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ABSTRACT 

Modern Turkish historiography has long claimed that Turkish women were 

fortunate, because they were granted equal rights by their benevolent leader Ataturk, 

without even having to ask or fight for them. This dissertation disproves that argument by 

demonstrating that Turkish women had been vigorously fighting for their rights well 

before the establishment of the Republic. While it is true that Turkish women had to wait 

until the 1930s to secure full legal rights, they had demanded gender equality since the 

Ottoman Revolution of 1908, followed by years of war, which together exerted a 

tremendous social and cultural impact on all strata of society, above all women. As such, 

this study addresses three main questions: How did the revolution transform women’s 

social position as well as gender relations in Ottoman society? What role did the ‘woman 

question’ and gender issues play in the formation of revolutionary politics and discourse 

in the late Ottoman Empire? Finally, how did Ottoman women participate in shaping, 

transforming, enforcing, and/or challenging the objectives of the revolution?  

I argue that the 1908 Revolution triggered significant changes in the Ottoman 

public discourse, political agendas, and the organization of daily life concerning gender 

equality and that Turkish women, taking advantage of the new venues and opportunities 

provided by the revolution in effective and innovative ways, played a vital role in 

creating and implementing this change.  Studying the ideas and actions of a large number 

of upper and middle class Turkish women as well as the government’s attitude towards 

women between 1908 and 1918, I demonstrate that women in the late Ottoman society 

were far from being passive, powerless, and silent, as the nationalist historiography has 
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claimed they were. I reveal that, on the contrary, these women were active participants in 

the revolutionary process, in the struggle for equal rights, and consequently in the 

construction of a new political regime, a new social order, and their own roles in this new 

context. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the tumultuous summer of 1908, a young Turkish woman, Emine Semiye, 

boldly stepped into Freedom Square in Salonica brandishing a flag and shouting “Long 

live the homeland, long live the nation, and long live freedom.” She was soon joined by 

throngs of demonstrators, both women and men. The constitutional revolution had begun. 

What did Semiye’s words and actions mean within the larger context of late Ottoman 

history and how have historians portrayed this critical moment? 

Heavily influenced by nationalist ideology, modern Turkish historiography has 

long claimed that Turkish women were fortunate, because they were granted equal rights 

by their benevolent leader Ataturk, without even having to ask or fight for them. This 

dissertation disproves that argument by demonstrating that Turkish women had been 

vigorously fighting for their rights well before the establishment of the Republic. While it 

is true that Turkish women had to wait until the 1930s to secure full legal rights, they had 

demanded gender equality since the Ottoman Revolution of 1908, followed by years of 

war, which together provided the crucible for far-reaching transformations.  

Paradoxically, historians of the constitutional period (1908-1918) have consistently 

overlooked women, despite the fact that this era has been one of the most thoroughly 

researched topics in Ottoman history. Scholars such as Ernest Ramsaur, Feroz Ahmad, 

Erik Van Zürcher, Sina Akşin, Şükrü Hanioğlu and Aykut Kansu have debated the 

circumstances in which this movement emerged and analyzed its causes and 

consequences.1 Relying on a variety of sources - principally parliamentary proceedings, 

                                                 
1 Ernest Ramsaur, The Young Turks: Prelude to the Revolution of 1908 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1957); Feroz Ahmad, The Young Turks: The Committee of Union and Progress in Turkish 
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government documents, official correspondences, daily newspapers, biographies and 

memoirs of prominent figures- historians of this period have successfully demonstrated 

how drastically the 1908 Revolution changed political life in the Ottoman Empire. Yet, 

they have failed to acknowledge the participation of women in the revolution or to probe 

the complicated issue of changes in gender relations birthed by political upheaval and 

warfare.  When the critical issue of women has been addressed in historical narratives, 

they are portrayed as passive objects in ideological debates on the “woman question” in 

the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, with most attention focused upon how male 

intellectuals conceived of female roles and rights rather than on how women evaluated 

and sought to shape their own position in society.2 

What are the explanations for this prominent feature of the historiography? The 

distorted image of Turkish women in the pre-Republican era not only helped discredit the 

Ottoman Empire as an oppressive, archaic, and static regime which deprived women of 

basic human rights, but also justified the newly-founded secular republic for its citizens 

and for the western world alike. Indeed, Elizabeth Frierson notes that scholarship on the 

late Ottoman Empire lags behind research for the early modern era in terms of 

recuperating women’s experiences as historical actors from the records. Once again, this 

                                                                                                                                                 
Politics, 1908-1914 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969); Erik Jan Zürcher, The Unionist Factor: The Role of 
the Committee of Union and Progress in the Turkish National Movement, 1905-1926 (Leiden: Brill, 1984); 
Sina Akşin, Jön Türkler ve Đttihat ve Terakki (Istanbul : Remzi Kitabevi, 1987); Şükrü Hanioğlu, The 
Young Turks in Opposition (New York : Oxford University Press, 1995); Aykut Kansu, The Revolution of 
1908 in Turkey (Leiden ; New York : E.J. Brill, 1997); Aykut Kansu, Politics in Post-Revolutionary Turkey 
1908-1913 (Leiden ; Boston : Brill, 2000); Şükrü Hanioğlu, Preparation for a Revolution: The Young 
Turks, 1902-1908 (Oxford ; New York : Oxford University Press, 2001). 
2
 Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Secularism in Turkey (Montreal: McGill University Press, 1964); 
Deniz Kandiyoti, “End of Empire: Islam, Nationalism, and Women in Turkey,” in Women, Islam, and the 
State, ed. Deniz Kandiyoti (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1991), 22-47; Deniz Kandiyoti, “Some 
Awkward Questions on Women and Modernity in Turkey,” in Remaking Women: Feminism and Modernity 
in the Middle East, ed. Lila Abu-Lughod (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), 270-87; Faik Bulut, 
Đttihat ve Terakki’de Milliyetçilik: Din ve Kadın Tartışmaları (Istanbul: Su Yayınları, 1999); Palmira 
Brummett, Image and Imperialism in the Ottoman Revolutionary Press, 1908-1911 (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2000). 
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paradox is due to Kemalism’s portrayal of the nineteenth and early- twentieth century 

empire as an obsolete regime, characterized by superstition, religious fanaticism, and 

oriental despotism, which only served to further glorify the nation-state.3  

The erasures and silences of mainstream historiography did not spring from 

women’s absence from the public sphere or lack of sources by or about them, for they 

were quite active and productive, as illustrated by the female press and organizations that 

flourished in the post-revolutionary period. The growing influence of the feminist 

movement on Turkish scholarship in 1990s brought to light the writings and activities of 

women during the constitutional era. While Aynur Demirdirek and Şefika Kurnaz have 

offered general overviews of the women’s movement in the last years of the Ottoman 

Empire, Serpil Çakır has focused on a specific woman’s journal called Kadınlar Dünyası 

(Women’s World) to trace the origins of Turkish feminism. 4  Nevertheless, since these 

scholars were not interested in studying how women affected and were affected by the 

revolution, they failed to situate women’s writings and actions within the broader context 

of the constitutional process. Thus, women’s influence on the political agenda and public 

discourse as well as the changes the revolution caused in women’s lives and gender 

                                                 
3
 Elizabeth Frierson, “Women in Late Ottoman Intellectual Society,” in Late Ottoman Society: The 
Intellectual Legacy, ed. Elizabeth Özdalga (London; New York: Routledge, 2005), 135-62. 
4
 Aynur Demirdirek, Osmanlı Kadınlarının Hayat Hakkı Arayışının Bir Hikayesi (Ankara: Đmge Kitabevi, 
1993); Serpil Çakır, Osmanlı Kadın Hareketi (Istanbul: Metis Press, 1994); Şefika Kurnaz, II.Meşrutiyet 
Döneminde Türk Kadını (Ankara: M.E.B. Press, 1996); Aynur Demirdirek, “In Pursuit of the Ottoman 
Women’s Movement,” in Deconstructing Images of ‘The Turkish Woman, ed. Zehra Arat (New York: St. 
Martin's Press, 1998), 65-81; Serpil Çakır, “Feminism and Feminist History-Writing in Turkey: The 
Discovery of Ottoman Feminism,” Aspasia 1 (2007): 61-83. For a discussion of the women’s press in late 
Ottoman Empire, see also Elizabeth Frierson, “Unimagined Communities: State, Press, and Gender in the 
Hamidian Era” (Ph.D.diss., Princeton University, 1996); Ayfer Karakaya-Stump, “Debating Progress in a 
‘Serious Newspaper for Muslim Women’: The Periodical Kadin of the Post-Revolutionary Salonica, 1908-
1909,” British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 30, no.2 (November 2003): 155-81; and Tülay Keskin, 
“Feminist/Nationalist Discourse in the First Year of the Ottoman Revolutionary Press: Readings from the 
Magazines of Demet, Mehasin, and Kadın-Salonica” (MA Thesis, Institute of Economics and Social 
Sciences of Bilkent University, 2003). 
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relations in the post-revolutionary period remained unexplored. Furthermore, they 

overlooked the variety of opinions among the female activists of the time and represented 

them as a homogenous group who voiced the same demands. Nor did scholars of the 

broader modern Middle East take much interest in early Turkish women’s movement.  

Traditionally a neglected topic in Middle Eastern history, studies on women and 

gender have proliferated since the 1970s and demonstrated that gender issues were 

central to the region’s social and political dynamics and that women  actively participated 

in these movements. 5 A major problem for all scholarship is that women’s history has 

been largely interpreted through the lens of the nation-state. On the other hand, the few 

scholars working outside the nation-state paradigm for the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries examined the domain of “tradition,” culture, religion, and economy rather than 

in the realm of politics and power, which have been conceptually constructed as “men’s 

                                                 
5 Judith Tucker, Women in Nineteenth Century Egypt (Cambridge UK; New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1985); Kumari Jayawerdana, Feminism and Nationalism in the Third World (London: Zed Books, 
1986); Margaret Meriwether, The Kin Who Count: Family and Society in Ottoman Aleppo, 1770-1840 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990); Valentine Moghadam, Modernizing Women: Gender and Social 
Change in the Middle East (Boulder, CO: L. Rienner, 1993); Valentine Moghadam, ed., Gender and 
National Identity: Women and Politics in Muslim Societies (London: Zed Press, 1994); Jane Hathaway, The 
Politics of Households in Ottoman Egypt: The Rise of the Qazdaglis  (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1997); Julia Clancy-Smith, Rebel and Saint: Muslim Notables, Populist Protest, Colonial Encounters 
–Algeria and Tunisia, 1800-1904 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1997); Judith 
Tucker, In the House of the Law: Gender and Islamic Law in Ottoman Syria and Palestine (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1998); Lila Abu-Lughod, Remaking Women: Feminism and Modernity in 
the Middle East (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998); Margaret Lee Meriwether and Judith 
Tucker, eds., A Social History Of Women And Gender In The Modern Middle East (Boulder, Colorado: 
Westview Press, 1999);  Elizabeth Thompson, Colonial Citizens: Republican Rights, Paternal Privilege 
and Gender in French Syria and Lebanon (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000); Ellen L. 
Fleischmann, The Nation and Its "New" Women: The Palestinian Women's Movement, 1920-1948 
(Berkeley; University of California Press, 2003); Afsaneh Najmabadi, Women with Mustaches and Men 
without Beards: Gender and Sexual Anxieties of Iranian Modernity (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2005); Judith Tucker, Women, Family, and Gender in Islamic Law (Cambridge, UK; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008); Janet Afary, Sexual Politics in Modern Iran (Cambridge, UK; New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2009).  
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concerns.”6 Accordingly, the scholarship on the Middle East paid much more attention to 

women’s position within the family, their roles in the economy, and their status in Islamic 

law than to their involvement in political and intellectual life before the emergence of the 

nation-state. Mostly relying on texts authored by men, the scholarly literature has also 

privileged men’s voices over women’s, which gave the false impression that the driving 

agents behind women’s emancipation in Middle Eastern societies were men. 

Among the notable exceptions to this approach were Beth Baron’s The Women’s 

Awakening in Egypt: Culture, Society, and the Press (1994), Margot Badran’s Feminists, 

Islam, and Nation: Gender and the Making of Modern Egypt (1995), and Janet Afary’s 

The Iranian Constitutional Revolution, 1906-1911: Grassroots Democracy, Social 

Democracy, & The Origins of Feminism  (1996), which, for the first time, addressed the 

emergence, ideologies, and achievements of the early Egyptian and Iranian women’s 

movements. 7 Basing her study on Egyptian women’s journals, Baron examined the 

                                                 
6 Ellen Fleischmann,  “The Other Awakening: The Emergence of Women’s Movements in the Modern 
Middle East, 1900-1940,” in Social History of Women and Gender in the Modern Middle East, ed. 
Margaret Meriwether and Judith Tucker (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1999), 89-140. 
7
 Other works on Egyptian women in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries are Afaf Lutfi al-Sayyid 
Marsot, “ The Revolutionary Gentlewomen in Egypt,” in Women in the Muslim World, ed. Lois Beck and 
Nikki Keddie (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1978), 261-76; Thomas Philipp, “Feminism and 
Nationalist Politics in Egypt,” in Women in the Muslim World, ed. Lois Beck and Nikki Keddie 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1978), 277-94; Judith Tucker, Women in Nineteenth Century Egypt 
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1985); Beth Baron, The Women’s Awakening in 
Egypt: Culture, Society, and the Press (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1994); Margot Badran, 
Feminists, Islam, and Nation: Gender and the Making of Modern Egypt (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1995); Margot Badran, “Competing Agenda: Feminists, Islam, and the State in 19th and 
20th Century Egypt,” in Gendering the Middle East: Emerging Perspectives, ed. Deniz Kandiyoti (London: 
I.B Tauris, 1996), 201-36; Beth Baron, Egypt as a Woman: Nationalism, Gender, and Politics (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005); Lisa Pollard, Nurturing the Nation: The Family Politics of 
Modernizing, Colonizing, and Liberating Egypt 1805-1923 (Berkeley : University of California Press, 
2005); Cathlyn Mariscotti, Gender and Class in the Egyptian Women's Movement, 1925-1939: Changing 
Perspectives (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 2008). Studies on Iranian women in the same 
time period include Mangol Bayat, “Women and Revolution in Iran, 1905-1911,” in Women in the Muslim 
World, eds. Lois Beck and Nikki Keddie (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1978), 295-308; Guity 
Nashat, “Women in Pre-Revolutionary Iran: A Historical Overview,” in Women and Revolution in Iran, ed. 
Lois Beck and Guity Nashat (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1983), 5-35; Shireen Mahdavi, “Women 
and Ideas in Qajar Iran,” Asian and African Studies 19 (1985): 187-97; Farzaneh Milani, “The Memoirs of 
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connections between the literary production of a wide array of female intellectuals and 

the actual changes in the lives of women in the decades before the 1919 Revolution. She 

argued that the women’s press, which both resulted from and resulted in women’s 

awakening, had a lasting impact on Egyptian society, as it laid the foundations for future 

reforms by encouraging debate on social issues and by cultivating public opinion. On the 

other hand, Margot Badran has explored the evolution of Egyptian feminism from the 

1880s through the 1940s, dividing it into three stages: rising feminist consciousness, the 

feminist movement, and the widening circle. Badran claimed that Egyptian feminism first 

emerged in the urban harem and subsequently developed, and was legitimized in the 

framework of Islamic modernism; only later did feminism come to be expressed within a 

nationalist idiom. Finally, in her groundbreaking study on the Constitutional Revolution 

of Iran, Afary has established the important roles women played in this upheaval. 

Providing an overview of women's schools, anjumans (secret societies), writings, and 

demonstrations between 1906 and 1911, and identifying some of the politically active 

women as well as women's councils, Afary demonstrated that it was in this context that 

                                                                                                                                                 
Taj al-Saltaneh,” Iranian Studies 23 (1986): 189-93; idem, “Taj al-Saltana: An Emancipated Qajar 
Princess,” Middle Eastern Studies 23 (1987): 188-93; Afsaneh Najmabadi, “Zanha-yi Millet: Women or 
Wives of the Nation?” Iranian Studies 26 (1993): 51-72; Idem, “Veiled Discourse-Unveiled Bodies,” 
Feminist Studies 19 (1993): 487-518; Parvin Paidar, Women and the Political Process in the Twentieth 
Century (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Haideh Moghissi, Populism and 
Feminism in Iran: Women’s Struggle in a Male-Defined Revolutionary Movement (New York: St. Martin’s 
Press, 1996); Parvin Paidar, “Feminism and Islam in Iran,” in Gendering the Middle East: Emerging 
Perspectives, ed. Deniz Kandiyoti (London: I.B Tauris, 1996), 51-67; Afsaneh Najmabadi, “Crafting an 
Educated Housewife,” in Remaking Women: Feminism and Modernity in the Middle East, ed. Lila Abu-
Lughod (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), 91-125; Idem, The Story of the Daughters of 
Quchan: Gender and National Memory in Iranian History (Syracuse, N.Y. : Syracuse University Press, 
1998); Camron Michael Amin, The Making of the Modern Iranian Woman: Gender, State Policy, and 
Popular Culture, 1865-1946 (Gainesville, Fl: University Press of Florida, 2002); Mansoureh Ettehadieh, 
“The Origins and the Development of the Women’s Movement in Iran, 1906-1941,” in Women in Iran from 
1800 to the Islamic Republic, eds. Lois Beck and Guity Nashat (Urbana, III: University of Illinois Press, 
2004), 85-106. 
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the roots of modern Iranian feminism were planted and that Iranian women emerged as 

the leading advocates of women's rights.  

Moreover, these scholars have refuted the notion that feminism was imposed on 

the Middle East by the West and that the main champions of women’s rights were 

reformist male intellectuals, while clearly showing that the women’s movements in Egypt 

and Iran were natural products of historical circumstances that were unique in some 

respects, yet analogous in others to women’s movements around the world. 8 They have 

also revealed that even though the first steps towards Egyptian and Iranian feminism 

were taken with the publication of women’s periodicals and the establishment of 

charitable, social, literary and educational organizations in the second half of the 

nineteenth century, organized women’s movements that were involved in an explicit 

struggle for women’s rights emerged in the early twentieth century.  Unfortunately, 

Turkish women, who were as active and well-organized as their counterparts in Egypt 

and Iran in the same time period, have not been the subjects of similar studies. 

As I have discussed above, the physical and especially ideological participation of 

women in the Ottoman revolutionary process has received no attention in the 

historiography of the constitutional period, the scholarship on Turkish feminism, or the 

scholarly literature on women in the Middle East. This is where my work comes in. My 

dissertation is informed by the notion that the Revolution of 1908, followed by seven 

years of warfare, exerted a tremendous social and cultural impact on all strata of society, 

above all women. As such, it addresses three main questions: How did the revolution 

transform women’s social position as well as gender relations in Ottoman society? What 

role did the ‘woman question’ and gender issues play in the formation of revolutionary 
                                                 
8
 Fleischmann, “The Other ‘Awakening’,” 91. 



 

 

18

 

politics and discourse in the late Ottoman Empire? Finally, how did Ottoman women 

participate in shaping, transforming, enforcing, and/or challenging the objectives of the 

revolution?  

My study argues that the 1908 Revolution triggered significant changes in the 

Ottoman public discourse, political agendas, and the organization of daily life concerning 

gender equality and that Turkish women, taking advantage of the new venues and 

opportunities provided by the revolution in effective and innovative ways, played a vital 

role in creating and implementing this change.  Studying the ideas and actions of a large 

number of upper and middle class Turkish women as well as the government’s attitude 

towards women between 1908 and 1918, it demonstrates that women in the late Ottoman 

society were far from being passive, powerless, and silent, as the nationalist 

historiography has claimed they were. It reveals that, on the contrary, these women were 

active participants in the revolutionary process, in the struggle for equal rights, and 

consequently in the construction of a new political regime, a new social order, and their 

own roles in this new context. 

Shifting the emphasis to women’s voices, experiences, and issues; looking at 

women’s influence on revolutionary politics and discourse; and considering woman and 

gender from the perspective of empire rather than from the perspective of nation-state; 

this dissertation not only offers a new interpretation of modern Turkish history, but also 

contributes to the literature on women’s history generally. In addition to portraying a 

dynamic, flexible, and complex Ottoman society, in which women could and did act as 

agents of social and political change, it helps put the previously neglected Turkish 

women’s movement on the map of history and connect it to other feminist movements 
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around the world that gained momentum in the same time period. It provides new 

information about the significant transformation the Ottoman Empire underwent in the 

early twentieth century as well as about the characteristics of early Turkish feminism, 

which contributes both to the shattering of nationalist and orientalist narratives that deny 

Muslim women any agency and to the decentering of western women as the standard 

from which they analyze other women’s experiences.  

This dissertation employs a wide variety of published and unpublished primary 

sources that either have not been utilized at all or have not yet been utilized for 

examining the relationship between revolution and the emergence of a women’s 

movement in Turkey. The sources include women’s periodicals, weekly or monthly 

publications, various books authored by male intellectuals, memoirs of significant 

personalities, and travel accounts by western women.  Among them, women’s periodicals 

are the most essential. Even though historians studying the constitutional era have closely 

examined the newspapers and periodicals published by men, they have hitherto ignored 

the women’s press. Despite constituting the largest collection of sources produced by 

women in the late Ottoman Empire, women’s journals have been the least visible. These 

journals are all the more important, because the other primary sources we have by women 

are limited both in number and scope. While there are hardly any women’s memoirs and 

autobiographies from this time period,9 the few literary works published outside the press 

present only the voices of a small group of female intellectuals and do not provide as 

much diverse information on women and society in the post-revolutionary era as 

women’s journals do. Containing news stories about political, social, and cultural events 

                                                 
9 There are three published women’s memoirs from this era: Halide Edip, House with Wisteria: Memoirs of 
Halide Edib (Charlottesville, Va.: Leopolis Press, 2003); Halide Edip, Memoirs of Halide Edip (New York, 
London: Century Co. 1926); and Nigar bint-i Osman, Hayatımın Hikayesi (Istanbul: Ekin Basımevi, 1959).  
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regarding women, opinion pieces by various female columnists, and readers’ letters from 

all over the empire, these periodicals allow us both to find out what women from 

different backgrounds did and thought, and to identify, for the first time, who these 

women were, even if only by name. In fact, our knowledge about most of the female 

activists of this era is limited to their writings in the press.10  

Women’s journals make it possible to recover the identities, voices and 

experiences of hundreds of women, which would have been lost otherwise, and to 

integrate them into the history of the constitutional period.   Furthermore, these journals 

offer new and unique perspectives on the 1908 Revolution by revealing the changes it 

generated in women’s lives and gender relations, something that the male-centered press 

fails to do. Providing specific examples of women’s activism in the constitutional period, 

they also demonstrate the impact women had on the social, economic, and even political 

life in the late Ottoman Empire. That is to say, establishing women’s long-denied agency 

as well as illustrating the multi-faceted transformation the revolutionary process caused 

in society, women’s journals serve as valuable historical sources that help scholars 

reconstruct modern Turkish history. 

This study uses a thematic approach to examine the ways in which the 1908 

Revolution and Ottoman women have influenced each other.  The first chapter provides a 

general overview of the history of the Ottoman Empire from the Tanzimat Period to the 

end of World War I, establishing the political and ideological framework of the policies, 
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changes, and debates concerning women in the post-revolutionary period. The second 

chapter deals with the policies adopted by the government to improve women’s social, 

economic, and legal status as well as the impact these policies had on individual women, 

the newly emerging Turkish women’s movements, and the society in general. The third 

chapter studies, through specific examples, women’s activities in the constitutional era, 

which ranged from establishing their own businesses and participating in movements of 

social unrest to publishing journals and founding women’s rights organizations, to 

demonstrate the various roles they played in social, political, and economic life following 

the revolution.  Based mostly on women’s writings and speeches from the post-

revolutionary period, the fourth and the fifth chapters explore the nature and the extent of 

the public debate on the ‘woman question.’ While the former focuses on the arguments 

made about women’s educational, employment, and political rights, the latter details the 

discussions on male-female interaction centered around issues of marriage, women’s 

clothing, and women’s involvement in social life. These two chapters not only illustrate 

how significant women and gender issues were in the revolutionary process, but also 

reveal how Ottoman women defied the patriarchal discourse, policies, and institutions to 

generate a more equal society.  
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           CHAPTER I. A TIME OF CHANGE: 

THE CONSTITUTIONAL PERIOD (1908-1918) 

 

            In July 1908, Ottoman constitutionalists who had been trying to put an end to the 

autocratic rule of the Sultan for decades finally achieved their goal and declared the 

establishment of a parliamentary regime. This event, which came to be known as the 

Second Constitutional Movement in Turkish historiography and as the 1908 Revolution 

in the western world, was the end product of a long process of reform that aimed to 

strengthen the Ottoman Empire as well as the culmination of an ideological debate about 

the nature and extent of this reform.  

 

Introduction 

           United around the goal of regenerating the state and society, but divided over how 

to achieve this, members of the ruling elite had been involved in a power struggle both in 

the political and intellectual arena since the eighteenth century. As the number of 

western-style schools within the empire significantly increased in the nineteenth century, 

so did the influence of those graduating from these schools within state institutions such 

as the military and civil bureaucracy. Seeing the solution to the empire’s problems in the 

application of western ideas such as liberalism, secularism, and constitutionalism, this 

new generation of military officers, intellectuals, and statesmen took action to eliminate 

despotism and to end foreign intervention, so they could have a more direct say within 

the government and implement the program that they believed would save the state. The 

1908 Revolution was the product of their endeavors.   
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            This chapter presents a brief overview of the history of the constitutional 

movement in the Ottoman Empire. The first part of the chapter offers a description of the 

main events that took place on the eve and in the aftermath of the revolution, while the 

second part provides a more detailed discussion of the political and ideological 

framework of this movement. Starting with the Tanzimat Period and ending with the First 

World War, this chapter sets the historical context for the policies, activities, and debates 

that will be discussed in the following pages.   

         

A Short History of the 1908 Revolution 

Modernizing Reform:  The Tanzimat Period (1839-1876) 

       Threatened by the wars with Russia, becoming increasingly dependent on European 

powers for their financial and military needs, and facing various problems in the domestic 

sphere, the Ottoman rulers and statesmen of the nineteenth century felt the need to 

expand and intensify the reforms introduced by their predecessors in the eighteenth 

century. Consequently, beginning with the reign of Mahmud II (1808-1839), Ottoman 

society witnessed many attempts on the part of the state to modernize not only the army 

and the administrative structure, but also the educational and judicial systems.    

            Among these attempts was the proclamation of a charter called Tanzimat or the 

Hatt-ı Şerif of Gülhane (November 3, 1839), which started a new phase full of reforms 

and forced the sultan to abdicate a portion of his authority in favor of a Council of  

Judicial Ordinances that was henceforth to have the power to make laws, subject to the 

sultan’s approval.11 The Tanzimat symbolized the reorganization of the Ottoman state and 

shortly became the name of the time period between 1839 and 1876, which saw the 
                                                 
11
 Geoffrey Lewis, Modern Turkey (London: E. Benn, 1974), 44. 
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declaration of another charter called the Hatt-ı Hümayun (the Reform Edict).  Despite the 

fact that the immediate incentive behind the proclamation of these charters was the desire 

to prevent foreign intervention, the reforms that they promised were a continuation of 

Mahmud II’s policies and reflected the genuine concerns of the Ottoman elite who 

wanted to rejuvenate the empire.12 

The main principles of the Tanzimat Period were replacing an old disordered 

system with one based upon new and more secular laws; maintaining the accordance of 

these laws with Shari’a; taking the inviolability of life, property and honor as legal 

fundamentals of these laws; and applying them equally to all Muslims and non-Muslims.13 

The administrative and educational reforms implemented in the Tanzimat Period were 

particularly important, since they led to the emergence of a new group of elites who later 

played an influential role in determining the fate of the Ottoman Empire. While the 

formation of consultative assemblies and ministries to prepare new legislations shifted 

the center of political power from the palace to the newly emancipated bureaucrats of the 

Porte, the establishment of western-style schools that provided a higher level of education 

helped raised a new generation with secular ideas. 14 The intellectuals, bureaucrats, and 

military officers of the next decades were the products of these institutions.  

 

Prelude to Revolution:  The Reign of Abdülhamid II (1876-1909) 

The Tanzimat Period was followed by the announcement of the first constitution 

of the Ottoman Empire by Sultan Abdülhamid II under the pressure of a group of liberal 

                                                 
12
 Erik J. Zürcher, Turkey: A Modern History (New York: I.B. Tauris, 1997), 53-54. 

13
 Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Secularism in Turkey (Montreal: McGill University Press, 1964), 

145. 
14
 Zürcher, Turkey: A Modern History, 61. 
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intellectuals and statesmen. The constitution, which was drafted by Young Ottomans, 

such as Midhat Pasha, Ziya Pasha and Namık Kemal, adopted the same principles as the 

Tanzimat, but did not take away the authority of the sultan as the sovereign. Using this 

authority and citing the war between the Ottoman Empire and Russia as an excuse, 

Abdülhamid II abolished the constitution in February 1878 and closed the parliament that 

had opened only a year earlier. In his memoirs, Abdülhamid accused the constitutionalists 

of trying to adopt something foreign and inappropriate, which might have led the West to 

progress but would have resulted in many problems for the Ottomans.15  

Even though Abdülhamid II introduced an autocratic regime, his thirty-three-year 

long rule was, in some ways, a continuation of the Tanzimat Period. McCarthy called the 

sultan “a true heir of the Tanzimat,” since he, like the men of the previous period, was a 

proponent of reform. Concerned with the economic, educational, and administrative 

development of the empire as much as his predecessors were, Abdülhamid II built roads 

and railways, improved and increased the number of schools, created the ministries of 

police and of post and telegraph, and reformed the bureaucracy to increase the scope and 

the efficiency of the government.16  He also endorsed the ideology of Ottomanism, first 

proposed by the Young Ottomans to prevent the disintegration of the empire, which 

emphasized the idea of a unified nation by ignoring all ethnic, linguistic, and religious 

differences among different communities. 17         

Despite fulfilling some of its intentions, Abdülhamid II’s reign was significantly 

different from the Tanzimat Period, because politically it represented the antithesis of 

                                                 
15

 Abdülhamid II, Abdülhamid’in Hatıra Defteri  (Đstanbul: Selek Yayınevi, 1960), 117. 
16
 Justin McCarthy, The Ottoman Turks: An Introductory History to 1923 (London, New York: Longman, 

1997), 307. 
17

 Şerif Mardin, Jön Türklerin Siyasi Fikirleri 1895-1908 (Istanbul: ĐletişimYayınları , 2007), 72. 
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everything that Young Ottomans stood for. The sultan was a proponent of reform and 

modernization, but was not a fan of such ideas as liberalism, nationalism and 

constitutionalism, as he considered them a threat to his own rule. Instead of these 

“foreign,” “inappropriate,” and dangerous ideas, Abdülhamid II promoted religion under 

the banner of pan-Islamism, believing that it would help strengthen both his authority and 

the empire.18 Accordingly, there were many references to Islam, the Shari’a, and the 

Caliphate under Abdülhamid II’s rule. Not only did he put more emphasis on religion in 

school curricula and textbooks,19 but he also wanted to make Arabic the official language 

of the empire due to its religious significance. 20 The construction of the Hijaz railway, 

large donations made to mosques and shrines, establishment of ties with the ulema in 

other Muslim societies, promotion of pilgrimage to Mecca, and the employment of an 

Islamic discourse in politics were other examples of Abdülhamid’s pan-Islamic policy. 

This policy served two purposes; first, it was a strategy to maintain the allegiance of 

Muslim Albanians, Kurds, and Arabs within the empire who showed separatist 

tendencies, and second, it was a way to gain the loyalty, obedience, and support of all the 

Muslims around the world for the caliphate.    

In spite of his attempts to increase the influence of religion and the Shari’a on 

state affairs, there was a significant tension between Abdülhamid II and the members of 

the religious institution in the early twentieth century.21 While the sultan “feared the 

                                                 
18
 Azmi Özcan, Pan-Islamism: Indian Muslims, the Ottomans and Britain, 1877-1924 (Leiden, New York : 

Brill, 1997). 
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 Mehmet Ö. Alkan, “Modernization from Empire to Republic and Education in the Process of 
Nationalism,” in Ottoman Past and Today’s Turkey, ed. Kemal Karpat (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2000), 69. 
20

 Said Halim Pasha, one of the sultan’s advisors, objected to this proposal on the grounds that it would 
eliminate Turkishness in the Empire. Ercüment Kuran, Türkiye’nin Batılılaşması ve Milli Meseleler, ed. 
Mümtaz’er Türköne (Ankara: Turkiye Diyanet Vakfı, 1994), 180.  
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potent capacity of the ulema to legitimize criticism of his regime” and therefore banished 

a large number of them, most of the ulema thought that the sultan used Islam to 

legitimize his absolute sovereignty. 22 Because of the restrictions he imposed on the press 

and political liberties, there was discontent with Abdülhamid II within other sections of 

the society as well.  Believing that he could preserve his power only through oppressive 

measures, Abdülhamid II instituted a spy system to watch those who could constitute a 

threat to his regime, sent his opponents into exile, and exerted strict censorship over the 

press. The main target of these measures was the new generation of Ottoman 

intellectuals, bureaucrats, and military officers who were trained in the secular schools 

established in the nineteenth century such as the Mülkiye (Civil Service Academy), the 

Harbiye (War Academy), and the Military Medical College. 

Since they regarded the revival of the constitutional regime as essential for the 

survival of the empire and wanted to accelerate the modernization process based on 

western ideals, the students and graduates of these schools started forming revolutionary 

committees to overthrow the sultan. One of these secret committees was Đttihad-ı Osmani 

(Ottoman Union),  which was established in 1889 by Military Medical College students 

such as Đbrahim Temo, Abdullah Cevdet, Đshak Sükuti, Mehmet Reşit, and Hüseyinzade 

Ali. Spreading to all advanced schools as well as the civil bureaucracy, and joining forces 

with constitutionalist intellectuals who either escaped or were exiled to Europe and 

provincial Balkan cities, this society later turned into an umbrella organization for the 

opposition and gained the name ‘the Committee of Ottoman Union and Progress’ (CUP). 

While ‘union’ meant the cooperation of all nationalities within the Ottoman Empire, 
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‘progress’ implied the bringing about of a social revolution through educational and 

economic measures.23 

 

Political Progress:  The Revolution of 1908 

For two decades, the members of the CUP, commonly referred to as the ‘Young 

Turks’, had to carry out their struggle to overthrow the autocratic regime of Abdülhamid 

II in secret or from abroad, since they were subject to persecution within the empire. The 

revolutionary activities of the Young Turks included publishing and disseminating books, 

newspapers, journals, and pamphlets that promoted constitutionalist ideas; encouraging 

people to revolt against the oppressive administration (idare-i müstebid); organizing 

meetings to bring all the opposition groups together; and instigating the military, which 

had both the power and the means to change the government, into action. 24 The last 

strategy was the most successful, for it was the military wing of the CUP that secured the 

reinstitution of the constitution. Starting a revolt in Rumelia, the military officers in the 

Third Army demanded that Abdülhamid declare the establishment of a constitutional 

regime, which he finally agreed to on 23 July 1908.  Abdülhamid’s decision not only 

ended his thirty-year long autocratic rule but also paved the way for the reopening of the 

parliament, which housed representatives of all the major religious communities as well 

as of all the political views within the empire.25 The news of the proclamation of the 

constitution was welcomed with popular demonstrations, organized by different ethnic 

and religious communities, including the Greeks, Armenians, and Jews. 
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At What Cost?  The Counter-Revolutionary Attempt of 1909 

           Nine months after the revolution and four months after the opening of the 

parliament, Derviş Vahdeti, the owner of an Islamist newspaper called Volkan (Volcano) 

and the leader of a clandestine organization called Đttihad-ı Muhammedi (Muhammedan 

Union), started an anti-constitutionalist rebellion which later came to be known as ‘31 

Mart Vakası’ (31 March Incident).26 Blaming the CUP for aping the western world, 

ignoring the ulema, and disregarding the requirements of the Shari’a, Derviş Vahdeti and 

his followers attacked the members of the parliament and demanded an administration in 

conformity with Islam.27  Although the Third Army, under the leadership of Mahmud 

Şevket Pasha, shortly suppressed the revolt, this incident led to the dethronement of 

Abdülhamid II, who was accused by the Unionists of supporting the rebels. Abdülhamid 

II denied these accusations and stated that he neither had prior knowledge of the event 

nor did he try to benefit from it when he heard about the incident. 28 With the replacement 

of Abdülhamid II by Mehmed V (Sultan Reşad), the sultanate lost all of its power and the 

parliament gained the upper hand in politics.  

 

Diverse Directions:  The Multi-Party Regime (1908-1913)  

              The Young Turk Revolution overthrew the Hamidian regime under the banner of 

“liberty, fraternity, equality, and justice” and promised, in its place, a constitutional 

monarchy founded on the rule of law, in which political parties served as the principal 
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medium of participation in politics.29 Accordingly, in the first five years after the 

revolution, Ottoman society witnessed the establishment of numerous organizations that 

joined the struggle for political power. These organizations, as essential components of 

the first multi-party regime in Turkish history, are worth mentioning not only because 

they have been traditionally excluded from the studies on this period, but also because 

they reveal the dynamic, diverse, and liberal nature of the constitutional era. 

 a) Đttihat ve Terakki (Union and Progress): The Committee of Union and Progress 

was the most powerful party in the multi-party period due to its leading role in the 

Revolution of 1908. Although the CUP originally consisted of different groups, ranging 

from extreme Westernists to Islamists and non-Muslims to conservative nationalists, 30 it 

gained a centralist, westernist, and nationalist character after it came to power, under the 

leadership of revolutionary figures like Talat Bey, Enver Bey, Cemal Bey, Dr. Nazım, 

Hüseyin Cahit, and Ziya Gökalp. Having achieved their goal of establishing a 

constitutional regime under the umbrella of the CUP, other groups who were not pleased 

with the policies of the Unionists started to leave the party and formed their own political 

organizations. 

b) Ahrar Fırkası (Liberal Party, 1908): Ahrar Fırkası, whose leading members 

were Dr. Rıza Nur, Mahir Sait, Kirkor Zohrap, Ahmet Samim, and Hasan Fehmi, was the 

first opposition party to surface in the post-revolutionary period. Under the leadership of 

Prince Sabahaddin, this party allied itself with Armenian committees and supported 

individualism, private enterprise, decentralization, and the equality of all ethnic groups in 

the Ottoman Empire. The members of this party played an important role in organizing 
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the counter-revolutionary attempt in 1909, collaborating with British officials, a group of 

soldiers, and the members of Mohammedian Union, who hoped that they could get rid of 

both the CUP and Abdülhamid II with this revolt.31 The cooperation of Ahrar Fırkası with 

an Islamist party as well as its participation in a reactionary movement was a political 

move against the Unionists rather than an attempt to restore the Shari’a, since the party 

was based on western principles and led by a western-oriented individual. Ahrar Fırkası 

was closed after the 31 March Incident, as its leaders were exiled, arrested or executed by 

the government. 

c) Đttihad-ı Muhammedi Fırkası (Muhammedan Union, 1909): This clandestine 

religious party was established shortly before the 31 March Incident. Although this party 

was against the constitutional regime, it established contacts with some members of the 

ulema in the parliament in order to make sure that the laws being passed were in 

conformity with the Shari’a. In order to bring an end to the parliamentary regime 

established by the CUP, Đttihad-ı Muhammedi started a revolt on April 13, 1909 under the 

leadership of Derviş Vahdeti, who gave the first signals of the 31 March Incident in his 

newspaper Volkan. Vahdeti preached the killing of Unionists as well as all reformist 

students and officers in the empire, since he considered them enemies of Islam. In his 

newspaper, he asserted that the British and Russian governments would be far more 

favorable to the holy law than the existing Turkish government. Those who viewed this 

outburst of anti-nationalist Islamic fanaticism as suspicious later accused Derviş Vahdeti 

of being an agent of the British embassy, some of whose members were involved in the 
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rebellion.32 The failure of the counter-revolutionary attempt brought the end of Đttihad-ı 

Muhammedi. 

d) Mutedil Hürriyetperveran Fırkası (Moderate Liberalist Party, 1909): This party 

promoted the idea of “millet-i Osmaniye” (the Ottoman nation) and favored equality 

among the subjects of the Ottoman Empire. Although Arab, Greek, and Albanian 

deputies made significant contributions to the party, Mutedil Hürriyetperveran Fırkası 

did not favor decentralization and represented the monarchist organization in the empire.33 

After an influential but short term in the parliament, this party united with Hürriyet ve 

Đtilaf Fırkası (Entente Liberale). 

             e) Ahali Fırkası (People’s Party, 1910): Ahali Fırkası, whose founders were 

mainly from the ulema, was a conservative party that constantly challenged the policies 

of the CUP in the parliament.  The deputies of this party engaged in harsh debates with 

the Unionists, particularly about Zionism, blaming the CUP for taking loans from Zionist 

groups and coming under their influence.34 Ahali Fırkası ended its activities in 1911, as it 

joined Hürriyet ve Đtilaf Fırkası.   

 f) Osmanlı Sosyalist Fırkası (Ottoman Socialist Party, 1910): Osmanlı Sosyalist 

Fırkası, established under the leadership of Hüseyin Hilmi, published a journal called 

Đştirak (Participation), which was known for its articles that called workers to unite and to 

revolt against unacceptable living conditions.35 Although the party was associated with 

Russian and French socialists, its program did not differ much from those of other parties, 
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except that it demanded the abolition of death penalty. Osmanlı Sosyalist Fırkası was 

never represented in the parliament, since it did not participate in elections. 

g) Hürriyet ve Đtilaf Fırkası (Entente Liberale, 1911): Hürriyet ve Đtilaf Fırkası, 

the largest and most powerful party after the CUP, consisted of various groups, including 

monarchist, Greek, Armenian, Bulgarian, Albanian, and Arab deputies as well as ex-

opposition leaders. Among its members were Damat Ferit Pasha, Sadık Bey, Lütfi Fikri, 

Rıza Nur, Rıza Tevfik, Mustafa Sabri, and Đsmail Hakkı Pasha. Hürriyet ve Đtilaf Fırkası, 

which promoted Ottomanism, constitutionalism, decentralization, and private enterprise, 

had many publications, such as Teşkilat (Organization), Takdirat (Predestination), 

Teminat (Assurance), Islahat (Reform), and Đfham (Explanation).  This party was closed 

along with all the other political organizations after the coup d’etat of 1913.  

h) Milli Meşrutiyet Fırkası (Nationalist Constitution Party, 1912): Milli 

Meşrutiyet Fırkası, founded by Yusuf Akçura, Ferit Bey, Zühdü Bey and Mehmet Ali 

Bey, was the first party in the Ottoman Empire to openly advocate Turkish nationalism. 

Its members believed that the Turks and Arabs were the main pillars of the empire and 

conceived of a state like the Austria-Hungarian Empire, in which the administrative cadre 

would be composed of Turks and the Arab provinces would be given autonomy. Even 

though Milli Meşrutiyet Fırkası supported the development of a national economy, it 

opposed parliamentary rule as the basis of national sovereignty and the nation state.36 

Even though the CUP and Hürriyet ve Đtilaf Fırkası did not agree on much, they both 

viewed the establishment of Milli Meşrutiyet Fırkası as a mistake and regarded this party 

as a threat to the unity of the Ottoman Empire.  
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Setting Directions:  The Coup d’etat of 1913  

The period between 1908 and 1913, in which the Ottoman Empire witnessed an 

active political life as various parties competed for power, was also a time of war and loss 

of territories, especially in the Balkans and in the North Africa. The Ottomans had lost 

Tripoli and the control of Dodecanese Islands in the Italo-Turkish War (1911-1912) and 

Macedonia, Albania and most of Thrace to Balkan states during the First Balkan War 

(1912-1913). After having to share the power with other groups for five years and 

becoming frustrated with these military losses, the CUP finally took control of the state 

on January 23, 1913, with a coup d’etat that came to be known as “Bab-ı Ali Baskını.” As 

soon as they came to power, the Unionists ended the multi-party system by using the 

assassination of Mahmud Şevket Pasha, a high-ranking officer loyal to CUP, as an 

excuse. They also imposed censorship over the press and abolished all the political 

organizations to suppress the opposition. Establishing a military triumvirate, Enver 

Pasha, the war minister, Talat Pasha, the interior minister, and Cemal Pasha, the navy 

minister, started to rule the empire with an iron fist and remained in power until the end 

of World War I (1914-1918). 

 

Reform from Above:  The CUP Rule (1913-1918) 
 
           Once in power, the Unionists implemented a series of nationalist and secularist 

reforms. First, they promoted the Turkification of education and language by making 

Turkish classes compulsory for all students in the Ottoman Empire and Turkish the 

obligatory language of instruction in primary and secondary schools. They also made 

changes in school curricula to encourage the Turkification of the subjects and established 
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Turkish as the official language, deciding that all official correspondence would be 

conducted in Turkish. 37 Second, the CUP supported the development of a national 

economy and a national bourgeoisie.38 “Persistently stressing the ethnic dimension of the 

problem and favoring Muslims over non-Muslims,” the government organized boycotts 

of foreign products, encouraged the consumption of local manufactures, helped to 

establish commercial companies, tried to foster a Turkish entrepreneurial class, and 

founded the National Bank (1917).39 Third, to raise national awakening among the 

Turkish population and to promote the Turkish identity, the leaders of the CUP created 

different institutions, such as the National Library, the National Archive, the National 

Musical Society, and the National Geographic Society. Fourth, the CUP took significant 

steps to secularize the judicial system by making the ulema admit the authority of the 

secular appeals court, giving the authority to administer and supervise the religious courts 

and their employees to the Ministry of Justice (1913), and introducing a secular and 

uniform family code, which will be discussed in detail in the following chapter. 

The secularist and nationalist policies put into practice by the CUP infuriated both 

the Islamists and the minorities. While the former mostly complained about the 

decreasing influence of religion and the ulema, the latter was concerned with the 

homogenization of the empire’s subjects. Nonetheless, Cemal Pasha, one of the three 

leading figures of the party, denied the accusations and claimed that their main goal was 
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not the Turkification of other nations, but centralization, which they considered the only 

solution for the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire. He wrote: 

To those who reproach us with having pursued a “purely Turkish policy,” I reply emphatically that 
our policy was not a “Turkish” policy, but the policy of Ottoman unity. If we had accepted the 
decentralization principle, the Committee would, indeed, have had to pursue a “Turkish” policy, 
for we should have had to demand the same local autonomy for vilayets (provinces) inhabited 
solely by Turks as for the other provinces. 

40
  

 
Although the CUP took significant steps both to change the political system and 

to refashion the society, their reforms remained limited due to the lack of a planned 

program, the influence of conservative elements within the society, and to the economic 

concessions. 41 The leaders of the CUP, who desperately did everything in their power to 

save the empire, ironically brought its end as they allied themselves with Germany and 

dragged the country into World War I (1914-1918). 

 

The Revolution and Its Significance 
 
The Revolution’s Causes  
 

As mentioned above, the Revolution of 1908 was the end result of a massive 

reform movement that began in the late eighteenth century to strengthen the Ottoman 

Empire, which was facing a series of problems in both the domestic and international 

arenas, such as military defeats, loss of territories, weakening of the state authority, 

increasing dependence on western powers, and foreign interference. Behind this 

movement was an increasingly large number of intellectuals, bureaucrats, and military 

officers, who believed that they could solve the problems of the empire and prevent its 

disintegration by adopting western technology and principles. Thirty years after the 

                                                 
40

 Cemal Pasha, Memories of a Turkish Statesman, 1913-1919 (New York: George H. Doran Co.,1922), 
251. 
41 Feroz Ahmad, The Making of Modern Turkey (New York: Routledge, 1993), 41. 



 

 

37

 

failure of the first attempt (1878), the Revolution of 1908 achieved the establishment of 

one of these principles through curtailment of monarchial power and creation of a 

legislative assembly, serving as the "last link in the historical chain of Ottoman 

westernization and bureaucratic modernization."42  

Although its roots went back to the eighteenth century, the Revolution of 1908 

had immediate causes as well. The first one was discontent in different parts of the 

empire over the levying of extra taxes and the corruption of tax collectors that manifested 

itself in the form of demonstrations and revolts in Kastamonu (1905), Diyar-ı bekir 

(1905), Trabzon (1906), Erzurum (1906-1907), and Van (1907). These uprisings, 

organized by local peasants, shopkeepers, and merchants demanding the reduction of 

taxes, and encouraged by the CUP, gave impetus to revolutionary activity.43 Another 

immediate cause of the 1908 Revolution was discontent within the army resulting from 

rising prices, irregularity of salary payments, unwarranted delays in mobilization, and the 

difficulty of advancing in rank on the basis of merit and service alone. These problems, 

affecting both the common soldiers and officers, led to a series of mutinies in the 

Ottoman army between 1906 and 1908.44 The third factor that precipitated the revolution 

was the “Macedonian Question.” Macedonia, consisting of Kosova, Salonica, and 

Monastir, was an ethnically diverse region, which, in the late nineteenth century, 

witnessed the emergence of Bulgarian, Greek, and Serbian gangs (komitadji) aiming to 

establish dominance and ultimately independence. As disturbances grew in Macedonia, 

so did the number of Ottoman forces sent to the region to maintain order and peace. 

Among these were Military School graduates, whom Abdülhamid II wanted to keep away 
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from Istanbul.45 The uprisings, organized by different ethnic groups, not only resulted in 

the concentration of a large number of educated Ottoman officers in the area, but also led 

to the involvement of foreign powers in the Macedonian problem. When the Russian tsar 

and the British king met at Reval in June 1908 and proposed the settlement of the 

problem through foreign interference, the CUP members in the area decided to act 

swiftly, fearing that they could lose Macedonia. The conviction of CUP members in 

Macedonia that they were about to be uncovered by the sultan’s spies was the last 

impetus given to the revolution. Feeling the need to act before the organization was 

discovered, Major Niyazi Bey and his supporters from the Third Army launched a revolt 

in Resne on July 3, 1908, demanding the restoration of the constitution of 1876.  

Ottoman constitutionalists, who had been trying to put an end to the autocratic 

rule of Abdülhamid II for decades, were also inspired by three events that took place 

outside the Ottoman Empire.  The first one was the victory of constitutional Japan against 

autocratic Russia in the Russo-Japanese War (1904-1905), while the second and the third 

ones were the revolutions in Russia (1905) and Iran (1906). Encouraged by the triumph 

of an Asian country over an imperial power as well as the successful revolts in adjacent 

countries, the CUP members thought that they, too, could achieve their goal with a 

revolution.  

 

Political Actors and Their Policies 

The main actor of the Revolution of 1908 was the Committee of Union and 

Progress, which was made up mainly of young intellectuals and army officers who 

believed that they could prevent the disintegration of the empire through centralization, 
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westernization, secularization, and constitutionalism.  While the civilian members of the 

CUP laid the ideological groundwork for the revolution by promoting theories such as 

biological materialism, positivism, and social Darwinism in their publications, its military 

wing forced the sultan to declare the establishment of a constitutional regime in the 

Ottoman Empire. The CUP dominated the post-revolutionary period as well, and after 

1913 it became the only power to determine the political, social, and economic policies of 

the empire.  

The rhetoric and policies of the CUP were so complex and variable that scholars 

have long debated the true nature of this organization and the real intentions of its 

members.  While some scholars like Ramsaur and Akşin have argued that the CUP was 

originally Turkish nationalist, others like Georgeon and Kayalı have claimed that the 

CUP favored Ottomanism, but had to follow Turkist policies due to the circumstances 

caused by the Balkan Wars.46 On the other hand, without denying the Turkist tendencies 

among the CUP members, scholars like Ahmad and Hanioğlu have asserted that the 

Unionists regarded Turkism, just like Ottomanism, as an instrument that could save the 

empire, since they were pragmatists who were little concerned with ideology.  

In fact, both the newspapers they published and the policies they followed clearly 

demonstrate that the Unionists tried to benefit from every ideology available to achieve 

their goal. One of these ideologies was Islamism. Although most CUP members believed 

that faith was a personal matter, they constantly attempted to establish a connection 

between Islam and constitutionalism, trying to take advantage of Islam as a propaganda 

tool. Hanioğlu believes that the CUP used Islamism for three main reasons: to agitate 
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Muslim masses against the sultan, to attack European imperialism, and to de-legitimize 

the sultan’s position from an Islamic point of view.47 The CUP’s Islamist discourse was 

very influential in conservative circles, particularly before the revolution. Hoping to gain 

influence and power under the new regime, most of the ulema openly supported the CUP 

and justified its struggle against Abdülhamid II, declaring that the constitutionalist regime 

was the true application of Islam.48 Meanwhile, Cemiyet-i Đlmiye-i Đslamiye (The Islamic 

Society of Men of Learning), a society established by the ulema, presented itself as an 

association directly linked to the CUP.  

Another ideology adopted by the CUP was Ottomanism, which was designed to 

satisfy the whole population by emphasizing the equality of all subjects and giving them 

a chance to represent themselves in the parliament. The close connections established 

between the CUP and the non-Turkish elements of the empire were a part of this policy. 

Ottomanism served an important purpose for the Unionists, since the Ottoman Empire 

that they were trying to save was a heterogeneous entity, composed of different ethnic, 

religious, and linguistic groups. Although Ottomanism viewed all Ottomans as equals, the 

Unionist leadership favored the Turks and did not hesitate to make it known in their 

publications before the revolution.  They claimed that the salvation of the empire 

depended on “the dominant element in the empire,” rather than on “a bunch of 

Armenians or Bulgarians”49 and criticized the Turkish rulers for not “contemplating how 

to impose their language, customs, and moral values on the inhabitants of the lands that 

they had conquered.”50 The Turkist tendency within the CUP became much more apparent 
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after 1913 as the emphasis in its policies shifted from “ Đttihad-ı Anasır” (Unity of Races) 

to “Millet-i Hakimiye” (Sovereign Nation).  Even Cemal Pasha, who argued that the 

CUP’s main policy was Ottomanism and that the Turkist policies were aimed at 

centralization, admitted that the Turks were granted a special place among other ethnic 

groups. He stated: 

Speaking for myself, I am primarily an Ottoman, but I do not forget that I am a Turk, and nothing 
can shake my belief that the Turkish race is the foundation stone of the Ottoman Empire. The 
educational and civilizing influence of the Turks cements Ottoman unity and strengthens the 

Empire, for in its origins the Ottoman Empire is a Turkish creation.
51

  
 

Despite these examples, Halide Edip argued that the Unionists considered 

themselves the successors of Ottoman imperialists but were forced to think on different 

lines by the Balkan Wars, which demonstrated the separatist tendencies among the non-

Turkish and non-Muslim population.52 It is highly possible that coming to power right 

after the loss of Balkan lands, the expulsion of the Turkish population from the area, and 

the atrocities committed against the Turks by the non-Turkish subjects of the empire, the 

CUP realized the futility of Ottomanism in preserving the Ottoman Empire and the 

necessity of adopting nationalist policies.  

The national awakening among the Turkish population, caused by the Balkan 

Wars, led many intellectuals and military officers, along with the CUP, to envision a new 

state centered in Anatolia, where the majority of the population was Turkish. Kazım 

Karabekir, a prominent commander, for instance, warned Enver and Talat Pashas:  

Our homeland within the national boundaries is Trakya (Thrace) in Europe and Anadolu  
(Anatolia) in Asia.  In a short period, other territories would separate from us. Thus, we should 
collect our national wealth and establish our national power within these Turkish boundaries. We 

should also do everything to maintain its protection. 
53
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Accordingly, without officially abandoning its Ottomanist discourse until 1917, 

the CUP, following the Balkan Wars, started to emphasize Turkism as the only solution 

and to use the term “Ottoman” for the new Turkish nation, concentrated in Anatolia and 

Thrace.  

The last ideology promoted by the CUP was Westernism, the most significant 

indicator of which was the secularization of the legal system. The secularist policies 

implemented after 1913 by the CUP not only lessened the authority of the Şeyhülislam, 

formerly the leader of both the religious and judicial bodies, but also created judicial and 

educational systems mostly independent from the Shari’a and under the control of the 

Ministries of Justice and Education. Another important step that the CUP took towards 

secularization by was the introduction of the Family Law in 1917, subjecting the civil 

code under the jurisdiction of the Shari’a to reformation and secularization for the first 

time in the history of the Ottoman Empire. Even though the Unionists diminished the role 

of religion in social and political life by emphasizing the Western principle of the 

superiority of the law, they did not abolish the Shari’a or the religious courts altogether to 

maintain people’s support.54 In other words, despite being loyal secularists, the Unionists 

were compelled by their position as the administrators of the empire to adopt a balanced 

approach vis-à-vis the ulema and religion. 55  

While the CUP was the most important representative of westernization in the 

Ottoman Empire and the leading actor of the constitutional movement, its leaders were 

hardly liberals, since they were aware of the fact that a liberal regime would increase the 
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possibility of the disintegration of the empire. That is why, when they came to power in 

1913 after years of struggle, they suspended the constitution and the parliament, as 

Abdülhamid II had done earlier. In fact, the Unionist leadership, whose real ideal was to 

create an elite-governed state, had never wanted ordinary people to participate in the 

decision-making process.  Believing that their party was a “sacred committee,” the 

leaders of the CUP, like Ahmed Rıza, even said, “Silly people should not be allowed to 

enter into politics; however, they have unfortunately even become deputies, and this is a 

defect of liberty that enables the masses to assume a role in the life and future of the state 

and the nation.” 56 

It should be clear by now that the leaders of the CUP were not ideologues but men 

of action. This was clearly illustrated by the facts that “they kept the sultan, but 

introduced the committee; maintained the Islamic identity of the regime, yet endorsed 

secularism; espoused Turkism, yet professed Ottomanism; advocated democracy, but 

practiced repression; attacked imperialism, but courted empires; and proclaimed etatism 

while promoting liberal economics.”57 As Zürcher noted: 

They [Unionists] were ideologically eclectic and their common denominator was a shared set of 
attitudes rather than a common ideological program. Important elements in this set of attitudes 
were nationalism, a positivist belief in the value of objective scientific truth, a great (and 
somewhat naïve) faith in the power of education to spread this truth and elevate the people, 
implicit belief in the role of the central state as the prime mover in society and a certain activism, a 
belief in change, in progress, which contrasted sharply with the cautious conservatism prevailing 

in the Hamidian era. 
58
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Ideologies and Their Impact 

Although they were not mutually exclusive or equally influential, there were five 

main ideologies that were represented in the political and intellectual arena in the 

constitutional period: Westernism, Turkism, Islamism, Ottomanism, and Socialism.59 In 

spite of playing an important role in political discourse, Ottomanism was not a 

comprehensive ideology that dealt with specific issues or offered solutions to the 

empire’s problems. Socialism was not an influential ideology, either, since it did not have 

a solid basis and did not attract many followers.  

In fact, the most influential and significant schools of thought were Westernism, 

Turkism, and Islamism, because their seeds were planted in the nineteenth century and 

they offered effective solutions to the social, cultural, and political problems of the 

empire. The Westernists wanted the Ottoman Empire to adopt western institutions, 

customs, values, and principles and to follow the path of Western countries. Their aim 

was to make the Ottoman Empire a part of the advanced world. Because they identified 

themselves and the Ottoman state with Western civilization, the Westernists emphasized 

the importance of science, reason, liberalism, freedom, and secularism that the Western 

world was based on and defined their ideal state and society in accordance with these 

principles. The supporters of Westernism were mainly the bureaucracy and the military. 

This ideology was represented in politics mainly by the Committee of Union and 

Progress and partly by the Liberal Party and Entente Liberale.   

The Turkists tried to revive the ethnic culture and to develop national 

consciousness among the Turkish population of the Ottoman Empire, since they believed 
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that Turks had forgotten their original identity as a result of the influx of Arabic and 

Persian influences upon their conversion to Islam. They differentiated hars (culture) from 

medeniyyet (civilization) and attempted to strengthen the national culture while they 

supported the adoption of Western civilization with the aim of creating a synthesis 

between the East and the West. The adherents of Turkism were mainly from the 

intelligentsia. Two political parties represented Turkism in the constitutional era. The 

first one was the Nationalist Constitutional Party, whose members openly declared their 

loyalty to Turkism, while the second one was the CUP, which made Turkism the official 

ideology of the state in its final years.  

The Islamists, on the other hand, considered themselves members of the larger 

Muslim community (umma) and saw the Ottoman Empire as part of the Islamic world. 

They rejected nationalism, because they saw it as an obstacle to the unity of Muslims. 

The main supporters of Islamic ideology were the ulema and conservative intellectuals. 

They claimed that democracy was the will of the majority of the people in a country and 

the majority was Muslim in the Ottoman Empire. Therefore, the opinions and demands of 

Muslims and Islamic clerics needed to be taken into account while organizing the 

government and laws instead of those of non-Muslims and Westerners.60 Although they 

applauded the establishment of a constitutionalist regime, they claimed that the 

parliament in the Ottoman Empire should be different from those in Europe, since an 

Islamic parliament was not an assembly representing people from different classes, but a 

consultative council whose members were religious scholars. There were three political 

parties that adopted Islamism after the Revolution of 1908, the Muhammedan Union, the 

People’s Party, and the Entente Liberale. Since these parties could not participate in the 
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decision-making process, Islamism remained an ideology of the opposition. The Islamists 

constantly criticized the rulers of the empire and blamed them for ignoring Islam. The 

changes made in women’s rights and the legal and educational systems were the focus of 

these criticisms. Although the Islamists were not in power, their impact on the policies of 

the ruling elites cannot be ignored. In fact, the rulers of the Ottoman Empire always had 

to take into account the opinions of the Islamists, since they had great influence on the 

society. 

There were many differences as well as similarities between the three ideological 

groups in terms of their approach to issues such as causes of the decline, proposals for 

reform, westernization, women, language, nationalism, religion, and definition of 

identity. First, all groups agreed that the Ottoman Empire was in decay and that the 

establishment of a constitutional regime was necessary. They also believed that it was 

acceptable to borrow technology, science, and equipment from the Western world to 

fortify and modernize the state. However, for the Islamists westernization had to be 

limited to technology, while for the Westernists it needed to cover all aspects of life. 

Despite the big difference between the attitudes of the Westernists and the Islamists 

towards westernization, there were some Westernists, like Celal Nuri, who differentiated 

between the moral and technical aspects of westernization as the Islamists did. Turkists, 

on the other hand, were in favor of westernization without losing the national values and 

customs. However, neither the Turkists nor the Islamists trusted the Western powers, 

unlike the Westernists. Both of these groups were suspicious of the true intentions of the 

Western world and therefore criticized the Westernists for establishing close relationships 

with the West and alienating themselves from their own people. 
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 Although they all blamed the ignorant and arbitrary rule of the administration for 

the empire’s backwardness, there were differences between the three groups about other 

causes of the decline. While the Westernists saw the influence of the Shari’a on social 

and political life as the main reason for the empire’s decline, the Turkists emphasized the 

failure to make necessary changes required by new conditions. They also blamed Islam’s 

tendency to ignore national cultures. On the contrary, the Islamists wanted to restore the 

Shari’a, since they believed that its application in state affairs and its adoption by the 

non-Arab population of the empire was incomplete. 

The Westernists and the Islamists were in direct opposition on issues regarding 

women, while the Turkists had similarities with both groups. The Westernists and 

Turkists, unlike the Islamists, encouraged equality between men and women in social, 

political, economic, and legal life and opposed the practice of polygamy. On the other 

hand, unlike the Westernists, Turkists and Islamists did not approve of unveiling among 

Muslim women and did not want Ottoman women to look like European women by 

adopting their clothing style.  

Even though both the Islamists and the Turkists reacted against the gradually 

increasing influence of French on the Turkish language, the Turkists also tried to remove 

the Arabic and Persian influences from the language in order to purify Turkish. The 

Islamists were completely opposed to this project.  Westernists, on the other side, wanted 

to change the script and were able to maintain the support of some Turkists.  

The most significant difference between the Turkists and the Islamists was their 

attitude towards nationalism. While the Turkists were inspired by the national movement 

and wanted to nationalize the state and society, the Islamists saw nationalism as a sign of 
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apostasy, since they believed that Islam completely rejected it. The attitude of 

Westernists towards nationalism was more moderate than that of the Islamists and there 

were many nationalist Westernists like Halil Ziya Uşaklıgil.  

The role of religion in social and political life was another controversial issue 

among the three groups. The Westernists saw religion only as a personal matter, whereas 

the Islamists considered Islam a social and political system whose rules should be obeyed 

by all Muslims. On the other hand, for the Turkists, Islam was part of the national culture, 

but it did not have any political meaning. Therefore, the Westernists and most of the 

Turkists were in favor of secularization, while the Islamists opposed it zealously. 

However, there were also intellectuals in all the groups, such as Abdullah Cevdet, 

Mehmet Akif, and Ziya Gökalp, who wanted ijtihad to reform the religion.  

The political and intellectual life of the Ottoman Empire in the early 

twentiethcentury was shaped by the conflicts between these different ideologies, which 

offered different definitions of identity for the state and the society.  Although the 

Ottoman Empire collapsed approximately two decades after the emergence of these 

ideologies, Westernism, Islamism, and Turkism continued to influence Turkish politics 

and society, playing an important role in shaping the new Turkish state.  

 

 Significance of the Second Constitutional Period 

The period from 1908 to 1918, often known as the Second Constitutional Era, was 

significant in many ways. The revolution of 1908, which transformed a “bureaucratically-

run monarchist regime into a liberal political system,”61 resulted in the establishment of a 

multi-party regime and the emergence of an active political life that Ottoman society had 
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never witnessed before. With the introduction of a constitutional regime, politics, which 

had remained for centuries under the monopoly of a small number of elites, became 

public property. The curtailment of the powers of the monarch as well as the proliferation 

of newspapers and political organizations allowed people from different segments of the 

society to voice their opinions and to participate in the political process. Even though it 

did not last long, this atmosphere of freedom made it possible for different ethnic, 

religious, and ideological groups not only to discuss freely the nature and the identity of 

the Ottoman state, but also to put their ideas and projects into practice.   

The popular demonstrations preceding and following the Revolution of 1908 

reflected  “this new sense of involvement of the man in the street.”62 The uprisings in 

Kastamonu (1905), Diyar-ı bekir (1905), Trabzon (1906), Erzurum (1906-1907), and Van 

(1907), in addition to the demonstrations of joy after the establishment of the constitution 

and the strikes of factory and railway workers in different regions, signaled in the 

emergence of mass politics in the Ottoman Empire. Despite the fact that it was not a 

popular movement and that the CUP “never had any intentions of broadening the power 

structure to include the urban workers or the peasants,” 63 the constitutional revolution of 

1908 paved the way for the mobilization of the masses, altering the style of Turkish 

politics forever.  

The constitutional period also set the background for the Kemalist reforms and 

played an important role in shaping the political and economic structure of the new 

Turkish state. The bureaucratic, military, and intellectual cadre around which the 

Kemalist state was organized consisted of the key players of the constitutional era. It was 
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again this era that created the circumstances that allowed most of the political actors of 

the early republican period, such as the unionists, the feminists, and the socialists, to 

organize and to become involved in political affairs. Moreover, policies towards creating 

a centralized secular state based on a national economy, a priority of the Kemalist regime, 

were already on the way during the constitutional period.  

The seeds of the nation-state, too, were planted in the years that followed the 

Revolution of 1908. Due to the Balkan Wars and the policies of the Committee of Union 

and Progress, the Ottoman state rapidly transformed from an empire with a multi-ethnic 

and multi-religious population into a nation-state based on Turkish identity. The 

involvement of the military in politics, a direct result of the politicization of the army in 

the post-revolutionary period, was another tradition inherited by the Turkish state. In 

short, the late Ottoman Empire and the early Turkish Republic were closely connected 

through institutions (bureaucracy and army), organizations, people and policies, despite 

the difference between their political regimes. Therefore, as Roderic Davison suggests, 

the Turkish Republic was, in many ways, the child of the Second Constitutional Period.64 

Motivated by universal ideas, such as anti-despotism and anti-colonialism, the 

Revolution of 1908, like the revolutions in Iran (1905-1911), Mexico (1910), China 

(1911), and Russia (1917), had a broader significance as well. Since it constituted a direct 

response to the political, social, and cultural changes that the Muslim world had 

undergone in the last couple of centuries because of Western influence, the period that 

followed it embodied the complex interplay among nationalist, westernist, anti-

colonialist, and Islamist dynamics in the Middle East in the early twentieth century. 
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According to Hanioğlu, this period was a watershed in the history of the Middle East and 

the Balkans, because it introduced the people in these areas, for the first time, to political 

parties, nationalist clubs, elections, and the idea of constitutional rights.65  

Finally, the Young Turk Revolution facilitated the emergence of the Turkish 

women’s movement. Women’s lives and gender relations were already changing in the 

nineteenth century, albeit slowly, as a result of the growing influence of western ideas on 

reformist intellectuals as well as the changes in systems of education, justice, 

transportation, and communication. As will be seen in the following chapters, the 

constitutional movement accelerated this process in a remarkable way and enabled 

women to play a more active role in social, economic, and even political life. Using the 

opportunities created by the revolution to advance women’s position in society, many 

upper and middle class women became involved in a struggle for equal rights, which they 

justified by referring to revolutionary ideals such as freedom, equality, and progress.  

 

Conclusion 

           Even though it failed to achieve what it set out to do, to regenerate the Ottoman 

Empire, the 1908 Revolution refashioned the state and society by limiting the authority of 

the monarch, instituting a constitutional regime, introducing parliamentary democracy, 

expanding political participation, establishing freedom of expression, taking a strong 

stand against foreign intervention, secularizing the legal system, and nationalizing the 

economy. Despite the fact that it was a well-planned military insurrection, rather than, as 

the name suggests, a large-scale popular uprising throughout the empire, it was a turning 

point in Turkish history because of its long-lasting political, social, and cultural 
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ramifications. 66 Among them were the immediate changes that took place in women’s 

lives and gender relations as well as the public manifestation of a concern for gender 

equality, which constitute the topic of this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER II. POLICIES TOWARDS WOMEN  

IN THE CONSTITUTIONAL PERIOD 

 

Introduction 

          From the nineteenth century onward, the ‘woman question’ had been one of the 

main issues that concerned Ottoman intellectuals and statesmen, who were looking for 

ways to strengthen and revitalize the empire in a rapidly changing world. Since women 

were seen as biological reproducers of and signifiers of difference among 

ethnic/national/religious communities and transmitters of their cultures,67 the issues 

regarding women were key components of the debate on the identity and future of the 

empire. Opinions on women’s rights and roles varied, as the Ottoman elite defined their 

‘ideal woman’ under the influence of different ideologies, which provided different 

solutions to the political, social, and economic problems of the empire. In other words, as 

Kandiyoti argues, the ‘woman question’ was part of the ideological means by which the 

identity of Ottoman society was articulated and debated.68 It was “a vocabulary to discuss 

the questions of cultural and national integrity . . . and conceptions of the indigenous 

relative to the foreign . . . It was a subset of the larger questions of the place of the empire 

in the world and the place of Ottomans in westernizing society.”69 

             Despite the essential role it played in public discourse, the ‘woman question’ did 

not become part of the political agenda until the 1908 Revolution. Accordingly, the state 

did not play much of a role in changing women’s lives in the nineteenth century, apart 

from making some improvements in women’s education and employment, whose impact 
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was limited to a small number of upper and upper middle class women. In that sense, the 

constitutional revolution constituted a turning point, as it triggered a chain of events that 

considerably advanced Ottoman women’s position and encouraged them to play a more 

active role in public life. The first thing that the revolution did was to bring to power the 

Committee of Union and Progress, which implemented a series of policies regarding 

women.  In this chapter, I will explore these policies, which ranged from considerably 

expanding women’s opportunities for higher education and professional employment to 

introducing civil and penal codes that advanced women’s legal standing vis-à-vis men. 

Piecing together the scattered materials available on this topic as well as drawing on a 

few primary sources, I will explain what these policies were, how and why they were 

enacted, and what impact they had on women’s lives. Providing, for the first time, a 

comprehensive discussion of these policies, I will demonstrate the ways in which they 

fostered both the Turkish women’s movement and gender equality in the late Ottoman 

Empire.  

 

                                                        Women’s Education 

The issue of women’s education began to occupy the state during the Tanzimat 

Period (1839-1876).70 Considering women’s education a necessity of modernization and 

essential to national progress, the Tanzimat reformists offered new opportunities of 

education for women, who until then could only attend mektebs (primary schools). In an 

attempt to elevate women’s educational level, the state started to establish higher 
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institutions of education in 1858, such as rüşdiyes (secondary schools), where graduates 

of the mekteb could receive four years of secular education and take courses on Ottoman, 

Arabic, Persian, history, geography, mathematics, natural sciences, music, and painting. 

In addition to rüşdiyes, the state introduced midwifery programs (1840s), opened 

industrial workshops (1860) that taught arts and crafts, offered day and evening courses 

in cooking, sewing and childcare, and established darülmuallimats (Teacher Schools, 

1872) to train teachers and administrators for girls’ schools. Since most of the programs 

and schools were restricted to Istanbul and they could only attract the daughters of the 

upper and upper middle class, the number of women who could benefit from these new 

opportunities was small.  

Although the efforts to expand women’s education continued under 

Abdülhamid’s reign, the situation did not change significantly until the Revolution of 

1908, which paved the way for a CUP-controlled government. Committed to 

modernizing and consolidating the nation as well as saving the empire, the CUP 

employed a variety of methods to achieve these goals. One of these methods was 

mobilizing the society, especially women, through education. Unless women were 

enlightened, the empire could not be saved. Being fully aware of the potential of 

education in advancing the society as well as of the vital role that women played in 

shaping the future generations, the CUP leadership thought that educated women would 

help the nation’s quest for civilization by producing strong, capable, and knowledgeable 

citizens.71 Accordingly, once in charge, the CUP made primary education compulsory for 

girls in 1913 and considerably increased the number of primary and secondary schools 

for girls throughout the empire. Whereas the number of co-ed and boys’ mektebs in the 
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empire decreased between the years of 1907 and 1914 due to wars and loss of territories, 

the number of girls’ mektebs increased from 349 to 587 in seven years. 72 Similarly, the 

number of girls’ rüşdiyes increased from 85 in 1907 to 116 in 1918.73  

As part of the promises made before the revolution to the women involved in the 

constitutional struggle, the Unionists also opened the first idadi (high school) for girls in 

the Ottoman Empire. The proposal for the idadi came from Ahmed Rıza Bey, one of the 

most progressive members of the CUP and the head of the chamber of deputies. After 

Abdülhamid II decided to donate Adile Sultan Palace in Kandilli for the school, Ahmed 

Rıza Bey started collecting money from people through the Osmanlı Bankası (Ottoman 

Bank) to open the idadi.74 The plan was to bring teachers from Europe and to make the 

language of instruction English. As Ahmed Rıza Bey and the charity organization75 that 

was later founded to provide funding for the school failed in their efforts to collect 

enough money, the government stepped in and opened an idadi (1911) in Aksaray. 

Renamed Istanbul Đnas Sultanisi in 1913, the school provided 10 years of education and 

offered courses on religion, Ottoman language, history, chemistry, geography, natural 

sciences, geometry, algebra, calculation, health, cooking, sewing, child education, home 

economics, music, calligraphy, handcrafts, and physical education. In the following 

years, the CUP opened five more lycee-level schools in Istanbul, including Đnas Sanayi-i 

Nefise Mektebi (1914), an art school focused on painting and sculpting, and Ameli Ticaret 

Đnas Şubesi (1917), which trained students in commerce, book keeping, typing, 
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calculating, Turkish, and French. 76 Even though some of the courses offered in these 

schools, such as those related to household management and child-rearing, focused on 

women’s traditional roles as wives and mothers, others, ranging from social and natural 

sciences to courses on trade, enabled women to pursue professional careers outside the 

home and assume new roles in society as self-sufficient individuals.  

Nevertheless, these schools were not without their problems. The students, 

educators, and female newspaper columnists often complained about the shortage of 

teachers and lack of equipment. The government had difficulty finding qualified teachers 

and a sufficient amount of money to maintain the newly established schools. But 

apparently, there was another problem. Halide Edip, who served as a teacher, 

administrator and an inspector in many girls’ schools during the constitutional period, 

mentioned in her memoirs that she and later Nakiye Hanım had to resign from their 

duties because they did not agree with the policy of the Ministry of Education, which was 

“to obtain quantity at the expense of quality.”  According to Halide Edip, Şükrü Bey, the 

Minister of Education at the time, “wanted to have the largest possible number of men 

and women who would read and write, and he did not care for the rest. He went on 

multiplying schools and calling them by names to which the education they provided in 

no way corresponded.”77 However, Halide Edip also acknowledged that the large number 

of people who were able to read and write in Turkey was the outcome of his work. She 

later admitted, “Had he stayed longer in power he might have had a more lasting effect 

on the higher education of the country.”78  
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Not all the girls’ schools were secular or under the control of the Ministry of 

Education. Thousands of girls throughout the empire attended primary mosque schools, 

managed by the Ministry of Evkaf (Pious Foundations), which hired both Halide Edip and 

Nakiye Hanım after they left their previous jobs. 79 Halide Edip gives some insight into the 

significant transformation these schools underwent under the leadership of Hayri Efendi, 

whom she called “the great şeyhülislam of the Unionist regime:” 

The mosque schools, which so far taught only the Koran and which were housed in little holes, 
were to be modernized, and a dozen schools were amalgamated in one big and up-to date building 
in an important center. Each was to have a modern staff with a modern curriculum…The girls’ 
schools as well as the small mixed ones were to be organized by Nakiye Hanım as the general 
director. I became their inspector-general and adviser. Nakiye Hanım soon succeeded in creating a 
hardworking, sincere, and capable body of teachers. She was greatly helped by the young 
graduates of the college whom we had ourselves trained. Her schools immediately became the best 
primary schools in Istanbul. The best specialists on educational subjects offered to train her 
teachers, and her own central school in Sultanahmed acquired an atmosphere of learning and 

happy camaraderie among the old and young elements of evkaf. 
80

 
 

           In addition to establishing hundreds of mektebs, tens of rüşdiyes, and several 

idadis as well as reforming a large number of primary mosque schools in a short amount 

of time, the government opened the doors of Darülfünun (University) to female students 

in 1914.81 The idea was first put forward by the female intellectuals of the time, who, 

through their writings in the press and lectures in public, pressured the government to 

provide women with the chance to receive college-level education.82 The female students 

of the university started meeting at the lecture hall four times a week and received 

lectures from the professors on history, economy, sociology, women’s rights, women’s 
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health, domestic affairs, nature, pedagogy, and science.83 There was so much interest in 

these lectures that a few months later, they were moved from the lecture hall at the 

university to a building belonged to Darülmuallimat-ı Aliye where the students started 

receiving three years of education in one of the following fields; literature, mathematics, 

and nature. In 1917, twenty-one women graduated from the university.84  

In order to meet the personnel demand in different fields, the government 

promoted vocational education, as well. While Kızılay (the Red Crescent), due to the 

efforts of Dr. Besim Ömer Pasha, began training professional nurses and nurses’ aides 

(1912),85 and organizing seminars for them at the university on patient care (1913-1914), 

the Ministry of Education established several Darülmuallimats around the empire to 

increase the number of female teachers and school administrators. Most graduates of the 

nursing program actively worked in hospitals and did both voluntary and paid work. On 

the other hand, the Teacher’s Training College students, whose numbers increased from 

90 in 1911 to 1005 in 1918, received government appointments upon graduation to fill 

the open positions at the newly opened mektebs, rüşdiyes, idadis and darülmuallimats. 86 

Among them was Nakiye Hanım (1882-?), who graduated from Istanbul Darülmuallimat, 

worked as a teacher at different schools, and was later assigned the task of opening 

Teacher’s Colleges in Damascus, Beirut, and Jerusalem. 87 
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Another change that took place during the constitutional period was the 

establishment of educational institutions by private individuals. Encouraged and 

supported by the CUP government, women, particularly from the upper and middle 

classes, founded various types of schools, like Ana Mektebi, Ev Kadını Mektebi, Kız 

Sanayi Mektebi, and Biçki Yurdu. Aiming to educate the new generation of mothers in a 

scientific way, Ana Mektebi taught young girls how to manage a household, how to raise 

a child, and how to maintain a healthy family, in addition to literature, painting, music, 

and gymnastics. This school was established under the auspices of the government first in 

Beyazıt (1909) and later in Erenköy (1913) through the efforts of Aziz Haydar and her 

sister, Đsmet Haydar. Aziz Haydar, a prominent woman’s rights activist and a columnist 

at a women’s journal, had to sell her jewelry to open this school and was often praised in 

the press for her dedication to women’s education.88 While Ev Kadını Mektebi, opened in 

Göztepe by Đsmet Haydar in 1912, was similar to Ana Mektebi, Kız Sanayi Mektebi89 and 

Biçki Yurdu served a different purpose:  providing women with a skill that they could use 

to earn their livelihood. The latter was founded by Behire Hakkı Hanım, who was given 

the Medal of Industry and Education by the government at the diploma ceremony for the 

first graduates of Biçki Yurdu, held in the presence of the Ministers of Education and 

Agriculture.90 Seeking to end women’s dependency on others, as well as to support the 

national economy, Behire Hakkı Hanım taught women how to do needlework. 91 She 

believed that this skill would not only help women to be independent, productive, and 
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creative, but also allow them to contribute to their family and state budget. Even though 

Biçki Yurdu suffered from financial hardships during World War I, the number of 

students enrolled in the school increased from 25 in 1913 to 366 in 1917. Some of the 

graduates opened workshops, some of them worked at small shops, some taught at 

schools and some worked from home. 

Finally, the CUP government sent several female students to Europe for education 

in 1916. Among them were Sueda and Suat Hanıms from Đzmir, who went to 

Switzerland92, Refika Hanım93, and Safiye Ali94, who went to Germany to study medicine, 

since the Medical School in Istanbul did not accept girls at the time. Graduating from 

Wurzburg University Medical School with the help of the scholarship provided by the 

Ministry of Education, Safiye Ali (1894-?) returned to the country in 1921, becoming the 

first female Turkish doctor.  

The changes that took place in women’s education under the CUP leadership were 

noteworthy, since education was the precondition of women’s emancipation and 

empowerment. Making the expansion, diversification, and advancement of women’s 

education a government policy at a time when they were dealing with serious problems, 

such as financial instability, internal power struggles, uninterrupted wars, and loss of 

territories, the Unionists demonstrated the importance they attached to this issue. Under 

their administration, increasing numbers of women in different parts of the empire found 

the chance to obtain a secular and western style education and to receive the training they 

needed for careers in education, health, trade, government offices, and service industry. 

Encouraged by the CUP’s policies, many upper and middle class women also started 
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taking initiatives and getting actively involved in other women’s education. These 

women not only were able to put their ideas and plans into practice with the schools they 

established, but also helped transform many women’s lives for the better. From among 

the beneficiaries of these opportunities emerged many women who contributed to the 

advancement of the women’s movement as well as of the nation, as I discuss in the 

following chapters. 

 

Women’s Employment 

Until the late nineteenth century, women who worked outside home either came 

from the lower classes or lived in rural areas. Earning their livelihood as peddlers, 

midwives, servants, and prostitutes as well as from agriculture, weaving of rugs, and 

spinning of silk and goat hair, these women usually worked as a matter of exigency or as 

a part of life. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, women from the upper and 

middle class, too, albeit on a small scale, joined the workforce and started to serve as 

professional midwives, teachers (1873), and school administrators (1881). 

However, the most drastic change took place after the 1908 Revolution, as the 

government considerably expanded opportunities of employment for women, paving the 

way for women to be an integral part of social and economic life. Implementing a series 

of policies that led to the incorporation of women into work life, the CUP pursued 

various goals, such as creating new cadres that the regime could depend on, filling the 

positions of men who were recruited for war, providing women with the chance to earn 

their livelihood through lawful gains, protecting the institution of family, and generating 

a strong and independent national economy. Even though the CUP’s main concern was 
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national consolidation rather than women’s emancipation, its policies enabled Ottoman, 

particularly Turkish-Muslim, women to emerge as independent individuals, to expand 

their living space and to extend their sphere of influence, ultimately furthering gender 

equality in Ottoman society. 

After the CUP came to power, thousands of women gained employment in many 

sectors. As the number of girls’ schools and the number of women graduating from these 

schools increased, so did the number of female teachers, mistresses, and inspectors. 

Several women, including Zekiye Hanım, Zehra Hanım, Nakiye Hanım, Nezihe 

Muhiddin, Sadiye Hatice and Halide Edip, also found the chance to open new girls’ 

schools in different parts of the empire on behalf of the Ministries of Education and Pious 

Foundations. 95 Moreover, as mentioned before, women such as Kerime Salahor, Hüseyin 

Elbi, and Münire Đsmail began working at hospitals as professional nurses and nurses’ 

aides (1913) after completing a six-month training course provided by the Red Crescent.96 

These women attended to both female and male patients and were of great help especially 

during the Balkan Wars, for they helped wounded soldiers as well as the civilian 

population who got caught in the fighting. 

However, women’s opportunities for employment were not limited to the fields of 

education and health. Due to the labor vacuum created by the human losses incurred in 

early battles and the mobilization of the male population for the ongoing war, the 

government, for the first time in the history of the Ottoman Empire, started hiring female 

employees in 1913. Among the first women to be hired by the government were Feride 
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Yaver Hanım,97 who sold stamps to customers from behind a covered booth for the Postal 

and Telegram Service, and Nimet Hanım (Gözaydın), who worked for the Ministry of the 

Economy.98 Although we do not yet have any information about them, it is clear from the 

articles and job advertisements published in the press that there were many other women 

who found employment in banks and municipal services in various cities during World 

War I. These women worked in the same buildings with their male coworkers, but had 

separate rooms and usually left the building after them to maintain the gender 

segregation. According to an imperial decree issued in 1915, female employees working 

for the government were allowed to discard their veils during office hours.99  

In addition to employing women at government offices, the government founded 

an organization called Đslam Kadınlarını Çalıştırma Cemiyeti (The Society for the 

Employment of Muslim Women, 1916) under the presidency of Enver Pasha and the 

auspices of his wife Naciye Hanım.100 Many women, losing most or all of their husbands’ 

salaries and dealing with skyrocketing prices on basic necessities due to wartime 

conditions, found themselves in the position of having to earn their livelihood.101 

Realizing the gravity of the situation, the CUP leadership stepped in to find employment 

for these women, so that they could not only survive but also lead an honorable life. 
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As soon as it was opened, “the society’s headquarters were flooded with letters of 

application and literally besieged by masses of women.”102 Receiving 14,000 applications 

within two and a half months, the founders of the society opened branches in different 

parts of Istanbul to be able to deal with all the applicants. 103 Many women were quickly 

placed in small workshops, created by the organization, to produce uniforms, 

undergarments, and sandbags for the army. Since the organization could not provide 

enough jobs to employ all applicants, it began serving as an employment agency and 

intermediary between women who were looking for jobs and those who were looking for 

employees. Within a year, Đslam Kadınlarını Çalıstırma Cemiyeti helped 8,860 women to 

find jobs, becoming the biggest source of employment for women in the empire.104 

Furthermore, the organization provided women in need with shelter, food, and clothes 

and even assisted them to find husbands through newspapers ads.  

Another institution founded on Enver Pasha’s initiative was Kadın Amele Taburu 

(Women Workers’ Battalion, 1917), which operated under the framework of the Ottoman 

army.105 Women who wanted to apply for a position within this institution had to meet 

certain conditions. They had to be between the ages of 18 and 30, strong, healthy, and 

virtuous, and without small children.106 People approached this institution with caution 

and suspicion, and at first not many women applied to Kadın Amele Taburu. The 

government tried to encourage potential applicants by putting out ads and publishing 
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articles in newspapers as well as by sending notices to local officials and religious leaders 

in different cities that explained how the institution was going to work and what would be 

expected from the workers.   

Eventually, more than 300 women registered to work at the Women Workers’ 

Battalion, which was located in an isolated place called Sultan Tepesi in Üsküdar and 

guarded by armed soldiers, working in shifts.107 After signing their contracts (November 

1917), each of these women was photographed, given an identification card, and 

provided with items of necessity and clothing.108 While some women worked in 

agriculture, transportation, road construction, and trench-digging, other women served as 

carpenters, tailors, nurses, cooks, storage managers, accountants, and clerks. Women who 

worked in the administrative staff, such as head clerk Adile Süleyman Hanım, were 

chosen from among the educated women in Istanbul. Since many women in the battalion 

were not used to manual labor and could not work in harsh winter conditions, they were 

given easier tasks that could be performed inside, like stitching and spinning yarn.109 

Ending its operations in the fall of 1918 due to circumstances that emerged after World 

War I, Kadın Amele Taburu was officially abolished in January 1919.   

The constitutional period also witnessed an increase in the number of women who 

joined the industrial labor force. This increase resulted from the economic policies of the 

CUP, committed to the development of a national economy and a national bourgeoisie, as 

much as from the shortage of manpower. Supporting the production of local 

manufactures, the CUP government facilitated the establishment of thirteen more 
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factories in the Ottoman Empire within only two years.110 As the increase in the number of 

industrial institutions created a demand for extra labor and most men were mobilized for 

war, women compensated for the lack of manpower, entering into the labor market more 

rapidly.111 Accordingly, the women factory workers increased from 20 percent in 1913 to 

30 percent in 1915.112 These women worked in factories located in Istanbul, Đzmir, Bursa, 

Sivas, Burdur, Isparta, and Maraş, helping to produce canned food, biscuit, sugar, sesame 

oil, tobacco, soap, lumber, rugs, matches, ties, underwear, shirts, hats, and umbrellas.113 

Even though their working conditions varied from one place to another, women usually 

worked longer hours and earned lower wages than their male coworkers, which led them 

both to lead and to participate in many strikes during the constitutional period, as will be 

discussed in the next chapter. It is worth mentioning that the Ottoman Socialist Party in 

its program advocated improving of the conditions of female factory workers.114 

The progressive attitude of the Committee of Union and Progress and the liberal 

atmosphere of the constitutional era, combined with the necessities of wartime, pushed 

thousands of women to get out of their house and into the workforce in different 

capacities. Taking advantage of the new career paths opened after the revolution as well 

as of the increased demand for the already existing ones, women from all classes became 

more and more involved in the social and economic life of the empire. Employed women 

not only contributed to society as hardworking, confident, and productive individuals, but 

also gained experience, knowledge and skills in various fields, which they used to justify 
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their demand for increased rights and responsibilities in public. Employment also gave 

women some freedom and control over their lives by allowing them to earn their own 

money and move more freely. Women’s employment helped erode the gender 

segregation of Ottoman society, as it required many women to spend a considerable 

amount of their time outside, interacting with men on a daily basis in different 

circumstances. Even though the government tried to maintain segregation as much as 

possible in order not to upset conservative circles, the increasing presence of women in 

schools, hospitals, government buildings, factories, streets, and vehicles of public 

transportation made it impossible for women and men to avoid contact with each other. 

In short, the CUP’s policies regarding women’s employment, just like those on women’s 

education, were significant steps taken towards women’s empowerment and 

emancipation that promoted both gender equality and the newly emerging feminist 

movement.  

 

Women’s Legal Rights 

        Despite the fact that the Tanzimat Period witnessed many changes in the legal 

system, including the codification of a new, sixteen-volume civil law called the 

Mecelle,115 the regulations regarding women, such as the family law, were not subjected to 

any reforms and remained under the jurisdiction of the shari’ a in the nineteenth century. 

For instance, no attempts were made to restrict or prohibit polygamous marriages, even 

though the intellectuals and statesmen of the era harshly criticized them. In fact, the only 

significant change before the constitutional period, regarding marriage laws was 
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implemented by Abdülhamid II, who allowed young girls and women to get married 

without their guardians’ permission and required couples to get their marriage certificate 

approved by municipalities. 116 Since the provisions of the Quran were more explicit and 

abundant in the family sphere and the shari’a had specific rules concerning people’s 

private lives, the family law continued to be applied in its widest connotation “in the old 

courts, from the old books, in the old way and by the old personnel” until the early 

twentieth century. 117 

Unlike its predecessors, the CUP took many steps to reform and secularize family 

law as part of their plan to reshape and renovate Ottoman society along more modern and 

egalitarian lines. Aiming both to improve women’s position within the family and to 

transform the traditional patriarchal family structure, the Unionists promoted a nuclear 

family model that was developed by Ziya Gökalp. This model, which was based on 

monogamy, equality between the sexes, and indigenous moral values, was called milli 

aile (the national family), as Gökalp believed that egalitarian families and monogamous 

marriages were prevalent among pre-Islamic Turkish societies.118 He claimed that “this 

family type would hark back to the early Turkish traditions which had been subverted by 

centuries of Persian and Arabic influences.”119  

Taking the first step towards creating the “national family,” the government 

issued two imperial edicts in 1915 that allowed women to dissolve their marriages if their 

husbands were missing or afflicted with a disease that made married life dangerous. 
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These edicts were not based on the Hanafi school of thought, which prevented women 

from getting a divorce in these situations, but the Hanbali School.120 More significantly, 

the CUP introduced a new family code, called the Ottoman Law of Family Rights (1917), 

which enabled the state to intervene officially in family life. 121 Constituting the first legal 

modernization in family law in the Muslim world, the code provided women with greater 

security in the conjugal contract, as it based marriage on mutual consent, recognized 

women’s right to initiate divorce, and transferred the conclusion of the marriage contract 

to the authority of the state. 

The Family Law of 1917, which incorporated provisions from all four Islamic 

schools of thought as well as of Islamic, Jewish, Christian, and secular European origin, 

gave the woman the right to divorce her husband if her husband wanted to marry again; 

prevented guardians from marrying off girls younger than nine and boys younger than 

twelve; required girls younger than seventeen and boys younger than eighteen to get 

permission from the court before they could get married;122 and demanded that the 

marriage be concluded in the presence of a state employee in addition to two witnesses. 

Even though it did not abolish polygamy to avoid conflict with the shari’a, the law made 

the practice much more difficult by requiring the consent of the first wife. This article 

“was an important step taken towards the legal limitation of polygynous unions, as well 

as a great novelty within traditional Ottoman Islamic law.” 123 According to Fındıkoğlu, 

“this legal obstacle was specially designed to produce the same effect as an outright 
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prohibition. Such an effect would clearly have rested in the universal use of this provision 

by all women, and that would assume perfect equality between the sexes as far as legal 

information, assistance and power of law enforcement are concerned.”124 Strengthening 

women’s hand in marriage and codifying one of the most essential provisions of the 

shari’a, the Ottoman Law of Family Rights reflected a conscious attempt on the 

government’s part “to bring the marriage practices of its citizens into sync with its vision 

of modernity.”125 

In addition to introducing a secular and uniform family code, the government 

issued new laws to advance women’s legal standing, such as recognizing the right of 

women property owners to act as guarantors (1911), allowing women to travel abroad 

without permission from their husbands (1911), introducing equal punishment for female 

and male adulterers (1911), and securing women’s right to receive equal shares from their 

husbands’, fathers’, and mothers’ inheritance (1912).126 Some of these regulations led to 

long debates among the members of the parliament, as they were directly related to the 

issue of women’s morality. For instance, the majlis was divided with respect to giving 

women passports. While some, like Sadrazam Sait Halim Pasha, believed that it was 

unthinkable to let married women leave the country without their husbands’ approval, 

others, like Reşit Akif Pasha, thought that women did not need permission if they had to 

go abroad due to health problems, but they had to stay covered the whole time they were 

away. There were also those who made fun of their counterparts for worrying about the 

improper acts women could commit once they left the country. Among these was Ahmet 

Rıza, who said, “Then let them take the harem ağası with them! You can’t protect 
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morality by denying women passports!” Eventually, the parliament decided to remove the 

statement that read “Married women are denied passports unless they have permission 

from their husbands,” establishing women’s freedom of movement. 127 

The regulation concerning adultery, which was discussed as part of a broader 

change in the penal law, was another controversial topic. Considered a criminal act, 

adultery required punishment. The proposed change required everyone, regardless of 

their gender, to be punished the same way, but described the conditions of penalty for 

men and women differently. Even though both men and women who committed adultery 

would be jailed for 3 months to 2 years, men had to continuously engage in adultery at 

their own house to receive punishment, whereas it was enough for women to be caught 

once.128 

Members of the parliament responded to this proposal in different ways, revealing 

their attitudes about women and gender relations in general. Bingazi deputy Mansur 

Pasha thought that women had to be punished more harshly, because they were the ones 

who were responsible for protecting chastity in Islam.129 On other hand, Đpek deputy Hafız 

Đbrahim Efendi argued that it was usually men who seduced women and forced them to 

commit adultery. If a woman had a good man, she would not do anything wrong. 

However, if her husband did not pay attention to her and left her alone all the time, she 

would be inclined to let a man in her house to satisfy her lust.  Therefore, men needed to 

be encouraged to stay at home with their wives instead of spending their nights outside. 
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However, telling a man that he would not be punished for committing adultery as long as 

he did not do it at home had just the opposite effect.130  

Artin Efendi was not happy with the proposal either, because he thought that it 

gave men the following message:  

Even though we say we are going to punish you, don’t be afraid! Just avoid doing something at 
your house! Let’s say you did it once, even then there is no problem; just don’t make it a habit! If 
you want to continue committing adultery, just change the women; move from one flower to 
another like a bee! 
 
When asked, following his speech, whether he represented men or women, Artin 

Efendi told his fellow deputies to imagine that the parliament was made up of women, 

instead of men. Upon hearing this statement, many people laughed, while Kütahya 

deputy Cemal Bey uttered, “May God forbid.” But Artin Efendi continued: 

If women accepted this article the way it was, but replaced the word ‘men’ by ‘women’, and the 
word ‘women’ by ‘men’, what would you think? What would you say? I think you would consider 
this unfair. Taking this into account, you need to protect women’s rights and should not accept 

anything that goes against the rule of equality.
131

  
 
While Kengiri deputy Mehmed Tevfik Efendi responded by saying that men 

would never abandon their privileged position,132 Istanbul deputy Kirkor Zohrab declared 

his support for Artin Efendi. He stated that taking advantage of their sole authority in the 

parliament, the male representatives were acting both as the plaintiff and the judge, 

meaning that they were not objective since they were trying to defend their own interests. 

According to Kirkor Zohrab, with this proposal, men were trying to protect their 

sovereignty over women.  Because Islam allowed men to satisfy their sexual desires by 

marrying up to four women and denied women the same right, a man who committed 
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adultery deserved a bigger punishment than a female adulterer.133 Kirkor Zohrab also 

argued that the proposed regulation would hurt the institution of the family, as it did 

nothing besides protect men and their lust.134 “Men have more freedom, influence, and 

means than women,” he asserted, “so until it is proven otherwise, women are the seduced, 

and men are the seducers.” At the end, the proposal was accepted, which equalized the 

form of punishment for men and women even though it failed to do the same for the 

terms of this punishment. 

Compared to CUP’s other policies on women, its legal changes were limited both 

in number and scope. Not only did it take time to implement the new codes, but it was 

also difficult to apply them in all areas of the empire. Even though we do not know how 

much impact they had on women’s lives, it is not unfair to assume that their effect was 

not as direct and immediate as the changes regarding women’s education and 

employment. However, this does not deny the importance of the civil and penal codes 

issued by the government, since they introduced the idea of equality between men and 

women in law and placed women’s rights under the guarantee of the state. Statements 

made by some of the members of the parliament as well as the nature of some of the 

legislation proposed by the CUP demonstrate that the concern for gender equality was not 

limited to education and employment, but was also a part of legal discourse and policy in 

the constitutional period.  
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Conclusion 

The CUP’s policies towards women were motivated by both ideological and 

pragmatic arguments. The Unionist leadership consisted of western-minded individuals, 

who were inspired by theories and ideas such as secularism, biological materialism, 

positivism, and social Darwinism.135 As most of them were bureaucrats and officers, the 

leaders of the CUP also believed that “the state was the logical, indeed the only, means to 

achieve change.”136 Therefore, they were “actively liberal in their stand on women’s 

rights” and used their political power to elevate women’s social, economic, and legal 

status. 137  In their eyes, the changes made in women’s position were necessary, because 

they served a larger purpose; national emancipation. Unless women’s conditions were 

improved, the nation could not advance, since national progress was dependent on that of 

women, the “mothers of the nation.”  In his memoirs, Cemal Pasha stated, “I am 

absolutely convinced that the civilizing agencies of a country can best and soonest be 

promoted with the help of woman, and that those nations which keep their womankind in 

a state of slavery are on the high road to inevitable decay.”138  

The Committee of Union and Progress had more immediate concerns as well. 

Trying to rejuvenate a state whose borders were quickly shrinking, whose population was 

mostly illiterate, whose economy was dependent on foreigners, and whose resources were 

exhausted by interminable wars, the government was in dire need of educated, dynamic, 

capable, qualified, and patriotic people who were willing to render their services to the 

nation. The CUP was also under pressure from the female activists of the era, who had 
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supported the constitutional movement all along in anticipation of the positive changes it 

would bring for women.  So, to maximize the human resources in the country, to 

successfully employ women’s influence within the family for the benefit of the state, and 

to satisfy their female supporters, the CUP paid much more attention to women than its 

predecessors, directly intervening in their lives and those of their families. Even though 

the Unionists promoted women’s rights more for the sake of the of the state and the 

nation than for the sake of women, their actions made gender equality an integral part of 

government policy and advanced the newly emerging Turkish women’s movement. That 

is why Grace Ellison, a British journalist and an advocate for woman’s rights who visited 

the Ottoman Empire during the constitutional period, called the CUP “a Turkish feminist 

government.”139 
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CHAPTER III. WOMEN IN THE CONSTITUTIONAL PERIOD (1908-1918) 

          

Introduction 

          The years that followed the declaration of the constitution saw an extraordinary 

surge in women’s activities. In her accounts about the women in the post-revolutionary 

period, Grace Ellison wrote:  

The proclamation of the constitution has meant so much to the Turkish woman. She has awakened 
from the darkness and horror of the Hamidian regime with a courage and determination to show 
the world that one sex cannot govern a country, that the woman’s voice must be heard in every 
matter of importance –not in the anonymous manner of yore, but openly and honestly and above-
board, as is her right –and that if one sex is to be kept in ignorance it shall not be the women. 

140
 

  
          The 1908 Revolution not only paved the way for a CUP-controlled government, 

which enacted a series of progressive policies concerning women’s education, 

employment, and legal status, but it also created an atmosphere of freedom that allowed 

individuals from different segments of the society to participate in national affairs in 

various ways. Facilitating the emergence of new public platforms through which people 

could freely express their opinions and turn their ideas into action, the revolution rescued 

politics from the monopoly of a small group of elites and made it public property. For the 

first time in the history of the Ottoman Empire, people had a say in government and the 

government had responsibilities to its people, which made it possible for the members of 

the society, including women, to take part in setting agendas and formulating policies. 

         While many Ottoman women took individual initiatives to change the lives of their 

own and their counterparts, others who wanted to play a more active role in determining 

the fate of the Ottoman state and womanhood demanded and assumed this role by using 

the printed media and associations, the two most effective vehicles available to them at 
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the time. Since they believed that it would both improve women’s lives and help save the 

nation, most of these women aimed at achieving gender equality through political, social, 

and cultural reforms. Becoming increasingly aware of the disparity between their status 

and men’s as well as of the common problems shared by the members of their sex, the 

female entrepreneurs and activists of the constitutional period came to describe ‘women’ 

as a single social class and joined forces to challenge and resist the patriarchal culture 

with their actions and writings. Whether they acted individually or as members of a large 

group, these women actively fought for equal rights, making it the cornerstone of the 

newly emerging Turkish women’s movement. 

In the following pages, I will examine the activities of Turkish women in the 

constitutional era, centered around the press, clubs, economic enterprises, and movements 

of social unrest. Employing women’s own writings from this era as well as the few 

secondary sources in Turkish that provide a general overview of the women’s press and 

organizations, I will discuss, through specific examples, what these activities were, what 

they hoped to accomplish, and how they affected the revolutionary process. I will 

demonstrate that far from being powerless and silent, as historians have hitherto 

portrayed them to be, Turkish women in the late Ottoman Empire were quite vocal about 

their demands for gender equality and were heavily involved in the struggle for women’s 

rights. I will argue that the voices and stories of these women, which have been 

consistently left out of the historiography of the constitutional era, are significant, 

because they illustrate the dynamism of late Ottoman society and because they establish 

women’s agency in Turkish history.  
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Women’s Press 

The first journal to be published for women in Ottoman Turkish was Terakki-i 

Muhadderat (Progress of Virtuous Women), which came out in 1868 as a supplement of 

the newspaper Terakki. It was soon followed by others such as Vakit (Time) or Mürebbi-i 

Muhadderat (Educator of Virtuous Women, 1875), Ayine (Mirror, 1875), Aile (Family, 

1880), Đnsaniyet (Humanity, 1883), Hanımlar (Ladies, 1883), Şükufezar (Blooming 

Garden, 1886), Mürüvvet (Benevolence, 1888),  Parça Bohçası (Bundle of Pieces, 1889), 

Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete (The Ladies’ Own Gazette, 1895), Hanımlara Mahsus 

Malumat (Information Unique/Special to Ladies, 1895) and Alem-i Nisvan (World of 

Women, 1906).  

All the periodicals except Ayine and Alem-i Nisvan, which were located 

respectively in Salonica and Crimea, were based in Istanbul, the center of publishing in 

the Ottoman Empire. Three of these journals, namely Vakit, Mürüvvet, and Hanımlara 

Mahsus Malumat, were supplements of prominent newspapers whose primary audience 

was men. Although it is possible to find letters sent by female readers as well as some 

articles written by women in earlier journals, Şükufezar was the first journal to be owned 

and published entirely by women. Arife Hanım, the owner of Şükufezar, told her readers 

that the mission of her journal was to disprove the statement that “women are long-haired 

and absent-minded,” which was often used by men to ridicule women.141 The owners of 

Parça Bohçası and the editor of Alem-i Nisvan were also women.142  

The most prominent women’s journal of the pre-revolutionary period was 

Hanımlara Mahsus Gazete, since it was the longest lasting journal in the history of the 
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women’s press in the Ottoman Empire, running for more than six hundred issues over 

thirteen years.143 In addition to surviving for more than a decade under the rule of 

Abdülhamid, who was known for his tight measures on the press, this journal was able to 

publish its own auxiliary for girls and a separate gazette for children. Declaring its goals 

to be turning women into “good mothers, good wives, and good Muslims,” Hanımlara 

Mahsus Gazete, like its contemporaries, concentrated on such topics as home 

management, childcare, family life, fashion, health, and women’s education.   

            

Post-Revolutionary Journals 

           Although women’s journals emerged in the late nineteenth century, they flourished 

in the aftermath of the 1908 Revolution. As this brief overview will demonstrate, 

women’s journals of the constitutional period differed significantly from the ones 

published before 1908 in terms of content, style, mission, administration, and range of 

influence. Demet (Bouquet), which appeared as a weekly in September 1908 and ran for 

seven issues, was the first in a series of women’s periodicals published in the post-

revolutionary period. Demet, owned and edited by Celal Sahir (1883-1935), a well-

known poet, featured literary selections as well as articles on women’s education, 

morality, health, child raising, and fashion. Despite the fact that its writing staff was 

mostly composed of male intellectuals, there were prominent women who contributed to 

Demet.144 Demet was soon followed by another journal named Mehasin (Virtues, 1908). 145  
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Even though they were similar in terms of content, writing cadre, and the date of 

publication, Mehasin, a monthly that ran for twelve issues, carried more articles by 

women and included more essays on social and political issues than Demet.146 Often 

decorated with pictures of European women in low-necked clothes, Mehasin also tried to 

promote a new and western- inspired conception of beauty.  

The next woman’s journal to surface in the post-revolutionary period was Kadın 

(Woman, 1908), which was different from Demet and Mehasin in many ways. First, it 

was based in Salonica, the center of revolutionary activity. Second, it was openly 

supported by the Committee of Union and Progress and advertised in its official 

publication Tanin.  Third, lasting for thirty issues as a weekly, Kadın proved to be more 

enduring than most of the women’s journals of the time. Fourth, this journal served as the 

institutional locus of women’s activism in Salonica, since its pages were used as bulletins 

for two important philanthropic organizations founded by women: Osmanlı Kadınları 

Şefkat Cemiyet-i Hayriyyesi and Cemiyet-i Hayriyye-i Nisvaniye.147 Despite being owned 

and edited by men like the former two, Kadın contained a considerable number of articles 

by women, dealing with a wider range of issues, some of which were marriage, divorce, 

women’s role and status in the society, women’s nature, and national progress.148  

Other women’s journals that were published after the Revolution of 1908, listed 

in chronological order, were Musavver Kadın (Imagined Woman, 1911), Kadın (Woman, 

1911), Kadınlar Dünyası (Women’s World, 1913), Kadınlık Hayatı (Life of 

Womanhood, 1913), Seyyale (Stream, 1914), Siyaset (Politics, 1914), Kadınlık 
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(Womanhood, 1914), Hanımlar Alemi (Ladies’ World, 1914-1928), Osmanlı Kadınlar 

Alemi (Ottoman Women’s World, 1914) and Bilgi Yurdu Işığı (The Light of the 

Homeland of Knowledge, 1916). Decorated with pictures of Western woman and 

illustrated with advertisements, many of these periodicals contained large sections on 

beauty, fashion, health, and cooking. However, they also covered regional and 

international news about women and addressed more serious topics, carrying opinion 

pieces on women’s clothing, marriage practices, the elevation of women’s status, 

feminism, nationalism, and women’s participation in social and economic life. 

Among the women’s journals published in the post-revolutionary period, 

Kadınlar Dünyası, which ran for more than two hundred issues between 1913 and 1921 

and sold more than three thousand copies, deserves special attention, since it had a major 

impact on the women’s movement that emerged following the 1908 Revolution.149 As the 

publication of the Ottoman Society for the Defense of Women’s Rights, an organization 

which I discuss in detail in the following pages, Kadınlar Dünyası adopted an explicitly 

feminist agenda, unusual but effective methods, and a daring tone, which materialized in 

the following statement that appeared on its first issue: “Kadınlar Dünyası will not open 

its pages to men until our rights are regarded as part of universal rights and women as 

well as men can participate in all sorts of activities.”150 The publishers of the journal also 

stated that even though they were thankful to those men who defended womanhood, they, 

as Ottoman women, could protect their own rights, using their own methods.  “They 

should leave us alone,” they said; “how can we deign to accept men’s benevolence to end 
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the suffering we endure because of them.” 151 Accordingly, the staff of Kadınlar Dünyası 

consisted entirely of women. 

In her travel accounts, Grace Ellison, who worked closely with these women, 

wrote the following about Kadınlar Dünyası: 

It was started, first of all, as a daily illustrated paper –rather an ambitious idea, but as such it was a 
failure, and was therefore quickly converted into an illustrated weekly. The proprietor and editress 
of the paper, Ulviye Mevlan Hanım,

152
 had had no experience whatsoever either of editing or of the 

business side of running a paper; therefore, the result of her effort is doubly interesting. She 
understood that if a serious society for the advancement of women was to be founded it must have 
an organ in which to explain their views. She saw the need, and she supplied it. The publication of 
this paper is a very happy omen for all those who take an interest in the woman question. It shows 
what Turkish women can do when they have confidence in themselves.

153
  

 
Kadınlar Dünyası, whose goal was “to defend the rights of Ottoman women 

regardless of their ethnicity and religion,” had a substantial number of writers.154 In 

addition to its regular columnists, European women such as Odette Feldmann from 

Berliner Tageblatt and Grace Ellison from The Times often contributed articles and 

letters to Kadınlar Dünyası, as did its readers. In order to promote their agenda, the 

writers of Women’s World wrote articles and gave lectures that questioned established 

gender norms and demanded women’s emancipation in both private and public spheres. 

Not being content with these methods, these women also opened schools, helped women 

to find jobs, supported businesses established by women and even pressured the 

government to improve and protect women’s rights. One of the many specific changes 
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that this journal helped to implement was the employment of Muslim women at a 

telephone company operated by the French. 

In a letter addressed to Kadınlar Dünyası on April 24, 1329, Bedra Osman, a 

member of the Ottoman Society for the Defense of Women’s Rights, informed the 

publishers that she and four of her friends applied for a job at the telephone company.155 

However, a company employee insulted them and did not want to accept their 

application, since he thought that they were not fit for the job. Although their application 

was finally accepted, the phone company told Bedra Osman and her friends that they 

were looking for women who could speak French or Greek and because they did not 

know these languages, it was highly unlikely that they were going to be hired. The 

women were convinced that the phone company was discriminating against them for 

being Muslims.  

After receiving Bedra Osman’s letter, Kadınlar Dünyası published a series of 

articles demanding an explanation from the government and an apology from the 

company for both the applicants’ treatment and the language requirement. 156 Within ten 

days, Kadınlar Dünyası received a letter from a government official, whose name 

remains unknown. 157 This letter stated that the government had received a memorandum 

from the telephone company about the issue which denied the allegations and gave 

assurance that they welcomed all applicants. The letter also informed the publishers of 

Kadınlar Dünyası that even though the telephone company had not yet reached a decision 
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about Bedra Osman and her friends, they were probably going to be employed in 

positions that did not require them to speak French. 

Following this correspondence, the phone company decided to hire the following 

Muslim women: Bedra Osman, Bedia Şekib, Nezihe Mustafa, Hamiyet Derviş, Mediha, 

Refika Mustafa, Seniha Hikmet. 158 However, the administration of Kadınlar Dünyası was 

not satisfied with this decision and continued to accuse the company of discriminating 

against Muslims, since they rejected approximately 200 hundred women on the grounds 

that they did not speak French or Greek.159 The government was once again called to take 

action against the company. Although the publishers of Kadınlar Dünyası could not force 

the telephone company to change its policy regarding the language requirement, they 

were able to get them to hire several Muslim women by drawing attention to the problem 

and employing the government’s help. Kadınlar Dünyası was also effective in pressuring 

the government to put certain policies into action, such as opening the doors of the 

university to women, sending female students to Europe for education, and codifying new 

laws that improved women’s legal position.160  

  

Comparison 

The Revolution of 1908 changed the face of the women’s press in many ways. 

Operating under a liberal regime that took away the powers of the monarch and officially 

lifted the censorship on the press, women’s periodicals allowed women to express their 

opinions freely and engage in lively discussions about a variety of topics. As political 

issues became subject to open debate, Ottoman women, for the first time in history, found 
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the chance to demonstrate their interest in and knowledge about the subject openly 

through their writings. Accordingly, women’s journals published in the post-

revolutionary period carried fewer literary works and more position pieces dealing with 

issues, such as women’s clothing, marriage practices, women’s participation in social and 

economic life, the elevation of women’s legal status, feminism and nationalism.  

Unlike the ones in the pre-revolutionary period, women’s journals of the 

constitutional era were run mostly by women. The number of women working as 

columnists and typographers also increased after the Revolution of 1908. As the number 

of women in the press increased, so did their control over the materials that they 

published.  Taking the matter into their own hands, Ottoman women, mostly women from 

the upper and middle classes in urban areas, started shaping the public discourse on 

women.  Even though their opinions on certain issues varied, they all emphasized the 

need to redefine gender roles and gender relations in Ottoman society and made it clear in 

their writings that they did not want to leave this matter in the hands of men any more; 

they wanted to protect their own rights, using their own methods.  

Women in the press not only made their voices heard, but also, different from the 

pre-revolutionary era, made themselves and other Muslim women visible to their readers 

by publishing their pictures. Belkıs Şevket, who was the first Turkish and Muslim woman 

to fly in an aeroplane; Aziz Haydar, who established two girls’ schools with her own 

money; and the women who were hired by the telephone company were among the 

earliest Turkish-Muslim women whose pictures appeared in the press. 161 This change, 

initiated by Kadınlar Dünyası in 1913, reflected the social and political transformation 
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that Ottoman society was undergoing at the time.  Through education, employment and a 

variety of activities under different organizations, more women were getting involved in 

social and economic life, becoming more visible in public.  Moreover, subscribing to the 

ideology of Turkish nationalism, which gained momentum during the Balkan Wars 

(1912-1913), many intellectuals, including women, began using national rather than 

western symbols, images and references to call for change.  Consequently, women’s 

periodicals increasingly portrayed Turkish instead of European figures as role models for 

women to follow.  

While post-revolutionary women’s journals suffered from financial difficulties 

just like the ones published before the Revolution, resulting in the closure of most after a 

year, in general they lasted longer than the previous ones, which can be interpreted as an 

indication of an increase in readership. Although we do not have definite numbers and 

most figures are speculative, we know that the copies sold through individual sales and 

subscriptions were in the lower thousands. Moreover, the fact that readers were sending 

letters from different cities in Anatolia and as far away as Diyarbakır demonstrates that 

the demand for and the accessibility of women’s journals in the post-revolutionary period 

was not restricted to urban areas in the western part of the empire.  

Finally, women’s increasing influence in the press, combined with the liberal 

atmosphere of the post-revolutionary period, helped change the mission of women’s 

journals. While the main goal of the earlier journals was to turn women into ideal 

mothers and homemakers through domestic instruction, most periodicals published after 

1908 aimed at putting women’s conditions and demands on the public agenda as well as 
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promoting and defending women’s rights.162 Therefore, rather than reiterating the official 

ideology and serving as a propaganda tool in the hands of the state, as they usually did 

under Abdülhamid’s rule, women’s journals in the constitutional period pushed for 

gender equality in education, employment, and public life.  

That is to say, women’s periodicals of the constitutional era were usually 

controlled by women, had a more serious and diverse content, adopted a more 

independent and progressive discourse, reached thousands of people, and served as 

agents of change both for women and the society at large. Gaining the potential to 

mobilize people and influence government policies, women’s journals helped transform 

not only women’s lives, but also the power dynamics among the state, the society, and 

the individual. The fact that both private and state institutions took seriously women’s 

demands, expressed in women’s periodicals, and felt the need to fulfill them reveals how 

empowering the women’s press could be in the constitutional era. Playing a vital role in 

the construction of a new political community and society, the women’s journals of the 

constitutional period enabled women to challenge the male monopoly on public 

discourse, defy established gender roles, claim equal citizenship, and implement concrete 

changes from the bottom up and thus, to plant the seeds of feminism in the Ottoman 

Empire. 

 

Women’s Organizations 

 
One of the most drastic changes that took place in the Ottoman Empire after the 

1908 Revolution was the sudden increase in the number of women’s organizations. While 

there were only a few charity organizations, such as Fatma Aliye’s Cemiyet-i Đmdadiye 
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(The Society of Help, 1897) and Emine Semiye’s Şefkat-i Nisvan (The Compassion of 

Women, 1898), before the constitutional period, the post-revolutionary era witnessed the 

establishment of approximately forty women’s societies that served various purposes. 

The women’s organizations of the constitutional era consisted of both independent 

societies, established and controlled exclusively by women, and women’s chapters of 

prominent societies dominated by men.163 A few of these organizations were financially 

supported by the CUP, whereas most did not receive any help from outside sources apart 

from the moral support given by women’s publications, which made a point of informing 

their readers about the activities of women’s organizations and encouraging them to join 

these societies. Although most of the women’s organizations were centered in Istanbul, 

there were also local organizations and branches of national societies established in 

different parts of the empire.  Edirne, Konya, Kastamonu, Aydın, Çanakkale, Samsun, 

Trabzon, Eskişehir, Salonica, Cairo, Baghdad, Damascus and Aleppo were among the 

cities that housed at least one women’s society in the constitutional period.  

The founders and members of women’s societies were mostly educated women 

from the urban upper and middle classes, especially the wives, sisters, and daughters of 

prominent intellectuals and statesmen. These women usually worked for more than one 

organization, which facilitated the formation of a network among women activists and 

cooperation among different women’s organizations. While Muslim and non-Muslim 

women worked side by side in several societies, there were many others that were 
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divided along ethnic and religious lines.164  On the other hand, there were a few women’s 

societies, such as the Teali-i Nisvan Cemiyeti (Society for the Elevation of Women) and 

Osmanlı Müdafaa-i Hukuk-u Nisvan Cemiyeti (Ottoman Society for the Defense of 

Women’s Rights), which will be discussed further in the following pages, that had 

international ties.  

Even though women’s organizations served different purposes at the same time, it 

is possible to categorize them according to their primary objectives. Philanthropic 

societies, which constituted the first category, aimed to help people in need, especially 

widows, orphans, and families of wounded and martyred soldiers, by giving them 

financial and food aid as well as teaching them the skills they needed to earn their 

livelihood. In addition to providing social welfare services for the needy, these societies 

prepared trousseaus for prospective brides, nursed the wounded, and found jobs for those 

who were unemployed. The number of charity organizations increased after 1911, as the 

Ottoman Empire moved from one war to another. Among these organizations were Asker 

Ailelerine Yardımcı Hanımlar Cemiyeti (The Society for Aid to Soldiers’ Families , 1914) 

which provided around 23,000 families with regular supplies of oil, rice, beans and salt, 

and Şehit Ailelerine Yardım Birliği (The Union for Aid to Martyred Soldiers’ Families , 

1915), which was established by Nakiye Hanım to offer martyrs’ widows a monthly 

income and to put their orphans in school. As Ellen Fleischmann suggests, the 

philanthropic societies were important because through their involvement in charitable 

work upper and upper middle class women, for the first time, came in direct contact with 
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the lower classes; began to interact with state institutions; and gained political skills, such 

as the ability to negotiate with male officials and to work the corridors of power. 165 

The organizations in the second category encouraged women to be engaged in 

economic activities and focused on training young girls and women to make them 

financially independent as well as an integral part of economic life. These organizations 

not only taught women the necessary skills to earn an ‘honest living,’ but also provided 

them with small amounts of capital so that they could start their own businesses. An 

important motivation behind these efforts was concern about the consumption of foreign 

products sold by non-Muslims. Supporting women’s economic initiatives, these 

organizations also contributed to the protection and development of national economy. 

One of the most prominent organizations in this category was Osmanlı ve Türk Hanımları 

Esirgeme Derneği (The Society for the Protection of Ottoman and Turkish Ladies), 

which had more than 200 members, including Nezihe Muhiddin, Hamiyet Hulusi, Naciye 

Hurşid, Sitare Ahmed, Behire Hakkı, Saniye Muhtar, Matlube Ömer, and Saniye Rüstem. 

The main goals of this organization were to centralize the women’s workforce and 

channel the energy of Turkish and Muslim women into arts and trade. In order to achieve 

these goals, the society opened houses and schools of art to teach women, particularly 

those affected by the ongoing Balkan Wars, traditional Turkish arts and crafts and to 

provide them with a place to sell their products.  

The third group of women’s organizations were concerned with improving 

women’s mental and physical capacity through training and educational activities to 

elevate their status within the society. The most well known organization in this category 

was Teali-i Nisvan Cemiyeti (The Society for the Elevation of Women), founded with 
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four members under Halide Edip’s leadership in 1909, only eight months after the 

declaration of the constitution. Halide Edip, in her memoirs, explained how and why they 

established this organization: 

We with some teachers and some educated Turkish women, had formed that first women’s club. 
Its ultimate object was the cultivation of its members. It had a small center where the members 
took lessons in French and English. It also opened classes for a limited number of Turkish women 
to study Turkish, domestic science and the bringing up of children. . . . There was a feministic 
tendency in the club, but as a whole it kept within the bounds of usefulness and philanthropy, and 
we tried to maintain a quiet tone, avoiding propaganda, which becomes so ugly and loud and 

offers such an easy way to fame for any one who can make sufficient noise. 
166

  
 
At a lecture organized by Teali-i Nisvan, Halide Edip said that members of the 

society were mainly interested in intellectual, literary, and historical discussions and 

criticisms. That was why they started organizing lectures for women in schools. She 

mentioned that they later became involved in philanthropic activities, opened a small 

hospital where Turkish women worked as nurses during the Balkan Wars, and 

participated in the organization of the meetings at Darülfunun, which will be discussed in 

the following pages.
167

 Teali-i Nisvan, which had links with both the British suffragette 

movement and Türk Kadınları Muhibbe Cemiyeti (The Society of Friends of Turkish 

Women) in England, also offered courses on foreign languages, and organized 

fundraisers and exhibitions that brought women and men together. 

              Another institution in the same category was Bilgi Yurdu Dershanesi (The 

Classroom of the Home of Knowledge, 1916) that was founded by the women’s journal 

Bilgi Yurdu Işığı (The Light of the Home of Knowledge) to give women the education 

that they desperately needed and deserved. This institution not only taught women 

traditional skills, like sewing, embroidery, painting, playing musical instruments, 

calligraphy and Quran-reading, but also offered them courses that would widen their 
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horizon, such as English, French, German, geography, history, civics, physical training, 

arithmetic, geometry, chemistry, zoology, botany, and fine arts. 

The fourth category consisted of patriotic societies that tried to help defend the 

country by collecting money for the army, attending to the needs of the soldiers, and 

organizing public meetings to motivate as well as to mobilize women to work for the 

salvation of the nation. One of the most active organizations in this category was the 

Müdafaa-i Milliye Hanımlar Cemiyeti (Woman’s Chapter of the Society of National 

Defense), which was established by Ümmü Gülsüm Kemalova, Rukiye, Meryem and 

Meryem Hanıms, four young Turkish women from Petersburg University, who left their 

school in September 1912 and went to Istanbul to take care of people wounded in the 

Balkan Wars. Hearing about the establishment of the Müdafaa-i Milliye Cemiyeti, these 

women visited the organization and demanded the establishment of a women’s chapter 

that would perform the following tasks: visiting all the houses in Istanbul to collect 

money for the military; organizing various events to evoke patriotic feelings among 

women; and forming volunteer groups to go to the battlefield to look after the soldiers 

and even to take arms, if necessary, to provide an example for demoralized soldiers. 

These women also proposed to pay a visit to the Sultan and ask him to go to the 

battlefield to show that he was ready to sacrifice himself to protect the seat of the 

caliphate. In order to prove their commitment, these four women donated everything they 

had to the organization and volunteered to go to the battlefield before everyone else.168  

Upon its establishment in February 1913, the Women’s Chapter of the Society of 

National Defense organized two meetings at the Darülfünun Lecture Hall under the 
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auspices of Nimet Muhtar169 and Nazime Sultan,170 which were led by Selma Hanım.171 

These meetings brought together more than four thousand women from different 

backgrounds at a time when the empire was in serious danger. Among the speakers were 

both prominent intellectuals like Fatma Aliye, Halide Edip, Nigar Bint-i Osman, Đhsan 

Raif, and Fehime Nüzhet, and young students from the newly established girls’ schools, 

such as Zehra, Firdevs, and Muzaffer Hanıms, who talked about how Ottoman women 

and the nation could be saved.172 The following quote from Fehime Nüzhet’s speech will 

reflect the mood of these meetings: 

Becoming one body and one block, the whole of Europe has transformed into a big and sinister 
monster and started beating the pure and innocent existence of the East with its filthy and 
miserable tail . . . Whenever we think about the crushing defeats of the last few months and the 
enemy’s arrival at the doors of the capital in twenty days, we shed tears of pain. But ladies, shame 
and crying are signs of helplessness. We are at such an important point in our nation’s history that 
if we want to escape this catastrophe and lead a decent life, we have to demonstrate power, not 
weakness. Since it is our weakness that generates the power of the enemy, we can be certain that 
our power will cause the enemy to manifest its weakness.

173
  

 
 The meetings, organized by the Women’s Chapter of the Society of National 

Defense, were not only successful in bringing thousands of women together and 

displaying women’s interest in national affairs, but also in collecting a large amount of 

money for the national defense. According to the newspaper reports, all the donation 

boxes that belonged to the Society of National Defense and the Red Crescent Society 

were full of earrings, bracelets, rings, furs, and money at the end of these meetings. 

Another significance of the meetings at the Darülfünun was that the participants decided 

to send several telegrams to the army on behalf of all Ottoman women to boost the 
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soldiers’ morale; to the Muslim women in India, Turkistan, and Russia to demand help 

for the national defense and condemnation of the murders in Rumelia; and to the queens 

of European countries to protest the incidents in Rumelia as well as to ask them to stop 

these murders.174 These meetings, which were described by newspapers of the time “as a 

real sign of life among women” drew so much attention that their proceedings were 

published in 1913 under the title of Darülfünun Konferans Salonunda Kadınlarımızın 

Đçtimaları (The Meetings of Our Women at the University Lecture Hall.) 175 

Finally, women’s organizations in the fifth category were those that were 

primarily concerned with women’s rights, such as Osmanlı Müdafaa-i Hukuk-u Nisvan 

Cemiyeti (Ottoman Society for the Defense of Women’s Rights, 1913) that was founded 

by Ulviye Mevlan. Run by the same group of women who wrote for Kadınlar Dünyası,176 

this organization declared its goals as follows: “1) advancing women’s knowledge and 

awareness by opening new schools and reforming the existing ones; 2) making women a 

part of work life in order to rescue womanhood and consequently manhood from misery; 

3) creating a simple and comfortable outside garment in accordance with the rules of the 

şeriat; 4) simplifying the rules of marriage by getting rid of old traditions; 5) 

strengthening women’s status within the family; 6) raising mothers who can educate their 

children in a scientific manner; and finally, 7) making women a part of social life.” 177  

In order to achieve these goals, the members of the Ottoman Society for the 

Defense of Women’s Rights published Women’s World, wrote articles, gave lectures on a 

variety of topics, opened schools for girls, helped women to find jobs, supported 
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businesses established by women and pressured the government to improve and protect 

women’s rights. Concerned with national progress as much as that of women, they also 

organized activities that would serve both causes at the same time. Launching a campaign 

to purchase an airplane for the Ottoman army was one of these activities. In addition to 

meeting a significant need of the army, the organizers of this campaign wanted “to 

demonstrate the patriotism of Ottoman women and their interest in scientific 

developments”178 and to prove to the world that Muslim women, by means of scientific 

methods, could catch up to those who had ascended to the sky. Accordingly, they thought 

that one of them should fly with a plane to promote the campaign. While the 

administrative committee was discussing the details, Belkıs Şevket, a member of the 

organization and a regular columnist for Women’s World, came forward and 

volunteered.179  After getting the authorities’ approval, on December 1, 1913, Belkıs 

Şevket boarded a wooden-bodied plane that was flown by a pilot from the Flight School 

and flew over Istanbul for approximately fifteen minutes, becoming the first Turkish and 

Muslim woman to fly in an aeroplane. The members of the Ottoman Society for the 

Defense of Women’s Rights, the writers of Kadınlar Dünyası, and pilots from the 

aviation school were all there to witness this historic moment.180   

Even though the campaign failed to collect enough money to buy the plane, it 

drew a lot of attention from the public because of Belkıs Şevket’s flight, which became 

the subject of many articles written by well-known columnists as well as the readers, who 

all agreed that this flight opened a new chapter in women’s and the nation’s lives. Belkıs 

Şevket’s flight was significant because it was an example of Ottoman woman’s activism 
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that symbolized the elevation of women’s status in the empire and signified the 

opportunities the Revolution of 1908 provided them to participate in public life. It also 

challenged traditional gender norms by both revealing women’s desire to be seen as 

individuals with interests outside the home, and claiming the public space for women in a 

new way. Finally, portraying Ottoman, particularly Muslim Turkish women, as 

courageous, hardworking, competent, determined, and resilient as well as encouraging 

them to work in the service of womanhood and the nation, this flight turned Belkıs 

Şevket into a role model that helped further both the feminist and the nationalist 

movements in the empire. 

To conclude, from the charity organizations involved in social welfare activities 

to those that were concerned with women’s emancipation, women’s organizations of the 

constitutional period, like the women’s press, transformed women’s lives and the society 

in various ways. These organizations moved women out of their homes into public 

places, such as lecture halls, classrooms, workshops, and stores, and helped to increase 

the number of educated and working women, making them active participants in social 

and economic life. They contributed to the formation of a women’s movement, since they 

brought women from different ideologies and classes together, allowed them to get to 

know each other on a personal level, created opportunities to work for the same cause, 

and thus, advanced the solidarity among women. Women’s organizations offered women 

activists the chance to disseminate their ideas in a new way as well as to turn these ideas 

into action by implementing concrete changes in people’s lives. These societies 

mobilized women, who did not want to sit around and wait for the government or for men 

to deal with the problems of the society, by providing them a forum to display their 
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willingness and ability to solve both women’s and the nation’s issues. Allowing them to 

gain the necessary skills and experience to influence the course of social and political 

events by “convening meetings, establishing bylaws, voting for officers, raising funds, 

balancing accounts,”181 working with governmental institutions, and organizing various 

types of activities, women’s organizations prepared Ottoman women for a greater role in 

society, which they were more than willing to play.  

 

Women’s Activities 

            In addition to installing a government which implemented progressive policies 

towards women, transforming the women’s press into a powerful force, and facilitating 

the establishment of various women’s organizations, the Revolution of 1908 created an 

environment that enabled individuals, even ordinary people, to have an impact on society. 

Seizing upon this opportunity, many women in the constitutional period took initiatives 

in different areas to change both their own lives and those of others. Not necessarily 

associated with any cultural, social, or political organizations, these women integrated 

themselves and other women into public life by asserting themselves as business owners, 

protesters, revolutionaries, and lecturers.  

            With the reinstitution of the constitutional regime under a political party that put 

great emphasis on a national economy and a national bourgeoisie, and the loosening of 

the restrictions on women’s freedom of movement, many women joined the ranks of 

artisans and merchants, establishing their own businesses. Different from the pre-

revolutionary period, these women did not need anyone to act on their behalf, operating 

their businesses on their own, freely, in public.  Among the female business owners of the 
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constitutional period were Enver Hanım, a mother of seven, who founded workshops in 

various neighborhoods of Istanbul to make garments for soldiers; Naciye Hanım, who set 

up the first photographer’s shop for women, which she named “The Photographer of 

Ladies”; and Seyyide Kemal Hanım, who opened a bakery and a candy store. There were 

also many women’s hairdressers in Beyoğlu, Sirkeci, and Divanyolu, whose numbers 

started to increase in 1917.182 Apart from the workshops and stores owned and managed 

by individual women, there were business establishments that were founded with the 

collaboration of a group of women, such as the Women Merchants’ Bazaar at the Galata 

Pier, where women sold goods brought from Anatolia via Mudanya and Đzmir;183 the 

mining company, founded under the leadership of Fehime Nüzhet Hanım184 to operate the 

Haymana Black Amber Mine, and Đş Yurdu  (Home of Work) which also dealt with 

mining under the presidency of Fatma Nefise Hanım.185 

          Business establishments that were operated by women were not peculiar to 

Istanbul. Even in such small Anatolian towns as Bartın, there were thirty-seven drapery 

shops that were owned and managed by Muslim women. In an article published in 

Kadınlar Dünyası,186 these shops were reported to be larger and more organized than the 

ones operated by men and were described as something both to be pleased with and to be 

jealous of. According to the editorial board of Kadınlar Dünyası, these shops were 

pleasing, because they demonstrated that there were many women who were not 

dependent on men and therefore could escape their cruelty. They also symbolized the 

initiatives that Muslim women had undertaken in economic life and proved to everyone 
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that women were more than “a toy” or “a machine” that should be kept within four walls. 

These shops were regarded as something to be jealous of as well, because people in 

Istanbul, who “were supposed to be more enlightened than those living in the country,” 

were following the developments in other places from behind, instead of leading the way.  

Besides the drapery shops, Bartın had a Women’s Bazaar, about which the 

editorial board of Kadınlar Dünyası wrote,  

Hundreds of women bring their products to the street that came to be known as the Women’s  
Bazaar and sell them freely and skillfully . . . Do not be fooled by the name Women’s Bazaar and 
think that men cannot enter this place . . . Both women and men come to this bazaar, browse 
around, and shop freely. Whenever we think about the fact that almost none of these women are 
literate, we want to break our pens, throw them away, tear our fancy carsafs and dresses into 
pieces, and feel the need to leave this environment that we considered to be enlightened to go to 

that precious place that we consistently accused of being barbaric and oppressed. 
187

  
 
            Similar statements in other journals indicate that there were many more business 

enterprises initiated by women in different parts of the empire that the women in Istanbul 

were following with astonishment, admiration, and jealousy. These business ventures 

embarked upon by women in the constitutional period, whether in urban areas or the 

country, were significant not only because they contributed to the development of a 

national economy under the control of a national bourgeoisie, but also because they 

created employment opportunities for a large number of women that allowed them both 

to earn their own money and become a part of public life.   

Ottoman women played an increasingly active role in the movements of social 

unrest in the early twentieth century as well. Not only did they participate in the revolts 

that took place in different corners of the empire on the eve of the 1908 Revolution, but 

they also took part in many strikes in the post-revolutionary era both as workers and 
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organizers.188 Among the approximately one hundred strikes that broke out within the first 

three months of the revolution, forty of them were in tobacco and textile factories, where 

female workers constituted the majority. The strikes in Kavala and Drama, which 

mobilized almost fourteen thousand people, were particularly important, because the 

committees leading the strikes included many women.  There was also the strike in 

Feshane, which was led and organized by fifty women. 

The reasons that women participated in these strikes were varied. Some women 

wanted to change the unsuitable conditions in the factories that caused illnesses, some of 

them wanted to work less hours and earn more money, and some women wanted to 

support their husbands. Even though women were able to raise their wages in certain 

places, they usually found it very hard to improve their working conditions. While 

women workers requested to limit their daily work hours to nine in the summer and eight 

in the winter, the Ministry of Trade issued a Mandatory Service Law for Women (1915) 

that determined women’s working hours to be fifteen per day. Despite the fact that this 

law did not give women laborers what they wanted, it allowed them to have one month of 

vacation time each year, which was considered an improvement at the time. 189 No matter 

what their outcomes were, women’s participation in these strikes was noteworthy, since 

they provided women from lower classes with a platform to express themselves and to 

voice their demands from the government, enabled them to gain experience in mobilizing 

and organizing large groups of people, and helped them to develop both class and gender 

consciousness as female industrial workers. 
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Another movement that Ottoman women, albeit only a few in number, took part 

in was the 1908 Revolution itself.190 The duties of the female revolutionaries included 

carrying messages and letters among the other revolutionaries, hiding the books and 

newspapers that were smuggled into the empire, translating articles that were sent to or 

received from Europe, disseminating pamphlets and newspapers that criticized the 

government, and housing the members of the opposition.191 Among these women, Emine 

Semiye, the sister of the famous novelist Fatma Aliye, was the most prominent; she was 

one of the first people to arrive at Freedom Square in Salonica on 24 July 1908 with a 

flag in her hand and shout, “Long live the homeland, long live the nation, and long live 

freedom!”192 As the vice president of the women’s chapter of the Committee of Union and 

Progress, she also made a public speech shortly after the revolution in which she 

discussed women’s issues, ranging from veiling to social rights, and promised to fight for 

women’s emancipation.
 
Emine Semiye continued her activism after the revolution by 

writing articles, founding a charity organization, and opening a girls’ school in 

Salonica.193 As courageous women, not afraid to get involved in a conspiracy against the 

Sultan, Emine Semiye and her friends not only revealed women’s interest in politics and 

desire to change the regime, but also performed crucial tasks in a difficult setting that 

helped the revolution succeed.  

In addition to women artisans, merchants, protesters and revolutionaries, there 

were many women lecturers in the constitutional era not affiliated with any women’s 
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journals or organizations. The most prominent of these lecturers was Fatma Nesibe 

Hanım, who was extremely knowledgeable about history, sociology, and women’s 

movements in the West and gave a series of conferences at a mansion in Istanbul (1911) 

that came to be known as the “white conferences,” since everything in the room they 

were held was white, including the ceiling, the walls, the floors, the furniture, the 

curtains, and even the clothing of the women in the audience. The person who organized 

these conferences was a young girl from an upper class family, who identified herself as 

B.P. It was also she who recorded all the lectures and sent the proceedings to Kadın to be 

published, despite the concerns of her mother, who did not understand “why she would 

bother herself with other people’s problems” and the disapproval of her father, who was 

“afraid of the form that womanhood could take under the constitutional regime.”194  

The lectures given by Fatma Nesibe Hanım, each of which brought together 

around 300 women, drew so much attention that B.P reported receiving hundreds of 

letters from different places that she had never even heard of and resorting to a lottery to 

determine the names of women who could attend these conferences. 195 Fatma Nesibe 

Hanım, who was not sure about how these lectures were going to be received, was 

impressed by the attendance as well. Finding hundreds of women waiting for her lecture 

on a rainy day, she stated, 

I was afraid when the car approached here. I was thinking, who would come in such bad weather. 
But, I was mistaken . . . So, there is an excitement in our nation that helps to endure all the 
hardships, even though, for now, it is limited to the upper class. Then, let me admit that this 
[women’s] movement, which I considered to emerge out of curiosity and entertainment, is in fact 
very serious and pure. 

196
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Fatma Nesibe Hanım also voiced her hope that the number of women joining this 

movement would increase from hundreds to thousands. 

One of the most important topics that Fatma Nesibe Hanım discussed in her 

lectures was the concept of women’s rights. Often quoting famous thinkers, such as 

Immanuel Kant, Jean Jacques Rousseau, and John Stuart Mill, she predicted that the 

world, including the Ottoman Empire, was on the eve of a “feminine” revolution, which 

was not going to be bloody and savage like a men’s revolution, but productive.197 As a 

daring woman who was not willing to compromise when it came to women’s rights, 

Fatma Nesibe Hanım criticized the women’s organizations that spent time and effort to 

raise funds and hold meetings for the benefit of the military and argued that it was much 

more beneficial to work for women and girls than serving navies and armies.198 

Fatma Nesibe Hanım did not hesitate to call men out on their faults. In fact, one of 

the most distinctive aspects of Fatma Nesibe Hanım’s lectures was the harsh criticism 

directed at men, whom she considered “an unbearable trouble.” She believed that there 

was the “shameless face of a man” behind every problem and that it was men who were 

responsible for the ignorance, blood, cruelty, and imprudence in the Ottoman Empire. 

“That is why I don’t feel sorry for them,” she said. “Whenever I think about these 

creatures, I get mad.” 199  

Like most women activists of the post-revolutionary era, Fatma Nesibe Hanım, in 

her lectures, encouraged women to break their silence and gain the control of their own 

lives. “Since there is not even a bit of decency or politeness in our men,” she asserted, 
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“we have to defend our rights with fortitude and resist the attacks with our punches.”200  In 

another lecture she stated, “Our first job is to strengthen our current status. As I said 

before, it is necessary to control men. They are already like drunks who are about to fall 

down.”201 Lectures such as the “white conferences” provided a great opportunity for 

women to get together and share ideas with one another. They also formed a strong bond 

and facilitated solidarity among women, making them feel a sense of belonging to a 

larger group, each member of which was working for the same cause. 

As all these examples demonstrate, changes regarding women in the 

constitutional period were not always initiated by the government, the women’s press, or 

women’s organizations. Benefiting from the opportunities that emerged with the 1908 

Revolution, many women operating outside these institutions established businesses, 

provided employment for other women, joined and started movements of protests against 

the government, fought for their rights, got involved in politics, and organized activities 

to enlighten their counterparts about women’s issues. These women, who not only 

skillfully claimed their place in the stores, bazaars, streets, factories, public squares, and 

lecture halls, but also encouraged other women to do the same, ultimately transforming 

the society in which they were living, making it more inclusive, liberal and lenient. 

 

Conclusion 

Curtailing the powers of the monarch, abolishing the censorship on the press, 

lifting the restrictions on clubs, and encouraging women’s participation in public life, the 

Revolution of 1908 created new opportunities for Ottoman women, who utilized these 
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opportunities in innovative ways, to demand and implement specific changes aimed at 

achieving gender equality. In order to achieve their goal, women in the constitutional 

period assumed new roles in public as publishers, editors, columnists, activists, business 

owners, protesters, and lecturers. Neither having nor wanting to depend on men for their 

liberation, these women took the matters into their own hands and used every means 

available, like their counterparts in Iran, “to challenge the male-dominated leadership of 

the constitutional movement and to confront the conservative wing of the ulema.” 202 

Since the constitutional regime was established on principles such as freedom, equality, 

and progress, women in the post-revolutionary period could openly and rightfully 

demand equal rights and even succeed in accomplishing some of what they had worked 

for. 203 
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  CHAPTER IV. THE DEBATE ON WOMEN’S RIGHTS IN THE CONSTITUTIONAL 

PERIOD 

 

Introduction 
 

In addition to resulting in the implementation of specific policies that advanced 

women’s social, economic, and legal status, and providing women with the means and 

ability to mobilize and organize, the Revolution of 1908 intensified and institutionalized 

the debate on the “woman question,” which had occupied the public discourse since the 

mid-nineteenth century.204 With the curtailment of the powers of the monarch, the 

proliferation of publications and associations, and the widening participation in political 

process, many people found the chance to join this debate for the first time and express 

their opinions in a free atmosphere. Motivated by different concerns and ideologies, these 

people, ranging from male statesmen and intellectuals to female columnists and 

newspaper readers, developed various arguments about women’s educational, 

employment, and political rights. The government’s great interest and direct involvement 

in the issue added another dimension to the debate, as those who wanted to promote or 

impede women’s rights found the solution or the fault in government’s actions.  

As Kandiyoti argues, the discussions on women were part of “a painful and bitter 

process of negotiation and compromise between the pressures of foreign powers, the 

requirements of modernity as perceived by different sections of the Ottoman elite, and the 

resistance of those most threatened by changes in the Ottoman order.” 205 The 1908 
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Revolution provided women with the chance to become actively involved in this process 

and even to alter its parameters by developing a discourse of equality. Taking full 

advantage of the newly created platforms to demand and affect fundamental changes in 

gender relations not only to advance and modernize the nation, but also to render women 

independent of men, Ottoman women thus challenged the dominant public discourse that 

accorded them a greater, but still inferior, role in society.   

In this chapter, through an extensive but not exclusive study of women’s writings 

and speeches from the post-revolutionary period, I explore the debates on women’s 

educational, employment, and political rights. I examine the main issues that these 

debates revolved around, the arguments for and against women’s rights, and the various 

purposes these debates served in the revolutionary process for Ottoman women and 

society. Shifting the focus from the voices of men to those of women, I demonstrate that 

Turkish women have been vigorously fighting for equal rights since before the 

establishment of the Turkish Republic.  

 

Women’s Education 

The debate on women’s right to education started in the nineteenth century with 

the writings of Young Ottomans, who denounced the state of ignorance in which 

Ottoman women were kept and called for gender equality in education in their newspaper 

columns, novels, plays, and poems. Considering women’s education an Islamic right as 

well as the first step towards the elevation of women’s status, the Young Ottomans 

argued that educated women would be able to participate in public activities that they had 
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completely retired from and make many other contributions to mankind apart from 

propagating children.206  

While the Young Ottomans discussed women’s education in Islamic terms, the 

top ranking statesmen of the Tanzimat Period regarded the issue as part of a widely based 

westernization movement that could save the state. In an attempt to create a new 

civilization based on western principles, such as science, reason, liberalism, and 

secularism, these statesmen implemented a series of state-sponsored reforms, one of 

which was the establishment of the first secular girls’ schools in the empire. These 

schools were expected to transform girls into sophisticated ladies who were 

knowledgeable in western languages, literature, and fine arts as well as into ‘scientific 

housewives’ who were trained in child-raising and household management. 

Even though the “politically liberal, but socially conservative”207 Young Ottomans 

and the westernist statesmen of the Tanzimat Period did not agree on the style of 

education women should receive, both groups believed in the necessity of higher 

education for women, unlike the conservative intellectuals and certain members of the 

ulema, who also joined the debate in the nineteenth century. Thinking that the only thing 

that Muslim women should worry about was being good mothers and wives, this group 

argued that women’s education should be Islamic, limited to primary school, and focused 

on their domestic roles.  

Certainly, it was not only the men who expressed their opinions on this subject. 

As some Ottoman women became more educated and came to work as teachers, school 
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administrators, nurses, and newspaper columnists in the late nineteenth century, they 

started contributing to the debate on women’s education as well. Although few in 

number, these women voiced their demands for access to higher institutions of learning 

and often justified these demands by emphasizing their roles as mothers of the nation or 

wives of modern Ottoman subjects.  

The Revolution of 1908 changed the dynamics of the debate in many ways. First, 

it installed a government that strove to achieve gender equality in education. Second, it 

facilitated the publication of women’s journals as well as the establishment of women’s 

organizations, both of which made it possible for women to have a greater say in issues 

concerning themselves. Third, the 1908 Revolution created an environment in which 

people did not have to be afraid to speak their mind, diversifying the arguments 

articulated about the issue. Finally, it encouraged individuals to do something about 

women’s education instead of just talking about it, by enabling them to open different 

types of private schools for girls. These changes expanded the frame of the discussion 

and made women’s education one of the most popular issues of the time. 

The debate on women’s education in the post-revolutionary period focused on 

four points: the importance of women’s education, the type of education women should 

receive, obstacles to women’s education, and how to improve it. Unlike the nineteenth 

century, almost everyone thought that women needed to be educated, but they could not 

agree on why. The most accepted reason for educating women was the belief that 

educated mothers would elevate the nation. Since the nation’s destiny was in the hands of 

new generations and it was women who raised them, it was possible to turn them into 

knowledgeable, talented, and patriotic people that would be beneficial to the nation by 
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educating their mothers. The majority of male and female intellectuals of the time shared 

this view, whether they truly believed in it or saw it as the perfect justification for 

advocating women’s education. Educated mothers were considered so important for the 

advancement of the nation that people who considered knowledge, talent, and education 

unnecessary for women and deprived them of education were called traitors and enemies 

of the nation.208  

In an article published in Hanımlar Alemi, Mehmed Asaf, like many others, stated 

that a mother’s bosom was where a child received his first schooling and that a child who 

was raised under the care of an educated and virtuous mother would become a useful 

person for his country. He argued: 

I will say without any hesitation that it is our ladies who will raise the future generations, that is 
the purpose of this nation. The more intellectual, mental, and moral advancement takes places 
among Muslim ladies, no doubt the more the children will be knowledgeable and morally upright 
in the future . . . As we stated in the title of our article, the hope for our future is our ladies. The 
more our ladies advance intellectually and morally, the more the future generations that will grow 
up on their compassionate bosoms will be virtuous. 

209
  

 
Adviye Sıtkı, who wrote for Kadınlık, agreed that the country and the nation would 

greatly benefit from educating their women. She declared:  

This nation will live with the lively and knowledgeable children who are raised on the blessed 
bosoms of the enlightened mothers of tomorrow. . . . The ignorance and fanaticism that have 
exerted influence on the dark minds of womanhood, which was taken unaware, will from now on 
become silent . . . and knowledge, glory, and safety will rule. 
 
Adviye Sıtkı hoped that mothers would start adorning their daughters with science 

and education rather than with diamonds and silk clothes, and give them conscience, a 

mind full of knowledge, and a strong faith instead of chests full of trousseau. Thus, when 
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they got married, they could work to elevate their country with the children they would 

raise, who were equipped with talent and knowledge.210 

Arguing that it was women who elevated or degraded a nation, Sacide Hanım tried to 

explain how closely women’s education and nation’s progress were related to each other.  

Believing that establishing a good girls’ school meant opening a school in every family, 

Sacide Hanım asserted: 

A nation that neglects its girls’ schools and female teachers, even if it opens the latest model 
factories, practices the latest laws of Europe and America, and procures the newest battle ships, 
would not yield any results, because factories, law, and battle ships cannot assure wealth, justice, 
and safety by themselves. We need men who will manage and maintain them and it is women who 
are insulted every day that will raise them. 

211
 

 
In an article entitled “The Hands that Rock the Cradle Will Rise,” Đffet Hanım 

tied the nation’s future to the education of its women, as well. She stated that nations 

whose women were adorned with high knowledge and talent were elevated and happy, 

while nations whose women were imprisoned and ignorant were backward and miserable. 

Đffet Hanım wrote: 

 History proves us that the nations whose women are elevated rise to the highest ranks of 
civilization and the nations whose women have become silent are destroyed. . . . Just like women 
have a lot to do with Turkey’s misery, they have a role in its elevation, as well. Today it is women, 
the mothers, who will save Turkey. 

212
 

 
One of the most important attributes many people thought that educated mothers could 

give their children was the feeling of patriotism. In one of her articles in Kadınlar 

Dünyası, Hilmiye Hilmi argued that mothers should be knowledgeable about intellectual 

and patriotic education and pay great attention to the instruction of their children, since 

they played a more influential role in their children’s education than schools. She 

declared: 

                                                 
210

 Adviye Sıtkı, “Musahebe Kız Darüşşafakası,” Kadınlık 11 (17 May 1330): 3-4.  
211

 Sacide, “Kızlarımızın Cihazı Ne Olmalıdır,” Kadınlar Dünyası 103 (3 August 1329): 10. 
212

 Đffet, “Beşiği Sallayan Eller Yükselecek,” Seyyale 1 (4 June 1914): 10-11. 



 

 

113

 

 It is women who raise men, make them pronounce their first word, and provide them with the first 
education about the homeland. . . . If a child learns or is always taught how to love his family and 
his hearth and how to defend it, when he grows up, with the same feeling, he will love and defend 
his nation and homeland, which constitutes a bigger family, with great fondness and passion.

213  
 

Like Hilmiye Hilmi, Aziz Haydar, as someone who devoted her life to educating women, 

said:  

It is the children whom we will raise that will heal those old and chronic wounds in the bosom of 
the homeland. It is they who will awaken the happiness and prosperity in Ottoman countries and 
raise the lion-hearted children that will not tremble before the enemy and the girls that we will 

raise will instill this sublime feeling in their own children. 
214

  
 
In a series of articles he wrote on women’s education, Edhem Nejad emphasized 

the crucial role that women play in shaping the nation’s future and suggested that the 

countries wanting to advance had to make women’s education a priority.215 “It is an 

absolute fact that nations’ progress starts with their women”, Edhem Nejad argued: 

Education and progress that are advanced only by men is unfounded, empty, and hollow. The 
children of a nation, a race, a civilization whose women have benefited from education is not as 
easily and well educated as those of a nation, a race, a civilization whose women are well 

educated. The education of a mother is the basis and most important of all education.
216

  
 

Complaining that most women did not know how to train the body or the mind of a child, 

Edhem Nejad found the fault in men, who have neglected women’s education for so long. 

He believed that the nation desperately needed mothers who know about motherhood, 

because they were the ones who could raise hardworking, vigorous, young, enterprising 

and brave men that would save the nation.  

The second argument for the necessity of education for women was that it would 

enable women to perform their traditional duties properly. This meant that education had 

the power to transform women into good mothers and wives, providing them with the 
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necessary skills to raise their children in a “scientific way: and elevating their level of 

knowledge to make them more compatible with their husbands. Đffet Hanım, who 

emphasized the importance of women’s domestic roles, wrote that learning about such 

topics as household management, hygiene, and ethics was essential for women to manage 

their house, to protect their children’s health, to raise them well, and thus to form happy 

families.217  

Regarding uneducated mothers as the main cause of social problems, Rakibe 

Hüseyin claimed that it was useless to expect good morals from someone who has not 

received the necessary education from his mother, even if he had been all over Europe 

and graduated from European schools, since a woman who was deprived of knowledge 

and science could never raise a person who was accustomed to civics. 218 According to 

Rakibe Hüseyin, the verbal and physical attacks on women witnessed at the time were a 

direct result of the disregard for women’s education, and if there had been enough girls’ 

schools in the empire, they would not have witnessed men’s misconducts against women. 

 Đsmet Hakkı preferred to discuss women’s education in terms of women’s 

relationship with their husbands. Complaining about the lack of communication between 

married couples, she stated that women could not talk to their husbands, because they did 

not share the same interests. “The lady of the house talks about home economics, the rug 

she wove and the embroidery she did,” Đsmet Hakkı wrote, “and if the man talks about 

politics, his job as a government official, the assembly of representatives, and the 

philosophy of Nietzsche, how does that house differ from the tower of Babel?”219 meaning 

that women and men did not speak the same language. Explaining this problem by the 
                                                 
217

 Đffet, “Beşiği Sallayan Eller Yükselecek,” 10. 
218

 Rakibe Hüseyin, “Erkeklerin Kadınlara Karşı Vaziyeti,” Kadınlar Dünyası 121 (7 December 1329): 5. 
219

 Đsmet Hakkı, “Kadınlarımız ve Maarif,” Demet 2 (24 September 1324): 24-27.  



 

 

115

 

difference in their level of education, Đsmet Hakkı envisioned a family in which women 

could share their husbands’ thoughts and exchange ideas with them.220  

Atıfet Celal was another person who drew attention to the problems women’s 

ignorance was causing in marriages. She thought that if men could study, learn, and 

generate ideas, while women remained ignorant, foolish and unreasonable, husbands and 

wives could neither understand each other nor have any common thoughts or feelings. 

She asked, “How can anyone accept such a great inequality between these two types of 

creatures that are inherently compelled and condemned to live together?”221 

 Naciye Şerif, too, believed that educated women made better wives. She asserted 

that depriving girls of education meant interfering with the future happiness of the 

society, since men, having learned their lessons from the disasters of the past, were 

looking for wives who could think and had ideas. She suggested that if they did not 

educate the girls in a way that suited the necessities of the time, they would deprive these 

girls of happiness and move the society in the wrong direction. 222  

The third and the final argument that was presented in favor of women’s 

education was that women had a right to education just as men did and that it was only 

through education that women could become a part of public life and achieve equality 

with men. The people who shared this view asked if education was an oleander that 

women were forbidden to smell.223 Considering education a human right, Atıfet Celal 

emphasized the fact that humanity did not only consist of men, and if women, too, were 

worthy of this title, their level of knowledge had to be equal to that of men. According to 
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Atıfet Celal, as men advanced in scientific and intellectual education, they had to elevate 

women to their level so that the education of humankind would be complete.  “Since we 

are human, too” she said, “I guess that this demand is very rightful.”224 

Hamide Hanım, writing from Üsküp, described education as the first step towards 

women’s emancipation and argued that an educated woman could avoid the beatings of 

her father, escape the exploitation of her husband, get away from the restraints that 

prevent her from going outside, and to reclaim the rights that were taken away from her.225 

She stated that women could advance to higher degrees, only after they learn how to read 

and write and study humanity as well as the realities of the world. 

In an article about girls’ schooling, Şükufe Nihal declared that women, just like 

men, had a strong desire to increase their brainpower. “There is no demand for property 

and wealth any more,” she explained; “most of us find life and happiness only in 

education. And be sure that such an ignorant life makes the deepest corners of our hearts 

ache and make us cry every minute.”226 Like Şükufe Nihal, Fehime Çerkes Cemal 

emphasized the changes in women’s lives and demands and argued that women were not 

going to be ineffective and indifferent anymore. She explained that contemporary women 

wanted to know about their environment, follow the intellectual movements, determine 

and defend the status of women in society, learn the real meaning of family, and thus be 

happy. 227  
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There were also male intellectuals such as Đhsan Şerif,  who believed that women 

had to be granted the same rights as men when it came to education. 228  “The belief I have 

about women’s education is so firm that I don’t even want to discuss it,” he wrote. “Our 

women should be as knowledgeable as men.”229 Impressed by the ability and enthusiasm 

of his female students at the university, Đhsan Şerif decided that Ottoman women were as 

talented as the western ladies and the reason that they were left behind was that men had 

long considered women’s interest and talent in education a sin.230  

Feriha Kamuran agreed that Ottoman women did not lack anything their western 

counterparts had and explained women’s advancement in the west by their education. She 

claimed that women in the civilized countries of the west played successful roles in social 

sciences, intellectual matters, and even political affairs, because of the education they 

received. “If we want the same thing,” she said, “we should give our women the 

education that the western women possess.”231 

The second main issue that people could not agree on was the type of education 

women should receive. Focusing on women’s domestic roles, many people wanted the 

schools to teach young girls and women how to be good mothers and wives. That is why 

they thought that the women’s education had to be distinct from men’s. Edhem Nejad 

was one of the intellectuals who openly asserted that the curriculum that was prepared for 

girls’ schools had to be different from the curriculum that was prepared for boys’ 

schools.232 He stated that it was all right if a girl did not know about the American and 

Australian continents, could not solve math problems, write poems, speak French or 
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German, or draw a nice painting. But she had to know how to dress, feed, and raise her 

child; how to calculate the income and expenses of the house; how to please her husband 

and calm his nerves when he came home tired; and how to raise hardworking and 

enterprising children for the benefit of the nation.233 Edhem Nejad suggested that even the 

games that are played in the primary school should teach girls how to be good 

housewives and form happy families.   

Zühre Hanım, who shared the same view as Edhem Nejad, declared that she 

considered women who were as learned as members of an academy a freak of nature. In 

Zühre Hanım’s opinion, it was not a woman’s job to analyze and criticize Darwin’s 

theory or to be drowned in high arithmetic and deep philosophies. What a woman needed 

to know were the topics and skills that were suitable for her duties in society, which 

revolved around her house and family. Zühre Hanım described the duties of a woman as 

follows: making sure that her house was clean and her furnishings were well-arranged; 

managing the housework; paying attention to the hygiene, nutrition, education, 

entertainment, and clothing of her children; maintaining the order of the house and the 

conformity of the family members that live in it; taking care of her own gown and make 

up; and, performing the necessary services for her husband, parents, and relatives. In 

order to fulfill these duties, women had to know about pedagogy, hygiene, fine arts, 

cooking, sewing, and music. Zühre Hanım stated that a woman should also learn how to 

write and study arithmetic to the extent that she would not have to rely on neighbors’ kids 

or to wait for her husband to arrive home to calculate how much she needed to pay for a 

piece of fabric. She needed to know about the structure of the human body, as well, to 
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avoid saying “my heart aches” while putting her hand on her right shoulder like some 

women did at the time. 234 

In addition to those who wanted women to receive an education in accordance 

with their “womanly” duties, there were others like Pakize Seni, who believed that 

women should learn a little bit of everything. She said: 

If a young girl takes a step towards the world of marriage as an enlightened and somewhat 
knowledgeable person, the problems regarding forming a family seen in public life and the 
unhappiness that emerge because of these problems will be removed and great happiness will 
generate in all fields of life.  
 

Pakize Seni wrote that the most important topics that women needed to know about were 

philosophy, natural history, psychology, pedagogy, hygiene, and anatomy. Regarding 

reading as a natural necessity for everyone, she recommended that women have a library 

of their own, spend many hours reading books, and allocate at least one hour every day to 

newspapers to learn about international affairs.235 

The third group that described what type of education women should receive 

demanded that women be as knowledgeable as men. Halide Edip argued that women, like 

men, were in need of learning everything and that the subjects they would learn did not 

need to be related to womanhood. According to her, women’s education could not be any 

different than men’s, because women, too, wanted and needed to learn about the stars, 

vegetation, the world, organs and functions of a human body, and how the objects around 

them came to exist.236 Like Halide Edip, Đsmet Hakkı asserted that women’s education had 

to be as strong and comprehensive as that of men.  Recommending that women study and 

learn every branch of science, she declared that women should learn the basic principles 
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of chemistry, be cognizant of geometry, and gain an idea about the course of events on 

earth, even if they did not work as professionals in these fields. 237 

Another issue that was discussed by the intellectuals of the time was the obstacles 

confronted in women’s education.  The biggest and most persistent problem that people 

complained about was narrow mindedness, which caused families not to send their girls 

to school. Hamide Hanım from Üsküp and Emine Semiye from Salonica explained that 

many families deprived their girls of education because the school was in a different 

neighborhood, the students were taught French, or they believed that the teachers were 

turning their girls into infidels.238 In her “White Conferences,” Fatma Nesibe mentioned 

the same problem. She said, “I know such so-called enlightened families, that they are 

afraid to educate their girls. As an excuse, they ask ‘for what? . . . so that she can write 

letters to her lover?’” Considering this attitude a sign of collapse, Fatma Nesibe claimed 

that ignorance was the greatest immorality of all and that knowledge and virtue went 

hand in hand.239 Like Fatma Nesibe, Feride Đzzet Selim decried the parents’ excuse for not 

educating their girls. “Ignorance, fanaticism, and enslavement . . . it is these three ruling 

hells that are crushing and killing our souls,” she wrote: 

We always hear with astonishment and sadness that . . . if they [girls] are taught how to write, they 
will write love letters, which will cause immorality . . . Everybody who tumbles down the cliff of 
immorality are those who could not get their share from the light of education . . . A young girl 
who is educated knows that chastity and the feeling of dignity are sublime and worthy of 
appreciation and does not hesitate to sacrifice her life to protect these valuable treasures if 
necessary.

240  
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Writing from Đzmir, Evliyazade Naciye complained about the conservative 

fathers, brothers and husbands whom she considered obstacles to women’s progress. She 

said:  

We would get upset, thinking that ignorance and bigotry dominated the men in our milieu. Then 
we realized that the men in our capital are not different. . . . Although they live in the capital of 
education that disseminates knowledge and science to all the provinces, the men of Istanbul don’t 

pay the necessary attention to women’s education, either.
241

  
 
Mehmed Hadi, another intellectual who regarded narrow mindedness as the 

biggest obstacle to women’s education, argued that even though Islam recommended 

pursuing knowledge even if it was in China, Turkey could not send its girls to its next 

door neighbor, let alone to the Far East. Pointing to the Muslims in Russia, who educated 

their girls in Russian and even in Swiss schools, Mehmed Hadi tried to prove that Islam 

did not justify bigotry.242 A female reader shared the same view. In her letter to Mehtap 

(Moonlight), she wrote: 

Even though we are as talented as the non-Muslim girls, they are sent [to Europe] and not us. Our 
religious morality does not constitute an obstacle to this like you think. We can protect our 
religion and morals in European universities, too. Our covers don’t prevent us from being human 
and becoming a part of civilization and humanity. But you, men, are depriving us of everything in 

the name of Islam. 
243

 
 
Even though many people believed that narrow mindedness prevented women 

from receiving education, there were others like Fatma Nezihe, who, as a graduate of 

Teachers’ College, saw things differently. In an article published in an Islamist 

newspaper, Fatma Nezihe asserted that she could understand why some women and men 

were worried about women’s education. She said, “A person would not prefer ignorance 

over knowledge, and if we say that our men are following this path without even 

thinking, we would be wrong.” According to Fatma Nezihe, people opposed women’s 
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education because the girls’ schools in the Ottoman Empire were not Islamic, but were 

based on the western model. She believed that imitating the European women, girls 

graduating from these schools lost themselves in fashion and extravagance, started 

wasting their time and money in markets, ignored their duties in the house, and sacrificed 

their family life. On the other hand, the uneducated women of Anatolia and Rumelia 

retained their Islamic style education, did not forget about home economics, and made it 

possible for both themselves and their husbands to benefit from family happiness. “Our 

men see this situation and that is why they prefer ignorance over education,” Fatma 

Nezihe stated. She thought that since the things Ottomans borrowed from the West hurt 

Islamic values and caused immorality, people who did not want women to be educated in 

western style schools were right.244   

The most significant obstacles to women’s education besides narrow-mindedness 

were the inadequacy of curricula and the shortage of schools, qualified teachers and 

teaching equipment.  These deficiencies resulted mostly from economic difficulties, 

although some accused the government of not paying enough attention to the issue.  “The 

ministry of education does not take the mothers of the future seriously and does not 

attempt to do any reforms in this field,” wrote one columnist; “since the declaration of the 

constitution, we did not see any systematic changes or renovations. There is at least one 

girls’ school in most of our cities, but as long as their condition remains the same, it is 

useless to expect to benefit from them.” Even though the government did not have the 

means to increase the number of schools, it needed at least to reform and repair the ones 

that existed. 245 Having visited all the vakf (endowment) schools in Istanbul in 1916 as an 
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inspector, Halide Edip explained in her yearly report that the schools needed bigger 

buildings, the teachers needed better books and more equipment, and the students needed 

qualified teachers. After explaining in detail both the positive and negative aspects of 

each school, Halide Edip pointed out that solving these problems was going to be very 

difficult and suggested the formation of a commission to deal with these issues. 246 

Atıfet Celal was another intellectual who participated in the discussion about the 

problems in women’s education. Using Darülmuallimat, which was the largest girls’ 

school at the time, as an example, she complained about the curriculum that was followed 

in these schools. “The current condition of our schools is not good enough to meet our 

demands,” Atıfet Celal said. “The things that are studied and taught in this school are less 

than what needs to be studied and learned.”247 Edhem Nejad, too, criticized the curricula. 

He asserted that even though many girls’ rüşdiyes had been opened in the districts, 

almost no benefit was gained from these schools, since the curriculum was badly 

prepared. Edhem Nejad said that the issue of curricula might seem insignificant and 

petty, but it had a direct influence on the destiny and the future of the nation, so the 

Ministry of Education had to take this matter seriously.248  Teachers had their share of 

criticism in this debate. While some accused them of not loving their homeland because 

they preferred to stay in Istanbul and work at private schools,249 others claimed that most 

of the teachers graduating from teachers’ colleges were not qualified to teach, since they 

were not that different from their students in terms of knowledge and experience.250 
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The last issue that the debate focused on was the possible solutions to the 

problems in women’s education. While some people argued that women’s education 

could only be improved by private enterprise and individual efforts, others believed that 

the government should pay more attention to and spend more money on women’s 

schools. Those who thought that the solution lay in the government demanded mainly 

that the schools change their curricula and bring in teachers from more advanced 

countries.  

According to Refia Şükran, it was useless to expect anything from the 

government and if people wanted women to receive a good education in decent schools, 

they had to take initiative and either make or collect donations to establish new 

institutions of learning for girls.251 Like Refia Şükran, Cahide Cevdet invited individuals 

to take more responsibility and recommended the foundation of an organization to send 

lecturers to different corners of the empire to educate women and bring girls without  

means to Istanbul for schooling.252 Halide Edip had another suggestion. She proposed 

opening Friday schools, like the Sunday schools in Europe, where well educated women 

could teach their peers useful subjects, such as pedagogy, family economics, geography 

and history, and where sharp and unoccupied girls of the neighborhood could tutor their 

neighbors’ children.253   

On the other hand, such intellectuals as Atıfet Celal and Kılıçzade Hakkı 

pressured the government to increase the number of qualified teachers and administrators 

in girls’ schools.  “What schools need the most, more than desks and arithmetic boards, is 

teachers,” declared Atıfet Celal. Since it took years and endless efforts to train good 
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teachers, the government could consider inviting experienced teachers from other 

countries as a temporary solution.  Atıfet Celal stated that it was up to the officials of the 

Ministry of Education to decide whether it was better to hire American or Japanese 

teachers and administrators for girls’ schools.254 To prove the importance of teachers in 

women’s education, Kılıçzade Hakkı used Bulgaria as an example. He claimed that even 

though Bulgarians were as ignorant and miserable as Turks thirty five years ago, they left 

Turks behind in science, industry, agriculture, economy, literature, morality, and even 

military affairs due to their teachers, who were selected from among educated and 

talented Bulgarian women.255   

After the Revolution of 1908 more and more women expressed their desire to be 

active members of the society. Regarding education as the first step towards achieving 

that goal, they wrote countless articles about the issue and pressured the government to 

provide them with the same opportunities as men. While most of their male counterparts 

focused on the role of education in creating “the ideal woman” and consequently the 

“ideal society,” many women considered it a basic right, which allowed them to exist as 

independent individuals and to participate in social and economic life.256 Like their 

counterparts in early twentieth century Iran, Ottoman women also employed the general 

discourse of progress and civilization and the notion of women’s roles as educated 

mothers, wives, and household managers, as a starting point for demands for further 

equality with men.257 “If the backward nation could catch up with European civilized 

nations through the acquiring of modern sciences and education . . . the backward woman 
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could catch up with the modern man in a similar move.”258 In other words, educated 

women would help the nation join the path of modern nations.259 No matter what kind of 

language they used, women’s participation in this debate was noteworthy, because it 

forced the government, which promised its citizens freedom and equality, to extend 

women’s opportunities for higher education, allowing them to challenge the traditional 

gender relations in Ottoman society as they assumed new roles and responsibilities in 

social, economic, and political life through education. 

 
Women’s Employment 

 
The demands for women’s right to work appeared in public discourse in the 

second half of the nineteenth century, but remained limited to a few articles in the press, 

which discussed “feminine professions,” such as teaching, nursing, and midwifery.  As 

political, social and economic circumstances changed in early twentieth century with the 

Revolution of 1908, women’s employment came to be one of the most popular topics in 

women’s journals as well as the subject of an intense debate. While there was a 

considerable number of people, both male and female, who supported women’s 

employment in the constitutional era, women’s right to work, unlike women’s right to 

education, was neither acknowledged nor considered a national concern by all 

intellectuals. 

The first argument against women’s employment was that women did not need to 

work. Since it was man’s job to provide for the women in his family, women did not have 

to worry about earning money. Suggesting that the only reason for women to work 

outside home could be financial necessity, people who made this argument encouraged 
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women, even those who were single or widowed, to seek the protection of their male 

family members rather than entering work life. Musa Kazım said, “Whatever situation 

she is in, a woman does not have to think about [her] livelihood, because even if she does 

not have a husband, her father or brother is obligated to take care of her.” 260  

The second argument of the opponents of women’s employment was that working 

outside the home would cause women to fail to perform their “main” duties, meaning 

raising children and taking care of their husbands. Galip Bahtiyar claimed that working 

women could neither fulfill their domestic duties nor pay attention to their husbands and 

thus would shatter the foundation of family life. Galip Bahtiyar, who considered working 

at a job an extra burden on women, expressed his fear that women would not be able to 

handle the difficulty of doing two things at once and would have to choose between the 

working life and the marital life. 261 Sharing the same concern, Zühre Hanım asked, “How 

can a woman keep up with managing the house, raising the children and every job that 

requires the attention of a housewife, when she is busy with attorneyship or medicine?”262 

There were also women, like Fatma Seniye, who, despite admiring western women for 

leading a successful life both at home and outside, believed that it was not possible for 

Ottoman women to do the same, since they were not ready for this responsibility. In her 

opinion, women in the Ottoman Empire had to be satisfied, at least for now, with 

managing their household properly.263  

Another argument that was made against women’s employment was that it would 

alter gender roles, which was against nature.  Musa Kazım wrote, “A woman’s job is 
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inside and a man’s job is outside. Changing this means changing nature, trying to make 

women men, and men women.”264 Likewise, Zühre Hanım asserted: 

Women who are masculinized are as unacceptable as feminized men who are shunned. It is argued 
that women are not different from men in their natural aptitude to learn. Even if we accept this 
idea without analyzing how accurate it is, being the same in terms of capacity does not mean that 
the social duties are the same, too.

265
  

 
Atıfet Celal, a woman who argued in favor of equality in education, was another 

person who opposed women’s employment, since she believed that working life was 

men’s territory. “I am not a supporter of the idea that men and women should be equal in 

all fields,” she declared; “actually, I think that women need and have to stay as women. I 

am not saying that women should become officials, deputies, and judges . . . And I pity 

those who say that.”266 

Finally, the opponents of women’s employment argued that contrary to what the 

advocates of women’s rights believed, working outside the home was not to the benefit of 

women. They did not understand why women would want to be subjected to the 

competition, hardship, and exhaustion of work life and to wear themselves out. In a letter, 

where she shared her impressions of Europe, Zeynep Hanım stated:  

I wonder, when the English women have really won . . . the right to exercise all the tiring 
professions of men, what they will have gained? Their faces will be a little sadder, a little more 

weary, and they will have become wholly disillusioned. 
267

 
 
In a similar way, criticizing those who claimed that women in the Ottoman 

Empire were imprisoned, Galip Bahtiyar asked: “which one of these two lives is 

imprisonment? Being a worker for the capitalists or the manager of your house?” 268 What 
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people, such as Zeynep Hanım and Galip Bahtiyar, were trying to say was that Ottoman 

women, who envied their counterparts in the West because of the rights they had gained, 

were, in fact, the ones to be jealous of, since they were taken care of and provided by 

their husbands, fathers, and brothers and therefore, did not have to go to the trouble of 

working to earn their livelihood.  

Many people, mostly female columnists, challenged the arguments against 

women’s employment. Among those who rejected the excuses that were employed to 

justify preventing women from entering the working life was Zekiye Hanım. In a lecture 

she gave at an exhibition organized by a woman’s society, Zekiye Hanım discussed 

women’s employment and complained that some fanatics found it appropriate for women 

to be cooped up like chickens and didn’t want them to deal with anything except their 

duties at home. Although she agreed that the main duty of women was to raise children 

and do housework, Zekiye Hanım suggested that women were active and competent 

enough to work outside home without neglecting their domestic duties. 269 Likewise, Aziz 

Haydar stated: 

Most of our men spend their life working, working without a blink. Unfortunately, on the other 
hand, our women spend their days consuming. . . . Would it not be better if his wife joins such a 
man in in his efforts? It will be asked how a woman who has 3-5 kids can work, right? She can...in 
fact, she can work really well. How does peasant woman do it? How does she go to the field with 
her husband and sickle even though she has lots of kids. A versatile woman regulates her children 
in such a way that she finds time [for both].

270
 

 
Others, who thought that the main reason that many people opposed women’s 

employment was religion, felt the need to remind everyone that Islam did not constitute 

an obstacle to progress but on the contrary, it strongly dictated that women should work 

just like men, since God did not like lazy people. They also declared that it was possible 
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to obtain a religious decree, stating that women were allowed to engage in trade. To show 

the absurdity of objections against women’s involvement in trade, they asked why 

women should not be able to sell anything while they could go out and buy things from 

male vendors.  “What is the difference between buying and selling?” they inquired. 271 

Using their views against them, Aziz Haydar, one of the most outspoken woman 

about this issue, criticized men for being hypocrites, because they wanted their wives to 

have some sort of wealth but did not want them to work. She wrote: 

Whichever young man you ask, they would want the girl they would marry to have some property, 
at least an allowance; they even lay it down as a condition. Then, when we say women shall work, 
become merchants, officials, and artists, we are subjected to strong objections and protests. How 
[they say], can Turkish women become officials and artists? [They say] Women should know their 
womanliness (femaleness). . . . What should be said about our men demanding that women, too, 
have financial means, contribute to the family budget, and spend [their] money for their family. 
Not all women are lucky enough to gain an inheritance. Since this is what men want, then they 
should not object to women’s employment. Our men who want women to make a financial 
contribution should not say anything about our participation in working life; quite the opposite, 

they should be pleased.
272

 
 
Those who were in favor of making women an essential part of economic life not 

only countered their opponents’ arguments, but also explained the different ways in 

which workingwomen could advance the society, the nation, family life, and 

womanhood. The first argument they voiced to support women’s employment was that it 

was a necessity. Women had to work, because they needed the money. There were 

thousands of women in the Ottoman Empire who did not have any means of support, 

since they were single, widowed or had sent their husbands off to war. The main issue of 

womanhood was the issue of livelihood.273 

One of the many articles published about this problem was “The Manifestation of 

Womanhood in the Ottoman State,” which drew attention to the suicides committed by 
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Muslim women in Istanbul due to poverty. 274 The writer of the article claimed that in the 

past no one would die of hunger, because no matter how poor a person was, he would be 

able to find a place to sleep and a bite to eat with the help of people who were better off 

than him. He believed that, in a similar way, women in the East did not feel the need to 

work before, as they could easily find a husband who would provide for them. “Since life 

was cheap, everybody was getting married young and easily,” he argued; “however, for 

the last few years, the number of marriages has decreased.” According to the writer of the 

article, as life became extraordinarily expensive, men had to postpone marriage for 

several years to earn enough money to be able to feed a family; but, as they got older, 

their thoughts started to change and they could not face the difficulties of the marriage 

that they could easily handle ten years ago. Even if a man decided to marry, he would 

expect his wife to have some sort of income in order to secure his economic condition.  

Because wealthy women in the Ottoman State were rare and they set their standards 

really high, many men gave up on the idea of marriage, which caused the number of 

marriages to drop significantly. Despite the fact that young girls who previously wanted 

to marry the men they loved, seeing the naivety of their dreams as well as the uncertainty 

of the future, started marrying whoever could provide for them, many of them could not 

find a husband for themselves and fell into a life of poverty.  Believing that the only 

solution for women to get out of this life was to work, the writer of the article cited the 

example of French girls, who could delay getting married until they found a man they 

actually liked, since they had both financial security and the confidence that came with 

it.275  
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As an ardent supporter of women’s employment, Ziya Gökalp joined the debate 

with a poem: 

[You say] When a young girl reaches the age,  
She finds herself a husband at any rate. 
Her husband brings home the bread, 
Then why would that woman need a trade? 
The trade of a woman is to be a wife, 
Let her not digress from that; beware! 
Why should she become man’s rival? 
 Are not they partners from time immemorial?  
……… 
These words are all true,  

               But does every woman find a husband? 
[And] even if they do,  
Is this man not going to die tomorrow?  
Then how 
Can you continuously say behold; don’t earn at work! 
While we see thousands of them around, 
Husbandless women going through torture.   
You say that she doesn’t need a job; 
[So] she should either find a husband or be starved. 
While women even previously were in the majority, 
Where are [they going to find] plenty of husbands after the war? 
Previously, wealthy houses were all a haven,  
Women would find a place to take refuge in.  
Life has become so difficult now, 
Every man can feed his wife only.  

               ………. 
Today, not only those without a family,  
But many married ones, too, are unfortunate and hapless. 
Because there are thousands of debauched husbands, 
[Who] either continuously drink or gamble. 
Some of them [even] find themselves at prison, 

[And] his wife and children at home go hungry. 
 Even if these do not count, 
 A woman is a human. 
 [And] the biggest right of a human is wisdom. 
 If a woman does not work, her thoughts are not elevated, 
 Then of course, she will not be your equivalent. 
…. 
In short, it is not a fad, but a necessity, 
[And] right  now it needs such a remedy. 
Lots of women, whether married or husbandless, are hungry.  
If you say,  let them stay unemployed, 
Then I would say that your intention is definitely 
 To make them a common concubine.

276
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Women’s employment was not only a matter of financial but also of practical 

necessity, particularly for women’s health. Many women, both columnists and readers, 

expressed the need for female health personnel in the newspapers and periodicals of the 

time. One reader demanded that women be allowed to become doctors, dentists, and 

nurse’s attendants. “We cannot tell our complaints about gynecological problems to our 

spouses, let alone to the doctors,” 277 she explained.  Another woman told the story of a 

male doctor who was called to see a female patient whose husband had hidden her under 

a pile of covers, so that the doctor could not see her. The husband told the doctor who 

wanted to examine his wife to figure out her problem by asking questions, upon which 

the doctor became very angry with the husband and left the room, saying that he would 

not be able to do his job under those circumstances.  Two months later, the doctor heard 

that the patient had died. Whether this story was based on a true incident or not, it was 

reflective of what was going on in many Muslim families. The writers of Kadınlar 

Dünyası stated: 

In these columns, we mentioned many times the misfortunes that Muslim women were subjected 
to due to the lack of female doctors. We witness every day how Muslim women are sacrificed to 
their husbands’ ignorant fanaticism and cruel selfishness and become victims of diseases that are 
easy to cure.

278
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Drawing attention to the fact that the bodies of thousands of women were rotting under 

the soil when they could be raising future generations, these columnists asked: 

While the whole world complains about the decrease in population and the jeopardy their 
homeland is in, how can we be indifferent and insensitive spectators to the unnatural and untimely 
deaths of hundreds of thousands of mothers here?

279
 

 
What motivated these women to write this article was the growing number of 

female physicians among the Muslims in Russia, whom they admired and envied for 

attaining both scientific and spiritual achievements despite the difficulties they faced 

under the rule of an “oppressive” and “hostile” government.  Complaining about the lack 

of female physicians among Ottoman women, the writers of Kadınlar Dünyası asked the 

government to start accepting girls into medical school, so that the “Wall of China” 

between medicine and women could be destroyed and thousands of innocent and helpless 

women as well as their children could be saved from death and misery.  

The second argument in favor of women’s employment was that it would benefit 

families by both increasing their income and consolidating the relationship between the 

husband and wife. “A union between a man and a woman means that they are committed 

to working together in every field,” the publishers of Kadınlar Dünyası said. 

Then why should a man work and woman not? Why should a man be a part of all aspects of life 
and a woman idly sit at home? Considering that these two sexes decided to share a life, they 
should be partners in everything. And just as the man of the house is working outside, in society, 
to earn his livelihood by performing a job, in the same way, a woman should assist her husband by 
being involved in social life. . . . Certainly, it would be better if a man works on one side and a 
woman on the other side and then combine their daily earnings.

280
 

 
They stated that since the woman would be working outside and earning extra 

money, she could hire another woman to do the cooking and the cleaning, providing a 
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new source of income for another family.281 Also, the publishers of Kadınlar Dünyası did 

not think it was fair to oblige a man to work alone to feed and clothe a family of seven or 

eight people, or to sentence these seven or eight people to laziness, gossip and immorality 

because of unemployment. Comparing each family to a company, they argued that all of 

its members, old and young, should work to make a contribution to its budget in 

proportion to their strength and capacity.282 “We are in favor of becoming partners in 

working life with the men in our families, because the happiness of a family can be 

achieved through partnership in life and work,” they wrote.283 Atiye Şükran, who shared 

the same view, suggested that if a husband was working and struggling to bring bread to 

his home, while his life partner was sitting at home doing nothing, misery instead of 

happiness would prevail in that family, since the foundation of happiness was partnership 

in life and business.284  

The proponents of women’s employment also argued that by increasing wealth 

and productivity as well as alleviating immorality and misery, women’s entrance into 

work force would advance the society and the nation. The transformation of almost half 

the population from consumers to producers would pave the way for the economy to 

regenerate, which would allow both individuals and the society in general to lead a 

decent life. In order to explain how crucial women’s employment was, Mehmed Hadi 

wrote, “As long as women who constitute the body of existence of a society don’t 

demonstrate life, that society’s one eye will be blind, one ear will be deaf, and one leg 

                                                 
281

 Ulviye Mevlan, “Kadın-Hayat-ı Cemiyet,” Kadınlar Dünyası 125 (4 January 1330): 2.   
282

 Kadınlar Dünyası, “Her Aile Bir Şirkettir,” Kadınlar Dünyası 31 (4 May 1329): 1. 
283

 Kadınlar Dünyası, “Efkar-ı Umumiyede Nisvan Varmış,” Kadınlar Dünyası 36 (9 May 1329): 1.  
284

 Atiye Şükran, “Var Ol,” Kadınlar Dünyası 25 (14 May 1329): 2. 



 

 

136

 

will be crippled.”285 Ahmed Đhsan, another male intellectual who shared the same view, 

asserted, “Half of our existence becomes paralyzed by depriving women of participation 

in industrial and commercial activities.”286 Comparing the women living in the cities and 

those living in the villages, Ahmed Đhsan complained that while the latter were doing an 

excellent service for the elevation of their nation by working in agriculture and 

gardening, the former were remaining distant from working life, a situation which, in his 

opinion, constituted a disease that would worsen the economic defeat that Ottomans were 

experiencing and cause utter poverty.  “What a great social change that young ladies, who 

did not have a productive role and were in the status of consumers . . . have begun to earn 

salaries,” Ahmed Đhsan wrote about the Turkish-Muslim women working at the phone 

company:  

What a great step towards civilization that even though until now it has been the girls and women 
of other elements who achieved to increase the wealth of the groups that they belong to as well as 
their welfare by having these duties and services in their possession, from now on we, too, join the 

field of this unequal struggle of life.
287

 
 
Female intellectuals, too, had something to say about the benefits of women’s 

employment for the society and the nation. Nimet Cemil discussed the contribution 

women could make to national budget just by working as tailors:  

Right now we are in a period of economic crisis. [But] We are witnessing an awakening among 
Muslims. Trade is gradually coming under the control of Turks and Muslims. We feel this strong 
need to look for the source of wealth in places other than the state treasury. This awakening has 
affected women, too. They will be included in sewing and arts and crafts houses, and hopefully 
very soon in business houses, as well.. . . . Think about it . . . why do we rely on foreigners for our 
needs from needles to rope? Why do we allow our money to be snatched by foreign tailors and 
traders? Are there not a few women among us who know how to sew a dress in the latest fashion? 
. . . We are only in need of street clothes no matter how stylish they are. Our needs are very basic. 

Surely, there are women among us who can do these things. 
288
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In an article entitled, “It is the Binding Duty of Every Muslim, Male and Female, 

to Pursue their Daily Living,” the publishers of Kadınlar Dünyası argued that both 

commerce and women were essential to the survival of a nation. Just as a nation without 

commerce was doomed to fail, a nation whose women suffered from laziness was 

destined to decline. On the other hand, nations that valued commerce and women, like 

the ones in the West, had progressed and achieved prosperity. Complaining that neither 

commerce nor women had received the respect and the attention that they deserved in the 

Ottoman Empire, they suggested that this problem caused the empire to fall behind the 

civilized world, damaging both its internal affairs and international relations. These 

women declared, “Commerce is, for every nation and the women and men of every 

nation, a binding duty, the main way of endurance.”289  

It was also argued that if womanhood joined work life, money would accumulate 

and the economy would revitalize. People who wanted to work could find jobs and thus 

would be able to support themselves and educate their children.  With the ideas of 

invention that could develop among womanhood, even industry would advance.290 

Moreover, many women believed that women’s involvement in economic life would 

solve the social problems caused by poverty. They believed that since the only reason for 

women to be subjected to such misery, disgrace, and prostitution was utter poverty, a 

result of their lack of participation in work life,291 Ottoman womanhood was in need of 
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freedom to work in order to eliminate these social problems and lead a happy, decent, and 

prosperous life. 292  

Another argument that the supporters of women’s employment made was that 

working was a human right and an issue of equality. “Why should a woman not be 

allowed to work in order to live honorably?” Naciye Hanım asked:  

It is not political rights that we demand, for now, it is basic human rights like this. The most 
important right of all on earth is the right to live. Every creature created by God wants to live . . . 
[and] it is necessary to work in order to live. . . . Do our men not see the millions of women in 
Europe and America, contributing to the national production by working side by side with their 

men? 
293

 
 
Another columnist wrote,  “Women, too, are human and have human rights. This 

should be acknowledged.” Hoping that women would be soon given the freedom that was 

necessary for them to be able to work in all fields as men did, she asserted that if 

women’s rights were recognized as part of common law and it was acknowledged that 

they had the right to all the human rights, a balance would emerge among humanity and 

humanity would be uplifted. 294 Likewise, Aziz Haydar proclaimed: 

I, too, am a human. I, too have personal rights. I, too, am an active member of this nation . . . I, 
too, am working; the law does not grant you any privileges, we are equal in everything…If we 

want to live humanly, we shall work together… Real happiness lies in working as partners. 
295

  
 
In order to emphasize the equality between men and women, the publishers of 

Kadınlar Dünyası stated that women could work just as men did, because people’s duties 

and activities did not differ according to gender, but in accordance with their character, 

education, and development. They also noted that the precondition for women to achieve 

equality with men in civil and human rights was to participate in work life. They said that 
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if women and men could work together, women’s rights would be acknowledged as a 

natural consequence.296 

The last argument in favor of women’s employment was that it was vital to 

women’s emancipation. The most ardent supporters of this argument were probably the 

columnists of Kadınlar Dünyası, who wrote several articles to explain what women 

would gain by taking their place in economic life. Thankful that people came to 

understand that women were not created to idly sit and lead a secluded life in their homes 

or to dress up and go on excursions, Aziz Haydar declared:  

With a bitter grudge against idleness, I am saying: We are now trampling upon you. You will not 
be able to wear us down any more . . . Yes, we have been oppressed until now . . . And the main 
cause of this oppression is that it is only man who earns the bread. If we could work and earn 

[money], we would not be so helpless..
297

 
 
Aziz Haydar, who explained women’s helplessness and men’s domination in 

Ottoman society as resulting from with women’s dependency on men for their livelihood, 

stated that even women who had money or property needed a man to manage it, because 

either they did not know enough about the law or nobody would listen to them. 

Therefore, in order to live, every woman, young and old, relied on the bread that was 

brought by men and had to put up with a lot of torments, often more than they could 

tolerate. Aziz Haydar complained that since no one had taught women the necessary 

skills to earn a living, those who wanted to escape from their fathers’ or husbands’ 

oppression, whether they were from the upper or lower class, saw the solution in working 

as a maid, which only added to their suffering.298 
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Other columnists of Kadınlar Dünyası expressed the same view. Arguing that 

women became victims of men’s pleasures, because their right to work had not been 

recognized,299 they emphasized that woman needed to work both to earn their livelihood 

and to gain their personal freedom. They could escape from the misery of marrying 

whoever came along only by earning their own money.300 They claimed:  

A woman who does not have any means of support besides the bread that is brought by her 
husband possesses her personal freedom to the same extent as a government official, an employee 

of a trade firm or a mine worker.
301

  
 
The personal freedom of a woman who depended on her husband for her 

livelihood was limited just like that of a government official, a company employee, or a 

laborer, who had to do or not do certain things at certain places at certain times. If a 

woman did not want to lose her self-esteem, she had to earn her own bread with her own 

effort. However, she had to find a way other than becoming a maid, since she was too 

smart and capable to work at a “miserable” and “soul-killing” job.302  

The proponents of women’s employment not only voiced a series of arguments to 

demand and justify women’s participation in working life, but also made several 

suggestions to increase the number of working women in Ottoman society. While some, 

like Fatma Aliye, encouraged wealthy people to open textile factories and hire female 

workers,303 others, like Rabia Hanım, called people to contribute financially or physically, 

depending on their means, to the establishment of trade companies that would provide an 

opportunity for girls and women in need to sell their products.304  
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There were also those who expected women to take initiative, not wanting to 

leave this issue to men. For instance, Nimet Cemil suggested that rich women, for free, 

and women in need, for a small fee, could offer sewing lessons to their fellow women to 

teach them the necessary skills to open tailor shops in the long run.  “Actually, I have 

heard of the establishment of a couple of tailor shops like these,” she stated, “[but] it is 

not enough . . . The number of tailor shops should be five or ten times more.” Nimet 

Cemil believed that these enterprises, established by Muslim women, should sell 

everything that a woman would need and had to be advertised in newspapers. Criticizing 

the view that women should not participate in economic life before they were prepared to 

do so, she argued, “One learns how to swim only after s/he gets in the sea. . . . [and] those 

who don’t show the courage to get in the sea can never learn how to swim.” 305  

Another suggestion came from Madam Rudi Teli, one of the few European 

contributors to Kadınlar Dünyası, who was known for her love and support for Turkish 

women. Rudi Teli encouraged educated Ottoman women, whom she considered more 

progressive than their counterparts in England, to take advantage of the freedom granted 

by the constitution and either to seize upon job opportunities in government offices, 

private companies, and banks or to start their own businesses. She believed that the 

participation of Turkish women in economic life would both make them prosperous and 

demonstrate their potential to the whole world. Rudi Teli wrote: 

Turkish women should leave their seclusion, but without taking off their çarsaf.…They should 
make an advance on a job that is financially beneficial...There is a lot of demand in Istanbul for 
serious female officers. This demand has increased in the last 4-5 years. . . . Even though the 
presence of a young Turkish girl among many male officers in a small office is not allowable, 
banks and big offices want to benefit from the service of Turkish girls, who studied 
stenography…or learned how to typewrite thoroughly. . . . Europeans imagine Turkish women 
being wrapped in transparent clothes, busy with smoking a cigarette and spending their lives far 
from the outside world. It is their duty to prove that is not the case and they, too, have a share in 
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the world of life like their European sisters. There are big companies, important institutions in 
Istanbul, most of which want to employ dutiful female officers. . . . Why should Turkish girls not 
be inclined towards such services? . . . A lady in Beyoğlu, especially a lady who lives outside the 
city, does not have a place to rest after she finishes shopping. What can prevent opening a small 
teahouse exclusively for women in an appropriate place that will work properly? There is no need 
for a big capital either.  Without a doubt, this small establishment will quickly become famous, 
because Turkish ladies will naturally incline towards such a teahouse that is managed by their 
fellow countrywomen, particularly if it is managed by clever and proper girls. . . . It is my 
presumption and opinion that if Turkish ladies attach themselves to jobs that are attached to public 
life such as these, they will not only benefit from it themselves but also by doing a great service to 
their country, they will write their name in history.

306
 

 
            Even though it did not have as many supporters as women’s education, women’s 

employment was one of the main issues of debate in the constitutional period.  While 

conservative circles argued that women’s employment would lead to the downfall of the 

gendered order and of Islamic community, its advocates developed a counter discourse, 

which claimed that women’s integration into economic life could cure the ills of society, 

such as poverty, immorality, laziness, and inefficiency. 307 Apart from being a matter of 

financial, social, and moral necessity, employment was regarded by women as a way to 

escape men’s oppression and cruelty as it granted them the freedom to take control of 

their own lives.  Just as they did with the debate on education, some Ottoman women 

used the debate on employment to develop a language of equality of rights and to put 

pressure on the government to take action in this matter. The increasing numbers of 

women participating in work life in the post-revolutionary period was a result of not only 

the immediate needs of the empire but also this pressure. 

 

Women’s Political Rights 
 

Compared to women’s education and employment, women’s political rights were 

a trivial issue in the Ottoman Empire that only a small number of people wrote and talked 
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about. The first “champions” of women’s political rights, at least in principle, were the 

Unionists, who not only accepted female members, but also put them on an equal footing 

with men. 308 As the first political organization that opened its doors to women, the CUP 

included the following statements in its program: “the CUP does not favor any nation, 

tribe, gender or religion”;309 “Ottomans, both women and men, can become members of 

the organization”;310 “female members have the same rights and responsibilities as male 

members”;311 and “everyone regardless of their gender and religion has full equality and 

freedom and is subject to the same obligations.”312 Accordingly, as mentioned before, the 

first Ottoman women to be actively involved in politics were members of the CUP.313 

However, the principle of equality among the male and female members did not 

necessarily translate into practice, as the roles and responsibilities of the latter remained 

limited to the women’s section of the party. Apart from not being able to hold an 

influential position within the party, women were excluded from the electoral process 

altogether, since the constitutional regime, established and to a great extent controlled by 

the CUP, failed to grant them political rights. Despite their shortcomings, the Unionists’ 

inclusion of women in their ranks as well as in their program was noteworthy, because 
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through these actions, they both acknowledged women’s right to engage in politics and 

helped women to be more active in the political arena.  

The discussion on women’s political rights was different from the debates on 

women’s right to education and employment in many ways.  First of all, not many people 

took an interest in the topic, since they did not consider it relevant to the society and the 

time in which they lived. Men were just getting used to having a say in how the 

government was run and women were still fighting for their basic rights. There were also 

those who believed that women had no place in politics. Because they did not think that 

women’s political rights was an issue, most intellectuals had nothing to say about it. 

Second, no one, even those who were in favor of granting women the right to vote and to 

be elected to public office, actually demanded these rights, claiming that it was too early 

for Ottoman women to acquire them, for one reason or another. Third, the issue of 

women’s political rights was discussed not within the context of the Ottoman Empire, but 

mostly through what was happening in Europe. While male intellectuals preferred 

translating the works of European thinkers rather than explaining their own views on the 

issue, female intellectuals often used examples from the suffrage movements in the West 

to justify their other demands and to stir up a public debate about women’s role in 

politics. 

Due to the reasons mentioned above, the discussion on women’s political rights in 

the post-revolutionary Ottoman society was not as complicated, multifaceted, or 

extensive as those on other issues concerning women, and revolved around a couple of 

themes; the reasons for which women should be given political rights and the methods 

women did or could employ to acquire these rights. The first argument used to justify 
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women’s involvement in politics, which meant anything from suffrage rights to serving 

on legislative and administrative councils, was that they were equally as well qualified as 

men. While a female reader wrote, “It should be acknowledged that women are not less 

capable than men in industry, trade, or even in the management of the affairs of 

people,”314 Fatma Nesibe quoted Kant, Rousseau, and Mill in her “White Conferences” to 

establish that women and men had the same abilities and responsibilities, and therefore 

deserved equal rights: 

Kant and Rousseau say that women can feel and think as men do. For this reason, it is necessary 
for women, like men, to have political rights. . . . Stuart Mill says that women endure all kinds of 
burdens that are laid down as a condition to benefit from all kinds of rights. They fulfill all the 
duties demanded by law and still are deprived of their rights. Why is that? Women, like men, are 
obligated to pay taxes. They participate in the burdens of society just as men do. They are the head 
of a family or they have a craft. They are engaged in a trade. Also, they are the mothers and 

governesses of our future. Most women are much smarter than men who have political rights.
315

 
 
Halil Hamit was another intellectual who argued in favor of women’s political 

rights on the principle of equality. In Đslamiyette Feminizm yahut Alem-i Nisvanda 

Müsavat-i Tamme (Feminism in Islam or Full Equality within Women’s World), where 

he openly declared himself a feminist, Halil Hamit stated that the age of humanity would 

only begin when women could hold a position within the government and the parliament, 

since humanity required everyone to be equal before law.316 Mükerrem Belkıs considered 

women’s involvement in politics a matter of equality as well, but the way she approached 

the issue was unique. According to her, women and men were equal but not the same, 

and that was exactly why women had to be represented in political life.317 Men could not 

substitute for women, because their thoughts, feelings, and souls were different.  
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Mükerrem Belkıs believed that in order for a nation to be successful, all the groups that 

constituted that nation had to have the right to vote. Since rulers and legislators in history 

had always been men, and women had been consistently denied this right, all states that 

had come into existence had declined. “Think about it! What is the reason that none of 

the nations could last?” Mükerrem Belkıs asked. 

The whole world should be sure that the only reason is the [low] status that is given to women. 
The Swedish government has long granted women the right to vote. There, women and men are 
equal. We shall pay attention to how different and great the life of this nation is. It could be easily 
said that the Swedish are the most decent and reliable nation in the world.

318
 

 
In addition to the principle of equality, the defenders of women’s political rights 

employed the argument that women’s participation in politics would benefit both the 

political system and the society in general. It would not only force male politicians to be 

more civil, but also advance political life. An article entitled “Women and the Right to 

Vote” mentioned that the election of the first female deputy to the Norwegian parliament 

led to a sharp decrease in the exchange of ugly words between male deputies as well as in 

the number of regrettable events that used to take place among them. 319 Similarly, a series 

of articles about women’s suffrage that was translated from French and appeared in 

Servet-i Fünun320 included the following remarks: 

In Australia, Finland, and America . . . it has been observed that woman mostly vote with restraint 
and do not lose their temper as men do due to violence and anger. Far from causing any 
disturbances, women’s participation solicited order and restraint in elections. Monsieur Lewis 
confirmed that the electors in Colorado take off their hats in the voting area. Even though they 
continue to fill the room with cigarette smoke, they have stopped making rude remarks and 
swearing since the participation of women in elections, and have started voting. Drunkenness and 
quarrels caused by it are still witnessed, but it has decreased the roughhouse as well as fist, chair, 
and stick fights. The presence of women has instilled in men feelings of restraint and 
seriousness.

321
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It was also stated in this series that because women were more concerned with 

public good than men who usually cared about their own personal interests, they voted 

along the lines of moral sentiment rather than partisanship.  It was observed in many 

places where women took part in elections that they acted as defenders of public 

morality, causing both voters and candidates to be familiar with problems of the society.322  

For instance, in Finland and New Zealand, women’s involvement in political life had 

completely changed the activities of the parliament. While the members of the parliament 

were previously dealing with economic issues, due to the efforts of female deputies and 

voters, they had taken an interest in social issues, as well. According to the author of 

these articles, women had initiated regulations raising the minimum age of marriage for 

women, banning alcoholic drinks, alleviating prostitution, helping those who are in need, 

and bringing orphans under state protection.323 Through these actions, women were 

believed to take their societies on a new path to integrity, felicity and prosperity.324 

Similarly, Mükerrem Belkıs, who declared Sweden to be the “most decent and 

reliable nation in the world” because it gave women the right to vote, suggested:  

Compare the morality of the nations in which women are given all the rights and granted the 
principle of equality and that of the nations in which women’s rights are usurped like our country.  
It is futile to look for the cause of the silence of our morality. . . . The cause of the silence of our 
morality is denying women the social rank that is granted by nature. It is clearly seen that it is the 
hands of women that will improve the morality of a nation.  And this requires equality. We should 
understand that only men cannot elevate a nation. They can elevate it only by working together 
with women, who are equal to them. 

325
 

 
In her letter to Women’s World, a female student named Muhlise proudly told the 

readers of the journal that even high-ranking officials in Europe had begun to 
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acknowledge women’s positive influence on society and public morality.326 She stated that 

the French Minister of Internal Affairs had sent an official letter to all the governors and 

recommended that they accept large numbers of women into the executive assembly of 

public charity institutions, because it was essential for the nation to duly benefit from the 

application of new social laws as well as for the laws to be applied properly. Muhlise 

asserted, “The reason for this is, of course, the fact that women perform their duties much 

better than men in these fields. . . . Officials in Europe have recognized it and started 

doing what is needed.”327 

Its defenders believed that, in addition to improving political life, elevating 

morality, and helping to solve problems of the society, women’s involvement in politics 

would ultimately benefit men, as well. As one of the few male intellectuals who wrote a 

detailed article about this topic, Mahmud Sadık explained the necessity for men of 

granting political rights to women by discussing the opinions of a European intellectual. 

Despite the fact that he did not support the suffragette movement, this intellectual said, 

“Sooner or later, all the countries and nations will give this right to women. This is such a 

universal trend that no nation can prevent it.”328 Comparing women’s struggle for political 

rights to common people’s centuries-long struggle for justice and equality against the 

sovereign class, he declared that just as the kings and nobles had regarded themselves as 

superior to everyone and considered commoners miserable creatures whose property, life, 

chastity and honor are expendable, men have seen women as inferior and held many 

rights and privileges in their own hands, because of their vanity.  He added that just as the 
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oppression of the sovereigns could not prevent common people from recovering their 

rights, there was no way to stop women from gaining equality. He stated: 

 I believe that we can satisfy our selfishness and pride by giving women their rights right away 
and accepting their participation in public and political life. Only this way, can we fully maintain 
the rights of our men. Today men see themselves as possessing all rights and freedoms. That is not 
how I see it. The day women are given all the human rights, I will believe that I have acquired a 
position that will enable me to procure my rights and use these rights the way I want . . . [because] 
men are always influenced by and act under the influence of women . . . please let women be 
immediately given all kinds of rights and privileges. . . . They should possess everything in the 
name of rights and use these rights themselves, so that there is no need for them to exert influence 

on us. I shall, too, possess my rights and use them any way I want.
329

 
 
 Apart from explaining why women should be granted political rights, those who 

wrote about the issue reported on what women were doing to gain these rights in different 

parts of the world, both to inspire women in the Ottoman Empire and to encourage a 

public debate on women’s participation in politics. In an article entitled “How Do 

Women Work?” Meliha Zekeriya asserted: 

Especially in a country where womanhood is not valued at all, there is a great need for 
understanding what women can actually do. This way, our women will comprehend their value 
and importance even better and find the courage in themselves to embark on a struggle. 
Particularly the suffragette movement in England needs to be followed carefully because of its 
extraordinary nature.  That is the reason we want to inform our amazing sisters of the women’s 
movements in Europe.

330
 

 
Most of the discussion revolved around the methods British and French women 

employed to acquire the right to vote. A series of articles in Women’s World emphasized 

that the women, who were involved in the suffragette movements in Britain and France, 

first tried to achieve their goals by peaceful and silent means, such as distributing  

pamphlets, publishing newspapers, giving lectures, submitting petitions, and organizing 

rallies.331 However, as time passed and their demands were not realized, they started 

losing their patience and resorted to loud and violent actions, which included insulting the 
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ministers who opposed their right to vote, planting bombs in their houses, blowing up 

train stations and bridges, and disrupting social order by throwing themselves at the feet 

of horses during horse races. “They started using more violence in proportion to the time 

they waited,” the editors of Women’s World wrote. “They went this far, but could not 

achieve their demands. Because of the strong measures taken against them by the 

government, they have been recently silent. But we are sure that it is the silence before 

the storm and their fight will continue.” 332  

Ottoman female intellectuals were quite hopeful about the outcome of women’s 

movements in Europe. Fatma Nesibe said that European women were taking solid and 

victorious steps, which would no doubt lead them to gain the same political rights as men 

had. 333 Naciye Hanım shared the same view: 

Did our men not hear about the demonstrations that have recently started in England and left all 
Europe in awe? Do they not know that Europe will soon grant women political rights? This way . . 
. the voices of women will be heard in the assembly of representatives; women will be present in 
courts and municipalities; they will, too, become governors and head officials of districts. As a 
result of this everything will change…there will be women in every profession.

334
 

 
Mahmud Sadık believed, as well, that the suffragette movement would succeed, 

but not necessarily because of the tactics used by the suffragists.335 In fact, he mentioned 

that actions that aimed to disrupt social order, such as exploding bombs, starting fires, 

breaking the windows of stores, destroying the artwork in museums, and throwing eggs, 

onions, and shoes at judges, would both scare and alienate the law-abiding citizens who 

constituted the majority of society. However, in order to give these women their due, he 

also stated, “It is a great deed to fight non-stop to achieve a goal and not caring if the 
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means are just or not.”336 Mahmud Sadık’s article, which was originally published in 

Sabah and reprinted in Women’s World due to the “importance” of its content, included a 

suggestion proposed by Mrs. Havelock Ellis  at a banquet organized in her honor by the 

American suffragettes in New York. According to Ellis, if women wanted to reach their 

goal and acquire equal rights with men in political life, they had to change their methods 

and “start breaking the hearts of men rather than the windows of buildings,” which meant 

that if women did not allow men to touch them for a while, they would gain the right to 

vote right away. Mahmud Sadık ended his article with the following question, “Could 

women’s break from and obstruction to love and passion be a quick solution for them to 

gain the right to vote?”337 

Although all the people who chose to be a part of the discussion about women’s 

political rights approached the suffragette movements favorably and expressed their 

support for European women in one way or another, they did not think that Ottoman 

women were ready to acquire these rights, because they had not yet been fully integrated 

into social and economic life, which they considered a precondition for gaining the right 

to vote. The editors of Women’s World declared, 

Women’s right to suffrage or whether women will be given suffrage rights is still not mentioned in 
our country. The controversy has not even started yet. There is no action among us women . . .  
either. Our silence is not because we don’t want suffrage rights, but because we believe that its 
time has not come yet. Women in those countries that demand women’s suffrage are working in 
the mines, factories, big trade stores, small shops, and as vendors on streets. Since the laws made 
by the legislative assembly apply to all the people who constitute the society, the goal of national 
sovereignty is the administration of a nation by their own laws and women work as much as men, 
they are right in their demand. Our womanhood, unfortunately, has not yet been able to partake in 
social life. It has not yet been able to participate in work life. Therefore, we cannot yet mention 
obtaining this right. In fact, this right is sacred and dignified. It is the only sign of maturity and 
development. . . . And the way to deserve it is to participate in work life as the women of other 
countries do. Considering the liberal awakening that we have witnessed among our women in 
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recent years, we believe that really soon, women will become social individuals in our country, 
too. And only after that, we will think about demanding suffrage rights.

338
 

 
The same view was conveyed by other people, both men and women, in different 

occasions.  While Fatma Nesibe told her audience during one of her lectures that 

Ottoman women were not as active as their counterparts in the western world to demand 

political rights,339 Naciye Hanım wrote in her letter to Women’s World: 

Because we know about the theory of evolution, we do not go as far [as to demand suffrage 
rights]. But, do we not even have the right to demand our human rights?  Why would men harass 
us on the streets? Why would a woman not be allowed to work in order to lead a decent life? What 
we want is not political rights for now, but human rights such as these.

340
   

 
As someone who believed that it was essential for women to enter the parliament, 

Halil Hamit stated that it was futile to expect Ottoman women, who were even deprived 

of schooling, to be able to choose a deputy, let alone to be one themselves. So he 

suggested Ottoman women make themselves suitable for that position by working hard.  

“It’s a gradual process, it can’t and won’t happen in a minute,” he said. “They [women] 

have to fight and wait.”341 Even the Ottoman Society for the Defense of Women’s Rights, 

which was the most progressive women’s organization of the time, did not include the 

issue of women’s suffrage in its program until 1921.342  

Nevertheless, this did not prevent Ottoman women from dreaming about the day 

on which they would be granted full equality with men.  In an article dated May 1, 1913, 

Berika Suad expressed her hope that on the 1st of May in 1920, women, having gained all 

of their rights, including the right to vote, would organize festivities at the office of 

Women’s World to celebrate their victory. Proving themselves to be worthy of these 
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rights, they would make speeches to thank everyone who joined the struggle for women’s 

rights, and shout “Long Live the Defense of Women’s Rights!” 343  

Even though Ottoman women, unlike their counterparts in Iran, did not actually 

demand the right to vote, their writings and actions made it clear that they considered 

women’s participation in political life both necessary and inevitable. The facts that they 

kept the issue on the public agenda at a time when most people chose to ignore it and that 

they extensively discussed western women’s struggle for suffrage rights in a favorable 

way revealed not only their genuine interest in taking part in the administration of the 

empire, but also their deliberate attempt to lay the groundwork required to accomplish 

this goal. The efforts of female activists of the constitutional period to stir up a debate on 

women’s political rights was all the more important since most men either remained 

silent about the issue or failed to express their opinions directly. Developing various 

arguments to justify women’s involvement in politics and enlightening their sisters about 

the tactics used by Western women for the same purpose, Ottoman women played an 

influential role in developing and shaping the discourse on women’s political rights, 

which was one of the major requirements for achieving gender equality.  

 

Conclusion 

As should be clear by now, women’s educational, employment, and political 

rights, the three criteria that are used to define gender equality, were already on the 

agenda for Ottoman women in the constitutional period, albeit not fully achieved. 

Although compliant themes, such as the formative influence of mothers and patriotism 
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were common in the debates on women’s rights,344 there was a group of women who 

pushed at the boundaries of their assigned roles and bargained with patriarchy for 

increased civic, economic, and public rights and responsibilities.345 Kandiyoti argues that 

the opinions of Ottoman women, who espoused openly feminist points of view and took a 

more confrontational stance vis-à-vis men, were as varied as those expressed by their 

contemporaries in Europe, ranging from maternalist, separate-sphere feminisms to more 

individualistic and libertarian positions. Similarly, Frierson states that even though late-

Ottoman women may not appear feminist to Western eyes, it cannot be denied that they 

skillfully and persistently deployed their own socio-economic, religious, and political 

heritage to extend their spheres of activity. Imagining women as educated professionals 

and active participants in national affairs, the female activists of the post-revolutionary 

period used the public debate on the “woman question” to achieve true gender equality, 

which required the redefinition of gender roles and relations in Ottoman society. In 

consideration of some of the aforementioned policies adopted by the CUP, it is possible 

to say that through their involvement in these discussions, Ottoman women contributed to 

the construction of both the revolutionary discourse and politics in the late Ottoman 

Empire, which were then carried into modern Turkey.  
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CHAPTER V. THE DEBATE ON GENDER RELATIONS IN THE 

CONSTITUTIONAL PERIOD 

 

Introduction 

The ‘woman question’ entailed not only the redefinition of women’s educational, 

employment and political rights but also the rethinking of social boundaries between 

male and female. As broader changes, such as urbanization, improvement of 

transportation, extended opportunities for education, emulation of western ideas, and the 

establishment of a liberal political regime transformed the ways men and women 

interacted with each other, the regulation of gender relations emerged as a major concern 

for the politicians, the ulema, and the intellectuals of the late Ottoman Empire. 

Consequently, gender relations increasingly became subject to negotiation among various 

actors, who either contested or reinforced the influential role Islamic cultural system had 

played in determining the terms of male-female interaction.346  

Using all the platforms and resources provided by the 1908 Revolution, women 

also got involved in this process to exert control over their relationships with men as well 

as the situations around them. In order to change the inequitable gender relations that 

governed their lives, they did not hesitate to tackle traditional practices like marriage, 

veiling, and seclusion, the discussions of which had been denounced as morally corrupt 

or irreligious. 347 Based on all the available discourses at the time, these women asked for 

“free choice of feminine garments, freedom of choice in matters of marriage, and free 

                                                 
346

 Tucker and Meriwether, A Social History, 11. 
347

 Duben and Behar, 128. 



 

 

156

 

circulation in the streets.” 348  

This chapter will focus on the debates on three related issues, namely marriage, 

women’s clothing, and women’s participation in social life, all of which served to 

regulate male-female interaction in the late Ottoman Empire. It will examine how 

members of different groups defined the terms of this interaction and interpreted its 

multifaceted effects on society. Putting the emphasis on women’s voices, it will 

demonstrate that, through their resistance against practices and institutions that had been 

traditionally shaped by the state and religious forces, the female activists of the post-

revolutionary era challenged the patriarchal order in significant ways and took major 

steps towards creating a more equal and inclusive society.  

 
Marriage 

 
           The debate on marriage, like those on women’s education and employment, started 

in the nineteenth century, as many intellectuals, mostly male, came to criticize the 

marriage practices of the day and discussed the social problems these practices caused in 

their newspaper columns, poems, plays, and novels.349 The ills of arranged and 

polygamous marriages as well as the necessity of mutual love and respect between 

married couples were recurring themes, particularly in the writings of Young Ottomans. 

Regarding the main issue as the misapplication and/or misinterpretation of religious rules 

rather than the religion itself, intellectuals such as Namik Kemal, Ahmed Mithat, 

Şemseddin Sami, Abdülhak Hamid, Samipaşazade Sezai, and Fatma Aliye emphasized 

the need to reform the Islamic laws governing marriage. As part of a more general 
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discussion of the ways in which Islam should and could adapt to the demands of the 

modern world and the challenges of western encroachments, these intellectuals called for 

improvement of Muslim women’s status in marital affairs.350  

          The institution of marriage continued to be a major point of attention in the post-

revolutionary period, as it served various purposes for the individual, the state, and 

society. Marriage played an essential role in the social and economic reproduction of the 

nation as well as in leading a good Muslim life, 351 since it regulated the relationship 

between men and women and legalized sexual intercourse. Marriage was also important 

because it led to the establishment of families, the smallest social units through which 

people learned and performed their gender roles, and were introduced to the society’s 

values. Moreover, marriage provided emotional fulfillment, as it instituted, at least in 

theory, a lifelong connection based on love, respect, and affection between two 

individuals.  

           Due to the significance of marriage, the Unionists, unlike their predecessors, 

showed great interest in the issue and, as discussed earlier, subjected the laws governing 

the marital relationship to reform. However, it was not only the politicians who paid 

attention to this issue. Thousands of articles on marriage were written by intellectuals of 

different ideological origins in the consitutional era. However, unlike the previous period, 

a considerable number of these articles were authored by women, who became key 

players in the debate, as the number of female publishers, writers, and readers increased 

and the press became a free and influential medium of expression after the 1908 

Revolution. Women’s unparalleled interest in marriage was understandable, since it was 
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a matter that directly affected and concerned every woman, regardless of her age, class, 

background and status.  

         The debate on marital issues revolved around the following topics: the importance 

of family, the problems related to marriage and their causes, and the ways in which 

married life could be improved. Families were considered important because they were 

the smallest units on which the society was built. Hakkı Behiç believed that the future of 

the state, the nation, and humanity as a whole depended on family life and that a 

miserable family was a wound that was capable of destroying the welfare of all 

humanity.352 Fatma Nesibe compared societies to machines, which consisted of various 

small pieces that were connected to each other and had various functions, just as families 

did. She said, “The nations whose family life, family order, and family traditions 

deteriorate are doomed to decay.”353 Mükerrem Belkıs wrote that social progress could be 

achieved through healthy families produced by couples in stable and happy unions. Since 

the family was the essence of social life and a replica of the nation, if the families were in 

bad shape, it meant that the nation did not have a strong foundation. She also talked about 

the role that families play in bringing change:  

In our country, we are [currently] undergoing a revolution. We have achieved the political 
revolution. But now, there is a need for a social revolution. We can achieve this social revolution 
only by reforming the family life. No one can deny that our families are in a miserable 

condition.
354

  
 

           Another view was that, by bringing women and men who could not live without 

each other together, families maintained the survival and stability of humankind. 
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According to this view, just as people needed to eat to survive, they also had to get 

married, so that they could reproduce and raise the future generation.355 

The second issue that the participants in this debate focused on was the problems 

witnessed in marriages. While some blamed men for most of these problems, others 

thought that the main fault belonged to old traditions related to marriage. The complaints 

of those who blamed men for the problems in marital life included neglect, 

irresponsibility, adultery, debauchery, cruelty, oppression, lack of love and respect, and 

men’s involvement with non-Muslim or foreign women. In one of her ten lectures, Fatma 

Nesibe explained the volatile nature of men: “Men are like wild birds anyway, they 

always want to leave their nest and wander outside.”356 In an article where she harshly 

criticized men, Fatma Neşide asserted that men knew nothing about family happiness or 

family organization; they neglected their wives and children, did not take any 

responsibility, drank alcohol, spent their time at taverns and night clubs, were engaged in 

debauchery, and did not show any compassion or love for their families.357 She wrote: “A 

man needs to have, first of all, a sound mind and a solid heart in order to feel respect for 

his mother, compassion for his sister, loyalty to his wife, and love for his children.” 358 She 

believed that Turkish men, who were indifferent to their families, unfortunately lacked 

both, since their brain was weakened by alcohol and their body was ruined by syphilis.  

Aziz Haydar, another woman who constantly called men on their wrongdoings, 

was particularly critical of the roles that woman and man were expected to play in 

marriage. While woman had to stay at home, do housework, take care of the children and 
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wait for her husband to come home, all isolated from the outside world, a man could do 

whatever he wanted without a care in the world. According to Aziz Haydar, if you asked 

a man who was not satisfied with how his wife managed the house or raised the children 

what he did to solve the problem, you would most certainly hear him say: “I am a man”, 

as if it made him exempt from taking any responsibility. She revealed:  

‘I am a man’ means . . . I can meet with whomever I want. I can browse and sleep around. I can do 
whatever I want. I can get married to as many women as I want. I can treat my wife well or I can 
make her suffer. I can take care of my family or not . . . I am so powerful that no one has the right 

to say anything.
359

 
 
The fact that a woman was expected not to interfere in her husband’s affairs by 

asking him questions about his whereabouts and expenditures, while her every little 

action was supposed to be regulated infuriated Aziz Haydar. That is why she demanded 

that men and women have the same marital rights and consistently criticized men for 

clinging to the patriarchal values that had dominated the society for centuries. She argued 

that even the most enlightened Turkish men considered women their slaves and toys of 

pleasure. 360 

Adviye Sıtkı drew attention to the cruelty women were subjected to in marital life, 

giving examples of men who threw the pot at their wives’ heads because they thought 

that the dish did not have enough salt or who beat their wives and daughters because they 

mistreated the maid. Regarding these unfortunate women, who were “writhing in pain 

due to the various types of torture inflicted by the oppressive claws and insults of those 

merciless and cruel men,” as no better than dead, Adviye Sıtkı suggested reading a fatiha 
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for their souls, since they were allowed to leave the house they entered as a bride only as 

a corpse.361  

Another complaint that many female intellectuals had about men in the 

constitutional period was that they were increasingly choosing non-Muslim and foreign 

women as their wives.  “Every young man who marries a western woman,” they said, “is 

digging the grave of a Turkish girl.”362 These women accused the so-called ‘enlightened 

men’ of marrying working class girls or eighth-rate actresses in Europe, while refusing to 

get married to Turkish girls because they found their level of knowledge incompatible 

with theirs. Comparing Turkish women to their western counterparts, they argued that 

even though they might not be able to speak a foreign language, dress well, put on make-

up, and set a nice table, they were kind, virtuous, genuine, loyal, content and innocent, 

ready to sacrifice everything they had for their husbands.363 Nimet Cemil, who identified 

this issue as one of the main causes of divorce, argued that men’s involvement with 

western women hurt their marriages to Turkish women in the long run, since they 

expected their wives to treat them the same way as their European mistresses did. Nimet 

Cemil believed that sharing their lives with a nice, naïve, and obedient family girl instead 

of a cunning woman who was experienced in the art of love, Turkish men, after a while, 

started comparing their wives to their mistresses. As their wives came to realize that they 

did not receive the love and respect that they deserved from their husbands, they ran out 

of patience, ending their marriages. 364 
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It was certainly not only women who complained about the problems in marital 

life caused by men. Male intellectuals, such as Halil Hamit and Celal Nuri, who wrote 

about women’s emancipation and feminism, discussed the same problems in their works 

and asked men to end the injustice they did to women. 365 The article entitled “The Social 

Position of Our Women” in Resimli Kitap, a progressive journal, not only summarized 

men’s expectations from women in marriage, but also subjected them to criticism 

because they preferred feeling mercy[pity?] for their wives rather than having respect and 

love for them. 

A woman should only occupy herself with the tasks in front of her, wait for her husband by the 
door who comes home angry, tired, and sometimes drunk at night, and if necessary, lick his boots. 
She should pick up and clean the dirty clothes that he tosses around, fill his empty stomach, 
prepare his coffee, tea, and alcohol, but never complain. She should not demand anything, live like 
a senseless, numb, and silent shadow in the house, and after all this, cater to his pleasure and 
entertainment with a smile on her face, with great happiness and eternal satisfaction…It is the 
women who suffer in this oppressive and suffocating life that we consider the best, the most 
virtous, chaste, and honorable. The more she suffers in this restrictive life before our eyes all 
despicable and miserable, the more she is alienated from her personality, existence, and humanity, 

the more valuable and important she becomes in our eyes.
366

  
 
Even though men were accused of many things, most of the problems witnessed 

in marital life in Ottoman society at the turn of the century seemed to be blamed on old 

customs, such as arranged, polygamous and early marriages, talaq (man’s divorce), and 

expensive wedding rituals. The intellectuals of the time regarded these practices as 

connected to each other, so they usually treated them together. Since they considered the 

relationship between a husband and wife the most important and basic aspect of marital 

life, many female and male intellectuals criticized the common practice of not allowing 

young girls and men to see or meet each other before marriage. They believed that in 

order to form a happy and strong family the partners had to be compatible, and it was 
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only through social interaction that they could understand if they were a good fit for each 

other.  Trying to demonstrate the difference between the marriage practices in Europe and 

the Ottoman Empire, Mehmed Sadi asserted that in Britain, marriage was almost 

synonymous with love. That is why a girl would not even befriend, let alone get engaged 

to or marry a man she did not love. He added that in order to get to know one another, 

young British couples spent three or four years engaged, doing whatever they wanted. 

Almost every young man had a girlfriend and every young girl had a boyfriend. Every 

Saturday, they would go out to have tea or dinner. Mehmet Sadi stated that there was an 

engagement period even in Anatolia, during which boys and girls had a chance to spend 

time together, but the situation was different in Đstanbul. Regarding marriage as a 

financial transaction, people would sometimes marry a twenty-year old girl to a sixty-

year-old man, turning naïve, sensitive and sentimental girls to subjects of pleasure and 

desire for men.367 

In a series of articles written exclusively on marriage practices in the Ottoman 

Empire, Raife Halil stated that men and women should decide to get married only after 

they learned as much as they could about each others’ behaviors, character, and morals.368 

She even suggested that men and women visit each other’s houses and meet their families 

to see if they could get along with the family that they were going to be a part of.369 Raife 

Halil knew that she would get a lot of criticism for this suggestion, because many people 

thought that men and women would exploit this opportunity to engage in inappropriate 

relationships. That is why she felt the need to justify her view by claiming that it was not 

the rules or prohibitions, but people’s conscience that prevented them from doing 
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something wrong.  If this were not the case, the inappropriate actions people were afraid 

of would not[not? Or would be?] be taking place every day under the current restrictions. 

According to Raife Halil, a girl who knew the value of her chastity and a man who had a 

conscience would never exploit the freedom they were given. Therefore, the remote 

possibility of something inappropriate happening between a young girl and a man was 

not enough to deprive them of their marital rights. 370  

In response to Raife Halil’s article, Hayriye Fitnat, a female reader who described 

herself as young and single, wrote a letter to Kadınlık and expressed her opinions on the 

subject.371 Hayriye Fitnat stated that marriage in Ottoman society meant the union of two 

strangers, who did not know anything about each other’s customs, morals, and manners, 

but were brought together by their neighbors and relatives. She did not understand how 

the opinions and information collected by a group of people in a couple of days could be 

enough for two people to spend their lives together. Hayriye Fitnat believed that this 

practice was fair neither to women nor men, as it constituted an attack against their right 

to choose their life companion. In addition to complaining about the role that neighbors 

and relatives played in arranging marriages, Hayriye Fitnat brought up the issue of 

veiling in her letter, since it was another custom that prevented men and women from 

seeing and interacting with each other. In order to prove that she was not going against 

Islam as well as to avoid criticisms for imitating westerners, she used Circassian, 

Albanian and Bulgarian girls as examples, who circulated freely and did not wear veils 

until they got married, Hayriye Fitnat argued that thanks to this practice, a man could see 

the girl that he was going to marry and a girl could get to know the man she was going to 
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dedicate her life to. She suggested that girls refrain from covering their faces until 

marriage to guarantee their future happiness.372  

Nevvare Şükran also commented on arranged marriages, focusing on the roles 

that different people played in the process. She claimed that although fathers had the right 

to choose husbands for their daughters and mothers had the right to choose wives for 

their sons, they needed to be careful in their decisions.   While she approved of the 

parents’ role, Nevvare Şükran complained about the involvement of relatives and 

neighbors in the decision, who, in her view, often took advantage of innocent young girls 

and married them off to forty or fifty-year old men without their parents’ consent.373  

Unlike Nevvare Şükran, Reşide Nihat was not easy on the parents. While she 

criticized mothers for basing their decisions on their own considerations, she accused the 

fathers of engaging in financial negotiations with their prospective sons-in-laws. 

According to Reşide Nihat, this marriage practice was not suitable for the twentieth 

century and parents were not in a situation to think about the beauty and wealth of a girl 

or the salary and property of a man, since the happiness and prosperity of families and 

therefore societies could only be maintained through the spiritual and physical 

compatibility of men and women.374  

Zühre Hanım, who explicitly pointed out the wrongness of not giving a woman a 

say about her life, at the same time declared that marriage was too serious an issue to be 

left only to a girl’s decision. Fearing that girls might act emotionally or on impulse and 

parents might base their decision on financial factors, neglecting the sentimental aspect of 
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the marital life, she suggested that girls and their parents act together on the issue. 375 

While the former had to determine what kind of man she wanted to marry, the latter had 

to think carefully about the future as well as the success of marriage when making their 

decisions. Zühre Hanım believed that the following criteria might help people choose the 

right person as their marriage partner: 1.Each side had to make sure that their prospective 

life companion was healthy; 2. The man had to be at least 25 years old, so he could finish 

his education and find a job before he got married, and good-looking, since a girl, 

whether pretty or not, would not want to spend her life with someone ugly; 3. The girl 

had to be at least 18 years old, because neither physically nor emotionally could she be 

ready for marriage and motherhood until this age; 4. The man needed to have high 

morals, meaning that he wasn’t a drunk, a gambler, or a debauchee.376   

Along the same lines, Vedide Hanım discussed the specific qualities that women 

needed to look for in their suitors: physical appeal; good character; belonging to a good 

family; knowledge of the rules of etiquette; and ability to earn his livelihood.  Vedide 

Hanım thought that while the first one was not essential, because it was subject to change 

in time, the other qualities played an important role in forming strong and happy families. 

However, none of them actually required women and men to talk to or meet each other 

before marriage, since people would not show their true character to someone they were 

planning to marry anyway, and it was possible to collect information about the rest. 

Despite this fact, it was crucial for women and men to start interacting with each other 
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early on, so that they could really get to know each other and plant the seeds of a good 

relationship that was free of all the abuses seen in contemporary marriages.377 

Evliyazade Makbule criticized those who focused on the looks and the financial 

status of men. According to her, a woman who was educated and took marriage seriously 

would prefer spiritual wealth to material wealth and would want someone nice, 

honorable, intelligent, and virtuous. She would not care if the man were a medical doctor, 

lawyer, author, engineer, or merchant. Instead, she would look for someone who could 

put his personal interests aside for the interests of his homeland and would work in the 

service of humanity, not because he wanted to earn fame and money, but because he was 

kind. She would choose a feminist and progressive husband who was not afraid to show 

his love and compassion for his wife, who did not treat her as if she was his property, and 

who did everything to appeal to his wife’s soul and heart. “In short, the best husbands are 

men who are tender, well-mannered, compassionate, and kind in everything they do,” 

said Evliyazade Makbule: 

…who do not have any financial goals or selfish feelings in mind, such as putting their own future 
under guarentee while spending money on the sustenance and education of their children, but 
those who only try to make a good man/woman out of them with the sublime idea of raising them 
in a way that will benefit the society; who live for their families rather than for themselves; and 

who know really well what their duties are as a husband and a human. 
378

 
 
Another marriage custom that occupied the public discourse in the constitutional 

period, albeit to a lesser extent, was polygamy. As Duben and Behar and many other 

scholars have clearly demonstrated, polygamy, despite being accepted as a part of the 

basic marriage pattern, had been “meeting with increasing disapproval and even 
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opposition in rapidly westernizing Istanbul” from the nineteenth century on.379 Halide 

Edip’s discussion of her father’s polygamous marriage, attests to this fact:  

and my father too was suffering in more than one way. As a man of liberal and modern ideas, his 
marriage was very unfavorably regarded by his friends…Among the household too he felt that he 

had fallen in general esteem. 
380

  
 
Since polygamy was an exception rather than the rule, particularly among the 

western-oriented elite, and the number of women who were involved in this type of 

marriage was relatively small, women in the constitutional period did not pay as much 

attention to this issue as they did to arranged marriages.  

However, polygamy served a different purpose for the male intellectuals who 

debated the role of religion in Ottoman society.  While Abdullah Cevdet called for an 

outright prohibition of the Shari’a’s permission of polygamy because it was one of the 

many religious traditions that held the empire back, Mansurizade Said, who was a 

professor of fiqh, challenged the practice on religious grounds. He argued that there was 

complete agreement in fiqh that the laws of the legislator were as binding as the law of 

the Shari’a in matters on which the divine law enjoined neither command nor prohibition, 

and the practice of polygamy was one such matter. 381 Criticizing the ulema’s stand on the 

issue, he said: 

In defense against the criticisms, the ulema have raced each other to prove the virtues and the 
reasonableness of polygamy; none of them has said that there is nothing legitimizing polygamy in 
Islam, that it is entirely a matter to be left to the legislator’s permissions or prohibition, or that 

Islam absolutely allows the prohibition of polygamy.
382 

 
            Among the members of the ulema who were enthusiastic supporters of polygamy 

were Aksekili Ahmet Hamdi, Musa Kazım, Mahmut Esat, and Ahmet Naim. Publishing 
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countless articles in Islamist publications, such as Sebilürreşad and Beyanülhak, these 

men tried to justify polygamous marriages in different ways.383   Aksekili Ahmed Hamdi 

declared that polygamy helped protect women, preserve public morality, prevent 

adultery, and increase the population,384 whereas Musa Kazım, who believed that men 

were naturally inclined towards multiple women, stated, “Conditions such as pregnancy 

and menstruation entitle men to polygamy. . . . Just as marriage is a requirement of 

natural drives, so the tendency to variety and multiplicity is a natural instinct.” 385 

             In addition to arranged and polygamous marriages, the intellectuals of the time 

discussed the practice of talaq or “man’s divorce,” which referred to the “unilateral 

repudiation of a wife by her husband.”386 “In its baldest form,” Judith Tucker explained, 

“a man could end his marriage simply by pronouncing a formula of divorce, after which 

his wife must wait a statutory period before the divorce was automatically finalized.” 387 

Since the court did not play a role in the process, the wife could not do anything to 

oppose it, and as the husband’s obligation to pay for temporary support was not strictly 

enforced. talaq therefore put many women in a difficult position. Because of that, “the 

doctrine and practice of talaq had been pilloried by both Islamic reformers and women 

activists as degrading to wives, who could be easily cast off for any minor offense, and as 

detrimental to the very institution of marriage itself because it trivialized the marital bond 

by allowing it to be so casually severed.” 388 
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            According to Nimet Cemil, the frequency and ease of divorce was one of the 

biggest problems of the time. Like many others, Nimet Cemil was particularly critical of 

the fact that a man could divorce his wife simply by uttering a word and get away with 

evading his responsibilities towards his ex-wife and children.  She complained that 

although men did not even blink while spending money on entertainment, nightlife, and 

their European mistresses, they would be hesitant to pay alimony for their children.389 

Nimet Cemil stated that this was a serious issue that was not being discussed enough. 

Even though some feminists in the country demanded a law that would force people to 

get a divorce in the religious court before a qadi (judge) and that would grant legal 

protection to women and children after the marriage ended, other issues such as veiling 

occupied a more central place in the press.390 

Considering the issue from a different perspective, Mesudet Bedirhan discussed 

the situation in Bartın to demonstrate that the frequency of divorce cases was connected 

to the way people chose their marriage partners.  She explained to her readers that even 

though the majority of its population was illiterate and ignorant, the divorce rate in Bartın 

was only three percent, much lower than many other more ‘civilized’ places, where the 

divorce rate reached seventy percent. Mesudet Bedirhan stated that when she first heard 

this, she thought that women in Bartın were more patient than the ones in Istanbul, so 

they put up with their husbands’ oppression and cruelty. However, she learned that the 

reason behind the low divorce rate in Bartın was that the marriages in that city were 

based on mutual consent, meaning that men and women chose their own partners. 

Mesudet Bedirhan mentioned that in the surrounding areas, the number of couples who 
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got a divorce was even lower (probably 5 out of 1000), because boys and girls knew each 

other since childhood in villages. 391  

In response to the criticisms of female columnists and newspaper readers, many 

members of the ulema defended the divorce practices in the empire by referring to 

Islamic law. The most interesting figure among them was Musa Kazım, who not only 

served as a Şeyhülislam in the constitutional period, but also as a member of the 

government around the same time the CUP introduced the Family Law of 1917, which 

officially recognized and extended women’s right to divorce. Musa Kazım argued that 

the inferior position granted by Islam to women in the matters of divorce was justified, 

because women were temperamental and if allowed to go to court, no family intimacy 

would remain.392  On the other hand, despite being a strong supporter of the talaq, Musa 

Kazım asserted that unless women failed to show obedience, committed adultery, or there 

was constant fighting, they could not be divorced from their husbands.393  

Another problematic custom that came under criticism in this time period was the 

expensive rituals that accompanied marriage.  “As early as the late nineteenth century, 

the Ottomans were concerned that heavy wedding expenses and household formation 

costs might be a deterrent to marriage, or lead to late marriage and hence population 

decline.”394 Raife Halil declared that even though the wedding celebration had been 

around since the beginning of time and was regarded as an essential part of the marriage 

ceremony, it was nothing but a foolish tradition which needed to be completely 
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eliminated because it forced people to waste their money and hurt families’ budgets.395 

She was aware that many people would ask her if they should refrain from marriage 

altogether to avoid incurring expenses, so she made it clear that staying single to evade 

expenses was as ridiculous as spending lots of money just because you were getting 

married. Raife Halil believed that the bride and the groom deserved a nuptial ceremony in 

accordance with religious rules where they would agree to the terms of the marriage 

contract, but did not need an elaborate celebration where they entertained a bunch of 

people with banquets and musicians just to show off. 396 Not being able to understand the 

logic behind wasting the money that was earned over the years through hard work on 

something that would last for a day, Raife Halil told young couples and their parents that 

this practice would ruin many more lives if it were not abolished.397 According to Raife 

Halil, more and more people were realizing the redundancy of this custom but not really 

doing anything to change it.398   

Even though expensive wedding celebrations were the main focus of criticism, the 

various gifts bought for the young couple, the new clothes purchased for the marriage 

ceremonies, and the dowry prepared for the bride were other sources of expenditure that 

were believed to hurt families both financially and spiritually.399 Adviye Sıtkı stated that 

no matter how much the old customs related to marriage had been the subject of criticism 

in the press, people’s habits had not changed much, as fathers kept wasting money on 

dowries, mothers kept making ridiculous demands to the grooms’ families, families kept 
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buying expensive presents for each other, and brides kept demanding wedding tiaras.400 

Complaining about the fact that people paid more attention to financial status and 

property than they did to upbringing and morality, Adviye Sıtkı argued that unless 

contemporary practices were reformed or eliminated, marriages were doomed to go 

bankrupt. 401 

The discussion on problems related to marriage also included the status of women 

within the family. Fatma Aliye, who believed that family life constituted a major setback 

for the Muslim world, argued that the main reason for the problems witnessed in this area 

was the low status given to women in general. Trying to demonstrate that religion had 

nothing to do with this, she claimed that women in the early days of Islam had a much 

better position, since they were the heads of their families, had the same level of 

knowledge as men, and acted as their husbands’ companions and compatriots.  However, 

this was not the case any more. Fatma Aliye stated that women in time had come to be 

regarded as some sort of goods that needed to be protected in a chest or tools of pleasure 

who were destined to spend their lives at home.402 Since most people thought that it was a 

mistake to listen to what women said and “women were like a headache that needed to be 

put up with rather than life partners or blessings,” they were granted an inferior position 

within the family, which ultimately hurt the whole society.403 

While Fatma Aliye referred to the early ages of Islam to point out the problems 

regarding women’s status in Ottoman families, there were others who used the western 

world as an example. Both Fatma Nesibe and Fatma Zerrin asserted that women were the 
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most influential and powerful members of the family in Europe, despite the bread- 

winning position of men. It was women who were in charge of family matters, organized 

daily affairs, and made all the decisions pertaining to the household, basically ruling 

everybody in it.404 Women had great and absolute power within the family, not only 

because men spent most of the day outside, but also due to their roles as mothers. They 

were “sovereigns” who controlled their subjects both psychically and spiritually. 

Furthermore, in return for all their efforts and hard work, women enjoyed certain rights 

and received both love and respect from their husbands, which were essential for family 

happiness.
405

 

The last practice that became a subject of criticism was people’s ignorance about 

marital life, which was blamed for the decrease in the number of births as well as the 

increase in the number of divorce cases. Fatma Nesibe declared that both women and 

men looked at each other with suspicion and considered married life a hell, because they 

did not know anything about the opposite sex. While men were lazy and inclined towards 

debauchery, women did not know how to make themselves more appealing to their 

husbands or saw it as a burden.406 Similarly, Raife Halil suggested that most of the 

problems between married couples resulted from their lack of inexperience in social 

intercourse, about which they received no education or training from their parents. Even 

if they were allowed to meet before they got married, men and women could neither fully 

understand one another nor communicate with each other, as they were not familiar with 

the practice of social intercourse, which was essential for forming a happy family and 

                                                 
404

 B.P., “Beyaz Konferans”, Kadın-Đstanbul 4:8; Fatma Zerrin, “Terbiye-i Medeniye-3,” Kadınlar Dünyası 
146 (7 June 1330): 4-5. 
405

 Fatma Zerrin, “Terbiye-i Medeniye-4,” Kadınlar Dünyası 147 (14 June 1330): 6-7. 
406

 B.P., “Beyaz Konferans,” Kadın-Đstanbul 8 (May 1912): 2-8. 



 

 

175

 

raising good children.407 Vedide Hanım agreed; since religious and social rules did not 

allow them to interact outside the boundaries of marriage, the relationships men and 

women formed in the later years of their lives were full of problems and abuses. 408 

Nevvare Şükran’s perspective was different from those of her counterparts. 

Focusing only on the ignorance of women, she wrote:  

I know a lot of women who don’t [even] know how to hold a broom or have never heard the sound 
of a pot boiling on the stove. Please, we should accept and confess that it is the deficiency in our 
women’s education and training more than the particularity (meticulousness) of our men that 
cause these terrible problems . . . that have been shaking and poisoning the foundations of our 
family and social life all along. . . . A man is a sun that radiates various sorts of light and joy even 
to the darkest houses. If man is a body, then the woman is the soul that keeps its alive. If women 
appreciated the power and the importance of the role that they are capable of playing in life, men, 

for sure, would live happily in marriage.
409

  
 
Unlike Nevvare Şükran, Ulviye Mevlan called attention to the problems in men’s 

upbringing by discussing the mistakes families made in raising their sons. She stated that 

because parents failed to teach their sons what it meant to be in a marriage and what their 

responsibilities were, men did not stop frequenting bars, nightclubs, or theaters even after 

they got married.  Ulviye Mevlan asked men as well as their parents how a relationship 

between a husband and wife could be established while men spent their time outside and 

women were tied to the house with children.410 

In order to eliminate the problems related to married life, two main ideas were 

proposed. The first one was the codification of a new and progressive family code that 

would regulate marriage, divorce, concubinage, and polygamy to advance women’s 

marital rights. 411 The main focus was on divorce as the most detrimental practice to 

women. According to Halil Hamit, the government had to draft a uniform family code, 
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the first article of which gave women the right to get a divorce, so that men could not 

oppress their wives any more.412 Likewise, Mehmet Sadi wanted divorce to be a legal 

issue that was handled in court in order to guarantee women’s rights. Comparing the 

divorce practices in Britain and the Ottoman Empire, he stated that the law in the former 

protected the rights of both sides, forcing the guilty party to pay compensation for any 

damages.413 

 The second main suggestion was that the government pay more attention to 

women’s education to bridge the gap between husbands and wives. While boys studied 

new sciences, visited foreign countries, met with foreigners, and changed their 

worldviews as well as their lifestyles, girls remained ignorant and secluded in their 

homes, alienated from their prospective husbands. The solution, however, was not only to 

open girls’ schools in the country, but also to send female students to Europe so that 

women and men could become compatible, having the same educational experience. 414 

The post-revolutionary debate on marital issues reflected the changes in people’s 

perceptions about marriage as well as about the roles women and men were expected to 

play in family life. Marriage was no longer seen only as an institution that served the 

fulfillment of social and economic duties. It was also supposed to provide emotional 

fulfillment for the individual. Accordingly, there was a significant increase in the 

demands, mostly from women, for a more egalitarian marital life based on mutual love 

and respect. In order to reach this goal, many female columnists and newspaper readers 

had to tackle topics highly revered by the Islamists and engaged in controversies with 

their male counterparts. Considering old practices, shaped by both Islamic law and local 
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customs, to be responsible for the problems witnessed in marriages, these women found 

the solution in pushing for broader changes, such as improving male and female 

education, elevating women’s social and legal status, and allowing pre-marital 

interactions between the sexes, which required rearrangement of the gender relations in 

Ottoman society. The policies adopted by the CUP in regards to women’s education, 

employment, and legal rights were steps in this direction. 

  
Clothing 

 
           Ottoman women’s clothing practices differed significantly depending on their age, 

social background, economic status, and area of residence, even though most of them 

covered their bodies with some of sort of veiling (tesettür) in accordance with religious 

and local customs. Women’s attire had also shown variations over time. In the nineteenth 

century, many urban women from the upper and middle classes wore the feradje (long 

and loose capes or cloaks). However, after he came to power, Abdülhamid II banned the 

more revealing feradje in favor of the black charshaf. Under his rule, women were not 

only fully veiled, but also “liable to be picked up by the police if they ventured out of 

their houses without a male guard,” 415 as Abdülhamid II used police interference to 

regulate women’s clothing and to maintain gender segregation.  

          Following the Revolution of 1908, some women started defying the dress code 

issued by the Sultan. According to Berkes, in the constitutional period, 

Urban women began to develop an outdoor dress that was a mixture of Muslim, European, and 
Russian forms. Their hair was concealed under a blue or black net wrapped like a turban or drawn 
back to drop in folds. The veils followed the current fashions in Europe and were more decorative 
than concealing. By a two-stage development, the enveloping çarşaf was transformed into a short 
cape clipped across the chest and a long overskirt. Underneath this was worn an open-necked 
blouse and the then-current long European skirts; heavy block stockings and modish petticoats 
were worn beneath these and some women adopted the European high-heeled button bottoms. 
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Middle and lower class women wore light mohair or Damascene çarşafs with no veil, especially 

when many of them had to work during World War I.
416

  
 
The women who adopted this style of clothing were often depicted as violating 

political and social boundaries, as their clothing represented the possible encroachment of 

women into previously male-only spheres. 417 Even though their numbers were small, the 

conservative elements within the society “embellished the fact and generalized 

exceptions to show that moral calamity was not only imminent, but had arrived.”418 

Consequently, the changes witnessed in women’s clothing as well as their increasing 

presence in public triggered violent outbursts, particularly in Istanbul and Izmir, which 

ranged from harassing women by tearing their clothes to stopping women’s carriages and 

assaulting the men who accompanied them.419 Turning into a serious problem for the 

government as well as women, these attacks later became the subject of many articles in 

the press, as will be discussed in more detail in the following section.  

            While some members of the ulema called the government to take measures 

against women who violated the dress code, Cemal Pasha, upon his appointment as the 

military governor of Istanbul in 1913, gave the police strict orders not to interfere in 

ladies’ clothing.420  He later explained in his memoirs the reasoning behind his actions:   

During my period of office as Military governor I have proved that I am one of the most zealous 
advocates of the emancipation of women, or to put it more accurately, I believe firmly in the 
important part which woman is called upon to play not only in social life, but also in public 

affairs. 
421
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            However, as pressure from conservative groups, both within and outside the party, 

intensified in time, the CUP had to post the following announcement on Istanbul walls in 

September 1917: 

In the last few months shameful fashions are being seen in the streets of the Capital. All Muslim 
women are called upon to lengthen their skirts, refrain from wearing corsets and wear a thick 

çarşaf. A maximum of two days is allowed to abide by the orders of this proclamation.
 422

  
 

            This announcement was soon retracted and replaced with a new one which stated:  

The general directorate regrets that old and retrograde women were able to induce a subaltern 
employee to publicize an announcement ordering Muslim women to go back to old fashions. We 

announce that the previous orders are null and void.
423

  
 

            The government also set up a committee in the midst of World War I to discuss 

the suitable length for women’s skirts.424 The contradictory statements and policies of the 

Unionists regarding women’s attire over a ten-year period revealed the division within 

Ottoman society as well as within the CUP over this issue.  

         Fashion acted as a metaphor for the social order and was used “not only to attack 

foreign intervention and differentiate the Europeanized from the traditional, but also 

directly to satirize social problems associated with the old and new regimes.” 425 Serving 

as a medium to discuss much broader issues, such as modernization, religious and/or 

national identity, family life, moral values, and women’s place in society, women’s 

clothing occupied not only the political scene but also the intellectual arena. As a hotly 

contested terrain among different ideological groups, this issue became the subject of 

many articles in the post-revolutionary press. There were two main sides in the debate 

over women’s attire: those who were in favor of changing or abandoning the form of 
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tesettür (veiling) that was in practice at the time, and those who wanted to keep it the 

same.  

           The people who favored change used different arguments to justify their position. 

One of these arguments was that tesettür prevented people from establishing healthy 

marriages, since it made it impossible for men to see their prospective wives and to 

interact with them. Mükerrem Belkıs thought that abandoning the veil would help men 

and women build a warmer and closer relationship, which would ultimately propagate 

marriage and facilitate the formation of strong families. She wrote:  

In my opinion, the veil, which is only worthy of being ripped up, does not leave any feeling, 
chastity, or innocence in girls. Does a girl wear a veil? Be assured that the veil causes her value to 
fall. We realized how necessary, even essential, it is for a girl and a boy to see each other before 
marriage. But the veil constitutes a serious obstacle in this matter. The girl can see the man, but 
man cannot see the girl. . . . Do we not have a speck of brain (intellect) that we cover her face as if 
she is deficient and guilty? . . . Oh, I wish you knew how much harm the veil causes us….We 
should ruin the veil before it ruins us.  We shall rip it up and trample on it. I am talking to Muslim 
women. We shall tear and remove the black veil that we cover our faces with, which (damages our 
benefits?), violates our feelings, eradicates our innocence, and leads us to make bad marriages. It 
is time to understand this reality. We shall not be weak and cowardly.  Do we not have enough 
strength in our hands to rip it up? If not, it is a shame! 

426
 

 
The second argument was that the current form of veiling was not in accordance 

with religious rules. Referring to the practice of clothing in other Muslim societies such 

as Egypt, India, and Turkistan, Fatma Nesibe tried to prove that the style of clothing 

adopted by women in the Ottoman Empire had nothing to do with Islam. She argued that 

what would be considered seductive by Ottomans would be considered “a funny sign of 

inept conservatism” in other parts of the Islamic world and if their counterparts saw what 

Ottoman women were wearing, they would make fun of them. “Don’t we feel the same 

way when we see Iranian and Afghani garments that resemble flour sacks?” she asked the 

audience.427 Progressive male intellectuals such as Halil Hamit and Celal Nuri shared the 
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same opinion. While the former believed that it was not Islam, but ignorant and self-

seeking people who introduced the practice of veiling, the latter explained that the main 

factor behind tesettür was the distortion of religious rules.  

Aziz Haydar took it one step further and declared that the veil was not only not 

religious, but also unhealthy, distasteful, and immoral. She recommended the people who 

complained about women’s violation of the dress code ask those who were religious, 

those who were scholars, those who had good taste, and those who were health experts 

what they thought of the current style of veiling. She was sure that none of them would 

approve of it. It was not religious because if it were a part of the sheriat, the judge would 

not order a female witness to take off her veil so that he could see her face. It was not 

moral because there was no way of knowing what was happening behind thick veils and 

loose çarşafs. Once women put on the veil, they could pass by their fathers or husbands 

and they would not be recognized. Veiling was not healthy, either, because women had to 

dress lightly under the thin çarşafs in order to look good, causing them to catch cold, 

tuberculosis, and pneumonia. Aziz Haydar did not understand which aspect of this dress 

people were still defending, especially considering the fact that those who wore the 

feradje were criticizing çarşafs when they first appeared 25-30 years earlier.428 According 

to Aziz Haydar, the feradje was an outfit that was not suitable for Islam at all, since it 

covered the neck, shoulders, and bosom with only one yaşmak and forced women to walk 

around almost half-naked. She declared that women’s goal was to design an outfit in 

accordance with religion, morality, and health based on scholars’ opinion, not to create an 

arbitrary outfit that would expose their bodies. 429 
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The third argument against the veil was that it constituted a major obstacle for 

women who wanted to be a part of the social and economic life. Demanding an 

immediate clothing reform, the writers of Kadınlar Dünyası announced that women 

wanted to leave their house, to undertake new roles, and to serve in public institutions, 

but the veil, as an obstructive element, kept them from engaging in this new way of life.430 

Grace Ellison noted that Halide Edip considered the veil a barrier between the sexes, 

which made it impossible for them to work together for the common cause of humanity. 

“It makes the woman at once ‘the forbidden fruit,’” Halide Edip explained, 

and surrounds her with an atmosphere of mystery which, although fascinating, is neither desirable 
nor healthy. The thicker the veil the harder the male stares. The more the woman covers her face 
the more he longs to see the features which, were he to see but once, would interest him no 

more.
431

  
 
In response to a woman from a rural area, who asked her if the women of Istanbul 

had really thrown away the çarşaf and were wandering around like Christian women, 

Feride Servet said that although this was a big lie, women wanted to change the style of 

tesettür in Đstanbul, so that they could have the same freedom as their counterparts who 

lived in rural areas. “You go to the field, take care of your children and help your men,” 

she said,  “when he is sick or goes to do his military service, you take care of everything . 

. . Do you wear çarşaf? . . . You only put something on your head and the shalvar you are 

wearing can be seen from the bottom to the top.” 432  

Halil Hamit stated that veiling limited women’s freedom of movement to such an 

extent that it made them feel as if they were dead.433 Similarly, Kılıçzade Hakkı believed 

that the salvation of women depended on the removal of the veil and claimed that once 
                                                 
430

 Kadınlar Dünyası, “Kuvvet-i Mevcudiyetimizle Muzaheret Edelim,” Kadınlar Dünyası 73 (15 June 
1329): 1.  
431

 Ellison, 69. 
432

 Feride Servet, “Evrak-ı Varide,” Kadınlar Dünyası 123 (21 December 1329): 14-15. 
433

 Halil Hamit, 52. 



 

 

183

 

the veil was eliminated, women would be able to receive education, to get involved in 

public life, to work in the service of the homeland, and to engage in trade.434 Kılıçzade 

Hakkı accused the conservative groups of becoming obsessed with the veil following the 

declaration of the constitution, as if it was the only issue that the “woman question 

consisted of. 

The fourth argument in favor of modifying or abandoning the contemporary style 

of veiling was that it was going to guarantee national salvation as well. First, the divorce 

rates would drop because people would be able to see each other before they got married. 

Second, women would be able to attend the parliament, forcing the male deputies to be 

more civil.435 Third, Ottomans would stop being the laughing stock of the western world, 

since the veil, which was nothing but a curtain between women and the world, made 

women look like ogres.436 Fourth, the country would advance rapidly, as the obstacle that 

had left half of its population incompetent for centuries would be eliminated. Fifth, social 

life would improve, for people would be able to interact with each other freely.437 Sixth, 

granting its women the right to live, the Ottoman Empire would finally be able to gain its 

place in the civilized world.  

Even though they received considerable support from some of their male 

counterparts in their struggle against the strict form of veiling, there were many female 

intellectuals who believed that women’s clothing was an issue that needed to be 

discussed by women. Feriha Kamuran stated: 

It’s regretful that this issue has been discussed mostly by our men. . . . If we think about it, neither 
defense nor criticism [of it] falls on men. Thankfully, women are not so helpless as not to be able 
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to understand their own interests and benefits in life. . . . They should have sorted out the issue of 
veiling, which is related to their life, among themselves and presented the outcome to men for 
examination. Then, men should have explicated their opinions…But this is not the way it 
happened. When they wanted to defend women’s rights, they put them down and when they 
wanted to put them down, they defended them . . . the reality of women should always be settled 

by women’s thoughts.
438

  
 
Similarly, Aziz Haydar complained about men’s interference in women’s 

decisions about their clothing. She stated:  

Are you aware that Turkish women sometimes do not even possess the right to choose the shoe 
that they are going to wear? I can show you millions of men, even young and enlightened men, 
who intervene in the smallest decisions of women, by saying that you are not going to wear such a 
çarşaf, you are not going to use such a shoe, and you are not going to comb your hair this way. . . . 
Men who consider women toys of their own pleasure and captives of their commands constitute 

ninety eight percent of the population and maybe even more.
439

  
 
There were even religious women who wholeheartedly supported the practice of 

tesettür yet believed that this issue only concerned women. In a letter published in 

Sebilürreşad/Sırat-ı Müstakim, Maide Rıza asked, “Do women talk about men’s fez or 

clothes, why do men keep talking about women’s veils?”440 Although Maide Rıza was 

addressing those who criticized veiling, the fact that she wanted this issue to be settled by 

women instead of men was significant, because it demonstrated that conservative women, 

too, wanted to take the matters into their own hands when it came to issues that directly 

affected their lives.   

Despite these criticisms, as already seen, the male intellectuals of the 

constitutional period were heavily involved in the debate over women’s attire. In fact, the 

most heated debates in the press about the issue occurred among the male columnists, 

particularly those of Đçtihad and Sebilürreşad/Sırat-ı Müstakim, two publications that 

represented opposite sides of the ideological spectrum. The main actors of this debate 
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were Abdullah Cevdet, Kılıçzade Hakkı, Celal Nuri, and Salahaddin Asım from the 

former and Musa Kazım and Mehmet Ferit Vecdi from the latter. Abdullah Cevdet, as 

one of the earliest critics of the restrictions imposed on women in the name of religion, 

opened a campaign against the veil in Đçtihad under the motto “Open the Quran and the 

women.”441 Participating in this campaign, Celal Nuri stated in his writings that veiling 

and seclusion had nothing to do with chastity and good morals. While there were many 

chaste women and nations who did not adopt the practice of veiling, there were plenty of 

despicable people in places where women were covered.442 Celal Nuri also emphasized 

the relationship between oppression and veiling and announced that seclusion abounded 

in places where intensive oppression prevailed, whereas unveiling increased in places 

where minds were awakened.  

Salahaddin Asım blamed tesettür for the lack of social life in the Ottoman 

Empire.  Since gender relations as well as social rules and practices were based on the 

practice of veiling that forced women and men to lead separate lives, Ottomans were 

deprived of an active and lively social life, which was one of the main characteristics of a 

civilized nation. According to Salahaddin Asım, the words “woman” and “veiling” were 

almost synonymous and they could not be imagined without the other. Likewise, in 

people’s eyes, women’s morality depended on the veil.443 Considering the issue from the 

perspective of psychology, physiology, and sociology, Salahaddin Asım argued that 

veiling emerged out of the male need and desire to control the female as well as to 

subjugate her to his lust. The veil protected woman not as an individual whose chastity 
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was under threat but as something that belonged to men.444 Tesettür, which isolated and 

removed women from civilized and social life, not only disregarded woman’s 

individuality, but also put her under protection for the sake of men. Since the public 

conscience did not recognize women’s existence as an independent individual, it 

supervised, detained and imprisoned her. If the woman had existed as an individual, there 

would have been no need for the veil. Therefore, the existence of the practice of veiling 

was enough proof that women’s existence in society was only in relation to men.445 

Selahaddin Asım also stated that women had an essential role to play in families 

and societies, so the issue of veiling had to be considered from the perspective of these 

two institutions as well. In order for women to perform their roles in these two places, 

veiling had to be eliminated. Veiling would make sense only in primitive societies where 

women were regarded not as human beings but as instruments of pleasure. Only in 

societies where women were seen as subjects of lust would there be a need to hide them 

from strangers’ eyes. Salahaddin Asım suggested, “Veiling is both the cause and the 

result of considering women female (dişi) rather than a human being.”446  

In response to the Islamists’ accusations that women who did not strictly observe 

the practice of tesettür were acting against religion, the writers of Đçtihad asked if Islam 

was a wild bird hiding under women’s çarşafs that would fly away as soon as the çarşaf 

opened. “Muslimhood is neither under the çarşaf nor under the shoe,” they said, “it is in 

the actions and behaviors, and nothing else.” They were particularly critical of the new 

style of veiling, which made women look like they were wearing flour sacks instead of 
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clothes, almost turning them into animals.447 It is clear from these writings that opponents 

of the veil saw it as more than a piece of cloth that women used to cover themselves with. 

It was considered both the cause and symptom of broader social problems, such as 

ignorance, oppression, backwardness, inequality between the sexes, immorality, 

inefficiency, and corruption of religious values.   

On the other hand, the writers of Sebilürreşad/Sırat-ı Müstakim, who were against 

the contamination of Islam by western values, regarded the changes in tesettür as the 

touchstone of such contamination and called the government to take strict measures 

against those who violated the Islamic rules of veiling.448 Although there were only a few 

women physically challenging the veiling rule at the time, they generalized it and claimed  

“A moral calamity was not only imminent but had arrived.”449 As the  

Şeyhülislam, Musa Kazım, stated: 

Unfortunately, following the restoration of the constitution many people did not observe it; God 
forefend, it is likely to give rise to great trouble very soon if it goes on like this…the fourth and 
seventh clauses of the constitution state that the religion of the state is Islam…Every citizen of the 
Ottoman state is under legal obligation to observe all the rules of this sublime religion. The 
government is under the obligation of taking punitive measures against the violator…One of the 
obligations was the covering of women, including their hair, with clothes devoid of luxury and in 

a way not to arouse voluptousness in others.
450

 
 
Musa Kazım argued that since women were delicate by nature and prone to men’s 

attacks, veiling that provided protection had to be seen as a great gesture of kindness and 

compassion shown towards women. 451 If women did not cover themselves up, a man 

could see a more beautiful and younger woman than his wife and fall in love with her, 
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ruining his family.452 In response to those who claimed that the veil took away women’s 

rights, Musa Kazım argued that veiling did not prevent women from receiving an 

education, managing their money and property, or going on excursions. The only thing 

that the veil did was to let women do all these things in dignity. 453 

In a series of articles where he discussed recent developments in Egypt in regards 

to the practice of tesettür, Mehmet Ferit Vecdi harshly criticized those who favored 

unveiling, since he believed that it would ruin chastity, eliminate morality, and bring 

shame, dishonor, and disorder to the Islamic community. Mehmet Ferit Vecdi did not 

understand why any man would want his wife or daughter to walk around wearing make-

up or a dress that would expose her bosom, neck, and arms to the “nasty looks of 

immoral men.” He said that especially in Egypt, where women were constantly being 

insulted and harassed in public, men were supposed to encourage women to wear veils, 

not to remove them. According to Mehmet Ferit Vecdi, a man who let his wife go outside 

without wearing a veil in such an environment committed a crime against all men who 

had dignity. He asked the proponents of unveiling why they did not try to reform the 

society and eliminate immorality instead of asking women to expose their bodies in the 

name of freedom.454 

According to Mehmet Ferit Vecdi, tesettür did not deprive women of their rights. 

If unveiled women had more rights, lower class and peasant women, who did not fully 

cover their bodies, would not be the ones to be subjected to men’s oppression the most. 455 

Women who walked around half or fully naked in Africa and Australia would have all 
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the rights in the world.456 Mehmet Ferit Vecdi suggested that if they removed their veils, 

Muslim women would lose all the rights Islam granted to them and would have to suffer 

from the same problems as millions of western women. They would be forced to work in 

factories, do manual work, and age early under the burden of life in order to earn their 

livelihood.457 That is why he doubted that those who wanted to get rid of the veil had 

women’s interest in mind.458  

Sebilürreşad/Sırat-ı Müstakim also published letters by its female readers in 

support of the veil. One of these readers was Ayşe Meliha, who wrote:  

A Muslim woman in her clothes of chastity is happy as a bird, coy as a flower, lively as a 
butterfly, but also taintless as a rose. The people who want women to take off their veils are those 

vagabonds who want to wander around with women in freedom.
459

  
 
She stated that even though those vagabonds who had surfaced recently under the 

name “feminists” thought they were doing a service to womanhood or the homeland by 

getting rid of the veil and throwing women out into the street “half-naked,” they were 

actually violating the most important and basic rule of the Islamic law.460   

Hafız Baki, another conservative intellectual, stated that the main reasons behind 

the weakness of the Islamic world were irreligiousness and violation of the rule of 

veiling. Complaining about the changes witnessed in women’s attire over the last eight 

years, meaning since the declaration of the constitution, Hafız Baki said that it came to 

such a point that Muslim women had almost thrown away the cover on their heads and 

the çarşafs off their backs. They were wandering around in coats just like Christian 

women; their bosom, chest, and hair were out in the open; their faces and eyes were 
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painted; they were wearing tight skirts and socks as thin as a net. “Is this what civilization 

supposed to be?” he asked, “I am embarrassed to call them Muslim.”461  

Although the majority of conservative writers discussed women’s clothing in 

terms of religion and morality, there were others who focused on its effect on the 

economy. The consumption of foreign products, mainly associated with women, was a 

major concern, particularly during the Balkan Wars. In a pamphlet printed as part of the 

Muslim Boycott of 1913-1914, women were asked to pay attention to the name of the 

store they shopped at as well as the language spoken by the employees so that they could 

tell if the owner was a non-Muslim. If that was the case, they were urged to immediately 

walk away. The pamphlet included statements like, “Do not give the money earned by 

your men to those who intend to kill them as well as you,” “Choose locally manufactured 

products,” “Be a role model for other women,” “You can have a great impact by 

committing a small act,” and so forth.462 It was believed that by wearing native fabrics and 

boycotting imported textiles, women could help “free the nation from its dependence on 

European merchants and manufacturers.”463  

In response to an article published in Kadınlar Dünyası, a reader named Nazmi, 

identifying himself as someone who was in favor of progress and had a revolutionary 

spirit, criticized the style of clothing that was becoming popular among women. Nazmi 

mentioned seeing many girls from the lower classes wearing expensive colorful socks 

and revealing them under the slits on their çarşaf that went up to their kneecaps, just 

because it was the new fashion.  Nazmi said that this interest in fashion not only made 
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women wear strange and funny-looking clothes, causing foreigners to make fun of them, 

but also wasted the little money that Ottomans had in their pockets. He complained that 

while many men worked ten to twelve hours a day to make ends meet, women spent 

hundreds of thousands of lira every day on clothes to be trendy. Regarding fashion as a 

new strategy that was developed by Europeans to take Ottomans’ money, Nazmi stated 

that women who fell for this trick were ruining local industry and the national economy 

as well as the sacred traditions of their homeland. According to Nazmi, it was criminal 

for Ottoman women to spend money on fabrics or hair and nail dos, because it was a 

waste of local resources that only benefited the ‘deceitful merchants’ of the western 

world. He suggested that women continue to wear their old, conservative, but dignified 

and graceful clothes, which the foreigners did not like because of the financial loss that 

they were afraid to incur, rather than the supposedly “elegant, neat and classy” garments 

that violated their privacy.464  

Another person who accused Ottoman women of hurting the economy was Đbn-ül 

Hak Mehmed Tahir, the author of a book entitled Meşrutiyet Hanımları (Ladies of the 

Constitution). Criticizing them for spending their money on clothes while there were so 

many needy people around them, Đbn-ül Hak Mehmed Tahir blamed all the problems of 

the society on women.465 He believed that since the reign of Mahmud II, the westerners 

had been selling all kinds of ridiculous items to Ottoman women as necessities of 

fashion, destroying their patriotism along with their national outfit. He argued that the 

“ladies of the constitution” only cared about fashion and were not concerned with 

knowledge, science, or the future of the homeland. To demonstrate how things had 
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changed over time, Đbn-ül Hak Mehmed Tahir declared that in the past, women, 

complying with national customs, would fully cover themselves when they went out and 

not wear any adornments on their clothes.466  Turkishness and Ottomanhood used to 

derive their honor from this simpleness. However, they were now associated with 

ostentation because of contemporary women.467 Đbn-ül Hak Mehmet Tahir made it clear 

that he was not falsely accusing all women based on the actions of a small group; his 

criticisms were directed towards every Ottoman woman who had money to spend. “The 

stores of Beyoğlu and all of their employees are witnesses to the accuracy of this 

statement,” he said.468  

In response to these accusations, the writers of Women’s World reminded men of 

their own wasteful spending. While most women’s monthly expenditure did not exceed a 

few liras, men spent hundreds of liras on gambling, alcohol, and prostitutes every night. 

These women also argued that beautifying was a natural feeling that every woman had 

and no one could call it ridiculous or redundant.469 Even though they believed that Turkish 

women were not wasteful but patriotic and self-sacrificing, the writers of Women’s World 

agreed with their opponents that the new style of clothes benefited the Europeans and 

hurt the national economy. Accordingly, they developed solutions that would allow them 

both to change the current form of tesettür and to protect national resources. Pakize Sadri, 

who suggested designing a national outfit by using domestic products, said:  

Let’s throw the scarves into the face of Europe that is laughing at us.  Let’s shove them into their 
eyes that look at us with disregard and contempt and tell them in a loud voice that we, too, have 
intellect. We, too, know how to work. We will keep ourselves alive. We are giving you back 

                                                 
466

 Ibid., 11. 
467

 Ibid., 12. 
468

 Ibid., 9-10. 
469

 Nimet Cemil, “Cevap,” Kadınlar Dünyası 149 (28 June 1330): 5-6. 



 

 

193

 

everything that poisons and imprisons us. We ask that you don’t send us these kinds of things any 

more; be sure that if you do, they will rot and perish.
470

  
 
In order to “nationalize” women’s clothing, the columnists at Women’s World 

considered establishing an association that would do the following; collect information 

about the history of Muslim women’s clothing; find women who had taste and who knew 

about how to design a dress so that they could create new and authentic models; get 

approval from doctors that these models were in accordance with the rules of hygiene; 

introduce the newly designed clothes to the public in stores where women were present; 

distribute them to tailors; and advertise them in the press.471 While some of these women 

expressed the need to reform undergarments, shoes, and head covers in addition to 

outside garments, others believed that discrepancies observed among headscarves, coats, 

cloaks, çarşafs in different neighborhoods and cities should be eliminated, which would 

lower the expenses related to the changes in fashion.472  

The Revolution of 1908 not only alleviated the restrictions on women’s attire, but 

also created a new environment that transformed Ottoman women into active participants 

in the debate over their clothing. For the first time, women found the chance to openly 

express their views, criticisms, and demands about veiling, a practice deeply rooted in 

society. Through their writings and actions they made it clear to everyone that they 

wanted to settle the issue among themselves because it concerned them personally. The 

fact that women wanted and proceeded to take the lead on such a sensitive topic was 

remarkable, considering its broader connotations. Since women’s clothing was 
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intertwined with many other issues such as religion, westernization, cultural integrity, 

morality, national economy, men’s control over women, and women’s freedom of 

movement, the involvement of women in this issue automatically made them a part of the 

general debate about the identity of the empire and the changing gender relations in 

Ottoman society. Pushing for a clothing reform based on religious values and their own 

needs rather than on the demands of male ideologues, the female activists of the 

constitutional period tried not only to give more autonomy in their lives, but also to 

construct a modest yet modern identity for Ottoman society. 

 

Social Life 

           Even though growing numbers of Ottoman women appeared in public during the 

Tanzimat Period as a result of the improvements in public transportation system, the 

emergence of a lively social and cultural life, and the open-minded attitude of the 

government, they were not able to engage actively in social life in large numbers until the 

Revolution of 1908.  Building on the changes that increased women’s mobility and 

freedom in the nineteenth century as well as implementing new policies that paved the 

way for women to emerge as professionals, laborers, business owners, protesters, 

lecturers, publishers, writers, and government employees, the new regime both 

accelerated and encouraged women’s participation into social life.  Grace Ellison 

explained this process in the following way: 

The jubilation that accompanied the Young Turk Revolution, the fall of Hamidian despotism 
and the restoration of parlimantarianism in Ottoman society provided an enormous stimulus for 

the opening up that had begun in a more restricted way in the late nineteenthcentury. 
473
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               Despite the fact that laws regarding women’s clothing and gender segragation 

remained strict, the Unionists choose not to enforce them in order to facilitate women’s 

engagement in public life. Accordingly, women in the constitutional period could go to 

hotels to visit their friends; drive home at night with their male relatives; saunter through 

the bazaar; shop at the stores in Pera; walk in the newly laid-out parks and attend 

lectures, musical performances, and plays with men; go to movie screenings for women; 

and travel on vehicles of public transportation such as street cars, trolleys, and ferry 

boats, albeit in partitioned sections.474 Ellison states that women in the post-revolutionary 

were also able to experience romance: 

Despite the veil and chaperoning, it became somewhat easier for young men and women of the 
literate classes to meet in public places, in parks, picnic spots, theatres, at weddings and 
celebrations. A furtive glance, a flirtatious turn under the veil, a handkerchief dropped, a flower in 
one’s lapel, a secret love-letter passed from hand to hand, these were some of the public symbols 

of a still forbidden, though increasingly tolerated romance.
475

 
 
            According to Ellison, one had to be in Istanbul during Abdulhamid II’s reign to 

understand the proper value of these steps towards freedom, which might seem as 

elementary every-day occurrences to many westerners. 476 

             Even though there had always been women in the streets, their increasing 

presence in public following the revolution, particularly unveiled and in mixed company, 

ignited many protests. In October 1908, which coincided with the month of Ramadan, 

there were many incidents and at least two serious and violent demonstrations in Istanbul, 

during which the protesters demanded the closure of bars and theaters, and restrictions on 
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women’s freedom of movement.477 Moreover, in the winter of 1909, thousands of people 

in Izmir gathered and prevented Muslim women from going to the theater by force. 478  

            The conservative elements within the society believed that the loosening of 

women on the streets resulted from “the Ottoman Revolution, the social and political 

transformations that the empire was undergoing, and the European cultural invasion, all 

of which contributed to a lack of restraint.”479 As the integrity of Ottoman culture was 

contingent upon the sexuality of its women, the government had to reestablish its control 

over women who threatened the social order. However, the government was usually 

reluctant to interfere in the activities of women, except to foster their freedom.480 

           The controversy over women’s participation in social life, which was mostly 

carried out in the press, focused on the following themes: the reasons why women should 

or should not take part in social life, the problems women faced in public, and the 

changes that took place after the revolution. Those who supported women’s presence in 

public discussed its various benefits. Fatma Seniye suggested that in order to work 

properly, people were in need of a healthy body, which depended on eating well, 

breathing fresh air, having fun, and exercising. So if women wanted to be healthy and 

perform their duties well, they had to demand a space where they could do all these 

things. “We should not be silent,” said Fatma Seniye. “They don’t give milk to a baby 

who does not cry.”481 Halide Edip focused on the role that women played in nation’s life: 

Women are neither stars, nor flowers, nor fictitious creatures that serve as subjects of literature. 
Women are the obvious and true friends who will help you in the most difficult and longest 
endeavors that you will undertake for the homeland. They are your mothers, sisters, and wives, 
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and when they don’t possess these private attributes, they are your compatriots and colleagues 

working in the path that you opened [for the advancement of the nation].
482

 
 
Similarly, Muhlise, a female student, argued that women were valuable members 

of society who could perform their tasks more effectively and honorably than men. That 

is why she believed that the government needed to benefit from women if it cared about 

the interests of the country. “There are so many wounds of our country that only women 

can heal,” she stated. “Men are in no way capable of doing this.” Even though she 

acknowledged the fact that it was not yet possible to benefit from women in all fields of 

life, there were many places, such as the Society for the National Defense, which could 

use female members who would, no doubt, be able to collect more money than its male 

members. 483 

Aziz Haydar used Bulgaria as an example to explain the essential role that women 

played in national advancement. According to Aziz Haydar, Bulgarians who did not 

harbor any patriotic feelings and were used to leading a miserable and animal-like life 

twenty to twenty-five years back owed the considerable progress they had made since to 

their women. She wrote:  

If women do not advance, the nation does not either. . . . If Bulgarians who are deprived of 
everything and every feeling could advance like this in 20-25 years, Turkey whose foundations are 
strong and people are naturally smart, will surely show this progress in three to five years. And the 

main agent of this progress will be women.
484

 
 
According to Fatma Zerrin, women’s participation in social life was not only a 

requirement but also a sign of civilization. She stated that a nation that wanted to be a 

member of the civilized community could not afford to ignore its women, as its progress 

was measured by the respect a society showed its women rather than by the streets, parks, 
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and buildings that it built or renovated. It was only when women could leave the cages 

that imprisoned them, she believed, that the Ottomans could persuade Europe that they 

deserved to be a member of the civilized western world. Fatma Zerrin argued that while 

westerners from all classes held women in high regard, people in Ottoman society treated 

them as either maids or toys of pleasure, according them the lowest status in social life. 485  

The editors of Women’s World supported Fatma Zerrin’s argument with specific 

examples. They explained that a woman who wanted to earn her own livelihood would be 

condemned by both her relatives and the people around her; that a woman who wanted to 

choose her own husband would be ostracized; that a woman, if she was able to go out, 

would have to face hostile looks and physical attacks wherever she went; that a woman 

who wanted to travel from one place to another would have to sit in the worst places on 

the ferries, trains, and trolleys; that a woman who walked on the street in the winter 

would hear people say, “Why aren’t you sitting by your heater instead of going out in this 

severe weather?” and in the summer, “What are you doing outside in this heat and dust, 

when you can sit at your home?” These female writers wanted to remind people that 

women, as well, were human beings and needed the same things as men to live. 

Addressing the government, they asked how millions of people could be deprived of the 

most natural and basic rights, such as the right to live, to breathe, and to exercise personal 

freedom in a country that was ruled by a constitutional monarchy and recognized the 

sovereignty of the people. They asserted: “We expect from the members of our 

government who are genuine supporters of freedom not to neglect this problem.” 486  
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Not everybody was in favor of women’s involvement in social life.  While Atifet 

Celal believed that women had to stay as women, which meant that they had to avoid 

assuming roles and responsibilities outside the house,487 Said Halim wrote: 

They [Westernists] believe that Western civilization is the product of absolute freedom, thanks to 
women’s superior status in Western society…In fact, it is one of the confirmed truths of history 
that civilizations have been sunk more than once by the absolute freedom and sovereignty of 

women.
488

 
 

            Hasan Hikmet, who shared the same view, explained why women needed to 

withdraw themselves from public life. He argued that since their physical, mental and 

intellectual weakness made it impossible for women to function in the outside world, they 

had to be satisfied with their life at home. A woman who sought happiness outside her 

house was like a dangerous germ that had the potential to destroy civilization and society 

because, as women’s ties to their family became loosened, so did the ties that held the 

society together.489 In order to illustrate the collapse of the institution of the family in 

Ottoman society, Hasan Hikmet discussed the growing number of divorce cases, the 

increasing numbers of prostitutes, and the spread of veneral diseases, which he blamed on 

women’s increasing involvement in social life.490  

In addition to the reasons why women should or should not take part in social life, 

the intellectuals of the post-revolutionary period discussed the various problems 

witnessed by women in public. Nimet Cemil’s article about the Women’s Congress in 

Rome summarized these problems in an effective way. Commenting on an article that 

was published in Đkdam regretting that there were no representatives from the Ottoman 

Empire in this congress, Nimet Cemil said that even though she was upset about this as 
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well, she understood why this was the case. “Think about it! What will a Turkish woman 

who attends that conference say?” she asked. “Most certainly, our lady will start talking 

about her problems and without a doubt she will have to give a speech such as this: 

 Ladies, I feel astonished as I listen to your speeches. If half of the rights that you possess were 
granted to our women, we would deem ourselves happy and not even think about complaining. 
However, with all these rights, you are making yourself unhappy . . . Then, listen. I will explain to 
you the situation of women in our country and it will be your turn to be astonished. The number of 
girls’ schools in our country is one tenth of boys’ schools. Ninety percent of women in our country 
do not receive any education. They may not even know how to read or write. In our country, 
women plow with animals in villages and serve as an instrument of pleasure or a maid for men in 
cities. In our country, women cannot live without men. She cannot even lease a house. In our 
country, if a man dies and does not leave his woman a salary, the woman goes hungry because she 
has no way of maintaining her livelihood. She cannot easily find a place to be a maid, either, 
because in many houses, women [of the house] work as maids. They do not hire a maid from 
outside . . . In our country, the husband can divorce his wife whenever he wants without a reason. 
He kicks her out of the house. In our country, nobody listens to a woman’s complaint about her 
husband. In the house, the man treats his wife however he knows or wants. In our country, women 
do not sing or dance; even if they play a musical instrument, they do it in secret. In our country, a 
woman cannot even talk loudly in some public places, let alone laugh. She feels embarrassed by 
people’s looks. In our country, women walk on the streets and excursion sites with black veils, 
unidentifiable, like a herd of sheep. In our country, women are subjected to verbal insults, arm 
bumps, and scornful looks . . . In our country, a woman cannot sit down at a restaurant and have a 
meal with her husband. In our country, women cannot take a walk in the gardens that foreign 
women can. In our country, women cannot attend banquets with men. In our country, women 

cannot even sit in front of an open window.
491

 
 
 According to Nimet Cemil, at that point the members of the congress would 

stand up, yell, “Oh, woman, you have no business here! You haven’t even been able to 

obtain human rights, how can you come here to have a discussion with us?” and then 

kindly make her leave. 492 

Comparing their position in social life to that of western women was a common 

strategy by which female intellectuals of the time criticized Ottoman social practices to 

demand changes. Fatma Zerrin, who gave specific examples from women’s lives in 

different countries, stated how sorry she felt for Turkish women who suffered under the 

oppression of “a hollow and meaningless manhood,” while women in France, Germany, 
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Italy, Britain, Sweden, and America enjoyed the pleasures of life in the company of men. 

She was particularly impressed by the fact that men and women could and did sit next to 

each other at the opera, theatre and concert halls; attend lectures and take walks together; 

and even work in offices side by side, feeling nothing but love and respect for each other. 

“Finally, I am hearing and reading that in all the centers of civilization that I just 

mentioned,” she wrote, “women who are known as the fair half of humanity do not 

confine themselves to their home, wail under the oppression and tyranny of men, and get 

beaten.”493 On the other side, Turkish women had to wait for long hours in the court halls 

to get a divorce; stand in line for days to get their money from the government; tolerate 

being pushed, shoved, and insulted whenever they walked outside; put up with men’s 

unbearable torments and punishments at home, and wander around in black clothes like 

“a statue of mourning.” 

Showing that the difference between the social positions of Ottoman and 

European women resulted from the value women were given by the society in general,  

and assocating this value with the level of civilization, Fatma Zerrin compared the 

attitudes of Western and Turkish men towards women and argued that it was men who 

attended to women in the ‘civilized’ western world. Not only did they allocate the best 

places to women in the lecture and concert halls, banquets, cars, ferries, and boats, but 

they also assisted women in every way possible. The examples that Fatma Zerrin gave 

included a husband tying his wife’s shoes on the street and a man who helped a stranger 

woman clean her dress with his handkerchief after her child threw up on it. The last case 

in particular astonished Fatma Zerrin, who attributed these “meaningful” acts to a high 

level of civilization, since the man did it in a very serious and polite manner without 
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being inappropriate. On the other hand, Turkish women were assigned the worst seats 

and expected to carry their husbands’ jackets and bags wherever they went. According to 

her, these “daily occurrences” reflected the difference between the status of women as 

well as the levels of civilization in Ottoman and western societies.
494

 Being civilized 

required not only building the country, but also rescuing women from oppression and 

giving them the respect they deserved. Fatma Zerrin believed that as one of the 

conditions of civilization, men had to protect women in society, but they had no right to 

abuse this “duty” to control or dominate women. 495 

Verbal and physical attacks constituted another problem that women had to deal 

with. Publishing countless articles on this subject between 1908 and 1913, both female 

and male intellectuals of the time drew attention to this serious problem, which they 

believed was getting out of control. Even though the reaction against these attacks was 

unanimous, there were different perspectives on the issue. In an article that appeared in 

Demet entitled “Regret and Astonishment,” an anonymous writer interpreted the attacks 

that reached the point of ripping up women’s çarşafs as a violation of national honor, 

which he believed was embodied by women: 

I wonder if these assailants think about the fact that the çarşafs they are ripping up are the sacred 
clothes as well as the chastity and the dignity of Muslim womanhood, that the things they are 
tearing apart are the hearts of these women’s fathers, husbands, brothers, and children. . . . What 
they are attacking is the honor of a nation. How do people who commit such hateful acts look at 
the faces of their mothers, wives, sisters, and daughters? . . . Do these men not feel ashamed? Do 
they think that we became free to make our women slaves? Do they think that we escaped from 
oppression to become oppressive? . . . They [women] are worthy of respect, because they are 

mothers of the nation.
496

 
 
 Writing in 1913, Nesrin Salih regarded these incidents as an attack against a 

certain group of women. She believed that if a woman was well-dressed, well-versed, and 
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free, she was insulted and assaulted every where she went, even if she was accompanied 

by her husband or brother, since she was regarded as unchaste and immoral.  “You can’t 

tell the police, either,” said Nesrin Salih, “because he, too, forgets about his duty when he 

is in a deserted place.” 497  

 In fact, the police department became a major focus of criticism in this period for 

being indifferent to attacks on women.498 After discussing several cases that took place in 

the week before, the publishers of Demet asked why the police did not do anything about 

them when the protection of women was supposed to be their priority. They wrote:  

Here and there, every day women are harassed. . . . Will those who scorn the chastity of women in 
public with customary provisions by hiding behind the sublime shield of religion go unpunished 
when there is no religious or legal necessity that prevents women from going outside? How is it 
that while the most delicate duty of the police department is protecting the honor and the lives of 
women and that it cannot fulfill this duty? How can we incur more debt to our women while we 

already have so much . . . that there is no way of paying back no matter how hard we try.
499

 
 
Similarly, Hakkı Behiç stated that he did not understand why the police did not 

pay any attention to the attacks against women, while they kept receiving so many 

complaints about the issue. He wrote: 

It is witnessed that many vagabonds who are not ashamed to exploit the law like everything else 
are still attacking women, the honor of nation, and the dignity of society; the revenge for the 

violation of public chastity . . . should be taken by just and lawful means. 
500

  
 
Sharing an incident that she witnessed with her own eyes, Fatma Nesibe 

complained not only about the attitude of the police, but also women’s reactions to verbal 

or physical harassments in general. She told her audience that she saw a young and pretty 

woman at the park in a Baghdad style çarşaf, who was yelling while she was holding her 
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attacker by his collar. However, pushing the woman and causing her to fall, the man got 

away. After standing up, the woman started running and found a policeman, “who was 

eyeing the women around him while playing with his mustache.” When she told him in 

tears what had happened, the policeman said that there was nothing he could do and that 

she should not have let him go. Having lost her patience following her conversation with 

the policeman, the woman started swearing at the constitution, the government, law and 

justice. Fatma Nesibe thought that even though this was a daily occurrence, there was 

something different about this case:  the determination and perseverance of the victim. 

She declared that this was the first time that she saw a woman who defended herself with 

tooth and nails and refused to give up. That is why Fatma Nesibe believed that this 

incident was exemplary and called all the women in the country to break their silence in 

the face of insult and assault. If they wanted to be on the street and go to excursion sites, 

but not be subjected to men’s nasty remarks and behaviors, they had to surrender their 

attackers to the police so they could be punished. Fatma Nesibe suggested that women 

who tolerated these improprieties were no better than the men who committed them. She 

stated: 

If the people today were somewhat aggressive and impatient, in other words somewhat 
enlightened, I swear that the courts would be incapable of dealing with all the lawsuits against the 
police department. They talk about constitution and homeland, but they do not know that this form 
of government is nothing more than a few statues gathering in a big room. And they do not know 
that the constitution of a country starts, before everything else, with respect for the rights of the 
individual. . . . Why are we being silent? . . . Are you scared, ladies? What is there to be scared of? 

If you want to be afraid, be afraid of your future. 
501

  
 
Having experienced a similar situation before, Fatma Nesibe knew how difficult it 

was for women to confront the men who harassed them. She told her counterparts that 

even though she wanted to jump on the man who made inappropriate remarks to her on 
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the ferry, to tear him into pieces, she remained silent as if an outside force left her 

powerless. She said: 

Yes, there is absolutely no sign of manners or civility in the men in this country. But there is no 
sign of fortitude, forethought, or discretion in its women, either. In my opinion, most of the fault 
belongs to women in this matter . . . We think that remaining silent and being tolerant in the face 
of these nasty aggressions is a requirement of chastity. We think that the impertinence of men is a 
right and our silence is a duty. No, ladies . . . We are obliged to protect our rights with fortitude 
and prevent aggressions with our fists. Why should our silence be a requirement of chastity or a 
duty? Why do we have to be tolerant while our womanhood is being insulted? We do not live in 
the mountains, ladies. There is at least a government, an administration here; give it a try. 
Surrender one of these wretched people who assault you, bother you, or attack your chastity and 
honor to the police. You can make sure that this chronic disease of the East will soon disappear. 
But this requires courage. 

502
 

 
Rakibe Hüseyin had a different take on the subject. While some believed that it 

was women’s actions that brought on these attacks and others blamed ignorant or bad-

mannered men, she argued that there were two causes of this problem. The first one was 

the veil that covered women’s faces. Since people were inclined towards things that were 

forbidden, men were curious about what was hidden behind the veil. The second reason 

was the fact that most men did not have an upbringing that was in accordance with the 

necessities of the time. It was not reasonable to expect manners from someone who had 

not received a good primary education. Rakibe Hüseyin held both mothers and the 

government responsible for this. She stated that the former had to change the way they 

raised their sons, whereas the latter needed to allocate a significant portion of the budget 

to education.503 

There were other problems encountered by women who went out in public. 

Women particularly complained about the difficulties they faced using the public 

transportation system and visiting the excursion sites. Adopting a sarcastic tone, Aziz 

Haydar wrote: 
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We say that “our women should be elevated” and “we shall elevate the status of our women.” I 
found the way to elevate women. If you want to elevate women, you shall move them to the top of 
the railway car on the train and to the upper level on the ferry where men sit in the summer. This 
way, both women will be elevated and the regretful situation that these unfortunates witness 

everyday will come to an end. 
504

  
 
Aziz Haydar, as one of the many female intellectuals who complained about the 

seats or sections they were assigned on the ferries, trolleys, buses, and trains, discussed in 

detail what women had to go through to travel from the Asian side to the European side 

of the city. Not only did they have to deal with the heat, the cold, the crowd, and the dirt, 

but they also had to put up with the disrespectful attitudes of ticket collectors and male 

passengers. 505 “Do we, as Muslim women, have any rights in this country?” asked Aziz 

Haydar. 

Although those who have repeatedly committed crimes, people who are mentally unstable, 
women, and children are deprived of the right to vote, I wonder if they are also deprived of the 
right to live. Will poor Muslim women not be able to escape this derogation and misery ever? Will 
our destiny always leave us in such a despicable and low position? Will we always be dragged on 
the streets and ferries? Will we shiver on decks in the snow, in the rain and in the freezing cold of 
the sea….as if it is not enough that we get on these dirty boats by risking our lives.  It is essential 
to respect women. Think about us . . . Show some compassion to us…Show some pity to your 
mothers, who gave you life with their blood and milk, who rocked you all night without getting 
tired and waking up from their sweet sleep, who shivered next to your cradle in constant agony for 
months without seeing the face of a bed when you were sick, who sang you sweet lullabies with a 

trembling voice that came from their mournful hearts while your fathers were out having fun. 
506

 
 
Discussing the same problems as Aziz Haydar, Fatma Nesibe also talked about 

the filthy parks and excursion sites where women were expected to walk or sit on places 

even animals would not want to. “In these places, you take a snack,” Fatma Nesibe said: 

you also take a beating, a pinch, an insult, and all sorts of improper things. Then you sit in these 
places, getting your clothes dirty, and kneel on places that even animals don’t want to touch. [In 

these places] The honor and dignity of womanhood are trampled on.
507
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The action or inaction of the government about the attacks on women was another 

issue that occupied the intellectuals of the time. While some blamed the government for 

not doing enough to protect women, others thought that the government was being too 

easy on women who provoked assaults by violating the dress code. There were also those 

who expressed gratitude about the government’s interest in the subject. For example, the 

publishers of Resimli Kitap stated that the government did not demonstrate the courage 

and determination required to put an end to these improprieties, despite the fact that it had 

the power to do so.508 They also pointed out the hypocrisy of male politicians, who 

“defended chastity and honor” in the parliament, but rushed to the dark corners of the city 

as soon as they left work in search of pleasure and entertainment, without even thinking 

about their wives at home.509 On the other hand, Vedia Visal thanked the government for 

taking various actions against those who were harassing women in the markets and 

bazaars.510 

The writers of Sebilürreşad had a completely different view. Blaming the 

improprieties witnessed in public mostly on women’s behaviors, they wanted the 

government to issue a mandatory code for those “who shamelessly insulted the national 

outfit and the other things that Islam considered sacred.” One of the many specific 

examples that they used to illustrate these improprieties was the actions of non-Muslim 

women in trolleys. They said that even though there were no problems on the route to 

Istanbul because most of the passengers were Turks and Muslims, the situation in 

Beyoğlu was different. The non-Muslim women on that route would often refuse to close 
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the curtain between the women’s and men’s sections and use the opportunity to mingle 

with male passengers, both defying religious rules and making their Muslim counterparts 

uncomfortable. The writers of Sebilürreşad believed that the government had to act 

swiftly and do everything in its power to protect Islamic customs.511 

Muslim women, too, received their fair share of criticism. In another story that 

they published to demonstrate the ineffectiveness of the measures taken to date as well as 

to call the government to action one more time, the publishers of the same newspaper 

wrote about a couple of Muslim women sporting about in a car and exchanging glances 

with the men around them “without any shame” in low-necked and short-sleeved dresses 

at five or six at night in Direklerarası.512 Regarding it as a “disgrace,” the publishers 

described the different ways in which people reacted to this incident at the time. They 

declared that even though most people were astonished at the scene they witnessed, many 

of them had talked about the beauty of the women’s eyebrows, the blackness of their 

eyes, and the whiteness of their arms instead of feeling ashamed or spitting in their faces. 

The police, on the other hand, had just watched the spectacle rather than stopping them 

for violating the dress code. A man had said: “If they see a woman in this situation in our 

Caucasia, you can be sure that they will humiliate her with whistles and eggs. And our 

country is under Russian administration, while this is the center of the caliphate.”513 An 

old man had responded: “How will the government discipline a woman who does not 

listen to her husband?  The folk should be morally upright. A person’s nature should be 
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pure. You cannot force anything on anyone.”514 Avoiding using a harsh language, the 

publishers of Sebilürreşad told the government that it should be firm in its decisions and 

make sure that the orders it issued and announced in newspapers about the dress code and 

Islamic customs were actually being executed and followed.  

The editors of Resimli Kitap responded to the Islamists’ criticisms against Muslim 

women in the following way:  

The fact that a few disreputable women are wandering around in indecent clothes cannot be used 
as an excuse to upset our women again. . . . if we have to be honest, we have to confess that we, 
men, are inveterates who are in more need of good manners than our women . . . while we live like 
this, we can still make judgments about women whom we see on the street by looking at the way 
she picks up her skirt, the way she holds the umbrella, the way she walks and looks, we find 
meanings in all these small acts and then we do not hesitate to decide whether she is frivolous, 
vulgar, cheap or spoiled.

515
 

 
 

             Even though most of their writings focused on problems and were full of 

criticism, the female intellectuals of the post-revolutionary period were aware that the 

situation was much better than it was before the 1908 Revolution. According to Yaşar 

Nezihe, people had shown considerable enthusiasm and effort for women’s progress 

since the establishment of the constitution. No one could deny that women’s lives were 

much more advanced compared to ten years ago. In the past, when people thought of a 

woman, they thought of a miserable instrument of pleasure who was destined to spend 

her whole life at home behind the curtains. They thought of someone imprisoned whose  

life consisted of sweeping, cooking, doing laundry, and raising children. They would not 

even pay any attention to her. If she was reading something, she would be called “a 

know-it-all” or “cunning”; if she was writing something, she would be called “a hussy” 

or  “a witch”; if she went to an excursion site, she would be called “a slut.” It was a crime 
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for women to dress up, to go out, to read, to speak. However, following the establishment 

of the constitutional regime, a feeling of awakening and rebellion against cruelty and 

oppression were observed among the women in the empire. They came forward to prove 

their national existence. They came to have much more sublime and great duties in the 

Islamic world. In accordance with these developments, many schools and organizations 

were established. Women were even provided seats in the university. 516  

Focusing on women’s activities in the constitutional era, Fatma Nesibe discussed 

the women’s organizations that emerged after the revolution, such as Teali-i Nisvan 

Cemiyeti in Istanbul and Kırmızı Beyaz Klübü in Salonica. Even though she was not 

satisfied with what these organizations did to advance women’s rights, she celebrated the 

courage they had displayed in giving lectures, writing articles, publishing newspapers, 

and getting involved in patriotic activities.517 Nimet Cemil drew attention to some of the 

changes that took place in women’s daily routines, one of which was the way women 

interacted with men in the public and private spheres. Nimet Cemil argued that with the 

renovation of Gülhane Park, men and women of all classes began to take walks and listen 

to music in a free environment without being disturbed. Attributing this freedom to the 

change of regime, Nimet Cemil believed that the situation would have been different if 

the park had been opened a few years back.  She also mentioned the changes she 

observed in women’s outfits and attitudes. Not only were they paying more attention to 

the way they dressed, but they were acting with more confidence. Nimet Cemil said that 

previously when a man entered a room full of women, women used to run away like 

chickens as if someone entered their coop; whereas now, they could look at men without 
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being scared and even respond to their words. If the need emerged, they could defend 

their rights, too.518 

To refute the argument made by a foreign reporter that Turkish women would 

forget about the rights they gained in a few months, Nimet Cemil wrote an article entitled 

“We Should Not Go Backwards” in which she stated:  

They [Turkish women] will protect the status they have gained and move forward. . . . They will 
continue to destroy the obstacles that are blocking the roads that open to trading and working for 
[their] livelihood. The woman who once understands the pleasure and the security of protecting 
her own pride and dignity will not allow herself to be treated like a herd of sheep. . . . There is no 
harm in going forward as fast as possible. But in no way whatsoever shall we go back, because 

even taking one step back is a major disaster.
519

  
 
Despite acknowledging women’s achievements, many female columnists were 

aware that most of the changes they were discussing were in fact limited to Istanbul. One 

of these columnists, Yaşar Nezihe, urged her counterparts to pay more attention to the 

problems of women living in the distant corners of Anatolia. Even though these women 

worked non-stop in the scorching heat and freezing weather in the fields, in the house, 

and at the barn, they were constantly subjected to men’s assaults and insults, because they 

lacked the knowledge about as well as the awareness of religious and national provisions 

that granted them many rights.
520

 So, it was the duty of the educated women in Istanbul to 

improve the lives of their “defenseless” and “ignorant” sisters.  

Following the Revolution of 1908, Ottoman women not only found the chance to 

considerably extend their participation in social life, but also gained the means to justify 

it. Benefiting from the government’s policies to mobilize the whole society to save the 

empire as well as from its commitment to equality, freedom and progress, women 
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demanded and acted to acquire a new space in public so they could both fulfill their 

national duties and exercise their right to personal liberty.  While some regarded 

women’s involvement in public life as a threat to social order and the reason behind 

moral degeneration, the female intellectuals of the constitutional period believed it would 

help solve the problems of the Ottoman nation and womanhood. Through their detailed 

discussions of the problems they faced in public, these women also gave voice to those 

who had long remained silent in the face of men’s insults, harassments, and assaults.  

Asking women to speak up rather than to surrender to men’s oppression, the post-

revolutionary female columnists and lecturers instigated their counterparts to action. 

Unlike the debates on women’s clothing and marriage, Ottoman women often used 

examples from the western world in their discussions about women’s engagement in 

social life, which demonstrated the level of participation they tried to achieve.   

 

Conclusion 

          Ottoman women, whose lives, status, roles, and responsibilities had undergone a 

significant transformation in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, emerged in the 

aftermath of the 1908 Revolution as active contributors to the public debate on gender 

relations and women’s rights, which served as part of a broader debate over the identity 

of the Ottoman Empire. Accordingly, they played an influential role in shaping, 

transforming, and/or challenging the revolutionary discourses and policies on issues that 

concerned not only themselves but also the whole society. Questioning practices such as 

veiling, seclusion, and easy male divorce that had long been considered vital to the social 

stability and harmony of the Muslim community, women of the constitutional period 
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became heavily involved in rethinking the dynamics of male-female interaction and by 

implication, the reimagining of Ottoman society.521 As they defied their subordinate role 

within the family and public by referring to the rules of Islam, the needs of the nation, 

and the requirements of civilization, these women planted the seeds of a Turkish feminist 

movement, which drew its inspiration from an authentic blend of multiple sources.  
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CONCLUSION 

As illustrated by the journals they published, the organizations they established, 

the articles they wrote, the speeches they made, the activities they organized, and the 

movements they led, Turkish women in the late Ottoman Empire were not silent, passive, 

powerless, or secluded as they were portrayed to be. On the contrary, whether as 

individuals or part of a group, women in urban areas were active participants in the 

rapidly changing social, economic, and political life in the early twentieth century. 

Moreover, some of these women, like their contemporaries in Europe, the United States, 

Latin America, and in parts of Asia and Africa, were involved in a struggle for equal 

rights. Using all the methods, discourses, and vehicles available at the time, they were 

able to challenge the male establishment and some of the patriarchal values that governed 

the society, with the aim of attaining gender equality as understood at this historical 

juncture. Even though the larger population did not share their concern, these women 

successfully defied the gender practices of the day as they pushed for and helped 

implement permanent changes in women’s lives, rights, and roles.  

The main impetus behind the women’s movement and activism in late Ottoman 

society was the 1908 Revolution. Promoting such principles as liberty, equality, and 

progress, creating an environment in which people could freely express themselves, 

enabling people to partake in political process, and bringing to power a government that 

considered women’s emancipation intertwined with national salvation, the 

constitutionalist movement opened a new chapter in Turkish women’s lives. On the one 

hand, the new administration allowed and encouraged women to play a more active role 

in national affairs by expanding their educational and employment opportunities, 
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advancing their legal status, alleviating the restrictions on their clothing, and justifying 

their presence in the public sphere. On the other hand, the proliferation of the press and 

associations in the post-revolutionary period provided women with powerful platforms, 

through which they could assume new roles and responsibilities in public, influence the 

policies of the government, participate in social, cultural, and political debates, propagate 

their ideas to thousands of people, and carry out their plans with specific actions.  

Consequently, it was only within the revolutionary atmosphere of the constitutional 

period that Turkish women could raise their voices against male oppression, demand 

equal rights, claim their place in public, dispute the traditional gender roles and relations, 

and push other women to do the same in such an organized, efficient, and influential way. 

As I demonstrated throughout this study, the Revolution of 1908 not only altered 

the political regime, but also transformed the social norms, values, relations, and 

institutions in Ottoman society, an important ramification of which was the manifestation 

of a concern for gender equality. Triggering a series of processes that led to remarkable 

changes in the perception and conception of gender roles and relations, the constitutional 

movement considerably facilitated women’s emancipation and empowerment. In return, 

women’s participation in the revolutionary process in various capacities helped make 

women’s rights an essential component of the political agenda and public discourse in the 

late Ottoman Empire, which constituted the foundation for the reforms implemented by 

Ataturk in 1930s that granted women full equality.  

Having established that there was a physical and ideological struggle for women’s 

rights before the establishment of the Turkish Republic and that Turkish women were at 

the forefronts of this struggle, I discuss briefly the directions that future studies on this 



 

 

216

 

topic can take. The first step should be to collect biographical information about the 

leaders and participants of the women’s movement who have been gone unnoticed by the 

scholars of Ottoman, Middle Eastern, and women’s history generally for far too long. 

This documentation helps us both to understand how these women’s social origins, 

economic status, and ideological orientations shaped their worldviews and actions, and to 

ascertain the nature of early Turkish feminism. Subsequently, scholars should examine 

the relationship between female activists and various ideological and political groups to 

identify the alliances, techniques, and discourses these women employed to achieve their 

goals. These two issues should be further explored into the early Turkish Republic so that 

we can determine the roles these women assumed in the newly established nation state, 

the changes in the framework these women operated in, and the continuities and ruptures 

in the gendered discourse and policies of the late Ottoman Empire and modern Turkey.  

Future studies should also establish the discrepancies as well as commonalities 

between the Turkish women’s movement and other feminist movements around the 

world and analyze the historical circumstances that led to these similarities and 

differences by comparing the backgrounds, writings, activities, goals, strategies, 

achievements, and failures of the early Turkish feminists with those of their counterparts. 

Moreover, they should investigate Turkish women’s interactions with their 

contemporaries, particularly in the Middle East and Europe, to find out how they 

influenced and were influenced by others. These approaches will make it clear that the 

Turkish women’s movement represent a special case that will greatly benefit our 

understanding of the history of feminism, which, until recently, has been largely shaped 

only by the experiences of European and American women. Operating in an imperial 



 

 

217

 

setting but belonging to the same ethnic and religious group as the ruling elite, living in a 

predominantly Muslim society yet witnessing a long and strong tradition of secularizing 

reforms, and maneuvering against foreign powers but not being subject to direct 

European intervention, the early Turkish feminists have the potential to shed new light on 

the complex intersections among feminism, colonialism, Islam, and nationalism. That is 

to say, situating Turkish feminism in a broader historical context will not only provide 

scholars with new information about Ottoman, Middle Eastern, and women’s history, but 

also encourage them to reconsider and possibly change some of the premises they have 

been using while studying these histories. 
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