş is used as an equivalent of the word “citizen,” but vatandaş also captures its close ties 
with the word vatan, which came to refer to one’s homeland or fatherland, especially in the writings of the 
Young Ottomans such as Namık Kemal. I will return to this in Chapter 1. The suffix “daş,” in Turkish 
implies belonging to whatever root it follows in this case, “vatan.” 
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established itself in 1923.3 While the Turkish Republic was in principle composed of 

Turks, a person living in the Ottoman Empire during the nineteenth century still defined 

himself as an Ottoman Muslim rather than a Turk. 

The establishment of the Turkish Republic in 1923 signaled not only a new legal, 

constitutional, and administrative entity, but as importantly, a profound break from the 

entire political, administrative, social, and cultural heritage of the Ottoman Empire. This 

repression of the past, I argue, leaves it in suspended animation, unclaimed and rejected, 

and yet full of problems that have lasted to this day. To the founding cadres of the 

Republic, the Ottoman Empire had entirely negative connotations, which the Republic 

repudiated by identifying itself with Western values. The problematic transition from the 

multi-lingual, multi-religious, and multi-ethnic Ottoman Empire to the ostensibly Turkish 

nation state, the Turkish Republic, was officially resolved by what amounted to the 

enforcement of an epistemological break between the modern Turkish nation and its past. 

In this sense, the history of the modern Turkish Republic can also be read as an example 

of cultural amnesia. This dissertation draws attention to the cracks and crevices of a 

Turkish modernity that has been based on a denial of the Ottoman past. I argue that our 

understanding of Turkish modernity should not continue to be in thrall to that politically 

motivated denial, but should explore evident continuities between the two, uncovering 

structures from the Ottoman period that extended into the Turkish future and even 

produce effects today. 

This study examines the connections between literary culture and social 

transformation, focusing in particular on the feedback between the print culture of the late 

nineteenth century Ottoman Empire and changes in its social and cultural politics, which 

                                                 
3 The word millet, as I explain in detail in Chapter 2, during the Ottoman period, specifically referred to the 
complicated taxonomy of religious and social groups in the Empire. However, its meaning in contemporary 
Turkish singularly refers to “nation.” 
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left a continuing legacy. As a study of print culture in Turkey in the long nineteenth 

century, my dissertation crosses traditional disciplinary lines between literary studies and 

intellectual history by exploring links between what is seen as an overtly political public 

sphere and, in contrast, the supposedly non-political domestic and private spheres. I make 

a case for closely linking the emergence of print culture, such as newspapers, magazines, 

journals, and novels in Turkey, and the formation of the public sphere, the hallmark of 

modernization. Not only did print culture mediate and diffuse themes in public discourse, 

but—by virtue of the fact that it penetrated into the domestic sphere – it loosened the 

separation between the public and private, dissolving absolute boundaries and inserting 

issues from the private sphere into the public domain in such a way that they could not be 

ignored.  

MULTIPLE MODERNITIES AND THE CASE OF OTTOMAN TURKISH MODERNITY 

Through the literary public sphere, we can highlight a neglected aspect of the late 

Ottoman experience of modernity-- the gradual erosion of the limits that had confined 

women, for the most part, to the private sphere. Modernity here represents the changes 

that appeared and affected the redefining and reshaping of Ottoman identities as a result 

of the political and cultural changes produced and reflected in the print culture of late 

nineteenth-century İstanbul. In the following chapters, I argue that the late nineteenth 

century Ottoman Empire possessed several aspects of a recognizably modern culture, 

such as the mixing of different groups (in fact, the Ottoman Empire was always 

multiethnic), the production and distribution of the products of print cultures in several 

different linguistic and ethnic traditions, debates engaging with contemporary political 

and social issues, etc. 

The meaning of modernity in the social sciences and humanities is the locus of 

much controversy. Until very recently, it has by and large been employed as a universal 
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paradigm, originating and dispersed from Europe to other societies, and presented as a 

process that all societies are historically destined to undergo. Formulated as such, 

modernity has been regarded as a universally applicable formula operating on a level 

above local dynamics. While some social scientists like Anthony Giddens persist in 

identifying the West with modernity and the rest with traditional societies, I would argue 

that the concepts of modernity and tradition are mutually constitutive.4 Following the 

work of scholars of alternative modernities or multiple modernities, I believe that 

modernization of the non-western world cannot be reduced to “westernization of the 

east.” While some of these scholars argue that “modernity is inescapable,” others such as 

Arjun Appadurai make a different argument in relation to the connections between 

Western modernity and peripheral modernization.5 Appadurai’s hypothesis is that 

modernity arose as a result of the contact and relations between the West and the non-

West, rather than being manufactured at the center, the West, and then being exported to 

the periphery.6 As Timothy Mitchell remarks, modernity “was a creation not of the West 

but of an interaction between West and non-West. The sites of this interaction were as 

likely to lie in the East Indies, the Ottoman Empire, or the Caribbean as in England, the 

Netherlands, or France.”7 

Turkey has been acclaimed, by Western and Turkish scholars alike, as having a 

pioneering role among Middle Eastern countries in the "modernization race.”8 In several 
                                                 
4 Anthony Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990). For a helpful 
discussion of the related terms, “modern,” “modernity,” “modernism,” see Susan Stanford Friedman, 
“Definitional Excursions: The Meanings of Modern/Modernity/Modernism,” Modernism 8, no. 3 (2001): 
493-513. 
5 Gaonkar, Dilip Parameshwar. “On Alternative Modernities.” Alternative Modernities, edited by Dilip 
Parameshwar Gaonkar ParameshwarGaonkar, 1-23 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001). 
6 Arjun, Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1996). 
7 Timothy Mitchell, “The Stage of Modernity,” in Questions of Modernity, ed. Timothy Mithcell 
(Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 2000), 2. 
8 For some of the best known examples of this view, see Daniel Lerner, The Passing of Traditional Society 
(New York: Free Press, 1952); and Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey (London: Oxford 
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political science texts, Turkey is presented as unique in being the only Muslim country in 

the Middle East with a thoroughly secular state structure and democratic political 

culture.9 Two major works that explain the modernization process in Turkey, Niyazi 

Berkes’s The Development of Secularism in Turkey and Bernard Lewis’s The Emergence 

of Turkey, suggest that Turkish elites chose modernization as the civilizing choice, or the 

choice that put the state on the side of European civilization.10 Berkes argues that 

secularism in a Muslim country could only be total, since Islam lays claim to the control 

of state and society. Both studies regard Turkey as a role model Muslim country (for 

other “Muslim” nations, especially in the Middle East) for choosing to take sides with 

Western civilization and modernity. However, they ignore the “many uncertainties, 

occasional reversals, and periodic shifts in speed and priorities” that marked the Turkish 

modernization process.11 Commonly, these analyses place a systematic emphasis upon 

the overtly political and administrative rather than the cultural. It is mostly in terms of the 

presence or absence of certain political institutions and processes, for instance, that a 

certain country is declared to be democratic or not. Yet the analysis of culture and the 

ways in which culture interacts with these institutions and processes is vital in order to 

understand how a certain system reproduces and renews itself. Another common 

denominator of the studies cited above, which they share with many others, can be seen 

in their approach to “modernity” and the “modernization” process in Turkey, which is 

                                                                                                                                                 
University Press, 1968). For a similar approach to Turkey’s exceptional position as the only secular and 
democratic country in the regions, see Sabri Sayar and Yılmaz Esmer, eds., Politics, Parties and Elections 
in Turkey (London: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2002), 183. 
9 In this sense, Ernest Gellner, for instance, regards the Turkish case as doubly unique, being the exception 
of an exception. See Ernest Gellner, “The Turkish Option in a Comparative Perspective,” in Rethinking 
Modernity and National Identity in Turkey, ed. S. Bozdoğan and R. Kasaba (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 1997), 233-244.  
10 Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Secularism in Turkey (Montreal: McGill University Press, 1964); 
and Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey (London: Oxford University Press, 1968). 
11 Reşat Kasaba, “Kemalist Certainties and Modern Ambiguities,” in Rethinking Modernity and National 
Identity in Turkey, ed. S. Bozdoğan and R. Kasaba (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1997), 20. 
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presented as a set of processes introduced and implemented by the ruling elite in the early 

years of the Republic. In this study, I would like to make the argument that an Ottoman 

modernity predates Turkish modernity not only in political and administrative reforms 

but also in new cultural structures that accompanied and sometimes produced the very 

sites in which modernity was experienced in late nineteenth-century Ottoman society. I 

also argue that although the Kemalist project of the Republic claimed to constitute an 

ultimate break from the Ottoman past, there were significant continuities and surviving 

traditions in Turkish political and cultural history across the Empire-Republic divide that 

need to be recognized; forms of modernity started to penetrate Ottoman society from the 

late eighteenth century and were significant factors in its cultural production by the late 

nineteenth century.12 In this sense, it is vital to see the continuities, similarities, and 

overlaps between the Republican and Ottoman periods, as well as the ruptures created by 

the reforms introduced by the Kemalist elite from the imperial past that was associated 

with religion, backwardness, and tradition. 

Although, unlike many Third World countries, Turkey never underwent formal 

colonization, European modernity has functioned as a model for the modernizing elites of 

the late Ottoman Empire as well as for the Kemalist elite of the Turkish Republic in ways 

that irresistibly suggest subaltern cultures, as they have been theorized in post-colonial 

histories. However, this does not discount the unique trajectories of modernity that 

characterized the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, which included both the 

impact of Europe and local elements and institutions. In addition, Turkey had a 

complicated relationship with Europe since on the one hand the Turkish Republic was 

formed as a result of a war of independence against European invaders—the first 

successful war of a third world country against European armies in the twentieth century-
                                                 
12 For a discussion on surviving traditions and their role in modernity, see David Gross, The Past in Ruins: 
Tradition and the Critique of Modernity (Amherst: University of Michigan Press, 1992). 
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- and, on the other hand, the founding and ruling elite of the Republic accepted European 

modernity as the model for building modern Turkey.  

Some of the most commonly cited achievements of Turkish modernization 

include reforms pertaining to women and the family, such as the adoption of the Swiss 

Civil Code in 1926 which replaced Muslim family law, woman's suffrage in 1934 (ten 

years before women were given the vote in France), the nationwide campaign for 

women's education, and the shedding of the veil. The other reforms put into practice 

during the early years of the Republic include the following: abolition of the Ottoman 

Sultanate in 1922 and the Caliphate in 1924; unification of education under a secular 

ministry in 1924; establishment of a new institution of directorates for religious affairs in 

1924; closing and banning of the religious orders and dervish lodges in 1925.13 All of 

these reforms were aimed at an institutional break from the Ottoman and Islamic past and 

the integration of the Turkish Republic into a system of civilization equal to the 

European/Western way of life. The accompanying rhetoric of these reforms has been that 

they constituted a success story in the road to modernity. That’s something I would like 

to complicate in this study. The notion is troubling on many levels: it presumes a singular 

and inevitable trajectory that Western nations seemingly completed, and which all other 

nations are compelled to follow; it erases the silences and ruptures upon which the 

modernity project is built; it glorifies the nation state without acknowledging a cultural 

heritage that modern Turkey has inherited from the late Ottoman Empire. 

From the vantage point of the Kemalist elite of modern Turkey, the establishment 

of the Turkish Republic in 1923 marks the institutionalization of Turkey’s westward 

orientation, the foundation of a secular state and society, and the beginning of progress in 

becoming a Western state. However, it also marks the construction of a new communal 

                                                 
13 Binnaz Toprak, Islam and Political Development in Turkey (Leiden: Brill, 1981). 
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sense of belonging based on national identity, replacing other forms of belonging that 

existed during the Ottoman Empire. There are important historical and cultural moments 

in this new exclusive construction of belonging. For instance, major Kurdish and 

religious uprisings such as the Şeyh Sait uprising in 1925 and the Dersim uprising in 

1938 were suppressed with violence, resulting in the arrest and execution of the rebels. 

Another one of these moments is the population exchange treaty signed at the end of 

WWI between Greece and Turkey, which led to “the compulsory exchange of Turkish 

nationals of the Greek Orthodox Religion established in Turkish territory, and of Greek 

nationals of Muslim religion established in Greek territory.”14 Population exchange 

amplified the tendency towards homogenizing republican society, as it excluded the 

largest ethnic and religious minority groups from modern Turkey and Greece after 

WWI.15 So, through a series of reforms and policies, the new nation-state tried to 

consolidate its power by homogenizing the various constitutive elements of the nation 

and unifying them around “Turkish” ethnic identity. This was not an easy project given 

the cosmopolitan and multicultural status of the Ottoman Empire. As the respected 

Ottoman scholar Şerif Mardin writes,  

Even though modern Turkey has been built on the core component of the 
Ottoman Empire, the relationship of the Turks of the Turkish Republic to their 
Ottoman ancestry are complex. Turks in the Ottoman Empire did not emphasize 
their identity since the term ‘Turk’ was used to denote only one component of a 
multi-ethnic Empire. It is also difficult to state who would have been a ‘real’ Turk 
in the Empire. Should the Bosnian who had converted at an early age and entered 
state service, acquiring a mastery of the Turkish language and rising to be grand 

                                                 
14 Renee Hirschon, “‘Unmixing’ Peoples in the Aegean Region,” in Crossing the Aegean: An Appraisal of 
the 1923 Compulsory Population Exchange between Greece and Turkey, ed. Renee Hirschon (New York: 
Berghahn Books, 2003), 282. 
15 See, Ayhan Aktar, “Homogenizing the Nation, Turkifying the Economy: The Turkish Experience of the 
Population Exchange Reconsidered,” in Crossing the Aegean: An Appraisal of the 1923 Compulsory 
Population Exchange between Greece and Turkey, ed. Renee Hirschon (New York: Berghahn Books, 
2003); Faruk Birtek, “Greek Bull in the China Shop of Ottoman Grand Illusion,” in Citizenship and the 
Nation-State in Greece and Turkey, ed. Faruk Birtek and Thalia Dragonas (London: Routledge, 2005). 
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vizier, be taken to be more of a Turk than the Turcoman tribesman who had little 
role to play in the decision-making process of the Ottoman Empire?16 

The lack of an ethnic group consciousness among the Turks of the Ottoman 

Empire is also recognized by the major ideologue of Turkish nationalism, Ziya Gökalp 

(1876-1924), who noted that before 1908 “there were Turks, but there was no idea ‘we 

are the Turkish nation’ in the collective consciousness of that people: in other words, 

there was no Turkish nation at that time.”17 While the separatist nationalist movements in 

the Balkans were spreading widely, the majority population in the Ottoman Empire, the 

Turks, did not really have a collective consciousness based on ethnicity; an awareness of 

a distinct Turkish identity started to spread among the Ottoman elite only at the turn of 

the twentieth century, especially after the Balkan Wars (1912-1913). Interestingly, the 

formation of a Turkish nationalist ideology was heavily influenced by the writings of 

certain Turkic intellectuals from the Russian Empire, such as İsmail Gasprinski (1851-

1914) and Yusuf Akçura (1876-1935) rather than from Turks living within the existing 

lands of the empire. Yusuf Akçura, who published one of the defining documents of 

Turkish nationalism, “Üç Tarzı Siyaset” (Three Ways of Politics, 1904) before the 

establishment of the Turkish Republic, was the leader of the Turkish nationalist 

movement that grew around the Türk Ocakları clubs and Türk Yurdu journal.18 He argued 

for the idea that the Ottoman Empire should identify itself with Turkish nationalism and 

function as the leader of other Turkic groups, especially in Central Asia. Until that 

period, Turkishness was part of the bundle of characteristics that also included being an 
                                                 
16 Şerif Mardin, “European Culture and the Development of Modern Turkey,” in Turkey and the European 
Community, ed. Ahmet Evin and Geoffrey Denton (Opladen: Leske u. Budrich, 1990), 13-23, 13. 
17 Ziya Gökalp, “What is a Nation?” in Turkish Nationalism and Western Civilization, ed. Niyazi Berkes 
(Westport: Greenwood Press, 1959), 126-134. For more on Ziya Gökalp, and his ideas on Turkish 
nationalism, see Taha Parla, The Social and Political Thought of Ziya Gökalp, 1876-1924 (Leiden: E.J. 
Brill, 1985). 
18 Akçura’s three different ways of politics referred to three ideologies competing to save the Ottoman 
Empire: Islamism, Ottomanism, and Turkism, the last of which, evidently, triumphed in that it became the 
defining ideology of the Turkish Republic.  



 11

Ottoman and Muslim; in other words, all of these identity markers were important and 

mutually constitutive.19  

While during the early years of the Republic, “Turkishness” was still defined in 

terms similar to the definition of an Ottoman, as the Republic established itself in later 

years, the definition changed. Article 88 of the 1924 Turkish Constitution defined a 

“Turk” as follows: “The people of Turkey are defined as Turks with regard to their 

citizenship irrespective of their religion or race. […] The attribute Turk is referred to 

under legally specified circumstances.” This article has been adopted from the 8th article 

of the 1876 Kanun-u Esasi (the first Ottoman Constitution) and its definition of an 

“Ottoman”: “All individuals who are subjects of the Ottoman state are indiscriminately 

called Ottoman, irrespective of their religion or creed and the attribute Ottoman is used 

and referred to under specified legal circumstances.”20 

Ziya Gökalp in his fundamental work Türkçülüğün Esasları (The Principals of 

Turkism; 1923) laid out the political and cultural program of Turkism, which was based 

on a distinction between hars (culture) and medeniyet (civilization). According to 

Gökalp, “civilization” consisted of scientific and technological knowledge, and there was 

no harm in adopting it from the West. “Culture,” however, included the authentic traits of 

a nation and could only be derived from a nation’s ancient history.21 This formulation 

helped to crystallize the distinction between Ottoman culture and “real” Turkish culture 

                                                 
19 See, Şükrü Hanioğlu, The Young Turks in Opposition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995). Also, see 
Şükrü Hanioğlu, Preparing for a Revolution: The Young Turks, 1902-1908 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2001). 
20 See Sevan Nişanyan, “Türk Kime Denir?” in Modernlesme ve Çokkültürlülük: Modernity and 
Multiculturalism, eds. Nazan Aksoy-Melek Ulagay, Helsinki Yurttaşlar Derneği (İstanbul: İletişim 
Yayınları, 2001), 215. 
21 Gökalp’s distinction is similar to Partha Chatterjee’s argument about the nature of postcolonial 
nationalism in India. He theorizes that Indian nationalism and the modernity project were based on an 
essential distinction between the cultural/private domain and the political/public domain that advocated an 
orientation towards Western standards of development and progress. See, Partha Chatterjee, The Nation 
and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993). 
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for the ideologues of the early Republic. Gökalp used it to distinguish between the 

Ottoman, associated with an Islamic past overly influenced by Arabic and Persian 

cultures, and the real culture, associated with the Turkish peasantry or the Turkish folk, 

with roots in a pre-Islamic, Central Asian Turkic past. Gökalp, who was deeply 

influenced by Durkheim’s sociology, saw the move towards Western civilization as a 

natural path of progress for the Turkish nation.22 During the formative years of the 

Turkish Republic, a set of new cultural institutions were formed such as the Turkish 

Historical Society (1930), the Turkish Language Foundation (1932), and People’s Houses 

(1932), which established the cultural foundation for the reconstruction of Turkish 

society based on above mentioned principles. These institutions worked as the major 

ideological apparatuses of the Turkish state during the early years of the Republic, 

helping to produce a break with the Ottoman and Islamic past and consolidating the 

newly-formed nation by producing the necessary cultural tools to create a new basis for 

Turkishness. Language reform, which I would like to explore in detail below, was one of 

the major instruments of this political and cultural transformation. 

LANGUAGE REFORM  

The language reform—at once fantastical ur-Turkish (‘free’ from Arabic and 
Persian influences) and modern-technical—has made it certain that no one under 
25 can any longer understand any sort of religious, literary, or philosophical text 
more than ten years old and that, under the pressure of the Latin script, which was 
compulsorily introduced a few years ago, the specific properties of the language 
are rapidly decaying.23 

                                                 
22 See, Ziya Gokalp, The Principles of Turkism, trans. from the Turkish and annotated by Robert Devereux 
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1968); Turkish Nationalism and Western Civilization: Selected Essays of Ziya Gokalp, 
trans. and ed. with an introduction by Niyazi Berkes (New York: Columbia University Press, 1959); Parla, 
Taha, The Social and Political Thought of Ziya Gökalp 1876-1924 (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1985). 
23 Eric Auerbach to Walter Benjamin, 3 January 1937, in “Scholarship in Times of Extremes: Letters of 
Auerbach (1933-46), on the Fiftieth Anniversary of His Death,” trans. with an introduction by Martin 
Elsky, Martin Vialon, and Robert Stein, PMLA 122 (2007): 750-51. Quote on 751. 
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The above quotation is from a letter Eric Auerbach wrote to Walter Benjamin on 

January 3, 1937, about the language reform in Turkey as he was witnessing it during his 

“exile in Istanbul,” teaching at the İstanbul University from 1936 to 1947. As one of the 

major cultural reforms of the Turkish Republic, language reform created a rupture not 

only in reading habits but also in access to a cultural past, a lack of which is an unclaimed 

absence in today’s Turkey. As Michael Meeker points out, “In practice, every nation-

state came into being as a result of language policies and educational programs that 

encouraged a diverse population to think and behave as a homogenous nation-people. In 

other words, a people did not create their own state so often as a state created its own 

people.”24 The Turkish Republic’s use of language policies to create unity among a 

diverse population was a relatively unexceptional nation-building policy, but it was 

exceptional in the extent and nature of the language policies that it implemented. While 

in some other contexts, language might be carried over to maintain continuity in the 

cultural arena, in the Turkish case, the ruling elite aimed at producing an intentional 

break with both its decadent Ottoman and Islamic past, as the old script was associated 

with the sacred script of the Qur’an. Atatürk defined language reform precisely within 

this paradigm shift: “We are going to defeat the Ottoman. Turkish is going to be a 

language as free and as independent as the Turkish nation.”25 What started as a way to 

disassociate a nation from its Islamic past was also used as a political and cultural 

signifier of “Turkishness.” For instance, when Turkish nationalist ideologues question the 

loyalty of the non-Muslim citizens of the Turkish Republic, it is based on the argument 

that they do not speak Turkish, which is always singled out. One of the best known 

manifestations of associating language with ethnic identity was the famous campaign 

                                                 
24 Michael E. Meeker, A Nation of Empire (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), xiv-xv. 
25 Quoted in Geoffrey Lewis, The Turkish Language Reform A Catastrophic Success (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1999), 49. 



 14

called Vatandaş Türkçe Konuş! (Citizen, Speak Turkish!) in 1928, which resulted in 

public humiliations, insults and attacks against Turkish citizens who did not speak 

Turkish, who happened also to be mostly non-Muslims, i.e. Greek and Jewish 

populations living in İstanbul.26 This linguistic element of Turkish nationalism is still 

prevalent today in the challenges brought against the loyalty of Turkish citizens of 

Kurdish ethnic origins, some of whom do not speak Turkish. 

In 1928, with a decree, the Ottoman Empire’s Arabic and Persian alphabet was 

replaced with a Latin alphabet based on Turkish phonetic principles. By January 1, 1929, 

the use of Arabic and Persian characters became illegal. All officials were required to 

learn and use the new script.27 By 1929, Arabic and Persian were no longer taught in 

schools. In 1930, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk called for the protection of the Turkish 

language, which meant the purging of Arabic and Persian loanwords and the coining of 

new words based on Turkish grammatical elements. The language was “purified” of 

Arabic and Persian elements, which were characteristics of the Ottoman Turkish. The 

objective of the language reform was ostensibly to increase the literacy rate among the 

masses; however, the de facto effect of it was to reinforce both the break with the 

Ottoman and Islamic past and the formation of a new Turkish national identity. While the 

ostensible rationale for this change was couched in democratic and pedagogical terms, 

such as the supposed difficulty encountered by the masses trying to learn how to read and 

write with the Arabic-Persian alphabet and vocabulary, the political and cultural result of 

this attempt was that just a generation after the language reform, the Ottoman past, with 

                                                 
26 For a detailed account of this campaign and its repercussions, see Rıfat Bali, Cumhuriyet Yillarında 
Türkiye Yahudileri: Bir Türkleştirme Serüveni (1923-1945) (İstanbul: İletişim, 2000), 131-181.  
27 For more on the language reform, see Agâh Sırrı Levend, Türk Dilinde Gelişme ve Sadeleşme Evreleri 
(Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1960); U. Heyd, Language Reform in Modern Turkey (Jerusalem: 
Israel Oriental Society, 1954); and G.L. Lewis, “Ataturk’s Language Reform as an Aspect of 
Modernization in the Republic of Turkey,” in Ataturk and the Modernization of Turkey, ed. J.M. Landau 
(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1984).  
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all its history and culture, was literally rendered illegible to most Turks. No 

comprehensive study has yet surveyed the effect on literature of a language reform which 

literally made everything written before 1928 obsolete and incomprehensible to future 

generations. The new literati were cut off from every text in Ottoman literature that was 

not transcribed into modern Turkish. Even when they were transcribed, due to the efforts 

of the Türk Dil Kurumu (Turkish Language Institution), the vocabulary and syntax of 

Ottoman Turkish was inaccessible to them. As such, it not only severed future 

generations of Turkish citizens from their pasts, but made it difficult to study the 

Ottoman centuries before 1928.  

It is indisputable that the new alphabet and especially the wide-spread education 

campaigns succeeded in making more people literate. However, this gesture of 

modernization also led to a break in the cultural and intellectual traditions. This is more 

than a matter of the problem of reading a different script, because even if one learns the 

Ottoman alphabet on one’s own, the whole linguistic, cultural, and social aura out of and 

in which the Ottoman script existed was no longer alive. Furthermore, anything 

associated with it was politicized as reactionary and disloyal to the ideals of the new 

republic and its values. 

The fact that all official communication was made in the Latin script and that 

everything published after 1929 was published in the Latin script meant that everyone 

was to learn how to read and write in the Latin script. This not only isolated those writers 

born under the Empire who did not feel comfortable writing in the Latin script but, as 

importantly, severed the tie between the Ottoman past and the future generations of the 

newly established Republic. Today, it is a simple but astonishing fact that no Turkish 

citizen, if s/he is not trained on purpose to learn Ottoman, can read materials written 
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before 1928, a state of affairs that is unique among most cultures of the world.28 Most 

would find it difficult to understand materials written before that time even if they could 

read them, for to do so would require surmounting formidable historical and cultural 

obstacles. The vocabulary and syntax would be incomprehensible to most contemporary 

Turks. Today knowledge of Ottoman is confined mainly to history and Turkish literature 

majors at some Turkish universities. Outside of these specialized niches, the only other 

ways for people to learn Ottoman in Turkey is either to attend the private classes 

organized by the Türk Tarih Vakfı (Turkish Historical Foundation) twice every year or 

take private lessons from the few people who can actually read and understand Ottoman. 

This language barrier presents a large challenge to scholars studying the periods 

before 1928. Unfortunately, a lot of scholars choose to work with secondary instead of 

primary materials, since it requires so much additional time and effort to learn the 

Ottoman in which the primary materials are written. Insufficient use of original materials 

has caused problems in women’s studies as well, which is one of the main foci of this 

dissertation. Constant reuse of the same sources has led to stagnation, in spite of a mass 

of still untranscribed material; moreover, the narrow range of consensus texts results in 

the acceptance of conventional wisdom that is often badly skewed by a narrow selection 

of examples, or that uncritically prolongs traditions stemming from the early period of the 

nationalist ideology.  

Thus, the language barrier has done the job it was designed to do: making the past 

invisible and incomprehensible. This, in turn, has led to corollary casualties, not least of 

which is the invisibility of the Ottoman women’s struggle.29 The fact that this period in 
                                                 
28 I learnt Ottoman both with the help of a private tutor and courses offered at the Department of History 
for History majors at the Middle East Technical University (METU) in Ankara.  
29 My use of the problematic category of “Ottoman women” mainly refers to upper class and upper middle 
class Ottoman Muslim women who wrote in Ottoman Turkish, while occasionally I also give examples of 
women from other ethnic, religious or class positions. During the nineteenth century, women within the 
Ottoman ruled lands had an immense array of differences in ethnic, religious, regional, and social identities. 
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Ottoman history needs a recovery project can be seen in the fact that Zafer Hanım and her 

novel Aşk-ı Vatan (Love of the Fatherland) which was published in 1877, were only 

recently discovered and made public by the feminist literary critic Zehra Toska in 1993.30 

The majority of the public in Turkey today is unaware of the existence of any Ottoman 

women writers before the Republic, let alone the lively women’s movement that 

produced discussion and conscious awareness of women’s issues starting with the 

Tanzimat. One of my goals in this study is to recover and make visible Ottoman women’s 

experiences and struggles in history, to discuss the reasons for the subsequent invisibility 

meted out to these women in history as it has been studied in the twentieth century, to 

uncover the ways through which the power of women have been obstructed, and hence to 

recover the literary, cultural, and political legacies of a bygone era. In this spirit, my 

dissertation represents a minor step towards recovering the lost archives and broken ties 

that will build a precarious continuity between the Ottoman period and the Republic not 

only in Turkish literature and culture, but also in Turkish feminist traditions. 

STUDYING OTTOMAN CULTURE: SOURCES AND METHODOLOGY 

While some of the challenges scholars face in studying the Ottoman period are 

related to infrastructural problems beyond their scope, there are also blind spots in 

Turkish studies that arise out of erroneous and tendentious conventions. The first group 

of problems includes the challenges of working with millions of documents in the 

archives that are not yet even catalogued, due to a slow moving, understaffed 

bureaucracy or to politically motivated institutional rationales.31 There are sources in 

                                                                                                                                                 
For the purposes of this study, I use the term Ottoman women to refer chiefly to Muslim women living in 
the urban centers of the empire, such as İstanbul and Salonika.  
30 Zafer Hanım, Aşk-ı Vatan, transcribed and adapted with an introduction by Zehra Toska (İstanbul: Oğlak 
Yayıncılık / Kadın Eserleri Kütüphanesi ve Bilgi Merkezi Vakfı, 1994). 
31 The preservation of national archives is a problematic and political issue in Turkey. In her brilliant essay 
on the invisibility and destruction of archives in Turkey, Turkish sociologist Meltem Ahıska writes about 
how often certain materials in state archives conveniently “disappear” or “burn in a fire” or “end up in 
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Turkish libraries today that have been “in binding” for several years now. Although these 

are important problems that one faces during research in Turkish archives, I would also 

like to focus on the deeper methodological and epistemological reasons underlying the 

difficulties in studying the Ottoman women.  

After the establishment of the modern Turkish Republic in 1923, Kemalist 

historians and social scientists represented the Ottoman past as an Islamic past with 

despotic elements. It was associated with corruption, decay, and decadence, and officially 

viewed, on the whole, as a theocratic state ruled according to the arbitrary wills of a 

series of weak, sybaritic sultans. This perception of the Ottoman Empire as backward and 

autocratic animated the official understanding of Ottoman women of the time. The 

official history argues that women were subject to degradation and oppression of all sorts 

under an Islamic despotic regime, which was ended by Atatürk, who granted legal and 

civil rights to Turkish women. Therefore, a well-established feminist scholar could argue 

in 1991, “It has been a long journey from the secluded, illiterate women of the Turkey of 

the opening years of the 20th century to the enlightened, active, confident women of the 

Turkey of the closing years of this same century.”32 The contrast that highlighted the 

achievements of the new republic in the emancipation of women was partly based on the 

denial of Ottoman women’s achievements in their fight for their rights. For the Kemalist 

feminists of the Republican era, Ottoman women were their “Other,” whom they wanted 

neither to acknowledge nor to face. 

                                                                                                                                                 
SEKA” (the state paper factory) to be recycled. See Meltem Ahıska, “Occidentalism and registers of truth: 
The politics of archives in Turkey,” New Perspectives on Turkey, no. 34 (2006): 9-29. For instance, she 
refers to “a newspaper clip from 1999 …that the archives of the National Senate between 1961 and 1980 
were destroyed. The directors of the Archives of the National Assembly claim that this was due to a 
mistake” (15). Another newspaper article reports the destruction of the Ottoman archives (15-6). Her article 
cites several other similar incidents of such destruction or disappearance of materials from different state 
archives in Turkey. 
32 Emel Doğramacı, “Foreword,” in Atatürk and the Turkish Woman Today, (Ankara: Atatürk Kültür, Dil 
ve Tarih Yüksek Kurumu, Atatürk Araştırma Merkezi, 1991). 
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There have been scholars who challenged this official history. For instance, Deniz 

Kandiyoti, one of the leading scholars working on issues of modernity, state-formation, 

and gender in Turkey and the Middle East, made a distinction between liberation and 

emancipation, arguing that the top-down reforms of the Turkish republic emancipated 

Turkish women but did not liberate them as they did not allow women to define the terms 

of their liberation.33 

As a result of the efforts of several feminist historians and scholars in recent 

years, we have started to hear about Ottoman and Turkish women whom we have never 

heard of before. For instance, Yaprak Zihnioğlu wrote the history of the Kadınlar Halk 

Fırkası (Women’s Public/People’s Party) and Kadınlar Birliği (Association of Women), 

which existed during the early years of the republic, as framed by the life story of the 

feminist Nezihe Muhiddin (1889-1958).34 Nazan Bekiroğlu wrote a book on the life and 

works of the female poet Nigâr Hanım (1862-1918) which was based on her diaries and 

other writings.35 Elif Ekin Akşit’s study of Girls’ Institutions (Kız Enstitüleri) revealed 

that even though the roles imposed on and expected from women were transformed 

during the transition from the Ottoman Empire to the Republic, the dichotomy about 

gender identities remained the same.36 Women’s oral history projects have also been 

started. For instance, the Women’s Library in İstanbul is carrying out a project titled, “A 

Pilot Project on Women’s Oral History in Turkey,” and İstanbul University Women’s 

                                                 
33 Deniz Kandiyoti, “Emancipated but Unliberated? Reflections on the Turkish Case,” Feminist Studies 13 
(1987): 317-338. 
34 Yaprak Zihnioğlu, Kadınsız İnkılap: Nezihe Muhiddin, Kadınlar Halk Fırkası, Kadınlar Birliği 
(İstanbul: Metis, 2003).  
35 Nazan Bekiroğlu. Şâir Nigâr Hanım (İstanbul: İletişim, 1998). 
36 Elif Ekin Akşit’s book, Kızların Sessizliği: Kız Enstitülerinin Uzun Tarihi (İstanbul: İletişim, 2005) is a 
Turkish translation of her doctoral dissertation, “Girls’ Education and the Paradoxes of Modernity and 
Nationalism in the Late Ottoman Empire and the Early Turkish Republic” (PhD diss., Binghamton 
University, State University of New York, 2004).  
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Research Center has a continuing project on “Leading Women of the Republic.”37 

Thanks to records preserved in these archives, one can learn about the expectations, 

contradictions, reactions, and disappointments experienced by women during this period 

of change, as well as their coping mechanisms, and their ways of conceptualizing and 

symbolizing the rapid shifts of this period.38 While these studies focus on the role of 

women and gender in the Republican period, there have also been studies researching the 

early Ottoman periods. 

But as the date of the fall of the Ottomans recedes, the history of the Ottoman 

Empire has been studied mostly through interstate diplomacy based on state-related 

documents and official records. The predominant resource used for the study of women’s 

history in the Ottoman Empire has been the kadı sicilleri (court records).39 The 

scholarship based on these court records has shown the strategies by which women were 

                                                 
37 For an article based on the interviews done with women who lived through the first years of the 
Republic, see Ayşe Durakbaşa and Aynur İlyasoğlu, “Formation of Gender Identities in Republican Turkey 
and Women’s Narratives as Transmitters of ‘Herstory’ of Modernization,” Journal of Social History 35, no. 
1 (2001): 195-203. 
38 One major step toward the preservation of women’s documents was the establishment of the Women’s 
Library in İstanbul in 1990. While it has suffered from lack of funding and library staff, it remains a 
valuable library source for researchers working on issues related to women in Turkey. As the first and the 
only women’s library in Turkey, it first of all aimed to collect and preserve existing materials related to 
women in Turkey by collecting and preserving books, magazines, journals, newspapers, cuttings about 
women from printed media, and pieces of art. It also aimed at producing information about women, and for 
that purpose it also published materials related to women and related to the library’s collection. The 
Bibliography of Women’s Periodicals Written in Ottoman Script is the first example of such an effort. 
İstanbul Üniversitelerindeki Eski Harfli Türkçe Kadın Dergileri Bibliyografyası, (1869-1927), Kadın 
Eserleri Kütüphanesi ve Bilgi Merkezi Vakfı, Kadın Eserleri Kütüphanesi Bibliyografya Oluşturma 
Komisyonu. Zehra Toska, Serpil Çakır, Tülay Gençtürk, Sevim Yılmaz, Selmin Kurç, Gökçen Art, Aynur 
Demirdirek (İstanbul: Metis Yayınları, 1992). Here I should note that a new edition of this invaluable 
source is urgently needed, since even main libraries such as the National Library in Ankara doesn’t own a 
copy of this book. I had to spend quite some time tracking down this book. Dr. Serpil Çakır from the 
Department of Political Science at the University of İstanbul generously loaned me her copy during my 
visit to İstanbul in 2005.  
39 Amy Singer describes court records as follows: “[T]he kadı sicilleri—the court records—are a 
warehouse for all the business of the kadı, the Muslim judge. Listed in chronological order are cases or 
marriage, land sales, tax debts, inheritance records, copies of Ottoman imperial orders, murder cases, price 
schedules, and every other matter over which the kadı had some jurisdiction.” Amy Singer, “Tapu Tahrir 
Defterleri and Kadı Sicilleri: A happy Marriage of Sources,” Tarih: A Volume of Occasional Papers in 
Near Eastern Studies 1 (1990): 95. 
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able to exert agency in the Ottoman legal system. For instance, Jennings’ findings for 

seventeenth century Kayseri indicate that Ottoman women came to the courts at their 

own convenience and represented themselves.40 Similarly, Gerber shows that in 

seventeenth-century Bursa, women “appeared in court in person and pleaded their cases 

freely.”41 According to the Islamic law of inheritance, women were guaranteed shares in 

inheritance. Unlike their Western sisters, Muslim women owned and endowed property, 

resulting in a rich urban culture, especially in the field of architecture, where the 

patronage of women, especially women of the royal family, was pronounced.42 Leslie 

Peirce’s work on the imperial Ottoman women, valide sultans (sultan’s mothers) showed 

the extent of the power that court women exercised in state politics.43 

Unfortunately, Ottoman history has mostly been contextualized within the field of 

Middle Eastern studies. Besides wanting to modify certain broad features of women’s 

historiography in Turkey, my other hope is to introduce Ottoman literature into the global 

discussion going on in literary and cultural studies today, which has extended in the 

direction of cultural studies under the impetus of post-colonial theory. Referring to the 

isolation of Ottoman literature within the fields of “World Literature,” Walter Andrews 

points out to the exclusive nature of the discipline as follows:  

“World Literature,” in effect erases or excludes Ottoman literature: “someone 
outside of a small coterie should have long asked ‘what ever happened to 
Ottoman literature?’ The Ottoman Empire, singularly and without question, 
represented the great Muslim ‘Other’ from approximately the time of the 
Columbus to the end of the First World War. It had profound cultural influences 
on a vast number of people from North Africa to the Middle East to Eastern 

                                                 
40 Ronald C. Jennings, “Women in Early 17th-Century Ottoman Judicial Records—The Sharia Court of 
Anatolian Kayseri,” JESHO 18 (1975): 53-114. 
41 Haim Gerber, “Social and Economic Position of Women in an Ottoman City, Bursa, 1600-1700,” 
International Journal of Middle East Studies 12, no. 3 (Nov. 1980): 231-244. Quote on 233. 
42 Madeline C. Zilfi, ed., Women in The Ottoman Empire. Middle Eastern Women in the Early Modern Era 
(Leiden: Brill, 1997). 
43 Leslie P. Peirce, The Imperial Harem: Women and Sovereignty in the Ottoman Empire (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1993). 
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Europe and Central Asia. Yet it is unquestioningly and all but universally 
assumed that this major political, economic, social, cultural entity had no literary 
culture worthy of notice, despite the fact that poetry was a major cultural activity 
at all levels of Ottoman society—a circumstance which would be unique in all the 
world and perhaps worth noticing for this alone were it actually the case. What 
has, of course, happened is that the literature of the Ottoman/Muslim ‘enemy’ has 
been written out of the master narrative; it has been made nothing—version (or 
inversion) of what happened to the voices of people of color, of women, of the 
‘subaltern’ cultures. What has also happened is that, because much Ottoman 
literature in its own context seems solely to represent the voice of a dominant, 
imperialist despotism, it has become difficult to see how we might benefit today 
from the ‘rescue’ of this particular lost voice.44 

Similarly, articles written by Turkish and non-Turkish scholars alike published in 

the most recent issue of PMLA point out the importance of the inclusion of Ottoman and 

Turkish studies into the wider field of World Literature and Comparative Literature.45 

Other scholars from postcolonial and global studies also have been pushing for a real 

widening of the field of Comparative Literature so that scholars studying literary 

traditions and contexts outside the Western canon are not seen as “native informants” but 

as literary critics in dialogue with other literary traditions on equal terms. 46  

Within the context of this already existing rich scholarship on Ottoman women 

and Ottoman and Turkish studies, the evidence I discuss comes primarily from novels, 

                                                 
44 Walter G. Andrews, “Singing the Alienated ‘I’: Guattari, Deleuze and Lyrical Decodings of the Subject 
in Ottoman Divan Poetry,” The Yale Journal of Criticism 6, no. 2 (1993): 191-219, 191. 
45 The section “Cluster on Turkey” in PMLA 123, no. 1 (January 2008) include(S??) the articles by 
following authors: Hülya Adak, “Introduction: Exile at Home—Questions for Turkish and Global Literary 
Studies,” PMLA 123, no. 1 (January 2008): 20-27; Jale Parla, “The Wounded Tongue: Turkey’s Language 
Reform and the Canonicity of the Novel,” PMLA 123, no. 1 (January 2008): 27-41; Nergis Ertürk, 
“Modernity and Its Fallen Languages,” PMLA 123, no. 1 (January 2008): 41-57 and Patricia Yaeger, 
“Editor’s Column: My Name is Blue—a Map of Ottoman Baghdat,” PMLA 123, no. 1 (January 2008): 9-
19.  
46 For instance, Emily Apter explained the significance of Istanbul in the origins of comparative literature 
as a discipline: Emily Apter, “Comparative Exile: Competing Margins in the History of Comparative 
Literature,” in Comparative Literature in the Age of Multiculturalism, ed. Charles Bernheimer (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), 86-96; Emily Apter, “Global Translatio: The ‘Invention’ of 
Comparative Literature, Istanbul, 1933,” Critical Inquiry 29 (Winter 2003): 253-281. For influential 
arguments in opening up the field of Comp. Lit. to non-Western languages and cultures, also see Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak, Death of a Discipline (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003) and Franco 
Moretti, “Conjectures on World Literature,” New Left Review 1 (Jan.-Feb. 2000): 54-68. 
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but will also extend to newspapers, magazines, and journals in late nineteenth century 

İstanbul. I carried out extensive research in Turkey between 2004-2006 in order to find 

these materials, which come from the following archives and libraries in İstanbul and 

Ankara: Beyazıd Devlet Kütüphanesi, Taksim Atatürk Kitaplığı, Kadın Eserleri 

Kütüphanesi, İstanbul Üniversitesi Kütüphanesi, Milli Kütüphane, Türk Tarih Kurumu 

Kütüphanesi, İslam Araştırmaları Merkezi (ISAM), and Türkiye Büyük Millet Meclisi 

Kütüphanesi. Based on this research, I will demonstrate the extent and significance of 

women’s participation in the public sphere, show how women were intrinsic to the 

production and contestation of politics of modernity, and draw attention to the fact that 

many forms and institutions of modernity attributed to the Turkish Republic actually 

preceded it, a viewpoint that stands in opposition to most of the scholarship on this 

subject. My ultimate goal is to make a case for the need to bring Ottoman women and 

their work from the “waiting room of history,” to use a phrase coined by Dipesh 

Chakrabarty.47 My discussion of late Ottoman novels and magazines allows the readers to 

see that the changes in the political culture that made possible the improvement of 

women’s status were the result of debates that lasted generations and even constituted a 

major thematic in many works of nineteenth century fiction. In other words, 

emancipation wasn’t a mere “gift” of Kemal Atatürk to women, as most Kemalist 

feminists claim today. Early Ottoman Turkish novels provide an extremely rich and 

complex set of sources for understanding the cultural changes that brought women into 

the public sphere.48 The novels did not just reflect public attitudes towards these issues, 

                                                 
47 Dipesh Chakraparty, Provincializing Europe Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2000), 8. 
48 Because of the complicated nature of “Ottoman” identity, the term, “Turkish Novel,” refers to novels 
written in Ottoman Turkish rather than a national identity as we understand it now. It is a marker of 
linguistic difference rather than an ethnic or national one. As was true of most Muslim writers in the 
nineteenth-century Ottoman Empire, people living in the Ottoman Empire defined themselves as Ottoman 
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but they also challenged those values and actively participated in the struggle over 

women’s wider access to rights, including education rights, as we will see, for instance, 

in Fatma Aliye’s novel Refet, which I will discuss in detail in Chapter 4. 

THE PUBLIC SPHERE 

By the nineteenth century, Ottoman society saw a sharp escalation in the 

availability, variety, and popularity of periodical literature. The periodical, during late 

nineteenth century, established itself as a significant cultural force by including areas 

such as news reportage, political commentary, entertainment, instruction, and social 

criticism. Even though the strict censorship of the Sultan Abdülhamit period constrained 

the content and number of periodicals, after the Second Constitutional Period, these 

restrictions were eased so that there was a noticeable increase in the number, variety, and 

the quality of the periodicals published not only in the urban centers such as İstanbul, 

İzmir, and Salonika, but also in other provinces such as Kastamonu. 

Using the public sphere theory first propounded by Jürgen Habermas and 

subsequently modified by a number of critics, I explain the revolutionary potential as 

well as the disciplinary aspects of print culture in the late Ottoman Empire. For instance, 

I show how the publication of readers’ letters in the periodicals established a dialogue 

between the editors and the readers of these publications, projecting the idea of a 

community of readers mutually engaged in the production of the text. As the periodical 

and the novel developed, writers and editors were constantly negotiating different 

relationships to their audiences. My discussion emphasizes the various ways in which the 

periodicals and the novels addressed and represented their women readers, and in so 

doing, constructed a particular understanding of femininity. Reading the periodical and 

                                                                                                                                                 
rather than Turk or say Albanian, etc.; thus, my use of the term should mainly be understood as referring to 
a linguistic difference.  
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the novel not only brought readers into contact with images of women but also implicated 

them in the process of reading, which itself became gender-specific. While this process 

was partly defined by authorial and editorial intentions, it was also shaped by the 

historical and cultural position of these two genres. 

To define the work of this emergent network of Ottoman Turkish novels and 

newspapers and magazines, I am using public sphere theory, which emerges from Jürgen 

Habermas’s 1962 book, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry 

into a Category of Bourgeois Society (English translation in 1989). Habermas proposes a 

theory that explains modernity in terms of the origins and development of the public 

sphere in European bourgeois culture as a result of commercial and literary activity in 

eighteenth century Europe. He describes this bourgeois public sphere “as the sphere of 

private people coming together as a public.”49 As defined by Habermas, the public sphere 

is, “A domain of our social life where such a thing as public opinion can be formed 

[where] citizens … deal with matters of general interest without being subject to coercion 

… [to] express and publicize their views.”50 Habermas connects this social 

transformation to the dissolution of absolute monarchies and the gradual transformation 

of subjects into citizens in Europe. Habermas insisted that the public sphere must be 

theoretically distinguished from the political state. He defined the “public sphere” as the 

arena of bourgeois “civil society,” a public space where a public opinion based on free 

exchange of ideas can be developed. He also argued that this kind of public sphere first 

emerged in Britain and France in the eighteenth century and was enabled by the 

institutions of modernity such as the growth of print culture, postal service, coffee 

                                                 
49 Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of 
Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger with the assistance of Frederick Lawrence (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 1989), 27. 
50 Jürgen Habermas, “The public sphere,” in Contemporary Political Philosophy: An Anthology, ed. Robert 
E. Goodin and Philip Pettit (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1997), 105-108, 105. 
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houses, and salons. Habermas’s theory shows the essential relationship between the 

circulation of literary forms such as the novel and the diffused debate and commentary 

about cultural, social, economic and political issues in public spaces like the coffee 

houses, salons, and reading clubs, which collectively generated a new form of “audience-

oriented subjectivity,” different from the court society or the patron-artist relationships 

that had preceded it. Habermas takes this development to be crucial to the making of a 

democratic society. That’s why he argues that the differentiation and structure of the 

public and private spheres are essential to the character of modernity. 

Habermas claims that there are two forms of public: a literary and a political 

public sphere. And, as Calhoun explains, the two major processes that institutionalized 

the public sphere were the following: “First, the family was reconstituted as an intimate 

sphere that grounded both the evaluative affirmation of ordinary life and of economic 

activity alluded to above and the participation of its patriarchal head in the public sphere. 

Second, the public sphere was initially constituted in the world of letters, which paved the 

way for that oriented to politics. The two processes were intertwined. For example, early 

novels helped to circulate a vision of intimate sentimentality, communicating to the 

members of the literary public sphere just how they should understand the heart of private 

life.”51 

Public sphere theory provided a theoretical framework that helped me to see of 

the emergence of the first novels in Turkey in terms of the social role of literature, not 

just in terms of certain cases of didactic authorial intent, but, more deeply, as a mutually 

constitutive relationship between the novel and the formation of public spheres. In 

particular, I found helpful the importance that public sphere theory places on the role of 

the novel genre in the development of “the intimate sphere.” This, I argue, opens up a 
                                                 
51 Craig Calhoun, “Introduction: Habermas and the Public Sphere,” in Habermas and the Public Sphere, 
ed. Craig Calhoun (Cambridge: Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1992), 1-48, 10. 
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space for the mutual construction of the private and the public. In the case of Ottoman 

novels, this arose as concomitant to the specific author-reader relationship developed by 

the genre. Thus, the emergence of the first novels is intertwined with the political and 

cultural atmosphere of the nineteenth century Ottoman Empire, and they gave rise to the 

development of new arenas outside the boundaries of the state control. I explain the 

emergence of the literary public sphere as a space that articulates and connects the private 

and the public as defined by the following features: the desire to participate in a textually-

based community of readers; the development of a habit of reading; the need to turn to 

print for the validation of social experience or to create new role models; and reader 

dependence on the periodical as an agent implicated in the private realm.  

While in Habermas’s theory the public sphere is closely associated with a 

particular class, the bourgeoisie, in the Ottoman case the lines were less rigid. In places 

we consider to give rise to the public sphere, such as the coffeehouse, the kıraathane 

(reading room), and the salon, print culture was relatively more open to different classes 

and people, giving access not only to different classes but also to diverse ethnicities and 

religions. For instance, the notable Ottoman historian Cemal Kafadar, seeing the coffee 

houses in the Ottoman Empire as significant locales for public dissent, argues that the 

modernity project in the Ottoman Empire could be traced back to public protests that 

emerged and developed at coffee houses, the first of which was opened in the 1550s in 

İstanbul. He states that “Ottomans, with their own dynamics, lived the adventure of 

modernity in the sixteenth century.”52 Even though Kafadar does not go into details about 

the specific dynamics of this process, his identification of the coffee houses as places of 

                                                 
52 Cemal Kafadar, “Osmanlı, modernleşme serüvenini kendi dinamikleriyle 16. yüzyılda yaşadı,” interview 
by Nuriye Akman, Zaman, April 11, 2004. 
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dissent is significant, and, as such, they, I think, could also be regarded as 

“counterpublics.”53 

Another significant aspect of my study of the literary print culture of the late 

nineteenth century Ottoman Empire is its emphasis on the cultural and political work of 

the women’s texts and activism that developed around these texts. Habermas’s model of 

the public sphere does not include women as active participants of the public sphere: they 

are part of the literary public sphere only as readers but were excluded from the political 

public sphere: 

The circles of persons who made up the two forms of public were not even 
completely congruent. Women and dependents were factually and legally 
excluded from the political public sphere, whereas female readers as well as the 
prentices and servants often took a more active part in the literary public sphere 
than the owners of private property and family heads themselves. Yet in the 
educated classes the one form of public sphere was considered to be identical with 
the other; in the self-understanding of public opinion the public sphere appeared 
as one and indivisible.54 

Habermas’s exclusion of women and the working class from the public sphere has 

been criticized and challenged by several scholars from different disciplines, which led to 

the expansion of a modified public sphere theory to incorporate other social strata. One 

scholar who has offered “significant revisions” to Habermas’s theory is Joan Landes, 

who criticizes Habermas in her book, Women and the Public Sphere in the Age of French 

Revolution, for being inattentive to the gendered aspects of the eighteenth century public 

sphere.55 Bruce Robbins argues that “the lines between the public and private are 

perpetually shifting.”56 Nancy Fraser criticizes Habermas in failing to see the non-liberal, 

                                                 
53 For the concept, “counterpublics,” see, Michael Warner, “Publics and Counterpublics,” Public Culture 
14, no. 1 (2002): 49-90. 
54 Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 56.  
55 Joan B. Landes, Women and the Public Sphere in the Age of the French Revolution (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1988), 7. 
56 Bruce Robbins, “Introduction: The Public as Phantom,” in The Phantom Public Sphere, ed. Bruce 
Robbins (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), vii-xxvi. 



 29

non-bourgeois, competing public spheres. She also questions Habermas’s assumption that 

all interlocutors could take part in the public sphere equally by bracketing differences of 

race, ethnicity, class, or gender.57 Habermas, in his later writings, modified some of his 

claims by saying that “[T]he growing feminist literature has sensitized our awareness to 

the patriarchal character of the public sphere itself, a public sphere that soon transcended 

the confines of the reading public (of which women were a constituting part) and 

assumed political functions.”58 

I have used the feminist revisions of public sphere theory to theorize the role of 

the first Ottoman women’s magazines in creating women’s agency. As I explain in 

Chapter 3, most Ottoman historians and scholars from other fields have presupposed the 

polarized paradigm of the private/women and public/men to explain women’s lives 

before the Turkish Republic. But my research shows how porous those boundaries were, 

and how the demarcation separating public discourse from private experience was blurred 

by the periodical and the novel, which created a public discourse that exteriorized private 

experience. In this study, I argue that many Ottoman Muslim women in the second half 

of the nineteenth century participated actively in the public sphere. They expressed and 

discussed their opinions on a range of topics, from marriage to nationalism. Their views 

were circulated via the institutions of print culture such as newspapers, journals, and 

books, but also through the public forums of debate and public speeches. Not only did 

women participate in the discursive public sphere, but their opinions and activities had a 

significant impact on society and culture. 

I disagree with the characterization of the private sphere as independent from the 

public sphere. Rather than viewing the public/private division as one of absolutely 
                                                 
57 N. Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing 
Democracy,” in Habermas and the Public Sphere, ed. C. Calhoun (Cambridge: MIT, 1992), 117-118. 
58 Jürgen Habermas, “Further Reflections on the Public Sphere,” in Habermas and the Public Sphere, ed. 
Craig Calhoun, trans. Thomas Buger (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1992), 421-61, 427. 
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compartmentalized realms, with the private essentially protected from the intrusion of the 

public, I see the two spheres as mutually constructing each other. Privacy is constructed 

and articulated in the public sphere, just as the public domain is democratized and given 

new direction by voices coming from the private sphere. Print culture was the major 

instrument of that articulation. I explain the emergence of the literary public sphere as a 

space that articulates and connects the private and the public. Print makes the private 

visible, it reveals the social processes that constitute its meaning, and it locates it within a 

narrative within the public imagination—it produces, in effect, a public private. 

WHY THE NOVEL? 

Following feminist literary scholars such as Nancy Armstrong, I see fiction “both 

as the document and as the agency of cultural history.”59 Therefore, I see the nineteenth-

century Ottoman novels as part of a discursive community, while also recognizing that 

literary forms and genres are distinct practices. I believe that late nineteenth century 

Ottoman Turkish novels can provide unique insights into the collective act of imagination 

which flows into the modern perception of social reality.  As I show in later chapters, 

women writers such as Fatma Aliye are concerned with women’s agency in the public 

sphere as much as with women’s private moral influence. Indeed, I argue that the novels I 

discuss need to be recognized as constituting a distinctive political tradition of fiction, a 

tradition that consciously participates in public debates. For instance, the principle of 

mutual consent in marriage, encoded first and foremost in terms of the right to liberty of 

the new Ottoman citizen, was presented first in the novels written by the Ottoman male 

elite as one of the coordinates of the demand for greater political liberty they were 

promoting in newspapers. 

                                                 
59 Nancy Armstrong, Desire and Domestic Fiction (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 23. 
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Novels construct and convey the transmission of sensibilities, experiences and 

feelings that are otherwise not registered in other forms. As a form both private and 

public and as a form that both captures and produces the emotional and political nature of 

events and people, the novel can operate as a vector into the silences in the cultural 

archives of communities, can dissolve taboos and prohibitions in the act of simply 

representing them, and as such has the potential of questioning and opening up some of 

the less recorded, less dealt with, and less remembered issues of the past and present. In 

this sense, I argue that the early Ottoman Turkish novel acknowledges and produces the 

first encounter with modernity. For instance, the socializing of unrelated Muslim men and 

women was first represented in the pages of novels, which also reflected a fear of 

women’s uncontrolled sexuality. In most of the early novels written by men, romantic 

love ends with tragedy (mostly, the death or suicide of the heroine), which might be seen 

as a form of protest against just those cultural and political institutions to which Ottoman 

intellectuals dedicated themselves to reforming. In these novels, society is portrayed in 

such a way that a happy ending for the characters is impossible. The institutional 

obstacles included arranged marriages, parental control over choice of spouse, lack of 

education of women, etc. For young women, the desire for romantic marriage and 

resistance to arranged marriage were constrained by fear of the social consequences of 

surrendering to such desire, which was reproduced in the structural pattern of popular 

stories where such surrender led to endings that often involved either the suicide or 

killing of the young woman, as is the case in Namık Kemal’s İntibah (1876) and Sami 

Paşa Sezai’s Sergüzeşt (1887), for instance. The only novel that breaks this pattern is 

Fatma Aliye’s Muhâdarat (1891-92), where the heroine, Fazıla, is forced to leave her 

home and tempted to commit suicide but is ultimately saved by her commitment to her 
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Muslim faith, which forbids suicide. So, the young heroine is saved within the framework 

of an Ottoman Muslim ethos.  

Insisting that the cultural role of literature is to instruct, the first generation of 

Ottoman novelists such as Ahmet Mithat, Namık Kemal and Fatma Aliye emphasized the 

moral and pedagogical value of the novel. Ottoman writers believed that the novel had to 

be imbued with a sense of the social responsibility entailed by the act of producing and 

reading it. They saw in the novel form the possibility for not only domestic entertainment 

and pleasure, but also for introducing political and moral arguments in the domestic 

sphere where the new Ottoman elite could recognize itself and become conscious of its 

vices. Almost all novelists writing in this period agreed that the novel had to be a literary 

tool for creating a space where citizens could actively engage in public debate. In the 

midst of an imperial crisis of debt, territorial losses, and social upheaval, well aware of 

the economic lag of the empire in comparison to the European powers, the Ottoman elite 

wanted the novel to attract attention to the reasons for society’s decay. For instance, the 

novel cited as the “first Turkish novel” in most Turkish literary history books, Taaşşuk-ı 

Tal`at ve Fitnat (Romance/Love of Tal’at and Fitnat; 1872/1873) by Şemsettin Sami, 

specifically commented on this aspect of the novel genre. It was first published as a serial 

in the newspaper Basiret in 1872. The beginning of the serial was announced on 17 

Ramazan 1289 (1872) as follows: “In the story called Taaşşuk-ı Tal`at ve Fitnat, one can 

find a great amount of advice and counsel related to marriage and morality, along with a 

beautiful and entertaining story.”60 It is significant that the editorial identifies the work as 

an educational medium. This editorial piece also guides readers as to how they should be 

reading the story and for what purposes. I argue that from the outset the novel genre 

                                                 
60 Cited in Rauf Mutluay, 100 Soruda XIX Yüzyıl Türk Edebiyatı (İstanbul: Gerçek Yayınevi, 1970), 102. 
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developed as a social critique aimed at changing society through setting examples. In this 

case, and in several other examples of the early novels, the instructional themes revolved 

around the pressing issues of the time: the changing roles and expectations of women, the 

relationship between men and women, and critiques of certain social issues such as 

arranged marriages, the position of cariyes (domestic female slaves), and overly or 

wrongly westernized individuals. In other words, the novel in Turkey developed and 

functioned as a form of social commentary. This passage also points to another of my 

major claims in this dissertation: that the role of gender was intrinsic to the emergence of 

the novel genre. 

ORGANIZATION OF THE DISSERTATION 

Chapter 1 addresses the following question: What role did the print culture play in 

constructing an Ottoman Turkish identity? Among the Muslim Ottomans, the emphasis 

on the elements of Turkishness in the Ottoman language became a powerful symbol of 

their national identity at the end of the nineteenth century. This chapter narrates the shift 

from an inclusive Ottoman identity to a more specific and limited understanding of 

Ottoman identity, and in doing so it argues the following: The construction of the Turkish 

national imaginary leading up to the establishment of the Turkish Republic was not only 

passively registered but actively facilitated by cultural practices such as publishing and 

reading literature. 

The pioneer Ottoman novelists saw and used the novel form to disseminate their 

political, social, and cultural agenda. To explain the uniqueness of the development of the 

novel genre in Turkey, in Chapter 1, I examine the cultural and historical circumstances 

that gave rise to and shaped the first generation of novels. I explain the relationship 

between earlier narrative forms and new publishing strategies, such as serialization of 

novels in the press, to explain the development of an indigenous novel reading 
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community and culture. I argue that the transference of already existing reading and 

listening habits such as shared reading and listening to popular folk tales, romances, and 

meddah stories contributed significantly to the acceptance and flourishing of the new 

genre, as well as the thematic and structural characteristics of the first novels. I also 

explore the influence of French novels and translations on appropriation and 

hybridization of a very specific kind of European novel genre for the purposes of 

Ottoman cultural context.  

In Chapter 2, I examine Henüz On Yedi Yaşında (Only Seventeen Years Old; 

1882), a novel by Ahmet Mithat Efendi, who was the most prolific writer of the time as 

well as one of the most influential literati. He not only significantly helped the 

establishment of the novel genre in the Ottoman Empire but also provided the essential 

support for emerging authors, both male and female, by not only publishing their works 

in his newspaper, Tercüman-ı Ahval, but also encouraging them to write and publish their 

works. 

In my examination of Henüz On Yedi Yaşında, I explore the complicated 

relationship between sexuality and ethnicity in early Ottoman novels, and how the Greek 

prostitute functions as not only the ethnic Other but also the sexual Other in contrast to 

which Ottoman Muslim men and women can be ideally imagined and represented. The 

figure of the Greek prostitute embodies not only the threat of uncontrolled female 

sexuality to the social order in general but also shows how the terms of that conflict are 

given by the conditions established within the millet system of the Ottoman Empire. In 

this novel, too, we can see how the highly-marked urban spaces of modern İstanbul came 

to be represented as sites of the modern and the cosmopolitan, ultimately displacing Paris 

and London as the only centers of modernity. The setting and the characters in the novel 

also enable me to show how alternative forms of domesticity such as the brothel, which 



 35

functions as a site in which both intimacy and work are transacted, came to be imagined. 

Over the course of the nineteenth century, İstanbul contained  spaces such as theatres, 

department stores, parks, restaurants, and beer halls, which were structured so as to allow 

unrelated men and women to mingle. In Chapter 2 and Chapter 4, I explore texts that 

represent the differences in access and use the urban public space by women, according 

to the different social positions they occupy: notably in the difference between two 

characters, that of Kalyopi, a Greek prostitute, and Refet, a Muslim teacher candidate, 

both of whom are among the first representations of such women in Turkish literature. 

These two chapters locate nineteenth century public life in time as well as in space. 

Chapter 3 focuses on women’s journals in the late nineteenth century. My major 

argument here is that the cultural work of Ottoman women’s magazines and their impact 

on the political environment merits recognition as an influential factor in the public 

sphere. Ottoman women’s magazines such as the Hanımlara Mahsus Gazette and 

Kadınlar Dünyası established a women’s literary tradition that eroded the boundary 

between writer and reader, promoting women’s writing and reading as an activity in 

which the reader could respond in the same forum in which the writer published, thus 

making the reader into the writer and the writer into the reader. The consumption of 

literary culture, then, produced an erosion of the boundaries between public and private, 

and even made possible the questioning of their features. These magazines established a 

real community of intellectual women writers and readers, who became editors and 

contributors to a magazine that overtly promoted a feminist agenda. Periodicals provided 

an important locus for women, who had until then mostly figured in literary culture as the 

objects of writing (as readers) and the subject of writing (as characters), to emerge as 

writing subjects. In the periodicals published between 1868 and 1923, it became a 

common magazine practice for editors to issue invitations to women to read, to write for, 
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and to correspond with the periodical. They called for the “equality” of women and men, 

created an agenda around women’s problems, such as improvements for women’s 

education, and published advice columns on behavior problems involving many hitherto 

unmentioned dimensions of private life.  

The periodicals’ demands for women’s education, for example, called for a type 

of woman whose education would serve the purpose of her being a better wife and 

mother. This campaign to educate women to fulfill their new roles as modern wives and 

mothers was reinforced by the illustration of women deemed unfit for motherhood or the 

role of the good wife in the form of caricatures of the uneducated, ignorant female. The 

illiterate woman frequently became the reprehensible model against which the new 

“proper” female reader of the periodical was encouraged to measure and control her own 

conduct.  

In Chapter 4, as part of my project of recovering the cultural work women’s 

novels performed within the political arena of nineteenth century Ottoman society, I 

discuss the forgotten life and works of the first Ottoman woman novelist Fatma Aliye 

Hanım, analyzing two of her novels. I introduce and discuss her first novel, Muhâdarat, 

as one of the founding texts that narrates the social and economic problems of Ottoman 

elite women as it depicts and problematizes public attitudes, re-creating the standards of 

decorum, modesty, and virtue expected of an Ottoman Muslim housewife. In my 

discussion of this novel, I also focus on the ideology of women and reading, and how 

Fatma Aliye as a woman writer addressed the critiques that reflected anxiety about the 

possible effects of the novel genre on impressionable female readers. She attempted to 

change the terms of debate about women writers and readers by combating the portrayal 

of women’s writing as improper or immodest and instead depicting women as 

intellectually competent writers and readers. My discussion of Fatma Aliye’s second 
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novel, Refet, explores the first example in Turkish literature of a young professional 

woman who can survive on her own, that is, without getting married. Her survival is due 

to the educational opportunities that were partly gained as a result of the public 

campaigns and agitation that first grew in women’s periodicals. As a young Ottoman 

Muslim teacher, Refet stands out as an example of a professional woman who could not 

marry and could work in the public sphere while remaining a virtuous woman, and 

thereby provided alternative models for women seeking financial independence and 

social freedom. At the same time, Refet also contributes to the ideology of a woman’s 

role in the home, referencing its importance for the nation, and thus aligning female 

education with nascent Ottoman nationalism. The argument that women are nation-

builders who raise future citizens would become popular in early Republican discourse. 

Major female novelist of the Republican era, Halide Edib, (in both her memoirs 

and in studies on her life and work), is often presented as the sole female writer of 

modernity, existing alone in a male-dominated world of letters. As is evident from the 

materials I have presented in previous pages, this is a heavily mythologized notion, and 

casts into the shadow not only the Ottoman women writers who existed and contributed 

to cultural and literary life before her, but the whole world of literary and political 

connections and networks that had developed around women’s culture, and that bridged 

the divide between Ottoman and Turkish writers. My hope is that the materials I present, 

and my discussion of the lively journalistic and literary writings of women previous to 

and other than Halide Edib, will bring this world out from the shadows and bring about 

an acknowledgement not only of its existence, but of its role in prefiguring themes that 

were continued in the Turkish literary public sphere and, indeed, have been identified as 

uniquely belonging to the era of the Republic.  



 38

 

Chapter 1: Emergence of Ottoman Print Cultures and the Public 
Sphere 

Because for my country [vatan] I saw the greatest progress in literature and in the 
newspaper, I preferred to advance in those two paths rather than others.61  

The role of print culture both in shaping a vernacular culture and in nation 

building has been theorized by several scholars in different fields. One such scholar, 

Benedict Anderson, underlines the importance of language and literature as central 

symbols of national unity and identity, creating what he calls “imagined communities.”62 

In this chapter, I will explore the implications of the development of a lively vernacular 

print culture in İstanbul for the growth of Ottoman Turkish modernity and, later, 

nationalism. Through the promotion of standardized languages, nationalist education, and 

nationalized literature, people are made one with one nation and one state. Literature as 

an institution participates in the formation of a collective identity mainly by transforming 

myths, ideas, and attitudes into narrative form. The novel and the newspaper have been 

viewed as the major vehicles of the national print media since they help to standardize 

language and promote literacy.63 The statement quoted above by Namık Kemal (1840-

1888), one of the most influential Ottoman intellectuals of the late nineteenth century, 

captures my argument in this chapter: for the Young Ottomans who wanted to change the 

Ottoman state and society, print culture presented itself as an essential tool. The term 

Young Ottomans refers to the opposition group that criticized the Ottoman regime and 
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63 Timothy Brennan, “The National Longing for Form,” in Nation and Narration, ed. Homi Bhabha 
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agitated for more political freedom as well as a constitutional governing system. It 

included young bureaucrats as well as journalists and literati such as İbrahim Şinasi, Ziya 

Paşa, Namık Kemal, Ali Suavi and others. Aware of the educational possibilities of the 

newspapers and the novel, the Ottoman writers used them to disseminate their political, 

social, and cultural agendas. As I will explain in this chapter, they were the “cultural 

entrepreneurs” generating new visions of political forms for their societies. This chapter 

claims that the cultural work of the first Ottoman newspapers and novels and their impact 

on the political environment merit their recognition as influential public spheres.  

The first novels in Turkey were written in the second half of the nineteenth 

century by significant intellectuals in their time. The young Ottoman male intellectuals 

who wrote the first novels in Turkish also wrote columns in newspapers. In fact, they 

established their own newspapers in which they published their novels. Published mostly 

as serials in newspapers and magazines, the novel, from its very beginning in Turkey, 

developed as the premier aesthetic form in the cultural sphere for imagining, 

experimenting with, and creating the sometimes radical ideas of the young Ottoman elite. 

Thus, from the very beginning, the novel genre emerged and developed in Turkey as a 

social critique. I will first explain the historical and political context that prepared the 

environment for the first novels to be written. Then, I will examine the emergence of a 

viable print culture that nurtured the development of the first novels.  

SPECIFICITY OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE 

As nineteenth-century European imperialism reached its peak, the Ottoman state--

being the only non-Christian power in Europe--felt constant pressure on its ability to 

remain a world power. The Ottomans were aware that they were the “only major empire 

of the pre-modern Islamic world to survive with institutional continuity and a degree of 
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sovereignty into the era of modernization.”64 As the historian Selim Deringil explained 

during this period, “very disparate elements in Ottoman society, ranging from the 

bureaucratic elite and the Young Ottoman intelligentsia to the humble popular ulama, felt 

that a new social base was needed if the empire was to survive. From this new social base 

they hoped to confront the ideological challenges of the era.”65 For the young Ottomans 

(who were mostly educated in Europe--primarily France and England), print culture was 

the main medium through which they could promote their thoughts and create a debate 

around the issues they deemed important, which included the promotion of ideas such as 

“hürriyet” (freedom) and “vatan” (homeland or fatherland). 

The nineteenth century in the Ottoman Empire—as in the other parts of the 

world—was the age of transformation in every sense: the Ottoman Empire continued to 

lose land and power to Western countries, and fought wars with disastrous results, 

particularly with Russia. In addition, the central authority’s continuing loss of power to 

the local notables and nationalist and separatist movements first in the Balkans and then 

in Egypt further undermined its political authority. In 1804, the unsuccessful but 

unsettling Serbian revolt marked the beginning of a series of separatist movements, 

which culminated in the Greek uprising and eventually the establishment of the Greek 

state in the 1820s. Primarily as a result of continuous military defeats and land losses, the 

ruling Ottoman elite felt the need to make changes to save the empire. Most of the 

bureaucratic and structural changes to modernize the Empire took place during the period 

traditionally called the Tanzimat (Reorganization) period.  

The Tanzimat period refers specifically to the period from the declaration of 

Tanzimat in 1839 to the opening of the First Constitutional Assembly in 1876. During 

                                                 
64 Carter Findley, “The Advent of Ideology in the Islamic Middle East,” Studia Islamica LVI (1982): 171. 
65 Selim Deringil, “The Invention of Tradition as Public Image in the Late Ottoman Empire, 1808 to 1908,” 
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this period, in an attempt to reverse the ongoing loss of power, the Ottoman state 

embarked upon a recentralization project. With an imperial decree called the Gülhane 

Hatt-ı Hümâyunu (“Imperial Rescript of Gülhane”) of 1839, the Sublime Porte aimed to 

build a central bureaucracy in order to recentralize the administration, provide a legal 

framework for individual rights, and regain the loyalty of non-Muslim subjects of the 

empire as the Balkan territories of the empire began to separate through nationalist 

uprisings. The second part of the nineteenth century was significant for administrative 

changes in the Empire. 

On December 23, 1876, the first Ottoman constitution was created. Elections were 

held, and the parliament gathered in 1877 and 1878. However, Abdülhamid (reigned 

1876-1909) dismissed the parliament when he thought that the deputies were criticizing 

him too much, and for thirty years, he called no new elections. During this period, young 

bureaucrats, and intellectuals complained about the sultan’s personal control of the key 

government positions and decisions, and they demanded a better institutionalized and 

participatory political regime. They joined the opposition led by the Committee of Union 

and Progress (CUP). In 1908, mutinies among the army corps in the Balkan provinces pf 

the Empire rapidly grew to be a popular movement that consisted of people of different 

backgrounds and political aspirations. The CUP leaders demanded that Abdülhamid 

restore the constitution. Abdülhamid accepted their demands. On July 23, 1908, he called 

for elections and agreed to limitations on his authority.  

The Ottoman Empire has a unique position in terms of both colonial and 

postcolonial histories. Although it was never formally colonized, in many aspects it was 

faced with the force of other imperial powers such as England, France, and Russia 

through the seizing of territories and the domination of its finances. Şevket Pamuk, the 

notable historian of nineteenth century Ottoman history of economy, explains that the 
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Ottoman Empire, like the Chinese and Persian empires, never became part of either a 

“formal” or an “informal” empire. The Ottoman Empire’s autonomy was mainly due to 

the rivalry among the European imperialist powers, who could never agree on how to 

divide up the Ottoman lands, which made the Empire a site of contest rather than a land 

to be colonized. Şevket Pamuk summarizes the special characteristics of the Ottoman 

Empire that distinguished it from other similar cases, such as China, in the periphery, as 

follows: In the nineteenth-century Ottoman Empire, the central government and central 

bureaucracy were still relatively strong vis-à-vis other social classes; the Empire never 

lost its formal independence, and it was never colonized; the Sublime Porte could level 

the competing interest of the rival imperial powers over the Empire against each other, 

which allowed the Ottoman officials relatively more room to manipulate power, as a 

result of which no one power could eliminate any of its rivals.66 However, the mid-

nineteenth century is the period during which the Ottomans felt the economic and 

political influence of Europe most intensely. As Pamuk states, “the half-century from the 

1820s to the mid-1870s represents the first and rapid wave in the incorporation of the 

Empire into the world economy.”67 During the 1850s, inflows of foreign capital through 

state borrowing and direct investments in the Empire increased. 

This was the period during which not only the structural rudiments of the 

modernization process—a new style army, constitution, mass schooling, railways, postal 

service, paper money, museums, censuses, the opening of diplomatic embassies in major 

European cities, etc.--were implemented, but also a period that saw the formation of new 

attitudes and vocabulary defining the relationship between the ruling power and its 
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subjects.68 Concepts such as the legal equality of Ottoman subjects regardless of their 

religion, the rule of law above the rule of the sultan, and the state’s guarantee of 

individual rights were all major steps toward secularization and the modernization of the 

state. For instance, the Imperial Script of 1856 coined the word “vatandaş,” (compatriot 

or citizen) for the first time, defining the common bond among all Ottoman subjects. In 

this sense, the reforms of this period can also be seen as a movement to imagine a new 

kind of loyalty to the empire, one not based on religious community but on a new concept 

of citizenry defined as Ottoman. The fact that the first Ottoman parliament elected after 

the Young Turk Revolution included a multiethnic group of members also attests to the 

Porte’s attempt to include all of its subjects in its governmental body. Bernard Lewis 

cites that the Parliament during this period included “147 Turks, 60 Arabs, 27 Albanians, 

26 Greeks, 14 Armenians, 10 Slavs (including Bulgarians, Serbs, Macedonians, etc.) and 

4 Jews. These proportions remained more or less the same throughout the remaining 

years of the Empire.”69 

Although the economic and administrative aspects of these changes have been 

relatively well-documented, the cultural changes that accompanied these more overtly 

political changes have not been researched and written about to the same extent. In what 

follows, I make an argument for the essential role of print culture, language, and 

literature in this modernization process. The growth of the vernacular press in İstanbul in 

the 1870s prepared and produced the seeds of later Turkish nationalism. Among the 

Muslim Turks, a written Turkish language as opposed to Ottoman later became a symbol 
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of their new nationalist identity. After the first decades of the twentieth century (after the 

Balkan Wars), Ottoman identity increasingly assumed a Muslim and Turkish character.  

These, then, were the political and economic conditions that framed the spread of 

the print culture and the intricate ideological shifts that it brought about. As that culture 

contains, on the simplest level of analysis, both a pole of producers—writers, editors, 

printers, publishers - and a pole of readers—a constituency containing the literate, the 

illiterate who could be read to, scholars, activists, men and women embedded with more 

or less stringency in the public and private spheres, etc.– I will turn to the problematic 

interaction between the two next. 

CULTURAL DIVERSITY AND MULTIPLE PUBLICS 

Although several languages were spoken in the Ottoman Empire, not all of them 

were printed until the nineteenth century. Print languages in which there was a rich 

literary production were Ottoman Turkish, Arabic, Persian, Greek, Armenian, Ladino, 

and Hebrew. Moreover, a specific print language did not necessarily match a specific 

ethnic group. For instance, many educated Bulgarians and Rumanians used Greek as their 

print language. The Muslims in the Balkans wrote in their ethnic languages but with an 

Arabic script rather than the ones used by their fellow Christian countrymen, while 

Turkish speaking Christians used the alphabet of their religious community, that is either 

Greek or Armenian. Smyrna (İzmir), İstanbul, and Salonika were centers of Jewish print 

culture especially in Judaeo-Spanish. 

İstanbul—very much like its European counterparts like Paris or London—was a 

centre of publishing. It was the cultural centre not only for Ottoman Turks but also for 

Greeks, Bulgarians, Armenians, Jews, and Arabs. As one scholar studying Jewish 

printing history explained, as early as the seventeenth century, İstanbul emerged as “one 
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of the foremost printing metropolises for Jews of both eastern and western Diaspora.”70 

With its large non-Muslim populations, in the last half of the nineteenth century, in 

addition to dailies and weeklies in Ottoman Turkish, İstanbul had many other daily and 

weekly newspapers in different languages and scripts: nine Greek publications; five 

Armenian dailies and eight weeklies; a Jewish daily in Ladino and another daily in 

Hebrew; along with the Anglo and French daily presses, a paper in German; one in 

Italian; and one in Serbian.71 

Literary activity in the Ottoman Empire does not neatly fit into the traditional 

literary historical model in which all the major literary works are written in one dominant 

language identified with one “nation.” In fact, with its variety, the literary activity in the 

Ottoman Empire produced specific challenges to a neat system of one nation-one 

language. For instance, the Karamanlı, the Turkish speaking Greek Orthodox, or the 

Turkish speaking Armenians present special and interesting challenges to the association 

of a specific language with a specific ethnic or religious group. This diversity also can be 

seen in the first examples of the novel genre, an issue neglected by literary scholars 

studying the novel genre in Turkey. For instance, in almost all standard literary histories 

of Turkish literature and the Turkish novel, the first Turkish novel is cited as Şemseddin 

Sami’s Taaşşuk-ı Talat ve Fitnat (Love of Talat and Fitnat; 1872).72 This is indeed one of 

the early examples of the novel genre written in Ottoman Turkish, but where would we 
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put a novel such as Tamaşai Dünya ve Cefakiar-u Cefakeş (The Spectacle of the World 

and the Tormentor and Sufferer; 1870-71) a novel written by Evangelinos Misailidis, a 

Karamanlı author, and published one year before Taaşşuk-ı Talat ve Fitnat?73 Misailidis’ 

book is not mentioned in any of the books on Turkish literary history or novel history in 

Turkey. Another striking example that is neither included nor mentioned in the history of 

the novel in Turkey is The Story of Akapi (Akabi Hikayesi; 1851), which is a Turkish 

novel written in Armenian script and published in 1851 in İstanbul.74 Its author was 

Hovsep Vartanyan (1813-1879), also known as Vartan Paşa, an Armenian who was 

working as a translator at the Bahriye Nezareti. The novel narrates the love story of two 

Armenians from different denominations: Akabi is an Orthodox Armenian while Hagop 

is a Catholic Armenian. The novel itself was translated into Armenian and published in 

Yeravan only in 1953.75 This proto-history to what is considered to be the canonical 

history of the Turkish novel testifies to a forgotten or repressed cultural and linguistic 

diversity within the Ottoman Empire, one which has remained unclaimed not only by the 

Turkish state and intelligentsia but also by other nation states. 

Given this linguistic, cultural, and literary diversity whose contours are just now 

becoming apparent to a generation of scholars working outside of the shadow of 

nationalist ideology, we can, perhaps, appreciate how much we have to learn about the 

factors which went into Ottoman history that we simply don’t have the resources, at the 

present moment, to trace. In any case, we do know that the educational, administrative, 

and cultural policies and practices of the second half of the nineteenth century started to 

move towards the standardization and homogenization of Ottoman Turkish language and 
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culture in the literary sphere, which is a new phenomenon. The new Western-style 

education system that was implemented during this period helped to prepare the 

intelligentsia who would become important agents of the political and cultural changes in 

the later part of the century.  

In the nineteenth century, an entirely new school system was instituted to prepare 

the future officers, administrators, and tax collectors for their tasks. These new Western-

style systems of administration and education were instituted during the Tanzimat period 

and expanded during the reign of Abdülhamid. He strengthened them further by 

introducing telegraphs and railways—the rudiments, that is, of a modern system of 

communication. Therefore, young talented men from all parts of the empire were trained 

in İstanbul as military officers, administrators, tax collectors, or schoolteachers to be 

transferred from province to province at regular intervals of two to three years.76 Perhaps 

the most influential reforms initiated by the Tanzimat were in the field of education. 

The European-style educational system of the Tanzimat created a new social class 

that adopted European tastes in dress, social intercourse, literature, and thought. As has 

been documented by political theorists, historians, and sociologists studying this period, 

the new elite of the nineteenth century had a group consciousness that was separate from 

the imperial hierarchy of official functions. Its members became the bearers of public 

opinion on important matters of state, and they soon formed political associations to 

express such thoughts.77 In order to promote their ideas, they not only published their 

own newspapers and magazines but also wrote novels. Ottoman intellectuals such as 

Namık Kemal, Ahmet Mithat, and İbrahim Şinasi were all novelists and important 
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journalists who wrote extensively on the issues of modernity, Islam, freedom and equality 

in the Ottoman Empire, and the emancipation of women.78 They wrote many essays, 

several plays, and novels that both introduced the new ideals of the Ottoman intelligentsia 

and gave them tools for considering how to save the integrity of the Ottoman Empire. 

There were two important developments that paved the way for the first novels: first, the 

development of a vibrant printing culture, which literally provided a space for the first 

novels to be published and promoted the new form and the ideas contained within it; 

second, translations of European novels, which were adapted and appropriated by the 

Ottoman elite for an Ottoman audience with an Ottoman context and agenda.79 

FIRST OTTOMAN TURKISH NEWSPAPERS AND FORMATION OF A “PUBLIC OPINION” 

It is very difficult to assess the extent and impact of the press in the late 

nineteenth-century Ottoman Empire.80 However, there are cues that might give us an idea 
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about the extent of the print culture during this period. Hasan Duman, in his catalogue of 

the periodicals in Arabic script, lists approximately three hundred titles published 

between 1876 and 1908 in the Ottoman Empire. About one hundred of these were printed 

outside İstanbul, including major cities of the empire such as Salonika, Cairo, Alexandria, 

Beirut, and Aleppo as well as the provincial gazettes in Baghdad, Damascus, Crete, 

Kastamonu, Konya, Aydın, and others. Some of these gazettes were published in non-

native languages, and some outside the empire. Thus, in Salonika, for instance, he cites 

ten dailies, including one in French; in Beirut, dailies in Persian, Arabic and Hindi. There 

were Turkish journals published outside the Empire. İsmail Gaspıralı (Gaspirinski), for 

instance, published four dailies in Bahçesaray in Crimea.81 

Print culture thus played a significant role in nineteenth-century İstanbul and 

formed a public sphere that provided educated Ottomans a realm for critical debate that 

was relatively free from monarchical authority. By print culture, I refer to a form of 

intellectual and economic capital that included not only the publishers, writers, journals, 

and their readers but also the surrounding context that gave rise to it and nurtured it. It 

was the learning ground for critical public discussions. The new Ottoman elite were also 

aware of the potential for the press to inform, educate and voice opinions. Namık Kemal 

emphasized the possibility of everyone’s participation in the newspaper by stating that, 

“The newspaper makes the whole country a forum for friendly discussion. It is a forum 

such that, although it may be difficult for everyone’s wishes to be heard . . . . It is such a 

forum that although it may be difficult for anyone’s desire to be heard.”82 Young 

Ottomans were also aware of the wider access to newspapers by the masses. For instance, 
                                                                                                                                                 
in Turkey. Previously, the Jews established one in 1494, and the Armenians in 1565, and the Greeks in 
1627. For details, see Nesimi Yazıcı Takvim-i Vekayi: Belgeler (Ankara: Gazi Üniversitesi Basın Yayın 
Yüksekokulu Basımevi, 1983). 
81 Hasan Duman, İstanbul Kütüphaneleri Arap Harfli Süreli Yayınlar Toplu Kataloğu, 1828-1928 
(İstanbul: İslam Tarih, Kültür ve Sanat Araştırma Merkezi, 1986).  
82 Mustafa Nihat Özön, Namık Kemal ve İbret Gazetesi, 227. 
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Namık Kemal stated that “Twenty years ago, not more than five hundred people would 

read a newspaper published. Now, however, that newspaper is passed from hand to hand 

among at least, fifteen thousand people…For the last ten years, the number of our women 

reading newspapers has increased by 100%. Shopkeepers, butlers in İstanbul, they all 

read the newspaper or at least listen to it when it is read.”83 

On 1 November 1831, Takvim-i Vekayi (Calendar of Events), the first newspaper 

in Turkish was published. Because it was the official newspaper of the Bab-ı Ali 

(Sublime Porte), it was sent to all official employees in the country as well as to 

subscribers. For nine years, it was the only Turkish newspaper published in the empire. It 

functioned as the official newspaper of the state; its purpose was to create support for 

government policies and prevent unwanted rumors from spreading. It published newly 

accepted laws and decrees as well as news of domestic and foreign events related to the 

government and officials. It was the public voice of the Sublime Porte. As the empire was 

a multilingual formation, from time to time it was also published in five languages other 

than Turkish. One of these languages was French (so that it could reach the European 

public), and the others were the major languages spoken within the borders of the empire 

of the time—Arabic, Persian, Greek, and Armenian. Its official status allows us to regard 

this paper as the most important state media instrument of the time, the one that was 

directly aimed at forming public opinion.84 The fact that, most of the time, the sultan 

himself wrote the main article in the Takvim-i Vekai also testifies that the Sublime Porte 

saw the newspaper as a means of communicating with the public.85 

                                                 
83 Namık Kemal, “Mukaddime-i Celal” in Namık Kemal’in Türk Dili ve Edebiyatı Üzerine Görüşleri ve 
Yazılar, ed. Kazım Yetiş (İstanbul: Edebiyat Fakültesi Basımevi, 1989), 341.  
84 Yazıcı, Takvim-i Vekayi, 1-19. 
85 The information that sultan was writing to this newspaper comes from Kemal H. Karpat, Ottoman 
Population 1830-1914: Demographic and Social Characteristics (Madison: The University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1985), 96. 
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In the beginning, Takvim-i Vekayi was published once a week, and its annual 

subscription fee was 120 kuruş. Annual reports of the subscribers’ names were kept 

regularly, and the first edition had a circulation of around 5, 000. The reading circle of 

the Ottoman paper included a growing number of officials.  

We do not have exact literacy rates for the late nineteenth century Ottoman 

Empire. However, there are other indicators that provide a sense of the number of people 

who could read and write during this period. For instance, in 1894/95 1,577,000 boys and 

135,160 girls were attending school in the larger cities of the empire; this number does 

not include all the provinces of the empire. In the year 1894/95, there were approximately 

10,915 schools in these cities: 3,970 community schools administered by private citizens, 

as well as 2,380 state elementary schools, 3,859 rüşdiyes (high schools), 644 foreign 

schools, and others.86 Based on annual year-books and other sources, the historian Kemal 

Karpat estimates the illiteracy rate for the year 1894/95 as 46 percent.87 

There are also other statistical data that can give us a clue about the extent of 

literacy and print culture in late Ottoman Empire. For instance, the number of people who 

were in business or professions related to publishing or required literacy for the year 

1894/95 was as follows:  

Religious scholars 395,000; government secretaries 353,000; government officials 
185,000; teachers and scientists 87,000; doctors 14,000; book dealers and library 
guards 12,310; lawyers 10,300; lithographers 5,600; musicians and teachers 
3,250; book and map publishers 2,100; newspaper and magazine sellers, 750; 
newspaper correspondents, 550; journalists, 260.88 

These data, as well as personal memoirs, travel writings, and indirect references 

in newspapers and magazines suggest that literacy rates especially in larger Ottoman 

cities such as İstanbul, Smyrna (İzmir), Salonika, and others were not as low as one might 
                                                 
86 Karpat, Ottoman Population 1830-1914, 219. 
87 Karpat, Ottoman Population 1830-1914, 221. 
88 Karpat, Ottoman Population 1830-1914, 218. 
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have suspected. On the contrary, if one considers the fact that a lot of people heard books 

and periodicals read out loud, either in their homes or in coffee shops or kıraathanes 

(reading rooms), one can make the inference that print media were much more 

widespread and available than previous scholarship thought it to be, especially in urban 

areas of the Empire. Furthermore, with the help of the modern postal service that was 

established in 1840, print media were being distributed to remote corners of the empire. 

By 1890, there were 1543 telegraph and postal service centers all over the Ottoman 

Empire.89 The increase in the number of printing houses also indicates an increasing 

demand for print media. The annual Ottoman yearbook of 1883 cites 54 printing houses 

registered in the Galata and Beyoğlu districts alone.90 In fact, Karpat states that “by the 

end of the nineteenth century a substantial part of the citizenry of Istanbul, perhaps as 

many as 300,000 persons, read some sort of daily or weekly publication in one of the 

languages spoken in the city.”91 

While Takvim-i Vekayi produced the official line on news about the state and 

important domestic and foreign affairs, it fell short of providing unofficial news, which 

led to the establishment of private newspapers. The first two of these were Ceride-i 

Havadis (Journal of News), which came out on 31 July 1840, and Tercüman-ı Ahval 

(Interpreter of Conditions), which made its debut on 21 October 1860.92 Ceride-i Havadis 

was established by an Englishman named William Churchill and was still considered a 

semi-official paper, since it was subsidized by the government.  

                                                 
89 Uğur Peker, Osmanlı İmparatorluğu İdari Taksimleri ve Posta Şubeleri (Hic. 1306, Miladi 1890) 
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90 Server R. İskit, ed., Türkiye’de Neşriyat Haraketleri Tarihine Bir Bakış (Ankara: Milli Eğitim Bakanlığı 
Yayınları, 2000), 72. 
91 Karpat, Ottoman Population 1830-1914, 96. 
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Published by Agâh Efendi, a prominent figure in the Translation Office, which I 

explain in more detail below, and İbrahim Şinasi, a writer and poet, Tercüman-ı Ahval is 

considered the first newspaper that included opinion-based pieces and the first private 

newspaper that was published without any subsidy from the government. On 2 July 1861 

Şinasi left Tercüman-ı Ahval to establish his own printing house and started publishing a 

new newspaper called, Tasvir-i Efkâr. In addition to Agâh Efendi and Şinasi himself, the 

columnists in the Tasvir-i Efkâr included prominent intellectuals and novelists of the 

time, such as Namık Kemal and Recaizade Ekrem. These two newspapers played a 

pivotal role in the cultural and literary development of the Ottoman Empire not only by 

giving significant space to the publication of literary texts, but also by encouraging 

people to voice their opinions through essays and literature. Thus, the early newspapers, 

magazines, and novels published during these times were the major agents of the 

formation of “public opinion,” which they called efkâr-ı umumiye, after the French 

concept, “opinion publique.”93 

Şinasi’s editorial piece in the first issue of Tercüman-ı Ahval signaled an 

important departure not only for Ottoman Turkish journalism but also for the 

development of Turkish language and literature. In this editorial piece, he clearly stated 

that informing readers only about the news was not enough; newspapers, he wrote, 

should also reflect the opinions of their readers while educating the public and providing 

room for debate.94  

This was a revolutionary idea for the Ottoman society. The traditional forms and 

institutions in which ordinary people could express their opinions were, for example, 

legal petitions, conversations in coffee houses, oral folk songs and folk narratives. The 
                                                 
93 For an inspiring article on the development of “civil society” in the Ottoman Empire and on its Islamic 
sources, see Şerif Mardin, “Türk Toplumunu İnceleme Aracı Olarak ‘Sivil Toplum’,” Defter, Aralık-Ocak, 
1987: 7-16. 
94 Tercüman-ı Ahval, October 21, 1860. 
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notion that ordinary people could express their opinions in writing in a medium that 

reached almost all groups of different ethnic, religious, linguistic and social backgrounds 

was a revolutionary phenomenon. İbrahim Şinasi also wrote effective essays advocating 

the simplification of language to make it accessible to the masses. In his opening editorial 

for the Tasvir-i Efkâr, he proposed the purification of Turkish from Arabic and Persian to 

create a non-literary idiom that would be understandable to the majority of the 

population.95 He emphasized the role of language and literature in reaching out to the 

public and promoting change in society. For instance, the first Western-style theater play 

written in Turkish, Şair Evlenmesi (The Poet’s Wedding) was published in Tercüman-ı 

Ahval,96 and was written by Şinasi to satirize the traditional way of marriage in which the 

bride and groom do not meet each other until their wedding night.  

Young Ottomans like Namık Kemal and their passionate new writing style 

influenced younger Ottoman men. The influence of the ideals of the French Revolution 

on the Young Ottomans was clear.97 Ali Kemal, for instance, recounted how some 

medical school students were having their photographs taken, each of them carrying a 

sign stating the words “liberty,” “fraternity,” and “equality.”98 Namık Kemal translated 

the first stanza of “La Marseillaise” and published it under the title “Hürriyet” 

(Freedom).99 The writings of Young Ottoman intelligentsia often reference France and 

the French Revolution (1789) as symbols of the possibility for a break with the usages of 

absolute monarchy. For such revolutionary ends, the print culture provided a 

revolutionary means. 
                                                 
95 Tasvir-i Efkâr, June 27, 1862. 
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Namık Kemal also popularized a specific understanding of the idea of fatherland 

(vatan) during the middle of the nineteenth century. In his usage, the word “vatan” began 

to be associated with emotional attachment to the land. He defined “vatan” as “a sacred 

idea resulting from the conglomeration of various noble feelings, such as the people, 

liberty, brotherhood, interest, sovereignty, respect for one’s ancestors, love of the family, 

and childhood memories.”100 His play, Vatan Yahut Silistre (1873), charged this concept 

with emotions to promote feelings of patriotism, and it had a tremendous impact on 

thousands of younger Ottoman men who wanted be like him and “die for their country” if 

need be.  

The influence of Namık Kemal and his writings was widespread and deep, and 

reading Namık Kemal brought a bunch of young idealistic men together. Several men of 

this period refer to secretly reading his poetry and being influenced by it. Ahmet İhsan 

Tokgöz, for instance, wrote how he was influenced emotionally after reading Namık 

Kemal’s play Vatan Yahut Silistre.101 In his memoirs, Rıza Nur recounted how, as a 

military medical student, he accessed and read these materials secretly: 

Meanwhile I started to develop an appreciation for literature. I started to read 
Namık Kemal, Ziya Paşa, Abdülhak Hamit and other distinguished poets and men 
of letters. I was reading everything. I was addicted to Namık Kemal [his fiction] 
with so much affection and love. I memorized most of his poems. Namık Kemal 
gave me a great sentiment and love of freedom [hürriyet] and vatan. I was in 
ecstasy. I also wanted to write beautiful pieces like him. At that time, publications 
against Sultan Abdülhamit had started in Europe. Sometimes, I would get a hold 
of them. I was reading them with great love, and I was making propaganda to 
inject love for hürriyet and vatan among my friends. Most students at this school 
would secretly read Namık Kemal’s published and unpublished works, passing 
them from hand to hand. 102 
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REFORMS IN LANGUAGE 

One of the most important instruments for the creation of a collective identity is 

the vernacular. During this period, the question of language started to become profoundly 

important to Ottoman identity and has continued to have repercussions for the state to this 

day. Although most people associate the alphabet change with the Turkish Republic, as 

early as 1863, the Azeri playwright Ahunzade Mirza Fethalı proposed a Latin 

orthography for Turkish.103 

Cevdet Paşa, who also established the first Teacher’s College (Dârulmuallimîn) in 

1848, significantly helped in the formation of the first Turkish Academy (Encümen-i 

Dâniş) in 1850. In the Academy’s foundation lahiya, Cevdet Paşa drew attention to its 

role in improving the Turkish language: “The Academy will try to improve/develop the 

Turkish Language. This language has been neglected. The ancients in their works use 

Arabic and Persian words to such an extent that one can find only one or two Turkish 

words in a page.”104 The first decision the Academy made confirms the significance 

given to the simplification in language, “a Turkish grammar book needs to be prepared 

and published; a Turkish dictionary needs to be prepared, and a Turkish history needs to 

be written with a language that everyone can understand.”105  

During the preparation of the first Constitution in 1876, the language issue was 

placed on the agenda. The problem of how to communicate in an assembly formed of 

members from all over the Empire speaking several different languages posed a 

challenge. The first meeting of the Assembly was indicative of the problem. Even if a 

parliament member knew Turkish, he would speak with such a strong accent and 
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different dialect than that of İstanbul dialect that no one could understand him. To solve 

the problem, a new item was added to the 18th article of the constitution, stating that the 

official language of the Empire was Turkish and that anyone who would work in the 

government should know this language. Ahmet Mithat Efendi was ordered to take notes 

and record the speeches with an appropriate written language.106 This situation also 

strengthened the call to regulate the rules of the Turkish language and standardize it. In 

1894, attempting to homogenize the empire’s population, Abdülhamid decreed the 

compulsory teaching of Turkish in all the schools of the empire. The decree also 

demanded the use of a clear and simple language that was devoid of Arabic and Persian 

words not commonly used.107 Language reforms were one of the main issues discussed in 

the press of the time. More writers started to advocate for clarity and simplicity in literary 

language as opposed to the highly elevated, elaborate styles of the previous generations. 

They also advocated for using more Turkish vocabulary in literary language.  

The contribution of novelist and journalist Ahmet Mithat to the simplification of 

literary language was significant. He advocated for a language similar to the vernacular 

spoken among the public rather than the lofty, elevated style of classical Ottoman poetry, 

which had been the prominent literary form and style until the nineteenth century. He 

complained about the artificiality of classical Ottoman and proposed to go back to the 

“roots of the Turkish language,” “which had been our language for six or seven centuries 

ago, but not anymore. That Turkish isn’t our language anymore, neither is Arabic or 

Persian…So then what should we do? Should we be without a language? No, isn’t there a 

language that our people use? Let’s make that the language of our nation.”108 
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For many centuries, the genre par excellence of Ottoman literature had been 

classical poetry. The form, contents, imagery, vocabulary, and even the syntax of Persian 

poetry were influential for classical Ottoman poetry, which in time led to a major 

difference in style, content, vocabulary, and syntax of the Ottoman Turkish used by elite 

classes in contrast to the ordinary people.109 Ottoman Turkish included Turkish, Arabic, 

and Persian vocabulary, and when Arabic and Persian words were used, one was required 

to use them with appropriate Arabic and Persian grammatical structures. This stipulation 

made the highly eloquent linguistic style of high Ottoman very difficult for the masses to 

learn. The script was based on a mixture of Arabic and Persian letters. Since the script did 

not show the vowels, it also led to misunderstandings. Ahmet Mithat explained the 

linguistic problem as follows: 

Our literary language is not the language of one nation. It is not Persian, Arabic, 
or Turkish. The masterpieces of our literature cannot be understood by an Arab or 
Persian. We also cannot claim that it is our literature, because we do not 
understand it either. Are we getting to be a nation without a language? No, 
because our common people have a language which they understand. Let us 
replace theirs with our literary language, and create a national language out of 
it.110  

The lexicographer Şemseddin Sami (1850-1904), who also wrote novels and 

essays in magazines and literary journals, rejected the claim that Ottoman was a mixture 

of three languages: “It has become customary to say that the Ottoman language is 

compounded of three languages: Arabic, Persian, and Turkish. This understanding is 

counter to custom and rules stated in most of the grammar books, manuals of 

composition, and the like. How wrong, how foolish an error is this! A language 
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compounded of three languages is something the world has never seen! No, this is not the 

case; every language is one language.”111  

As the literary elite removed itself from the influence of the court, it complained 

about the difference and distance between the high literary language of the court and 

classical Ottoman poetry and, for the first time, started to voice the importance of writing 

with a simpler prose style that was closer to the spoken language of the masses. They also 

started to question and change the structural and ideological basis of language and 

literature. Şemseddin Sami was one of the first to call for developing a modern literary 

Turkish that was based on the İstanbul dialect and supplemented with terms from eastern 

Turkish. Şemseddin Sami is also an interesting and exemplary figure of the complicated 

and unique nature of the relationship between language and ethnic identity.112 Although 

he was an Ottoman of Albanian ethnic origin, Şemseddin Sami was one of the major 

figures who contributed to the standardization of the Ottoman Turkish language and 

literature. The Latin-based alphabet called “Stanboul Albhabet” for Albanians in İstanbul 

in 1879, which was adopted by the members of the Cemiyet-i İlmiye-i Arnavudiye 

(Albanian Society of Science) can even be considered a forerunner of the script change 

that was made after the establishment of the Turkish Republic.113 

Şemseddin Sami especially developed the Turkish element of Ottoman in his 

dictionary Kamus-ı Türkî (1899).114 This dictionary was taken as a basis for the 
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development of the “standard” Turkish written language by the Turkish Philological 

Society in 1932. In addition, he was the chief editor of the daily newspaper, Tercüman-ı 

Şark, the founder of several journals; the author of novels, plays, and the six-volume 

encyclopedia, Kamus ul-‘Alam (1889-1899). He was also a translator of several works 

from French into Turkish, including Les Misérables (Sefiller, 1878) and the publisher of 

French-Turkish (1882) and Turkish-French (1884) dictionaries.  

Another important private newspaper Tercüman-ı Hakikat, which began 

publication in 1878, also promoted a simplification of language and the publication of 

literary works under the editorial direction of Ahmet Mithat Efendi. The topics Ahmet 

Mithat covered and the writing style he developed played a crucial role in the formation 

of a reading community. His translations from French and his adapted and original novels 

helped immensely to popularize literature and reading. As the famous Turkish novelist 

and literary critic Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar (1901-1962) wrote, Ahmet Mithat “taught the 

Turkish public to read novels.”115  

CRITICISM OF OLD OTTOMAN LITERATURE AND ADVOCATING A NEW STYLE AND 
FORM 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, Young Ottoman writers began to 

argue that old Ottoman literature consisted of either collections of formulaic divans full 

of clichéd, flowery language, or popular folk tales that were full of unrealistic or fantastic 

elements such as genies and fairies. Being opposed to this style, they advocated the 

realism of the novel and Western-style theater to educate the public. For the young 

Ottomans, such as Namık Kemal, literature needed to reflect outside reality. In the 

preface he wrote to his play Celâlettin Harzemsah (published in 1866 in Egypt and in 

1876 in İstanbul), Namık Kemal criticizes classical Ottoman Literature as being “tabiata 
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mutabık olmayan” (inconsistent with nature, i.e. not reflecting nature truthfully).116 He 

complained about the supernatural elements in popular narratives, stating that: “However, 

our stories, since they are in the nature of finding treasures with magic, or disappearing in 

the sea and then reappearing in the inkpot of the writer … subject matter that is not based 

on truth and nature and is lacking descriptions of morality, detailed explanation of good 

manners, and analysis of emotions, or the conditions of good manners; they are, rather on 

par with fairy tales. On the other hand, the narrative stories we have, such as “Hüsn-ü 

Aşk” (Beauty and Love) and “Leyla ile Mecnun” (Leyla and Mecnun) are not novels with 

respect to their subject matter or forms of composition but rather are spiritual/Sufi 

[tasavvuf] tracts.” 

TRANSLATIONS, ADAPTATIONS, AND THE MAKING OF THE EARLY TURKISH NOVEL 

During this period, there was an increased emphasis on learning European 

languages, an idea that was promoted by the Ottoman elite. For instance, one of the 

influential statesmen of the time, Ziya Paşa, made the following comment: “If one wants 

to understand the world, one needs to learn a European language.”117 Thus, the point of 

cultural and political reference was Europe, and more specifically, the French language. 

French attained the status of a semi-official language in the Ottoman Empire, and of a 

common language of communication between the educated classes of different ethnic and 

linguistic communities. Books in French were available in local bookstores and were read 

widely by both the Muslim and non-Muslim educated classes. Newspapers, magazines, 

and books in French had an influential impact on the transmission of Western literature 
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and ideas to the Ottoman reading public. The reasons for the popularity of French, 

especially among the elite, were manifold. 

First of all, the Ottoman Empire’s official ties with France went back to as early 

as the sixteenth century. France was the first nation that established an embassy in 

İstanbul; the French had diplomatic representation in the Empire since the time of Kanuni 

Sultan Süleyman (1520-1566).118 Second, after 1827, large numbers of Ottoman students 

were sent to Europe, especially France. For instance, in 1856, forty-six students were sent 

to Paris. The following year, a school, Mekteb-i Osmani, was established for them in 

Paris. The expenses of the school eventually led to its closure in 1864, but the French 

model in Ottoman education had spread to the larger empire.119 These students, when 

they returned home, not only kept learning and speaking and reading French but also 

taught and spread the French language.  

Third, French Catholic missionaries were active in the empire especially through 

the schools they established for the Christian minorities. The French were also the first to 

acquire the right to protect European Christians who lived in Ottoman lands.120 Karpat 

notes that “At the beginning of the twentieth century a total of 62,336 students in the 

Ottoman state were recorded as learning French in various schools, many of which 

received financial help from the French government.”121 For instance, The Alliance 

Israelite Universelle (AIU), a French Jewish organization, had a widespread schooling 

network in the whole empire, being the most important educational institution for the 

                                                 
118 Alfred L. Wood, A History of the Levant Company (London: Oxford University Press, 1935), 12. 
119 On the Ottoman students sent to study in Paris and the establishment of an Ottoman school there, see 
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Ottoman Jewish.122 At the turn of the twentieth century, AIU had 183 schools established 

in the Ottoman Empire, and 43,700 students attending these schools had all their teaching 

in French.123 

Western-style education implemented as a result of the Tanzimat reforms that I 

discussed earlier also emphasized European knowledge; the curriculum included French 

language and literature. The Ottoman Education Act of 1869 was based on a report 

written by Victor Duruy from the French Ministry of Education.124 The curriculum of 

idadi schools in 1899, for instance, lists French as the only Western language course 

taught.125 Even in the military schools, the textbook used for French instruction included 

Fénelon’s Fables and Voltaire’s Historie de Charles XII and Dictionnaire 

Philosophique.126 

The foundation of the Mekteb-i Sultani, Imperial Ottoman Lycée at Galatasaray, 

in 1868 was another important step toward the education of Muslim men in French. The 

medium of instruction was French, and it was modeled on the French school system in 

both its curriculum and administration. Historically, graduates of this school have been 

significant agents of change both during the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic 

since they hold high administrative offices. 

Many of the Ottoman elite perceived France, especially its language and 

literature, as an ideal to aspire to. One article in an Ottoman newspaper expressed this 

succinctly: “Our position in comparison with France is like that of an uneducated child 
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beside an accomplished scholar.”127 One needs to also note that the ruling sultans of this 

period were very much interested in and curious about Europe and European culture. In 

1867, for the first time an Ottoman sultan visited Europe. Upon Napeleon III’s invitation 

to the Paris Exhibition in 1867, Abdülaziz (r. 1861-1876) visited several European cities, 

including Paris, London, Brussels, Vienna, Budapest, and others.128 

Like other princes, Abdülhamit was tutored in French as well as in other 

traditional subjects. He learned to play the piano and enjoyed Italian comic operas. He 

found Ottoman classical music “gloomy.” He didn’t like romantic novels because he 

believed that they inspired dreamy ideas that led to alienation and distress. Instead, he 

developed a particular interest in detective fiction, travelogues, and history. He was also a 

careful follower of the major European newspapers. He was so addicted to detective 

fiction that he had a special group of translators in the palace who immediately translated 

the latest detective novels published in Europe so that he could read them. He was 

particularly addicted to Sherlock Holmes novels; unfortunately, we do not have a list of 

the books he had read.129 

It wasn’t only Abdülhamid who was addicted to reading novels. During the late 

nineteenth century more and more elite and educated Ottomans were exposed to 

European books, especially French novels. Both the travelogues written by European 

visitors and memoirs written by Ottoman men and women from this period all refer to the 

time that they were first exposed to European books. For instance, in his memoirs, Ahmet 

İhsan Tokgöz, the founder and publisher of the literary journal Servet-i Fünûn, referred to 
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seeing a copy of “Jules Verne in French” at the house of Telgraf Nazırı, Agah Efendi, in 

Ankara. Agah Efendi would read this book to Ahmet during his French classes.130 

Edmondo De Amicis described the moment of surprise when he saw copies of French 

books at a bookstore in Pera: “I dropped my eyes and read in a shop window: ‘La Dame 

aux Camélias—Madame Bovary—Mademoiselle Giraud ma femme.’ I too felt the force 

of that sudden contrast and had to stand awhile mulling it over.”131 

Translations of French novels, short stories, plays and essays were part of most 

Ottoman literary newspapers and magazines.132 Demetra Vaka (1877-1946), a notable 

Ottoman Greek female writer, stated her female friends, around 1901, that “They read a 

lot of French novels, without pretending that they did it for the sake of ‘culture’.”133 

Famous writer Halide Edib Adıvar also writes about her grandmother’s reading habits in 

the early 1890s. She remembers her “Granny, reading a Turkish translation of one of the 

Dumas types of novel, so charming and so distinctive a product of French genius, was 

sitting on her bed. Her lamp was on a low table, and she was reading aloud to herself as 

was her habit.”134 While old women reading novels was probably not a very common 

habit among the population in the nineteenth century, the image of a woman reading a 

French novel becomes one of the key metaphors of Westernization and its harmful effects 

in the late nineteenth century. As we will see in Chapter 4, Fatma Aliye will critically 

engage with this image of the woman reader reading French, especially popular 

sentimental French novels, inquiring into the culture that promoted this kind of idle 

reading and the image it produced of the female reader. 
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THE TRANSLATION BUREAU 

Another institutional development that paved the way for more interest and 

knowledge in European languages was the establishment of a special office, called the 

Translation Bureau. The increased contact between the Ottoman Empire and Europe 

resulted in the early nineteenth century in a need for more and better interpreters. This 

need gave rise to a crisis when, simultaneously, the suspicion rose at the Porte that the 

Phanariot Greeks who traditionally acted as the translators for the government office, 

were disloyal to the Ottoman Government.135 High ranking Greek Phanariots were 

consistently employed in administrative and bureaucratic positions in the Ottoman 

Empire.136 In 1822, a special section called the Bâb-ı Âlî Tercüme Odası (Translation 

Bureau of the Sublime Porte) was established in order to foster systematic language 

learning among Muslim Turks. The Bureau was, in particular, established with the 

purpose of teaching officials the French language in order to break the monopoly of the 

Greek interpreters. By the 1840s, this bureau had already become one of the most 

important centers preparing young men for governmental careers.137 Young men, who 

were eager to learn European languages, especially French, gathered at the Translation 

Bureau, and, along with the young clerks working at the Bab-ı Âli or the Sublime Porte, 

they became a circle in which a kind of consciousness raising took place, one in which 

the language and attitudes of modernity were injected into the Ottoman context. 

Influential writers and intellectuals of the time came out of this Bureau; for instance, 

Namık Kemal was an employee of the Bureau in 1858.138  

                                                 
135 Because these families were living in the Phanar (Fener) district of İstanbul, they were known as the 
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Modernity and Aesthetic Culture: Inventing National Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1991).  
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WHAT WAS UNDERSTOOD FROM THE CONCEPT OF THE NOVEL? 

İnci Enginün and Zeynep Kerman, professors of Turkish literature, state that 

translations from Western literatures into Turkish started in 1859, particularly with 

translations from Victor Hugo and the Enlightenment philosophers.139 The novel genre 

was also introduced to the Ottomans by translations from French and English novels. The 

Turkish word for the novel “roman” is itself a borrowed word from the French.140 The 

first European novels translated into Turkish were: Abbé Fénélon`s Télémaque in 1859, 

Victor Hugo`s Les Misérables in 1862, Daniel Defoe`s Robinson Crusoe in 1864, 

Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s Paul et Virginie in 1870, and Alexander Dumas’s The Count 

of Monte Cristo in 1871.141 Most of the novels translated from French were romantic and 

sentimental novels. By 1880, several other translated works of European literature, in 

particular French literature, reached Ottoman readers. Some of these works were by 

Alphonse de Lamartine, François-René de Chateaubriand, Jean Racine, Jules Verne, 

Eugène Sue, William Shakespeare, and Molière. One needs to remember that most of the 

French novels first translated into Ottoman were popular serial novels (roman feuilleton) 

that first appeared in journals such as Le Figaro, L’Illustration, etc. 

Translations played a fundamental role in the emergence of the nineteenth-century 

novel. Several Ottoman novelists made translations from European, and especially 

French, novels before they wrote their own. However, these translations had a unique 

quality, since most translators adapted the texts they were translating to Ottoman 
                                                 
139 İnci Enginün-Zeynep Kerman, “Türkçede Emile Zola Tercümeleri ve Emile Zola Hakkında Yazılar 
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contexts. Through their translations, they recreated the novels they were translating, 

adapting them to the social and historical conditions of Ottoman society. Their 

translations constituted the appropriation of a foreign text and form. A good example of 

how European novels were appropriated by Ottoman writers for an Ottoman audience 

with an Ottoman context and agenda is Ahmet Mithat’s adaptation of Cervantes’s Don 

Quixote titled Çengi (1877) in Turkish. Ahmet Mithat acknowledges and justifies the fact 

that his book is not a direct translation of Don Quixote by saying that his readers would 

be able to appreciate Cervantes’s novel much better if it took place in İstanbul, as was the 

case in Çengi.142 

THE SERIAL FORM 

Historically, novels were first serialized in newspapers in France in 1836 with the 

goal of increasing the readership of the periodical. It was a form that mixed the news and 

the plot, the literary and the factual.143 Serial form also made shared reading more 

convenient since the reader and listeners could stop after each installment and gather 

together for a new reading/listening session the following day. Doing so allowed them 

ample time to discuss and comment on the part they had just read or listened to. Thus, 

they created reading communities.  

The first serial to appear in an Ottoman newspaper was the play by Şinasi entitled 

Şair Evlenmesi that I have previously mentioned. It was published on 21 October 1860. It 

was published in the first issue of the newspaper, Tercüman-ı Ahval. Şinasi introduced 

the concept of a serial (tefrika) as follows: 
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Inevitable Question: What is the meaning of the term serial (tefrika)? 

Answer: As it is seen in the journals of Europe and other places, it is the lower 
part of the newspaper which is specifically separated where literary subjects are 
enclosed. They call this feuilleton in French. So much so that men who are 
interested in reading educational works mostly buy a newspaper for this. Because 
of the possibility of cutting and setting apart this part of the newspaper without 
damaging other writings, if desired the accumulated pages may be put into a book 
form. Wishing also to design our newspaper in this fashion we separated the 
lower part of the first leaf with a horizontal line and called it a serial (tefrika).144 

In his preface to his translation of the Télémaque, Yusuf Kamil Paşa introduced the novel 

as follows, “even if it [Telemaque] may appear to be a story, one should rather describe it 

as a book of morals [ahlak kitabı].”145 The first Ottoman novelists saw the novel genre as 

part of the social reformation project. As one of the most productive novelists of the time, 

Ahmet Mithat Efendi articulated this understanding: the goal in novel writing was “to 

change people’s thinking and life style in sofar as it is contradictory to the contemporary 

civilization.”146 

For the male intelligentsia of the time, the novel functioned as a social forum for 

critiquing society as well as a vehicle for introducing and promoting their ideals about the 

culture and society. The novel was regarded as an educational tool precisely because of 

its ability to convey political ideas, and cultural models through character development 

and editorialized personal behavior. For example, Ahmet Mithat’s constant authorial 

digressions and use of encyclopedic information claimed for the novel alongside other 

forms of print culture such as the newspaper and the magazines, both the space for public 

debate and the formation of a national consciousness. In the preface to one of his novels, 

Ahmet Mithat stated the following: 
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If one arrives at the conclusion that there is nothing like the novel for the 
entertainment and enlightenment of the literate, then one should also realize that 
novels, above everything else, also improve the public/people (halk). The novel is 
not only about narrating a pleasant or strange (garip) incident. That plot also 
corresponds to sciences, technology, philosophy, geography, history, and the 
information which we receive along the way that is related to each of these 
broadens the knowledge and learning of the readers.147 

Although the novel form itself may have been introduced by European examples, 

translations, and adaptations of them, this does not mean that the first original novels 

written in Turkish were mere copies of European novels. Traditional narratives such as 

folk tales and popular romance stories like Hançerli Hanımın Hikaye-i Garibesi also 

influenced the first Turkish novels both in content and in form.148 Traditional stories were 

mostly heard rather than read. They were either read aloud in the household to all family 

members or narrated and acted out by meddahs in coffee shops. The first novels were 

also mostly heard rather than read. This tradition of reading novels to all family members 

and even to guests was part of the elite konak life, remembered, for instance, by the 

novelist Halid Ziya Uşaklıgil as part of his childhood in İzmir. In his memoirs, he 

described how his grandfather used to read novels to his family and guests in the 

1880s.149 The other local narrative form that influenced the first novels both in form and 

content was the meddah (story teller) stories. 

MEDDAHS AND MEDDAH STORIES 

The influence of the local story telling and story teller tradition is unique to the 

development of the novel genre in Turkey. The meddah was not only a story teller but 

also an impersonator.150 While telling stories, he would skillfully imitate the voices, 
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 71

accents, and characteristics of various types of people in İstanbul. During the same story, 

he would impersonate a variety of people ranging from the rough uneducated voice and 

accent of the villager to the pompous pretentious alafranga gentlemen, the voice and 

accent of an Arab nanny, to the street calls of an Albanian peddler. Sometimes, a music 

ensemble would accompany the meddah to enliven his performance. Several European 

travelers to İstanbul recorded the meddah performances they witnessed. Interestingly, 

almost all of them pointed out the realism of the performances. As we understand from 

these accounts, the meddah must have been not only a great actor but also an acute 

observer of society, since most of the meddah stories are commentaries on society 

through ridicule and satire.  

The fact that most of the written materials were read aloud also affected the forms 

of the first novels, especially those written by Ahmet Mithat. As noted by several Turkish 

literary critics such as Özün, Kudred, and Moran, like a meddah, Ahmet Mithat wrote his 

novels as if he was talking to his readers.151 He would constantly address his audience, as 

“dear reader,” (Ey karii), mention things about himself, ask the reader questions, and 

diverge from the plot to explain things that might be unfamiliar to his audience. His 

narrative style as well as his authorial voice brought the new novel genre closer to the 

Ottoman public, which made the experience of novel-reading/listening similar to 

listening to a meddah story. This close, affectionate, and as some have called it, 

“fatherly” relationship between himself and his readers/listeners contributed significantly 

to the spreading of this new genre among the public. His style and tone assumed an 

intimacy between himself and his readers as it reminded them of the face-to-face 
                                                                                                                                                 
Based on Huseyin Wa’iz Kasfihi’s sixteenth century manuscript Futuwwatnama-i Sultani, And recounts 
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storytelling of the meddahs that print culture had started to replace, though its practice 

remained in the custom of reading novels aloud in family or in public settings, such as 

coffeehouses.  

READING/LISTENING COMMUNITIES  

Where could one access books in nineteenth-century İstanbul? 

Most people from this era specifically remembered and mentioned their moment 

of encounter with books, bookshops, and people with personal libraries. For instance, in 

his memoirs, Ahmet İhsan Tokgöz, the founder and publisher of the literary journal 

Servet-i Fünûn, from its inception on 17 March 1891 until his death in 1942, narrated 

how his interest and love for books began on the day he saw the library of Süleyman Sudi 

Efendi. Seeing that Ahmet İhsan was mesmerized by his book collection, Süleyman Sudi 

Efendi gave him 50 books as a gift and then asked, “What do you want to be when you 

grow up?” Ahmed İhsan quickly answered, “A man who will make books like this.”152  

The largest book collections in the Empire were in İstanbul. There were both 

public and private libraries.153 At the end of the eighteenth century, there were about 

thirty five public libraries in İstanbul.154 Sufi lodges were another major source for 

accessing books, especially manuscripts.155 In the second half of the nineteenth century, 

the number of printed books increased significantly. The Ottoman elite could access 
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books in the privacy of their homes, whereas, for the masses, the coffeehouses and the 

kıraathanes (reading rooms) were the main places at which they could either read 

newspapers and books or hear them being read. These places were instrumental in 

creating reading communities around print media. 

The kıraathanes, the first of which was opened in İstanbul in 1861, were places to 

educate the public with books and newspapers. Some of them had forty newspapers in 

major European languages. They were also places for the literati to meet and debate 

current issues.156 Robert Walsh, who was a chaplain to the British Embassy at İstanbul in 

the 1830s, wrote about the reception of Takvim-i Vekayi, the first Ottoman Turkish 

newspaper, at a kıraathane in İstanbul as follows:  

The publication of the news of the empire in this way [in newspapers] soon 
became a universal attraction. The paper made its way to coffeehouses, and the 
same Turk that I noticed before dozing half-stupified with coffee and tobacco, I 
now saw actually awake with a paper in his hands eagerly spelling out the news. 
But the most usual mode of communicating it are the newsrooms, and a place is 
taken where those who wish to hear it assemble … the attention paid [to the 
newspaper reader] is very different from that which I saw them give to a story-
teller. There was no mirth or laughter excited, but all seemed to listen with 
profound attention … the rayas of the empire soon caught the spirit of such 
publication, and were delighted with the permission to imitate it.157 

Those who bought newspapers and books considered themselves to be among the 

educated elite. Also, because of a widespread and strong coffeehouse culture among men, 

these newspapers were read aloud in coffeehouses and therefore reached beyond the 

circle that bought them. In the second half of the nineteenth century, certain coffeehouses 

started to become the meeting places for literary people, scientists, and intellectuals.158 

Birsel noted that in some of these coffeehouses, books were read aloud to the crowd: 

“Most of the times, one of the customers would read, and the others would listen. The 
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coffeehouse owner wouldn’t take money for coffee from the customer who read the book 

out loud. … Most of the time, the books that were read aloud were books such as Kan 

Kalesi, Hamzaname, Battal Gazi.159 The coffeehouse owner would rent these books from 

the Sahafs [Antique/old book sellers].”160 Ahmet İhsan also mentioned that the 

coffeehouse run by Sucu Kosti was another popular place that Ahmed İhsan, Ahmed 

Rasim and other young writers went to gather. Another significant kıraathane of the 

period was Sarafim Kıraathanesi, where enthusiastic young men could meet with 

intellectuals such as Ebuzziyya Tevfik Bey, Şair Galib Bey, and Namık Kemal.161 

White suggests that there were approximately 2,500 coffeehouses in İstanbul in 

the first half of the nineteenth century.162 Coffeehouses were more than place where 

coffee was served, they were important sites of public socialization for men. As in 

seventeenth and eighteenth century London and nineteenth century Paris, coffeehouses in 

İstanbul were places at which men met, talked, exchanged gossip and information, read 

or listened to newspapers or books being read, smoked tobacco, played games, and 

watched meddah performances.163 A nineteenth century traveler to İstanbul described the 

city as “a big coffeehouse.”164  

Social spaces such as the coffee house and the kıraathane as well as the cultural 

forums such as journals and novels functioned as the habitus of modernity in late 

nineteenth-century Ottoman society. Since almost all translations and novels written by 
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163 For a collection of stories narrated in the coffeehouses, see Cyrus Adler and Allan Ramsay, Told in the 
Coffee Houses: Turkish Tales (New York: Macmillan Company, 1898). 
164 Cited in François Georgeon, “Osmanlı İmparatorluğu’nun Son Döneminde İstanbul Kahvehaneleri,” in 
Doğu’da Kahve ve Kahvehaneler, ed. Hélène Desmet-Grégoire and François Georgeon (İstanbul: YKY 
Yayınları, 1999), 58.  
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Ottomans were published as serials in the newly founded newspapers and magazines, 

these print media shaped the constitution of the novel genre in Turkey while creating a 

reading constituency. The novel as a form provides a space where imagination can 

become public, and in Turkey, as we shall see, the novel played a critical role in shifting 

the political order. Many new concepts were first introduced in newspapers and novels. 

The novel as a genre that provides a fluid, open, and negotiable space allowed novelists 

and readers to participate actively in social change, often times producing the vocabulary 

for that change. 

The emergence of the first Ottoman Turkish novels is related to the Young 

Ottomans’ goal of political expression that gave rise to daily press and weekly 

magazines, which can be seen as one of the new arenas outside the boundaries of the 

constitutional monarchy. Ottoman writers believed that the novel had to have a social 

responsibility. They saw in the novel form the potential not only for domestic 

entertainment and pleasure but also for a domestic sphere charged with with political and 

moral arguments where the new Ottoman elite could recognize itself.  

In The Theory of the Novel Georg Lukács argues that “The problems of the novel 

are … the mirror image of a world gone out of joint.”165 The first Ottoman Turkish 

novels were written at a time in which the Empire was undergoing a tumultuous period of 

reform and change. The novels not only reflected that experience but also produced the 

language and context in which its participants saw it, as they were the literati of an 

empire dissolving day by day. One such writer, Ahmet Mithat Efendi, who formulated 

the complexities of sexual encounters between Ottoman men and non-Muslim prostitutes 

and the portrayal of intimacy outside “sacred marriage” in the disintegrating millet 

system will be the focus of the next chapter. 

                                                 
165 Georg Lukács, The Theory of the Novel (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1971), 17. 
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Chapter 2: The Figure of the Fallen Woman and The Challenge to 
Ottoman Identity 

In the first Ottoman Turkish novels written during the late nineteenth century, the 

development of romance between a man and a woman is restricted by certain rules that 

migrate into fiction from the social. Since unrelated Muslim women and men were 

hindered from cultivating a romance by various social rules, the problem of representing 

romance was solved by bringing together an Ottoman Muslim man and a non-Muslim 

Ottoman woman from the ethnic and religious minority groups in the Ottoman Empire, 

such as Christian women from Greek, Armenian, or Jewish minorities or from European 

communities. Therefore, the space of the novel becomes a forum for the ethnic and 

religious anxieties of the time. Early Turkish novels, in this sense, imaginatively embody 

the unspoken boundaries between different ethnic and religious groups, allowing the 

reader to visualize, allegorically, the complicated relationship between the Ottoman 

Muslim and non-Muslim minorities in the nineteenth century. In these novels, while 

wives and cariyes, domestic female slaves, in the Muslim households represent a 

sanctioned, domesticated form of sexual conduct with women, prostitutes and courtesans 

inhabit a danger zone that is associated with pollution, contamination, and disease. This 

bifurcated sexual code, when thought within the complexity of late Ottoman history and 

culture, presented a cultural metaphor—that of the threat of sexual contact with 

prostitutes—through which to read the era’s ethnic vulnerabilities and sensibilities. The 

critique of Westernization is mixed with the critique of non-Muslim values and traditions, 

which ultimately produced the effect of exaltation of Ottoman Muslim identity and its 

value system.  
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Drawing on the early Ottoman Turkish novels written by elite men, but especially 

focusing on one of Ahmet Mithat’s novels, Henüz On Yedi Yaşında (Only Seventeen 

Years Old; 1882), I demonstrate just how this dynamic functioned: that is, how the non-

Muslim prostitute, representing a dangerous female sexuality linked to contamination and 

the disease of Muslim men, poses a threat to Ottoman unity. In real life, Ottoman men 

who lived in İstanbul or traveled there often met prostitutes at the brothels located in 

Beyoğlu on the European side of İstanbul. Not only the brothels but also other spaces 

such as European style cafes, theatres, restaurants, bars, and beer and music halls of 

Beyoğlu made it into a center of attraction and anxiety for young Ottoman men, for it 

provided a zone in which they could meet with non-Muslim and European women and 

develop a potential amorous relationship. It is, therefore, to these peculiarly modern 

İstanbul spaces, and to the non-Muslim and European women who were encountered in 

them, that the first Turkish novels written by men were drawn in search of an erotic 

narrative dynamic. For without the excursions to Beyoğlu where “free love” (or love at a 

price) could be experienced by Ottoman Muslim men, it would be almost impossible to 

write a love/romance story. The plot would remain within the realm of allegorical or of 

symbolic love, which were the popular romance narratives not only in Turkey, but also in 

other Muslim territories such as in Persian and Arabic cultures. In other words, I argue 

that it required the very existence of an “Other” in this case, a non- Muslim Other, to 

drive the development of a novel genre in Turkey.  

In Only Seventeen Years Old, Ahmet Mithat constructs the cultural context and 

language of sexual intimacy between strangers. By portraying the brothel as the 

commercial and political as well as the familial arena, he produced the thematic links of 

different worlds of commerce, politics, and literature. The sexualized female body is 

most often represented by a prostitute, but in Only Seventeen Years Old, Ahmet Mithat 
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also expresses the ethnic and religious anxieties by making the prostitute an Ottoman 

Greek woman. My questions in this chapter are the following: How did this novel help 

define the terms of cultural and ethnic verisimilitude for early Ottoman fiction? Why is it 

in the realm of the most private relations (the sexual) that the most public relation (the 

dependence of the Ottoman Empire on non-indigenous economic, political, and cultural 

support) finds its aesthetic symbolization? As I will show, several of the cultural 

contradictions of modernity, most notably the necessity for constructing an Other inside 

the Ottoman Empire in order to catalyze and reify a genuinely Ottoman Muslim identity, 

are encoded in the structures of this first generation of novels. Unexpectedly, however, 

the very presence of the novel as a material form, published and distributed 

‘promiscuously’ by a new and growing media industry, creates reading communities that 

begin to dissolve the traditional divisions between the private (women’s quarters) and 

public to produce, as we will see late in this study, the rudiments for a new, female 

literary culture.  

OTTOMAN EMPIRE IN LATE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

For the Ottoman Empire, the nineteenth century was a period not only of 

territorial losses but also of the erosion of economic independence, as well as an overall 

loss of state authority. During this period, the Ottoman Empire felt the impact of the 

military and financial might of European powers such as England, France and Austria-

Hungary. Beginning with the Crimean War of 1853-56, the Ottoman Empire started to 

borrow from European financiers and states. In 1876, the bonds sold by the Porte failed 

to meet the interest payments, which led to European control over the Ottoman treasury. 
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The Council of Public Debt, seemingly an Ottoman institution, was established to protect 

and represent the European creditors.166 

In addition to financial problems, the nationalist ideology spread by Western 

influence had a great impact on the ethnic and religious minorities in the empire. It first 

started to influence the western provinces of the empire, when the Greeks revolted in 

1821, and then other Balkan peoples followed the same path. Partly to reverse this loss of 

land and loyalty of its non-Muslim subjects, two imperial decrees were issued in 1839 

and 1856, which aimed to make all Ottoman subjects, regardless of their religion or 

ethnic affiliations equal before the law. However, this did not stem the further 

disintegration of the empire along ethnic-national lines, while it unexpectedly led to the 

estrangement and isolation of the Muslim community, which perceived itself to be under 

attack from the special privileges given to non-Muslim groups in the empire.167 This 

sense of isolation and frustration among the Muslim population is captured by the major 

historian of the period, Ahmet Cevdet Paşa: 

In accordance with this ferman [ferman of 1856] Muslim and non-Muslim 
subjects were to be equal in all rights. This had a very adverse effect on the 
Muslims. . . . Many Muslims began to grumble: “Today we have lost our sacred 
national rights, won by the blood of our fathers and forefathers. At a time when 
the Islamic millet was the ruling millet, it was deprived of this sacred right. This 
is a day of weeping and mourning for the people of Islam.”168 

During his reign (1839-1861), Abdülhamid II, in particular, tried to reverse the Ottoman 

Empire’s erosion of authority by emphasizing the unity of his Muslim subjects. 

Abdülhamid II appealed to Islam to win the support of the umma, which meant 

                                                 
166 On the financial situation of the Ottoman Empire in the nineteenth century, see Şevket Pamuk, The 
Ottoman Empire and European Capitalism, 1820-1913 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987). 
167 On the perception of the decrees by the Muslim communities, see Cevdet Paşa, Tezakir 1-12, ed. Cavid 
Baysun (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1986), 67-89. 
168 Cevdet Paşa, Tezakir, 3:236-237. Quoted and translated in Benjamin Braude and Bernard Lewis, 
“Introduction,” in Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire: The Functioning of a Plural Society, ed. 
Benjamin Braude and Bernard Lewis, vol. 1, The Central Lands (New York: Holmes & Meier Publishers, 
Inc., 1982), 1-34. Quote on 30. 



 80

politicization of Islam as a means of salvaging the Ottoman state. The wars with Russia, 

and the consequent territorial losses to Russia and other European countries, and, also, 

the immigration of a large number of Muslims of various backgrounds fleeing 

persecution in the Balkans and Russia contributed to the mobilization of religious 

sentiment and consolidated the general feeling among Muslims that Tanzimat 

[Reorganization] policies had failed the Muslim population while only acceding to 

separatist tendencies among Christians. In order to govern the several different ethnic 

groups, languages, and religions of which the Empire consisted, it had been organized 

around a religious-based administrative system called the millet system, which involved 

letting local religious leaders act as intermediaries between the local community (of 

whatever ethnicity) and the state.169 It is important to note the coincidence in time 

between early Turkish novels, with their ethnically specific gender representations, and 

the dissolution of the traditional Ottoman millet system. This period was marked by 

interference by the European powers in the domestic affairs of the Ottoman Empire on a 

greater and greater scale, often in the name of “protecting” Christian subjects in the 

Empire. The reaction of the educated elite culture outside of court circles was one of 

indignation at every surrender of sovereignty. Ahmet Mithat Efendi supported the 

Ottomanist ideology (i.e. that all ethnic and religious groups in the Empire could continue 

to live together under the Ottoman identity), but at the same time was aware of the 

European influence. In a sense, the major problem of the Ottoman state in the nineteenth 

century was to revitalize the empire by renewing the loyalty of the non-Muslim subjects 

in the empire while not alienating Muslim subjects. The Tanzimat reforms and the edicts 

that followed it aimed at creating a common citizenship and equal political status before 

the law. Since the millet system provides the background against which the encounter 
                                                 
169 See, İlber Ortaylı on the discussion of the millet system, Osmanlı Toplumunda Aile (İstanbul: Pan 
Yayıncılık, 2006), 7-17. 
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between the Muslim male and the Other unfolds, I will quickly sketch the history of this 

system.  

The millet system was first implemented in the fifteenth century during the reign 

of Mehmet the Conqueror (1432-1481) and remained intact until the mid nineteenth 

century. According to this classificatory system, there were four major millets: Muslim, 

Orthodox, Armenian, and Jew. This classification system, based on religion, created 

semi-autonomous civil units that were entitled to the organization of their own legal, 

judicial, fiscal, educational, charitable, and religious functions.170 Each millet was also 

comprised of ethnically and linguistically heterogeneous communities. The Orthodox 

millet, for instance, was organized under the Greek Patriarchate based in İstanbul and 

consisted of Greeks, Serbs, Bulgarians, and Albanians. The Muslim millet included the 

Turks, Kurds, Arabs, Albanians, and other Caucasian groups.171 Sephardi, Ashkenazi, 

Caraite, and Romaiote Jews comprised the Jewish millet.172 The relationship of these 

communities with the Sublime Porte was, of course, hierarchical in that, for instance, the 

non-Muslim groups, dhimmi, were required to pay an extra poll tax (cizye), but were 

exempt from military duty.173 The Ottoman state carefully tried to keep the distinctions 

among its communities intact through legal sanctions, the most famous of which was a 

dress-code system.174  

                                                 
170 Roderic Davison, “Nationalism as an Ottoman Problem and the Ottoman Response,” in Nationalism in 
a non-National State: The Dissolution of the Ottoman Empire, ed. William W. Haddad and William 
Ochsenwald (Columbus: Ohio State University, 1977), 25-56. 
171 İlber Ortaylı, “Osmanlı İmparatorluğu’nda Millet,” in Tanzimattan Cumhuriyet’e Türkiye Ansiklopedisi 
(İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 1985), 4:996-997. 
172 Kemal Karpat, An Inquiry into the Social Foundations of Nationalism in the Ottoman State: From 
Social Estates to Classes, From Millets to Nations, Research Monograph No. 39 (Princeton University: 
Center of International Studies, 1973), 7. 
173 On the concept of dhimm, see Gülnihal Bozkurt, Gayrimüslim Vatandaşların Hukuki Durumu (1839-
1914) (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 1996). 
174 Donald Quataert, “Clothing Laws, State, and Society in the Ottoman Empire, 1720-1829,” International 
Journal of Middle East Studies 29 (1997): 403-425. 
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One also needs to note that however strictly the millet system might have been 

applied as an administrative category, (in their lived experience), people did not neatly 

fall into this system. For instance, in Anatolia there were Armenian-speaking Greeks who 

used Greek letters to write in Armenian; in İstanbul, there were Greek-speaking Jews 

who used the Hebrew alphabet to write Greek and Greeks who spoke Ladino.175 

Moreover, in addition to religious and linguistic identity markers, ethnicity, tribal ties, 

Sufi affiliations, and occupation also played important roles. In other words, rather than 

being neat and tight, the millet categories were flexible. Moreover, they changed, 

overlapped, and cut across each other time to time. The point I want to emphasize is that 

the social, economic, and ethnic categories in the Ottoman Empire were much more fluid 

and complex than is the image of a dysfunctional empire that has come down to us in 

orthodox histories.  

Describing the millet system as a “rather unique institution in the annals of social 

history,” Ottoman historian Kemal Karpat explains that  

The millet system emerged gradually as an answer to the efforts of the Ottoman 
administration to take into account the organization and culture of the various 
religious-ethnic groups it ruled. The system provided, on the one hand, a degree 
of religious, cultural, and ethnic continuity within these communities, while on 
the other it permitted their incorporation into the Ottoman administrative, 
economic and political system. An ethnic-religious group preserved its culture 
and religion while being subject to continuous ‘Ottomanization’ in other spheres 
of life.176 

The millet system was a unique system of ruling subject peoples and distinguished the 

Ottoman Empire from other world empires. It was a complex administrative system 

                                                 
175 Cited in Reşat Kasaba, “İzmir 1922: A Port City Unravels,” in Modernity & Culture: From the 
Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean, ed. Leila Tarazi Fawaz and C.A. Bayly with the collaboration of 
Robert Ilbert (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 209. 
176 Kemal H. Karpat, “Millets and Nationality: The Roots of the Incongruity of Nation and State in the 
Post-Ottoman Era,” in Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire: The Functioning of a Plural Society, 
ed. Benjamin Braude and Bernard Lewis, vol. 1, The Central Lands (New York: Holmes & Meier 
Publishers, Inc., 1982), 141-169. Quote on 141-142. 
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based on religious as well as socio-ethnic identity, and it is exactly this system that gave 

rise to the first prostitution novels in the Ottoman Empire where the sexual imaginary is 

interwoven with an ethnic and religious imaginary.  

The millet system, even as it was dissolving in the nineteenth century, helped 

shape the erotic imaginary of the Ottoman novel, as we can see, for instance, in the 

sexual contract presented in Ahmet Mithat Efendi’s (1844-1912) 1882 novel Henüz On 

Yedi Yaşında.177 The novel offers unique insights about the relationship between political 

unity and ethnicity and religion mainly through its depiction of prostitution. In my next 

section, I suggest that we read the figure of the Greek prostitute in the novel as a vehicle 

to mark and problematize the limits of the Ottoman identity: she inhabits a space that is 

both outside the approved forms of sexual contract and at the margins of the Ottoman 

socio-political structure. 

SEXUALIZATION OF SOCIAL CATEGORIES/NON-MUSLIM PROSTITUTES  

This situation of prostitution and infamy in these girls is a disease. And this 

disease is not only in the bodies and souls of these girls. It is a contagious disease 

in the body and soul of the civilized society that we live in. That’s why, those who 

see this must nevertheless be blind if they do not try to cure this disease.178 

The above passage is taken from a scene in which Ahmed Efendi, the hero of the novel, 

is referring to Greek and Armenian prostitutes working at a brothel in Beyoğlu. The 

novel is about the life of a Greek prostitute named Kalyopi, who is “only seventeen years 

old,” who is rescued from the brothel in which she works by Ahmed Efendi, a Muslim 

                                                 
177 Ahmet Mithat Efendi, Henüz On Yedi Yaşında (İstanbul: Bordo & Siyah Türk Klasikleri, 2003). First 
published as a serial in Ahmet Mithat’s newspaper, Tercüman-ı Hakikat. 
178 Henüz On Yedi Yaşında, 233. 
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lawyer and philosopher.179 The didactic purpose of the novel is to denounce the practice 

of prostitution and cast light on the Beyoğlu brothels, which Ahmet Mithat often refers to 

as murdar (dirty; polluted) places.180 Kalyopi is never dehumanized; the older narrator 

Ahmed Efendi is represented as the protector of this young prostitute who ended up at 

this brothel as a result of social ills and her environment rather than as a result of being an 

essentially “bad” woman. However, the fact that at the end of the novel he had to pay the 

Armenian madam to “save” Kalyopi from the brothel still reminds us of the exchange 

value of her body. 

Condensed in the above passage from a conversation between Ahmed Efendi and 

his friend Hulûsi, with whom he goes to a brothel in Beyoğlu, is a threefold 

condemnation of prostitution: first, prostitutes are pollutants of the society; second, 

prostitution is an illness that comes with Westernization; third, prostitution points to the 

corruption that inheres from the presence of non-Muslim minorities in the Ottoman 

Empire in as much as all the prostitutes are non-Muslim. According to Ahmed Efendi, 

there is no prostitution in Ottoman society and tradition proper, while there are all kinds 

of it among the Westerners. Prostitution only came to Ottoman society when Ottomans 

started to adopt Western culture. While he concedes that there are also Muslim 

prostitutes, they are, he claims, very rare; rather, most prostitutes are Greek or Armenian. 

Ahmed Efendi’s claims extend beyond the issue of the “prostitute,” to the problem of 

ethnic and religious boundaries in the Ottoman Empire. Although it is also criticized, 

                                                 
179 Ahmet Mithat’s second wife was, in fact, also an ex-prostitute. Her name was Vasiliki, but after she 
converted to Islam she took a Turkish name, Hafize Melek. For this information, see Orhan Okay, Batı 
Medeniyeti Karşısında Ahmed Mithat Efendi (Ankara: Atatürk Üniversitesi Yayınları, 1975), 184. 
180 As is the case in many of his other novels, the hero, Ahmed Efendi is a mouthpiece of Ahmed Mithat 
himself. Ahmet Mithat Efendi may be seen as the Charles Dickens of the Ottoman Empire with respect to 
not only the number and the variety of texts he produced but also in his attempt to capture the social ills in 
the empire. He was an extremely prolific writer who published in almost all contemporary genres. He wrote 
novels, short stories, plays, newspaper essays and editorials and essays on history, economy, philosophy 
and on social issues; overall he published over 200 works during his lifetime. On his life and work, see 
Okay, Batı Medeniyeti.  
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prostitution itself can only be represented within ethnically and religiously specific 

Ottoman identities, making the prostitute subject to the Ottoman state but as a non-

Muslim, i.e., a Greek or an Armenian.  

In an earlier conversation in the book, Hulûsi Bey and Ahmed Efendi discuss why 

prostitution exists in Ottoman society. Ahmed Efendi argues that “there isn’t such a 

repulsive thing among Turks, Muslims or Ottomans; this came from the Frenks 

[Europeans].” As a proof that prostitution came to Ottomans from European traditions, he 

points to Anatolia, and Asia, where he argues that if you “go and look at the places where 

the hat [representing Europeanness] didn’t enter, you wouldn’t be able to find any 

brothels in these places.” He continues by saying that:  

If the population of Beyoğlu is one hundred thousand, there are over one thousand 
women who apparently work as prostitutes and over twenty percent of the men 
clearly commit zina [adultery]. Where inside Anatolia and Asia can you find such 
a thing?…In short, I have no doubt that neither in our Islam nor in Christianity is 
there such an evil custom, which means it only entered our lands with the entry of 
Europeans.181 

Here, Ahmet Mithat attributes “prostitution” to Europeans while he disassociates it from 

Muslims as well as Christians in the Ottoman Empire. In other words, he distinguished 

between European and Ottoman Christians, which reflects the Ottomanist ideology that 

Ottoman identity is beyond ethnic or religious identity. It also captures the defensiveness 

of the Ottomans against European aggression in other realms of life. Prostitution is a 

proxy here for the complicated relationship between Muslims and non-Muslim minorities 

in the Ottoman Empire and the Empire’s relationship with Europe in the long nineteenth 

century.182 The way women and men and their sexual relationships are represented can 

                                                 
181 Henüz On Yedi Yaşında, 198.  
182 In the preface, Ahmed Mithat claimed that the story he accounted in Henüz On Yedi Yaşında reflects the 
true events and life at Beyoğlu at the time. Here he emphasizes the point that the most important aspect of 
his novel is that it is “true,” to reality; that is, it reflects reality as it is: “I do not consider it necessary to 
take pride in relating to our readers a masterpiece in terms of organization and plot through the story, 
Henüz On Yedi Yaşında. The excellence of this story lies in the correctness of the events related in the 
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also be seen ironically as an inversion of the Western European trope of the 

representation of Ottoman women and the depiction of the harem and the cariyes as 

overly sexualized. It is not a coincidence that frengi, the word for syphilis in Turkish 

comes from the word Frenk, which refers to Europeans. The famous Ottoman Turkish 

dictionary of Şemseddin Sami, Kamus-i Türkî (1889), defines frengi as “specific to 

Europeans; the illness that spread to us from Europe.”183 Interestingly, in her literary 

study of the epistemological foundations of the Tanzimat novels, Jale Parla argues that 

Tanzimat writers frequently use the marriage metaphor to describe the relationship 

between Europe and Asia and represent Asia as the male and Europe as the female. For 

instance, Şinasi talks about “to marry (or to couple) the ancient wisdom of Asia and the 

new (virgin) ideas of Europe.”184  

Henüz On Yedi Yaşında opens at a restaurant in Beyoğlu where Ahmed Efendi 

and his friend Hulûsi Bey are having dinner, before attending a play staged by a group of 

French actors and actresses. By the time the play ends, it is already late and it is pouring 

rain, so after failing to bargain down the price of a carriage ride to the other side of the 

Galata Bridge, they go into a coffee house to have a couple more drinks. At this time, the 

only customers left at the coffeehouse are “those who were keen on pleasure and 

enjoyment by importuning German musician girls and trying to approach maids from 

seven nations. After even those huddled into their corners with the girls they had 

importuned, the waiters started to turn off the lights and looked into the eyes of these two 

friends meaningfully.”185 Having, the author makes clear, no other option, Ahmed Efendi 

                                                                                                                                                 
story. Those who will read this story simply for pleasure will be entertained by the greatest pleasure in its 
truthfulness” (Önsöz).  
183 Şemseddin Sami, Kamus-i Türkî, rev. 12th ed. (1889; İstanbul: Çağrı Yayınları, 2002). I would like to 
thank my Ottoman instructor Murat Uluğtekin from METU for helping me to figure out the connections 
between frenk and frengi. 
184 Jale Parla, Babalar ve Oğullar (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 1990), 15. 
185 Henüz On Yedi Yaşında, 41. 
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is persuaded to stay in one of those houses of ill repute, although he makes it a condition 

that he will sleep alone. The house they choose is run by an older Armenian madame, 

where all the prostitutes are either Greek or Armenian. 

This scene is typical of Ahmet Mithat’s novelistic art, setting us in the midst of a 

contemporary slice of life. Nowhere else do we find such a representation and 

understanding of nineteenth-century Ottoman society. These novels register subtle, 

otherwise hard to document changes in the sexual relationships that formed a crucial part 

of the politics of emotion and intimacy within Ottoman society. In The Theory of the 

Novel, Georg Lukács, referring to European and Russian novels of the time, argued that 

what distinguishes the nineteenth century novel as a genre, what makes it the epic of the 

modern world, is its capacity to narrate the socialization of the individual.186 Due to the 

political and cultural context of the period during which the first Ottoman Turkish novels 

were written, the socialization of the individual requires a struggle with a changing 

understanding of communal identity. Early novels, in this sense, embodied the unspoken 

cultural limits between different ethnic groups.  

However, if the prostitute becomes an allegory for the encounter between 

Ottoman society and the Other that is both inside and outside its boundaries, we still 

haven’t answered the question: why prostitution in particular?  

The major novels that depicted famous prostitute characters were the French 

novels of the time. Writing on the representation of prostitution in nineteenth-century 

France, Charles Bernheimer claims that the best known of the novelistic prostitutes with 

“a heart of gold” was Fleur-de-Marie, the heroine of Eugène Sue’s best-selling novel Les 

mysteries de Paris (1842-43), which was also a very popular novel in the Ottoman 

                                                 
186 Georg Lukács, The Theory of the Novel (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1971). 
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Empire.187 However, the rather romantic portrayal of the prostitute as the woman with a 

heart of gold gave way to more realistic depictions of not only urban prostitutes, but also 

the social conditions that led women to prostitution, such as poverty. The most famous 

example of this realist and naturalist representation of prostitution is, of course, Emile 

Zola’s Nana (1880).188 Bernheimer suggests that the story of Nana “has a historical 

dimension: the rotten corpse of Nana is symbolically analogous to the rotten body of 

Imperial France, about to enter the disastrous war against Bismarck’ Germany.”189 

Hence, the body of the prostitute symbolized the body politic of the French nation. 

The prostitute is a paradigmatic figure for modern literature, particularly in 

Europe. She reminds the people around her of their anxieties about chaos and social 

disruption. According to Susan Buck-Morss’s reading of Walter Benjamin’s Passagen-

Werk, in the Paris of Second Empire, the prostitute represents the feminization of 

flânerie; she is the female flâneur par excellence.190 What makes the prostitute 

threatening for the regulation of space in the European industrial city is her ability to 

traverse the class boundaries of social space, in violation of the distinction between seller 

and commodity. In the Ottoman Empire, the prostitute also traverses the boundaries of 

ethnicity and of religion. If we think about this within the existing feminist scholarship, 

which has shown how modern nations have often been imagined through familial 

metaphors, the larger threat posed by the prostitute in early Ottoman Turkish novels is to 

the kind of domesticated female sexuality that provides the idiom of communal and 
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religious belonging.191 Scholars working on the Middle East have shown how national 

and sexual honor (namus) refer to each other in several Middle Eastern societies.192 In 

Henüz On Yedi Yaşında, the prostitute, the characteristic figure of deceitfulness and 

duplicity, provides Ahmet Mithat with a way to reinscribe the challenges to the Ottoman 

body politic. She and her environment, the brothel, hint at the possibility of another form 

and space of “love,” one which ultimately threatens communal unity and harmony. 

Prostitution in the Ottoman Empire cannot be simply extrapolated from 

nineteenth-century European prostitution, with most urban prostitutes “walking the 

streets” of Paris and London: prostitution was mostly an indoor affair in Beyoğlu.193 Men 

went to them, instead of vice versa. The prostitutes worked almost wholly in brothels 

where men could spend the night, eat, drink, take a bath, listen to music, and have 

conversation with women, as well as participate in the commercial exchange of sex. For 

instance, it was common for men to develop a relationship with a single woman in the 

brothel. There were various variations of a man and a woman having a sexual 

relationship outside matrimony. A man could have a specific prostitute as his favorite and 

go to the brothel for her alone or he could buy or rent an apartment for her and support 

her financially in her own place and “keep” her to himself only.194 The services provided 
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at these brothels by non-Muslim prostitutes were a form of sociability as well as 

sexuality, as prostitutes offered conversation and company and pleasure for their clients. 

Both the space where prostitution took place and time spent at the brothel resemble a 

domestic structure so closely that it almost looks like a domestic space—which is not to 

say that it was voluntary sex on the woman’s part, or that the cash nexus wasn’t the 

center of this structure.195 The double nature of the brothel, both as an intimate space 

resembling the domestic sphere and as a commercial public sphere in which sex and 

pleasure was exchanged for money, complicates the demarcations between inside and 

outside. The brothel existed as a locale that makes the opposition of public and private 

spheres unstable, highlighting the gendered configuration of domesticity that defines, by 

its contrast, “public” space. When thought within the context of how domestic women, 

wives, daughters, mothers, sisters, etc. are situated in the collective imagination vis-à-vis 

the collective identity, the brothel and the prostitute complicate the neat history of the 

collective identity.  

As several feminist scholars have theorized, nationalism, as a politics of visibility, 

implicates women and men in different ways. Women are generally subsumed 

symbolically into the national body politic as its boundary and as its metaphoric limit. 

They are typically constructed as the symbolic bearers of the nation. Feminist scholars 

Nira Yuval-Davis and Floya Anthias, working on the relationship between nationalism 

and gender, explain that women have been implicated in nationalism not only as 

“biological reproducers of the members of ethnic collectivities;” “reproducers of the 

boundaries of ethnic/national groups;” but also as “as signifiers of ethnic/national 

                                                                                                                                                 
prostitutes, mostly working in brothels. In daily language, prostitutes are mostly referred to as hayat kadını, 
the literal translation of which would be “woman of life,” but can also be translated as the femme du monde.  
195 In fact, fahişe, the commonly used word for prostitute in Turkish comes from the same root as fahiş, 
which comes from Arabic, which refers to something “extremely expensive or pricy.” In other words, the 
Turkish word clearly marks the financial aspect of prostitution. See, Şemseddin Sami, Kamus-i Türkî. 
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differences—as a focus and symbol in ideological discourses used in the construction, 

reproduction and transformation of ethnic/national categories.”196 Feminist scholars 

working on the role of women in the construction of nationalism in Middle Eastern 

countries have shown that in the late nineteenth century/early twentieth century, the 

nationalist elite of several Middle Eastern countries saw women as the symbolic bearers 

of the nation.197 In these movements of modernization and nationalism, women are 

integrated into nationalist projects as icons of modernity, as “mothers of the nation,” and 

therefore as the bearers of traditional and authentic culture. The “mother” figure, 

represented as chaste and dutiful, evokes her opposite pole, prostitutes, courtesans, and 

loose women, embodying the opposing values of the nationalist imagery. The figure of 

the prostitute can be read as a re-inscription of the nationalist figuring of the nation as 

Mother, a rewriting that opens to debate the familial discourse of nationalism. As such, 

the figure of the prostitute shatters this image of the nation as Mother and hints at 

possibilities of sexual experience unimagined in the affective realm of nationalism. 

Sexual experience with a prostitute and the imagination and representation of it is also 

important in that it deconstructs the understanding of sex as for the purpose of 

procreation only, which is the main foundation for marriage.  

Although prostitution was legal under certain conditions, Muslim women were 

not legally allowed to work as prostitutes under Shar’ia law. In spite of this, there were 

Muslim prostitutes in İstanbul, for instance in Aksaray, a mostly Muslim populated 

neighborhood on the Asian side of the city, which was renowned for its houses of ill 
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repute. The popular culture historian, Reşat Ekrem Koçu, has written about these houses 

and women working there, and men who act as their patrons, külhanbeyi and kabadayı 

culture of these places in detail in his İstanbul Ansiklopedisi.198 However, when one 

compares this reality to the novels of the time, strikingly, prostitution is concentrated in 

modern, European-associated İstanbul localities; in the novels’ construction of the sexual 

geography of İstanbul, the sites of dangerous pleasures in fiction by writers like Ahmet 

Mithat are not firstly brothels such as those which may have been found in Aksaray, but 

other modern entertainment spaces such as music halls, dance halls, and beer halls. These 

places operated, in the novelistic imagination, as gateways to vice—and were all the 

more dangerous in as much as they were not completely guilty. 

There were about two thousand prostitutes in the district of Galata alone.199 Both 

the prostitutes and young girls working at the Beyoğlu shops were vulnerable to random 

violence by men, as instanced by the story of a waitress in a bar in Galata who was 

stabbed by a man because she did not want to have a sexual and romantic relation with 

him.200 In his dissertation on violent crimes in late nineteenth-century İstanbul, Roger 

Deal gives several examples where men would stab or kill women who either refused 

their amorous advances or who used to be their lovers but did not want to be anymore. He 

also refers to several cases where men fight with each other for prostitutes in brothels or 

girls working at the coffee shops, beer halls, and other entertainment places of Galata.201 

Another case Roger Deal refers to involves three women, whose names suggest that they 

may be Muslim, whose bodies were found in a bag in a well in Çengelköy, a 
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neighborhood on the Asian side of İstanbul. Later, it turns out that they were most likely 

killed by their customers.202 

In Tanzimat novels, Muslim Ottoman women are mostly portrayed as good 

mothers and as virtuous, loyal wives. This is the case in Taaşşuk-ı Tal`at ve Fitnat (1872; 

Romance of Tal`at and Fitnat) which is generally cited as the first Turkish novel in 

Turkish literary history books. However, femme fatales are either foreign women, women 

from non-Muslim groups, or fallen women and prostitutes. As renowned Turkish literary 

critic Berna Moran states, in the Turkish novel’s first twenty-five years, the most 

prominent women character types are “victims” and “femme fatales” or “angels” and 

“devils.”203 However, characters with more depth and individuality are those portrayed as 

evil, association with whom leads to the destruction of the male heroes, while the “good 

mother” or “loyal wife” cannot transcend the level of a stock character. In this sense, this 

novel, and almost all other early Ottoman Turkish novels, offers a critique of traditional 

arranged marriages where marriage partners were not allowed to develop a relationship 

with each other before the marriage, and in fact, in some cases, did not even see each 

other before their wedding day. In most elite families, marriages were decided on by the 

families, mostly by the mothers of the future brides and grooms, based on the perceived 

character of the spousal candidates as well as their social standing and reputation. The 

early novels written by elite Ottoman men criticized this notion of marriage without 

intimacy. It is interesting that they imagined and represented the intimacy with prostitutes 

and other sexually available and active women that they could not find in their arranged 

marriages. 
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The Turkish novelist also had at his disposal Muslim cariyes, the other important 

category of women with whom Ottoman men are allowed to fall in love. The Turkish 

literary critic Rauf Mutluay explains the reasons for this as follows: 

With an Islamic reticence, our writers did not wish to penetrate into the secrets of 
the structure of the normally constituted family. Therefore, they would wind up 
being unable to develop themes of love, in a womanless society. To eliminate this 
gap, there were two paths in front of them. They could either bring Moslem men 
together with fallen women or women from the minority groups, or they could 
have them fall in love with slaves.204 

The fact that cariyes were physically and socially available to young Ottoman men made 

them easier to use in a romance story that would involve them and the young sons of the 

household. The most typical example of this pattern is a novel by Sami Sezai titled 

Sergüzeşt Bir Esir Kızın Romanı (Adventure: Novel of a Slave Girl; 1888). In this 

account of the adventures of a cariye, Sezai condemns slavery and depicts the living 

conditions of the slave girls of the time in İstanbul. Cariyes were girls of Circassian 

origins most of the time.205 They were sold off to the elite İstanbul households as 

servants. In most cases, when they were of age, they were emancipated by their masters 

and were married off to either a prospective husband that the family knew or sometimes 

to one of the sons of the household. Since they were trained from an early age in the 

manners of an elite household, they were seen as prospective mates for many Ottoman 

men.  

Another significant novel of the period, Namık Kemal’s İntibah: Ali Bey’in 

Sergüzeşti (Awakening: Adventures of Ali Bey; 1876) provides the most typical example 

of how this dilemma worked itself out. The hero, Ali Bey, is represented as torn between 
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a sanctioned love represented by a cariye, Dilaşub, and the uncontrolled desire, he feels 

for a prostitute, Meypeyker, who ultimately destroys him. Dilaşub is bought by Ali Bey’s 

mother to “cure” him of his addiction to Meypeyker; and as such she is represented as the 

“pure, clean” woman who, with her good nature, will in turn purify and heal Ali Bey of 

his uncontrollable attraction for Meypeyker.206 However, the portrayal of Dilaşub is so 

weak and so non-descript that even if Kemal is promoting the character of Dilaşub as the 

approved role for a woman, it is still Mehpeyker’s passionate portrayal that leaves an 

everlasting impression both on Ali Bey and on the readers themselves.  

EUROPEANIZATION/WESTERNIZATION AS CONTAMINATION 

In the early Ottoman Turkish novels, the Ottoman Empire’s encounter with 

European dominance and the consequent decline manifests itself as a complicated love-

hate relationship with Europe, which is echoed even today within the framework of the 

European Union candidacy discussions. In these novels written by the male elite of the 

time, the preoccupation with authenticity, purity, and imitation of what is perceived to be 

European manners manifests itself in different ways. One predominant trope of the 

obsession with authenticity is that of the alafranga (alla franga or in the Frenk way), 

which referred to a European way of doing things, as opposed to alaturca (alla turca), 

which means in the Turkish way, or in the traditional way.207 The figure of the dandy or 

the alafranga becomes a representative type marked by the negative aspects of Western 

influence and exemplifying the misguided notions of Westernization. The most typical 

example of the alafranga is the Bihruz Bey character in Recaizade Ekrem’s Araba 
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Sevdası (Carriage Affair; 1896).208 The way the dandy figures are represented is also 

curious as they are almost always portrayed as emasculated or feminized characters, 

which reveals a deep anxiety over the emasculating effect of Western influence. The 

dandy makes a natural couple with the prostitute—the former, over Westernized and 

decadent, the latter, emasculating and treacherous. Depicted as the unwanted byproduct 

of Westernization, prostitutes in the early novels challenge perceived notions of decency, 

and social respectability associated with women in domestic households: mothers, wives, 

daughters, and cariyes. The reaction to over Westernization as a source of moral decay 

needs to be understood in the context of resentment about the extent of European 

influence on Ottoman culture and society in the late nineteenth century. 

By the second half of the nineteenth century, European, especially French 

manners, fashion, language, literature, and ways of life had become quite widespread 

among a certain social strata of İstanbulites.209 By the 1840s, European theatre troops 

were regularly coming to İstanbul, and both the non-Muslims and the Ottoman Muslim 

elite attended these shows regularly. The sultan himself, Sultan Abdülmecid I (ruled 

1839-1861), spoke French, played the piano, enjoyed European classical music and 

European theater and read the illustrated French magazines.210 Abdülmecit even ordered 

the foundation of a palace theater inside the Dolmabahçe Palace in 1859 so that he could 

watch the operas and operettas staged by touring European theater companies.211 As a 

rising elite became deeply dissatisfied with the Ottoman government’s impotence in the 

face of the European powers, European culture was, by association, also perceived as a 
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source of decadence and social disintegration. At the same time, European technology 

and political ideas exerted an influence on the dissident elite social strata; they could also 

find a robust self-critique in European culture, the vocabulary of which they could 

transfer to the Ottoman situation. 

BEYOĞLU AS A HETEROSOCIAL SPACE  

Early Turkish novels strikingly convey the cosmopolitan life of nineteenth 

century İstanbul and capture glimpses of daily life. In these novels, İstanbul is portrayed 

as a city where cultures are geographically segregated. On the one side, there is Pera, or 

Beyoğlu (as it was often called), a place full of Franks, and Levantines, and the place of 

non-Islamic customs and sin. On the other hand, there are the Muslim quarters of the 

capital where the local neighborhood life and values are the center of community. In the 

urban spaces of everyday life, and in cultural and literary representations of the 

neighborhood, Beyoğlu is a boundary space which, along with Galata and Pera, connoted 

the European and non-Muslim presence in Turkey. This was due not only to its large 

European expatriate community, but also because of large local non-Muslim Ottoman 

minorities—Greeks, Jews, Armenians, and others. Located across the Golden Horn from 

İstanbul, the Galata neighborhood is separated from the predominantly Muslim 

neighborhoods of İstanbul. Historically, it had been a Genoese commercial colony during 

Byzantine rule; even after the conquest of İstanbul by Mehmet II in 1453, Galata 

maintained its Christian character, containing a multicultural commercial center that 

included Armenian, Greek, and Jewish merchants and European embassies and people.  

Here is how Edmondo De Amicis, a popular travel writer of the time, describes 

the cosmopolitan atmosphere of Pera in his Constantinople (1877): 

Pera is one hundred metres above sea level, is airy and lively, and looks down 
upon the Golden Horn and the Bosphorus. It is the ‘West End’ of the European 
colony; the centre of pleasure and elegance. The street we follow is bordered by 
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English and French hotels, elegant cafés, glittering shops, theatres, consulates, 
clubs and ambassadors’ palaces…. 

Almost all the men wear top hats while the ladies have feathered and flowered 
bonnets. There are dandies from Greece, Italy and France; important merchants, 
embassy officials, officers from foreign ships, ambassadorial coaches, and shady 
characters of every nationality….Europeans talk in loud voices, joking and 
laughing in the street; the Muslim feels himself to be in a foreign country and 
walks on holding his head a little less high than he does in Stanboul.212 

De Amicis’s description is noteworthy not only because it captures the Westernized 

atmosphere of this district but also because it indicates the alienation of the Muslims in 

this part of the empire’s capital. While Europeans walk the streets of Pera confidently, 

Muslims seem to be insecure as they walk with their heads “a little less high than” they 

do in other parts of the city. 

During the nineteenth century, places such as taverns and wine houses that had 

previously been strictly regulated and zoned gained a relative level of freedom of 

operation that accompanied the increase of their number in İstanbul. Later, restrictions 

were put on the location of wine houses, and it was forbidden to open wine houses in 

Muslim neighborhoods and near mosques. The following decades saw the opening of 

coffeehouses that also served alcoholic drinks in Beyoğlu. As Sevengil writes: 

 
In these coffeehouses and taverns, drunken foreign prostitutes, accompanied by 
unprofessional orchestras, sang and danced and many lusty eyes watched them, 
admiring and applauding until their hands hurt. On the other hand, the brothels 
sheltering non-Muslim prostitutes were gathered in certain districts and began to 
practice their trade openly. Although Muslim women were forbidden to practice 
prostitution, there were brothels in Aksaray, employing Muslim prostitutes and 
receiving respectable customers of the time.213 

In urban centers such as İstanbul, the increasingly visible presence of women in public 

places such as moonlight excursions on the Bosphorus, and shopping in the Bon Marché 
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of Pera, made elite men such as Cevdet Paşa anxious, associating this publicness with an 

increase in womanizing and scandalous incidents.214 The anxiety and concern over the 

public visibility of women were so high that an official decree was issued to clarify the 

standards for acceptable dress for Muslim women in public. It specified çarşaf [outer 

garments worn by Muslim women] lengths and the types of materials that should be used 

for veils, making sure that Muslim women did not dress in a “tempting way” in public.215 

Nineteenth-century İstanbul contained a rich diversity of ethnic and religious 

groups. Cem Behar and Alan Duben, in their seminal study of the family structure of 

İstanbul between 1880 and 1940, state “a third to half of the population in İstanbul was 

non-Muslim at various points during those years, the predominant groups being Greek, 

Armenian and Jewish.”216 Even European visitors are astonished by the extent of 

Westernization they saw in Beyoğlu. For instance, the French writer Gérard de Nerval 

wrote in a letter to his father on 19 August 1843 that İstanbul had become a city where 

“even a Turk felt himself a foreigner.”217 

The Crimean War brought a vast number of Europeans into the city, who were 

followed by an influx of Europeanized Turks from Egypt who had a great impact on the 

elite İstanbul households.218 In the 1860s and 1870s, newspapers, magazines, and novels 

began publishing detailed accounts of European ways of doing things. With these 

publications and the goods bought from the Bon Marché of Beyoğlu, Europe made an 

entrance into the elite houses of İstanbul, both non-Muslim and Muslim alike. The 

newspapers, magazines, and novels had already started to compare Muslim and European 
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ways of life. Sir Edwin Pears, a long-time resident of İstanbul, commented on the 

changes in the city itself:  

The influence of Western thought on the status of women is having a valuable 
effect on home life in Turkey. English, American and French teaching, the study 
of English literature, even the reading of the ordinary French novel—not a very 
elevating study in general—all are exerting a useful influence in stimulating 
thought, and especially in indicating what family life is.219  

Although Sir Edwin Pears regarded changes in the society as having a “useful influence” 

on the family, the extent of the change was also threatening the Muslim communities of 

İstanbul. Ahmet Mithat, in another novel, points out the penetration of European 

influence in İstanbul: 

It is certain that now foreigners outnumber the local Christian population in places 
such as Beyoğlu and Galata. The population of İstanbul is estimated to be 
1,100,000 of which 700,000 are reckoned to be Muslims and 120,000, foreigners. 
Where there is a concentration of foreign residents, it is not unusual to see that 
they beget children from local Christians. In the quarters where there is an 
increase in the number of foreigners, European morals become dominant; abuses, 
lewdness and scandals increase.220 

Ottoman Muslim writers felt that European goods, fashion, novels, music, theatre, and 

manners threatened the traditional values of the society, exemplified in the relationships 

between men and women depicted in the novels of the period. We see this anxiety not 

only in the memoirs of Ottoman high officials but also in other intellectuals’ work as 

well, For instance, in his memoirs, the journalist Ahmet İhsan Tokgöz recounted that his 

grandmother, Hanım Nine, disapproved of his “crossing the other side of the bridge,” 

referring to his crossing from the Anatolian side of İstanbul which is mostly populated by 

Muslims, to the European side:  
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Like the other women of her generation, she wouldn’t consider the other side 
[karşı], Galata, Beyoğlu, as a part of our country. When she heard that my aunt’s 
son and I went to Beyoğlu, she cried saying that ‘They took the boy to Frengistan 
[the land of the Frenks/Europeans]’.221  

With its Parisian-style cafés where a young Ottoman man could read newspapers in 

several languages including Le Monde Illustré or Courrier d`Orient, with clothing and 

products reflecting the latest fashion of Paris on display at the Bon Marché, with its 

music halls where European troupes performed operettas or cabarets, Beyoğlu had 

become nineteenth-century İstanbul’s entertainment and shopping district, attracting the 

genteel, the adventurous, and upstarts of all kinds. The ambiance that attracted young 

Ottoman men proved irresistible, as well, to nineteenth-century novelists, giving them 

material to comment on the harmful influences of over-Westernization. However, the 

novel as a genre itself may have demanded excursions to Beyoğlu where romance 

without marriage was possible. In the novels of this period, the contrast between the 

temptations of Beyoğlu and the attack on its lack of proper moral order reflects the basic 

dualism of the intelligentsia of the time. I have indicated the ways in which Henüz On 

Yedi Yaşında encoded this anxiety over the influence of Europe on local culture and 

values. Ahmet Mithat wrote with an agenda: he firmly believed in the ideology of 

Ottomanism and Islam, seeing Ottomanism as the solution to the disintegration of the 

familial body politics of the empire, where the Muslims saw themselves as the patrons of 

other millets. 

THE LIFE OF THE PROSTITUTE THROUGH THE LENS OF HENÜZ ON YEDI YAŞINDA  

Henüz On Yedi Yaşında narrates the life of a prostitute, Kalyopi, whose life 

operates as a cautionary tale that makes explicit and implicit contrasts with the virtues of 

domestic life for women. While married life is presented within the context of the 
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husband’s love and protection of the wife, life in the brothel is associated with insecurity, 

risk, danger and deceit. Living as a prostitute always requires the lie of disguise, forcing 

the prostitute to continuously negotiate between appearance and reality. For instance, 

Kalyopi, divorced from her Muslim husband and thus in need of income, arrives in 

Beyoğlu intending to work at a tailor’s shop recommended by her cousin Amalya. 

Kalyopi soon learns that Amalya does more than work at a tailor’s shop to earn a living 

for herself and for her mother. Some nights, she goes out with men and returns home 

drunk and with money. One night she encourages Kalyopi to spend the night with her and 

her male friends. That night Kalyopi understands the difference between calling her real 

husband Yumni Bey “Kocacığım,” (“my dear husband’) and her newly acquired clients 

“Kocacığım.” At this point, the narrator editorializes as follows: “What is a husband? A 

husband is the second body of his wife in that he protects his wife’s body with his own 

body as her body is more important. He dedicates himself to his wife by shielding himself 

against accidents and misfortunes.”222 Her relationship to her clients is represented as a 

parody of this protective relationship. 

Later, her sister Maryola explains to her that she knew from the beginning that 

Amalya was earning money through prostitution and normally she should have been the 

one to take this responsibility, but she couldn’t because she still has marriage prospects. 

She explains that “No matter what, I am still a [virgin] girl. I am engaged. Although I 

have lost my hopes with my fiancée, I haven’t yet lost the hope of finding another 

husband. However, you are a girl who got married to a Turk, got divorced from him, and 

has been the subject of everyone’s gossip ever since.”223 Maryola had thus connived at 

throwing Kalyopi into this position with the excuse that she has neither virginity or her 
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reputation to lose. Betrayed by her own sister, her parents, and her community, Kalyopi is 

only saved by Ahmed Efendi. 

Ahmed Efendi’s story rationalizes his belief that prostitutes are recruited solely 

from non-Muslim ethnic groups by saying that poverty drives them to it, abetted by 

traditional norms existing among those ethnic groups. Indeed, there is reason to think 

that, historically, recruitment for prostitutes was among those women who, for one reason 

or another, had violated patriarchal norms. And sometimes it wasn’t just the loss of one’s 

virginity that motivated the turn to prostitution. According to Ahmed Mithat, prostitution 

was more common among the Christian minorities in İstanbul because of the Greek 

tradition of dowry, drahoma (dowry). According to this tradition, if a girl did not have a 

proper dowry, she couldn’t marry, and therefore she had to turn to other means to support 

herself and her family: 

The girls who do not have a dowry are forced to search for pleasure and delight 
through illegitimate ways. If the patriarchs only abolished this tradition, they 
could be very helpful in decreasing the practice of this abhorrent profession. What 
about the adopted girls? All of them are candidates for brothels. A Christian 
family adopts a poor girl, and in this family there is usually one or two young 
men. The girl has a secret love affair with them. In the meantime, others hear this 
secret affair in the family. Consequently, the girl is dismissed from the house. Her 
next stop is then a brothel.224 

The novel articulates and reproduces an ideology of female sexuality that links it, 

in one way or another, with the cash nexus—either the dowry that leads to domesticity 

and marriage or the direct payment for sexual favors that leads to degradation. The stark 

contrast between marriage and relationships formed in brothels is emphasized in several 

examples. One example is Ahmed Efendi’s offended reaction to Kalyopi calling him 

“Kocacığım” (My Dear Husband), the customary phrase for customers among prostitutes, 

since according to him, even most married couples hesitate to use this term until they 
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become really intimate.225 As we have seen, this phrase operated, for Kalyopi, as her 

initiation into the alien world of the prostitute, where the normal is both transformed by 

the taboo and retained as an ultimate referent. The moral and social lines between being 

intimate with one’s wife and a prostitute are, for Ahmet Efendi, clearly drawn.  

Ahmed Mithat skillfully crafts the tension between who speaks and what is said; 

therefore, it is Kalyopi who makes the following comment about the difference between 

“respectable” women, i.e. married women, and prostitutes. In this respect, the novel 

requires an ethical engagement from its readers. It presents the reader with the following 

question: What would you do if you were so and so?: 

Do you think that women who do not know any men other than their husbands in 
their harem [women’s private quarters], women who love their husband sincerely 
are like us? Who are we? We are like animals; we do not love anybody in this 
world. When a customer takes/buys us, he expects love and pleasure from us. 
However, whatever love, enthusiasm and pleasure we show to them is a lie.226 

Kalyopi’s rhetorical questions juxtapose the brothel and the space of respectable 

domesticity, making the prostitute the unsettling mirroring of the wife. This dialogue 

emphasizes, on the one hand, a discrepancy between the world of elite domesticity and 

the world of the brothel, and on the other hand, a (perhaps unconsciously expressed) 

imbalance of the passions against women—for if the prostitute’s lie is that she loves the 

client, what kind of truth is the client telling the wife? The lie that infects the claim of 

love has, seemingly, no limit. Of course, the prostitute in modern literature has been so 

associated with the world of commodity exchange in capitalist modernity as to have 

become one of the symbols of modernity. Confined by the morals and customs of the 

society, prostitutes sell their “virtue” in exchange for money. As Judith Walkowitz, 

writing on prostitutes in the Victorian period in England comments: 
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The prostitute was the quintessential female figure of the urban scene, a prime 
example of the paradox. … Repudiated and desired, degraded and threatening, the 
prostitute attracted the attention of a range of urban male explorers from the 
1840s to the 1880s.227 

The social differences between prostitutes and other respectable women in society are 

clearly and carefully drawn in the novel. A key scene that underlines the differences 

between respectability and presentability in relation to prostitutes in public space comes 

up during a pleasure excursion Hulûsi Bey and Ahmed Bey take with Agavni and 

Kalyopi. They all dress up nicely and go out to have dinner. Although the custom of the 

time dictated that an elite man should offer his arm to his female companion, Hulûsi Bey 

not only avoids giving his arm to Agavni but also takes care to maintain a distance of 

four or five steps from her. The narrator explains his behavior as follows:  

Isn’t he right? How can one walk around arm-in-arm with such girls? If they were 
suitable for the title of ‘woman,’ there wouldn’t be any problem, but with the kind 
who sleeps around with everybody, it wouldn’t be appropriate for someone like 
Hulûsi Bey to be seen on the streets walking together.228  

The difference between Agavni, “the experienced prostitute,” and Kalyopi, “the 

apprentice one,” is also emphasized in this scene, for Ahmed Efendi doesn’t see any harm 

in offering his arm to Kalyopi in public. The fact that “Kalyopi was in mourning dress, 

she wouldn’t attract much attention; therefore he had given his arm to her” also 

contributed to Ahmed Efendi’s decision.229  

The way the characters live while they are at the brothel presents an interesting 

and challenging case for the way the Ottoman imaginary perceived domesticity. The 

readers of the novel are privy to the violation of official Ottoman rules of decorum as 

they read a description of an entire day and night that unrelated men and women spend in 

this brothel. In that forbidden space, the notion of the mahrem or mahremiyet, traditional 
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social norms of the privacy of home and of family, are suspended. In many elite Ottoman 

households, there were separate living quarters for men and for women, selamlık and 

haremlik, respectively; the brothel disrupts this social code by mixing together unrelated 

men and women in intimate situations that are otherwise available only to married 

couples. For instance, readers witness the privacy and intimacy between unrelated men 

and women when they read about their pillow talk.230 The intimacy of such scenes 

challenge perceived views of Muslim privacy and of domesticity, not only for the 

characters, but for the readers who are, symbolically, implicated in such scenes. In fact, 

the observance of selamlık and haremlik is not kept to the extent that it was the custom in 

these houses of ill-repute for separate groups, who had come to the houses for 

entertainment, to mingle with each other, which, as a violation of Muslim norms 

governing the privacy of domestic life, would be disturbing for most Muslim readers. 

With scenes such as this one, the novel, gives the reader an almost voyeuristic experience 

of the intimacy between a man and a woman. 

The brothel, then, provides an alternative space to bourgeois domesticity. It is a 

space where love, romance, and a sexual relationship with a woman are possible without 

the covenant of marriage. In fact, it offers intimacy without the necessity of marriage. All 

women in this brothel are also involved romantically with men who are not solely related 

to them as customers and the obstacle to “be only with them” stems from contributing 

factors exterior to the relationship itself. For instance, the most beautiful, attractive, and 

talented prostitute in the house, Agavni, is in love with another Armenian, but they can’t 

be together because he is poor and Agavni is too proud to be with him publicly. Lisamaki 

is in love with Cüneyt Bey, who spends a fortune to be with her, but doesn’t want to 
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marry her as he only “needs an aşifte [coquette]—not a wife.”231 Filomen is in love with 

a Greek man, but he is both poor and married, so they can only see each other as lovers. 

In this way, the cash nexus—which smoothes the sexual relationship—is doubled by the 

nexus of sentiment—which remains unsanctioned precisely because of the markers 

having to do with money.  

The existence of sentiment in prostitutes implies that these prostitutes are not cold 

hearted exploiters, but are in this line of business due to their lack of other options. When 

Ahmed Efendi and Kalyopi are alone in their room, Ahmed Efendi is eager to hear the 

life story she had promised to tell him. From her own lips, we learn how Kalyopi ended 

up in this brothel. She is originally from a village near İstanbul called Ayastefanos. She 

has seven siblings, and they supported themselves by washing clothes. Her elder sister 

Maryola died from a knife wound inflicted by a man called Ligor because she didn’t 

allow him to have sex with her. These memories make Kalyopi so sad that she can’t 

continue telling her story. The next morning, Ahmed Efendi tries to learn the details of 

living as a prostitute from Kalyopi. Kalyopi recounts the extent of their exploitation by 

Dudu, the Armenian Madam who manages the house and the girls. Half of the fee taken 

from the customers goes to Dudu, in return for which the girls are given shelter and food. 

They all owe some money to Dudu, and therefore they can’t leave the house. Kalyopi 

owes twenty-five liras to Dudu: she describes her situation as if she is her cariye.232 If 

they didn’t owe her money, they could run their business in their own house and have the 

choice of deciding for themselves to have sex with men whom they like. They could 

choose from good efendis and gentlemen. At this point, Ahmed Efendi asks why she only 
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talks about efendis, as this term mostly refers to Muslim men, not other men such as 

Christians. Kalyopi gives the following answer:  

God save the Turks. The ones who behave to us most nicely are the Turks. The 
others first start bargaining from three mecidiye although the fee is one and a half 
lira. Sometimes they just leave because they don’t like the result of the bargain. 
They neither drink anything, nor give any tips nor bring any presents! Nothing. 
They don’t leave the bed till the morning.233 

We know that these prostitutes have Muslim customers as well, but Ahmet Mithat takes 

pains to emphasize the benevolence of these Muslim customers in contrast to the 

treatment they receive from non-Muslim customers. For instance, we are told that 

Kalyopi’s first customer is a Muslim man who treats her well and pays her more than she 

asks for. 

The circumstances that led to Kalyopi’s ending up in a brothel had to do with her 

expulsion from her community, which did not approve of her marriage to a Muslim man. 

This indication of ethnic and religious differences and economic hardships is a thread that 

runs through Kalyopi’s story. At fifteen, she falls in love with a Muslim man named 

Yumni, when she meets him at the tavern that her father runs. After a courtship, Kalyopi 

and Yumni are married by an imam, a Muslim cleric. They consummate their marriage 

that night. The next day Kalyopi’s father comes to Yumni Bey’s mansion to seek his 

daughter and they tell him of their marriage. He shows no resentment or disagreement; 

however, the news is heard in their village. The rumor spreads that Kalyopi has run away 

with Yumni and converted to Islam. Kalyopi’s father tries to explain the truth that his 

daughter had entered marriage to Yumni willingly and with his consent, but that she did 

not convert to Islam as “Ottoman law allows a Muslim man to marry a Christian woman 

without her having to convert to Islam,” but no one listens to or believes in him.234 The 
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pressure of the local Greek population on Kalyopi’s father increases and they demand 

that she divorce her Muslim husband and marry a Greek man. They take a petition to 

Bab-ı Ali, the sublime Porte, and the Greek Patriarchate. Her husband, Yumni Bey, 

reminds her that as long as she loves him and repeats this in front of the court, no one can 

separate them. But, before the court day, she hears rumors that if she chooses to stay with 

Yumni Bey, people from her Orthodox Greek community will kill her. On the other hand, 

she is promised that “if she says in front of the zabits [court officers] that she doesn’t 

want her husband, the whole [Greek] millet will raise two thousand liras [for her 

drahoma] and marry her off to a beautiful man.”235 Fearing death, in front of the zabits, 

she says she doesn’t want her husband, and she is returned to her family and Greek 

community.  

When she divorces her husband and returns to her father’s home, they suffer 

tremendously from poverty, as the community that promised to help them if she divorced 

her husband, offers no assistance. On the contrary, they continue to stigmatize her, 

claiming that “Jesus Christ was punishing them [Kalyopi and her family] because she had 

left the religion of Nazareth and converted to the religion of Islam.”236 

Central to this story is the inversion of this original betrayal: while the Christians 

betray their own kind, the Muslims save them. Betrayed by her community, Kalyopi ends 

up in a brothel; once there, she is finally rescued by Ahmed Efendi, who pays her debts 

on the condition that she leave the world of the brothel entirely. He wants to see her as “a 

namuslu (honorable) and iffetli (chaste) girl.”237 Kalyopi responds to this “act of 

benevolence” with tears with joy: “Crying, she immediately hugged Ahmed Efendi and 
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asked: ‘I am not a prostitute any more! Isn’t this true? I am a namuslu woman from now 

on! Is that true?”  

Tellingly, though she becomes honorable, the stain of her past life, in the 

symbolic form of disease, is not so easily lifted. As she begins life as an honorable 

woman, she discovers a boil on her genitals. It is at this point that Ahmed Efendi, who 

has operated as both the story’s necessary listener and the philanthropist, takes on the role 

of community healer. When he hears about Kalyopi’s symptoms, he calls a doctor to take 

care of her. Then, as the novel draws to an end, Ahmed Efendi arranges the marriage of 

Kalyopi to a young Greek butler working in the home of one of his friends. So, at the end 

of the novel, the Greek woman is married to a Greek man, and the uncontrolled sexual 

threat of the prostitute is eliminated as domestic order is restored with Kalyopi’s willing 

confinement to her home and marriage. The Muslim hero, Ahmed Efendi emerges as a 

loving and compassionate father figure who, entering the liminal world of Beyoğlu and 

finding a state of social disorder and chaos, finds a way reestablish a wholesome stability 

and balance. Ahmet Mithat’s didactic message in the novel is put in terms of perceiving 

society as essentially identified by relations of kinship and family—some members in this 

familial relationship play a major role while others are designated as minor members of 

the family—with Ahmed Efendi fulfilling both his family and his social role by being a 

protector of women.  

In conclusion, the prostitute figure in Henüz On Yedi Yaşında functions as an 

element that reproduces boundaries between different ethnic and religious groups in the 

Ottoman Empire. Beyoğlu, the Europeanized and multicultural neighborhood on the 

European side of İstanbul, functions as a “heterogeneous public sphere,” where young 

Ottoman men can take leisure walks and spend pleasurable time.238 The modern spaces of 
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İstanbul-- the theatre, the beer halls, the music and dance halls, the cafes, and the cabaret-

-were initially identified as both modern and European and the place of (mostly non-

Muslim) free women, and as places where Ottoman Muslim men could meet with and 

talk to unrelated women freely, often for the first time in their lives. These spaces emerge 

not only as a source of urban pleasure, but also as a site of moral danger, an unwanted 

economic option for women, a marker of communal disintegration in the face of 

exploitation, and the epitome of modernity. 

Social space, especially the everyday use of city streets, serves as the locus within 

which both gender distinctions and female identity are constructed. Woman’s status is 

often defined in spatial metaphors of woman’s place and the proper female sphere, which 

is the home. Yet, at the heart of modernity—the lack of which has made the Ottoman 

Empire a dependent of the European powers—is the dissolution of this strict separation. 

In its place is Beyoğlu, an internal Ottoman space that resembles the dream spaces of 

Europe, in which women can mix with others, both male and female, regardless of class 

or social standing. This challenges the whole structure of male-female distinctions. In 

fact, the spontaneity, diversity, and color of life on the streets of a cosmopolitan city like 

İstanbul defies the constraints officially defining social and gender boundaries. As I have 

shown, it is in the novel, Henüz On Yedi Yaşında, that we get the clearest articulation of 

the clash of meanings which arise from the alternative implications of the relationship 

between gender and public space. The novel is materially complicit with this new regime 

of mixtures in as much as it, too, is offered promiscuously to a community of readers 

whose access to it depends entirely on money—putting the novel, in one way, on par with 

the prostitute. On the other hand, as the novel forges a story that moves towards a 

traditional resolution of the modern sexual problem, it seeks to efface by way of content 

its formal, material effect—much as the Ottoman state sought both to modernize and to 
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contain the forces of modernization. The major location of this public enactment of 

gender difference was not only within the city streets, but with a consumer and 

entertainment culture that derived from the hard to control mobility of the urban scene. 

Over the course of the nineteenth century, the traditional zones that formerly defined the 

city were dissolved as heterogeneous spaces were built, such as theatres, department 

stores, parks, restaurants, and beer halls, all of which provided space where unrelated 

men and women could mingle. 

Ottoman male writers used relations with women as a fund of metaphors that 

neatly captured the central problem of urban social space: how to recreate traditional 

order and hierarchy in an environment where social differences jostled each other in city 

spaces that seemed to dissolve them. The social relations of males and females were 

being redrawn not only on the streets of the nineteenth-century city but also in the pages 

of the novels. For early Ottoman Turkish novelists, the category of the fallen woman 

encapsulated ethnic and religious as well as class distinctions. 

In every early Ottoman Turkish novel written by a man, if a young woman is 

depicted as being alone in public space,—unaccompanied either by a male relative, 

servant, or an older woman she will invariable turn out to be either a prostitute or a  

sexually available woman. Mehpeyker, the courtesan in İntibah, meets Ali Bey in the 

Çamlıca Park and proceeds to seduce him and lead him to his destruction. Şöhret Bey 

(Mr. Fame), the Westernized dandy of Hüseyin Rahmi Gürpınar’s Şık (Chic; 1889) meets 

his mistress, a Levantine courtesan named Madam Potiş, at a “Beyoğlu Night.” In 

Recaizade Ekrem’s Araba Sevdası (Carriage Affair, 1896), Bihruz Bey meets the femme 

fatale Periveş Hanım in a carriage in Kadıköy. It is significant that women’s presence in 

public engages a narrative process in novels written by men that will always end up 

associating them with indecent behavior and engagements. The first and only novel of 
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this period that broke this rule was written by a woman. Fatma Aliye, in creating her 

young Muslim heroine Refet not only produced another female type for her women 

readers to whose example they could aspire, but also showed that an honorable Muslim 

woman could also use and enjoy the public spaces of İstanbul. In one of the key scenes in 

the novel Refet, Fatma Aliye takes Refet on a long walk though the crowd, enjoying the 

anonymity of the urban space, looking at the shops and the people around her, a scene 

which ultimately affirmed her independence as a woman, as I explain in more detail in 

Chapter Four. However, to understand the revolutionary implications of Fatma Aliye’s 

novel, we must first take a detour, backgrounding our interpretation in a neglected aspect 

of Ottoman print culture: the public sphere formed by the first women’s journals. It is to 

these I turn next.  
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Chapter 3: Ottoman Women in the Public Sphere 

Our job is vast. If we need to summarize it in a few words, we would say that, we 
would like to widen the knowledge and perception of our women, to be a mirror 
for our women writers, literary women and poets, in whose existence our country 
can take pride, as the publication of such women shows the proud talents of 
Ottoman women. 239 

This excerpt from an editorial in the first issue of the Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete 

(Ladies Own Gazette), the longest-running women’s periodical in the history of the 

Ottoman press, outlines the magazine’s editorial program. Between 1868, which was the 

publication date of the first women’s magazine, Terakki-i Muhaddarat (Progress of 

Women) and 1923, the date when the Turkish Republic was established, more than forty 

women’s magazines were published, in which approximately 265 women made their 

ideas public, most of them trying to create an agenda related to the problems of 

women.240 

The Ottoman women writing in these magazines challenged the stereotype of 

Muslim women being locked in the private sphere. In this chapter, I explain how 

women’s journals ensured the visibility of Ottoman women as writers in the public 

sphere. Women’s journals were the first instruments through which women voiced their 

opinions publicly. Ottoman women’s magazines, such as the Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete 

(Ladies Own Gazette) and the Kadınlar Dünyası (Women’s World), established a 

women’s literary tradition that promoted women’s writing, reading, and participation in 

the larger discussions of the time, such as nationalism, by encouraging them to become 

writers and readers who contribute to the production as well as the consumption of 
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culture.241 These magazines established a real community of intellectual women writers 

and readers who overtly promoted a feminist agenda in the public sphere by charging the 

cultural arena with political themes. Thus, they envisioned and created alternative roles 

for upper-middle class and middle class Ottoman women. In providing an analysis of 

these magazines, I explore a class of now nearly forgotten publications that, I argue, 

created a feminist discourse in their time.  

These Ottoman women’s journals present us with a unique historical and cultural 

source and give us an opportunity to recover the voices of women. Collectively, the 

journals provide us with the earliest sources of gendered material of this sort because they 

were written by the first generation of Ottoman women to write in such numbers and to 

produce and publish their works as printed texts. In fact, they may even be the first 

Muslim women to publish their ideas in printed form publicly.242 Through these journals, 

Ottoman women voiced their views about many issues publicly. In addition, the journals 

mark the entry of women into the domain of print literary culture, which until then was 

mostly dominated by men. Many little-recognized or little-known women writers were 

able to have a wider impact on the general public by means of these journals, through 

publication of their texts and publicizing of their books. For example, the poet Makbule 

Leman (1865-1898) became famous for her essays, short stories, and poems published in 
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Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete.243 In short, the dawn of the women’s press led to the rise of a 

new, specifically female literary culture in Turkey.244  

This dissertation argues that the growth of popular literary forms such as the 

periodical and the novel played a key role in redefining gender roles and the 

representation of women in the society. Indeed, the periodicals and the novel often acted 

as the media through which “proper” codes of conduct were transmitted to a wider sphere 

beyond the upper class. They became the principal cultural narrative sites for the 

production of a new ideology of femininity and masculinity. In investigating the 

construction of the domestic and the public woman in and by print, this chapter will 

concentrate on the women’s journals published between 1868 and 1923. I will give an 

account of the birth of the women’s journals, and their sphere of influence on domestic 

and public issues.  

This chapter develops, in four sections, the argument that Ottoman women 

actively participated in the public sphere. First, I present the theoretical and historical 

background of Ottoman women’s private and public spheres. Second, I show the role of 

women’s magazines in building women’s communities of discourse. Third, I offer a 

history of how women’s activism, emerging from its textual space in women’s 

magazines, initiated changes in women’s everyday lives. Fourth, I explain the role of 

women’s activism in the development of the patriotic/nationalist ideology of the time. 
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Ultimately, my goal is to recover the existence and rich contribution of Ottoman women 

writers and activists in cultural and political life, a cultural phenomenon that has long 

been neglected. 

OTTOMAN WOMEN AND THE PUBLIC SPHERE  

Feminist cultural historians consider the public/private dichotomy as one of the 

dominant ideological binaries that organizes and gives meaning to gendered social 

experience, even as it is contested and renegotiated over time in any given society. While 

I acknowledge the usefulness of the binary in understanding the gender dynamics of 

modernity, in this study, I also argue that the separation between the public and the 

private was not always clear. Moreover, in the Turkish case, the public/male and 

private/woman association has unfortunately been a strategic tool for a group of Turkish 

feminists to ignore the struggles of Ottoman women by associating them with the 

backward mindset that put them behind the “kafesli pencere” (latticed window) in order 

to underline the legal and social rights given by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk after the 

establishment of the Turkish Republic in 1923, thus aligning feminism with the official 

nationalist narrative.  

A good example of this continuing neglect of the rich history of activist women’s 

culture before the Republic comes from one of the leading feminist scholars in Turkey, 

Emel Doğramacı, who, in her most recent book, dates the moment of women’s 

emancipation with the establishment of the Republic: 

It may be of interest to some and surprise to others to know that the full 
emancipation which Turkish women enjoy is not the outcome of a hard and 
continual fight on the part of the women as that of Mary Wollstonecraft in 
England, for example. Nor is the emancipation enjoyed by Turkish women today 
the result of struggle throughout history as was the case again in England, and 
some other countries. Rather, with the declaration of the Turkish Republic in 1923 
under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk a sudden break was made with old 
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values and concepts, which kept women in an inferior status, and legally they 
were given great equality with men and with their European counterparts.245 

Doğramacı is not alone in her belief that women’s activism did not exist before 

the Republic and that all the rights Turkish women gained were bestowed upon them by 

Atatürk.246 Approaching their own culture and history with the tropes of the nineteenth 

century orientalists, some Turkish feminists even today reduce Ottoman women to a 

submissive stereotype, exiled to the private sphere.  

Contemporary Turkish feminists also fall prey to a teleological mind-set in their 

evaluation of Ottoman women, and they do not see the participation of hundreds of 

women activists in their challenge to existing patriarchal norms of society; 

acknowledging the existence of these women would conflict with the narrative that 

connects feminism, progress, and the overthrow of the Ottoman dynasty. From their point 

of view, before women were emancipated by the Republic, the social situation for all 

Ottoman women was such that they had no agency in any part of their lives.247 An 

example of this line of thought is given by Ayşegül Yaraman, who argues the following: 

“In brief, woman was behind the latticed window, in çarşaf [outer garments worn by 

Ottoman Muslims] and far from outdoor life practices, and particularly from decision 

mechanisms.”248 This image of veiled women behind latticed windows has operated as a 

hegemonic visual trope in contemporary Turkish feminist historiography in reference to 
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Ottoman women. For them, this stereotype of female confinement represents their belief 

that Ottoman women were always already confined in the private sphere only. This 

approach to Ottoman women not only represents seclusion and veiling as uniformly 

oppressive, but also fails to engage with the complexity and variety of Ottoman women’s 

experiences. 

Even feminist historians such as Serpil Çakır, author of the pioneering study on 

the Ottoman women’s movement around the magazine Kadınlar Dünyası, argues that 

women and men belonged to separate spheres: the private and the public respectively. 

She stated that, “In Ottoman society, where social interaction between the opposite sexes 

was kept under control, men and women were presented with two different worlds. 

Man’s world was public [kamusal] while the woman’s private [mahrem]. In these two 

separate worlds, woman was the person of the inside while the man was of the 

outside.”249 While Çakır is correct that, to a certain extent, women and men were socially 

assigned to separate spheres, I argue that there were arenas where the two genders shared 

the same sphere. I also argue that even when women were not physically visible in the 

public space, this does not necessarily mean that they were not visible or did not have an 

impact in the public sphere. In this study, I propose that we uncouple the public from the 

masculine, a self-validating equation that reproduces gender segregation rather than 

analyzes it, and expand the definition of “public” beyond formal politics to the politics of 

sociability. As I shall show in this chapter, as writers, philanthropists, members of social 

and charity clubs, as hostesses of literary and political salons, as teachers and 

governesses, Ottoman women were an essential part of the “public.” Moreover, the two 

spheres were influenced by each other constantly, with journalistic texts and the novel 

                                                 
249 Serpil Çakır, Osmanlı Kadın Hareketi (İstanbul: Metis Yayınları, 1994), 158. 



 120

functioning as public sites in which the private and the public dichotomy was both 

formally and substantively challenged. 

Several scholars have pointed to the shortcomings of the public/private dichotomy 

ideology in general.250 As my own study also shows, rigid categorizations that associate 

male with public and female with private spheres does not always hold since public and 

private spheres were intertwined and overlapping realms. 

Ottoman women writing in magazines, giving public lectures, and organizing 

social and political organizations challenged the public sphere to incorporate women and 

their concerns. As my introduction explains, the classic model of the public and private 

sphere derives from Jürgen Habermas’s model. In that model, the public is pre-eminently 

the social spaces and political practices that foster exchange of opinion between citizens. 

According to Habermas, the public sphere developed in tandem with the rise of the 

modern state and capitalistic economy in seventeenth and eighteenth century Europe. He 

also argues that the differentiation and structure of the public and private spheres are 

essential characteristics of modernity.251 Habermas’s theory of the public sphere has been 

challenged and developed by several scholars coming from different disciplines. Perhaps 

some of the most interesting of those came from feminist scholars, who argued for the 

existence and the significance of a feminist public sphere and women’s role in the public 

sphere. Feminist scholars such as Joan Landes, Nancy Fraser, and Leonore Davidoff, 

                                                 
250 For a criticism of public/private dichotomy in American studies and for helpful theoretical openings on 
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among others, have pointed out that Habermas limited participation in eighteenth-century 

bourgeois civil society to men of property.252 According to Habermas, women, workers 

without any property, and servants could gain entrance to the public sphere only 

passively as readers.253 My study contributes to this field not only by making a case for 

the participation and role of women in cultural production and print culture, which is seen 

as one of the major arenas of the public sphere, but also by expanding the paradigm of the 

public sphere to a non-Western Muslim context. Moreover, by discussing the literary 

public sphere and its essential contribution to political and cultural work for both women 

and the larger community, the materials I discuss in this chapter ask for the inclusion and 

significance of the work of the literary and cultural in the arena of the political. 

As pointed out above, the social historians and literary critics specializing in 

nineteenth century Ottoman society have tended to assume the prevalence of separate 

spheres based primarily on gender, which powerfully shaped the lives of both men and 

women. Men inhabited the public realm of government, commerce, and reason; women 

were confined to a private, domestic realm of the family, emotion, and folk beliefs such 

as magic, etc. For instance, in her work on veiling and modernity in Turkey, sociologist 

Nilüfer Göle (1996) describes how the Turkish word mahrem (the space of domesticity, 

secrecy, family, and the forbidden) had been the object of modernizing reform since the 

Tanzimat period. She argues that “the most resistant antagonism between the Islamic and 

the modern Western civilizations” can be grounded “in the organization of the interior 

and exterior spheres, as well as in the separation of male and female.”254 According to 

Göle, “women’s place,” that is, their visibility in public or their presence in the mahrem, 
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has come to define the degree to which society has been either Westernized or 

Islamicized. It was in this context that the Kemalist state sought to shift the boundaries of 

the mahrem and the namahrem (exterior) and to redefine women’s roles in society 

through education and entrance to into waged labor.255 My own study argues that the 

distinction between the private and the public spheres was not always so clearly drawn, 

and it had more and various determinants, which corresponded to such features of 

modernization as the growth of a print culture that encouraged an interactive, rather than 

a passive, relationship between text producers and readers. 

Over the course of Ottoman history, in fact, there have been examples of 

women’s exercise of power as well as a strong public presence. Writing on sixteenth and 

seventeenth century Ottoman history, Leslie Peirce argues that the women of the imperial 

harem “played a central role in what we might call the public culture of sovereignty: 

public rituals of imperial legitimation and royal patronage of monumental building and 

artistic production.”256 Furthermore, Peirce also argues that in Ottoman society, political 

and social hierarchy was based on age rather than gender. Therefore, she also challenges 

the widespread idea that women were restricted to private sphere only and therefore did 

not have any decision-making power. She challenges “the idea that gender segregation, 

so widely accepted as one of the hallmarks of traditional Islamic society, precluded 

women from playing anything more than a subordinate role within the household. 

Instead, the segregation of the sexes permitted the articulation of a hierarchy of status and 

authority among women, parallel to that which existed among men.”257  

                                                 
255 Kemalism refers to the reformist and secularist ideology that was introduced by Mustafa Kemal 
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Peirce also criticizes the belief that associates the harem solely with women, 

arguing that “the matriarchal elders had considerable authority not only over other 

women but also over younger males in the family, for the harem was also the setting for 

the private life of men.”258 Peirce’s work makes a convincing case for the strong presence 

and role of royal women in Ottoman society in the sixteenth and seventh centuries and 

shows that both men and women inhabited the private and the public spheres. My study, 

in turn, examines another time period, the long nineteenth century, and explains the role 

of print culture and in the participation of upper middle class and middle class women in 

print culture in large numbers in the public sphere. Studying this specific period also 

allows me to recast the sense of historical change that severs Turkey from its Ottoman 

past, because most of the authors I discuss here were forgotten by the time of the 

Republic, although most of them lived through the early years of the Republic.  

OTTOMAN WOMEN AND PRINT CULTURE 

As I have shown in the first chapter of this dissertation, nineteenth century 

Ottoman society experienced a sharp escalation in the availability, variety, and popularity 

of periodical literature. During this period, the periodical established itself as a significant 

cultural force in areas such as news reportage, political commentary, entertainment, 

instruction, and social criticism. Even though the regime of Sultan Abdülhamit (reigned 

1839-1861) enforced a strict censorship on the content of the periodicals and allowed 

only a restricted number to be published, after 1861 there was a gradual liberalization, 

which grew especially during the Second Constitutional Period (1908-1918). The 

number, variety, and quality of the periodicals published increased notably not only in the 

urban centers such as İstanbul, İzmir, and Salonika but also in other provinces such as 
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Kastamonu.259 During the Second Constitutional Period, hundreds of periodicals were 

published in the liberal atmosphere, often likened to the period after the French 

Revolution in France. The Ottoman official yearbook for 1908 lists ninety-seven 

publishers active in İstanbul, and the list is incomplete.260 According to Selim Nüzhet, 

while there were 103 Turkish language newspapers published between 1879 and 1907, in 

the single year after the revolution this number dramatically increased to 240 

newspapers.261 The Ottoman historian Zafer Toprak states that between 1908 and 1918, 

there were over 1000 periodicals. The number of newspapers was 353 in 1908, 130 in 

1910, and 124 in 1911.262 

Unfortunately, most of these periodicals were short-lived. They were mostly 2-8 

pages long; however, they were not limited to İstanbul, and they were disseminated 

widely over Anatolia, parts of which also experienced a real growth in the number of 

newspapers published. For instance, while there was only one newspaper in Konya prior 

to 1908; after 1908 this number increased to eleven newspapers and eight journals.263 

During the nineteenth century, as upper- and middle-class Ottoman women 

increasingly began to participate in the print culture to an unprecedented degree, they also 

became visible as readers and writers. Along with the increased availability of print 

media and its encouragement of new modes of interaction with the public discourse, 

models of femininity projected in print culture also started to change. By popularizing 

reading, the periodical press in the nineteenth century both responded to and encouraged 
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a profound change in the nature and scope of literary activity. The practice of reading 

became the vehicle for disseminating a set of values to an expanding audience through 

the provision of respectable entertainment and the diffusion of certain Ottoman Muslim 

norms of behavior and society. Furthermore, Ottoman Turkish women’s journals 

influenced other Muslim women’s journals within and outside the Ottoman Empire’s 

boundaries. For instance, Beth Baron cites “the Turkish women’s journals circulating in 

Istanbul and elsewhere in the Ottoman Empire” as “inspiration for some Egyptian 

editors.” For instance, Fatima Rashid, who was one of the founding members of 

Jam’iyyat Tarqiyat al-Mar’a (the Society for Women’s Progress), which was founded in 

Cairo in 1908 and the editor of the monthly journal Tarqiyat al-Mar’a, “wrote that she 

preferred Islamic Turkish literature to the corrupting influence of European works, and 

she translated selections from Turkish texts for Tarqiyat al-Mar’a.”264 

Some Ottoman women’s magazines explicitly oriented themselves to the cause of 

women’s rights and the improvement of their lives. For instance, the first page of the first 

issue of the magazine Hanımlar Alemi (The World of Women) reads as follows: 

“Published on Thursdays; this is a literary, social, illustrated women’s newspaper.” Then, 

the editorial board explains their reasons for publication as follows:  

It is evident that every initiative has an aim. In summary, shall we say that the 
intention we have in publishing Hanımlar Alemi is to aim at the progress and 
exaltation of our honorable women, to create enthusiasm for and experience of the 
joy of reading in accordance with good manners and eloquence of letters.265 

Based on the essays by women published in these magazines, one can track a shift 

in the representations of relations between the sexes that parallels real changes in the 

second half of the nineteenth century. For instance, a new group of women writers 

promoted “companionate family,” conceived as organizing the nuclear family around 
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bonds of love and companionship; they argued for a more “equal” partnership between 

spouses. They argued, too, for the right of young men and women to freely choose their 

marriage partners. These developments were connected with new thinking about the 

equality of women and men, implied, for instance, in the attention paid to educating 

women, which would lead them, in turn, to make better companions to their husbands 

and educators of their children. 

To get a detailed sense of this media as a specifically gendered cultural product, I 

have excerpted a few samples from letters and articles relating to the most frequent topics 

featured in these magazines: arranged marriages, inequalities women faced in the society, 

daily problems such as the poor condition of women’s sections in ferries, lack of 

educational opportunities, and problems of polygamy. Clearly, this is a series of themes 

that can’t be organized under the rigid heuristic of the public/private binary. Rather, 

Ottoman women’s discourse was concerned with the issue of redefining the relationship 

between women and men in marriage as well as with expanding women’s opportunities 

in the public sphere, particularly in areas traditionally seen as the domain of men, such as 

the national movement, education, and employment. 

“The woman question” for nineteenth century Ottomans encapsulated deep 

uncertainties about women’s social roles and gender identities. The debate rested on the 

perception of transgression, the notion that boundaries had been crossed as women had 

entered the public sphere; some of the publications convey the panic entailed by these 

changes. Nineteenth-century debates over women in public arose from the contradictions 

within a domestic ideology that assigned the origin and limit of women’s public roles to 

the home. Visibility and modes of public appearance in non-domestic settings remain 

among the most troubling aspects of women’s public presence in Turkey. In Ottoman 

society, print culture opened up new routes of public access to women. 
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For instance, Musa Kazım, the şeyhulislam (Muslim religious authority) of the 

time argued that the importance of veiling for Muslim women was associated with, and 

was an inevitable concomitant of, chastity. He stated that,  

It is known that the happiness of family depends on two duties: one is inside the 
household, the other is outside. The husband or wife alone cannot perform these 
duties. Therefore, division of labor is required; they should share the duties. 
Women should deal with the duties inside the household while the husband deals 
with the outside. The opposite is not possible because the delicate nature of 
women does not allow them to deal with the outside work, just as commonsense 
does not allow a man to perform household duties, as this would mean reversing 
the rules of nature, making a man of a woman and a woman of a man, a state of 
affairs that no one would deny is false.266  

However, there were Ottoman women who questioned Kazım’s reasoning. For instance, 

Sadıka, a subscriber to the Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete, challenged the association of 

women’s chastity with staying at home and argued the following: 

Neither early betrothal nor constant staying at home is the essence of chastity and 
morality … real and complete implementation of the rules of chastity and 
morality cannot be achieved by compelling women to stay at home, or forbidding 
them to go outside or to cover themselves all up when they go out, but by helping 
them to correct their thinking and enlighten themselves. This is borne out by facts 
and events. Most of the time, those who violate the rule of honor and chastity are 
those who would not let even a rooster come near them.267 

Establishing a dialogue between editors and readers and sometimes among readers 

themselves, women’s magazines created what Dominick LaCapra calls “communities of 

discourse.”268 The periodical, in this way, presented itself as a forum for social 

interaction. Moreover, I argue that periodicals and novels provided the interaction 

between the private and the public. First of all, women contributed to the public sphere of 
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magazines from their private spheres; and in turn, the public debates of the magazines 

entered the homes of the Ottoman upper and middle class mostly through the magazines. 

This excerpt from a pedagogical book concerning the rearing of girls indicates the 

background of conventions against which the female public sphere emerged: “Do not 

allow your daughter any contact with young men at all, not even once. Do not leave her 

alone with the male members of the family. Does she turn pale? Has she lost her 

appetite? Does she write letters and notes? Pay attention to these things. If she writes 

letters, prevent her and explain to her in appropriately moderate language that such habits 

are not good.”269 

In the light of this conventional perception of women’s literacy, we can measure 

the audacity of young women readers sending letters to women’s magazines such as the 

İnsaniyet (Humanity),270 and signing their names in such a way that showed their 

education. Some of these signatures were as follows: “İki Okumuş Hanım” (Two 

Educated Women), “Mektepli bir Kız” (A school girl), and “Lisana-aşina bir Hanım” (A 

lady who knows languages). The letter from the “school girl” had a threatening tone 

demanding that her letter be published and that she should be assigned as a correspondent 

of the journal. Interestingly, the editor of the periodical welcomes this offer.271 

The idea of publishing a women’s supplement was placed before the public in the 

pages of the Terakki newspaper before the supplement was actually published.272 For 
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instance, in the eighth issue, an article titled “Yuvayı Dişi Kuş Yapar” (It is the Female 

Bird that Makes the Nest), discusses the importance of education of women among other 

topics. Both the title and the content of the article strategically puts the education of 

women, a public issue, within the context of the domestic sphere, home, in order to push 

for the advancement of women’s education. To justify seeking an education, women 

often had recourse to notions of a woman’s “proper” place in order to push the 

boundaries of that same sphere. Highlighting the benefits of female education for a better 

management of their homes and husbands and children is a tactic used repeatedly by the 

women writing in journals. After putting the need for a woman’s supplement within the 

context of benefits of female education, the writer introduces the idea of publishing a 

newspaper for women.273  

A couple of days after this article was printed, a few women’s letters were printed 

in the newspaper, commenting on the possibility of the publication of a women’s 

supplement. In one of these letters, an anonymous woman stated that she welcomed the 

idea of a special gazette for women and stated that she would be the first subscriber to it. 

She indicated that with this new women’s paper, she would spend her spare time reading 

the newspaper like European women.274 Thus, the dialogue between publishers and 

readers not only established the verbal interaction necessary to a community of discourse, 

but also had the practical effect of justifying the publication of women’s magazines. 

The magazines also appealed to their readers when they needed support. In the 

eighth issue of Mehasin, for instance, the editors explain that they have been able to 

continue publishing the magazine thanks to the gracious help of a few women who 
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understand the value of such a publication for Ottoman women. They ask their readers to 

publicize the existence of such a magazine to increase readership:  

Recommend our magazine to your spouses, to your friends; talk about it wherever 
you go, to old and new acquaintances, so that all women would know that there is 
a magazine being published for them and so that they would understand the 
continuing existence of this magazine depends on them. Just think what a tragedy 
and degradation for the women of the Ottoman nation it would be if a magazine 
that is published once a month cannot sell 2000 copies and close out.275  

There was also continuity among the writers who contributed to women’s journals. For 

example, women who were previously writing in the Demet subsequently started to write 

in the Mehasin after the Demet closed down.276 

The owner and editor-in-chief of some of these magazines were notable literary 

men of the time. For instance, Demet was owned and edited by Celal Sahir, and the 

authors it published included Cenap Şahabettin, Enis Avni (Aka Gündüz), Halide Salih 

(Edib Adıvar) Mehmet Rauf, Nigar bin-i Osman, and Selim Sırrı (Tarcan), significant 

figures of the time.277 Similarly, Mehasin was owned and directed by a man, Asaf 

Muammer, and its editor-in-chief was the novelist Mehmet Rauf. It also published works 

by famous literati of both sexes, such as Mehmet Rauf, Koprülüzade Mehmet Fuat, 

Suleyman Nazif, Halit Ziya (Uşaklıgil), Ahmet Hikmet (Müftüoğlu), Cenap Şahabettin, 

Fatma Aliye, Emine Semiye, Nigar Bint-i Osman, Şükufe Nihal, and Tevfik Fikret.278 

Demet was also exceptional in its specific effort to include non-Muslim Ottoman 

women writers. It welcomed to its pages the notable Armenian women writers Madam 
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Zabel Asador and Madam Zabel Yesayan, and it is significant that their work was 

published under the section titled, “Osmanli Mesahir-i Nisvani” (Famous Ottoman 

Women). 

COMMUNITY OF READERS 

The periodicals’ practice of encouraging a high degree of reader engagement with 

the publication and the text represented an effort to establish continuity between readers’ 

lives and the medium of print, between what existed outside the text and inside the text. 

Additionaly, a high degree of reader involvement decreased the distance between the 

reader and the text, and the periodicals and the novels in turn emphasized their role of 

guidance of private life as well as of teaching the readers to seek advice concerning social 

issues, roles, behaviors and feelings. Moreover, the reader was invited to actively 

participate with the text.  

Publication of readers’ letters in the periodicals established a dialogue between 

the editors and the readers of these publications, projecting the idea of a community of 

readers mutually engaging in the production of the text. These letters provide a variety of 

examples of the co-construction of the female persona and the writing subject. The 

exchange of ideas between women took place not only within the same publication but 

also between readers of different publications. In the letters columns, among women 

themselves, a variety of opinions were expressed towards the extent and substance of 

women’s rights. I will cite one such exchange in the form of correspondence between two 

women readers on women’s education in order to underline the complexity and richness 

of dialogue that could exist between elite Ottoman women who contributed to these 

women’s journals. 

The correspondents are İsmet Hakkı Hanım, who identifies herself as a feminist, 

and another woman reader, İkbal Hanım. The point of departure for this correspondence 



 132

is an article published by İsmet Hakkı Hanım in the newspaper İkdam (Perseverance) 

about the need for science education for girls and higher education for women. İkbal 

Hanım’s article, also published in İkdam, took the opposing side. İkbal Hanım argues that 

Muslim women could not be feminists, and challenges İsmet Hakkı Hanım’s demands. 

İkbal Hanım argues that the Qur’an established the superiority of men over women, and 

stated that, “two equal powers would lead to constant confrontation.” With reference to 

higher education for women, she pursues the following argument: “This is a vain 

demand. The purpose of learning something is to use it in its right place. But our modest, 

or better put, our natural disposition as women prevents us from studying science and 

bars us from benefiting from science. To ask the government to open universities to 

women, thus going through a lot of expense and trouble for a useless result, is an early 

dream.”279 

İsmet Hakkı Hanım responded to İkbal Hanım in an article titled “Our Women and 

Education” in Demet  as follows:280 

The only group who are held back in the field of progress are us, the women of 
Islam. This, pardon me for repeating myself, is due to the anti-feminism that most 
of us still carry around as if it were a weapon. What harm has this done so far? 
According to my humble opinion, a lot, a lot. Let me explain as best as I can: … 
The lady of the house talks about the household management such as weaving 
carpets, knitting laces, etc. As a matter of fact, she can’t find anything to talk 
about. If the man of the house talks about politics, civil servant posts, programs of 
the deputies assembly, and the philosophy of Nietzsche, would the household be 
different from the Tower of Babel? What I mean is, our politicians are forbidding 
us to be teachers, writers, painters, musicians, but how many women can we name 
among ourselves who belong to one of these professions? 

                                                 
279 Keçeçizade İkbal, “Biz de Adam Olacağız,” İkdam, no. 5125 (September 1, 1908): 1. 
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We have only seven issues of the Demet. The first issue is dated 17 Eylül 1324/September 30, 1908, and 
the seventh issue is dated 29 Teşrinievvel 1324/December 11, 1908. Its owner and editor-in-chief was Celal 
Sahir. 
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(…) In my humble opinion, a girl should read and learn the basics of every field 
of science…What I mean is that her public education should be as strong and 
detailed as that of men….A girl should pursue her education just like a man does 
and should work, that is, she should be able to provide for herself even if she 
comes from an affluent state. Why should two equal forces be in constant 
collision?281 

The editors of the magazines took the criticism made in the readers’ letters seriously. 

They responded to them in editorial letters, explaining the reasons of their decisions and 

sometimes making changes according to their demands. For instance, one of the reader’s 

letters sent to Demet criticized the magazine as being “unrealistic” and “frivolous.” The 

anonymous male reader mentioned only two articles that were beneficial to women: they 

were on “terbiye-i etfal” (training of children) and “mesahaba-i tıbbiye” (medical 

conversation). He also stated that although he had promised to buy the magazine for his 

sister and wife, he stopped buying it. He also stated that the influence of the French 

magazines was not useful for our women, and if one would look for a model, they should 

look at British women’s magazines.”282 

On the same issue, the editors of the magazine also published a letter claiming 

that the “science” section was overshadowed by the literary section.283 In the following 

issue, they published a letter from a woman reader written in response to the criticism of 

the anonymous letter in the previous issue. She argued that it was unjust to criticize the 

education of French women as they were the most advanced in the path of civilization.284 

On the sixth issue of Demet, the anonymous letter-writer of the second issue sent 

a response: 

I sincerely believe that what I wrote in my last letter was intended only for the 
welfare of our women’s world. And I still do. However, my sincere thoughts were 
seen as excessive, I suppose, due to my comparison of British and French 
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women’s magazines. But aren’t the French themselves complaining about the 
inadequacy of their women’s educational methods? 

Do they not claim in their books and articles that women have forgotten their 
natural duties, and that family ties are loosened and marriages are rarely happy 
and their population decreasing? 

Don’t the French writers claim that British methods of education are superior? 
Are they not looking for reasons to reform? As I mentioned in my previous letter, 
if a woman chooses a life other than that of a mother and a wife, the result is 
destitution and pain—regardless of some exceptions. 

Our women need to learn about subjects related to being a mother and wife rather 
than literature and love and imagination. Our women need to read about useful 
matters written with noble thoughts and methods with a tasteful expression rather 
than stories and poems about love. Our women are in need of learning a foreign 
language, which is English. Our women will find all the information they need in 
the English women’s press.285 

Here, the discussion focuses on both what constitutes women’s education as well as 

which European model is the most useful and appropriate one for Ottoman women. The 

engagement with European print media as well as European women was not uncommon. 

Most women’s magazines included news about women—mostly about political and 

professional achievements—both from Europe and other parts of the world. In this way, 

they not only informed the Ottoman public about these achievements, but also 

strengthened their cause for the betterment of Ottoman women’s rights in the public 

sphere.  

In response to this second letter from their anonymous reader, the editorial board 

of the Demet felt the need to restate their publication aim:  

In the literary part of Demet we do not see any objection to placing “lyric” poems 
next to moral verses. As it is possible to publish stories and novels that will be 
read with benefit and pleasure. 

The scientific part of Demet is the place for conversations from a medical point of 
view, articles related to children, family economy, house management, and social 
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norms. We will defend women’s rights and the completion and exaltation of 
women’s status in society. 

Without making any distinction and with respect, Demet will publish some 
sections from French and British women’s magazines that are in harmony with 
the social rules. A political article will also be published once a week.286 

INITIATING CHANGE IN WOMEN’S LIVES 

Reforms in the Ottoman Empire in several fields ranging from legal issues to 

developments in education took place during the Tanzimat (Reorganization) period, the 

beginning of which is conventionally put at the Gülhane Hatt-ı Hümayunu, the Imperial 

Decree of Gülhane of 1839. The Women Question in the Ottoman Empire was also put 

on the agenda especially after the Tanzimat period. Reforms that influenced women’s 

lives introduced during the Tanzimat period included expanding education for women 

and a legal code sanctioning some civil and economic rights for women.  

The major newspapers of the time focused particularly on the reform of women’s 

education. This editorial from the Terakki (Progress) newspaper in 1869 gives us a 

glimpse of the typical attitude among Ottoman liberals, who included the improvement of 

the condition of women among the factors necessary for modernization, one of the 

reforms discussed: 

Women are needed just as much as men if the human race is to survive on this 
earth. Just as a bird cannot fly with one wing only, so the human race cannot 
procreate itself only through men or only through women. … As for intelligence, 
the saying concerning women that ‘their hair is long but their wit is short’ surely 
does not mean that any given man will be cleverer than any given woman. 
Perhaps it means that men, in general, are cleverer than women. … Men owe their 
greater intelligence to the fact that they are involved in greater tasks, thus 
providing them with more experience, whereas women lag behind in intelligence 
because they are unable to engage in every type of work as a result of their 
physique, and this leads to a relative lack of experience.287 
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Terakki-i Muhaddarat published a series of reports comparing and contrasting 

educational difference between Muslim and non-Muslim women in the Ottoman state, in 

which it was pointed out that the curriculum for Muslim girls was limited to the teaching 

of sewing, embroidery, and domestic chores, while the Armenian and Rum millets 

opened schools for girls that gave them a broader education. It was also asserted that 

while the Christian women in the Ottoman state received a quality education that brought 

them closer to European women, Muslim women were left behind.288 

A piece sent by a woman named Faika to the Terakki newspaper is an interesting 

example of how women also started to associate the need for education with the 

development of the Ottoman Muslim economy. In her call to her fellow Muslim women, 

she made the following argument:  

What we need most of all are schools with learned teachers running them so that 
our minds can be broadened. We have fallen very low indeed and there is no one 
to help us up. Who had ever heard of paying five or ten liras for a dress before 
these Christian seamstresses were around? We pay in liras for stuff really worth 
five kuruş simply because it is foreign. Did we go around naked before this was 
the fashion? So what if their things are elegant—can’t we take the pains to sew 
our own of similar quality? Thank heaven that, we, too, have our own hands and 
heads. … It is now said that our Lord (the Sultan) has ordered a workshop to be 
created for us; well, we should go and work there. We should work hard to earn 
for ourselves the money that we now keep paying out to Christian seamstresses. 
When my father was a civil servant in Balikesir, I had the opportunity to observe 
those poor Anatolian women who worked and worked to earn more than their 
men. Is there any future for us in trying to be ladylike?289 

Among other things, Faika’s letter is significant in reflecting the change in the rhetoric of 

the benefits of female education. Rather than emphasizing women’s role as the mother 

and the wife for a better education, she highlights the increasing demand for women’s 

labor in a more nationalized and religious-specific context. She argues for a specific kind 

of education, a more skill-based one, that would enable Ottoman Muslim women to 
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support themselves so that they do not have to pay Christian tailors, for instance. This 

more nationalized focus of the need of women’s education and women’s labor seems to 

predate the period that is generally associated with the increasing participation of 

Ottoman Muslim women to the labor market, which generally started with the Balkan 

Wars and then World War I.290 

To demonstrate how women’s magazines initiated change in women’s lives, I 

would like to use two major periodicals of the time as my examples: Hanımlara Mahsus 

Gazete and Kadınlar Dünyası. Among the several, mostly short-lived Ottoman women’s 

newspapers and magazines, Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete was the longest-running women’s 

periodical, while Kadınlar Dünyası was the most ostensibly political and also a self-

declared feminist magazine. It was the first newspaper to publish a photograph of women 

and continued its publication life until 1921. Its editorial staff was composed of women 

only, which was a phenomenon unlike even in European women’s journals. 

The Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete was published between 1895 and 1908.291 Its 

authors included famous women of the time such as Fatma Aliye, Emine Semiye, 

Makbule Leman, Nigar bint-i Osman, Hamiyet Zehra, and Keçeçizade İkbal. It covered 

fashion, poems, readers’ letters, foreign and domestic news, announcements, and 

advertisements. Poems and short stories as well as adab essays of Emine Semiye and 

Makbule Leman were regular pieces published in the Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete.292 Texts 

of women in other parts of the world by such celebrities and famous women as Sarah 
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Bernhardt, Madame de Sévigné, and Jane Austin were also translated and published in 

serials. Sometimes, the plots were illustrated. The historian Yavuz Selim Karakışla states 

that the journal aimed at reaching middle and upper-middle class Ottoman Muslim ladies, 

which can be seen in its high quality print layout and its higher price compared to its 

counterparts.293 It also published a supplement for girls called Hanım Kızlara Mahsus 

Gazete. This supplement was published for twenty issues. Also, a library was established 

under the name of the Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete Kütüphanesi and the books of the 

journal’s writers were published and sold there. Makes-i Hayal (Reflection of 

Imagination; 1896) by Makbule Leman and Levayih-i Hayat (Scenes from Life; 1897-98) 

and the Tedkik-i Ecsam (1899) by Fatma Aliye were among the books published by the 

journal. The periodical also helped homeless girls and orphans by donating five percent 

of its profits to them.294 The Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete was the only magazine to have an 

editorial board that consisted exclusively of women until the publication of the Kadınlar 

Dünyası.295 It functioned as a forum for women to practice writing publicly and voicing 

their opinions publicly. With sections covering domestic and foreign news related to 

women, and opinion sections on various issues of interest to women, the Hanımlara 

Mahsus Gazete is a treasure trove of information about urban Ottoman women. 

The Kadınlar Dünyası (Women’s World) began to be published on 4 Nisan 

1329/17 April 1913, under the motto, “An illustrated-gazette that advocates for the rights 

and interest of women without any discrimination toward any sects.”296 Although it 
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started as a daily paper, it went to a weekly format after three months. Its owner Nuriye 

Ulviye, administrative staff, and editorial staff and authors were all women.297 Kadınlar 

Dünyası is a significant journal for the development of the Ottoman women’s movement 

in several aspects. First, it was published for nine years, which makes it the second 

longest running Ottoman women’s journal after the Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete. Second, 

as I have noted, all its staff were women. Third, it not only tried to raise the 

consciousness of its readers but also encouraged them to take their places in the public 

sphere as dignified human beings. It was the first women’s journal that openly advocated 

feminism in all aspects of life. According to Ulviye Mevlan, that feminist turn meant 

transforming women from the position of being consumers to being producers.  

Unlike several other women’s magazines, Kadınlar Dünyası, from its first issue 

onwards, adopted the strategy of publishing only women’s writings, which it justified as 

follows:  

Some Ottoman men are defending womanhood. We thank them. We pity those 
such as Dr. Abdullah Cevdet Bey who thinks that he is the defense deputy of 
womanhood. We Ottoman women can defend our own rights. For this, we have 
our own methods and customs. The [male] writers cannot understand a woman 
with the soul/understanding of a woman. Please let them leave us to ourselves. Is 
it necessary, today, to lower ourselves to wait for male generosity to remove the 
oppression that we suffer from due to men? 298   

They also explained their reason for being a magazine exclusive to women as follows, 

“Until our rights are recognized among the public laws, until men and women are 

accepted as equals in all kinds of works, the World of Women cannot open its pages to 

men.” 299  
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Kadınlar Dünyası was the first women’s magazine that used the word “feminism” 

to describe Ottoman women’s struggles for their rights. According to one of the journal’s 

writers, Mükerrem Belkıs, the feminist credo envisions the woman’s role not only in the 

family but as a worker, a state employee, an engineer, a doctor, a deputy, and a 

minister.300 

The Kadınlar Dünyası functioned as a public space for an activism that changed 

women’s lives. For instance, the editorial board of the magazine also founded the first 

women’s organization that openly aimed to promote Ottoman women’s rights, which 

includes a call for a need for mass education for all women as well as the right for higher 

education.301 On the fifty-fifth issue of the magazine, the editors reported on the 

establishment of this organization, the Osmanlı Müdafaa-i Hukuk- Nisvan Cemiyeti 

(Ottoman Association for the Defense of Women’s Rights) and published its program.302 

This organization was instrumental both in advocating for women’s legal rights and 

establishing a philanthropic network and structure, run mostly by women, to aid women. 

The organization lobbied for the participation of women in working life, opening for 

instance, a tailor shop, where they taught women how to make dresses.303 The association 

also funded the opening of two shops for women by Seyyide Kemal Hanım: a pastry shop 

and a shop that sold lavender.304 The association conducted a drive that resulted in Bedra 

Osman Hanım being accepted as an employee at the Telefon İdaresi (Postal Office), the 

first woman to work in a public office.305 In the journal, women often complained about 
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not being able to benefit from the legal rights brought by the Second Constitution. This 

situation is described as “zulum, tecavuz ve gasb” (oppression, transgression, and violent 

seizure).306 Generally the readers were determined and contemplated all means, including 

that of force to get their rights: “No one gave freedom to our men; they got it with force. 

Rights are not given; they are taken. Let us, women, demand our natural legal rights; if 

they don’t give them, let’s take them by force. Long live freedom.”307  

The journal emphasized the importance of networking among women from 

different backgrounds and worked for building solidarity with women in other countries, 

especially with other Muslim women in Russia, Central Asia, and India. Readers were 

informed about women and women’s organizations in the other parts of the world. For 

instance, the “Beynelmilel Kadınlar Cemiyeti” (World Women’s Organization) was 

introduced in the journal.308 News about women in other countries was also used to make 

Ottoman women reflect on their own situation and what they could do to solve their 

problems. For instance, Mes’adet Bedirhan reported on a gathering of two hundred 

women in India for a women’s congress, and she added that a similar kind of congress 

could be gathered in İstanbul in which heads of the women’s organizations in all parts of 

the Ottoman state could come together and discuss their problems and find solutions 

together. She suggested that the first meeting of this congress could institute rules and 

goals, and, in the second congress, they could get in touch with the Indian women.309  
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The newspaper’s writers and editors also advocated for education opportunities 

for the masses, not just a small group of elite women. The fact that there were some elite 

educated women such as Fatma Aliye, Halide Edib, and Nigar Hanım was not a solution 

to the problem of women’s education. Lasting solutions for the education of women 

regardless of class position needed to be found. Education needed to become more 

widespread.310 

In addition to calling the government to open more schools for girls, the journal 

also advocated for the opening of private schools. They stated that women might come 

together and open a school and then get help from the Maarif Nezâreti. The first example 

of this was the first private kindergarten for girls founded by Aziz Haydar, who was a 

member of the Osmanlı Müdafaa-i Hukuk-ı Nisvan Cemiyeti.311 The journal also 

advocated for the opening of a Darüşşafaka to educate orphan girls.312 

Another important issue Kadınlar Dünyası fought for was the right to higher 

education for women. For instance, in one of the essays published in this magazine, 

Mükerrem Belkıs made a strong rhetorical appeal to religion, asking why even Muslim 

women in Russia living under the rule of another nation had the rights of higher 

education. What kind of thoughtlessness would deny this right to Ottoman women? As a 

result of a long battle for higher education for women, the doors of the Darülfünûn in 

İstanbul were opened to women in 12 September 1914.313 The journal also supported the 

idea that women should be sent to Europe for further education.  
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In activism around voicing women’s demands about education rights, two 

women’s names come to the foreground: Azize Haydar Hanım and Mükerrem Belkıs 

Hanım. In addition to her several essays on the importance of women’s education in 

magazines, Azize Haydar also opened the first private school for girls in İstanbul. 

Mükerrem Belkıs’s essays took a more personal note; in them, she described in detail 

what kind of an education she wanted, covering issues such as the qualifications of 

teachers and how they should be trained. In many of her essays, she pushed for further 

rights for women that were promised by the new cadres of the Second Constitutional 

Period. She called for activist women teachers to work for the emancipation of their 

sisters in one of her essays. Addressing female teachers directly, she stated, “We do not 

want lazy, timid female teachers. We want active female teachers who are in love with 

freedom, and intellectual female teachers. If the educated women do not raise women 

who will save women from slavery as womankind demands, then the biggest 

responsibility will be on the female teachers.” She then added, “Female teachers, know 

that you are holding in your hands the greatest power of the future. The lever of humanity 

is in your hands. Do not neglect this power. You will make future generations live the 

desired life style.”314 It is noteworthy that around this time, women authors writing in 

women’s journals started to advocate for a new role for women, especially female 

teachers. They were asked not only to be selfless in their efforts to reach their fellow 

sisters but also to act with the knowledge that they could shape future generations. In this 

sense, perhaps, this new ideology of womanhood, crystallizing around the identity and 

                                                 
314 “Miskin, korkak muallimeler istemeyiz. Cevval, hürriyete aşık, mütefekkir muallimeler istiyoruz. Eğer 
mektepliler alem-i nisvanın istediği gibi, alem-i nisvanı esaretten kurtaracak bir halde yetişmezlerse en 
büyük mesuliyet muallimelerde olacakdır.” “Muallimeler biliniz, şunu pek iyi biliniz ki istikbalin en büyük 
kuvvetini elinizde tutuyorsunuz. Beşeriyetin manivelesi elinizdedir. Bu kuvveti, bu maniveleyi hüsn-i 
istimal ediniz. Nesl-i âtiye istenilen sekl-i hayatı siz yaşatacaksınız.” Cited in Zehra Toska, “Tanzimat’tan 
Cumhuriyet’e Osmanlı Kadın Tarihinde İstanbul ve Önde Gelen Kadın Simaları,” Kadın Eserleri 
Kütüphanesi, 10. (no other bibliographical information given) 
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the role of the female teacher, was an extension of women’s traditional domestic roles. 

The new ideology of the female teacher is nowhere clearer than it is in Refet, by Fatma 

Aliye Hanım, which I discuss in Chapter 4. 

ADVOCATING OTTOMANNESS 

Women’s magazines also invited women to be more aware not only of their 

Ottoman identity, but also of Muslim identity. Challenged by the imperialist aggressions 

and advances of the European powers, this was a time that called for pride in one’s 

tradition. For instance, the author Fatma Aliye criticized young Ottoman women for 

forgetting their Muslim sisters while they followed European women writers and 

activists. To inform her fellow sisters of the rich Muslim women tradition they inherited, 

she compiled a book titled, Meşahir-i Nisvan-ı İslam (Famous Muslim Women). She 

stated here that “just as we have come to love their [European] Madame Montagu and 

Madame de Sevignes so they will come to love our illustrious women.” 

Fatma Aliye warned young Muslim women to keep their own identity and beware 

of being too infused with the other cultures, i.e. European cultures. She complained that 

“these girls who learn a foreign language indiscriminately and cannot stand intact against 

the foreign cultures feel alienated towards their own culture.”315 Instead she 

recommended them to look for models in Islamic history. She praised the earlier days of 

Islam, the period known as asr-ı sâadet (golden age) as the best times for Muslim women 

and proposed the lives of prominent Muslim women during this period as proper role 

models for contemporary Ottoman Muslim women.  

Fatma Aliye also defended the ideologies of Ottomanism and Islam against the 

attacks of the Orientalist European writers. For instance, in her essay, “Women of Islam 

and a French Author,” she took issue with Orientalist books published in Europe about 
                                                 
315 Fatma Aliye, “Talîm’i Terbiye-i Benât-i Osmâniyye,” Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete, no. 37 (1896): 1. 
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Muslim women, using the prejudices of the French author Emil Julliard as an example, 

and stated the following:  

Europeans, who do not shy away from endangering their lives by going into the 
icy regions to find the North Pole, have become so curious to get information 
about the harem where they could not go, although they live on the European 
continent… [I]f Mr. Julyar saw something that he didn’t like in our culture before, 
he should have first found out if this was due to the conditions of the religion or 
the conditions of the place, and then he should have leveled criticism against 
Islam.316  

She further argued that the real goal of Emil Julliard was to stop the progress of women 

in Europe by showing the conditions of Turkish women who were in worse conditions 

than they were. Then, she explained that if Muslim women had problems, it was not 

because Islam did not grant them their rights, but because a distorted version of Islam had 

become dominant. 

One of the interesting pieces in the Mehasin belongs to the famous novelist 

Halide Salih (Edib Adıvar), who contributed two essays to the Mehasin. One of them is 

about child-education and the other, which I find more interesting, is about how women’s 

journals approach womanhood. It is titled “Mehasin’i Okuyan Kardeşlerime” (To my 

Sisters who read the Mehasin) and includes the following: 

I am extremely interested in whatever is written or said about women. I naturally 
read and study Mehasin in its very minute details. Today I would like to review 
and criticize what has been thought and spoken about women and the tendency of 
the essays concerning women. … 

When the word “woman” is uttered, it projects a poetic image such as a woman 
standing on flowers, her head in the blue sky with the sun shining, surrounded 
with such richness and flamboyant objects, and her heart away from reality. … 

Issues concerning the exaltation of women need not be only about womanhood. 
Women are in need of learning and knowing about everything as much as men. 
So on this point issues concerning women cannot be other than those of men. …I 
sense a move towards feminism in a class of intelligent women. It is just a stage 

                                                 
316 Fatma Aliye, “Nisvan-ı İslam ve Bir Fransız Muharriri,” Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete, no. 91-92, (1896): 
5-6; 2-3. 
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that  women of every country have to go through. However, it is one that is ahead 
of their progress at the age. We, on the other hand, have not taken our very first 
step yet. This movement could still be something longed-for. If only they do not 
seem to be against men! Our country’s sensible youngsters are the breeding 
ground of this movement to bring about progress in women’s rights. When 
women, rather than seeing men as the only obstacles in every thing they would 
like to do, benefit from the good intentions of men, they would definitely succeed 
more. The last thing I would like to say to my sisters is this: a woman is first of all 
an Ottoman and a patriot. The motherland is the most sacred point of worship in 
her heart. The rights of the motherland are prior to those of women. Therefore, 
when women today ask for “our rights,” they should remember that this is not just 
for them, but for being able to raise their children worthy of their motherland with 
dignity.317 

Halide Edib’s article signaled an important change of emphasis in the role of women in 

the public sphere. While she also agrees that women, like men, should be able to do 

whatever they would like to do, her focus on the role of women “first as an Ottoman and 

a patriot,” then as “a woman,” is striking. It shows how some women like Halide Edib, in 

a time of rising nationalist sentiment, began to put their national identity before their 

gender identity. Her emphasis on the role of women as mothers of future generations also 

foreshadows the nationalistic discourse on women in the following decades.  

PUBLIC SPEECHES 

The Balkan Wars of 1912-13 had a direct impact on mobilizing women in public 

for protests, public meetings, public speeches, and fund-raising activities. There was a 

visible increase in the number of women’s associations after the Balkan Wars, most of 

them established to relieve the problems of the victims of the wars.  

One interesting public event that brought about four-to-five thousand women 

together was the two meetings organized by the Müdafaa-i Milliye Cemiyeti Hanımlar 

Heyeti on the 8th and 13th of February 1913 at the conference halls of the Darülfünûn. 

The conference hall was packed at both of these meetings, and the speakers included not 

                                                 
317 Halide Salih, “Mehasin’i Okuyan Kardeşlerime,” Mehasin, no. 6 (February 1908): 418-421.  



 147

only the celebrated women of the time, such as the poets İhsan Raif and Nigar Hanım, the 

novelists Halide Edib and Fatma Aliye but also the Darülmuallimat (Teachers College 

for Women) students and teachers such as Mebruke Hanım and Nakiye Huriye (Elgün) 

and other female students such as Ümmü Gülsüm Kemalova who came for these public 

meetings from the Muslim provinces of Russia. The purpose of the meetings was 

fundraising for the orphans and widows of the Balkan Wars. The speeches were 

eventualy published as a book entitled, Darülfünûn Konferans Salonunda Kadınlarımızın 

İçtimaları in 1329 (1913/14) in İstanbul.318  

The speeches made at these meetings show the involvement and role of women in 

mobilizing the public around patriotic, nationalist, and Islamic sentiments. While the 

common thread in these speeches is resistance against foreign aggression, the ideological 

position from which each woman appeals to her audience shows an interesting variety. 

For instance, Fatma Aliye uses a dominantly Islamic frame of reference in her speech to 

call women to action. Quoting verses from the Qur’an, she explains how one Muslim 

should help another Muslim in need. She also emphasizes the equality of women and 

men in Islam, saying that “the good deeds (sevab) one earns in the way of right [i.e., 

Islam] is the same/equal for both men and women.” Reminding women of their ancestors 

who defended the country at the expense of their blood, she says, “Those ancestors were 

women’s ancestors, too; this vatan [country; fatherland] is women’s vatan, too. The 

future of the nation includes/means the future of women, too, as the half of this nation is 

made up of women.”319 

                                                 
318 Darülfünûn Konferans Salonunda Kadınlarımızın İçtimaları (İstanbul: Tanin Matbaası, 1913). For a 
newer edition in Latin alphabet, see Şefika Kurnaz, Balkan Harbinde Kadınlarımızın Konuşmaları 
(İstanbul: Milli Eğitim Bakanlığı Yayınları, 1993). 
319 Fatma Aliye, “1. İçtima,” in Darülfünûn Konferans Salonunda Kadınlarımızın İçtimaları, Friday, 
February 8, 1913. Kurnaz, Balkan Harbinde, 24-5. 
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However, Halide Edib emphasized nationalist feelings rather than religous ones: 

“For independence, there needs to be one more thing along with being religious, 

honorable, and hardworking. That is, more than anything else, to be a Turk vehemently. 

A nation needs to be nationalist to remain a nation able to protect its existence against 

other nations.”320 She explains that the existing situation was due to the lack of nationalist 

sentiments among Turks, and she also blames women for the current situation, saying 

that, “If Turkish women, above everthing else, felt as Turkish women, if Turkish women 

vaccinated their children with an unbreakable Turkish zeal, love for one’s nation and love 

for the elevation of it, our country would be in another situation. Only if a nation’s 

women are nationalist/patriotic can there be injected into a nation the only feeling that 

makes a nation progress, the feeling of nationalism.”321 It is striking to see the competing 

ideologies in the speeches of these women. While for Fatma Aliye the valid frame of 

reference was still Islam and Ottomanness, for Halide Edib, who was also involved with 

the nationalist party of the time, the Committee of Union and Progress, the reference 

point was Turkishness.  

At the end of the conference, upon the suggestion of Halide Edib, the members 

took the following decisions:  

1. To send a telegram to the Ottoman Army in the name of all Ottoman 
women.  

2. To send a telegram to India, Russia, Turkmenistan, and all other Muslim 
women inviting them to show their protests, hatred, and disapproval 
against what the Balkan barbarians are doing in the Rumeli and to 
participate in the fundraising program of the Müdafaa-i Milliye. 

                                                 
320 Halide Edib, “VIII,” in Darülfünûn Konferans Salonunda Kadınlarımızın İçtimaları, Friday, February 
8, 1913. Kurnaz, Balkan Harbinde, 41. 
321 Ibid., 43. 
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3. To request the European queens to use their influence to protest and put a 
stop to the murders and rapes going on in the Rumeli.322  

Six years later, after the Greeks invaded İzmir, protest meetings were organized in 

various cities at which women orators also voiced their reaction to the invasion. The 

largest public meeting in İstanbul took place on 23 May 1919 at the Sultan Ahmet 

Meydanı in İstanbul, where the crowd of people filled up the whole square. One of the 

women who addressed the crowd was Halide Edib. Another woman, who was amongst 

the crowd, Sabiha Sertel (1895-1968), a famous writer, journalist, and activist of the 

Republican period, remembers the day as follows:  

The humming of the human crowd comes in waves. Halide Hanım is standing 
with dignity at the podium in black çarşaf; a black flag is wrapped around the 
podium. Under the crescent and the stars is written, “Either Freedom or Death.” 
On the other side of the podium, one notices a banner that states ‘Wilson’s twelve 
principles.’ The minarets of the Sultanahmet and Ayasofya mosques are 
embellished with small black flags. On the banners/illuminations from one 
mosque to another, it states ‘Izmir is ours.’ Halide Hanım is speaking, and one 
can hear sobbing among the public. The imams on the minarets are reciting ‘God 
is great’ and chanting hymns. 200,000 people who filled the square are chanting 
‘God is great’ as if they are one voice. (…) This was the excitement of a people 
who was determined to fight for its national independence. Anxiety, fear was over 
after that moment. This was a preparation for war. 323  

At another public meeting that took place at Sultanahmet Meydanı, the Head of 

the Teachers Association (Muallimler Cemiyeti Reisi) Nakiye Hanım addresses the 

crowd: 

Today I come here into your presence as a member of the Turkish womanhood 
which is equipped with faith and determination in the face of a national disaster. 
(…) It needs to be explained that the Turkish nation is a nation that does not 
violate rights but also will not allow its rights to be violated. (…) Is there a man 
amongst you who would leave and surrender the graves of Fatih, Selim, and 
Süleyman,324 the mosques, and the tombstones that are the eternal monuments of 

                                                 
322 Darülfünûn Konferans Salonunda Kadınlarımızın İçtimaları, Friday, February 8, 1913. Kurnaz, Balkan 
Harbinde, 45. 
323 Sabiha Sertel, Roman Gibi (İstanbul: Belge Yayınları, 1987), 27-8. 
324 These are the names of glorified Ottoman sultans, who are still associated with the high days of the 
empire. 



 150

his ancestors? I don’t imagine so. You won’t leave; you won’t flee. We will be 
with you as well; we won’t flee from your side and front. I am sure you would 
believe that our women who sacrifice their children, whom they love more than 
their own life, would also give their lives to Istanbul which they love with all their 
heart.325 

In this chapter, I have argued for the centrality of women’s magazines and activist 

women writers for the women of the Republican period who became activist writers 

themselves. The famous women activists of the early Republican period were women 

who in various ways were influenced by their Ottoman sisters. In other words, contrary to 

the conventional wisdom of some of today’s Turkish feminists, there was an organic and 

systematic link between the late Ottoman and the early Republican women writers and 

activists. Ottoman women’s periodicals and associations established a tradition that not 

only laid the groundwork for future feminists but also contributed to their awareness and 

confidence as women writers. 

The archival material uncovered in my research as well as others indicates the 

extent of the links between the late Ottoman and early Republican women writers, both 

thematically and in terms of persons who bridged the divide. For instance, the writer, 

activist, and political leader Nezihe Muhiddin (1889-1958)326 writes about the impact 

Nakiye Hanım327 had in her early education and aspirations to be an educated, 

progressive woman who works for the women’s cause. Nezihe Muhiddin and Nakiye 

Hanım were cousins; and Muhiddin refers to Nakiye Hanım, who was fifteen years older 

than her, as her “first teacher.”328 Nakiye Hanım was an educated woman who regularly 

                                                 
325 Ibid., 30. 
326 For a detailed study on Nezihe Muhiddin and Kadınlar Halk Fırkası, see Yaprak Zihnioğlu, Kadınsız 
İnkilap: Nezihe Muhiddin, Kadınlar Halk Fırkası, Kadın Birliği (İstanbul: Metis Yayınları, 2003). 
327 Nakiye Elgün. Born in 1882 in İstanbul. Graduate of İstanbul Kız Öğretmen Okulu (1901). She worked 
as a literature teacher at the same school. She served as an MP in the parliament in 1935. İbrahim Alâettin 
Gövsa, Türk Meşhurları Ansiklopedisi (Yedigün Neşriyatı, 1946), 112. 
328 Nezihe Muhittin, Türk Kadını (İstanbul: Numune Matbaası, 1931), 31. 
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contributed to women’s magazines and journals of the time.329 With her large personal 

library, Nakiye Hanım had functioned not only as a source of books but also an 

intellectual companion with whom Nezihe Muhiddin could talk. Under the guidance of 

Nakiye Hanım, Nezihe Muhiddin read all the old and new Ottoman literary works and 

got her accustomed to the habit of discussing what she had read.330  

Nezihe Muhiddin, was one of the leaders of the early Republican era women’s 

movement. She founded the Kadınlar Halk Fırkası on 16 June 1923, which was the first 

political party of the Republic, and published Kadın Yolu magazine in the early years of 

the Republic as a forum for women’s rights. The goal of the party was to work for the 

development of women in social, economic and political spheres and achieve women’s 

rights fully.331 

Ottoman women’s magazines raised consciousness among women. This was not a 

unilateral process. It was as a result of the interactive form towards which these journals 

tended. By opening the magazine to readers’ letters and by taking them seriously, these 

magazines created a forum for discussion that reached across the public/private divide. 

We should not forget that denying this past has constituted a form of injustice to these 

women who questioned the oppressive realities surrounding them. During this period, 

women came together through the medium of periodicals and associations; they shared 

their problems and created an agenda about these problems. They discussed various 

topics, ranging from dress styles to work and politics. By intervening in the public sphere 

and contesting its gendered definition as it was maintained in a Muslim society, surely 

these magazines, authors, and readers deserve to be remembered as the pioneers of the 
                                                 
329 Hüseyin Güç states that she used the pseudonym “Zekiye” in her essays published in Hanımlara 
Mahsus Gazete. See, Hüseyin Güç, “Nezihe Muhittin’in Hayatı ve Romanları Üzerinde Bir İnceleme” 
(master’s thesis, Kırıkkale Üniversitesi, 2001), 4. 
330 Muhittin, Türk Kadını, 17-18.  
331 Zafer Toprak. “Cumhuriyet Halk Fırkasından Önce Kurulan Kadınlar Halk Fırkası,” Tarih ve Toplum 
51 (March 1988): 30-31. 
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women’s movement. Revealing women’s determination to change their lives as the 

oppressed sex is one of the most significant principals of feminist history writing as well. 

The suppressed existence of a body of Ottoman women’s journals pioneered by 

female intellectuals in Turkey from the nineteenth century calls for a rethinking of the 

intellectual history of the period, which should free it from its teleological subordination 

to the nationalist ideology that supplanted it. These female thinkers established agendas 

in their own terms for reforms and programs of action for the twentieth century. They are 

thus critical to our understanding of the roots of feminism in Turkey and, by implication, 

in the whole Muslim world, insofar as Ottoman women took on a pioneering role in the 

struggle for women’s rights.  
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Chapter 4: Fatma Aliye Hanım: Woman Writing Women 

Sedat Simavi, in a 1922 interview with the famous novelist of the Republican 

period, Reşat Nuri Güntekin (1889-1956), asked him when he first became interested in 

literature. Güntekin’s response indicates the interaction between reading communities in 

formation (interestingly, female ones) and the creation of literary producers which has 

been our constant theme. According to the novelist, his first childhood exposure to 

literature occurred as follows: “In Çanakkale [a small town near Marmara Sea], on winter 

nights, literate women from the neighborhood would gather around and read novels. They 

read a novel entitled Udi, by Fatma Aliye Hanım. Even though I have not seen this novel 

since then, I still remember all its details with the utmost excitement and pleasure. 

Apparently, this novel must have made a great impact on me.”332  

Güntekin’s excitement may seem strange now, since Fatma Aliye Hanım (1862-

1936) is neither remembered by the Turkish public nor included by contemporary 

Turkish literary historians in their surveys of Turkish literature. However, in her time as a 

pioneer fin de siècle female writer of about a dozen books and several dozens of essays 

and a prominent member of charity organizations, which were at the time the main 

vehicle for a female political presence, she acquired a fame that should be restored if we 

are to understand the literary landscape of the late Ottoman period in its full complexity. 

In this chapter, I make the case that Fatma Aliye Hanım should be considered one of the 

Ottoman women writers whose work deserves more recognition and inclusion in 

Ottoman Turkish literary and cultural history. That she has been so completely omitted 

raises larger questions about the formation of the literary canon in Turkey after the 

establishment of the Turkish Republic, a canon formation with which this chapter will 

                                                 
332 Sedat Simavi, “Interview with Reşat Nuri Güntekin,” Yeni İnci Mecmuası, no. 2 (July 1922): 7-8. 
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also be concerned. Canonically, Halide Edib Adıvar (1884-1964) is regularly cited as the 

first and only woman writer of the late Ottoman period. She is regularly taught in schools 

in Turkey; her books are still published; and she is remembered particularly as a heroic 

nationalist woman, due to her participation in the Independence War in Anatolia (1919-

1922). But Halide Edib Adıvar’s singularity is an artifact not so much of Ottoman reality, 

but of the omission of other female Ottoman writers by historians of post-Ottoman 

Turkey. As I wrote in the introduction, the reasons for the invisibility of Ottoman women 

are complex, and they lead us into some of the larger issues of Turkish historiography. 

In Fatma Aliye’s case, part of the political motivation for the absence of her work 

from the Turkish canon is straightforward. She was the daughter of Cevdet Paşa, who 

was closely associated with the Ottoman court. However, here I would like to look at 

some of the broader reasons that led to her literary disappearance after the establishment 

of the Turkish Republic. After establishing the ideological coordinates that have 

generated this gap in the continuity of Turkish literary history, and as part of my recovery 

project of Ottoman women writers’ work, I will describe Fatma Aliye’s career as a writer 

and how she and her work were received in her time. Finally, I will discuss two of her 

novels, Muhâdarât (1891-92) and Refet (1897) in my exploration of the cultural 

constructions of femininity, female public appearance, and contestations of the perceived 

ideal of feminine privacy and domesticity in late Ottoman culture. 

In this dissertation, I have been arguing that late Ottoman novels should be 

recognized as constituting a distinctive political tradition of fiction, a tradition that 

consciously participates in public debates. I have shown how a new print culture made 

possible the dissemination of a new female ideal and the refashioning of gender identities 

for both men and women. I have pointed to the emergence of the literary public sphere as 

a forum in which the private and the public were rearticulated and connected. This 
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background should help us to understand Fatma Aliye’s contribution to the construction 

of a public female identity. It is important that Fatma Aliye, as one of the first Ottoman 

Muslim women novelists, was as much concerned with women’s agency in the public 

sphere as with women’s private moral influence. In both her life and work, Fatma Aliye 

epitomized and articulated the cultural conflicts surrounding nineteenth-century 

conceptions of Ottoman woman and writer. By dramatizing the interdependence of social 

and domestic concerns, her writings exposed the public and political nature of private 

life. She often appropriated religious, political, and literary discourse to promote 

women’s entry into the public sphere, which justified as well her position as a woman 

writer and made her work peculiarly performative. I argue that her work contributed to 

what Rita Felski calls a “female counter public sphere,” a sphere in which an Ottoman 

Muslim female public identity was forged, and that the complicated post-Ottoman 

response to that sphere was responsible for the forgetting of this female literary culture.333  

FATMA ALİYE HANIM AS A FORGOTTEN WRITER 

Fatma Aliye Hanım was one of the rare Ottoman women writers who enjoyed 

respect and popularity during her lifetime. She was a key female figure in the literary 

circles of her time: she participated in literary gatherings that included the poets Nigâr 

Hanım (1862-1918) and Makbule Leman (1865-1898), and she corresponded with 

important writers and critics of her time such as Ahmet Mithat (1844-1912) and Muallim 

Naci (1850-1893).334 She enjoyed a real popularity both as a regular writer of the 

women’s journals of the time and as a novelist, especially during the period between 

1895-1912. After 1912, she began to fade as a writer and was no longer a major presence 

                                                 
333 Rita Felski, Beyond Feminist Aesthetics: Feminist Literature and Social Change (Cambridge: Harvard 
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334 Mübeccel Kızıltan, ed., Fatma Aliye Hanım: Yaşamı-Sanatı-Yapıtları ve Nisvan-ı İslam (İstanbul: 
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on the literary scene. When she died in 1936, at the age of 72, she was already a forgotten 

figure of an earlier era. As the Cumhuriyet newspaper reported in its news coverage of 

her death, there were only about twenty people at her funeral. The few lines of her 

obituary did not even mention her works.335 What were the reasons that led to her being 

forgotten? 

One major reason for her disappearance is the fact that her works have not been 

easily accessible to Turkish readers. Until 1993, when Mübeccel Kızıltan transcribed 

Fatma Aliye’s Nisvan-ı İslam (Women of Islam) from the Ottoman script into Latin 

script, none of her works were available in today’s Turkish in the Latin script.336 Thus, as 

far as Turkish literary critics or readers were concerned, she did not exist. 

According to the historian Taha Toros, one cause of Fatma Aliye’s dwindling 

literary output after 1912 was the emergence of a new female writer, Halide Edib, who 

was backed by the ruling İttihat ve Terakki Partisi, Committee of Union and Progress.337 

Halide Edib’s public profile had reconfigured the space for female writers both among 

publishers and among the public by merging feminism with the national project as 

represented by the military junta that had seized power in 1908. Fatma Aliye, who had 

based much of her feminism on arguments that would make it congruent with Islam, 

seemed out of touch with the secular, Republican mood. Taha Toros also cites a more 

personal reason for Fatma Aliye’s retirement from the public scene in the second decade 

of the twentieth century: her sorrow over the fact that one of her beloved daughters left 

her mother, her country, and even her religion.338 
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In a short newspaper article that covered Fatma Aliye’s death, journalist Turhan 

Tan made the following comment regarding the reasons for her absence from the Turkish 

literary scene after the Constitutional Period: 

[Her] fame went on until the years of the Meşrutiyet. The novel Udi was first 
published as a serial in the newspaper İkdam just before 1908 and then published 
as a book. But the political revolution that took place in that year dragged Fatma 
Aliye into the seclusion and darkness of being forgotten. This famous person, who 
lived in the time of the school of Edebiyat-ı Cedide, was fading away rapidly in 
the face of the writings of Halide Edib. 

The only possible path Fatma Aliye could take was to pen articles which would 
conform to the sentimental needs of the time and place. But since in the early 
months of the revolution, Mithad Paşa was applauded so much while the name of 
Cevdet Paşa [Fatma Aliye’s father, a prominent Ottoman statesman, grand vizier, 
and historian] was degraded, Fatma Aliye had a psychological weariness. She 
could not take any action to protect her fame. At one point she wanted to get out 
of this psychological inability and to defend against those political attacks the 
man who was her father and teacher. She attempted to publish a book entitled 
Cevdet Paşa ve Zamanı (Cevdet Paşa and His Time). Not many people read this 
book, which was written with the intention of making public the intrigues of the 
Bâb-ı Âli (Sublime Porte) and political life in the 19th century, and because of this 
failure the publication of the whole book was not completed. It was this failure 
that pushed Fatma Aliye completely away from the realm of writing.339  

These personal and critical accounts point to a change in the political and cultural 

climate of the country, a change to which Fatma Aliye could not adapt. Perhaps this 

feeling of not quite belonging anywhere is captured best by her daughter’s words about 

her. Fatma Aliye’s daughter Zübeyde İsmet Faik Topuz, in a letter she wrote to the 

historian Carter Findley in 1990, stated that Fatma Aliye had “maintained two 

incompatible value systems within herself. On the one hand, she wanted to be a pioneer; 

on the other hand she wanted to remain loyal to the tradition.” Her daughter also noted, 

“Although she had written novels, she was doing so in order to promote the idea that kept 

                                                 
339 M.Turhan Tan, “Unutularak Ölen Bir Edib,” Cumhuriyet, July 13, 1936, 5.  
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her busy all along: gender equality and the struggle to gain this.”340 This dilemma of 

wanting to “remain loyal to the tradition” and at the same time opening up new 

opportunities for Ottoman Muslim women also manifests itself in and shapes all of her 

novels. As we will see, the dilemma of this first stage of female emancipation, enacted 

within the parameters of the Ottoman regime, plays itself out in the plots of her novels. In 

one instance, the loyal and virtuous daughter Fazıla in Muhâdarât is disappointed to find 

out that her father is marrying her off to a man that she does not want to marry. In 

another, Refet, the eponymous heroine, is portrayed as the ideal new woman who can 

earn her own living, but does so only to pay her debt to her nation through teaching 

patriotic pupils for the rest of her life. 

PRIVILEGES OF BEING AN ELITE WOMAN 

Educated upper-class women led the Ottoman Muslim women’s struggle in the 

nineteenth century. These women were daughters of elite men who were positioned either 

in the Ottoman Palace or in the Sublime Porte. Themselves well educated, these men 

provided their daughters with the best education possible in the Ottoman Empire. Thus, 

these upper-class women received an education unavailable to the great mass of 

Ottomans, men or women: within the privacy of their fathers’ mansions they were given 

a humanistic education, consisting of languages such as Arabic, Persian, and French and 

in areas such as philosophy, history, literature, and western and Ottoman music. 

Fatma Aliye came from this background, as the daughter of a well-known 

historian, statesman, and jurist of the time, Ahmet Cevdet Paşa (1822-1895).341 Her 

                                                 
340 Ahmet Mithat Efendi, Fatma Aliye Hanım: Osmanlı Kadınının Sesi; Fatma Aliye Hanım yahut Bir 
Muharrire-i Osmaniyenin Neşeti, ed. Müge Galin, trans. Lynda Goodsell Blake (İstanbul: İsis Yayıncılık, 
1998), 15-16.  
341 He was among the reformist group of the Tanzimat period. As expert on the Ottoman legal system, he 
was given the duty of writing the new legal system in the Ottoman Empire, called the Mecelle system. He is 
also known as a historian of his time. His most famous work is a twelve-volume Ottoman history. 
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father’s liberalism extended to allowing his daughter to join the private lessons provided 

for her elder brother, Ali Sedat Bey. She took lessons on various subjects including 

linguistics, cosmology, astronomy, French, mathematics, history, philosophy, and 

literature. Her younger sister, Emine Semiye Hanım (1868-1944), was also a prominent 

writer of the time. She regularly wrote articles in Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete in 1895 and 

later worked as the editor-in-chief of another important women’s magazine, İnci.342 She 

also wrote a novel called Sefalet.343  

In Ahmet Mithat’s biography of Fatma Aliye, which was based on his 

communication with her family as well as Fatma Aliye’s own accounts, we learn much 

about the privileges of being the child of an upper class Ottoman family. For instance, we 

learn that she was given otuz kuruş each week as an allowance when she was a child. She 

reports that “as a book worm,” she would ask her nanny to buy books, newspapers, and 

magazines for her with this money. Even as a child she was oriented to print culture. The 

books she read included popular folk narratives, heroic epics, and stories of her time such 

as Battal Gazi, Kan Kalası, Muhayyelat-ı Aziz Efendi, and Elf Leyle.344 Among the books 

she read as a child and teenager were also translations of French novels such as 

Télémaque, the first novel translated into Ottoman Turkish.  

Fatma Aliye accompanied her father when he was sent on a mission to Beirut, 

sending back letters to her French governess, friend and confidante, Madmazel Alfa, in 

which she mentions her dream of living in a country house with Alfa where both of them 

could fill their time with intellectual pursuits, just like the character Fazıla in Ahmet 

                                                 
342 Emine Semiye Hanım also took advantage of her very privileged position. Like her sister and brother 
she learnt Arabic, Persian, and French and studied other subjects such as history, geography, literature, 
chemistry, etc. She also studied psychology and sociology in France and Switzerland for seven years. 
Toros, Mâzi Cenneti, 212. 
343 Unfortunately, I couldn’t locate this novel in any of the libraries and archives in İstanbul and Ankara. 
344 Ibid., 13. 
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Mithat’s novella Felsefe-i Zenan (Philosophy of Women; 1287/1870-71).345 However, as 

soon as Fatma Aliye returned to İstanbul, she married one of the yavers of II Abdülhamit, 

Kolağası Faik Bey (1853-1928). She was seventeen years old. The difficulties she 

encountered in her marriage exemplify the problems of women of those times, even those 

of the privileged class. For instance, she mentions the difficulty of not having the 

freedom to read novels during the early years of her marriage, because her husband, Faik 

Bey, did not approve of novels. One day he even tore up one of the novels she was 

reading. As an upper-class Ottoman woman, she was trained to obey her husband, so, she 

wrote, she did get rid of her novels, at least until Faik Bey softened his opposition to 

novel reading and allowed her to read them again; unfortunately, we do not know the 

reasons of his change of heart.346 However, his opposition to his wife’s novel reading 

might suggest that the novel genre may not have been perceived as suitable or beneficial 

for readers in general and women in particular.  

COLLABORATION WITH AHMET MITHAT 

As with the female readers we saw in the previous chapter, Fatma Aliye’s own 

initiation into publishing started with writing letters to the authors and editors of the 

magazines she had read. The most significant connection she made this way was to 

Ahmet Mithat, of whose publication, Kırk Ambar magazine, she had been a reader since 

she was fifteen. She gave it the high praise of likening it to the French magazines that 

were the bearers of cultural values in elite Ottoman circles. As I explain in more detail in 

Chapter 1, French language and literature functioned as a cultural reference point for 

most of the Ottoman elite of this time.  

                                                 
345 Ahmed Mithat Efendi, Fatma Aliye Hanım yahud Bir Muharrire-i Osmaniyenin Neş’eti (İstanbul: Kırk 
Ambar Matbaası, 1311/1893-94, 157-160. 
346 Kızıltan, Fatma Aliye Hanım’ın, 17.  
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Fatma Aliye’s acquaintance with her favorite writer and life-long protector, 

Ahmet Mithat, started with her reading his early books. After she read Ahmet Mithat’s 

Letaif-i Rivayat, he became one of her favorite authors. She continued to read his books, 

including Hace-i Evvel, Hasan Mellah, Montecristo, and Felatun Bey’le Rakım Efendi. 

At some point she began writing letters to Ahmet Mithat, who mentions receiving letters 

from her about his essay “Love.”347 In these letters, she opposes the stigmatization of 

female novel readers, a common theme in the newspapers and magazines of the time; 

Fatma Aliye here alludes to Madmazel Alfa, her French governess, who read novels but 

did not derive a false romantic ideal from them. Young girls, she explains, are vulnerable 

to false romantic ideas because of the stories they hear from uneducated, ignorant, older 

women.348 Interestingly, both of these issues—the moral effects of novels on female 

readers and the role of education in shaping women’s behavior—appear as major issues 

in the two novels I will discuss later in this chapter. 

From being merely a correspondent, Fatma Aliye became Ahmet Mithat’s co-

author for Hayal ve Hakikat (Fiction/Fancy and Reality/Truth; 1891-92).349 This was a 

collaborative work in which different sections presented different characters’ points of 

views. The collaboration of a male and female writer was a highly unusual practice for 

the time, while collaboration in fiction writing is unusual even today. Fatma Aliye wrote 

the chapter titled “Vedad” (Friendship). Not only was this collaboration unique and 

significant on its own terms, but it also gave Fatma Aliye the prestige of being associated 

with an already well-established and respected older male writer. As their correspondence 

indicates, Ahmet Mithat acted as her father-figure. This relationship became public in the 

                                                 
347 Ahmed Mithat Efendi, Fatma Aliye Hanım, 129-140.  
348 Ahmed Mithat Efendi, Fatma Aliye Hanım, 167-69.  
349 Ahmet Mithat & Fatma Aliye, Hayâl ve Hakikat, trans. Yahya Bostan (İstanbul: Eylül Yayınları, 2002). 
Originally published under the names, “Bir Kadın ve Ahmet Mithat” (A Woman and Ahmet Mithat). 
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book Mithat wrote about her, Fatma Aliye Hanım Yahud Bir Muharrire-i Osmaniye’nin 

Neş’eti (Fatma Aliye Hanım or Birth of an Ottoman Woman Writer; 1893-94), while she 

was alive, based both on their correspondence and Ahmet Mithat’s correspondence with 

her father, Ahmet Cevdet. This biography is our major source for Fatma Aliye’s life as a 

young woman; from it we learn the details of her education and how she developed her 

keen interest in reading and writing literature. This work also underlines the respect given 

to Fatma Aliye as an Ottoman woman writer at this time, especially when it is noted that 

it is regarded as the first monograph on a female writer’s life in Ottoman society.350  

ON WOMEN WRITERS 

In an essay (1897) Fatma Aliye wrote on the poet Makbule Leman (1865-1943), 

she complains that Makbule Leman’s work had fallen victim to that neglect accorded by 

the literary elite to all women writers’ literary works in the Ottoman Empire. Fatma Aliye 

notes that when Makbule Leman first started to publish at the newspaper Tercüman-ı 

Hakikat about seventeen years ago, readers believed that her name was a pseudonym:   

What was the reason that gave this impression? No one could believe that such 
wisely written articles, such a poetic and philosophical style, such powerful 
writing style could belong to one of our women. However, these people had their 
reasons as well, since during those times even the number of men who were 
writing with the new style was limited to only a few, and consequently the 
possibility of the existence of  a woman doing so was remote.351 

Ironically, Fatma Aliye was outlining her own problem as she first emerged as a 

female writer in a predominantly male literary scene. Her first published work was 

Meram (1889-90), a translation of Georges Ohnet’s (1848-1918) Volenté (1888) from the 

French, published under the pseudonym “A Woman.”352 This translation gave rise to 

                                                 
350 Ahmed Mithat Efendi, Fatma Aliye Hanım. Kızıltan, Fatma Aliye Hanım’ın, 17. 
351 Fatma Aliye, “Makbule Leman,” Tercümân-ı Hakikat Nüsha-i Fevkâlâdesi, June 19, 1897, 28-9. 
352 Bir Kadın [Fatma Aliye], Meram (İstanbul: Kaspar Matbaası, 1307/1889/1890, 1891/1892). 
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heated discussions, as no one believed that a woman could translate such a piece.353 Due 

to these discussions, Fatma Aliye continued to hide her identity and signed several essays 

she wrote as “The Translator of Meram.” Eventually, she did reveal her full identity by 

signing an essay she wrote for Tercüman-ı Hakikat newspaper as “Aliye, the translator of 

Meram.”354 However, by then the rumor had moved on to claiming that either her father 

or her brother had really done the translation.  

By this time, Fatma Aliye was writing articles in various newspapers and 

magazines, especially in women’s magazines on different subjects but particularly on 

women’s issues. Newspapers and magazines she wrote for include Tercüman-ı Hakikat, 

Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete, Ümmet, Mahasin, İnkılap, and others. In these articles, she 

argued for equality between men and women, basing her arguments on the claim that 

equality prevailed during the early years of Islam. Since, she claimed, there was no 

Islamic law against the education of women, women should have the right to work an 

equal education and to appropriate job opportunities. 

Most of her work was written in direct response to the contemporary political and 

social issues that affected women. For instance, she wrote Ta’addüd-i Zevcât’a Zeyl’i 

(Appendix to Polygamy; 1898-99) as a response to Mahmut Esat Efendi’s essay 

“Ta’addüd-i Zevcât” published in the Malûmât newspaper, where he presented a defense 

of polygamy based on the assertions that men and women were not equals, that it was 

women’s duty to give birth to children, and that polygamy prevents prostitution. Fatma 

Aliye opposed his views based on her reading of Islam, a strategy she often employed. 

She explained that polygamy was not mandated by Islam but merely allowed in special 

circumstances. Furthermore, there was no causal relationship between polygamy and the 

                                                 
353 Ahmed Midhad, “Mütercime-i Meram: Bir Edibe,” Tercüman-ı Hakikat, February 25, 1890, 3. 
354 Fatma Aliye, “Bir Prensese Tedris-i Ulûm,” Tercüman-ı Hakikat, September 16, 1890, 7-8. 
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decrease of prostitution, since the practice of prostitution was based on elements of 

human nature. 

As she became more famous, Fatma Aliye started giving conferences for women 

on issues related to women. In these conferences, she explained that Ottoman women 

were not claiming the rights given to them by Islamic laws because they were simply 

unaware of these rights. She also based her advocacy of the education of women on a 

general appeal to progress that benefited both sexes inasmuch as it was the mother who 

raised children.355 In 1897, she founded Cemiyet-i İmdadiye, a charity intended to aid the 

families of soldiers who were fighting in the 1897 Turkish-Greek War. She made 

speeches to raise funds for this organization, and she also joined aid campaigns organized 

in order to collect help for the families of martyrs and veterans of the Trablusgarb and 

Balkan wars.356 In addition, she was the first female member of Hilali Ahmer Cemiyeti, 

which was the Ottoman Red Crescent.  

As one of the important female writers and intellectuals of the Tanzimat period, 

Fatma Aliye’s reputation became known abroad. For instance, the Woman’s Library of 

the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair informed Fatma Aliye that, in their catalog, they would 

mention her name and work, and for this purpose asked for biographical information and 

a copy of her works.357 Another letter in this correspondence stated that her articles and 

books had arrived and had given rise to great interest. In 1900, the Hanımlara Mahsus 

Gazete, reported that Fatma Aliye’s books had been chosen for inclusion in the Paris 

Exhibition.358  

                                                 
355 Atatürk Kitaplığı, Fatma Aliye Hanım Evrakı Kataloğu I, 20, 31. 
356 Toros, Mâzi Cenneti, 210. 
357 Atatürk Kitaplığı, Fatma Aliye Hanım Evrakı Kataloğu I, 18/1 and 18/2, 93. 
358 Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete, March 9, 1900, 2. 
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A BRIEF OUTLINE OF HER MAJOR WORKS 

The themes in Fatma Aliye’s non-fiction and fiction always tend towards a certain 

image of the independent Ottoman woman. She is educated yet pious, able to subsist on 

her own, if necessary, but never adopting the extreme and offensive lifestyle of a Western 

suffragette. One of Fatma Aliye’s major non-fiction works is a treatise on the condition 

of women in Islam, entitled Nisvân-ı İslâm (Women of Islam; 1891-92).359 It took the 

form of a message to European women who visited Ahmet Cevdet Paşa’s mansion and 

addressed their misconceptions about the status of Turkish women.  

We should not forget that Fatma Aliye’s social status as the daughter of a high 

state official allowed her many opportunities that would not be available to many other 

Ottoman women. As her father, Ahmet Cevdet Paşa, was a significant statesman of his 

time, foreign guests visited and stayed at his house quite often. The wives of some of the 

male guests inquired about the harem life of Turkish women, intrigued by this institution 

of which wildly inaccurate portrayals played a vivid role in the Western imagination. 

Because Fatma Aliye knew French, she was often on the receiving end of questions about 

Turkish women’s marriages, the status of cariyes, the domestic female slaves, veiling, 

and so on. From these encounters, Fatma Aliye developed a working notion of current 

Western prejudices and myths about the lives of Muslim women and used this as a 

premise on which to base her book.  

When Nisvân-ı İslâm was published in the daily newspaper, Tercüman-ı Hakikat, 

it incited a controversy about the place of women in Islam.360 As a political and 
                                                 
359 It was first published in the serial form in the Tercüman-ı Hakikat newspaper between 2 Rebiyülevvel-
15 Rebiyülahir 1309/6 October-18 November 1891.  
360 Nisvân-ı İslâm was translated into French first by the Russian Orientalist Madam Olga de Labedeff, 
who had adopted the Muslim name Gülnar Hanım, see, , Fatma Aliè, Les Femmès Musulmanes, trans. 
Madam Olga de Labedeff (Paris, n.d.); second by Nazime Roukié, see Alihé Hanoum, Les Musulmanes 
Contemporaines, trans. Nazime Roukié (Paris: Alphouse Lemerre, XIII, 1894). It was also published in 
Arabic in Beirut, see Fatma Aliye, Ta’rib-i Nisâ el-Müslimin (Beyrut: Matbaa-i Cemayel el-Fünun, 
1309/1891-1892). 
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theological book that made a case for women’s rights based on both Islamic texts and the 

early periods of Islam (e.g. life and hadiths of the Prophet Mohammed and his 

relationship with his wives), the book is significant in many ways. For instance, notably 

that it predates the Egyptian male lawyer Qasim Amin’s book, The Liberation of Woman 

(1899), which is generally cited as the first feminist book in the Muslim world.361 In her 

book, while Fatma Aliye defended the rights of women in Islam and argued for their 

equality, she also attacked false Western assumptions about Muslim women. One of the 

main goals of the book was to explain the status of Muslim women within the framework 

of the Qur’an, the şeriat, and Islamic history in such a way as to render it clear and 

understandable to European women, which implies that she saw this work as addressing a 

European audience. The issues she addressed include the following: the place of the 

cariyelik institution, domestic female slavery in Islam and Ottoman society, how Islam 

sees Jesus Christ, women’s ownership rights in Islam, the meaning of hijab, polygamy in 

Islam, and the wives of the Prophet Muhammed, all of which issues are remarkable in 

that they continue to be relevant subjects of discussion. 

As in her non-fiction, Fatma Aliye’s fiction also revolves around the life and 

problems of women. Her first novel, Muhâdarât (1309; 1891), which I will examine in 

more detail later, narrates the story of the unhappy marriage of a well-educated woman 

from an upper-class Ottoman household. 362 Levâyih-i Hayât (Scenes from Life; 1897-98) 

is also about the lives of five upper-class, well-educated women and their communication 

via letters on the notions of family, marriage, relationships between men and women, 

                                                 
361 Qasim Amin, The Liberation of Women and the New Woman: Two Documents in the History of 
Egyptian Feminism, trans. Samiha Sidhour Peterson (Cairo: American University in Cairo, 2000). For a 
critical take on Qasim Amin and his work, see Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots 
of a Modern Debate (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1992). 
362 Fatma Âliye Hanım, Muhâdarât, ed. Dr. H. Emel Aşa (İstanbul: Enderun Kitabevi, 1996). 
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loyalty, and harmony between spouses.363 This work is also remarkable because in that in 

this novel Fatma Aliye introduced the epistolary format to the Turkish novel: she 

develops the scenario through eleven letters written by five women. Refet (1314; 1897) 

changes the social scene to center on a poor orphan girl struggling with dire living 

conditions while trying to continue her education at the Darü’l-Muallimât (Teacher 

Training School for Women) so that she could support herself and her sick mother, a 

charwoman. Her next novel, Udî (1315; 1899), narrates the story of the life of a female 

musician.364 In Enin, (1328/1910; 1912-13), Fatma Aliye returns to the subject of 

marriage, but this time includes a male narrator whose perspectives on marriage, love, 

and loyalty are intrinsic to the novel’s themes.365 As can be seen from this brief sketch 

her oeuvre, Fatma Aliye wrote in multiple genres, including theoretical and historical 

works, always returning to her argument that women’s rights were grounded in a return 

to genuine Islam.366 In all of her novels, her authorial concern was always with female 

characters, be they elite house wives, teacher candidates, or musicians. Both her work 

and life as one of the earliest Ottoman female novelists to have incited strong reactions 

from the public, and her work articulate the cultural conflicts, concerning gender, 

nationhood, religion and reform, surrounding female writers and readers in late 

nineteenth-century Ottoman Empire. In Fatma Aliye’s work, the breakdown of the 

authority of the division between the public and the private sphere becomes plainly 

visible. 

                                                 
363 Fatma Aliye Hanım, Hayattan Sahneler (Levâyih-i Hayât), trans. and ed. Tülay Gençtürk Demircioğlu 
(İstanbul: Boğaziçi Üniversitesi Yayınevi, 2002). It was also published as a serial in Hanımlara Mahsus 
Gazete. Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete, no. 11-213, June 1, 1899, no. 46-248, February 9, 1900.  
364 Fatma Aliye, Udi, ed. Ferit Ragıb Tuncor (İstanbul: Selis Kitapları, 2002). 
365 Published by Karabet Matbaası in 1328/1910, 1912/3. Manuscript of the novel is at the Atatürk 
Kitaplığı, Fatma Aliye Hanım Evrakı Kataloğu. For a transcription to the Latin alphabet, see Tülay 
Gençtürk Demircioğlu, Enin, (İstanbul: Boğaziçi Ünivesitesi Yayınevi, 2005, xiv. 
366 On her poetry, see Tülay Gençtürk, “‘Memnu mu Olmak Vech-i Nüsvan Nümayan?’ Fatma Aliye 
Hanım ve Bir Şiiri,” Tarih ve Toplum, (August 1994): 10-12. 
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AUTHORITY AND AUTHORSHIP OF THE WOMAN WRITER 

The story of Fatma Aliye’s entrance into the literary public sphere helps us to see 

the subtle and complex negotiations through which women writers sought to gain 

recognition without losing their respectability and honor. In Fatma Aliye’s case, she 

benefitted from her highly educated and elite Ottoman family. Her family connections 

gave her a certain social position that bolstered her self confidence in the struggle for 

recognition as a female writer and put her in contact with useful people in the publishing 

world. Her family’s prestige placed her advantageously in a network of social and 

intellectual opinionmakers, a situation which may not have been available to a writer 

from a less known or prosperous family. However, family privileges only went so far. 

The issue of the appropriateness and possibility of a Muslim woman’s authorship and 

public identity had not been resolved when Fatma Aliye appeared on the scene, and her 

authorship was questioned and challenged by male critics of the time. The publication 

history of her first novel, Muhâdarât, and the controversy around the author and the book 

itself at the time of its publication illustrates the obstacles facing women as they first 

entered previously male-only domain of print culture.  

Muhâdarât is the first work that Fatma Aliye signed with her own name.367 The 

first edition was published with a prefatory note by Nadire Fevzi, attesting to the fact 

that, the novel was written by Fatma Aliye without anyone else’s help, which indicates 

that for most of the Ottoman literati of the time the idea that an Ottoman Muslim woman 

                                                 
367 Fatma Âliye Hanım, Muhâdarât, ed. Dr. H. Emel Aşa (İstanbul: Enderun Kitabevi, 1996). In some 
books, this novel is also transcribed as Muhazarat; for instance, see Kızıltan, Fatma Aliye Hanım’ın, 20. 
Since I am using Emel Aşa’s transcription, I also refer to it as Muhâdarât. The difference in transcriptions 
may be due to different readings of the Ottoman word as it could be read in both ways. However, the 
meaning of the word changes according to how it is read. If it is read as “muhazarat,” it means “stories to 
remember.” If it is read as “muhedderat,” then it means “covered or virtuous women (referring to Muslim 
women).” I am grateful to my Ottoman instructor Murat Uluğtekin for helping me to clarify (or complicate) 
this matter. 
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could write a novel was unimaginable.368 This resistance to acceptance of the possibility 

of a woman novelist may be due to the popular beliefs that Ottoman Muslim women were 

not competent and educated enough to be able to write novels and that writing a novel 

would violate their innate modesty. Interestingly, she still apparently needed a guarantee 

from an authoritative figure to be taken seriously as a novelist, even though by this time 

she had revealed her identity as “The Translator of Meram.” Her desired literary audience 

still harbored doubts about a woman’s ability to write a novel.  

The novel opens with a preface that Ahmet Mithat wrote, titled “Kariîn-i Kirâma” 

(Dear Readers).369 He traces the reactions to Fatma Aliye’s publications, starting with her 

translation of George Ohnet’s novel, Volente. No one, he writes, believed that the 

translation was by a woman, since no Ottoman woman could be that proficient in French. 

Referring to its ascription to one of her male relatives, Ahmet Mithat predicts that these 

skeptics (who had also scoffed at her hikmetli (philosophical/theoretical/truthful) work, 

Nisvan-ı İslam (Women of Islam)) will be silenced by this novel, which shows that not 

only can an Ottoman woman translate a novel, she can write one herself. 370  

Ahmet Mithat casts light on the attitudes of the late Ottoman elite by repeating 

two of the arguments made against the authenticity of Fatma Aliye’s translation of 

Volente: first, critics asked, “Are there any women amongst us who could understand 

French to such an extent?” And critics also said, “This style of expression does not sound 

like a woman’s; it is very manly.” Ahmet Mithat assures the reader that, “not only are 

there Ottoman women who know French well enough to translate a book they are as well 

versed in the language as a French person.” As for literary style, Ahmet Mithat makes a 

                                                 
368 Nadire Fevzi, Muhadarat (İstanbul: Matbaa-i Ebu Ziya, 1309/1891/1892, 1893/1894), 15. 
369 Ahmed Midhad, “Kariîn-i Kirama,” in Fatma Aliye, Muhadarat (İstanbul: Matbaa-i Ebu Ziya, 
1309/1891/1892, 1893/1894), 1-15.  
370 Ahmed Mithat, “Kariîn-i Kirâma,” 18.  
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progressive point: “as a result of the advancements in Ottoman education, the existence 

of women who can write as well as or—in fact, let’s overcome our manly pride and say 

the truth—even better than men is not rare.”371 Ahmet Mithat assures the novel’s readers 

that they will see that “this novel is incomparable to both translated stories and other 

national stories written by men.” But it is not just the literary quality that makes this 

novel important: “The world of Ottoman women, Muslim women, is entirely unknown 

even to us, Ottoman Muslim men; yet this is a world in which every corner is beautiful, 

poetic, and wise. It can only be described, presented and judged by another woman, one 

graced with power of expression.”372 This is an interesting comment in that it gives 

license to the woman writer precisely because of her gender. The idea that a male writer 

could not relate this story or could not relate it as well and accurately as a woman writer 

implies that there is a particular kind of authority given to women writers based upon 

their gender to articulate a feminine experience. In other words, the male writer’s lack of 

knowledge and insight of the women’s world disqualifies him as an able and credible 

writer to write on issues related to women. By the same token, if a male writer tried to 

investigate the intimacies of the woman’s world, crossing various taboo borders, he 

would be discredited. Thus, the task of observation is left to the woman writer, who, in 

this area, actually gains authority as a writer because of her gender. Ahmet Mithat is 

assuming an essential knowledge and understanding specific to each gender, which, 

minus the references to nature, makes sense in a culture in which the divisions between 

genders have been so strongly marked. However, it is also worth noting that the logic of 

this seemingly liberal gesture sketches out the limits of the female writer’s domain: while 

only a woman can know certain female experiences, by implication, women can only 
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know about and write about their gender’s experiences. Thus, Ahmet Mithat’s preface, 

while accomplishing the task of bestowing credibility on Fatma Aliye as a writer, limits 

her subject matter to women, and, implicitly, questions female narratives that intrude too 

much into the public sphere, inasmuch as that sphere is coded as male. These attitudes 

may also explain Fatma Aliye’s authorial anxiety in Muhâdarât in creating idealized 

feminine heroines such as Fazıla. 

Ahmet Mithat’s preface also gives us a sense of how the relationship between 

women and novels was seen. He reports that one of the arguments in the Volente affair 

was that people “could not associate our women’s modesty with things such as novels 

and that such association could not be tolerated by our Ottoman customs,” so readers 

believed that “the translator of Volente must have been a man and he signed it as ‘a 

woman’ just to increase the curiosity of the public.”373 

In fact, Muhâdarât is written with a very conscious awareness of women readers. 

For instance, unlike the male writers of the time, Fatma Aliye addresses both her male 

and female readers in her opening sentence. Nevertheless, as a result of the convergence 

of several different factors, particularly the impact of oral story-telling techniques on 

early Turkish novels, including those of Ahmet Mithat, there was an assumption of 

intimacy between the author and their readers and listeners, signaled by the common 

rhetorical feature of addressing the reader directly as “Kariin-i Kirama” (Dear Reader). 

Fatma Aliye takes this tradition to another level by addressing her readers as 

“Kârielerimiz” (Our Women Readers) and “Kâriînimiz” (Our Readers).374 This 

awareness and acknowledgement of her female, as well as male, readers heightens the 

feeling that this novel has been written by a woman for women. When considered in the 
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context of the novel’s other aspects, the effect is to create another, and more female, kind 

of intimacy and bonding between the author and her readers. For instance, in several 

places in the novel, we are made to feel and think that she is writing with an awareness of 

the existence of an immediate reader constantly responding to what she writes. 

Sometimes she imagines what her readers might say to something she writes. For 

instance, early in the novel when she is describing the women at a wedding party, she 

describes “both the beautiful and the ugly women.” Anticipating a possible protest from 

her readers, she states, “You will say ‘You are exaggerating dear muharrire (woman 

writer), now you are also inviting us to admire the ugly.’”375 

This unique awareness of the differences in experience and perception between 

men and women appears even in the opening sentence of the novel, which is written in 

the participatory first person plural: “We will start our story at a wedding house.” 

Choosing a wedding party for the opening scene of her novel is also noticeable. By 

explicitly stating that what takes place during wedding ceremonies is unknown to non-

female readers, she shows that she is writing with an awareness that she is presenting a 

truth that could only be gained from knowledge of the women’s world. If coffee houses 

were the predominantly male public space, weddings were the major events and social 

spaces for women. Weddings were also social occasions where mother-in-laws-to-be 

looked around to find future brides for their sons, and in that sense they could be seen as  

specifically feminine public spheres, where the politics of marriage and gender were 

intertwined.  

WOMEN READING AND THE WOMAN READER 

Muhâdarât creates a space for Fatma Aliye’s dialogue with her readers, in which 

she is able to present both didactic moments and the feminine ideals that structure the 
                                                 
375 Muhâdarât, 21. 
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text. First, however, let me summarize the main plotline as it unfolds from the first page’s 

wedding scene, for the novel is a story of the search by the heroine, Fazıla, for a good 

marriage, a search which is undertaken in a world where bad marriages produce more bad 

marriages, as though obeying some demonic logic. The novel is full of twists and turns 

that complicate and dramatize Fazıla’s basic quest. Broadly, the events upon which the 

book’s plot turns are as follows:  

A rich and elite young woman, Fazıla, is coerced into an undesired marriage by 

the manipulations of her step-mother, Câlibe, who has gained a vicious influence over her 

father. Fazıla’s husband, Remzi Bey, betrays her trust to the point where she can’t live 

with him, yet, due to the influence of Câlibe cannot return to her father’s mansion. She is 

then sold as a cariye, a domestic slave, to an elite Ottoman household in Beirut, where 

she earns her living as a governess and housekeeper and meets a more suitable mate, 

Şebib, the son of the household, whom she marries (after Remzi’s death) in a love match. 

The novel ends with the news of their having a son. 

With that outline of the plot as a background, let’s now turn to one of the social 

anxieties reflected in the text. As we have seen in the previous chapter, male writers, 

acting as guardians of their daughters, sisters, and wives, were worried about what 

women were reading and how they were reading, expressing a typical anxiety of elite 

Ottoman men. The classic example of reading changing the life of a heroine in European 

literature is, of course, Madame Bovary (1856). However, this motif of the dangers of 

reading can be traced back to Don Quixote, which is why the phenomenon of being over 

influenced by books, in Euro-American scholarship, is most often referred as 

“bovaryism” or “quixotism.” While we do have a rewrite of Don Quixote by Ahmet 

Mithat, which was published under the title Çengi (1877), Madame Bovary was not 
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translated into Turkish until 1939.376 Of course, this does not mean that it was not 

available to an elite Ottoman readership that knew French and read French novels.  

In some Ottoman publications, women were characterized as the most susceptible 

victims of the “disease of reading,” which was represented as a threat to the sanctity of 

family and the social order and even the preservation of Ottoman Muslim culture. The 

rhetoric of menace, the often repeated trope of disease, and the scope of the supposed 

danger all point to the inseparability of anxieties about reading, women, and communal 

identity. Reading was treated as an infection, in which immoral thoughts were 

disseminated by sweet and seductive stories. Ottoman women were thus infected with 

foreign ideas, feelings, and behaviors. Against the illusions of this patriarchal moral 

panic, I argue that novels and women’s periodicals actually empowered women to make 

their own decisions about what to read and how to read, and gave them a consciousness 

of their own, shared sphere of activity. This spelled the end of the traditional attempt to 

enclose women in a private sphere.  

Despite the dominant attitude toward women as dangerous readers, women’s 

writing led the way for women to participate in professional critical discourse as both 

consumers and producers of literary culture. Women writers attempted to change the 

terms of the debate about women readers by combating the portrayal of improper reading 

as a particularly female malady and instead depicting women as intellectually competent 

readers. Interestingly, in response to the common criticism of women readers, in 

Muhâdarât Fatma Aliye addresses herself directly and in detail to novel reading, a theme 

that is not presented in novels written by men of the period. She devotes four pages (96-

100) to illustrating how novels can be instructional if they are read “properly.”  
                                                 
376 Ahmet Mithat Efendi, Çengi, ed. Mustafa Miyasoğlu (1877; İstanbul: Selis Kitaplar, 2003). For critical 
commentary on this book with reference to Don Quixote, see Jale Parla, Don Kişot’tan Bugüne Roman 
(İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2000). The translation date for Madame Bovary into Turkish comes from 
İsmail Habib, Avrupa Edebiyatı ve Biz (İstanbul: Güven Basımevi, n.d.), 374. 
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The scene starts at a house visit Fevkiye makes to her best friend, Fazıla’s house; 

both young girls are at the “marriage age.” Fevkiye is in love with a young man named 

Nabi Bey, whom her parents do not allow her to see as they do not approve of him. 

Fazıla, the heroine of the novel, knows the young man whom Fevkiye is in love with and 

wants to marry, and Fazıla does not approve of him, either. When the two close friends 

meet, Fazıla asks Fevkiye what she has been doing during the time they haven’t seen 

each other:  

--So, my dearest sister, it’s been a month that we haven’t seen each other. What 
have you been doing meanwhile? 

--Nothing! I have just read novels sometimes. 

--Which novels have you read? 

--Now I am reading Eugène Sue’s Les sept pêchès capitaux.377  

--Oh. That one is really nice.378 

When she learns which novel Fevkiye has been reading, Fazıla intentionally 

chooses a scene from the novel by which she can illustrate the dangers besetting people 

who would marry others for money, the same reason both Fevkiye’s parents and Fazıla 

oppose Nabi as an honest suitor. During their discussion of Sue’s novel, they disagree 

about the real motives of the characters’ behaviors. Through the conversations of these 

two characters reading other characters in a French novel, Fatma Aliye shows how these 

two women read the same novel differently. Fevkiye reads it passionately; she is carried 

away with the characters and events that the novels narrate:  

                                                 
377 Les Sept Péchés Capitaux [Seven Deadly Sins] 1848-1851. See Dictionary of Literary Biography, vol. 
119, Nineteenth Century French Fiction Writers: Romanticism and Realism, 1800-1860, ed. Catherine 
Savage Brosman (The Gale Group, 1992), 300-311. This is the novel that Fatma Aliye started to translate 
to get it published, but she discarded it when she found out that some one else translated and published 
some parts of it. 
378 Muhâdarât, 96. 
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While I am reading a novel, I get so mad at lovers who torture their loved ones 
that I feel almost as if I could choke them if they were in my hands. Then what 
about those who come between two lovers and try to become an impediment; I 
feel like I would put them under my feet and crush them.379 

Then Fatma Aliye intervenes as the author-narrator commenting, “Although both 

of these girls read the same novel, each of them gives a different meaning to it. They 

made very different judgments based on it. Novels warned one of them and seduced the 

other. The novel was the same. But the reading minds were different.”380 This passage 

encapsulates with some irony both the anxiety about the possible deleterious effects of 

novel reading on impressionable female readers and gives it a twist, making the more 

sensible reader, the one who is resistant to the seduction of another woman. Thus, the 

assumption of the corruptibility of the female reader is reformulated to focus not on the 

mere gender of the reader, but how s/he is reading it. Healthy reading is a matter of 

reception and hermeneutics. The emphasis shifts to the dangers of particular ways of 

reading. This approach also “redeems” the novel as a literary and cultural form. 

If people are not reading the novel correctly, if they are not receiving the right 

message the novel is conveying, then the responsibility is not in the novel but in the novel 

reader. This is an interesting understanding of novels and their readers. While it gives 

more responsibility to the reader for reading the work of fiction responsively and 

responsibly, it also assumes a correct way of reading each novel. In this respect, Fazıla is 

represented as the ideal reader who can distinguish between fact and fiction while 

Fevkiye is the one who is over-influenced by whatever she reads and swept away by the 

emotions emerged as a result of her reading. In other words, Fevkiye is not reading as 

Fatma Aliye wishes her novel to be read. Fazıla is an exemplary reader as well as a 

proper woman. In her conflation of the real and the imaginary, Fevkiye is a corrupted 
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reader who is overly carried away by the novels she reads. Her lack of aesthetic distance 

makes her susceptible to illusory promises made by both novels and her actual suitors 

such as Nabi. 

In Revolution and the Word (1986) Cathy Davidson, in her exploration of the 

potential influence of the private on the public realm, studies the relationship between 

female readers of sentimental novels of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century American 

literature and the anxieties over female education. She argues that while sentimental 

novels of this period might evoke public fears about education of women, the more 

important cultural work they do has to do with their ability to offer their heroines, hence 

the female readers of these novels, independence. For instance, in reference to The 

Coquette (1797), one of the major sentimental novels of the late eighteenth-century 

American literature, Cathy Davidson underlines the liberatory effects of readers’ 

identification with sentimental novel heroines, in this case, Eliza: “By reading about a 

female character’s good and bad decisions in sexual and marital matters, the early 

American women could vicariously enact her own courtship and marriage fantasies. She 

could, at least, in those fantasies, view her life as largely a consequence of her own 

choices and not merely as the product of others in her life.”381 Similarly, I argue that 

when Fatma Aliye shows young women readers how they should be reading novels, she 

is showing them how they should be making their marriage decisions. In other words, the 

novel is employed in the cultural work of the political goal to remind women of their 

independence over spousal choice, which crucially depends on the rationality and 

responsibility of the women choosing a spouse. While reading can be considered 

dangerous by those who want to uphold the status quo, it can be a subversive tool for 
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women to challenge and negotiate for more power or freedom. In other words, reading 

can also have a liberating effect on readers.  

Fatma Aliye saw fiction as a medium of education for her audience of women 

readers. Her novels drew readers’ attention to the importance of choosing the right 

marriage partner. She particularly fought against the “false” sentimental impressions that 

young girls may have had about marriage, the idea that it was “a rose without thorns.” In 

other words, she criticized their lack of realism in their expectations of and imaginings 

about marriage. In an article she wrote for the Ladies’ Own Gazette, she explained this as 

follows: “A girl needs to know a woman’s duty and dignity. We need to uncouple the 

marriage from poetic dreams and be aware of its reality, which is certainly only possible 

through education.”382 Muhâdarât reflects this didactic project by dramatizing the unreal 

expectations of certain young women about the nature of married life. While aiming to 

depict a “realistic” portrayal of marriage, she also clearly presents her readers with 

“right” and “wrong” types of heroines, so she is both reinforcing and challenging the 

domestic ideology of marriage and proper womanhood in upper-middle-class Ottoman 

society. Nancy Armstrong, referring to eighteenth-century English novels, asserts that 

“the modern individual is first and foremost a female.”383 Her comment and her project 

overall locates gender, especially middle-class women, at the heart of the ideological 

foundation of the bourgeois subject and sees the novels of the period, with their various 

representations of middle-class women, as the dominant form of conduct book. Similarly, 

Fatma Aliye, in Muhâdarât, produces a specific understanding of marriage and women’s 

ability to choose a spouse in Ottoman society. While the novel seems to conform to the 

patriarchal codes governing elite Ottoman households, where the father’s role as the 
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ultimate decision maker for his daughter’s marriage partner is unquestioned, the depiction 

of the tragic results in one such marriage, Fazıla’s first marriage, casts doubt on the 

assumptions of this system and subverts it. The fact that Fazıla’s second marriage is 

successful is significant: it is a marriage that Fazıla decided on her own without any 

pressure from her father or family. The novel can only construct this outcome by 

removing her from her familial surroundings and putting her in a different, but not too 

unfamiliar, environment in Beirut. Fazıla remains within a respectable Ottoman Muslim 

household, but the action of the novel implies that women like her, left to their own 

devices can be trusted to make ‘correct’ marriage choices. Here, the reader must 

remember that liberation is ultimately dependent on character—while Fazıla is granted 

the ability to make such a decision, it is only because of the way the character of Fazıla is 

constructed.  

MUHÂDARÂT AND PRODUCTION OF A FEMININE IDEAL 

Through Muhâdarât, for the first time in Ottoman history, readers were given a 

detailed account of an Ottoman Muslim woman’s domestic and intimate life, her inner 

thoughts and feelings, written by such a woman. The novel allows one to explore the 

socially appropriate forms of feeling as advocated by writers like Fatma Aliye. 

Furthermore, its constitutive self-reflection, its awareness of how the characters narrate 

their lives, helps us to understand the way Ottoman women writers understood the role of 

the novel in producing and challenging the domestic ideology of proper and improper 

femininity. That challenge could include casting doubt upon the parental, and especially 

paternal authority for making such life decisions for their daughters as choosing a spouse 

by simply showing the lack of judgment of the parent in their own life decisions, as is the 

case with Fazıla’s own father, who is blind to his wife’s tricks. Muhâdarât is the first 

detailed account of an elite Ottoman household; it may be considered the first novel of 
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domestic manners in Ottoman Turkish fiction, which makes it perhaps the first account of 

the private space written to be read and heard by a reading and listening public. In my 

discussion of the novel, I would like to now focus on how Fatma Aliye used fiction to 

redefine the desirable woman.  

Muhâdarât focuses on the institution of marriage. Both the main plot and sub-

plots are all about marriage: either about marrying the wrong spouse as we see in the 

examples of Sâî Efendi-Câlibe, Fazıla-Remzi Bey, and Fevkiye-Nabi, or not being able to 

marry the partner one desires as is the case with Câlibe-Sühâ and Fazıla-Mukaddem. 

However, Muhâdarât does not represent marriage as a static ideal that ensures happiness 

and fulfillment to women. Fazıla’a marriage to Remzi Bey is fraught with difficulties and 

instabilities because it is not based on mutual love. In that sense, it contradicts 

complacent notions of domesticity. Muhâdarât can be seen as a criticism of the 

institution of marriage and the terms under which upper class Ottoman women were 

expected to abide by if they wanted to preserve their honor and respectability. In this 

way, I would argue, Fatma Aliye covertly attacks the patriarchal culture by exposing its 

fundamental injustices through the plot details of Muhâdarât. By doing so, she not only 

gives voice to Ottoman women’s domestic experiences but also educates them by 

contrasting proper and improper female heroines.  

Fatma Aliye’s heroines exist, partly, to illustrate the moral choices that she wants 

her readers to follow. While Fazıla is presented as the embodiment of female propriety, 

Câlibe is the transgressor. Fazıla epitomizes virtue, rationality, and moderation. Câlibe is 

mean, manipulative, and opportunistic. From the beginning, Fazıla is distinguished from 

other female characters in the novel by her attributes of chastity, virtue, responsibility, 

and respect for the traditional values, such as obeying her father in marriage decisions 

and acting with her reason and intellect rather than with passion and emotion. Throughout 
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the novel, Fazıla’s obedient, well-behaved, and virtuous nature is contrasted with 

Câlibe’s evil nature, which is given as the motivation for her transgressive social and 

sexual acts. 

Between them, these dual heroines demonstrate the pitfalls and rewards of 

feminine behavior. Câlibe is the disruptive figure in the novel since she rejects 

domesticity and refuses to be contained within the structures of respectable family. She is 

represented as a calculating woman who fakes love and loyalty to attain wealth, security, 

and status. However, she also embodies an aggressive individualism, which allows her to 

realize her desires. Câlibe’s desires are satisfied: for money, for jewelry, for wealth, for a 

comfortable life, and for an illicit love affair. She is also the one that threatens the 

tranquility and order of private and domestic life at all levels of the social world when she 

challenges class lines. She exerts power over men, both over Sâî Efendi, Fazıla’s father, 

and Sühâ, her cousin with whom she is enamored and whom she moves into Sâî Efendi’s 

household. Her control is likened to a demonic force, rendering her, for the reader, an 

anti-heroine and undesirable wife. As the narrator states, “in short, we can describe her 

character by saying that Câlibe was a person of ill-morals.”384 She is also associated with 

artificiality, with an ability to control herself, her body, her language, her looks, her 

laughter, her tears so as to produce a contrived self presentation. Thus, like a trained 

actress, she can have whatever effect she wants to have on men. By contrast, all the 

characteristics of Fazıla are described as essential, sincere expressions of her true nature. 

Although Câlibe is in love with her cousin Sühâ, with whom she shared her 

childhood, she chooses to marry Sâi Efendi, a much older widower who could provide 

her the material wealth and social status that she craves. Câlibe’s inner dilemma over her 

decision manifests itself as follows: 
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Sühâ didn’t come to her mind, when Câlibe was in her dreams in perfect carriages 
and jewelry. No! No! He did come to her mind. But Câlibe was sending his image 
away. While in her dreams of luxury and in her arrogant state of mind, she 
couldn’t lower herself to Sühâ, she was almost bored of his presence in that state 
of mind. She sent him away because it was clear that the man who could present 
her such luxury and wealth could not be Sühâ.385 

Câlibe spends the decisive night “by judging the two desires in her heart,” and her desire 

for luxury and wealth wins: 

Just like children who express no sign of pain, with the thought and joy of 
diamond ear-rings they could wear, when their ears are pierced, Câlibe crushed 
her love for Sühâ with her love for wealth and squeezed it at the corner of her 
heart. Even though her heart was in pain with this pressure, she denied this pain 
even to herself.386 

Therefore, she declares her decision to her mother that “she had never thought of the 

possibility of marrying someone as poor as Sühâ.”  

In the novel, we are asked to evaluate an elite housewife based upon her capacity 

to supervise the household budget as well as the domestic relations and dynamics 

amongst servants and between servants and their patrons. In that sense, it is a very class-

conscious novel. Câlibe, by not observing the demarcations between the lady of the house 

and the servants in her relationship with the servants, not only violates the hidden class 

codes upon which the ethics and politics of the domesticity of the elite Ottoman 

household rested, but also challenges the entire ideology by which a proper housewife is 

supposed to operate. In contrast, Fazıla proves to be a successful house manager and 

governess, first in her marriage to Remzi Bey, and while she endures her position as a 

cariye in Beirut. Thus, the deciding contrast between the desirability of the two chief 

female protagonists is based not on sexual allure (which, admittedly, Câlibe is endowed 

with) but rather on managerial capability in the household sphere.   
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Indeed, the failure of Fazıla and Remzi Bey’s marriage is partly explained as a 

result of a class-conflict. Several times in the novel, Remzi Bey is referred to as nouveau 

rich, alafranga, a young man who does not share the taste and habits of an elite and 

educated young woman like Fazıla. The first time he is introduced to the readers, he is 

described as “a man who entered the world of high society as a result of an inheritance 

left by his father who was a rich and stingy tradesman who saved up all his money.”387 

During their marriage, this difference in taste and diversions is underlined. Like Fatma 

Aliye’s own husband, Remzi Bey forbids Fazıla to read novels as a pastime because he 

finds books uninteresting and playing the piano “very boring.”  

When her husband decides to bring another woman, his lover, to their house, 

Fazıla leaves him, thinking that she could go back to her father’s house, as she has no 

other choice to live as “an honorable woman.” However, when her father advises her to 

return to her husband, she loses all hope and decides to commit suicide, leaving an 

explanatory suicide note her brother, Şefik. Her letter reveals the alternatives (or lack 

thereof) available to a woman from her social status and situation, which has brought her 

to a point of suicidal desperation: 

My brother! My spouse expelled me from his household!...My father did not 
accept me to his household! … The only alternatives left for me were to sell the 
few pieces of jewelry and furniture I have and move into a one-bedroom place 
and work or to work as a servant at a household. None of these are things I could 
do. But my purpose in stating this is not because I regard work as ugly and I am 
lazy. But my thought is more about how the public would view a woman who is 
not accepted by her father even though she is expelled by her husband.388 

Her letter reflects a deep awareness of the fate awaiting respectable women from upper 

classes who lose their patriarchal approval; it also reflects how the public sees women 
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who are rejected by their husbands and fathers. Later, we learn that she decides not to 

commit suicide at the last moment, as it is a forbidden act in Islam. 

Unlike most other early novels written by men, a major part of this novel takes 

place outside İstanbul, in Beirut. The third book opens in Beirut, where Fazıla, under the 

pseudonym Peyman, works as a cariye and governess for a young girl named Enise at 

Muhterem Efendi’s mansion, an Ottoman Muslim family from İstanbul. This shift in 

geography grants Fazıla economic freedom. Even if working as a governess means losing 

her privileged status as an elite woman, this position both secures Fazıla a modicum of 

respectability and honor and gives her the independence that comes from earning her own 

living. 

In Desire and Domestic Fiction, her Foucauldian reading of the development of 

the novel genre in England, Nancy Armstrong argues that desire is culturally and 

historically first and foremost constructed in conduct book and novels. In her reading of 

Richardson’s Pamela, Armstrong comments that “readers remain thoroughly enchanted 

by narratives in which a woman’s virtue alone overcomes sexual aggression and 

transforms male desire into middle-class love, the stuff that modern families are made 

of.”389 Fazıla functions as just such a heroine for the men around her. For instance, 

Câlibe’s lover, Sühâ, after some time “realizes” that he is in love with Fazıla, and he 

describes his love for her as follows: “He wants to enlighten his heart, which was 

darkened by the pain inflicted by Câlibe, the devil, with the light of an angel such as 

Fazıla.”390 

The construction of Fazıla as a positive heroine is unique in the early Ottoman 

Turkish novels. Fazıla does not question herself at any stage of the novel. Her every 
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move, her every attribute is sanctioned by the author-narrator, who grants her the 

confidence and comfort of being sure of herself as a woman. Her values and her standing 

in life are the approved female position. Nobody ever questions her in the novel; her 

virtues are confirmed and blessed by everybody around her. The aura of authorial 

approval of Fazıla is so powerful that even after she loses her privileged respectable 

position as an upper-class lady, after her divorce and her employment as a governess, she 

is still described as being, in the minds of the household where she works, different from 

other maids and servants. 

While in Muhâdarât all the narrative energy centers on the institution of marriage 

and its implications for women, Refet constructs the idea of an Ottoman woman’s 

existence on her own without marriage. Refet shows that it is possible to imagine a 

community of women who can survive on their own; the protagonist, Refet, does not see 

marriage as her inevitable destiny. Novels are important tools in creating a cultural 

consensus about the realm of the possible, or, in other words, what can be imagined and 

depicted. The novel claims a direct continuity with the readers’ experience as a 

constituted part of its textuality, often, especially in didactic novels, making this 

reflective moment the narrative center of the text. For instance, in the preface Ahmet 

Mithat wrote to Refet, he emphasized that “this is not a novel; this is a description,” 

which is “taken directly from the real.”391 Similarly, Fatma Aliye herself in the opening 

paragraphs of the novel writes that she had changed the name of “the real girl,” and that 

“she will copy the real.”392 As emphasized by Ahmet Mithat’s insistence on the realism 

of the story, Fatma Aliye employs this claim as an important narrative strategy, which has 

the effect of rendering a private world located outside of literature, as explicable and 

                                                 
391 Ahmet Mithat, “Takrîz Makamında İki Söz,” (January 20, 1897), Fatma Aliye, Refet, trans. Nurullah 
Çetin (İstanbul: L & M Yayınları, 2007), 11. 
392 Refet, 17. 
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transferable by the medium of the novel into the public world of the reading community. 

Therefore, the novel invoked in public a private world with which it established a 

continuing dialogue. The novel assumed the potential transferability of readers’ private 

experience into public written form. And it claimed a sphere of influence encompassing 

both the written text and the private reality of the reader that it referred to, which, I argue, 

is the vital cultural role that novels such as Refet played in the late nineteenth-century 

Ottoman public sphere. They not only rendered an otherwise inaccessible and unwritten 

world readable, hence accessible, but also produced the possibility of new imaginaries 

and new identities such as Refet’s. 

In that respect, Refet is a feminist landmark, the first depiction of an economically 

and socially independent woman, supported by a community of women, who earns her 

own living despite the difficulties she faces. It is also one of the first books that captures 

that moment of modernity where the individual meets the shock of the new economic and 

social system. As described in Chapter 1, the late nineteenth century was the moment of 

social, cultural, and economic transformation for the Ottoman Empire, which brought 

new dilemmas and difficulties for the Ottoman individual such as the break down of the 

traditional family structure where big families that included distant relatives as well as 

several cariyes and maids could be supported and live in the konak (mansion) life style of 

the elite Ottoman households.393 Refet, while offering new ways of dealing with the 

changing economic and social order at the end of the nineteenth century, also reflects on 

what happens to women who had a habitus in the old system of the Empire, such as old 

cariyes like Binnaz, Refet’s mother, or Nezaket Hanım who is another old cariye whose 

knowledge of several languages doesn’t help her in the new economic system. The novel 
                                                 
393 For the changes in family life in the Ottoman Empire, particularly in İstanbul, during the transition 
period from the Ottoman Empire to the Turkish Republic in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, see Alan Duben and Cem Behar, Istanbul Households: Marriage, family and fertility, 1880-1940 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002). 
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captures that critical moment which saw the isolation and devaluation of a certain social 

group-- which included “unskilled workers” like Binnaz and old cariyes like Nezaket 

Hanım, whose very existence, and the tacit knowledge they had acquired, becomes passé. 

However, this is also the exciting moment for a new group of young women like Refet 

who could live as economically independent and socially respectable individuals as they 

could work as school teachers. The cultural and literary distinction of Refet is precisely in 

its ability to voice the modern moment of a new type of woman while at the same time 

not totally discarding the inevitable question of what happens to other women who did 

not have a chance of survival on their own any more.  

REFET: THE PRODUCTION OF A NEW FEMALE IDEAL AND THE EMERGENCE OF THE 
INDEPENDENT WOMAN 

In Fatma Aliye Hanım’s second novel, Refet (1897), Binnaz, the mother of Refet 

says the following to her daughter just before dying: “I leave you with your diploma, 

which is something that will look after you much better than your mother and father” 

(186).394 This strong and moving statement from a woman who worked as a laundress to 

support her daughter and finally died because her body could not take the hard work 

marks a significant change in the perception of what education can do for women’s lives. 

The fact that Binnaz sees the diploma her daughter will earn from the Teacher Training 

School for Women as a critical instrument of survival, and that she fully expects Refet to 

have to make it on her own, is unique in Ottoman women’s literary history. Refet, as a 

school teacher, serves as a different model of morals and virtue than that produced in 

Fatma Aliye’s first novel, Muhâdarât, where the virtue of women was coded within the 

                                                 
394 Refet was first published as a serial in Ahmet Mithat’s Tercüman-ı Hakikat newspaper between 22 
Şaban-3 Şevval January 26-March 7, 1897. Then, it was published as a book, Refet (İstanbul: Kırk Ambar 
Matbaası, 1314/1899). The page numbers I cite are from the following edition: Refet, transcribed by 
Nurullah Çetin (İstanbul: L & M Yayınları, 2007). I have also consulted the original manuscript at the 
Fatma Aliye Hanım Evrak-ı Kataloğu, Atatürk Library in Taksim, İstanbul.  
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framework of family and domestic life. Refet, however, becomes the first articulation of 

the possibility of a new role for women who can work in the public sphere and still be 

virtuous without marriage. 

Fatma Aliye’s understanding of education as an instrument for the advancement 

of underprivileged women refers to the initial steps of modernization efforts in the 

Ottoman Empire in the second half of the nineteenth century. The changes in the political 

culture that allowed the improvement of women’s status were the results of debates that 

lasted generations and constituted a major factor in many works of late nineteenth- 

century fiction. Refet is a forerunner of such novels. It is a celebration of teachers, the 

first generation of Ottoman Muslim women who risked secondary education to find 

themselves independent positions. Refet is the first novel in which a new type of woman 

is introduced and valorized as a possible ideal for female readers. Fiction like Refet 

provides an extremely rich and complex set of sources for understanding the cultural and 

political changes that led women to participate more fully in the public sphere. Faced 

with contemporary conflicts such as the territorial, political, and economic challenge of 

the European countries, nineteenth-century Ottoman writers often took up the theme of 

the intersections of public issues and women’s roles in the private sphere. The novels did 

not just conform to accepted public attitudes toward these issues; rather, they often also 

challenged existing values and actively participated in the struggle over women’s wider 

access to rights, including education rights. While in novels like Muhâdarât the argument 

was about the freedom to have a say on spousal choices and the terms of the marriage, in 

the latter novel we are presented with the much more radical possibility of a young 

woman earning a living for herself without getting married. Before my discussion of 

Refet, which narrates the story of the “malumatlı Osmanlı Kızları” (Knowledgeable 
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Ottoman Girls), the novel must be positioned within the discourse on women’s education 

and how it was framed in Ottoman society. 

As I have explained in more detail earlier in this dissertation, the nineteenth 

century in Ottoman history was a period of change and reformation. New systems of 

administration and education were instituted during late nineteenth century. Perhaps the 

most influential reforms initiated by the Tanzimat were in the field of education. The 

Woman Question in the Ottoman Empire was also put on the agenda especially after the 

Tanzimat period. The Woman Question, as it was called, was mainly referred to 

discussions about what role women should have in the society, particularly the need, 

content, and limits of women’s education.  

During the nineteenth century, as a result of domestic and foreign influences, the 

Ottoman political and bureaucratic elite faced and understood the significance of political 

and cultural challenges in the field of education. The activities of European and American 

missionaries, the educational awakening of the Ottoman non-Muslim groups, and the 

neighboring states exerting influence in the Ottoman lands led to this awareness.395 The 

Ottoman state tried to expand and reform public education within its borders as a means 

both to control its population and to meet domestic and foreign challenges. Schools were 

established in provinces such as Bosnia, Crete, and Damascus as political tools for 

building loyalty to the state and preventing the influence of other political entities. In the 

Hamidian period (named for Sultan Abdülhamid II, who ruled from 1876 to 1908/1909), 

the Ottoman state established approximately 10,000 public schools.396 All of this implies 

                                                 
395 On the impact of the missionary activities on the late nineteenth-century Ottoman Empire and the 
response and coping strategies of the Sublime Porte, see Selim Deringil, The Well-Protected Domains 
(London: I.B. Tauris, 1998). 
396 For a detailed discussion of modernization efforts in the Ottoman education system in the nineteenth 
century, see Benjamin C. Fortna, Imperial Classroom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), and Selçuk 
Akşin Somel, The Modernization of Public Education of the Ottoman Empire 1839-1908 (Leiden: Brill, 
2001). 
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that the Ottoman state began to understand the significance of education in creating unity 

and loyalty among its different ethnic and religious subjects, as well as among women. 

The expansive education reforms the government undertook during this period both in 

terms of number and the modernization of the curriculum point to the state’s awareness 

of education’s role as an important tool for cultural transmission and as an ideological 

apparatus. Schools can create identification with political projects; the state ideology of 

Ottomanism was thus disseminated through institutions that created the human capital—

skilled laborer and loyal citizens—necessary for the growth.397 

Two important Ottoman educational reforms were the establishment of the 

Ministry of Public Education (Maârif-i Umûmiyye Nezâreti) in 1857 and the Regulation 

of Public Education (Maârif-i Umûmiyye Nizâmnâmesi) in 1869, both of which aimed to 

centralize and standardize the school system throughout the Empire. As historian Selçuk 

Akşin Somel explains, the education policy of the Hamidian period was “to use public 

schools as an institutional tool of social disciplining and modernization.”398 An important 

part of this modernizing mission was the education of girls. 

Although upper-class girls had long been educated in elite homes, public 

institutions for the education of girls from lower classes were established only in the 

nineteenth century. First, Tıbbıye, or the Medical School in İstanbul, launched the 

extension of educational opportunities to girls by training them under the supervision of 

midwives brought from Europe in 1842. As a result of these courses, in 1845 midwife 

diplomas were given to ten Muslim and twenty-six Christian women. This was followed 

by the opening of the Kız Rüşdiyeleri (Secondary Schools for Girls) in 1858. Kız Sanayi 

Mektebi (Girls’ Vocational School) was opened in 1864. In 1869, the Maarif-i Umumiye 
                                                 
397 For the changes made in school curricula, which ultimately aimed to create a unified Ottoman 
citizenship, see Füsun Üstel, “Makbul Vatandaş”ın Peşinde: II. Meşrutiyet’ten Bugüne Vatandaşlık Eğitimi 
(İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2004). 
398 Somel, The Modernization of Public Education, 12. 
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Nizamnâmesi (the Regulation for Public Education) was issued. Attendance at the Sibyan 

Mektepleri (primary schools) was made compulsory for girls between the ages of six and 

eleven. Finally, Darü’l-Muallimat (Teacher Training School for Women) was established 

in 1869 and opened its doors to students on April 26, 1870.399 In 1873, seventeen girls 

graduated from this school.400 Until the İnas-ı Darülfünûn (University for Women) was 

opened in İstanbul in 1914 (which was opened partly as a result of the activism initiated 

by and developed at the Women’s World magazine and the Ottoman Association for the 

Defense of Women’s Rights, as I explain in Chapter 3), the Teacher Training School for 

Women was the only higher education institution for women. 

The opening of the Teacher Training School for Women was a major 

development in Ottoman women’s struggle for more educational rights in many ways. 

First of all, it enabled poor and middle-class Ottoman women to enter into the profession 

of teaching, a profession previously monopolized by male teachers or European 

governesses and teachers. Thus, the initial entry of Muslim women into professional life 

took place in the field of education before their entry into industry, which occurred 

during the Balkan Wars (1912-13).401 Furthermore, for the first time in Ottoman history, 

some of the opportunities that had previously been available only to elite women 

previously were now made available to women from the lower classes. The Teacher 

Training School for Women in the Ottoman Empire led to the emergence of a new class 

of intellectual women from the masses. These young female graduates wrote and 

published articles in the women’s magazines next to those written by women from upper 

classes—another example of the equalizing possibilities latent in the space of the 

imaginary—and expressed their own views and perspectives. Perhaps the best example of 

                                                 
399 Arıkan, “Osmanlılar’da Tanzimat Dönemi’nde Kadınlarla İlgili Gelişmeler,” 324. 
400 Taşkıran, Cumhuriyetin, 25-29. 
401 Karakışla, Women, War and Work in the Ottoman Empire. 
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this is the group of women who wrote in the Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete (Ladies’ Own 

Gazette), as we have seen in the previous chapter. Fatma Aliye Hanım’s novel Refet is 

the first novel in which we see a detailed account not only of these schools but also of the 

girls who attended them. 

THE ISSUE OF WOMEN IN PUBLIC DISCOURSE 

During the second half of the nineteenth century, discussions around the issue of 

women’s education were intermingled with the idea that women needed to be educated so 

that they could better help their husbands in a rapidly changing world. For instance, to 

inform and encourage the public to send their daughters to school, the government 

published a brief in the newspapers in 1861, which read in part as follows: “Literacy is 

essential for both men and women, and the only way for men who do heavy work to 

provide for the comforts of home is to ensure that women also know about their world 

and religion and that they obey their husbands.”402 So, the education of women was 

presented as part of the ideology of patriarchy and Islam: women could help their 

husbands better if they knew more about their world and religion. This understanding of 

women’s education was also advocated by the male elite of the time. 

For instance, Namık Kemal explained in his essay “Terbiye-i Nisvan Hakkında 

Bir Layiha” (“A Treatise on the Education of Women”), published in the newspaper 

Tasvir-i Efkâr, that how the education of women was not only necessary but also was 

acceptable to Islam, contrary to what some had claimed. In this essay, he complained 

about how women were kept away from all aspects of work life and seen as objects of 

desire. He stated that the only contribution women made to the society was bearing 

children. Although they could contribute to society as did men, they were not making 

efforts to do so. According to him, the only reason for this failure was that women were 
                                                 
402 Aşa, “1928’e Kadar Kadın Mecmuaları,” 16. 



 193

ignorant. He emphasized the vital role of women in the education of children and argued 

that the education of women wasn’t forbidden in Islam; on the contrary, women needed 

to be educated for the betterment of the whole of society.403 

Another intellectual who contributed to the discussions on women’s place in 

society and why they needed to be educated is Şemseddin Sami. In his book called 

Kadınlar (Women), published in 1882, Şemseddin Sami put forth his thoughts on the 

status of women and advocated their education and participation in work life. In this 

book, Sami advocates female education on three grounds: first, men could live happily 

only with educated women; second, women make up half of the human race, which 

means that educating them is proportionally good; and, third, women are the chief 

educators their children, which means that, at present, future generations, are dependent 

for their education on the least formally educated part of the population. According to 

Sami, “Family means woman.”404 Şemseddin Sami even published and edited a women’s 

magazine titled Aile (Family) in 1880. 

REFET AND “KNOWLEDGEABLE OTTOMAN GIRLS” 

The plot of Refet, like the plot of Fatma Aliye’s previous novel, mixes elements of 

the sentimental novel with social critique. Refet, the heroine, is first seen as a girl, 

moving to İstanbul from Anatolia with her mother, Binnaz, a former cariye. Refet’s 

father, Hayati Efendi, is dead. Having never been accepted in the household, Binnaz and 

her daughter are now practically forced out of it. In İstanbul, however, Binnaz endures a 

number of disappointments: her wealthy relatives treat her disrespectfully. Refet is often 

sick and weak and Binnaz’s best opportunity is to work as a maid for a family friend, 

Mürrüvvet Hanım. Mürrüvvet Hanım, in turn, pays for a doctor to look at Refet. Thus, 
                                                 
403 Namık Kemal, “Terbiye-i Nisvan,” 1.  
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the two live in Mürrüvvet Hanım’s household while Refet recovers and goes to school, 

where she shows a lot of promise. Refet starts Rüşdiye, secondary school, while Binnaz, 

in a quest for the financial independence which would allow Refet to take advantage of 

her scholarly talents, becomes a laundress. The novel describes the desperate 

circumstances to which they are reduced, but Binnaz succeeds in keeping Refet in school. 

In the end, Refet does become a teacher, but Binnaz, weakened by her excessive 

workload and hard circumstances, dies.  

Such are the broad outlines of the first Turkish novel to portray an Ottoman 

Muslim professional woman. Refet’s struggle to graduate from the Teacher Training 

School for Women in İstanbul in order to earn a living for her mother and herself is not 

intermingled with the usual theme of love that was expected from a ‘woman’s novel.’ 

The novel reads like a manifesto for education for upward mobility. It advocates a new 

ideal of a woman who is rational and educated, who can make important decisions for her 

life, and who is equipped to carry the responsibilities of living in public without 

sacrificing her reputation, honor, and decency in society. There is a world of difference 

between Refet and Kalyopi, the Greek prostitute in Ahmet Mithat’s novel we discussed in 

Chapter 2. In Ahmet Mithat’s novel, the mirroring between the life of the prostitute and 

the wife of the good wife is all the more powerful in that there are no choices for elite 

women outside the family in Ahmet Mithat’s world.  Here, those limits are broken. Fatma 

Aliye presents teaching as a very respectable option for securing a decent life for women, 

who, like Refet, are poor and orphaned. This is a new concept for the Muslim Ottomans 

of the period. The following dialogue between Refet and her mother is an interesting 

example that illustrates how education is viewed by women like them. The conversation 

takes place after Refet tells her mother that she wants to go to the Darü’l-Muallimât 

(Teacher Training School for Women): 
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Binnaz: Darü’l-Muallimât? What is that? 

Refet: You know our teachers, right? It is the school that they graduated from. 

Binnaz: What is it to you then? 

Refet: What do you mean? Can one become a teacher without graduating from 
there? 

Binnaz: Teaching? Do you think that they would let poor people like us do that? 

Refet: Mom, they would allow it to whoever studies hard. 

Binnaz was surprised by these words. 

Refet, half smiling: And only the poor like us become female teachers. The rich 
do not go to school to become teachers. They go there to get knowledge.405 

Here, Refet’s awareness of her own social and class position and of the different 

meanings and possibilities education could offer to women from different social classes is 

striking. While other girls that we see in the Teacher Training School are there to widen 

their general knowledge, for women like Refet, education is the sole means of survival on 

their own.  

Refet’s capability to earn a living and its confirmation in the novel is one of most 

dramatic and effective moments in the novel. The scene takes place on a crowded avenue 

in Aksaray. Refet is returning home from school, and she is “carried away by the crowd 

of people.”406 She passes in front of bakery and confectioner shops. When she smells the 

freshly-made kandil simits, she craves for one, too. She approaches to the bakery store 

that sells them, and stops a while when she notices that everyone is buying in numbers 

for their household. Then, she remembers her own household: “Refet thought of the 

household that she was a member of. There, there were women and children. But that 
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household didn’t have a man [a patriarch].”407 At that point, she decides to buy simits and 

candy for the whole household, not just for herself. That point is a crucial one as it marks 

her rising up to the role of the “patriarch” of her household. During her walk home with 

the simits and candies she bought for the first time, she feels so proud and pleased to 

come home. When she gives the candies and the simits to Nezaket Hanım and the kids, 

she is so overwhelmed with emotion that she starts to cry. Binnaz also starts to cry and 

hugs her saying: “My daughter, my child, the man [patriarch] of my household” (evimin 

erkeği).”408 This is the turning point in the novel that Refet’s economic independence and 

difference from other women in the household is underlined.  

It is also important to note that Fatma Aliye often underscores Refet’s lack of 

physical beauty and strength. The new type of woman identified here is not physically 

attractive or beautiful, but is liked and respected outside of the sphere of sexual desires 

because she works and honorably earns her own living. Her differences with her peers are 

emphasized: “Her dream wasn’t like that of other young girls of her age. She was going 

to earn a living, manage her household, make her mother comfortable, educate many 

children and train them as the children of the homeland. Those children would all respect 

and love her, as saying ‘our teacher.’ That was Refet’s dream.”409 

The Teacher Training School for Women functioned as a place where girls from 

different social classes and backgrounds could intermingle. Fatma Aliye shows us a girl 

from an affluent household Şihab Hanım, who attends the school not only to learn but 

also to have firsthand experience of less fortunate girls such as Refet and Şule, who are 

both orphaned and poor. The solidarity between Refet and Şule is exemplary in that both 

                                                 
407 Refet, 97. The original sentence is as follows: “Fakat, o evin erkeği yok idi.” The phrase, “evin erkeği,” 
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are able to finish school relying upon each other materially and emotionally. For instance, 

when Şule’s mother dies, Refet takes Şule into the single room she shares with Binnaz, 

and this is where Şule stays until she graduates. The limited monthly allowance that Şule 

gets from her uncle sometimes becomes the only money Refet and her mother have to 

pay their rent. In fact, the whole novel takes place within a community of women who are 

thrown back upon their own resources to aid and comfort each other morally and 

economically. Şihab’s elder sister Cazibe Hanım comes to the aid of Refet when her 

mother, Binnaz, falls ill, not only sending a family doctor to minister to Binnaz but also 

giving them money to buy food.  

But there exists another community between women, an intellectual one, which is 

not confined to the school environment. During a summer that Refet and Şule stay at 

Cazibe Hanım’s summer house, we see a strong emotional and intellectual bond 

developing between them, especially between Cazibe and Refet, who talk for hours on a 

wide range of topics including painting and ancient Greek philosophy. This depiction of 

the importance of informal education is another aspect of the novel. Overall, the fictional 

space Refet represents is constructed through female solidarity where women support 

each other emotionally, financially, and intellectually. 

In Refet, the portrayal of the new woman is inscribed with an ideology that codes 

women’s education as establishing not only the basis for her effective management of the 

home but also her usefulness in the political economy of the nation. In that sense, it is 

significant that Refet’s ideal womanhood is not based on her beauty (on the contrary, her 

lack of beauty and physical frailty is constantly emphasized) but on the skills and 

knowledge that she acquired at the Teacher Training School, which secures her a single, 

economically viable life. In this sense, it is also significant that the novel does not include 
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a romance plot. The refusal of marriage is emphasized in a scene where Refet does get a 

marriage proposal from a distant relative at the end of the novel.  

One morning, after her mother’s death, a man comes to visit Refet at the house 

where she is staying as a lodger. He is a distant cousin, to whom Refet and her mother 

once went to ask for financial help and were insulted. So, when Refet sees the man after 

her mother’s death, she meets him with anger and disgust. After a while, it becomes clear 

that the man, Mûcib, has come to make a marriage proposal to Refet. While this proposal 

is a surprise both to Refet and to the readers, it is explained as follows: Mûcib needs a 

wife who can not only be a housewife but also keep accounts for his business, a skill 

which he assumes Refet learned at the Darülmuallimat, where they teach girls to keep 

accounts and other management skills. Refet, being poor, would be a great choice, Mûcib 

thinks, as he wouldn’t need to spend too much money on her, but would make money on 

her business skills. Hearing that her mother had died, he decides to take advantage of 

Refet’s loss of support as a business opportunity, seeing in her “not a wife” but as an irad 

(revenue) “that would bring him 800 or 1000 kuruş every month.”410 Given Ottoman 

cultural presuppositions, he is sure that his marriage proposal will be accepted. Of course, 

Refet rejects the offer. Then, he makes an offer to Şule; she also rejects it. Fatma Aliye’s 

inclusion of Refet’s rejection of a marriage proposal is a radical gesture: the scene 

symbolizes not only Refet’s potential economic autonomy, which represents the 

opportunities for women that are derived from modernity, but also a further, existential 

aspect of that autonomy, which is emotional independence. The refusal to accept the 

marriage bond on any but the appropriate passionate grounds, the love match, in other 

words, goes hand in hand with economic independence. Thus, it is significant that Refet 

is offered the possibility of having a more conventional life of a wife of a prospering 
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businessman, which she rejects exactly because she now has the skills of earning a life of 

her own. This quietly revolutionizes the domestic sphere by making it the product of the 

woman’s choice as well as the man’s. As well, this incident reassuringly presents the 

graduates from the Darülmuallimat as good catches for marriage for some men as they 

have learned the newly needed skills and information to make themselves rational 

spouses. In turn, this confirms women’s contribution to national economy. 

Wider access to public education not only ensured educational opportunities for 

more women from diverse backgrounds but also reinforced the freedom women gained 

when they lacked a father figure at their homes. Such freedom; however, did not entail 

full liberation from patriarchal control. For most of these young orphan women, the state 

became the father figure to whom they felt responsible. For instance, in the conversation 

between Şule and Refet after Refet’s mother’s death, Şule reminds Refet that, from now 

on, “Refet belongs to the state” because it provided her education. At this critical moment 

when Ottoman woman were freed from one form of control, familial patriarchy, they fell 

into the more intricate control mechanisms of the modern state.  

Previously, the education of women was mostly an elite affair, dependent on 

enlightened fathers who, believing that their daughters should be educated, provided for 

educational facilities in their mansions. Fatma Aliye was herself a prominent product of 

this system. However, the Teachers’ Colleges for Women broke this pattern and gave 

women from lower social classes an opportunity to have an education that was 

vocationally oriented, ensuring them not only a tool with which to earn their living but 

also more active participation in public life. Refet is the first example of a strong female 

figure who can stand on her own feet due to the education she received at the Teacher 

Training School for Women, and she is also the first example of a self-transforming 

heroine in Turkish literature. In Refet, Fatma Aliye produced a figure in which the 
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paradoxes of an old patriarchal order in the midst of modernization receive full play. A 

victim of the patriarchal dispensation that created the atmosphere in her biological 

father’s household, Refet is, nevertheless, liberated by her struggle with her dire living 

conditions to create an independence which would have been unthinkable fifty years 

before. In all probability, in this novel Fatma Aliye, whose view of feminism always tied 

it to Islam, did not intend to drive home a message as radical as my summary might 

indicate—but even if the author’s ideological intent was limited by the codes of 

respectability, the power of her narrative transcended those limits. If for no other reason, 

Fatma Aliye should be seen as a crucial figure in a period in which the Ottoman control 

of the state was slipping out of the grasp of the Court and the Islamic traditions which 

had previously legitimated it.  
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Epilogue 

In this dissertation, I have explored the production of gender and the 

representation of sexuality as a means of understanding the experience of modernity in 

Turkey. I argue that print culture emerged as an arena of social commentary outside of 

traditional Ottoman discursive spaces and thus created alternative communities for late 

Ottoman women and men. Given the importance of this literary culture, I also proposed 

that literary historians expand the scope of the canonical literary and cultural archive of 

Turkey and Turkish literature, while at the same time questioning what constitutes an 

archive. Studying the last century of the Ottoman Empire provides us with insights about 

some of the major issues that Turkey is still grappling with. These issues include fear and 

anxiety about the impact of modernization and the effects of Europeanization on religious 

and national identities, all of which converge in the problematic status of Muslim women 

in the public sphere.  

In late nineteenth-century Ottoman society, the rise of new forms and practices of 

debate and the negotiation over changes to save the Empire while keeping the integrity 

and “uniqueness” of an Ottoman identity found their aesthetic correlative in the novelistic 

genre, which I explain in Chapter 1. In the process, new fictional representations of 

ethnic, religious, and gender identities, as well as the introduction of new locales into the 

national imaginary, enabled a whole new kind of interaction, which included, for the first 

time, a lively, women’s public culture. In Chapter 2, I examine how this print culture 

gave upper class and upper-middle class women a new, legitimate cultural arena where 

they could participate in political life, producing a new feminist public sphere in the 

pages of women’s journals, which I map out in Chapter 3; and one of the first Ottoman 
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women novelists, Fatma Aliye Hanım gave expression to ideal Muslim womanhood as 

well as challenging and rewriting it, as I explain in Chapter 4. 

None of the texts explored in this dissertation has much visibility in Turkey today. 

One of my goals in this dissertation has been to publicize the literary print culture of the 

late nineteenth century Ottoman Empire and argue for its relevance and contribution to 

our understanding of modern Turkey. What is preserved and what is forgotten are some 

of the most urgent and significant aspects of cultural politics today. The categorization of 

women writers as ‘rare’ ensures their marginality. If the woman writer is rare and not part 

of a tradition, it is much easier to dismiss both her and other women writers as 

exceptions, outliers of the mainstream of literature. This, in turn, results in the exclusion 

of women writers and women’s literary traditions from literary histories. Therefore, one 

of the aims of this study has been to recover the visibility gained in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century of Ottoman women’s experiences and struggle in history, 

which constitutes their well-deserved contribution to Turkish cultural and literary history.  

To be able to carry out this project, I made a conscious effort to learn Ottoman so 

that I could study Ottoman women’s works, which I intend to be a serious intervention in 

the study of Ottoman and Turkish literatures as well as feminist studies. However, this 

does not mean that this dissertation presents itself in any way as an exhaustive study of 

late Ottoman print culture and Ottoman women’s works. On the contrary, while doing my 

research for this study as well as writing it, I became aware of the scale of material, so 

much of which is still not even cataloged, and the need for a great many other related 

projects in this field. Not only do we need a higher concentration of scholars able to read 

Ottoman Turkish, we need the linguistic skills and academic preparation and expertise of 

scholars who can examine literatures produced in other languages used in the late 

Ottoman Empire to gain a fuller and more realistic picture of the diversity of print 



 203

cultures of this period. We need to diversify feminist scholarship to include lives and 

works of women from different backgrounds, such as Armenian, Greek, and Kurdish 

women but also lives of women who occupied different social and class positions such as 

cariyes and wet nurses, for instance.411  

We also need more theoretical work that would explain the nature and role of 

local narratives in Ottoman literature and culture such as studies on adap essays (which 

are similar to conduct books), tezkires (literary, historical, or biographical commentaries 

and annotations), rüya tabirleri (dream interpretations, which were an established and 

important part of Sufi traditions), and others to be able to assess the nature and role of 

narrative in Ottoman society and culture.412 

In this dissertation, I have written about how Ottoman women’s existence and 

bodily experiences were constantly being defined within the ideology of virtue and 

modesty and that this process was not always passively undertaken—women challenged, 

produced, and reproduced this ideology to carve out a sphere for themselves outside the 

boundaries given to them. In contemporary Turkey, norms about women’s sexuality and 

body continue to not only restrict the way women live but literally become, in some 

instances, matters of life and death. Women’s lives are still at stake whenever they are 

considered to have trespassed against the social norms about public morality and 

modesty, as, for instance, the increasing number of “honor killings” testifies. “Honor 

killings” (namus cinayetleri) is a term used to describe murders of women by their close 

                                                 
411 Scholarly work on print cultures of Ottoman women from different ethnic and religious groups has 
already begun. One such project is currently underway to be published as a book: Sima Aprahamian and 
Victoria Rowe, eds., Ottoman Women’s Movements and Print Cultures (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
forthcoming). The volume will include essays on the print culture of Ottoman women from different ethnic 
and religious backgrounds. I also contribute to this volume with an essay on Ottoman Muslim women’s 
participation in the public sphere in women’s journals in the nineteenth century. 
412 For two inspiring works on dream interpretations in the Ottoman Sufi traditions, see the following: 
Cemal Kafadar, Asiye Hatun. Rüya Mektupları (İstanbul: Oğlak Yayınları, 1994). Derin Terzioğlu, “Man in 
the Image of God in the Image of Times: Sufi Self-Narratives and the Diary of Niyazi Mısri (1618-94),” 
Studia Islamica, no. 94 (2002): 139-165. 
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male family members, most of the time by their fathers, brothers, or husbands, with the 

accusation that they brought shame to their family name and honor; reasons for this could 

range from not dressing as the family desires to not wanting to marry the spouse of the 

family’s choice.413  

Criticizing the modern nation states’ formulation of “tradition” and “modernity” 

as binary opposites, feminist scholar Jacqui Alexander reminds us that “modernity 

produces its own traditions.”414 While the state authorities condemn “honor killings” by 

stating that they are the residues of backwardness and traditionalism, the Turkish state 

itself routinely intrudes into women’s bodies, which is another tradition of the modern 

state in the name of the nation, and it is part of the politics of modernity. The modern 

Turkish state also commits a form of sexual violence when, for instance, it forces girls to 

take “virginity tests.”415 Claiming to protect the “honor” of girls and their families, girls 

in state-run dormitories, orphanages, or women who are suspected of “illegal 

prostitution,” or Kurdish women who are suspected of supporting the PKK can be forced 

to take a “virginity test,” which not only violates a woman’s bodily existence and 

integrity, but, in effect, is intended to scare and terrorize her.416  

Remembering the different “othering” processes within feminism, we should try 

to unveil various mechanisms of violence in our works. Feminist and postcolonial 

                                                 
413 For different cases of violence against women in Turkey, see “Kadına Yönelik Şiddet Türkiye Raporu,” 
http://www.amnesty.org.tr/yeni/index.php?view=article&catid=70&id=306&option=com_content) 
(accessed May 24, 2008).  
414 M. Jacqui Alexander, “Transnationalism, Sexuality, and State: Tradition, Modernity and Other 
Disciplinary Encounters,” (talk, the Center for African American Studies at the University of Texas at 
Austin, 26 October, 2007). 
415 After several suicides by high school girls who were forced to take a “virginity exam,” feminists 
launched a campaign in 1997, resulting in an amendment to the law that gives the person the right to refuse 
to take a virginity exam, but, in effect, refusing such an exam would imply that that the person in question 
is “not a virgin.” For details on the virginity exams in Turkey, see Human Rights Watch, A Matter of 
Power: State Control of Virginity in Turkey 6, no. 7 (New York: Human Rights Watch / Women’s Rights 
Project, 1994). 
416 See Ayşe Parla, “The ‘Honor’ of the State: Virginity Examinations in Turkey,” Feminist Studies 21, no. 
1 (Spring 2001): 65-88. 
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scholars such as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Chandra Talpade Mohanty, and M. Jacqui 

Alexander, among others, have produced a powerful and nuanced critique of Western 

liberal feminism, reminding us of the intricate relationship between the history of 

feminism and imperialism, both in its older forms in colonial and postcolonial contexts, 

and as we see in current American neo-imperialist policies in Iraq and Afghanistan, for 

instance.417  

In this respect, liberal national Turkish feminisms’ Others are not only negative 

images from the past (i.e., Ottoman women), but exist all too pervasively in 

contemporary Turkey. We should not forget that what is presented to us as consistent 

with the tradition of liberated Turkish women can itself be complicit with the worst 

aspects of power: for instance, Sabiha Gökçen was and still is one of the most celebrated 

women of the Republican period, an exemplar of liberated womanhood, known for being 

the adopted daughter of Atatürk and the world’s first female combat pilot. However, 

recent feminist scholarship on her role in the nationalist project and her involvement in 

the bombing of Kurdish villages during the 1938 Dersim rebellion requires us to 

reexamine our feminist role models in their production and reproduction of patriarchal 

and nationalist control mechanisms.418  

One of the premises of this project is that feminism is an unfinished project. The 

presence or absence of women, and of which women in particular, and how they 

                                                 
417 Some of these texts have been crucial in my training as well. Texts such as the following, Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, ed. Carry 
Nelson and Larry Grossberg (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988), 271-313; Chandra Talpade 
Mohanty, “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses,” in Dangerous Liaisons: 
Gender, Nation & Postcolonial Perspectives, ed. Anne McClintock, Aamir Mufti, and Ella Shohat 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 255-77; M. Jacqui Alexander, Pedagogies of 
Crossing: Meditations of Feminism, Sexual Politics, Memory, and the Sacred (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2005). 
418 For a critical assessment of Sabiha Gökçen’s role in the suppression of the rebellion as well as in the 
construction of Turkish nationalism, see Ayşe Gül Altınay, “Ordu-Millet-Kadınlar: Dünyanın İlk Kadın 
Savaş Pilotu Sabiha Gökçen,” in Vatan Millet Kadınlar, ed. Ayşe Gül Altınay, (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 
2000), 246-279.  
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participate in the public sphere is still one of the major controversies of today’s Turkish 

culture, as can be seen from the recent “head scarf” discussions. This premise is 

conjoined with my other premise, which is that the nation is a historically produced, 

unfinished and contested terrain, and as such the nation and the signs of its cultural life 

emerge as necessarily littered with unresolved contradictions and dilemmas. The 

hierarchies and hegemony within what is seen as Western and non-Western feminist 

circles are, unfortunately, still prominent. Feminism, both in the form of activism and 

theoretical scholarship, gives Turkish women the tools to design their own critique of 

most aspects of power; however, it also gets caught in the political game of the patriarchy 

when, for instance, secular feminists do not support the right of veiled women to fully 

participate in the public sphere. Here, feminism barely disguises the cultural resentment 

as well as the entrenchment of an elite behind the legal barriers that prevent such women 

from going to universities in Turkey.419  

In today’s Turkey, modernization and identity issues have again come into play in 

the national discourse, particularly with regard to the two issues of the ongoing Kurdish 

question and the role of Islam in the public sphere. Denial and censorship on the part of 

the Turkish state towards these most pressing issues are reflexes that were instilled in the 

earlier years of the Republic, when Turkey was continually threatened by outside forces, 

and encoded complexes from the problematic transition era, as the Ottoman Empire, in its 

collapse, became an ostensibly Turkish nation state. In essence, there was a severe, 

intentional break from a former multi-lingual, multi-religious, multi-ethnic entity to an 

                                                 
419 The women’s movement in Turkey accelerated in the 1980s and 1990s, with the growth of grass roots 
organizations, NGOs, and the establishment of a Directorate General on the Status and the Problems of 
Women in 1990. On the research and education front, 13 women’s research centers and four women’s 
studies departments have opened since 1989, which collectively produce a rich variety of research as well 
as protocols and personnel for an activism agenda in the country. 
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entity elevating a certain ideal ethnicity and nation above all else. I hope that this study 

contributes to the recovery of the “missing archives” of Turkish feminism and modernity. 
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Appendix/Illustrations 

 

Illustration 1: Galata Bridge (1890). Sebah & Joaillier, [Photographs of 

Constantinople]. Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, The University of 

Texas at Austin. 
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Illustration 2: I wonder what shall I write! 

Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete, no. 134 (October 28-29, 1897): 1. 
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Illustration 3: Tableau: A novel reader 

Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete, no. 139 (December 2, 1897): 4. 
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Illustration 4: Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete, Cover Page 

Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete, no. 249 (February 3-4, 1900): 1. 
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Illustration 5: Kadınlar Dünyası, Cover Page 

Kadınlar Dünyası, no. 120 (December 13, 1913): 1.  
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Illustration 6: Kadınlar Dünyası (editorial board) 

Kadınlar Dünyası, no. 120 (December 13, 1913): 2. 
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Illustration 7: Our president Gazi Mustafa Kemal Paşa and his wife Latife Mustafa 
Kemal Hanım Efendi  

Asar-ı Nisvan, no. 1 (January 26, 1925): 1. 
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Illustration 8: Şükufe Nihal Hanım Efendi, one of the editorial board members of Kadın 
Yolu 

Kadın Yolu, no. 4 (August 6, 1925): 1. 
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Illustration 9: The cover page of Refet, (Atatürk Kitaplığı Fatma Aliye Hanım 

Evrakı) 

 

Illustration 10: The cover page of Muhâdarât, (personal copy) 
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Illustration 11: Letter from Woman’s Library, World’s Columbian Exposition, (Atatürk 
Kitaplığı Fatma Aliye Hanım Evrakı) 

 

Illustration 12: Letter from World’s Columbian Exposition, (Atatürk Kitaplığı Fatma 
Aliye Hanım Evrakı) 
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Illustration 13: Fatma Aliye, (Atatürk Kitaplığı Fatma Aliye Hanım Evrakı) 

 

Illustration 14: Fatma Aliye, (Atatürk Kitaplığı Fatma Aliye Hanım Evrakı) 
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Illustration 15: Fatma Aliye and Emine Semiye, (Atatürk Kitaplığı Fatma Aliye Hanım 
Evrakı) 
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