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ABSTRACT 
 

PORTRAITS OF WOMEN IN THE LATE NINETEENTH CENTURY OTTOMAN 

EMPIRE FROM THE PEN OF AHMED MİDHAT EFENDİ 

Çolak, Bahar 

M.A., Department of History 

Supervisor: Assist. Prof. Selçuk Akşin Somel 

July 2002 

This thesis analyzes the status of women in the late nineteenth century Ottoman 

Empire from the perspective of Ahmed Midhat Efendi. The thesis will trace the issue of 

women and related topics such as concubinage, prostitution, women’s instruction, 

marriage, love, flirting and modes of behaviour as dealt with in Ahmed Midhat Efendi’s 

works. To analyze Ahmed Midhat Efendi’s perspective two types of sources are used: 

Ahmed Midhat Efendi’s novels and stories as primary sources and contemporary books 

and articles providing information about life in the late nineteenth century Ottoman 

Empire as secondary sources. The purpose of the study is to demonstrate Ahmed Midhat 

Efendi’s approach towards women and his mental outlook which was shaped under the 

impact of patriarchal gender roles prevalent in an Islamic patriarchal society and which 

played an important role in the development of his arguments considering women’s 

issue and related topics. 
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ÖZET 

 

AHMED MİDHAT EFENDİ’NİN KALEMİYLE ONDOKUZUNCU YÜZYIL 

SONLARI OSMANLISINDAN KADIN PORTRELERİ 

 

Çolak, Bahar 

Yüksek Lisans, Tarih 

Tez Yöneticisi: Y. Doç. Dr. Selçuk Akşin Somel 

Temmuz 2002 

 

Bu tez ondokuzuncu yüzyılın son dönemlerinde Osmanlı İmparatorluğu’unda 

kadının sosyal statüsünü Ahmed Midhat Efendi’nin bakış açısıyla incelemektedir. Tez 

kadın konusu ve cariyelik, fahişelik, evlilik, aşk, flört, kadının eğitimi ve davranış 

kalıpları gibi kadın konusu ile bağlantılı öğelerin ve Ahmed Midhat Efendi’nin bu 

konulara yaklaşımının analizi üzerine kurulmuştur. Ahmed Midhat Efendi’nin konuya 

yaklaşımını değerlendirmek için iki tür kaynak kullanılmıştır: birincil kaynak olarak 

Ahmed Midhat Efendi’nin roman ve hikayeleri incelenmiş, ikincil kaynak olarak da 

ondokuzuncu yüzyıl Osmanlı hayatı üzerine aydınlatıcı bilgi sunan çağdaş kitap ve 

makaleler değerlendirilmiştir. Bu çalışmanın amacı Ahmed Midhat Efendi’nin kadın 

konusuna yaklaşımını ve Ahmed Midhat Efendi’nin konuya yaklaşımında ve 

argümanlarının oluşumunda önemi yadsınamayacak olan ve dönemin baskın İslami-

ataerkil Osmanlı toplumuna hakim cinsiyet rollerinin etkisiyle şekillenmiş zihniyeti 

vurgulamaktır.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In the sixteenth century, the period of Islamic superiority over the West ended. 

The Western civilization had then entered a period of rapid progress. Meanwhile, the 

Ottoman Empire had lived through the climax of its fruitful and progressive years 

and entered a period of narrow scholastic thought, which could not go beyond 

reiteration and imitation.1 Politically, economically, technically and culturally 

advanced European states had left the empire far behind. Therefore, the empire now 

had to regain its previous prestigious place on the international platform and had to 

“advance and develop if it was not to fall further behind.”2   

The defeats of the Ottoman army in the battlefields and the day-by-day decline 

of administrative and social structure arose in the conscious minds the necessity of 

urgent reforms. However, the first attempts of reform would only be made in military 

fields. The conservative Ottoman rulers and the traditionalistic ulema who had great 

impact over the rulers, believed that the reforms should be made on technological 

base keeping the traditional models untouched. Therefore, the initial phases of 

reform movement in the Ottoman Empire is known as the age of “Traditional 

Reform”.  

The Ottoman reformers of the time believed that the reason for the Ottoman 

decline was the negligence of the application of the techniques and forms of 

                                                           
1 Hilmi Ziya Ülken, Türkiye’de Çagdas Düşünce Tarihi, Vol. I & II, Konya: Selcuk Yayinlari, 1966, 
p. 12. 
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organization that enabled the Ottomans to reach the peak of their power, especially 

during the reign of Süleyman the Magnificent. Therefore, the traditionalistic 

reformers tried to recover the old, classical system in order to improve the empire’s 

position on the international platform: “to the traditionalistic reformers of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, then, reform could be achieved by making the 

system work as it had previously, eliminating those who stole, ending bribery and 

corruption, making appointments only according to ability, reforming and 

revitalizing the traditional military corps, and throwing out all those who refused to 

perform the duties required of them.”3 The first reforms would then be on military 

platform, through which new techniques would be introduced while the traditional 

framework would be kept untouched. The nature of traditional reform therefore, 

reflected the composition of the old and the new, the application of which was not 

successful, though it planted the seeds for modern reforms of the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. 

It was only during the reign of Mahmud II and later, with the inauguration of 

the Tanzimat period (beginning with the proclamation of the Gülhane Imperial 

Rescript), that the Empire entered a period of modern reform. With the inauguration 

of the period of Tanzimat and modern reform the Ottoman society and culture, as 

well as politics and economics entered a period of transformation. The previously 

mentioned period of traditional reform could only introduce Westernization in 

technical and military fields while social, cultural and traditional values were kept 

untouched. From the reign of Mahmud II until the late nineteenth century, the 

                                                                                                                                                                     
2 Stanford J. Shaw, History of The Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey: Reform, Revolution, and 
Republic: The Rise of Modern Turkey, 1808-1975, Vol. II, Cambridge University Press, 1995, p.169. 
3 Shaw, p. 175. 
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Ottoman reform movement experienced a shift from superficial attempts of 

Westernization to more radical and effective reform movements considering not only 

the technical and military fields but also the social and cultural institutions. 

Westernization is a process of remodeling of not only the political and social 

institutions but also the social classes, groups within the society, individuals and 

even of means of entertainment and modes of behaviour in accordance with the 

Western civilization in this respect, Westernization can be observed in the nineteenth 

century Ottoman Empire.     

To start with, the period of modern reform in the Ottoman Empire began with 

the reign of Mahmud II. A shift from traditional reform to more momentous and 

modern reform attempts began to take place even from the early days of his reign. 

The first and foremost important reform of his reign was the abolition of the 

Janissary corps. With an event called the “Auspicious Event” (vakâyi hayriye) in 

1826, the Janissary corps was disbanded ultimately and their allies were destroyed. 

This event marked the beginning of the application of modern reform attempts 

because with the destruction of Janissaries and their allies one of the greatest 

elements of protest to innovation in the empire was eliminated.4 

The abolishing of the Janissary corps itself was the first signal of the fact that 

the era of traditional reform had been closed. A totally new and modernized army, 

The Trained Victorious Soldiers of Muhammad (Muallem Asakir-i Mansure-i 

Muhammediye) replaced the old traditional Janissary corps, thus changing the 

structure of the reform attempts. This was followed by other reforms.5 

                                                           
4 Shaw, pp. 20-21. 
5 Shaw, p. 23. 
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Mahmud II also tried to promote the Ottoman press; besides the publication of 

books, the press would now provide regular Ottoman newspapers as well. On July 

25, 1831 the first Ottoman-language newspaper in İstanbul began to be issued by the 

government. This new newspaper, Takvim-i Vekayi (Calendar of Events), provided 

copies of law and decrees as well as news of events in and out of the Empire.6 The 

aim in developing the Ottoman press was to provide the public news of internal and 

external affairs and thus to make the society conscious of what was going on around 

themselves. Nevertheless, considering the number of literate people, it would be 

difficult to claim that the first newspaper could reach a wide spectrum. The following 

decades would enjoy the benefits of the newspapers more.  

As for the issue of education, the changes taken place in the educational system 

has been a matter of dispute among the historians of the Ottoman Empire. Whether 

the initial attempts of modernization and later the Tanzimat period brought a secular 

educational system to the Empire or not has long been disputed. As stated by İlber 

Ortaylı, the emphasis at this point should be put on the fact that the changes taken 

place through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries created a dualist structure in 

the systems of law, administration and social order.7 Therefore, dualism in the 

educational system was inevitable and dualism could be witnessed even before the 

Tanzimat Period and during the reign of Mahmud II. 

 A centralized and modern state had to establish a neutral education system, 

which did not stress the difference of religion and belief among its citizens, in order 

to impose its ideologies and to instruct its own bureaucratic cadre. Throughout the 

Classical Age (1300-1600), religion oriented education was applied for each social 

                                                           
6 Shaw, p. 35. 
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and religious group in the Ottoman society. However, from the nineteenth century 

onwards, schools providing modern education were established in order to comply 

with the modernizing nature of the military and administrative structure and those 

schools were providing a comparatively secular education in a society where the 

religious schools still continued to exist.8  As stated by Ortaylı, the Ottoman 

reformers did not contradict the ulema but they tried to organize a secular education 

system and thus to instruct a secular bureaucratic class.  

The Ottoman Empire completed its life span in a social atmosphere in which justice 
was maintained through two different courts (religious and regular) and through 
different regulations pertaining to two different systems, education was given in two 
different systems, two different classes of civil servants were employed side by side 
in a singular bureaucratic system and two different world views were in a continuous 
conflict.9 
 

As can be understood from this quotation, the winds of change brought the Empire a 

new era of dualism in which education also received its share. When the Gülhane 

Imperial Rescript was proclaimed in 1839, new modern schools had been founded. 

However, as a result of the lack of organized, systematic and effective primary 

education, the ones who graduated from the primary schools of the time had to attend 

military-technical schools, whose curriculum was designed for high levels of 

instruction, without receiving secondary education. Therefore, the inadequacy of 

primary and secondary education resulted in the fact that only the ones who received 

a simple education and even at times the ones who were almost illiterate had to 

attend those supposedly technical schools.10 For this reason, the level of education in 

those technical schools was low even from the beginning. During the reign of 

Mahmud II, Rüşdiye Schools (government secondary schools) and other schools 

                                                                                                                                                                     
7 İlber Ortaylı, İmparatorluğun En Uzun Yüzyılı, Istanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2001, p. 171. 
8 Oratylı, p. 186. 
9 Ortaylı, p. 186. 
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providing the level of secondary education such as Mekteb-i Maarif-i Edebiyye 

(School of Literary Education) and Mekteb-i İrfan (School of Knowledge) were 

founded and they were meant a bridge between the mektebs and the professional 

schools; nevertheless, they were not adequate enough to train men for higher levels 

of education.11 During the Tanzimat Period Darülmuallims (Male Teachers’ Training 

Colleges) and the Mekteb-i Mülkiye (Civil Service School) were opened; those 

schools were founded to answer the needs of the administrative and civil 

bureaucratic cadres, however, they did not prove as schools providing proficient 

improvement. For this reason the Tanzimat bureaucracy tried to organize primary 

education in order to spread instruction and improve the level of education.12 

On the death of Mahmud II, his son Abdülmecid I was enthroned and under his 

rule the reforms that followed “often imitated many of Mahmud II’s programs and 

plans, but they were carried through mainly under the leadership of Mustafa Reşit 

Pasha, epitome of the Men of the Tanzimat.”13 On November 3, 1839 the Gülhane 

Imperial Rescript was promulgated in the name of the sultan. As stated by Eric 

Zürcher, the Rescript was a statement of intent on the part of the Ottoman 

government, promising in effect four basic reforms: the establishment of guarantees 

for the life, honour and property of the sultan’s subjects; an orderly system of 

taxation to replace the system of tax-farming; a system of conscription of the army 

and equality before law of all subjects whatever their religion.14 The Rescript did not 

attempt to limit the powers of the Sultan. However, the sultan agreed on the terms 

                                                                                                                                                                     
10 Ortaylı, p. 187. 
11 For details on the developments in the education system please see Nafi Atuf Türkiye Maarif Tarihi, 
Vol. II, Istanbul, 1932. 
12 Ortaylı, p. 187. 
13 Shaw, p. 58. 
14 Eric J. Zürcher, Turkey: A Modern History, I. B. Tauris & Co. Ltd., 1994, p. 53. 
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that he would limit his authority by accepting any law produced by the legislative 

machinery that he was creating, the first step toward such a limitation.15 

Tanzimat represented the inauguration of a period when, Westernization 

gradually became the most important motive in the Ottoman society. The men of the 

Tanzimat in general, were the products of an amalgamation: familiarization with 

Western modes of behaviour and appearance and the maintenance of the mysticism 

and cultural norms of the East in the subconscious. For instance, in literature, new 

genres developed in this period. Novels, dramas, stories were produced by the men 

of letters and all of them were the products of a Western oriented style. Moreover, 

theatres, operas, musicals were also the products of the impact of the Western 

civilization. However, as the structure of the Ottoman society did not encompass 

similar cultural patterns with the West, these new genres remained only as new forms 

and thus lacked originality. 

The Tanzimat Fermanı was followed by the Islahat Fermanı (The Imperial 

Reform Edict) of 1856, and by the proclamation of the first constitutional monarchy 

in 1876 and the first constitution, Kanun-i Esâsî, was regulated in the same year.16 

The main goal of the constitution was to limit the arbitrary power of the Sultan by 

defining the role of the sultan in administration. As stated by Stanford Shaw, “it 

provided for separation of powers much more in form than fact, and the institutional 

changes reflected evolution rather than a radical departure from past practice.”17 

Nevertheless, the first attempts toward constitutionalism did not prove successful and 

Abdülhamid II, in accordance to his rights granted by the constitution, dissolved the 

                                                           
15 For details on the period of Tanzimat and its social effects please see Halil Inalcik, “Application of 
the Tanzimat and its Social Effects” Archivum Ottomanicum, Vol. 5, 1973. 
16 Ortayli, p. 267. 
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parliament, thus a period of autocracy (istibdad) opened in the Empire. Espionage, 

informing (jurnals) and censorship were at their peak during the reign of 

Abdülhamid II. Finally, on July 23 1908, the period of second constitutional 

monarchy (İkinci Meşrutiyet) was inaugurated and the movement of modernization 

thus came to an halt. 

When we take into consideration the socio-cultural framework of the Ottoman 

society, it experienced the process of change as well. The smallest unit of the social 

structure, that is the family, was also affected by the aforementioned process of 

change that occurred throughout the Tanzimat period (the time span considered to 

cover the years between 1839 and 1908).18 

To start with, family in the Ottoman Empire was the most important institution 

shaping the patterns of everyday life. The institution of family is a model of multi-

dimensional socio-cultural relations and in that has the capacity to encompass 

different dimensions of social transformation within its structure. Therefore, the 

Tanzimat family was one of the most important units of the society through the 

evaluation of which the effects of modernization and westernisation in everyday life, 

especially in big cities can best be observed.19 

 The major characteristic of the Tanzimat family in İstanbul was its being 

relying on consumption rather than production. The Tanzimat family did not share its 

part in the labour market; instead, it made the important part of the consumer society. 

Because of its consumptive and unproductive nature, the mansion type family (that is 

                                                                                                                                                                     
17 Shaw, p. 175. 
18 Ziyaeddin Fındıkoglu, Tanzimat 2, Milli Egitim Bakanligi Yayinlari, 1999, p. 649. 
19 Ekrem Işın, İstanbul’da Günedelik Hayat, İstanbul: Yapi Kredi Yayinlari, 1999, p. 119. 
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the classical Tanzimat family, which is called the konak tipi aile)20 was composed 

mostly of bureaucrat families from the upper classes. Its place in everyday life was 

defined as a result of the conflicting values between the Tanzimat family and the 

middle and conservative upper class families.21 In terms of cultural framework, a 

tendency towards adaptation of Western cultural norms is observed in the Tanzimat 

families. The relationship between the members of the family was looser when 

compared to the traditional patterns of patriarchal family. In this respect, although 

the traces of the patriarchal system still existed in the Tanzimat family, the members 

of those families were relatively freer in their actions and private lives. The lives of 

women and the youth in those families experienced a transformation from a limited, 

conservative and in that a traditional nature to a looser and more liberated pattern. 

However, the modes of behaviour that had to be complied with in a family were not 

shaped in accordance with the Western etiquette. The traditional norms were 

maintained while the members of those families were seeking to formulate a new 

identity shaped by the cultural requirements of the modern world. In a word, as 

stated by Ekrem Işın, the Tanzimat family represented the process of transformation, 

through which the members were seeking to create an identity in between the 

traditions of the Ottoman society and the norms of the modern world.22 For this 

reason, the Tanzimat family was frequently criticized by both the ones who 

supported ultimate westernisation and modernization and by the ones who were the 

devoted supporters of traditional norms.23 

                                                           
20 Fındıkoğlu, p, 649. 
21 Işın, p. 122. 
22 Işın, p. 123. 
23 Işın, p. 125. 
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When we take into consideration the women’s issue, the position of women in 

the Ottoman society also experienced a process of transformation during the period 

of Tanzimat. The major agent playing a role in women’s involvement in the everyday 

life in the nineteenth century was education. In the second half of the nineteenth 

century, the educational services were regulated and new schools were founded for 

women. Rüşdiyes (government secondary schools), Kız Sanayi Mektebleri (Industrial 

Schools for girls) and Darülmuallimats (Women Teachers’ Training Colleges) were 

founded in order to provide further educational opportunities for the Ottoman 

women. The government’s major goal in founding these schools was to train and 

educate women not only for the labour market but also to create intellectual wives 

and better mothers. In this respect, although modern steps were taken to improve the 

situation of women in society, the traditional gender roles of the Islamic patriarchal 

society were not undermined.24 

On the other hand, as the number of the literate women increased, especially in 

big cities such as İstanbul, the western oriented concepts such as feminism and 

women’s liberation movement began to infuse into the Ottoman society. Intellectual 

women of the nineteenth century Ottoman Empire were under the impact of these 

Western concepts and thus they began to claim their rights in society. They were 

arguing for their rights of education and liberation. They no longer wanted to 

maintain their submissive status in the male dominated society and desired to be 

treated the same way men were treated and to be respected as independent 

                                                           
24 Osman Ergin, Turkiye Maarif Tarihi, Vol. I, Istanbul: Osman Bey Matbaasi, 1939, p. 180. 
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individuals. They still accepted their roles as mothers and wives but they also wanted 

to make their voices heard in the masculine-dominated society.25 

Ahmed Midhat Efendi, whose works and ideas considering the women’s issue 

this study focuses on, was among the outstanding intellectuals of the late nineteenth 

Ottoman Empire. He had the chance to witness and experience the process of 

modernization and Westernization. As he came from a lower-middle class family and 

he had to grow up facing difficulties, he became one of the most devoted supporters 

of the middle class, and in that of the traditional values. He appreciated the 

developments taking place in the modern world and argued that the Ottoman society 

had to improve itself in order to reach the level modern societies, but at the same 

time he claimed that on the way to modernization the traditional, religious and 

cultural norms of the Ottoman social structure should be maintained.  

In most of his works, Ahmed Midhat Efendi created a world of ideals and a 

world of decadents, through the evaluation of which he presented his own ideas 

considering Westernization. In this respect, character analysis and the chain of events 

in his novels and stories were developed deliberately to serve his main goal, which 

was to criticize the unconscious imitation of Western civilization and to create an 

ideal Ottoman society. In his works, evaluated through this study, Ahmed Midhat 

created ideal men and women who reflected the picture of the ideal Ottoman citizen 

in his mind. Most of his heroes (Râkım Efendi in Felâtun Bey ile Râkım Efendi, 

Refet in Müşahedat, Memduh in “Firkat”, Nurullah in Jön Türk and Ahmed in Henüz 

Onyedi Yaşında) have the traces of his own disposition. They all come from poor 

middle-class families, grow up as orphans and face difficulties in life, acknowledge 

                                                           
25 Serpil Cakir, Osmanli Kadin Hareketi, Istanbul: Metis Yayinlari, 1996. 
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themselves with the Western culture, philosophy and techniques but at the same time 

respect and obey the traditional and religious norms of the Islamic patriarchal 

society. Ahmed Midhat himself came from a lower middle-class family and grew up 

as an orphan. He devoted himself to hard work and mastered languages, studied 

Western culture and philosophy as well as oriental and Islamic philosophy, and he 

remained loyal to traditional and religious norms of the Ottoman society. In this 

respect, he tried to reach a perfect synthesis between the West and the East in his life 

and this became his mission in life as an author and a social engineer. His novels and 

stories are in this case the reflections of his thoughts considering balanced 

Westernization and through his works he tried to enlighten the Ottoman society 

about the shortcomings of Western civilization and the elevated values of the 

Ottoman society.  

As for the female characters depicted in his novels and stories, he created two 

different prototypes: the ones who represented the perfect picture in his mind, that is 

the ones who were distinguished in physical appearance, intellectual, talented but at 

the same time humble, chaste and submissive, and the ones who represented 

decadence, that is the ones who displayed a deep fancy for the Western civilization 

and ignored the traditional values, who intoxicated their thoughts with Western 

oriented concepts such as feminism, and who were infatuated with the idea of 

behaving regardless of the requirements of their roles as women and of their status in 

society. The former were rewarded and the latter were punished in his works. 

Through this method of award and punishment Ahmed Midhat Efendi aimed at 

giving a lesson to the society and tried to prove that if they did not avoid 

exaggeration and remissness in the adaptation of the Western culture and if they did 



 13 

not comply with the requirements of the Ottoman customs, they would find 

themselves amidst decadence.  

Ahmed Midhat Efendi, therefore, evaluated women’s issue from a 

traditionalistic and conservative perspective. Although he claimed for the rights of 

women in society and although he tried to approach the issue from a modern and 

open-minded perspective, he failed to complete his chain of arguments with the same 

perspective and proved himself a moderate Muslim who did not surrender to Western 

civilization and who did not compromise the patriarchal and masculine mental 

outlook of the Ottoman society.  

The scope of this study is the evaluation of women’s issue in the nineteenth 

century Ottoman society through the perspective of Ahmed Midhat Efendi. In the 

second chapter, the methodology followed in this research is reviewed. The focus 

will thus be on the history of mentalities and the relationship between fact and 

fiction, which shaped the general framework of the methodology followed in this 

study. 

In the third chapter, a brief biography of Ahmed Midhat Efendi is presented. 

His family, the countries and provinces he had been to, the education he received, the 

people he was in contact with and his career as an author is evaluated in this chapter. 

Moreover, a general introduction to his ideas on Westernization and on women’s 

issue is also analyzed in the second chapter. 

In the fourth chapter, the issue of slavery and concubinage is evaluated. In this 

respect, the institution of slavery as defined by Islam and the practice of slavery in 

the Ottoman Empire are related briefly. In the following parts the issue of 
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concubinage; the treatment of slave girls and Ahmed Midhat’s ideas on these matters 

of social concern is analyzed through a critical perspective. 

In the fifth chapter, the issue of prostitution, its birth in the Ottoman Empire 

and the position of prostitutes in the Ottoman society is introduced briefly and is 

followed by Ahmed Midhat’s treatment of the prostitutes and the analysis of his 

thoughts considering the practice of prostitution.  

The last chapter is devoted to women’s issue in general and related topics such 

as women’s instruction, the institution of marriage, the concept of love, and modes of 

behavior are reviewed. Ahmed Midhat’s ideal woman and his marriage of true and 

ideal minds are represented in this chapter through a critical scope.   
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CHAPTER 2 

 

ON THE METHODOLOGY OF THIS STUDY 

 

This chapter is designed to introduce the reader the methodology followed in 

this study. The major theme of my thesis is the evaluation of the concept of women 

displayed by an Ottoman intellectual of the period of Tanzimat and modern reform, 

Ahmed Midhat Efendi. Therefore, this is also the study of the mental attitude of 

Ahmed Midhat Efendi on the issue of women. Considering these points, this study is 

constructed on the mentality of those times by using one of the main sources of 

mental history that is, literature. In order to analyse Ahmed Midhat’s perspective on 

the issue of women, his novels and short stories are used as primary sources. Also, 

the leading mentality of the period this study focuses on is introduced and the effects 

of the mental atmosphere of the time on Ahmed Midhat Efendi and on his 

interpretation of both the concept of westernisation and the issue of women, both of 

which go hand in hand are evaluated through this perspective. Therefore, in this 

chapter, first a brief introduction to the birth and the techniques of mental history and 

then the relationship between history and literature or in other words between fact 

and fiction is going to be focused on.  

 

1. 1 On the History of Mentalities 

 

To begin with, the word mentality basically means mental outlook or mental 

attitude. As can be understood from this basic definition, the history of mentalities 
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focuses on the mental attitudes of groups, societies, institutions, or individuals 

toward concepts like death, life, sex, marriage, family, chilhood or childbearing, 

religion, nationality and so on. Mentalities combine unconscious and conscious 

aspects of experience, involve the tensions between popular and sophisticated 

imagination, seek out group fantasies and myths and delve into ways in which 

change in mental processing occurs. It is therefore, study of the relationship between 

what is speakable and unspeakable, imaginable and unimaginable, and conceivable 

and inconcievable. It deals with the centres and limits of human textualization, that is 

memorable and repeatable experiences.  

The birth of the history of mentalities is in a way, though not totally, related to 

the studies of the Annales School. In the ninteenth century, history was mainly 

supported by the state, in states like France, Prussia and the Ottoman Empire, and 

historical institutions were funded by the state. This led to a state-oriented, narrow 

and limited history writing. Such an approach limited the historians to the study of 

chain of military and political events only. However, the Annalists rejected such kind 

of history writing, and from the 1950s to the 1980s the journals, monographs, broad 

studies and collaborative volumes of historians associated with the Annales have 

attempted to detach social history from traditional, positivist political and intellectual 

approaches.They favour sources that can be quantified and analyzed rather than 

narrative as the mode of presentation.26  

The Annalists preferred studying “permanencies” or “structure” to studying the 

“event history”. The event is considered as the tip of an iceberg, and how a 

psychoanalyst goes beyond the uncounscious part of the human mind, a historian 
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should also go beyond the event itself. History should depart from the traditional 

methods.  This, Lucien Febvre called the “fight for history”.  

When we look at the methodological principles the Annalists followed, we see 

that they had an interdisciplinary attitude toward the examination of the past. First of 

all they aimed at “total history” or one covering all aspects of life from basic material 

conditions to thought processes. The study of thought processes is closely related to 

the history of Mentalities, because the way people used to think about concepts like 

death, love, sex, marriage, or  life in general and how the notion of thought changed 

through the passage of time are the questions a historian of mentality asks. They 

proposed a wider field for history that would include the physical nature, 

countryside, population, demographics and manners as well as political events.27  

Historian Sabri Ülgener states the fact that a historian should not be limited 

only to the main field he/she is studying or to the event itself he/she is dealing with. 

A historian cannot remain indifferent to the important notions of thought and 

mentality. He argues that mentality has a close relationship with the world of beliefs 

and different kinds of behaviour or attitudes. He also states that there lies a very rich 

world of mentality under every event one comes across in history. In his studies on 

the economic history, for instance, Ülgener puts the emphasis on the importance of 

mentality under the economic systems. Thus he comes to a conclusion that it is only 

when the concept of economy itself and the mentality attaching different meanings to 

it are combined, the study he is involved in gains its “real colour” and “true 

                                                                                                                                                                     
26 François Dosse, New History in France, The Triumph of the Annales, Urbana and Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 1994, pp. 79-83.   
27 For details on the historical methodology of the Annales School please see, Stuart H. Hughes, “The 
Historians and the Social Order”, The Obstructed Path: French Social Thought in the Years of 
Desperation (1930-1960), New York, 1996 and Stuart Clark, ed. The Annales School, Critical 
Assesments, Vol. III, London and New York, 1999. 
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meaning”.28 So it can be said that the importance of mentality lies in the fact that it 

gives colour and meaning to the past. With the help of the study of mentalities one 

finds the human aspect of the past. 

According to Ülgener, in order to understand the different outcomes of similar 

events or the use of similar systems in different societies, one has to examine the 

(collective) mentality in these different societies. For instance, he says that if the use 

of same methods of production in different societies displays different outcomes, the 

reason must be sought in the differences of mentality and of attitudes.29 In short it 

can be said that the world of history is not a material world which is made up of  the 

combination of  exterior factors only. With the introduction of the history of 

mentalités, it has become clear that behind the mass of events and institutions and 

laws and rituals there is the human reality with its modes of behaviour, of attitudes, 

and of different ways of thought.  

As for the research methods used by the historians of mentality, Ülgener says 

that the first step should be to prepare a table of certain modes of behaviour and 

attitude of the people who lived in the era the historian is studying on. Then the 

historian should determine the effects of varying factors such as religion and systems 

of belief on the evolution of the mentalities over time. Moreover, the thought 

processes, the movements shaping the mentality of groups, societies, or individuals 

are among the issues a historian of mentality is concerned with. External factors such 

as geography, climate, politics or political pressure are influential in the formation of 

                                                           
28 Sabri Ülgener, Dünü ve Bugünü ile Zihniyet ve Din, İslam, Tasavvuf ve Çözülme Devri İktisat 
Ahlakı, İstanbul: Dergah, 1981. 
29 Sabri Ülgener, p. 47. 
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mentalities. However, religion and moral values play a more important role in the 

process of the formation of mentalities.  

Another aspect, which a historian of mentality should take into consideration is 

literature. Poems, satire, drama with its tragic or  comic aspects, stories, novels, tales, 

folk stories all represent the attitudes, beliefs, mentalities of the people lived in the 

past. As stated by Ülgener, literature or other types of art such as painting or 

architecture is a means of revealing the so far established mentality of a society, a 

nation, through symbols, descriptions, and depictions reflected in through works of 

art. It is literature, says Ülgener, that best reflects the socio-cultural aspects of a 

society.      

To sum up, the history of mentalities is different from traditional history of 

ideas, that is, the writings of people conscious of their places and services in 

perpetuating systems like theology, law, philosophy, or politics. The history of 

mentalities deals with topical issues about popular culture. Attitudes toward family 

life and local communities, social manners and mores, and popular religious 

devotions are the prominent figures existing in the repertoire of the interests of 

mental history. It focuses on the structures of thought rather than on particular ideas 

and cited habits of mind, conventions of speech, customary practices, and folk 

traditions as the unifying themes of its inquiry. In the study of mentalities, traditional 

sources such as legal proceedings, tax accounts, parish records, folk rituals, or 

administrative reports, as well as anthropological and demographic materials, 

products of literature have been applied to include the total social spectrum and to 

analyse structures and group behaviour over a long term. 
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1. 2 On the Relationship Between Fact and Fiction  

 

In this part, the emphasis will be on the novel as a literary genre and its 

contributions to historical studies. The aim in dedicating this section on this issue is 

first to make the distinction between history and literature as two different disciplines 

through defining each one in detail. Secondly, the points where they intersect in 

terms of methodology are going to be dealt with. In doing so, questions such as to 

what extend literature serves for a historical data, what the advantages and 

disadvantages of referring to literary works in evaluating the past are, will be 

answered. Without giving proper answers to such questions, the relationship between 

history and literature and thus the major focus of this section cannot be 

comprehended in full. 

The present, the time span we are living in, is the product of the past. It is the 

concept of history, which gives meaning to the time and space we are  part of. So 

what is history, adding so much to the life we are leading today? And what is history 

as a discipline of social science? In a broader sense, history is anything related to the 

past of humanity. Everything that had taken place out of the present time makes a 

part of history. There lies the secret of history; everything that is over and everything 

that is prone to deterioration through human intervention. What makes history itself 

is therefore, the concept of time and the human intervention to it. Without the notion 

of time history dissolves. Therefore, in order to understand what history is, first of all 

the distinction between past and present should be made clear.  

If we look at history from a different perspective, from the scope of a social 

scientist we see that history is the analytical study of the past events, societies, 
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nations, cultures in general anything constituting to the norms of human activities in 

the past. History as a branch of social science has objects. The basic object of history 

is to establish a solid base of the knowledge of the past. History should combine 

individual events into a kind of continuous representation of the past by using 

systematic questioning.History should show the principles by which the events are 

combined, the criteria on which you choose and combine the historical events. It 

should be in harmony with the present level of research of historical questioning.30  

An other aspect of a historical work is that the historian  reflects critically 

himself in his work. Prejudices are part of our formation, therefore it is not possible 

to isolate ourselves from our prejudices totally. For this reason a historian tries to 

achieve critical distance from his preconceptions. Subsequently there emerges 

different types of interpretation in history due to the diversity of personalities. At this 

point the concept of objectivity in writing history comes on the stage. Neutrality, 

being purged out of personal biases are the basic goals of writing history . However 

this is not an easy task. History is something qualitative, it is non-existential in the 

present time and it is something having to do with abstarct images of the past shaped 

within our minds, therefore it is quite difficult to reach ultimate objectivity in 

historical studies, if such a term really exists. 

Historians of a later generation do not look forward to any such prospect (as 
‘ultimate history’). They expect their work to be superseded again and again. They 
consider that knowledge of the past has come down through one or more human 
minds, has been ‘processed’by them, and therefore cannot consist of elemental and 
impersonal atoms which nothing can alter... The exploration seems to be endless, 
and some impatient scholars take refuge in scepticism, or at least in the doctrine that, 
since all historical judgements involve persons and points of view, one is as good as 
another and there is no ‘objective’ historical truth.31  
  

                                                           
30 For details on historical methodology, you can also refer to David Hackett Fischer, Historian's 
fallacies: toward a logic of historical thought, New York: Harper & Row, 1970. 
31 E. H. Carr, What is history?, Penguin Books, 1990, pp. 7-8, the quotation is taken by Carr from The 
New Cambridge Modern History, i (1957), pp. xxiv-xxv. 
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As for literature, it includes, in a broader sense, all writings in prose or verse, 

especially those of an imaginative or critical character. This kind of creative writing 

is considered as having permanent value, excellence of form and great emotional 

effect. Any kind of literary work is an art of fiction. Fiction is the product of 

imagination most of the time. Therefore, it would not be wrong to claim that literary 

writing is the product of human creativity, while historical writing is concerning the 

product of human achievement in the past. There lies the basic difference between 

history and literature. In this respect, it can be said that history is concerning the 

world of facts and literature is the world of fictitious elements. Lars Ole Sauerberg, 

in his work Fact into Fiction says that: 

Belief in an objectively founded difference between fact and fiction and in our 
ability to distinguish unproblematically between them is a commonly accepted 
premise of our sense of history. It is as we think that our historical awareness results 
directly from the contemplation of historical data either by direct confrontation with 
‘facts’ or as mediated in histories. The facts or data are felt to be stored without 
interference in a kind of master file in some rational part of the mind. Once there, of 
course, the historical data may in Coleridgian fashion become the raw material for 
the imagination to work on, but the objectivity and the rationality of our approach to 
the data remain untainted.32 

 
 As can be understood from this quotation, objectivity is a problematic issue in 

history. It is believed that, at least to some extend, historical data is prone to change 

once delved deeply in the mind of the historian. This is a fact that cannot be ignored. 

And although history is an aim for a historian, and just a vehicle for a poet or a 

novelist in writing something taking place in a historical scene they both intersect at 

one point: working on a past event, on something that does not exist today.  

At this point, when we look at the Renaissance Period we find that the 

historians of that time defined history as an “empirical search for truth.” In this quest 

for truth, the historian should leave his biases and his interests aside. However, a poet 
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or a novelist defines his work as the reflection of his mind. He does not have the 

obligation of being objective; he is free to write whatever passes through his mind. 

Susana Omega explains this quite clearly: “the historian could speak only of what 

had happened, while the poet spoke of what could or might happen according to the 

laws of probability and possibility, not truth.”33 These are the basic and widely 

accepted differences between history and literature.  

On the other hand, there are also similarities between the two. As mentioned 

previously, the Renaissance historian believed in the empirical search for truth, but in 

doing so he did not spend much effort to be neutral. As Lily Campbell pointed out 

“Renaissance history was always written as a continuous narrative and integrated by 

creative minds.”34 To this Onega adds “he often wrote history in a poetic prose, or 

even verse and had no qualms in colouring the historical facts with his own 

subjective opinions and digressions. Indeed, the Renaissance historian was always 

ready to sacrifice objectivity to aesthetic coherence, to his moral aim and to the 

display of his own subjective creativity.”35 This might sound as an extreme example. 

The contemporary historian is, of course, well aware of his responsibilities. 

Nevertheless, as defined by Leonee Ormond “as late as the 18th century, history was 

regarded as a literary art.” 

According to the contemporary philosophers, the separation, so far focused on, 

between history and literature is artificial. They are ready to question the ability of 

the historian in revealing the “absolute truths”. At this point, we realize that both 

history and literature are narratives, they are both products of human capacity in 

                                                                                                                                                                     
32 Lars Ole Sauerberg, Fact into Fiction, London: Macmillan Academic and Professional Ltd., 1991, 
p.58. 
33 Susana Onega, Telling Histories, Amsterdam-Atlanta: Costerus New Series 96, 1995, p. 9.  



 24 

writing, and that they only differ in style and content. A quotation from Jean Quartet 

proves this argument: “I actually wanted to write fiction but I do not have the 

adequate creative power to produce a fictitious work. Therefore, I decided to write 

history. Because the story already exists in history.”36  

Having discussed the different aspects of history and literature, the 

aforementioned questions can now be answered. First of all, considering the fact that 

the object of the historian is to analyse every aspect of the past, it can be said that he 

should not undermine literature, which represents history. History is not composed 

only of state affairs, wars, and  treaties. What makes history is the human past in its 

totality, in this respect, feelings, culture, mentalities are all important components of 

history, and literature is the best means of revealing these aspects to the historian. 

The famous Ottoman historian Fuad Köprülü says “the historian, while evaluating 

the changes that had taken place in societies should not deal only with bureaucratic 

archival documents. In order to understand the past in its totality he should also deal 

with letters, memoirs, novels”37 all of which make up an important part of literature. 

What else can the historian find in a work of literature? Most important of all, 

the mentality of the time and space the work was produced in, is reflected in literary 

writings. Therefore, literature serves as a great help for a historian dealing with 

mental history. Besides, there are literary works produced with the aim of reflecting 

history itself, the politics of the time, and the ideologies of the writer considering the 

state affairs or social problems gudinig the era. Therefore, a work of literature is also 

                                                                                                                                                                     
34 Onega, p.8. 
35 Onega, p.8. 
36 Birsen Talay, “Tarih ve Roman İlişkisi Üzerine”, Tarih ve Toplum, Volume: 33, No: 198, June 
2000, p. 4. 
37 Fuad Köprülü, Türk Edebiyatı Tarihi, İstanbul: Ötüken, 1981, p. 25. 
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a kind of document reflecting the politics, ideological movements and social norms 

of different eras. 

If we look at literature from a different perspective, we can also claim that it 

plays an important role in the formation of historical awareness. In this respect the 

famous “historical novels” pave the way for the reader to be curious about history. 

Most of us receive our first knowledge about history in secondary schools, which is 

not a permanent one. However, having read a historical novel, coloured with the 

artistic style of the author, the knowledge acquired remains for a long time. This 

could even lead one to historical research on the topic one has read and influenced by 

in a work of literature. To conclude it is an undeniable fact that literature and history 

compliment one another in many ways, though they contradict in terms of style and 

approach. 

One may conclude that literature is one of the most effective and important 

sources of mental history. This study on Ahmed Midhat Efendi, in fact, is based on 

the aforementioned theoretical premises. The novels and short stories of Ahmed 

Midhat Efendi are carefully analyzed and his perspective and his mental attitude 

toward the concept of women and related topics such as women and education, love, 

flirting, marriage, prostitution and concubinage are evaluated. In this case, the 

relationship between historical research and use of literature as source material make 

the core of the methodology of this study.  

Nevertheless, use of such materials has disadvantages as well as advantages. 

First of all, while using a literary work, a novel in this case, one should be aware of 

the fact that it is a subjective narration of events. The reader is exposed to the ideas, 

feelings, and interpretations of the author. At this point, in order to eliminate the 
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possibility of misunderstanding and misinterpretation one should not ignore the 

author himself as the producers of the work. His life, the education he received, the 

social background he came from, the posts he had been to should all be taken into 

consideration before evaluating the work itself. Keeping this information in mind, the 

reader can recognize the biased points or the shortcomings of the work and thus 

make a more objective and analytical use of the work in his/her historical study. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

AHMED MİDHAT EFENDİ: A SHORT BIOGRAPHY 

 
 

3.1 Who is Ahmed Midhat Efendi? 

 

Ahmed Midhat Efendi is one of the most prominent figures among the 

intellectuals of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century Ottoman Empire. A 

journalist, publisher, novelist and a thinker, Ahmed Midhat Efendi is a name through 

the works of whom one can breath the social, cultural and intellectual atmosphere of 

the era he lived in. 

Ahmed Midhat Efendi was born in İstanbul, Tophane. He was the son of a poor 

draper Hacı Süleyman Ağa and a Circassian concubine (slave girl câriye). He had 

two brothers and a sister. Born into a middle-class family, Ahmed Midhat grew up 

facing difficulties. He did not have a prosperous and colorful childhood because of 

the economic problems the family had to face. He lost his father in early childhood 

(he was around five or six years old) and was for a while apprenticed to an herbalist 

in the Egyptian Bazaar (Mısırçarşısı). When he was ten years old the family moved 

to Vidin (northwestern Balkans) during the Crimean War (1853-1854), where his 

half-brother Hafız Ağa was the administrator (mudir) of a district (kazâ). Ahmed 

began his primary education in Vidin in the traditional Quran School (Sibyan 

Mektebi). In 1859, Hafız Ağa and the family returned to Istanbul and Ahmed 

continued his education in the Sibyan Mektebi in Tophane, Kumbaracı Yokuşu. 
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Meanwhile, he began learning French from a foreigner in Galata. Having won the 

favour of Midhat Pasha, Hafız Ağa was reinstated and given an appointment in Nish 

(south-eastern Serbia) in 1861. Hafız Ağa brought the family this time to Nish. 

Ahmed entered the government secondary school (Rüşdiye Mektebi) there, and 

graduated in 1863.   

In 1864, Midhat Pasha took over the newly constituted province of Danube 

(Tuna) and Hafız Ağa and the family followed Midhat Pasha to the capital of the 

province, Rusçuk. There, Ahmed was apprenticed as a clerk in the provincial 

chancery (Tuna Vilayeti Mektubî Kalemi). While he was working, he continued his 

studies privately and studied French and western knowledge under the guidance of a 

Christian collegue, Dragan Efendi and a Bulgarian named Cankof.38 Ahmed’s 

willing nature and hard work drew Midhat Pasha’s attention and admiration. He 

appreciated Ahmed’s good work and talent and thus decided to give him his name. It 

was then on Ahmed came to be called and known as Ahmed Midhat. Midhat Pasha 

also encouraged Ahmed Midhat to improve his French. In a quotation taken from 

Ahmed Midhat’s memoir Menfâ (“Exile”), Professor Orhan Okay presents Midhat 

Pasha’s efforts in motivating Ahmed Midhat: 

 It was a habit of him (Midhat Pasha) to send for me for his presence and to rearise 
the same struggles. Again, one evening while we were discussing about some topic, 
he, having his meal, and I, standing, he wanted me to make a translation in French. 
He insisted so strongly that I, being weak in constitution, and nervous, and irritable 
in person, fell exhausted and fainted, thus worried him. Now, how could a child, 
who is accustomed to discussions with Midhat Pasha in whom intelligence is 
personified, and a child who again (either rightly or with a compliment in the name 
of encouragement) responds truly to everything, not have inflated ideas about 
himself?39 

 

                                                           
38 According to the account given by Orhan Okay, Ahmed Midhat Efendi learned French from Dragan 
Efendi, while İbrahim Alaeddin in his work Ahmed Midhat Efendi claims that his tutor was a 
Bulgarian named Cankof. We do not know whether these names belong to the same person or not. 
39 Orhan Okay, Batı Medediyeti Karşısında Ahmed Midhat Efendi, İstanbul: Milli Eğitim Basımevi, 
1991, pp.2-3 
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Okay, basing his argument on this quotation, states that it was Midhat Pasha’s 

persistence and Ahmed Midhat’s proud nature and his continuous constraints that led 

him to concentrate on French more than before. Ahmed Midhat’s main goal in 

learning French on the other hand, was to have a full grip of social, scientific and 

philosophical developments in Europe. He believed that Ottoman Turkish and the 

available publications in Turkish in the empire were not adequate to follow the 

current developments in western societies. As claimed by Okay as well, French 

would serve as a key to Ahmed Midhat on the way to knowledge about different 

fields of science: “As I do not consider our national publications adequate to supply 

ample knowledge and information a man of education needs, I learned a foreign 

language. I am now able to meet this need thanks to the publications of the language 

I have learned.”40Ahmed Midhat explained the same reason also in his memoir 

Menfâ: “As I could not find publications in our language which could answer the 

needs of a man eager to know about sciences, I began studying French with all my 

vigour. I arranged my studies in such a way that I will not be able to write and speak 

French but will be able to understand anything I read perfectly well.”41 

  Besides his great effort in encouraging Ahmed Midhat to improve his French, 

Midhat Pasha appointed him to various offices. For instance, Ahmed Midhat was 

sent to Sofia in order to make translations for a German engineer. Ahmed Midhat 

stayed for sometime in Sofia and married there. On his return to Rusçuk from Sofia, 

Ahmed Midhat found himself in the midst of extravagant jubilance. As he came from 

a lower-middle class family, Ahmed Midhat Efendi was a traditional and modest 

man therefore the colourful and extravagant life he entered made him ultimately 

                                                           
40 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, Hüseyin Fellâh, İstanbul: Kırkanbar Matbaası, 1875, p. 88. 



 30 

desperate and depressive. The depressive mood he was in reached such a point that 

he even attempted to commit suicide.42However, with the support of his friends and 

advice of his colleagues he was able to come over the depression and began working 

again. It is for this reason Ahmed Midhat disgraced and criticized men who waste 

their time and money on extravagance and who loose themselves in merriment for 

the sake of being “modern” and “Europanized” in most of his novels. Felâtun Bey, in 

his novel Felâtun Bey ile Râkım Efendi (“Felâtun Bey and Râkım Efendi) is a 

negative example in this respect.  

In 1868, Midhat Pasha made Ahmed Midhat, at the age of 24 or 25, editor-in-

chief of the official provincial newspaper Tuna. As can be seen from his gradual 

intellectual development and advance in career, Midhat Pasha played a very 

important role in the early phases of Ahmed Midhat’s life. Therefore, it would not be 

wrong to claim that, it was Midhat Pasha who introduced the western civilization to 

Ahmed Midhat, and thus opened a new field before him with which he would deal 

throughout his entire life.  

Besides the undeniable role of Midhat Pasha, there were other important names 

in the province whom Ahmed Midhat met and improved his knowledge about 

western culture with their help. One of them was Şakir Bey, the head of the 

Commission of Immigrants (Muhâcirin Komisyonu Reisi). He had close relationship 

with Şakir Bey and his Romanian wife. The discussions between Şakir Bey and 

Ahmed Midhat was a great opportunity for him to improve himself intellectually. 

Moreover, Şakir Bey’s library offered Ahmed Midhat a great variety of books from 

abroad. In this respect, Orhan Okay states that: 

                                                                                                                                                                     
41 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, Menfa, İstanbul: Kırkanbar Matbaası, 1876, p. 10. 
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Ahmed is welcomed as a guest for a long time in Şakir Bey’s house, whom Ahmed 
Midhat describes as a soldier, a poet and a philosopher. Şakir Bey’s rich library was 
now open to him. Besides, his Romanian wife, who plays the violin, gives Ahmed 
Midhat the initial impressions about European civilization.43 
  
From the information mentioned so far, it can be deduced that those years he 

spent in the Province of Danube gave Ahmed Midhat some bits of knowledge about 

European culture. 

In 1868, when Midhat Pasha became the governor of Baghdad, Ahmed Midhat 

followed him there, taking charge of the government printing press and the official 

provincial newspaper Zevrâ. There, in Baghdad, Ahmed Midhat found himself in a 

highly intellectual society. He had the chance to meet new people and to be present 

in culturally and intellectually rich conversations. Osman Hamdi Bey was one of the 

intellectuals Ahmed Midhat acquainted with in Baghdad. Osman Hamdi Bey had 

spent twelve years in Europe. He was a culturally and intellectually mature person 

when Ahmed Midhat met him. He advised Ahmed Midhat to read as much as 

possible. He prepared Ahmed Midhat a reading list of books from abroad. The 

dialogues between the two, the discussions they held on the books Ahmed Midhat 

read improved his reading and writing skills44. It was with the great help of Osman 

Hamdi Bey that Ahmed Midhat read a great deal of works produced by European 

writers and philosophers. He translated some of the books he read there and based his 

first novels on the stories he read in these novels, for instance Hasan Mellâh and 

Hüseyin Fellâh are the novel whose essence Ahmed Midhat received from Alexander 

Dumas’ famous novel The Count of Monte Cristo. He wrote his two books, the 

Hâce-i Evvel (“Great Master”), which was designed to give information on issues 

                                                                                                                                                                     
42 Sabri Esat Siyavuşgil, İslam Ansiklopedisi, Vol. I, p. 184. 
43 Okay, p.3. 
44 Okay, p. 4. 
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like mathematics, geometry, cosmography, geography, history, etc. for the students 

attending the industrial school (Sanâyi‘i Mektebi) founded by Midhat Pasha in 

Baghdad, and the Kıssadan Hisse (“From Tale to Moral”) and the first stories of the 

Letâif-i Rivâyet (“Anecdotes from Tales”) in Baghdad. 

Muhammed Zühâvi and Muhammed Bakır Can Muattar of Şiraz were among 

other important names Ahmed Midhat met in Baghdad. He owed his knowledge in 

Eastern culture and Islamic tradition to his conversations, especially with 

Muhammed Bakır Can Muattar. Now he got some impressions of both Western 

civilization and Eastern culture and Islamic philosophy on the basis of his 

aforementioned acquaintances and readings. Consequently, he believed to be able to 

develop a comparative approach to these two different cultures. The never-ending 

comparison of the West and the East in his works, therefore, drew its essence from 

those years he spent in Danube and Baghdad. Nevertheless, the information he had 

about the two cultures was a second-hand data. He was not an eyewitness of Europe. 

He did not go abroad until 1889. He only knew about European civilization from 

books and his friends like Osman Hamdi Bey who had been to Europe. In this 

respect, it can be claimed that his was a totally superficial knowledge about western 

civilization. He had only novels, stories, articles and his friends’ experiences telling 

him about Europe. Therefore, he did not write about his own self-impressions, 

observations and personal thoughts of life in Europe in his first books. His was, in a 

way, an imaginary Europe taking shape so long as he read and listened. 

In 1871, his brother Hafız Ağa, who had meanwhile, became the governor 

(mutasarrif) of Basra (southern Iraq), died, and Ahmed Midhat returned with the 

whole family to Istanbul. On his return to Istanbul, he abandoned the state service 
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and devoted himself entirely to writing and printing.  In Istanbul, he met men from 

non-Muslim minorities and foreigners. These gave him ideas about western 

civilization as well. In addition to the books he read and the dialogues passed 

between himself and his friends, this new group (foreigners and minorities in 

Istanbul) opened another window to Europe in Ahmed Midhat’s imagination. 

Moreover, Ahmed Midhat liked going to Beyoğlu, where almost all of the non-

Muslim minorities (such as Armenians and Greeks) lived. Most probably because of 

their religion, Christianity, those minority people were more open to European way 

of life. Westernization in the empire, in terms of clothing, social activities like opera, 

theatre was more visible in Beyoğlu. And in most of his novels, Ahmed Midhat 

Efendi focused on Beyoğlu and chose at least two characters from among the Greeks, 

Armenians or French [Kalyopi and Agavni in Henüz Onyedi Yaşında, (“Still 

Seventeen Years Old”) Siranuş and Agavni in Müşahedat (“Observations”)]. 

Therefore, his frequent visits to Beyoğlu gave him the opportunity to follow the 

initial gleams of “westernization” in the Ottoman Empire, or at least in İstanbul. 

Meanwhile, Ahmed Midhat became the chief editor of Cerîde-i Askeriyye 

(“Military Gazette”) and worked for this newspaper for one and a half year. 

Moreover, he designed a printing office at his house in Tahtakale and began printing 

his own books. However, when he realized that his publications did not supply him 

enough money to afford the needs of his family he began writing articles for the daily 

Basiret (“Insight”) and other newspapers. In 1872, he transferred his printing office 

first to Sirkeci and then to Beyoğlu. Meanwhile, he began issuing a magazine called 

Dağarcık (“Treasure of Knowledge”). When Midhat Pasha became the grand vizier, 

Ahmed Midhat began publishing a daily newspaper called Devir (“Epoch”), however 
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it was proscribed after its first issue. The other newspaper, Bedir (“Full Moon”), 

whose license was acquired in the name of his kin Mehmed Cevdet, was also 

proscribed after the publication of its thirteenth issue. He was at the same time the 

editor of İbret (“Admonition”). He was deeply occupied with the publication of his 

books and the articles he was writing for the aforementioned newspapers. However, 

his journalistic activities brought him into an apparently fortuitous association with 

the Young Ottomans, and in 1872 he was arrested and summarily exiled to Rhodes, 

together with Ebuziyya Tevfik.45 There he wrote a number of books, some of which 

were published in Istanbul under a pseudonym.46 In 1876, after the deposition of 

Sultan Abdülaziz, he was pardoned and returned to İstanbul. On his return, he 

resumed his activities as a writer and printer.  

Ahmed Midhat Efendi was now following a cautious policy, which won him 

the favour of Sultan Abdülhamid II. In 1877, he published his famous work Üss-i 

İnkılab (“Foundation of the Revolution”); an historical justification of Abdülhamid’s 

accession, and following its publication was given the directorship of the official 

newspaper and printing press. This led a permanent breach with the Young 

Ottomans. During the reign of Abdülhamid II (1876-1909), he held various state 

offices, and from 1878 onwards edited the Tercüman-ı Hakikât (“Interpreter of 

Truth”) a daily newspaper of some importance in the intellectual history of that time. 

Most of his novels were published in this newspaper in the form of installments 

(tefrika). In addition, some of his novels, published in this newspaper, were reprinted 

                                                           
45 His article “Duvardan Bir Sedâ”, issued in Dağarcık was considered against Islamic teaching and 
for this reason he was arrested and exiled. 
46 Encyclopaedia of Islam, Vol. I, “Ahmed Midhat”, p. 289. 
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in Armenian alphabet. This enabled him to address to different groups within the 

empire: 

As our readers would remember, Râkım Efendi, whom Siranuş Hanım has brought 
forward for consideration, is the hero of my novel Felâtun Bey ile Râkım Efendi, 
which is among the other novels I wrote fifteen years ago in Rhodes. Likewise, both 
Muslim and Armenian readers would remember that this was the novel, which was 
first published as installments both in Ottoman Turkish and Armenian in the 
Tercümân-ı Hakikat. Later on, the novel was reprinted in the form of book, and was 
read and interpreted with special demand among the Armenians.47  
  
In 1889, Ahmed Midhat went as official Ottoman representative to the 

International Congress of Orientalists in Stockholm,48 and spent some three and a 

half months in Europe. He had been to different cities. Thanks to this journey to 

Europe, Ahmed Midhat was now an eyewitness of European civilization. He thus 

became the first person narrator of his own observations and his own reflections 

about Europe in his works. He presented his reflections on Europe in his book 

Avrupa’da Bir Cevelân (“Strolling in Europe”).  

In 1908, after the Young Turk revolution, Ahmed Midhat retired from his 

official position under the age-limit, and was subjected to vigorous attacks. He 

attempted to resume the literary work which he had long since sacrificed to his 

official career, but abandoned the attempt in the face of hostile opinion and changed 

tastes. For a few years, he held teaching posts at the University, the Woman 

Teachers’ Training College (Darülmuallimât) and the School for Preachers. He died 

in 1912.     

Ahmed Midhat Efendi played an important role in the development of Turkish 

journalism in the nineteenth century. He also produced an enormous number of 

                                                           
47 Osman Gündüz (ed.), Müşahedat, Ankara: Akçağ Yayınları, 1997. 
48 Şarkiyatçılar Kongresi. For a detailed information on Ahmed Midhat’s experiences in Europe please 
see: Ahmed Midhat Efendi’s Avrupa’da Bir Cevelân and Carter Findley, Ahmed Midhat Efendi 
Avrupa'da= An Ottoman occidentalist in Europe , cev. A. Anadol, Istanbul : Turkiye Ekonomik ve 
Toplumsal Tarih Vakfi, 1999.  
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books (around 150). His works can be categorized in two main groups: fiction and 

popularised knowledge. His novels and short stories were widely read among the 

generation of Turks that grew up under the influence of the Tanzimat period. His 

works paved the way for the development of new tastes and interests among a public, 

which was still entirely unacquainted with western literary forms and aspirations. His 

novels were very popular, simple in both style and sentiment. Ahmed Midhat also 

aimed at both entertaining and instructing the reader of unsophisticated and 

unliterary tastes through his novels and stories. For instance in his stories “Esaret” 

(“Slavery”), “Firkat” (“Separation”), “Ölüm Allah’ın Emri”(“Death is God’s Will”) 

Ahmed Midhat disgraced slavery, in his novels Felâtun Bey ile Râkım Efendi and 

Jön Türk (“Young Turk”)he criticized the ones who uncousciously imitate European 

ways of behaviour, and this he did in a simple but at the same time colourful and 

entertaining way. He also wrote on politics, Üss-i İnkılâb, on literature and the 

importance of language “Dilde Sadeliği İltizam Edelim” (“Let Us Prefer Simplicity 

in Language”), on philosophy and religion Müdafaa (“Defense”), İstibşar 

(“Announcing Good News”), Beşâir (“Good News”) and Niza-ı İlm ü Din (Conflict 

Between Science and Religion”),49 western culture Avrupa’da Bir Cevelân, Paris’te 

Bir Türk (“A Turk in Paris”), Avrupa Adâb-ı Muaşereti (“European Etiquette”) and 

women “Felsefe-i Zenân” (“Philosophy of Women”), Henüz Onyedi Yaşında, 

Dürdane Hanım. Under the broad title “women”, Ahmed Midhat Efendi touched on 

related concepts like “love”, “flirting”, “marriage”, “motherhood”, “prostitution”, 

“education” and “job opportunities for women”. His works on the importance of 

using clear and comprehensive language (“Dilde Sadeliği İltizam Edelim”), his 

                                                           
49 For the detailed evaluation and analysis of these works please see Orhan Okay, pp. 235-295.  



 37 

arguments defending the necessity of translating classical works produced in the 

West, “Kalemlerin İkramı” (“Courtesy of Pens”) and his article criticizing the 

arguments of the new literary movement, Edebiyât-ı Cedîde, “Dekadanlar” (“The 

Decadents”), caused disputes among different groups of intellectuals and men of 

literature. Nevertheless, thanks to Ahmed Midhat many writers, novelists and 

journalists appeared on the literary platform in the nineteenth century Ottoman 

cultural world. He was widely read and appreciated until 1908. From 1908 onwards, 

with the constitutional era, his works lost their previous colour and attractiveness in 

the eyes of the public whose tastes had changed.     

 

3.2 Ottoman Modernization and Ahmed Midhat Efendi 

 

As mentioned previously, Ahmed Midhat Efendi was born in 1844 and when 

he reached his prime the most painful years of the Tanzimat period was left behind 

and the fruits of modernization had began to be taken gradually. In most of the social 

institutions (i.e. the army, schools, law, family) important steps toward 

modernization had been taken. Nevertheless, the dominating subject of discussion 

among the Ottoman intelligentsia was still the problems brought by the encounter of 

the western and eastern cultures. While a group was honestly devoted to western 

oriented ideas not only in terms of socio-cultural aspects but also in political issues, 

another group was stubbornly insisting on the preservation of the moral and religious 

norms and the resurrection of the olden, glorious days of the empire. Yet, there was 

also another group, which chose to remain in between, and thus trying to reach a 
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balanced amalgamation of the western knowledge on sciences and eastern religious 

and moral values. Ahmed Midhat was a representative of the third group.  

In the early days of his youth, Ahmed Midhat was deeply influenced by the 

ideals and the works of the Young Ottomans. He also met Nâmık Kemal a few times. 

However, gradually he began to criticize his admiration for the ideals of the Young 

Ottomans and as a result of this self-criticism he realized that in fact he did not share 

the same beliefs and ideals with the Young Ottomans. In his memoir, Menfa Ahmed 

Midhat tells the reader about his ideas on this issue as follows:  

On my way to Baghdad, I stayed for about ten days in Istanbul. For the time being, I 
observed the circumstances in Istanbul, met people and received information about 
the way the things were in Istanbul. I also had disputes on the conditions in Baghdad 
through all the time I spent there. As a result, a blessed change occurred in my mind 
and I realized that there was not such thing as New Ottomanism (Yeni Osmanlılık) 
or Old Ottomanism (Eski Osmanlılık). Moreover, as the articles in the issues of 
Muhbir and Hürriyet lost all their importance in my point of view I gave them all to 
the ones who were still yearning to read. I began to consider my state and my nation 
from a totally different perspective.50     
 
In this quotation Ahmed Midhat reveals the difference of thought between 

himself and the Young Ottomans. Ahmed Midhat believed that what the Young 

Ottomans aimed at was something totally political, that is, they wanted to change the 

existing regime. Ahmed Midhat, on the other hand, argued that in order to change the 

political system social and cultural reforms had first to be completed. For him, 

without a modern education system and improvement in the level of literacy, without 

a public cognizant of the western oriented concepts like “liberty”, it was impossible 

to change the surviving political system. In this respect, he shared the same ideas 

with Sultan Abdülhamid II: “In our empire, the public is still naïve and illiterate. We 

have to treat our people as if they were children, because they are in fact grown up 

children. Likewise the families and the educationists who give serious attention to 
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keep the young away from harmful publications, we, the government and the ruler, 

had to keep anything that would  poison the people’s mind away from them.”51 

Abdülhamid also said that “every single man is the product of the events he 

witnessed and most important of all education”52. Like Abdülhamid II, Ahmed 

Midhat was against the spread of western oriented concepts such as ‘liberty’, 

‘feminism’, ‘mariage libre’, among the illiterate and ignorant public and reflected 

this in most of his novels and articles. Again, as mentioned previously, Ahmed 

Midhat argued that it was useless to be occupied with the problems of “liberty” and 

the constitution of a “new regime” before reaching the same level with Europe in 

terms of technical, scientific and thus cultural progress. Moreover, according to him, 

the aim of the Ottoman intellectuals should first be to acknowledge the public what 

liberty means then to impose the idea of liberty itself: 

Even today, suppose that you examine three hundred people unexpectedly. Ask them 
whether they want liberty or whether they are yearning for progress in terms of 
liberty. Regardless of the answer they give, ask them what liberty and progress 
mean. Without doubt I could claim that even three among three hundred cannot give 
even a closer definition to these terms…Therefore, the public should first be given 
information and knowledge then publications defending these terms should be made. 
(This paragraph was written also to criticize the untimely and in this respect 
inappropriate publications of the Young Ottomans). 53 

 
Nevertheless, it would not be fair to claim that Ahmed Midhat Efendi did not 

want the public be acknowledged about western oriented ideas. On the contrary, he 

wanted to inform the reader about the contemporary developments in Europe and 

enlighten the public with modern ideas – “we have to enlighten people with sober 

and clear ideas (aydın fikirler) instead of superstitious Persian tales”54 - but he also 

                                                                                                                                                                     
50 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, Menfá, p. 48-9. 
51,49 Cited  from Ali Vehbi’s  Pensées et Souvenirs de l’Ex Sultan Abdulhamid, by Enver Ziya Karal, 
Osmanlı Tarihi, vol.8, p. 246, 263. 
 
53 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, Menfâ, p. 50. 
54 Hilmi Ziya Ülken, Türkiye’de Çağdaş Düşünce Tarihi, Konya: Selçuk Yayınları, Vol I, 1966,p.159. 
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wanted to remain in a moderate level. He was afraid that the ignorant people, blinded 

with the colourful representation of the west, would exceed the limits of 

westernisation and undermine the “vitally” important values like chastity, morality, 

the importance of family, etc. 

 Briefly, Ahmed Midhat was convinced of the superiority of the western 

civilization and admitted the fact that the Ottoman Empire was far too behind the 

west. However, he had the fear that the western civilization also had the power to 

devalue the moral, religious and cultural ideals of the empire. It became, therefore, a 

mission for him to defend and at the same time propagate such values against the 

‘destructive’ western ideas in almost all his works. In his novels, he emphasized the 

traditional and Islamic values. However, we cannot claim that he was a strict, 

fundamental Islamist. He was not an enthusiastic modernist as well. He was in 

between the two. In his novels, he created an alternative to western civilization, that 

is the amalgamation of modernization and Islamic philosophy and traditional values 

on an equal level. Moreover, for Ahmed Midhat the aim of progress and 

modernization should be to develop practical, pragmatist methods for the society 

rather than theoretical, political ideologies. Therefore, throughout his career as a 

writer he tried to reach a synthesis of western knowledge and Ottoman moral, 

religious and cultural values.        

 

3.3 Ahmed Midhat Efendi and the Issue of Women 

 

By the nineteenth century, in Europe, the status of women, like other issues of 

social concern, had reached a further level of improvement. Women in Europe went 
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to theatres, operas with men, they had begun to be treated almost equally with men, 

they had entered the labour market thus they had taken an important step on the way 

to women’s liberation movement. The concept of “feminism” is also the fruit of the 

nineteenth century in Europe. The status of women in Europe and the new position 

they had reached became a matter of comparison in the Ottoman Empire even before 

the Tanzimat period. As mentioned in the previous chapter, we come across with 

depictions of women in France in Yirmisekiz Çelebi Mehmet’s Sefaretnâme. 

However, a serious evaluation of the issue of women as a matter of social concern 

appeared on the intellectual platform during the Tanzimat period. Changing social 

institutions and cultural values initiated a period of awakening even among the 

women themselves. The nineteenth century Ottoman Empire witnessed women 

novelists, journalists, and teachers. Briefly, “women”, in the nineteenth century 

Ottoman Empire became one of the important issues of discourse.  

Ahmed Midhat Efendi could be considered among the Ottoman intelligents 

who defended the rights of women. Tanzimat literature, including Ahmed Midhat’s 

novels and stories as well, devoted considerable attention to the evaluation of the 

issue of women in terms of their role as mothers, wives, and working citizens and 

family in the Ottoman Empire.   

As we have seen in the previous section, Ahmed Midhat differed from the 

Young Ottomans in the matters of progress and modernization. He also displayed a 

different attitude in dealing with women’s issue. He did not present an aggressive 

attitude in his arguments. He approached this issue by trying to avoid both 

exaggeration and remissness as he did in dealing with other matters of discourse; he 

sought for a synthesis in the evaluation of the position of women in the empire.  
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Ahmed Midhat had all the time tended to compare the West and the East 

regardless of the subject of comparison. He followed the same systematic in dealing 

with women’s issue. First of all, he criticized the way Europeans defined the Eastern 

woman. Ahmed Midhat believed that the Europeans did not have an objective and 

clear picture in their mind about women in the Ottoman Empire. They judged the 

way Ottoman women led their lives, their position in society, their roles as wives and 

mothers unfairly as they approached this issue without having proper knowledge 

about women in the empire and thus with biased ideas: 

It is commonly believed in Europe and in America that woman in our state is in the 
position of a rose for men to smell. They do not believe in any other assumption. 
Once faded, woman is treated in the same way a withered rose is treated. Man is not 
her husband, that is her partner, her lover, her friend, her beloved, but her owner and 
her possessor. She does not have civil rights. They even believe that due to the 
Islamic credence, women would not be welcomed in Heaven as well.55 
 
Although in the early youth Ahmed Midhat was influenced by the modernist 

ideas more, later in his career he displayed an Islamic perspective. In this respect, in 

the evaluation of women’s issue as well Ahmed Midhat took into consideration 

Islamic teachings. First, he put forth a counter argument to the aforementioned 

European and American approach to the concept of Ottoman women by claiming 

that Islam, contrary to their misconceptions, elevates the position of women. He 

claimed that women in the empire were in a better condition when compared to the 

ones in the west, at least in terms of “chastity” and “respectful lives” they were 

leading.  

Some intellectual Ottoman women thought the same way Ahmed Midhat did. 

For instance, famous woman author Fatma Aliye Hanım, Ahmed Cevdet Pasha’s 

daughter, shared the same beliefs and put forth the same arguments in her work 
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Muhadere-i Islam.56 She also admitted that she was very impressed by the works of 

Ahmed Midhat:” […] these (books) cause a kind of relief with a sweet sense of 

emotion and they do not exasperate my mind…henceforth, I bought all the books the 

author of Hasan Mellah wrote and began reading them. I was so occupied with those 

books that I did not want either to eat or to sleep…”57  

Like Ahmed Midhat, Fatma Aliye Hanım created woman characters in her 

novels who were confident and who had the capacity to cope with life on their own. 

These women were also created considering the Islamic traditions. Fatma Aliye 

Hanım supported the idea of formulating a synthesis of Islam and western 

civilization. Mediha Göbenli supports the same argument by stating that Fatma 

Aliye’s female characters, though they do not go beyond the limits of Islamic 

requirements, are self-confident, and struggling portrayals.58  

Another intellectual contemporary of Ahmed Midhat is Zeynep Hanım on 

whom Pierre Loti based his famous novel Les Desenchantees, claimed that although 

Western civilization brought important implications in the name of women’s rights, 

Ottoman culture and Islamic tradition elevated the value of women within their 

social context.59 Ahmed Midhat Efendi also believed that Islam did not limit the 

freedom of women, on the contrary, it attached greater importance to the female sex 

more than the Western civilization did. 

                                                                                                                                                                     
55 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, İstibşar:Amerika'da Nezr-i İslam Teşebbüsü, İstanbul: Tercüman-ı Hakikat, 
1310, p. 78.  
56 For a detailed information on Fatma Aliye Hanım please see Ahmed Midhat, Fatma Aliye Hanım 
Yahut Bir Muharrire-i Osmaniyenin Neşeti, İstanbul: Isis, 1998 and Mübeccel Kızıltan, Fatma Aliye 
Hanım: Yaşamı, Sanatı, Yapıtları ve Nisvan-ı İslam, İstanbul: Mutlu, 1993.  
57 Mediha Göbenli, “Ahmed Midhat Efendi ve Osmanlı Kadın Yazarları: Fatma Aliye Hanım ve Şair 
Fıtnat Hanım”, Tarih ve Toplum, vol. 34, no. 203, Kasım 2000, pp. 283-288. 
58 Göbenli, p. 284. 
59 Grace Ellison, Özgürlük Peşinde Bir Osmalı Kadını, İstanbul: Büke Yayınları, Mayıs 2001. 



 44 

Ahmed Midhat touched another important point in his arguments. It was a 

commonly accepted idea in the nineteenth century Ottoman Empire (and it still is in 

modern Turkey) that mothers were responsible for the bringing up, education and 

well-being of their children. A brave soldier, an honest, hardworking civil servant, a 

successful poet or an able ruler were all offsprings of noble Ottoman mothers: 

“Children receive the primary instruction on moral and physical virtues in the bosom 

of their mothers. Especially in those days when the educational system was different 

from that of today’s the most considerable tutors and trainers of the children were 

believed to be mothers.”60 In this respect, men owed their place in the outside world 

to the painstaking efforts of their mothers, thus to women. 

As mentioned in the previous section, the most important subject of discourse 

among the nineteenth century intelligentsia was the concept and the application of 

“liberty”. This concept played an important role also in the evaluation of women’s 

position in the Ottoman society. In this respect, Ahmed Midhat compares European 

women, their freedom of action, and their civil rights with those of the Ottoman 

women. At this point a new concept, “feminism” becomes the focus of attention. 

Ahmed Midhat was the first Ottoman writer who used this term in his novel Jön 

Türk. For Ahmed Midhat the term feminism meant women’s equal treatment with 

men. To some extend he supported women’s having “similar” rights with men at 

least in fields of education and labour market. On the other hand, he strongly blamed 

and criticized women’s excessive liberty displayed in European states such as France 

or England. In his story, “Ana-Kız” (“Mother-Daughter”) he depicted the way 

women behaved in Europe and claimed that they behaved more shamelessly than the 

                                                           
60 Ahmed Midhat, Avrupa’da Bir Cevelân, Istanbul, 1890, p. 166. 
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way the most dishonorable women in undignified places in Istanbul such as Beyoğlu 

and Galata behaved with their faces disguised.61 He considered women’s behaving 

like men as against cultural, religious and moral values of the Ottoman society. He 

also agreed that women and men could go to theatres, operas together as they did in 

Europe, so long as each behaved in accordance with Islamic norms. Moreover, acts 

such as riding a bicycle, smoking in the presence of men were considered as 

disgraceful behavior by Ahmed Midhat.  

When it comes to the concept of “love”, Ahmed Midhat argued that both 

women and men degrade the sacred feeling of love with their “libertine” ways of life. 

He claimed that men and women in Europe became too intimate before they began to 

know each other better, and within a short time, they got bored with each other and 

separated. However, in the Ottoman society, love remained sacred, men and women 

approached each other with the feelings of respect, shame and modesty. In this 

respect, he believed that while women in Europe put on excessive make up, wear 

indecent dresses, and behaved dishonorable, Ottoman women chose to behave 

modestly. For him the beauty of the Ottoman woman was hidden beneath her 

chastity, her modesty, her naïveté and her dignified manners. 

Another issue Ahmed Midhat dealt with was prostitution. Ahmed Midhat 

treated prostitutes and “fallen” women with feelings of pity and compassion. He 

never blamed them for the disgraceful situation they were in. On the contrary, he put 

the blame on the ones who caused their misfortune. For instance, in his novel Henüz 

Onyedi Yaşında he showed pity and compassion for the seventeen year-old prostitute 

Kalyopi and criticized her parents who connive at their daughter’s position and the 

                                                           
61 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, “Ana-Kiz”, Letaif-i Rivayat, Istanbul: 1893, also in new edition, İstanbul: 
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others in society who compelled her to work in a brothel. The reason for the pity and 

compassion he showed to prostitutes is most possibly lying under the fact that his 

second wife was also a “fallen” woman named Vasiliki.  

In his evaluation of the issue of prostitution, he made comparisons with the 

West again. He argued that the reason for the spread of prostitution in the Empire 

was the infusion of foreign ways of life into the Ottoman Empire. In this, he blamed 

the excessively liberal lives of women in the West. For Ahmed Midhat, even intimate 

pre-marriage relationships between men and women (which was widespread in 

Europe) were also a kind of prostitution. He argued that Islamic teachings did not let 

such kind of relationships, thus prevented the spread of prostitution in Eastern 

societies.  

To conclude we may assume that Ahmed Midhat Efendi defended the rights 

of Ottoman women and tried to instruct the society about the ways to reach a proper 

synthesis of progress and socio-cultural and religious norms in the name of women’s 

civil rights. He never relegated the position of women in society. On the contrary, he 

exalted the position of women, praised their invaluable place in the lives of men and 

children as well as in the society. He appreciated any attempt to ameliorate the 

position of women in society but he also feared that people would imitate the 

colourful but negative aspects of European ways of life. Therefore, he gave extreme 

examples from Europe and explained the unconstructive results of such kind of 

living. He warned the naïve and ignorant Ottoman society about the “real” face of 

European civilization. He tried to show the reader the destructive effects of 

disproportionate adoption of Europeanized way of behaviour in most of his works. 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Çağrı Yayınları, 2000, p. 823. 
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Subsequently, he stated that there were women also in Europe who were 

conservative and who behaved in accordance with generally accepted moral norms; 

and vigorously supported the idea that such women should be taken as examples 

avoiding exaggeration and remissness.62 Women should have civil rights, they 

should enter labour market, they should be able to work and earn their lives but at the 

same time they should remain loyal to their roles as devoted mothers and wives, 

should not desert their modest, humble, noble manners.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
62 The idea of neither exagerration nor remissness (ifrat ve tefrit) has a religious connotation. In 
Islamic teaching exagerration or remissness in anything is wrong and Ahmed Midhat believed in this 
teaching and put forth this idea many times.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

SLAVERY IN THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE AND THE ISSUE OF 

SLAVERY IN AHMED MIDHAT’S NOVELS AND SHORT STORIES 

 

In the Ottoman society, the wealthy families in big cities usually had one or 

more slaves in their houses. They were either male slaves or maid boys working 

under the service of their masters or maid girls working at home for general 

housework such as cleaning, cooking or accompanying their masters either as their 

concubines or their wives. Ahmed Midhat Efendi, on whose works this chapter 

focuses on, dealt with the issues of slavery and concubinage in his works. He chose 

families from upper levels of society and his characters are the representatives of the 

intellectuals of the Tanzimat period. Therefore, this chapter will be analysing the 

concept of slavery from the perspective of the Tanzimat intellectuals. Ordinary 

people in small towns or cities are not referred to in Ahmed Midhat’s novels or 

stories, therefore this chapter will not mention the application of slavery and the 

status of slave girls in those areas. The focus of this chapter will be on slavery as 

applied in wealthy or middle class families in Istanbul. However, before evaluating 

Ahmed Midhat’s personal ideas about this issue it would be more illuminating to 

give a brief information about the institution of slavery in general, then in detail as 

practiced in the Ottoman Empire. 
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4.1. Ottoman Law System 

 

In the Ottoman Empire, the legal and customary bases of organization and 

action depended on a dual system of law composed of the Şeriât or religious law, 

and the kanun, or state law. The state law codes were regulated by the Sultan, who 

was considered the head of the administration, the owner of all the lands, and the 

governor and the “protector” of the subject people (reaya). Nevertheless, the state 

laws of the Sultan should be in accordance with religious law, which made the core 

of the Ottoman law system. As in all Muslim societies, Şeriât, religious law, was 

the basic law of the Ottoman society. Islamic law and its doctrines were considered 

to be a divinely ordained body of political, social, and moral regulations and 

institutions, which were supposed to cover all aspects of life for the Muslims. The 

religious law in the Empire was not developed in detail in matters of public law, 

state organization, and administrative system. It was developed in detail in fields of 

personal behaviour as reflected in the Qur‘ân and early Muslim tradition. The 

matters of public law, state organization and administration were carried on with 

regard to the state laws from the reign of the Mehmed II onwards. However, the 

regulations fixed in the kanuns should not discord with the doctrines of the Islamic 

law. The Muslim judges of the Ottoman Empire recognized the right of the sultan 

to legislate in state laws, so long as he did not conflict with the Şeriât in detail or in 

principle. The religious laws were interpreted by the ulemâ. The members of the 

ulemâ had the right to invalidate the articles regulated in the kanuns if they thought 

that they were contradicting Şeriât. However, such an attempt was not made 
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frequently because being part of the ruling class the members of the ulemâ were 

under the authority of the sultan and if they contradicted the sultan, they could be 

removed from their positions. Considering this situation, it would not be wrong to 

state that the sultan was relatively free to legislate changes in the Ottoman 

institutions and practices to meet the needs of the time. Therefore, the Şeriât could 

only provide the principles of civil law, and covered matters of personal behaviour 

and status in the Muslim millet in the same way that the members of the Christian 

and Jewish millets were subject to their own religious codes.63  

Being the main point of this chapter, the institution of slavery, like other 

matters of civil law, was legislated corporately through Islamic and state laws in the 

Ottoman Empire. The teachings of the Şeriât and the regulations fixed in the 

kanuns shaped the basis of the application of slavery in Ottoman society. Therefore, 

before delving deeply in this issue, it would be of great help to analyze the concept 

of slavery through the Islamic perspective.  

 

4.2. Slavery and Islam 

 

The general term for “slave” in Arabic is ‘abd. Classical Arabic also expresses 

the idea of “slave”, in the singular of both genders and in the collective, by the 

generic term rakik, which is not expressed in the Qur‘ân. On the other hand the 

Qur‘ân frequently uses the term rakaba, literally “neck, nape of the neck”, and still 
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further information on the Ottoman Law System please also see: Taner Timur, Osmanlı Kimliği, 
İstanbul: Hil Yayın, 1986 and Fuad Köprülü, Ortazaman Türk Hukuki Müesseseleri; İslam Amme 
Hukukundan Ayrı Bir Türk Amme Hukuku Yok mudur?, Ankara: İkinci Türk Tarih Kongresi, 1937 and 
Nurcan Abacı, Bursa Şehri’nde Osmanlı Hukukunun Uygulanması (17. Yüzyıl), Ankara: Kültür 
Bakanlığı Yayınları, 2001 
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more frequently, the periphrasis mâ malakat aymânukum “that which your (their) 

right hands possess”.64 The ‘abd(an) mamlûk(an) of the surah Nahl is to be taken 

into consideration under the light of this formula: it should be properly translated: 

“a slave, who is (himself) a piece of property”.65  The Turkish equivalents for the 

word “slave”, are kul or köle and from Arabic esir, gulam for the masculine and 

cariye or halayik for the feminine.66 The Ottomans used a number of words to 

denote slavery and the slaves themselves: 

Slavery as an abstract, legal status was rıkkiyet or rık. A slave in legal texts was a 
rakik. A rakik could be manumitted (fekk-i rıkkiyet), but slavery as a legal status 
(rıkkiyet) cannot be abolished in theory... A slave while in the market for sale, or on 
the road to a market, was an esir. Unlike rıkkiyet, esaret could be abolishedboth in 
theory and in practice.67  
 
The institution of slavery has a long history. It was practiced in pre-Islamic 

Arabia, as in the remainder of the ancient and early medieval world. In ancient 

India, China, Greece, Rome, Turkic, Arabic and Mesopotamian civilizations and in 

the feudal states of the medieval Europe slavery was a common issue. After the 

birth of Islam in the 600s, the institution of slavery was modified in accordance 

with the doctrines of the new religion in Muslim societies. It is worth mentioning 

that Islam did not advocate the abolition of slavery as a doctrine but it aimed at 

moderating this institution and alleviated its legal and moral aspects. Spiritually, 

both the slave and the free man have the same value but the slave is of inferior 

status and he must piously resign himself to this “divinely established order of 

things”: “And Allâh has preferred some of you above others in provision. Then 

those who are preferred will by no means hand over their provisions to those 

                                                           
64 Qur‘ân, Surah IV (Nisa), verse no: 25, (trans.) Dr. Muhammad Taqui-ud-Din Al-Hilali and Dr. 
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65 Qur‘ân, Surah XVI (Nahl), verse no: 75, p. 274. 
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(slaves) whom their right hands possess, so that they may be equal with them in 

respect thereof. Do they then deny the favour of Allâh?”68  

One of the reasons why Islam did not preach the abolition of slavery is set forth 

by Akgündüz as follows: 

At times when Islam as religion came into being, slavery was widespread in the 
Arab society as in other societies. When economic and social conditions are taken 
into consideration, it was not possible for either the master or the slaves, who had 
found shelter under the service of their masters, to abolish slavery in a society where 
almost half of the population was composed of slaves. It was against the spirit of the 
initiation for prophet Muhammad to abolish slavery, which the society had so far 
been familiar and had morally been in harmony with. Therefore, Islam did not 
abolish the institution of slavery. However, Islam did not leave this institution as it 
had been. In order to abolish slavery gradually, Islam tried to dry the sources of 
slavery, diminish its traces and encourage people to treat the slaves the way they 
treated free man. 69  

 
Apologists, likewise, try to justify the institution of slavery by putting forth the 

same reason that Muhammad could not have freed the slaves all at once because 

“the sudden and entire emancipation of the existing slaves was morally and 

economically impossible.”70 

Islam, through all its teachings, makes the emancipation of slaves a meritorious 

act, a work of charity: “[…] righteous is he who believes in Allâh and the Last Day, 

and the angels, the Book, the prophets and gives his wealth inspite of the love for it, 

to kinsfolk, to orphans and the needy, and to the wayfarer, to those who ask, and to 

set slaves free.”71   

According to the Islamic law, slavery was limited to the non-Muslim people 

captured during the holy wars (jihad). The ones who were defeated by the Muslims 
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were not necessarily treated as slaves all the time. As mentioned by Akgündüz, the 

captured men, women and children during the war could be treated as slaves only in 

accordance with the Islamic law and with the consent of the Caliph. Otherwise, it 

was not necessary that all the war captives become slaves: 

So when you meet those who disbelieve (in fight) smite at their necks till when you 
have killed and wounded many of them, then bind a bond (i.e. take them as captives) 
firmly (on them). Thereafter (is the time for) either generosity (i.e. free them without 
ransom) or ransom (according to what benefits Islam), until the war lays down its 
burdens. Thus (are you commanded), but if it had been Allâh’s Will, He himself 
could certainly have punished them (without you).72   
   
This surah explains the basic reason for the practice of slavery. In any other 

condition apart from the one mentioned in this surah, keeping a human being as a 

slave, abusing his/her physically or psychologically, selling him/her or giving 

him/her as a present is strictly forbidden. Again, according to the Islamic law 

Muslims are obliged to supply food, clothing and shelter for the slaves and to treat 

them as kindly as they treat free men: “do good to parents, kinsfolk, orphans those 

in need, neighbours who are near of kin, neighbours who are strangers, the 

companion by your side, the way-farer (you meet), and what your right hands 

possess (your slaves).”73 

 As mentioned before, Islam also promoted ways for the emancipation of 

slaves. There were many ways of manumitting a slave. For instance, as a deed of 

expiation for certain felonies, such as unintentional homicide, a slave is 

emancipated: “It is not for a believer to kill a believer except by mistake, and who-

so-ever kills a believer by mistake, (it is ordained that) he must set free a believing 

slave.”74  This is called the “expiatory mode” or kefaret. Breaking an oath can also 
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be expiated by setting a believing slave free: “He (Allâh) will punish you for your 

deliberate oaths, then for its expiation, feed ten poor persons, on a scale of the 

average of that with which you feed your own families; or clothe them, or manumit 

a slave…”75. Another similar case takes place if the husband makes a deliberate 

comparison between his wife and his mother or his sisters: “And those who make 

unlawful to them their wives (by saying they are as their mothers), and wish to free 

themselves from what they uttered, (the penalty) in that case (is) the freeing of a 

slave before they touch each other.”76 Another method of emancipating a slave is 

the formal contractual mode (mukâtebe akdi). According to this mode, the master 

and the slave entered upon a formal contract through which the slave purchased 

his/her freedom and the master benefited economically: “and such of your slaves as 

seek a writing (of emancipation, give them such a writing, if you know they are 

good and trustworthy. And give them something yourselves out of the wealth of 

Allâh which He has bestowed upon you.”77 Another method is manumission as 

charity (ıtk-ı mendub). It was not imposed upon the master nor did he derive any 

profit from it, but freed his slave ‘for the sake of God’. One other way is the 

posthumous mode (tedbir). In this mode, the master freed his slave after his own 

death. Such a slave is called müdebber.78  
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4.3. Slavery as Practiced in the Ottoman Empire 

 

Slavery in the Ottoman Empire was both sanctioned by religious law codes 

(Şeriât) and approved by customs, therefore, as in all Muslim societies, in the 

Ottoman Empire as well individuals could own slaves and slavery was an 

institution of vital importance. Slaves in the empire could be recruited from non-

Muslim families through the devshirme system, could be employed in industrial 

units, could work in farms as share-croppers, could serve in the houses of rich 

individuals as maids, servants or could be kept in harems as slave-girls or 

concubines (câriye). Therefore, it is an evident fact that slavery in the empire was 

infused into various areas from politics to the private lives of the Muslim subjects 

of the empire.  

When we look at the pre-Tanzimat period, we see that there were mainly three 

groups of slaves or in other words slaves were employed in three different fields: 

some were recruited through the devshirme from non-Muslim families and trained 

as soldiers, some of the slaves within this first group could also rise to pre-

eminence and gradually came to constitute part of the ruling class; some were 

employed in farms and worked as share-croppers under the rule of their masters; 

and some were employed in the industrial units as qualified and well-trained 

workers. Still, others were owned by private individuals and worked under 

domestic service.  

As for the application of the devshirme system, it caused disputes among the 

historians. As stated by Hakan Erdem, a group of historians, namely Patricia Crone, 
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Bernard Lewis, Braude and Metin Kunt argue that the devshirme was illegal and 

incompatible with the Şeriât and infringed the traditional rights accorded to the 

zimmis in Muslim societies.79 At this point, though agrees with them to some 

extend, Erdem claims that the main reason beneath this dispute lies in the definition 

of the zimmi: 

The fact that they were ‘People of the Book’ did not automatically make them 
zimmis. It should be noted that to be a Christian or a Jew only made someone 
eligible for the status of zimmi. The zimmis were those people of the scriptures who 
accepted the authority and supremacy of the Islamic state and made their contract 
with it. In return for their obeisance and acceptance of their subordinate status they 
were granted freedom of worship, freedom of owning property and personal 
freedom, that is, exemption from enslavement. Those ‘People of the Book’ who 
made war against Islam or who lived in the dar-ül-harb (Abode of War) were not 
zimmis but harbis. The harbis were liable for punishment, that is death or 
enslavement.80 

     
As can be understood from this quotation, the child-levy of the devshirme system 

was only applied to the ones who were considered as infidels, although at times this 

regulation was undermined and boys from zimmi families were recruited as well.   

On the other hand, the Ottoman Sultan, being the political and religious leader 

of the empire, had the right to own the forcibly conquered ‘captive’ populations. 

After a conquest, when the effects of the conquest diminished, these enslaved 

populations could be granted a de facto zimmi status, which was a situation that is 

revertible. When boys from these families were recruited through the devshirme, 

these families became eligible for their previous status as slaves and exempted from 

the non-Muslim poll tax, cizye.81  

The recruited boys were either trained at the Palace or were sold to Anatolian 

Turkish farmers so that they could learn the language, the religion and the Ottoman 
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customs and traditions. Later, some of them were enrolled in the Ocak Corps, or as 

novice yeniçeris (acemi oğlanlar) and later as yeniçeris. Until they were enrolled as 

yeniçeris they performed tasks “similar in nature to those which were performed by 

slaves who belonged to private individuals, and these tasks bore little, if any, 

resemblance to their future function as military slaves.”82 There was also a 

tendency in the Ottoman Empire to manumit the slaves in this category after a 

certain period of service. 

As for the second group of slaves who were employed as share-croppers, 

Erdem defines their position in the Ottoman society as follows: 

Some of the war captives who fell to the Sultan’s share, and part of the conquered 
populations who were subjected to the Ottoman practice of mass-exile (sürgün) were 
settled on government land, mostly in villages belonging to the Crown in Thrace, in 
western Anatolia…they were given land plots (bashtina) and provided with 
production tools and seeds. Their legal status was definitely that of slaves, although 
they resembled serfs more than slaves. They had to deliver half of the produce and 
kept the rest for themselves.83   

 
 

Some rich individuals also had the right to own slaves and had them work in their 

farms.  

The third group of slaves were employed in fields of industry. They were 

employed in big cities, especially in Bursa where the textile industry was 

developed. As these slaves were working in a field where skilled labour and thus 

adequate training was needed, the well-trained and highly qualified ones were 

chosen to work: “in fact it may have been the degree of specialization required by 

the textile looms which led the artisans and manufacturers to employ slaves who 

could be highly trained.”84 The devshirme slaves could be manumitted after a 

certain period of service; likewise, the slaves working in the field of industry could 
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also be freed after they paid a certain amount of money to their masters, a system 

known as contractual manumission (i.e. mükâtebe akdi). 

During the Tanzimat period, which is the major time span this study focuses 

on, slavery in the empire continued to exist, though with some changes. First of all, 

the regulations in the Gülhane Imperial Rescript, though implicitly, offered the 

abrogation of the practice of slavery: “life, property and honour of individuals” 

were not to be violated. Thus, a break with the state tradition concerning the 

institution of slavery was introduced. Nevertheless, there were still slaves in the 

empire and the old methods of enslavement were still in practice.85 

As for the means of enslavement, different methods were practiced among the 

Muslim states practicing slavery. Capture in warfare, kidnapping, tribute and tax 

payment punishment for crimes self-enslavement and sale of children slavery by 

birth are among them. However, in the Ottoman Empire dept-slavery and 

enslavement as punishment for crimes had never been employed. The basic method 

applied in the empire was the enslavement of the “captive” acquired in warfare. 

However, this method was abandoned before the inauguration of the Tanzimat, 

after the war with Russia in 1828-9. As stated by Erdem, enslavement of non-

Muslim subjects as a result of rebellion on their part was another form of 

enslavement in warfare. However, this method was also abrogated in 1856, when 

the Sultan recognized the equality of all his subjects before law.86 

Another category of enslavement was kidnapping. Kidnapping was practiced in 

some certain frontier regions bordering the slave-recruitment areas such as the 
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north-eastern corner of Anatolia. Kidnapping was practiced regardless of the 

government’s attitude. In the Caucasus rival tribes kidnapped each other’s people, 

mostly young girls and children, and sold them to the Ottomans. The Circassian 

tribes continued this tradition after the Circassian migration to the Ottoman Empire 

in the 1860s. Erdem states that these Circassian tribes were accused by the public 

steeling free-born Muslim girls. They also kidnapped the children of the non-

Muslim Ottoman subjects.87  

After the inauguration of the Tanzimat the government dealt with the 

prevention of large-scale organized kidnapping, as it was not a legal means of 

enslavement both in terms of state regulations and religious laws. However, despite 

the limitations of the Tanzimat era, kidnapping continued in the empire, though on 

a small-scale level. Nevertheless, there are still records of large-scale organized 

kidnapping in the empire: 

As late as 1902, men-of-war from the Ottoman Red Sea Fleet intercepted a slaver, 
full of women and children captured by ‘pirates’ on the Yemenese coast and 
destined for the Hijazi and African markets. But at least in the Anatolian heartland 
of the Empire, the government was more successful in dealing with large-scale, 
organized forms of kidnapping. 88 

   
Slaves were also acquired in the Empire through tributes from the Empire’s 

dependencies or from friendly lesser states. Gifts of male and mostly female slaves 

from these states or principalities were sent to the Empire as tributes. However, this 

source supplied a very limited number of slaves. 

Another means of enslavement was the sale of children and self-enslavement. 

Poor Muslims or Christians sold their children for money. However, this method 

was not practiced in the Empire until the Circassian immigration, because 
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according to the Islamic law enslavement of the free-born Muslims and the zimmis 

was forbidden. Therefore, as claimed by Erdem as well, the Ottomans looked on the 

Circassian practice of selling their own children and relatives as a ‘strange custom’, 

even though they were the main customers.89 Moreover, within the Circassian tribes 

there were two groups of people: free individuals and hereditary slaves. Through 

this practice only the ones from among the slaves were sold, however there are also 

examples of sales or self-enslavements on the part of the free-born Circassians as 

well. Therefore, the reasons of the application of this practice among the 

Circassians can be listed as the existence of a hereditary slave caste, poverty and 

the will of the parents to secure a better life for their children and for themselves. 

Especially young girls who sought a better life, and who desired to live in some 

pasha’s house or enter the Imperial Harem were among the voluntary slaves. This 

Erdem demonstrates with three examples: 

Monstrous and unnatural as this is, the parents are right in believing that it ensures 
for their children a position far above their own in the social scale; they generally 
receive the best education that is given to Turkish girls and become eligible as wives 
not only for the greatest pashas but for the Sultan himself. 90  

 
The following quotation from L. Garnett also demonstrates the reasons why 

young Circassian girls chose to be taken as slaves: 

This enforced liberty was much resented by the girls themselves, who considered 
that they had been deprived of the chance which might otherwise have been theirs of 
entering, if not the Imperial Seraglio, at least the harem of  some Pasha, and there 
acquiring position and fortune.91 

 
 

Likewise, according to Leyla Saz, who was an eyewitness of harem life in the 

second half of the nineteenth century, some Circassian girls came to Istanbul in 
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search of a better life as voluntary slaves and there were even girls of aristocratic 

origin among them.92 At this point it should be noted that domestic slaves in the 

Empire, especially the female slaves, were treated as kindly and generously as a 

free-born Muslim was treated. They received the best education, wore the nicest 

clothes and had prosperous lives in their master’s houses. However, we do not 

know whether they suffered from their status as slaves or not. Ahmed Midhat 

Efendi touched these issues in his stories and novels as well.  

Another means of enslavement in the Empire was the practice of slave trade. 

There were slaves coming from different regions, through different routes like 

North Africa, the Red Sea, Arabia, Caucuses and Georgia.93 There were also slaves 

by birth in the Empire. 

Briefly, slavery in the Ottoman Empire had great importance. Slaves could be 

seen in every field from the askeri (military and administrative service), to the 

industry and agriculture. During the Tanzimat period slavery continued to be 

practiced in the Empire, though with some limitations. Moreover, the majority of 

the slaves were employed in houses under domestic service. In the following 

section the situation of the female slaves under domestic service and Ahmed 

Midhat’s perception on this issue will be evaluated.  
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 4.4. The Institution of Concubinage (Câriyelik) and the Evaluation of 

Ahmed Midhat’s Perception of Slavery and Concubinage 

 

With the inauguration of the Tanzimat changes began to take place in the 

Empire. Steps of modernization in political and social institutions also shaped the 

literature of the period. During the Tanzimat period, literature gained a new face. 

New thoughts and genres began to appear on the literary platform. Therefore, we 

may claim that Tanzimat literature was the reflection of the socio-political 

atmosphere of the period. In this respect, this study, which focuses mainly on 

literary works produced by Ahmed Midhat Efendi, will be able to reflect not only 

Ahmed Midhat’s ideas on the issue of slavery, but also the leading mentality of the 

Ottoman society in the late ninettenth century. 

As mentioned frequently in the preceding chapters, the most outstanding issue 

the Ottoman intellectuals dealt with was the concept of “liberty”. In this respect one 

of the important names of the Tanzimat era, Münif Pasha, stated that “without 

liberty, progress cannot be achieved. It is not possible for a man who is not free to 

improve himself.”94 The evaluation of the concept of “liberty” evoked in the minds 

of the intellectuals and men of literature, the importance of the equality of all the 

people. In this respect, slavery was the foremost important obstacle which had to be 

dealt with in order to achieve equality.  

We come across with the concept of “liberty” in the works of Tanzimat 

literature quite frequently. However, in literature we read about “liberty” 
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understood as “human rights”, “equality of all the humans”. In the works of Ahmed 

Midhat Efendi as well, this idea was demonstrated. 

Although Ahmed Midhat Efendi did not share the same beliefs and ideas 

considering the practice of “liberty” in politics or state administration, he was one 

of the most important defenders of equality and human rights. In the case of 

slavery, Ahmed Midhat criticized  slavery as an institution and degraded the ones 

who practice it. He tried to instruct the society about the unexpected and negative 

outcomes of the practice of slavery and defended the natural right of freedom which 

was granted to every human being.  

In his novels or short stories dealing with the issue of slavery and concubinage, 

Ahmed Midhat Efendi chose his slave characters from among the Circassians. Two 

reasons could be presented in this case. The first one is the immense practice of 

slavery (through kidnapping, self-enslavement or child sales) among the Circassian 

tribes who had migrated to the Empire. Secondly, Ahmed Midhat’s mother herself 

was a Circassian slave girl. Therefore he knew the issue of slavery, how the slaves, 

either male or female, suffered from what he heard from his mother. In this respect, 

being a socially and intellectually cognizant person and the son of a Circassian 

slave himself, Ahmed Midhat Efendi wrote vigorously on this issue. Before 

analyzing his novels and stories it would be more useful to give a brief information 

about the institution of concubinage (câriyelik).    

Female slaves can be studied in two groups: the ones who work in their 

master’s houses as servants and the ones who marry their masters or lead a 

husband-wife relationship with their masters. Slavery was the main source of 
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acquiring concubines. As stated by Anwar Hekmat, slavery is a matter of historical 

record that Muhammad and his followers captured women and children in raids 

who later were distributed among his men or sold in the slave markets.95 Female 

slaves according to the Islamic law are merely “things, the property of their owners. 

The latter can alienate them as he likes, by sale, gift dowry, or in other ways.”96  

As mentioned previously, Islam did not preach the abolition of slavery in its 

dogmas, and the justification of the commentators of Islamic doctrines argued that 

it was only because of the fact that it was socially, economically and morally 

impossible to free all the slaves in a society where almost half of the population 

were slaves. Moreover, they claim that Muhammad himself was in favour of setting 

the slaves free and quote his words: “he who emancipates a Muslim slave, Allâh 

will emancipate every member of his body from the fire, in return for the members 

(of his slaves).”97 However, as known by historians of Islamic world, prophet 

Muhammad himself left beyond fourteen slaves after his death, which clearly 

demonstrates the fact that this is a conflicting issue even from the beginning. 

Nevertheless, the institution of slavery continued even after the doctrines of Islam 

spread to different areas and it also existed in the 19th century Ottoman society. 

Especially the slave girls (odalik or cariye) drew the attention of many who are 

fascinated by the Ottoman history.  

 As mentioned previously, the first group of slave girls, who were responsible 

for housework or other similar services, had the status of a servant. These slave 

girls could marry other men, either free or slave, with the consent of their masters. 
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Moreover, the master had to treat them as if they were the members of the family 

they were working for. In case of any ill treatment on the side of the master, a slave 

girl could claim her rights before the court. “Ill treated or misemployed slaves could 

apply to the authorities (kadi, muhtesib). Slave owners who used their slaves in 

illegal transactions such as theft or prostitution, were punished, sometimes along 

with their slaves.”98  If the slave girl was married, she still had to work for her 

master; her obligations continued. The master had the right to keep her under his 

service unless he set her free, which was called the right of istihdam.99 

As Akgündüz states, female slaves under service differed from other free 

married women at some points considering the moral norms that every Muslim 

women had to conform to. For instance, according to Islamic law every free woman 

had to cover the parts of her body, which were considered as “privy parts” or avret. 

Those parts are namely her whole body except for her face, hands and according to 

some commentators her feet. This definition changes for female slaves. A slave 

girl’s arms and her legs up to her knees were not considered as privy parts. 

However, she could leave those parts bare only in case that her master did not 

approach her with sexual desire or lust.100  

As for the second group of female slaves, they either married their masters or 

led the life of a married couple without the contract of marriage, which is called the 

rights of concubinage (istifraş). The master could marry his slave either after 

emancipating her or while she was still a slave. In case of the latter, the slave girl 

maintained her status as a servant. As for the concubines (câriyes), they might have 
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sexual relationship with their masters due to the master’s rights of istifras. The 

master did not have to marry his slave girl but he can “enjoy” the master’s 

privileges. In such a case the slave girl must not be married to someone else; 

otherwise it was not allowed to have a sexual affair between the master and her 

slave. Moreover, the rights of concubinage were only allowed under the conditions 

that this relationship would not turn into prostitution. The slave girl could not have 

sexual intercourse with other men. However, as claimed by Hekmat, the masters of 

the slave women can, by Allâh’s ordinance, have sexual relations with them, 

whether they had been married or not at the time of captivity: “unlawful for you are 

a married women, except those whom your right hand possess”101 When a slave girl 

has borne a child to her master, she gains the status of ümm-i veled102 and at the 

death of her master, she receives her freedom.  

 

4.4.1 On “Esaret” 

 

Without religious limitations, sexuality has always been treated by Islam as an 

issue posing a threat to the moral values of the societies. Any kind of sexual 

attraction between the sexes, of course between these who are not married, is 

believed to threaten the social and moral norms. Within the Islamic framework, the 

female sex has mostly been the one on whom the blame was put when sexual 

attraction and lust are mentioned. In order to maintain the divinely ordained peace 

and order in society and to preserve chastity, sexuality was kept within the family. 
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“In articles written on Islam and sexuality the most frequently evaluated subject is 

the fact that sexuality is an active cause of danger and an potential object of chaos 

in society. Therefore,an attempt is made to guide, control, legitimize, and 

domesticate sexuality.”103 

In Islamic tradition, reason and lust are in an undubious fight. In order to get 

closer to Allâh and to be a chaste and virtuous Muslim, reason should overcome 

lust and similar feelings. In this case it can be claimed that men are allowed to 

marry four women and have various concubines so as to lessen feelings of lust. 

Thus, men’s feelings of lust are restrained through creating a sexual life remote 

from felony.104 Women, in this respect, are presented as a means of quieting men’s 

sexual desires. Whether this solution maintains “morality” or not is disputable. 

Chastity in society, therefore, is maintained through the institution of family under 

male dominance, where women are kept as sources of limitless service and 

pleasure. The evaluation of sexuality as a matter of potential threat to the society 

thus turns into a hypocritical issue where derives of the male sex drive is restrained 

by legitimized ways: polygamy and concubinage. 

In Ahmed Midhat’s “Esaret” (published in 1870), there is the replica of this 

same situation. To begin with, this is the first literary work dealing with the issue of 

slavery in Tanzimat literature. From the very beginning to the end (and even in the 

title), Ahmed Midhat dealt with the institution of slavery in this story. His aim in 

writing this story was to demonstrate the debasing sides of slavery and to criticize 

                                                                                                                                                                     
102 Ümm-i veled: a female slave who has borne a child to her master is called ümm-i veled. If the 
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Metis Yayinlari, 1997. 
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the application of this institution in 19th century Ottoman society. He also gave 

information about the sale of slaves and the way slaves were treated by their 

masters. Nevertheless, throughout the story we see him unconsciously contradicting 

himself. The story opens with brief information about the hero. He is a thirty five 

year old man who has so far avoided marriage. He did not want to marry because 

he realized that women had begun to dominate men in the household: 

Having realized that while the old custom of husband’s authority over his wife is 
hardly kept within bounds, it even has exceeded the limits of necessity and assumed 
the form in which wives dominated the husbands, I could not venture marriage and 
matrimony and preferred celibacy until the age of thirty five.105  
 
Even at the beginning of the story, the first gleams of a desire for male 

domination can be seen. Ahmed Midhat, though supporting the rights of women, 

did not yield to women’s supremacy and supported the dominating role of the male 

sex in society. The hero of the story, which I consider as representing the author’s 

personal ideas about the relationship between men and women/husband and wife, 

does not want to be controlled by a woman and considers it disturbing and 

unnecessary to be questioned by his wife. Therefore, it would not be wrong to claim 

that for Ahmed Midhat an ideal woman or wife is the one who stays at home, does 

the housework, treats her husband kindly and devotes her whole being to the 

happiness and peace of her husband and the care of her children. Thus, Ahmed 

Midhat, who was supposed to depict a good synthesis of the West and the East in 

his characters, drew a traditional prototype: a woman loyal to the accepted social, 

traditional and moral norms: 

Especially, the greatest point of my ease rested in not being under a woman’s claws 
of control. Therefore, whenever I spent the night out without informing anyone, it 
was enough for me to say the next day “I spent the night in …” to quiet my mother 
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and my sister. I was not overshadowed by the inevitable misfortune of being 
questioned about where and how I spent the night.106 
 
The hero, Zeynel Bey, decides to get married when his mother and sister die, 

and thus when he is left all alone to live on his own with no one to take care of him. 

What he wants is, therefore, not a soul mate; he basically needs a “slave” to live for 

him, to look after him. To make a woman happy, to meet her needs is nothing but 

trouble for him: 

For sometime, I lived free from the heavy burden of the trouble of meeting the 
inclinations and attracting the pleasures of women. However, I do not know whether 
as I am so used to the troubles and clamour of a family or not, I have begun to find 
this house quite lonely and deserted.107 
 
Thus, Zeynel Bey decides to marry. However, he does not want to marry a girl 

whom he does not know very well. Therefore, he decides to buy himself a slave, a 

concubine. He states that although he is strongly against slavery he believes that the 

only solution to his loneliness is to buy a slave girl. As a result, he finds a slave girl, 

buys her and marries her. After the marriage he wants to sets her free but having 

rethought this issue, he changes his mind. The reason he sets forth is quite 

interesting: she is such a loyal and devoted slave girl that even if he offers her her 

freedom, she would not accept it.108 In doing so he, whether intentionally or 

unintentionally, justifies himself by putting the blame on her.  

Nevertheless, he lets the slave girl remain in the same status and begins to 

enjoy the warm and peaceful house where all his needs are met. One day, a friend 

brings him two slave children. One of them is a very beautiful girl and the other is a 

boy, Fitnat and Fatin. He, who is supposedly against slavery, is so attracted, 

especially by Fitnat, that he decides to buy them on the spot. He treats them kindly 
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and meets their every need. From this point onwards, Ahmed Midhat began to 

emphasize the importance of “freedom of a human being” and criticized those who 

did not respect another’s right of freedom: Fitnat: “Ahh, I wish the ones, who sold 

us as slaves, would suffer from what they had done one day.” Again in a dialogue 

between Fitnat and Fatin, Fitnat says that “I would rather be born as an animal to be 

born as a human being and not to be able to maintain my freedom.” Even Zeynel 

Bey himself claims that not only Fitnat and Fatin but also all humanity consists of 

slaves: “Reader, I have realized that not only Fitnat and Fatin but nothing in this 

universe is free. Everything is a slave…Humans…although they are the offspring, 

the children of another human being they become the slaves of other people. What 

shall we say in this respect?” Thus, Ahmed Midhat Efendi criticized the institution 

of slavery.  

Nevertheless, four years pass, and Fitnat and Fatin advance in age. Now Fitnat 

is thirteen and Fatin sixteen. Fitnat has become the most beautiful and charming 

girl Zeynel Bey has ever seen. At this point, the story begins to proceed towards the 

climax: 

[…] the sweetness of her body and the elegance in her behaviour has begun to give 
me pleasure. Sometimes my fancy predominated me and I even said to myself “They 
are not my legitimate children, are they? On the contrary, as everybody says it right 
they are slaves. For instance, if I have sexual intercourse with Fitnat due to my rights 
of concubinage, I would not be doing anything contrary to the Sharîah. 109 
 
As explicitly expressed in this quotation, slavery among the Ottoman society is 

something quite natural and the masters could do whatever they wanted as long as 

they did not abuse the rights granted to them. In this respect, slaves also served as a 

means of entertainment and in the case of Fitnat and Zeynel Bey as a means of 
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sexual satisfaction. In this respect, Ahmed Midhat did not utter a word to criticize 

Zeynel Bey’s attitude, because Ahmed Midhat himself respected the concubinage 

rights of the masters. At this point Ahmed Midhat himself, who criticizes slavery, 

contradicts himself. He defended the rights of women in most of his works, but 

when it comes to the institution of concubinage, he did not have a word to say. 

Later in the story, we see that Zeynel Bey finds it impossible to overcome his 

desire for Fitnat. He evaluates his feelings as natural and his behavior as blameless: 

“Ahh you helpless desires! How can’t you be right? Is it only the charming beauty 

of Fitnat that is making you crazy?”110 He continues appreciating her body with its 

every member. He cannot restrain his sexual desire for her. But one night, he finds 

out that Fitnat and Fatin are in love with each other. All his dreams about Fitnat 

turn upside down. He feels both disappointed and annoyed. He even becomes 

jealous of Fatin. Thus, he decides to inform Fitnat about his love for her and to 

learn what she feels for him and for Fatin. He is so confident and is so sure that 

Fitnat will prefer his love to that of the slave boy’s, because he is the master; Fatin 

is just a slave. Hubris begins to rule him. Soon, one night he goes to Fitnat’s room 

to find her there fallen asleep while she was waiting for Fatin. He approaches her 

and begins to examine her from head to toe with voluptuous eyes. He gets closer to 

her, puts his hand on her breasts, even he himself does not know how, and wakes 

her up. He loses himself before the beauty of Fitnat and the mood he is in leads him 

almost to sexual harassment. However, his behavoiur is not to be considered as 

seduction, because Fitnat is his legitimate “commodity”. Thus, he wakes her up, 

tells her about his feelings and asks her whether she will choose to love him or 
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Fatin. Fitnat is determined; she loves Fatin. At this point, the story reaches the 

climax and after this revelation, the tragic downfall begins. Zeynel Bey is quite 

disappointed, but he recovers his senses and promises Fitnat to marry her with 

Fatin. About a couple of days later, the marriage takes place. However, at the very 

night of the marriage celebration, Fitnat and Fatin find out that they are in fact sister 

and brother and commit suicide leaving a letter explaining what has passed between 

the two.  

Ahmed Midhat blamed the institution of slavery only at this point. He argued 

that it was slavery which caused the death of these two young, innocent children. 

However, he undermined the points where slavery led to sexual harassment and 

seduction of a young girl. This issue remained untouched throughout the story. If 

Zeynel Bey had not bought these children, they would not have met each other and 

thus would not have died such a tragic death. However, the main point is that if 

Zeynel Bey had not bought them, he would have led a peaceful life with his wife 

and would not have caused such a tragic end. Moreover, he would not have 

betrayed his wife and seduced a young girl. But, according to Islamic doctrines and 

traditional norms, what Zeynel Bey had done was not wrong. It was not an act of 

betrayal or seduction. It was merely his “right” to have more than one woman, 

whether slave or legitimate wife, at home. This right was granted to him by the 

Muslim society he was living in, and Ahmed Midhat, being a conformist himself 

when Islamic doctrines and traditional values are taken into consideration, 

distanced himself from this issue and left it untouched. He successfully maintained 

the divinely ordained order in society and supported the dominant role of the male 
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sex throughout the story. His is a hypocritical evaluation of the subject matter. If he 

had truly supported the rights of freedom of slaves, he would have drawn a more 

reasonable character in Zeynel Bey. He did not even mention Zeynel Bey’s wife, 

who is a slave as well. They are married, Zeynel Bey thought of offering her 

freedom, he did whatever he could to treat her kindly as if she were a free woman, 

and thus soothed his conscience. Therefore, it was decided that there is nothing 

wrong in this relationship and the issue is left aside. She is thus left out of the main 

theme of the story. So the outcome is bare and simple enough: do not buy slaves 

and fight against the institution of slavery. Otherwise young and innocent people 

might die as in the example of Fitnat and Fatin.    

   In short, in this story Ahmed Midhat tried to demonstrate the shortcomings of 

the institution of slavery and the inevitable problems the practice of slavery could 

bring forth. In this, he chose his characters from among the slaves and his hero, 

Zeynel Bey, is a man who is in fact against slavery. However, we read that Zeynel 

Bey, although he despises slavery and those who buy slaves, buys a concubine 

(odalık) for himself and later two more slaves, which meant another concubine for 

his harem. In the process of choosing a concubine for himself, he spends a lot of 

time in evaluating both the physical and mental qualities of the concubine-to-be. He 

has to, because he is going to pay for the woman and lead the rest of his life with 

her. Through this kind of representation, Ahmed Midhat might have tried to show 

the fact that as long as slavery as a legal institution survives even these who despise 

slavery could buy slaves. Nevertheless, this does not serve as a justification for 

Zeynel Bey’s approach to Fitnat, which was not even slightly touched on by 

Ahmed Midhat. On the night Zeynel Bey comes to Fitnat’s room and tells her about 
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his feelings, he says that my will is to maintain my legal rights over you. Ahmed 

Midhat, through Zeynel Bey’s words, agreed on the fact that the masters had the 

legal right to have sexual intercourse with their slaves regardless of the slave’s 

feelings. Such an attitude displays disregard of the female sex by an intellectual 

who defended women’s rights in the society. Was a concubine not a woman? Or 

did she have to be treated as a slave regardless of her rights as a woman? That we 

do not know, but one thing is obvious that Ahmed Midhat contradicted himself in 

this issue. In this respect İsmail Parlatır argued that Zeynel Bey is a representative 

of goodwill because in the end he let his two slaves marry. However, this also does 

not justify his “ill treatment” of Fitnat. To conclude we can say that in this story 

Ahmed Midhat defended the right of freedom of human beings and emphasized the 

importance of equality, but on the other hand, ignored the desperate situation the 

female slaves are in and took it for granted that it was the obligation of a câriye to 

meet the needs of her master. In the end Fitnat and Fatin die. This is interpreted by 

Parlatır as a symbol standing for the death of the institution of slavery. However, I 

believe that this is just a deliberate end showing the desperate results of the practice 

of slavery.  

 

4.4.2 On “Firkat” (“Separation”) 

 

This story, “Firkat” takes place in Circassia (Çerkezistan) in the Caucasus, one 

of the centers of slavery. In this story, Ahmed Midhat informed the reader about the 

practice of slavery in the Caucasus, about the traditions and customs of the area and 

evaluated the concept of slavery in a very detailed way.   
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   As for the plot of the story, it opens in Istanbul. The hero of the story, 

Memduh, loses his father and mother at the age of seven and becomes an orphan in 

early childhood. Their neighbour, Ata Bey, adopts him and devotes all his energy, 

affection, time and money on Memduh. Being an intelligent and hardworking boy, 

Memduh proves to be worthy of Ata Bey’s kindness and generosity. He graduates 

from Mekteb-i Irfan, learns French, begins to work as a civil servant and after a 

while begins to write for the newspaper Ceride-i Havadis. In the meantime, a 

strong desire to go to the Caucasus to Circassia occupies his mind, his dreams, his 

everything. Gradually he becomes quiet, shy and introverted. One day he informs 

Ata Bey about his wish to go to Circassia and asks his permission. At first Ata Bey 

hesitates but after a while, he gives Memduh enough money and sends him to 

Circassia.111 

  In Circassia, Memduh meets a man named Havecir. He welcomes Memduh as 

a guest in his house. Having spent sometime with Memduh, Havecir is filled with 

admiration for Memduh’s honesty, intelligence and noble-mindedness. Thus, he 

decides to receive him as his own son (oğulluk). Havecir has a loving and devoted 

wife, a beautiful daughter named Guşacuk and a slave-girl named Hacıhan. 

Memduh falls in love with Guşacuk at first sight. It becomes a habit of Memduh to 

go to Guşacuk’s room everynight and watch her through the door of her room while 

she is sleeping. One night, Hacıhan catches Memduh peeping through Guşacuk’s 

door. Hacıhan is in love with Memduh and is grieving as Memduh is in love with 

Guşacuk. Having seen Hacıhan, Memduh is petrified and tries to stab her because 

otherwise his secret would be revealed. But Hacıhan promises Memduh to keep his 
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secret and they both go to their room. On her way to her room, Hacıhan meets her 

master Havecir who is also in love with her and tries to explain the fact that nothing 

has passed between her and Memduh. However, Havecir does not believe her and 

the very next day he sells her to someone else.112 

A few years later, another Circassian tribe kidnaps Guşacuk. According to  

Circassian traditions, the kidnappers were not to be chased after. Therefore, 

although he is grieving for the loss of his daughter, Havecir has to surrender to his 

fate. Nevertheless, Memduh, who is not Circassian in origin and whose love for 

Guşacuk is very deep, decides to chase after the kidnappers. He catches them in a 

nearby village and with the help of an old man, in whose house Memduh is 

received as a guest, he and Guşacuk run away. In the meantime, Memduh lets 

Guşacuk  know about his love for her. Guşacuk, in return, explains to him that she 

is not Havecir’s own daughter but his step-daughter (besleme). Again, according to 

Circassian customs, once one is received as someone’s own son or daughter he/she 

has to treat the other members of the family as if they were his/her real kin. 

Therefore, Memduh’s love for Guşacuk is considered as incestuous, although he is 

not Guşacuk’s own brother. However, even at the time when Guşacuk reveals the 

fact that she is not Havecir’s real daughter, she rejects Memduh’s love because of 

her loyalty to Circassian customs. Ahmed Midhat considered this as “the 

exaggeration of Circassian concept of morality.”113 While Memduh and Guşacuk 

are talking about this matter, the kidnappers reach them, take Guşacuk from 

Memduh’s hands, stab Memduh and run away.  
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At this stage, we see Hacıhan again. On her way to her home, Hacıhan finds 

Memduh, wounded, in the forest. She takes him to her master’s house with the help 

of another slave. She takes care of him until the day he recovers. When Memduh 

recovers, Hacıhan relates her feelings for him one more time. However, Memduh 

remains silent and after a while says that he can only offer her his money. He could 

buy and then set her free but Hacıhan does not accept this offer as she finds it quite 

humiliating and chooses to remain as a slave. 

Having recovered, Memduh continues to pursue the kidnappers. During his 

journey he catches black water fever (kara humma) and it takes him three months to 

recover. On his recovery, Memduh returns to İstanbul only to learn that Ata Bey 

has died. Memduh begins to lead a desperate and rather poor and dissolute life in 

İstanbul. One day he meets a man named (S) Pasha. This man finds him a job, helps 

him to recover his senses and finally finds him an ex-slave girl to marry. In the 

following phases of the story, we learn that the slave-girl Memduh is married is no 

other but Guşacuk. He only realizes that he married Guşacuk on the day of the 

marriage ceremony. However, as Guşacuk is still loyal to Circassian customs she 

persuades Memduh to commit suicide together. They drink the poison Guşacuk 

kept in a bottle and after a short while both die a tragic death. At this very moment, 

Hacıhan, who is Guşacuk’s servant (çihaz halayığı), enters their room and finds that 

Memduh has died. With this sudden shock, she first becomes insane and after a few 

days, she dies as well.114 

   When we analyze the details, we find that Ahmed Midhat evaluated the 

undesirable situations the female slaves had to bear. For instance, when Havecir 
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decides to sell Hacıhan, an interesting scene takes place between the customers and 

Havecir. The customers want to buy a virgin slave. Therefore, they want to examine 

the girl. Havecir is also yearning for this examination as he wonders whether any 

sexual intercourse has taken place between her and Memduh or not.  

As the customers wanted to buy a virgin slave, they wondered whether Hacıhan was 
a virgin or not. Soon, two experts from each side arrived and they examined the girl. 
At the end of the examination, they came to the conclusion that Hacıhan was a 
virgin. Havecir sold the poor girl in return for a horse, twenty-five sheep and two 
cows. 115 

 
Most important of all, in this quotation, we as readers witness a humiliating 

scene, in which a young and innocent girl is examined disrespectfully. Virginity was 

quite an important issue in those days, not only in the Ottoman Empire but also in 

Europe. It still is in modern Turkey. Therefore, the customers and Havecir can be 

excused for their treatment of Hacıhan. But the interesting point is that Hacıhan is 

Havecir’s slave and he might have practiced his right of istifraş over her. In this case, 

she would not be a virgin and the customers would not want to buy her. However, 

she is not to be blamed for this and she should not have been treated as if she were a 

chattel. At this point Ahmed Midhat tried to show the society that the slave trade 

might lead to such unwanted and humiliating scenes for innocent, young people. 

However, in the following two lines Ahmed Midhat contradicted his own argument. 

Memduh witnesses the sale of Hacıhan. He knows the fact that he is responsible for 

the girl’s unfortunate fate. However, he does not feel pity for her or he does not think 

about his role in this event. On the contrary, he feels relieved and even happy on the 

sale of Hacıhan, because without Hacıhan around no one would learn his secret. In 

this, he behaves quite selfishly. He can easily sacrifice an innocent girl, a girl who is 
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deeply in love with him, for his relief and comfort: “Although Memduh does not 

approve of the sale of human beings as if they were properties, he was quite satisfied 

with the fact that Hacıhan is leaving the house, instead of feeling pity for her.”116 

Memduh, in whom Ahmed Midhat created an ideal character, feels happy on 

such a humiliating occasion, and this is not criticized by the author. Therefore, 

Ahmed Midhat Efendi contradicted himself in those lines. He created a scene in 

which the psychological relief and happiness of the male character is maintained 

through the sacrifice of an innocent female character. However, this is not an unusual 

scene. In most of Ahmed Midhat’s novels, there are depictions of women who were 

sacrificed by the author for the sake of the male character. In this respect, we can 

argue that Ahmed Midhat created women characters whose fate is designed to make 

the male characters happy and satisfied. Ahmed Midhat, who defended the rights of 

women in Ottoman society, did not hesitate in his fiction to sacrifice women for the 

sake of men. Whether he did this deliberately or not, that we cannot give an exact 

answer to. However, such instances give us clues about Ahmed Midhat’s mental 

attitude considering the role of women. He might have desired to create an ideal 

woman, the woman shaped by his mental outlook, who can willingly sacrifice her 

everything for the sake of the man she loves, and again who devotes her whole being 

to the same man. In this respect, he was led astray from his main point in his fight for 

women’s rights and depicted women under the hegemony of men.  

When we turn to the initial phases of the story, we read of the first time 

Memduh, Guşacuk and Hacıhan meet. In this scene, Guşacuk’s beauty is 

overemphasized, while Hacıhan is belittled because of her status as a slave-girl. Not 
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only in this story, but also in most of his works, Ahmed Midhat compares the beauty 

of two women and the one who wins in moral values wins in beauty as well. In this 

story as well, Ahmed Midhat compared Guşacuk and Hacıhan in terms of both 

beauty and social status. Guşacuk is depicted as exceptionally beautiful. In depicting 

the beauty of Guşacuk, Ahmed Midhat considered the clichés as the object of 

comparison, and in this, he was loyal to the traditional “taste” in terms of beauty.   

That stature, that figure, that elegance, that round face, those big and black eyes, 
those long and curly eye-lashes, that small and graceful nose. That mouth, those rosy 
lips, that round chin, do you still want me to describe? She is a typical Circassian 
girl…Her manners are quite frank, she is as pompous and arrogant as if she were 
Empress Catherine. However, her eyes look down. She does not look either at her 
father or at Memduh. This is obedience. Indeed, she is both arrogant and smiling. 
She is both smiling and shy. In a word, words are not enough to describe this 
scene.117 

 
 

In Guşacuk, Ahmed Midhat depicted excessive beauty, frank and arrogant 

manners but at the same time a modest, humble and shy disposition. This is the 

depiction of Ahmed Midhat’s ideal woman. On the other hand, Hacıhan is described 

in ordinary words. She is also beautiful, but as she is a slave-girl and is employed as 

a horse-keeper, she does not look clean and neat. Ahmed Midhat felt only pity for her 

but Memduh does not. Ahmed Midhat justified Memduh’s underestimation of 

Hacıhan as follows: 

When Memduh saw Hacıhan, did he feel touched by the scene? For me, it is 
impossible not to feel touched. However, as Memduh’s noble-mindedness did not let 
him to deign to her, it is possible that he might have got rid of the very idea 
immediately if he had felt even a little bit of pity for her, because, it is not necessary 
to feel pity for Hacıhan in the presence of Guşacuk. Now Guşacuk and Memduh 
became brothers and sisters. To be frank, if I were Memduh I would regret being her 
brother.118 
 
Guşacuk’s beauty overshadows another’s desperate situation. Hacıhan is not to 

be felt pity for, because she is a slave-girl and she does not deserve Memduh’s care 
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and affection. And unfortunately, Ahmed Midhat himself supported this idea, 

although he was against slavery: “this noble son of Havecir, cannot deign to a 

concubine (câriye).”119 In the presence of Guşacuk, Hacıhan loses her worth. This is 

not a fair representation of women characters and Ahmed Midhat displayed the same 

manner repeatedly in most of his works. At this point, Ahmed Midhat proved to be a 

traditional Ottoman citizen, who believed that women should receive the best 

education, be able to work and earn their own lives, improve themselves and 

paradoxically created quite traditional prototypes in most of his female characters. 

They were depicted as the representatives of excessive beauty, noble-mindedness, 

intelligence and Ottoman cultural, religious and social norms. On the other hand, 

those who were not lucky in physical beauty, who were inferior in social status, or 

who did not fit with the “proper” image of woman in Ahmed Midhat’s mind, were 

destined to lose all the time, as in the case of Hacıhan.  

Another interesting scene takes place, after Hacıhan finds Memduh wounded in 

the forest and takes him to her master’s house. On his recovery, Memduh discovers 

that it was Hacıhan who found him and took care of him. Memduh feels very happy 

and contented by Hacıhan’s assistance. “We cannot state that Memduh did not feel 

happy for this coincidence. He is aware of the fact that Hacıhan is deeply in love 

with him and it is obvious that she would serve Memduh with heart and soul.”120 In 

this instance, we see Memduh using Hacıhan’s love for his own benefit and in this 

Ahmed Midhat did not blame or criticize him. Memduh feels contented by Hacıhan’s 

assistance because she would prove the most devoted “servant” for Memduh. 
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Memduh makes use of her good intentions for his own pleasure and comfort as in the 

case of Zeynel Bey, who considers his wife as a means of serving and meeting his 

needs. Therefore, it was taken for granted also by Ahmed Midhat himself, that the 

basic role of women was to serve the men whom they love with all their hearts and 

souls. In this respect, women were put in a traditional framework again. 

At the end of the story, we see that Hacıhan becomes insane on the death of 

Memduh. As a result of deep emotional pain, she dies after a short while. This is a 

scene of sacrifice. Hacıhan is destined to die because of her deep love for Memduh. 

In this respect, Hacıhan is depicted as a slave not only literally but also abstractly. 

She has become the “slave” of Memduh, which is depicted as “love”. With this tragic 

end, Ahmed Midhat aimed at warning the Ottoman society about the damaging and 

regretful outcomes of the practice of slavery. However, unconsciously, he created 

another kind of enslavement in the case of Hacıhan: enslavement by the love of a 

man. This gives us the clue that Ahmed Midhat longed for a woman who would 

devote her whole being to the man she loved and who would not hesitate to sacrifice 

herself for him. Briefly, it can be claimed that Ahmed Midhat frequently contradicted 

himself about the issue of slavery throughout the story.  

When we turn to Guşacuk, after she is kidnapped, she is brought to Istanbul 

and sold to some Pasha. She suffered from the ill treatment of her master. Her master 

wants to practice his right of istifraş over her but she rejects being treated as a slave 

and renounces her master’s wish severely. In return, her master beats her violently 

and torments her. On this, Guşacuk leaves her master’s house and seeks refuge in 

another Pasha’s house. The Pasha’s mother feels piteous when she sees Guşacuk’s 
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wounds and decides to buy her. After she buys her, she frees her through contractual 

manumission (mukâtebe akdi). At this point, Ahmed Midhat informed the reader 

about the desperate situation the slaves, slave-girls in this case, were in, the ways of 

emancipation and the mental outlook of the Ottoman society considering the issue of 

slavery. Through the depiction of Guşacuk’s experiences, he also criticized and 

blamed the practice of slavery.  

Another example in which Ahmed Midhat touched the issue of slavery was in 

his famous novel Felâtun Bey ile Râkım Efendi. Throughout the novel, Ahmed 

Midhat focused on the major theme of westernization and presented his idea of 

reaching a synthesis between the East and the West. Therefore, the issue of slavery 

and concubinage remained as a minor theme. He did not develop a deliberate and 

overt argument considering the institution of slavery as in his other works, however, 

through the story of Cânan, a slave girl, Ahmed Midhat made references to the issue 

of slavery but unlike his other works he did not comment on the nature of the 

institution of slavery.  

To begin with, the protagonist of the novel is Râkım Efendi. He lost his father 

in early childhood and his mother and his black slave mammy brought him up. When 

his mother died, he was raised by his mammy. In Râkım Efendi, Ahmed Midhat 

drew the picture of a humorless, industrious prig who finishes his Ottoman education 

with honours and goes on to master French. As stated by Şerif Mardin, “the leitmotiv 

of his life is work and thrift.”121 His values are a successful amalgamation of Western 

cultural notions and the mental outlook of the Ottoman lower middle class among 

whom he continues to live even after his successes. Râkım Efendi, in this respect, is 
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an excellent representative of Ahmed Midhat’s ideal prototype. He knows Western 

civilization, he appreciates Ottoman traditional values, he approaches Muslim 

women with ultimate respect but passes the day with French actresses as well.  

Râkım Efendi one day encounters an old slave-dealer and a poor weak and pale 

Circassian slave-girl on his way back to home. He feels pity for the girl and wants to 

buy and take her to his home and take care of her there. That evening, Râkım goes 

home with the slave-girl whom he gives the name Canân. Râkım’s mammy feels 

very happy when she meets the girl at the door. She thinks that Canân would help her 

in the housework and thus the mammy would have more time to live her old age in 

rest and peace. However, Canân is so thin, delicate, weak and pale that she cannot 

even walk properly. Both Râkım and his mammy look after her, call doctors and 

after a short while she recovers her health. This time, Râkım begins to train and 

instruct her. He teaches her Ottoman Turkish and French. She proves quite intelligent 

and talented. She also goes on to master the piano. Through this process of 

instruction, Ahmed Midhat demonstrated the ways how slaves should be treated by 

their masters. Râkım Efendi never treats Canân as if he is treating a slave-girl. He 

buys her clothes of the latest fashion, expensive jewels, and furnishes her with the 

best possible education. She is treated as if she were the lady of the house, not a 

slave-girl. In this respect, Ahmed Midhat emphasized, though implicitly, the Islamic 

doctrine considering the good treatment of slaves: “do good to parents, kinsfolk, 

orphans, those in need, neighbours who are near of kin, neighbours who are 
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strangers, the companion by your side, the way-farer (you meet), and what your right 

hands possess (your slaves).”122  

In the following stages of the novel, we learn that a rich man, who heard of 

Canân’s talent and intelligence, wants to buy her and offers Râkım a great amount of 

money. Râkım tells Canan about this offer and suggests selling her and then giving 

her the money he will receive from this trade and thus set her free. However, Canân, 

who is deeply in love with Râkım Efendi, generously rejects the suggestion and 

states that she would rather remain a slave-girl than to leave Râkım Efendi. Râkım in 

return keeps silent and thus accepts what Canân utters: 

Râkım: A customer wants to buy you Canân, my dear. 
Canân: A cus-to-mer? 
Râkım: Yes and a very rich one. He offered to pay one thousand and five hundred 
gold coins for you.  
Canân: Isn’t it too much sir? 
Râkım: Yes it is too much. 
Canân: Are you going to sell me sir? 
Râkım: What would you say to that? 
Canân: I am your property sir, you know it better than I do. 
Râkım: No, I want to know what you would say to that. 
Canân: (She is about to cry) What can I say sir? You need money. If you have one 
thousand and five hundred gold coins you could buy fifteen more Canâns like me. 
Râkım: No, you have misunderstood me Canân. 
Canân: Will you not sell me? 
Râkım: I will sell you. But I will give you those one thousand and five hundred gold 
coins, all your dresses and your jewelry. You are going to be a rich lady with all 
these. Now, do you agree on this? 
Canân: I don’t sir, I don’t. I don’t want either to be a concubine or a rich lady. Let 
me remain as your slave. I would even die if you want me to die. 
Râkım: I won’t sell you my Canân, I won’t. You are more precious to me than 
anything that belongs to this world of materials. Let their millions of coins remain 
with them123 

 

Throughout this dialogue, Ahmed Midhat Efendi tried to evoke in the reader 

the idea that Râkım was an honest and virtuous man and that he wanted to liberate 

Canân although he loves her as well. Therefore, he avoided being criticized for 
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123 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, Felâtun Bey ile Râkım Efendi, İstanbul: Kırkanbar Matbaası, 1292, pp. 75-
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supporting the institution of slavery and attempted to prove that Râkım, in whom 

dwells traces of Ahmed Midhat himself, is in favour of emancipating slaves. 

However, his argument is weak because Canân does not agree on these terms and 

prefers to remain as Râkım’s slave and to this Râkım has nothing to say but to accept 

willingly. In this respect, Ahmed Midhat displayed an ultimately masculine and an 

opportunistic approach. Canân’s love for Râkım, the idealized Ottoman intellectual, 

wins over her love of freedom and in this devotion and submission, Râkım finds 

contentment and satisfaction. Although he never attempted to seduce her or treat her 

as his concubine and practice his rights of istifraş, he allows Canân to remain as his 

slave, the slave of his love. This is another kind of enslavement, though an indirect 

and an abstract one. Here a girl is depicted not only as a slave in its literal meaning 

but also as a slave of her love for her master. In this point, Ahmed Midhat 

approached this issue from an egocentric perspective and unconsciously violated the 

rights of women and enslaved them for their love for an idealized man.  

To conclude, Ahmed Midhat Efendi displayed a constructive approach in 

dealing with the institution of slavery. He described patterns of enslavement, he gave 

detailed information about the means of enslavement in the Empire and in Circassia, 

he scrutinized the ways how slaves and especially the slave-girls were treated by 

their masters and tried to promote the abolition of slavery. He demonstrated the 

unwanted conditions slavery could bring about and proved his argument by closing 

two of his stories, “Esaret” and “Firkat”, with the death of the slaves. İsmail Parlatır 

argued that the death of the slaves symbolize the death of the institution of slavery. 

He states that Ahmed Midhat tried to imply the abolition of slavery through such 
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endings.124 However, Ahmed Midhat Efendi, did not go as far as Parlatır argued and 

only aimed at demonstrating the unwanted situations slavery could bring into the 

lives of innocent people and thus tried to show to the Ottoman society how degrading 

and inhumane the institution of slavery was. 

On the other hand, while Ahmed Midhat was promoting the emancipation of 

slavery and claiming for slaves their birth-rights and their freedom, he created 

another kind of enslavement, as in the case of Canân. He depicted a love which could 

win over the love of liberty, and through the story of Râkım and Canân, he 

maintained the institution of slavery and promoted submissiveness in a slave-girl. 

Besides, he displayed other weaknesses in his stories dealing with the institution of 

slavery. For instance in his “Esaret”, Zeynel Bey marries a slave-girl, although he is 

strongly against the institution of slavery, because he believes that the only possible 

way to choose a beautiful, intelligent and talented wife is to buy a slave-girl and 

marry her. In this respect, Zeynel Bey displays an opportunistic, egocentric approach. 

Moreover, he also feels relieved because his slave-wife would serve him and he will 

not have to look after himself anymore. He buys himself a servant not a soul mate 

and Ahmed Midhat had nothing to say to that. He did not criticize Zeynel Bey for his 

egocentric mentality. Zeynel Bey also gives up the idea to manumit his wife because 

he believed that even though he suggests manumission she is so submissive and loyal 

that she would not agree to that; thus he decides not to “disturb” her with this idea, 

and willingly accepts her as a slave. And in the following stages of the story she is 

not mentioned again. On the contrary, infatuated with the love and lust he feels for 
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Fitnat, Zeynel Bey forgets her and again Ahmed Midhat did not criticize him for this. 

Her feelings, her rights, her status at home are ignored.  

In a word, Ahmed Midhat Efendi produced didactic works to promote the 

abolition of slavery and in this, there are the traces of his emotional ties with the 

institution of slavery. As mentioned previously, his mother was a Circassian slave-

girl and thus he was an eye-witness to the sufferings of the slaves. However, he also 

accepted the submissive nature of not only the slave girls but also of all women in 

general and appreciated it rather than criticizing it. In this respect, he displayed an 

opportunistic approach and treated the slave-girls almost in the same way the society, 

whom he criticized, treated them. Therefore, he failed in his arguments because of 

his mental picture shaped by masculine, patriarchal norms.   
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CHAPTER 5 

 

Prostitution in the Ottoman Empire and Ahmed Midhat’s Approach to 

the issue of Prostitution 

 

Ahmed Midhat Efendi devoted a great number of his works to the reflection of 

life in İstanbul. In most of his novels, descriptions of different districts in İstanbul 

serve as a great help for the contemporary reader who is yearning to learn about life 

in nineteenth century İstanbul. Beyoğlu and Galata were the quarters in which every 

kind of entertainment and places of entertainment such as theatres, cafes, restaurants, 

wine houses, taverns and brothels could be found and such places were depicted in 

all their detail in Ahmed Midhat’s works. Those who sought a jocund and sometimes 

lusty environment went either to Galata or to Beyoğlu. Ahmed Midhat’s characters 

visit such places and through their experiences and the author’s frequent 

interpolations, in which his own observations were presented, life in Beyoğlu and 

Galata was reflected sometimes with its colorful face and sometimes with its bleak 

atmosphere. Prostitution, whose center was in Galata and Beyoğlu, was presented in 

Ahmed Midhat’s novels and stories as well. He tried to reflect the dissolute life the 

prostitutes had to lead, gave information about the brothels in Galata and Beyoğlu, 

and evaluated the issue of prostitution in the light of Islamic teachings. Therefore, his 

novels and stories are important sources of first hand information about life in Galata 

and Beyoğlu and of the real face of prostitution as practiced in these quarters. 

However, before delving into the analysis of Ahmed Midhat’s mental attitude of  
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“prostitution”, it would be useful to give brief information about life in Galata and 

Beyoğlu and the issue of prostitution itself.  

 

5.1 Prostitution as practiced in the Ottoman Empire 

 

Prostitution is considered “the oldest profession” in history.125 Prostitution, as a 

branch of trade and an organized institution, initiated in ancient times, in the Athens 

of 504 B.C. In the earliest brothels of Athens, Asian slaves, war captives and 

kidnapped girls or purchased slaves were employed.126 According to Giovanni 

Scognamillo, “lawmaker Solon prepared the way for the foundation of brothels and 

later displayed an attitude against prostitution.”127  

When we look at the capital city of the Byzantine Empire, Constantinople, 

prostitution was practiced in this city as well. The Empress of sixth century 

Byzantium, Justinian’s wife Theodora, was also an ex-prostitute. Later she changed 

the way she lived and began to lead a “chaste life”, spinning wool, and developing a 

great interest in religious questions.”128 People, who used to avoid her when she was 

a prostitute, accepted her as their Empress:  

Justinian’s name is closely connected with the name of his royal wife, Theodora, one 
of the very interesting and gifted women of the Byzantine Period. The Secret History 
which is from the pen of Procopius, the historian of Justinian’s epoch, paints in 
exaggerated colours the perverted life of Theodora in the days of her youth, when, as 
the daughter of the keeper of the bears in the amphitheatre, she lived in the morally 
corrupt atmosphere of the stage of that period and became a woman who gave freely 
of her love to many men. Nature had endowed her with beauty, grace, intelligence 
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and wit… Procopius said that people who met Theodora in the street would shrink 
from getting close to her, fearing that a mere touch might sully their robes.129     

 

As can be understood from this quotation as well, the Byzantine Empire was 

not unaware of the practice of prostitution. The colourful and cosmopolitan nature of 

the port city Constantinople sheltered people from different regions, different ethnic 

groups, people who led different lives and who sought different experiences. 

Therefore, prostitution was a profitable trade in the city, which answered the needs of 

not only the native inhabitants of the city but also the passer bys. As stated by 

Scognamillo as well prostitution was unavoidable in Constantinople: 

Constantinople was a port, through which people from different races passed, stayed 
for sometime or even got lost in. It was a port, in which adventurers, anarchic, 
sailors returning from their long journeys and men who had remained remote from 
women for long were mingled. Prostitution in this respect was unavoidable and 
natural in this city.130  
 
In 1453, the city was conquered by Mehmed the Conqueror (Fatih Sultan 

Mehmed) and the Greek, Venedicans, Genoese, Armenian, and Jewish inhabitants of 

the city had to comply with Islamic Ottoman rule and had to lead their lives with 

Turks who were transferred from Sinop to the new capital of the Ottoman Empire, 

İstanbul. Nevertheless, they were free in the application of their canonical laws, their 

customs and traditions. They continued to lead their colorful lives of entertainment 

and jocund company in Istanbul. Thus, in time İstanbul, especially the districts in the 

aforementioned minorities lived, such as Galata, Beyoğlu, and Pera, became the 

centers of entertainment world where theatres, wine shops, taverns, restaurants, 

coffee houses and brothels were located. Especially because of their religion, those 

minorities were closer to the west, to Europe, than the Muslim Ottoman Turks were, 

and thus they could follow the current developments in Europe and could adopt a 
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Western oriented style of living more easily. Therefore, western oriented ways of 

entertainment, of lifestyles (from clothing to the modes of behaviour) could be 

followed in Beyoğlu, Pera and Galata. As stated in a letter from Gérard de Nerval to 

his father, dated 19 August, 1843, İstanbul had become a city where “even a Turk 

felt himself a foreigner.”131 İstanbul’s westernized Beyoğlu astonished even a 

European.     

As for the practice of prostitution and the management of the brothels in 

İstanbul, they were founded by the minorities, the Greeks and Armenians who had 

settled in İstanbul. In time, Muslim Turkish girls were also employed in these 

brothels; nevertheless, as claimed by many eyewitnesses of those times, the majority 

of the prostitutes were still the Greeks and the Armenians. A quotation from Refik 

Ahmed Sevengil proves that prostitution was not practiced only in Beyoğlu or Pera 

but also in other districts of İstanbul. In the following quotation, five women, living 

in a district on the opposite coast of the Golden Horn, were arrested on the complaint 

of their neighbours, who claimed that they were leading depraved lives and were 

practicing prostitution: 

During the last years of the reign of Süleyman the Magnificent (1565), the 
inhabitants of the Sultangir district gathered and related to the kadi their complaints 
about five women dwelling in Sultangir. They were namely Arap Fati, Narin, Giritli 
Nefise, Atlı Ases (or Kamer) and Balatlı Yümni. Those women were explicitly 
practicing prostitution. On the complaint, the kadı called those women to his 
presence and all, except for Arap Fati, obeyed the kadi’s order and came. The 
inhabitants of the district, namely Müderris Mevlâna Muhiddin, Kâtip Mehmed, 
İlyas, Sinan Halife and other Muslims confirmed their immoral behaviour. They 
were forced to sell their houses and move outside the city.132 

 
 

In sixteenth century İstanbul, brothels were full of Greek, Jewish, Armenian, 

Circassain, European, Syrian, Persian and Turkish prostitutes. Some of the 
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prostitutes were working in creameries (kaymakçı dükkanı) and they found their 

customers there. Towards the end of the sixteenth century, the major centers of 

prostitution were known to be Galata, Tophane and Eyüp, and during the reign of 

Sultan Selim II, prostitution could be witnessed on the streets of İstanbul. Soon in 

1567, an imperial edict was issued putting limits on prostitution practiced in small 

districts in the city.133 From then on districts and possible places for prostitution 

began to be controlled cautiously and as a result, many prostitutes were arrested. 

However, as stated by Sevengil there were men who were in love with prostitutes 

and would do anything to save their beloved from imprisonment: 

There were young men who had fallen deeply in love with those prostitutes. They 
were not willing to let their beloved go. In order to save their lovers from 
imprisonment, they proposed to them. The Sultan was informed about the situation. 
Selim II in return, let them marry and set the ones who married free. But the married 
couples were ordered to leave the city. The ones who did not leave the city after the 
marriage would be imprisoned together134  

 
There were also men who were yearning to pay their (the prostitutes’) debts 

to their patrons, save them from the brothels, buy them a house, give them adequate 

money and purchase them as concubines (which is called kapatmak in vulgar 

Turkish, a term used by Giovanni Scognamillo). There were also those who wanted 

to marry those women.  

The precautions and strict controls aiming to prevent the practice of 

prostitution proved functional at first. Most of the prostitutes were arrested but some 

of them ran away and hid somewhere in the city. In the meantime, they began to 

emerge disguised under different occupations. They began to work in the 

washhouses, which was a recently inaugurated trade in the city. As this trade was 
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considered legal in its initial phases, the Sultan and the local administrators did not 

find it necessary to control the washhouses. However, in time the washhouses proved 

to be a new center for prostitution. As stated by Sevengil: 

Naturally, the ones who worked in those washhouses were women, and again, 
naturally, the ones who had to have their clothes washed were the unmarried men. 
Women, who were forbidden to practice prostitution, opened washhouses, kept in 
contact with men and began their trade. Usually, the ex-patrons were working as 
shop assistants in such washhouses and were supplying fresh, experienced, talented 
women for men.135   
 
Another source of the practice of prostitution in the sixteenth century was the 

slave trade. Slave dealers sold young slave-girls to bachelors, who after keeping 

them for a while, returned them to the slave dealers. On this Hakan Erdem writes: 

Prostitution was the fate of many a female slave. It was also used as a pretext by the 
slave-dealers of the guild to exclude their outsider competitors from the trade. In 
August/September 1583 the slave-dealers and auctioneers of the Bedestan came to 
the Kadı. They complained about the behaviour of a certain group of townspeople 
who brought female slaves belonging to others to the market with the pretext of 
selling them for their owners. Instead they sold the slaves to certain bachelors who 
bought the women for a short time only and returned them to the sellers. There were 
also some auctioneers without sureties who bought female slaves from the women 
dealers, who operated outside the market, only to sell them to bachelors for an 
agreed period. Consequently, the women dealers and unqualified auctioneers were 
banned from the trade.136 

 
During the reign of Murad IV, various steps were taken to prevent prostitution. 

Prostitutes were arrested, minorities were moved outside the city and the washhouses 

were closed. However, such precautions, although they decreased the practice of 

prostitution to some extent, did not put a radical end to this trade. In the following 

centuries similar precautions were taken and new regulations were issued. This time, 

wine houses and brothels were closed; nevertheless, prostitution continued to be 

carried on in the streets. A solution was found to this problem as well and some of 
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the arrested prostitutes were hanged in public so that it might be a warning to 

others.137  

When we come to the nineteenth century, we find that prostitution still 

continued to be practiced, and this time not only in Galata or Beyoğlu, but also in 

other districts, namely Aksaray and Üsküdar. Scognamillo stated that in the 1860s 

one of the first brothels of the time was opened in Aksaray and its patron was a 

Persian. This brothel was known as the “Persian’s Whorehouse” (Acem’in 

Kerhanesi).138 Another famous brothel of the time was in Üsküdar and it was 

comparatively cheaper. It was managed by a quartet of owners: Arap Saliha, Vecdiye 

Nigar, Halide and Karakaşlı Melek.139 In time, the brothels in Üsküdar were 

transferred to Söğütlüçeşme and later they were all closed. Women working in these 

brothels began working in Beyoğlu and Galata.  

As stated by Sevengil, during the period of Tanzimat, previously restricted 

entertainment places such as taverns and wine houses, gained a comparatively 

liberated nature. Such places grew huge in number in İstanbul in the nineteenth 

century. Later, a restriction was put on the locations of such wine houses and it was 

forbidden to open wine houses in Muslim districts and near mosques. In the 

following decades, coffeehouses, where alcoholic beverages were served, were 

opened in Beyoğlu. 

In those coffeehouses and taverns, drunken foreign prostitutes, accompanied by 
unprofessional orchestras, sang and danced, many a lusty eye watched them, 
admired them and applauded them until their hands got hurt. On the other hand, the 
brothels sheltering non-Muslim prostitutes were gathered in some certain districts 
and they began to practice their trade overtly. In addition, Muslim women were 
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forbidden legally to practice prostitution. However, despite this restriction, there 
were brothels in Aksaray, employing Muslim prostitutes and receiving the dignified 
customers of the time. 140 

 
During the reign of Abdülhamid II, brothels could be found in Yeniçarşı, 

Çiçekçi Sokağı, Küçük Yazıcı and Lale Sokağı. Çiçekçi Sokağı was notorious for its 

murders and murderers. In 1897, for instance, “Virgin” Yani and her prostitute sister 

Despina killed Yani’s friend and protector sailor Perikli. The reason for this murder 

was vengeance. It was Perikli, who raped Despina and caused her present situation as 

a prostitute. Two years later, in 1899, a similar case took place in the same district. 

This time the reason was distrust and jealousy. Patron Madam Evdoksiya stabbed her 

lover Manol believing that he had betrayed her.141 Similar cases existed in brothels 

where both men and women were killed either for revenge or for jealousy, and such 

events were also mentioned by Ahmed Midhat Efendi in his works considering 

prostitution.  

Another instance, in which prostitution was practiced or at least was 

encouraged was the carnival time in İstanbul. The Christian minorities in İstanbul 

held balls in houses and organized festivals on the streets during the carnivals. 

During the carnivals, the streets of Beyoğlu took on a jovial nature, and men and 

women danced, sang, and drank. It was a period of excessive rapture and ecstasy. 

Many considered the period of carnival as a great opportunity to get closer to the 

opposite sex. Therefore, although prostitution was not practiced explicitly during the 

carnivals, it was encouraged indirectly. Ahmed Midhat Efendi, who criticized the 

unnecessarily colorful and excessively indecent atmosphere of the carnivals in 

İstanbul, wrote a novel on this issue, Karnaval (“Carnival”), and in its introduction to 
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the reader he gave a great deal of information about the activities taking place 

throughout the carnivals and added his own interpretations and comments on the 

subject. He first related the history of carnivals in Christian societies and then gave 

details on the carnivals celebrated in İstanbul. In the following quotation, Ahmed 

Midhat depicted the way some women were clothed at balls held within the carnival 

program: 

As women like to show the most beautiful parts of their bodies to men so as to make 
them desirous, they wear décolleté dresses which leave the breasts, the shoulders 
and the back almost bare and cover the rest of the body with a magnificent skirt in 
return. This gave way to the creation of ballet dresses for the boldest women. Do 
you mind if we define this dress briefly as “wearing a very short skirt without an 
underwear”? … In a word, you can go to those balls wearing anything you want or 
wearing nothing at all.142 

 
Although the word prostitution was not uttered directly within those lines, 

Ahmed Midhat considered such clothing invoking voluptuous feelings in men’s 

minds and thus giving way to immoral, indecent and illegitimate relationships, as a 

kind of prostitution. In his evaluation of prostitution, which will be analyzed in detail 

in the following part, Ahmed Midhat did not criticize the prostitutes themselves, but 

those who prepared the way for their unfortunate situations. Carnivals in this respect 

were also a means of free relationships, which encouraged the practice of prostitution 

as well.  

In short, prostitution existed in the Ottoman Empire and it was legalized in the 

second half of the sixteenth century. Although the leading figures of this institution 

were Armenians or Greeks, Muslim Turks were also involved in this trade. 

Therefore, prostitution, whether practiced directly on the streets or in brothels or 

indirectly through the slave trade, in washhouses and creameries or in balls and 

festivals held in the period of Carnival, was an important social phenomenon in the 
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Ottoman Empire. Imperial edicts were issued, severe precautions were taken in order 

to prevent the practice of prostitution but nothing was able to put an end to the 

“oldest profession”.  

 

5.2. Prostitution as reflected in Ahmed Midhat’s works 

 

5.2.1.  On Henüz Onyedi Yaşında (“Still Seventeen Years Old”) 

 

Ahmed Midhat Efendi wrote this novel in 1882. It was published as 

installments in Tercümân-ı Hakikat and then collected and republished in the same 

year. The story of this novel is constructed on the fall of women, the practice of 

prostitution in İstanbul and the depictions of brothels in Beyoğlu. Ahmed Midhat 

claimed that through this story he reflected events in their ultimate truth. Therefore, 

this novel was written from a “realist” perspective: 

I do not consider it necessary to take pride in relating to our readers a masterpiece in 
terms of organization and plot through this story “Henüz Onyedi Yaşında”. The 
excellence of this story lies in the correctness of the events related in the story. 
Those who will read this story simply for pleasure will be entertained by the greatest 
pleasure in this correctness.143 

 
In this novel, Ahmed Midhat displayed a merciful and empathetic approach 

towards prostitutes. He did not blame them; on the contrary, he considered them as 

victims of bad fortune and the society. The main reason lying behind such an 

approach towards prostitutes is probably the fact that Ahmed Midhat’s second wife 

was also an ex-prostitute. Her name was Vasiliki but later she converted to Islam and 

took a Turkish name, Hafize Melek, and began to lead a decent life as Ahmed 
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Midhat’s wife.144 Not only socio-cultural norms but also Ahmed Midhat’s self-

experiences shaped his mental attitude towards the issue of prostitution and in this he 

displayed a manner judging and blaming those who caused the fall of women in 

society. He also criticized the concept of “civilization” and the decaying moral 

values of the society as the main motive for the existence of this institution.  

As for the story, it takes place in İstanbul and the main plot is developed in 

Beyoğlu, a quarter which was not only famous for its cultural activities but also 

notorious for its wine houses and brothels. The major characters of the novel are 

Ahmed, a forty year-old lawyer, who represents Ahmed Midhat himself, his friend 

Hulusi and a seventeen year-old prostitute, Kalyopi.  

The story opens in Beyoğlu. Ahmed and Hulusi are planning to see a play at 

the theatre and on their way to the theatre, they decide to go to a restaurant and have 

something to drink. Through the dialogues that take place between Ahmed and 

Hulusi both at the restaurant and during the intervals at the theatre we, as readers, 

learn that Ahmed is a man of philosophy and he is not interested in worldly affairs. 

He believes that he has finished with worldly affairs and thus devoted himself to 

philosophy. On the other hand, his friend Hulusi is a light-hearted man who takes 

pleasure in chasing after women. Throughout the play, Ahmed’s mind is busy with 

the appreciation of Victor Hugo’s talent while his friend Hulusi is busy with 

observing women spectators in the boxes: 

Hulusi: I would not search for women anywhere in society but at lodges in theatres. 
Ahmed: I do not have anything to say to that. While you are observing the lodges, I 
will be busy with analyzing the humane sentiments Victor Hugo personified in this 
play. The pleasure I will derive from this will not be inferior to that of yours in 
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observing the lodges. I will transfer myself from this world of realities to the world 
of dreams.145 

 
Similar dialogues take place before and after the play, proving the fact that 

Ahmed is a mature, noble-minded man who has experienced the colourful days of 

youth and reached his prime. His friend on the other hand, is a man of worldly 

pleasures. While Hulusi is chasing after women, Ahmed is occupied with 

philosophical theories. Thus, even in the initial stages of the story Ahmed Midhat 

developed an “ideal” character in Ahmed and his antithesis in Hulusi. Through the 

representation of two contrasting characters, Ahmed Midhat gave himself the chance 

to show the society possible similar discourses that might take place among the 

public. The arguments between Hulusi and Ahmed stand for two opposing sides: 

Ahmed Midhat and those who might react against his arguments. In the novel 

Ahmed proves right and his arguments overshadow those of Hulusi’s. Therefore, 

through this novel Ahmed Midhat represented a discourse on the issue of prostitution 

through Ahmed and Hulusi, who at times agree and at times conflict with each other. 

After the play, Ahmed and Hulusi get out of the theatre to find that it is raining 

heavily outside. They decide to spend sometime in the coffeehouse next to the 

theatre but when the coffeehouse is closed, they begin to think how they will return 

to their homes. At this instant Hulusi makes an offer: they would spend the night in a 

hotel or in other words in a brothel: 

Hulusi: Look, it is very cold outside. Now suppose that you are in a clean, neat and 
warm room and imagine a beautiful girl inside the room; a girl who each day 
becomes a bride and who is ready for nuptial ceremony each night.  
Ahmed: I will say no to that! I would drink bottles of cognac in the honour of 
Voltaire, Jean-Jacques Rousseau until the first lights of the day but I would not 
spend even a single minute with those beautiful girls who each day become 
brides.146 
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As can be understood from this quotation, Ahmed, in whom Ahmed Midhat’s 

own ideas are personified, is against the idea of wasting time in such indecent places. 

However, as they cannot find any cart to carry them to their homes Ahmed has to 

surrender to his friend and reluctantly agrees to spend the night in a brothel. When 

they arrive at the brothel, Ahmed Midhat gave a full account of the procedure 

followed in those houses and described the setting in great detail. The patron of the 

brothel is an Armenian Madam and the girls she calls in the presence of Ahmed and 

Hulusi are Armenian and Greek. Ahmed Midhat carefully avoided choosing female 

characters from among the Muslims. In this, he aimed at strengthening his argument 

that only Europeans and the minorities imitating the Europeans were responsible for 

the practice of prostitution in the Ottoman Empire. However, it is an undeniable fact 

that prostitution existed in the Empire from the earliest times onwards and many 

Muslim girls were involved in this trade. In creating a dramatis personae composed 

of Christian female characters, Ahmed Midhat tried to present an “idealized” Muslim 

Ottoman society, which did not practise similar indecent professions, and in doing so 

he intended to elevate the moral and ethical values of the Ottoman society. 

The two friends spend the night in this house and the next morning Ahmed 

meets Kalyopi, the aforementioned seventeen year-old Greek prostitute. In her, 

Ahmed Midhat drew a poor picture, which would evoke pity in the reader.  

If this girl was not so thin, she would be considered even beautiful with her long 
hair, brown eye brows in perfect balance with her hazel eyes, long eye lashes, 
beautifully drawn nose, small chin and mouth, average height and her small hands 
and feet. One can even admit that when she smiles she even becomes elegant. 
However, the situation she is in has withered and worn her out so much that one has 
to be meticulous in order to see her beauty and elegance.147 
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Ahmed, being deeply moved with this scene, begins to visit Kalyopi 

frequently, to talk to her and learn her story. As mentioned previously, Ahmed 

Midhat faulted those who caused the misfortunes of the prostitutes. In the following 

quotation, Ahmed Midhat presented the way young girls fell into such places: 

Ahmed: How old are you? 
Kalyopi: Only seventeen years old. In other houses, there are girls younger than I 
am, but I am the youngest here. 
Ahmed: Girls younger than you? 
Kalyopi: Yes sir. There are girls aged twelve, thirteen. 
Ahmed: Twelve year-old girls? How astonishing! Do they think that these houses 
are schools? 
Kalyopi: Oh sir these houses are schools indeed.  
Ahmed: Twelve, thirteen year-old girls are simply schoolgirls. How on earth do they 
find themselves in such places? Or else, do they not know what kind of houses these 
really are? 
Kalyopi: Either their fathers or their mothers sell them sir.  
Ahmed: They sell them? How? Are they slaves? 
Kalyopi: They sell them for ten to fifteen liras according to their physical beauty. 
Ahmed: Did your parents sell you as well? 
Kalyopi: No sir, I sold myself.148 

 
In the following phases of the novel, Ahmed learns Kalyopi’s story. She comes 

from a poor family. Her family used to live in Beyoğlu. She has three sisters and 

three brothers. His father used to sell tobacco but when the sale of tobacco was 

prohibited, he had to open a small wine house. Kalyopi used to spend most of her 

time in her father’s wine house when she was a child. When she reached puberty, 

men began to draw her attention; and in the meantime, she fell in love with a Muslim 

named Yümni Bey. She met him in her father’s wine house and after sometime, they 

began to meet secretly. They were in love with each other but as he was a Muslim 

and Kalyopi was a Christian, they could not dare to announce their love in public. 

Kalyopi then decided to escape with Yümni Bey and they got married in Yümni 

Bey’s house secretly. Meanwhile, Kalyopi’s father learned the truth, found his 

daughter and received Yümni Bey as his son-in-law. Nevertheless, the real troubles 
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began after this point. The Christian society Kalyopi used to live in did not approve 

of this marriage. Although civil and religious laws allowed marriage between 

different religions and although Kalyopi did not have to convert into Islam because 

she married a Muslim, the conservative society revolted against this marriage, 

threatened Kalyopi and thus she had to leave Yümni Bey.  

Ahmed: You are contented with this marriage your husband and your father are also 
contented and the law as well approves of this marriage, so what right does the 
public have to disapprove of this marriage? And he continued: 
I see! Every unfortunate event you had to face was caused by this conservative 
society. However, why do they not show pity to girls who have fallen into such 
nasty places?  

 
At this point, Ahmed Midhat criticized society’s mentality, their unnecessarily 

conservative reaction in similar occasions and emphasized their inappropriate 

behaviour as the main cause of the fall of girls like Kalyopi.  

Let us turn to the story; after leaving Yümni Bey, Kalyopi could not find 

courage to return to her previous district. Therefore, her parents send Kalyopi to one 

of their relatives in Kasımpaşa. She begins sewing and washing clothes in this new 

house to earn money. After a while, her family also moves to Kasımpaşa and they 

begin to lead a poverty-stricken life. There were times when they could not find even 

a piece of bread to eat. One day a woman named Amalya visits the family. She tells 

them that she is a dressmaker in Beyoğlu and earns a lot of money. She suggests that 

Kalyopi should work with her and adds that it would be of great help to her family. 

That night Amalya and Kalyopi’s sister Maryola talked late at night and the next day 

Maryola persuaded Kalyopi to go and work with Amalya. Kalyopi begins working 

but in the mean time, she realizes the fact that Amalya is a dressmaker but she is also 

working at nights as a prostitute to earn enough money to live. It is Amalya, who 

forces Kalyopi to follow the same path with her and who finds her customers. This 
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new occupation proves quite expensive for Kalyopi. She has to buy different dresses 

and thus she owes so much to people that she cannot pay it back. Consequently, she 

finds the solution in selling herself to a brothel. Her patron pays her debts and in 

return, Kalyopi is indebted to her patron, and she has to work in the same brothel 

until the day she pays her debt. However, that day never seems to come. In the 

meantime, Kalyopi’s sister Maryola dies. She was engaged and her fiancé, who was 

an Albanian, left İstanbul for Selanik; he sent them letters and money but in time, 

nothing was heard from him anymore. In the meantime, Maryola had to earn money 

and therefore she began washing clothes in return for payment. A man named Ligor 

frequently visited her and brought her his clothes, but the main reason behind it was 

that Ligor was in love with Maryola and wanted to have her. He was so infatuated 

with that idea that he even threatened to kill Maryola. However, Maryola would not 

betray her fiancé and would rather die than to give herself to Ligor. At this point, 

Ahmed makes an unexpected statement. He asks Kalyopi whether they were 

practicing prostitution then or not and Kalyopi in return says no. Ahmed then utters 

these astonishing words: “I would say that you would not need to resist the man if 

you were practicing prostitution then.”149 Previously, Ahmed Midhat showed pity for 

the fallen women and argued that they should be treated with respect and mercy and 

those who caused their misfortunes had to be accused. Moreover, he argued that 

prostitutes should be saved from the unhealthy and depraved lives they were leading. 

However, in the aforementioned quotation Ahmed, in whom Ahmed Midhat 

reflected his own ideas, finds it quite natural for Maryola to let Ligor have sexual 

intercourse with her because it is already her profession. For him there was no need 
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to resist the man because she was already used to it. This is an approach which 

displays Ahmed Midhat’s traditionalist sentiments deep in his mind. On the one hand 

he detested prostitution and degraded those who sought pleasure in such women; on 

the other hand, he argued that she would have chosen to sleep with Ligor rather than 

to die. In this, Ahmed Midhat displayed the same attitude the majority of the 

population held towards prostitutes. And he contradicted his own arguments. 

This is the story of Kalyopi. Ahmed, having heard the story and meditated over 

it repeatedly, decides to pay Kalyopi’s debt, save her from the brothel, find her a job, 

buy her a house and finally marry her with a virtuous man. Through the process of 

decision-making, Ahmed informs his friend Hulusi about his ideas and explains the 

reason why he wants to save this girl. Through these dialogues, Ahmed Midhat 

informed the reader about his attitude to prostitution and he also proposed, though 

utopic solutions, to put a “radical” end to this social phenomenon.  

To begin with, Ahmed Midhat believed that the main reason for the spread of 

prostitution in the empire was unconscious imitation of the West, and in that, he 

accused the Christian minorities who adopted European ways of life. He argued that 

prostitution was a Western oriented profession and the Islamic societies, including 

the Ottoman Empire were against the practice of this profession. As the Muslim 

Ottomans were loyal to Islamic teachings, they were not to be blamed for the practice 

of prostitution because Islam severely forbids prostitution and considers its practice 

as a great sin. However, in this, Ahmed Midhat ignored an undeniable fact; 

prostitution had been practiced in the Empire, in the sixteenth century it was 

legalized, and many Muslim girls were also involved in this trade. On the contrary, 

Ahmed Midhat chose his female characters in this novel from among the Christians 
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to support his argument and to prove that not the Muslim Ottomans but the Christian 

minorities were responsible for the practice of prostitution. However, he failed in this 

argument as well because being a conservative Muslim, Ahmed Midhat himself used 

to be a regular visitor of such places. However, he justified this through Kalyopi’s 

words: 

Kalyopi: Aman aman, God bless the Turks. The ones who treat us the best are the 
Turks…. 
Ahmed: That means, if you have your own house and if you have the chance to 
serve the men you would like to, you would only choose the Muslims.150    

    
Kalyopi would rather serve a Muslim than a Christian because the Muslims 

treat them in a more humane way and do not cause trouble for them. Ahmed Midhat, 

through the character of Ahmed, idealized both Islam as a religion and the Muslim 

Ottomans. Moreover, he also stated that he has finished with such kind of worldly 

affairs and devoted himself to philosophy. He did not blame himself for his earlier 

visits to brothels because he believed that men should enjoy their youth, have 

relations with women but do everything of that kind cunningly and covertly (Erkek 

dediğin karda yürüyüp izini belli etmeyecek).151 In the following quotation, Ahmed 

Midhat explained the source of prostitution:  

Ahmed: I say that this abominable profession does not exist in Islamic teachings and 
Turkish-Ottoman traditions; it was infused into our society with the Europeans, ah 
those hats. In whichever country they entered this rotten profession was implanted 
there.152 

  
In this quotation, hats stand for the European civilization and Ahmed Midhat accused 

the Europeans and the European civilization of bringing forth indecency and 

immorality not only to the Ottoman Empire but also to any other country they settled 

in. His friend Hulusi, in response claims that according to Islamic doctrines, those 
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who committed adultery or practised prostitution should be punished. They would 

either be beaten a hundred times (100 değnek) or be stoned (recm). Ahmed in return 

utters the following words with regret: 

I wish these divine decrees were executed properly, and then we would not visit 
such places in order to avoid punishment. But again, the existence of these penalties 
in Islam proves the fact that Islam does not approve of this detestable act…Look at 
Anatolia, Asia! Now go to cities in Anatolia and Asia, where hats have not entered 
yet; you would not find brothels there…However, Beyoğlu shelters prostitutes 
exceeding one thousand in number and adulterers around twenty thousand in 
number.153 

 
    

Hulusi replies to Ahmed as follows: 

I have intended to say that, thank God, in Islam this wickedness is less than less. 
Moreover, the ones who practice prostitution in Muslim societies are some cursed 
women who take pleasure in having sexual intercourse with others; however, the 
ones who practice prostitution as a means of financial gain are some four or five 
base women each of whom has come from a different country. And they practice 
their wickedness in cemeteries and in nasty places.154 

  
Therefore, according to Ahmed Midhat prostitution among the Muslim 

population was not practised as a means of financial gain. There were only women 

who committed adultery not prostitution. Only those coming from Europe practised 

prostitution as a means of trade. At this point, Ahmed Midhat again ignored the 

aforementioned fact that Muslim girls were also involved in this trade. He never 

refrained from exalting the moral and religious values of the Muslim Ottoman 

society and in this, he created in his mind an idealized and a non-existent society.  

Another reason for the spread of prostitution among the Christian minorities 

and thus in the Empire was mentioned by Ahmed Midhat as the Christian tradition of 

dowry (drahoma). If a girl did not have a dowry, she could not get married, and she 

sought illegitimate relations to satisfy herself and in time she got used to it: 

The girls who do not have a dowry are forced to search for pleasure and delight 
through illegitimate ways. If the patriarchs abolished this tradition, they would be 
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very helpful in decreasing the practice of this abhorrent profession. What about the 
adopted girls? All of them are candidates for brothels. A Christian family adopts a 
poor girl, and in this family there is usually one or two young men. The girl has a 
secret love affair with them. In the meantime, this secret affair is heard by the others 
in the family. Consequently, the girl is dismissed from the house. The next place she 
has to go then is a brothel.155 

 
 Another interesting point in this novel is Ahmed Midhat’s treatment of 

prostitutes according to their characters. On the one hand, there is Kalyopi; she is a 

young, delicate, quiet, humble and naïve girl. Ahmed Midhat depicted her as the 

victim of society and found her worth paying for her debt and saving her from that 

bleak house she has to live in. On the other hand, there is another prostitute in the 

same house named Agavni. She is a gay flirtatious woman and she seems to be quite 

contended with this business. While Kalyopi sits quietly and behaves moderately, 

Agavni sings, laughs boldly and flirts with Ahmed and Hulusi. At the end of the 

novel, Kalyopi leaves the house and begins to lead a decent life; however, Agavni, 

whose manners are depicted as exceeding the limits of morality, is left in the house 

to continue her profession. 

 At this point, we are confronted with Ahmed Midhat’s mental attitude not only 

towards prostitution but also towards women in general. For Ahmed Midhat only the 

chaste, noble-minded, humble and virtuous women deserve good treatment. An 

intellectual defending the rights of women, Ahmed Midhat deliberately discriminated 

between women, and in this he did not behave differently from the rest of the society. 

Ahmed Midhat’s mental attitude was shaped by masculine feelings. He drew the fate 

of those two women, Kalyopi and Agavni, and he chose the one who “deserved” his 

care and his good intentions to be worth being saved. Women, in most of his novels 

and stories are depicted in two categories: the ones who “deserve” being loved and 
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cared for by an “ideal” man and the ones who “deserve” to fall and lead a dissolute 

life, and the ones in the second category either become poor and fallen women or die 

in the end.  

In short, in this novel Ahmed Midhat related to the reader the story of a 

prostitute, evaluated the reasons for the spread of prostitution in the Empire, and 

offered solutions to this problem of social concern. In the evaluation of the problem, 

Ahmed Midhat displayed a philosophical manner, although he showed weaknesses at 

some points. He tried to enlighten the society about the unhealthy and immoral 

conditions of the brothels, about the unfortunate lives of the prostitutes and 

overemphasized the fact that only Europeans and the European civilization were 

responsible for the spread of prostitution in the Ottoman Empire. He ignored the fact 

that Muslims were also involved in this profession. He also ignored that although 

Islam did not approve of prostitution and although Muslim societies did not practice 

prostitution, it was the Muslim Ottoman government, which legalized this institution 

in the second half of the sixteenth century. Moreover, he considered Muslim 

women’s illegitimate relations as adultery not prostitution. His accusation of Western 

civilization and European women and his elevation and exaltation of the Ottoman 

Muslim population and Muslim women reached their peak in this novel. 

 

5.2.2. On Yeryüzünde Bir Melek (“An Angel on Earth”) 

 

The major plot of this novel is built upon a love story between Şefik and 

Râziye, the major characters of the story. Şefik is the son of a modest and virtuous 
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man named Hacı Hafız Mehmed of Singapore. Raziye’s father, Mehmed Hulusi 

Efendi, is a bureaucrat from the askeri the military class. On his journey to Europe 

Şefik’s father passed through İstanbul and there he met Raziye’s father. He was 

welcomed as a guest in Mehmed Hulusi Efendi’s mansion and decided to stay there 

until the day he died. Later, Şefik’s father married a concubine employed in Mehmed 

Efendi’s house, Safiye. Safiye gives birth to Şefik. A few years later Raziye is born 

and thus Şefik and Raziye grow up in the same house as sisters and brothers. 

However, when they grow in age a love springs up between the two, but they cannot 

announce their love to their parents because they believe that their parents would 

react negatively to it. Nevertheless, a few years later Şefik has to leave İstanbul to 

continue his education in France and thus they separate.  

On his return from France, Şefik finds out that Râziye is married, but he does 

not accept this marriage and continues to chase after Râziye. In the meantime, he 

meets another woman, Arife. Şefik returns from France having completed his 

education and received his diploma as a physician and in a very short time; his talent 

is heard of in İstanbul. Arife, a widow living on her own, in order to meet Şefik 

frequently, pretends to be ill and invites Şefik to her house. She falls in love with 

Şefik, but Şefik does not respond to her love. She believes that she has to persuade 

Şefik and win his love. Infatuated with this idea, Arife would do anything to achieve 

her goal. She even tries to spoil the love between Şefik and Râziye and thus to 

separate them. In a word, she is the antagonist in this story. She is depicted as a 

wicked woman.  

As mentioned previously, the major theme of the novel is the love between 

Şefik and Raziye. However, through the subplot, that is the events taking places 
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between different characters, Ahmed Midhat touched on the issue of prostitution. 

The issue of prostitution is based on two women characters: Arife and Cevriye. 

Cevriye is İsmail’s beloved. (İsmail is Şefik’s close friend. They meet quite often and 

talk about their jobs, loves, world views.) In the initial phases of the story, Cevriye is 

depicted as a chaste, humble young woman but having been seduced and misled by 

Arife, who victimized her for her plots against Râziye, Cevriye becomes a prostitute 

and begins to lead a perverted life. Cevriye resembles Râziye so much that even 

Şefik himself thought that she was Râziye not Cevriye when he first saw her. Arife 

wants to make use of this resemblance, she beguiles Cevriye and announces that she 

is not Cevriye but Râziye and that she has become a prostitute. Everyone, including 

Şefik himself, believes what Arife says and curses Râziye for her perverted life and 

immoral manners.  

Towards the end of the story, Şefik realizes that Râziye is innocent and that 

Arife is responsible for the bad fortune of Râziye. İsmail, on the other hand, is still in 

love with Cevriye and is grieving for the desperate condition she is in. However, 

Şefik, the representative of moral values, noble-mindedness and intelligence, finds 

Cevriye and helps her recover her previous life. He gives her money and Cevriye 

begins to lead a decent life.  

On the other hand, the antagonist of the story, Arife, is destined to lead a fallen 

life. At the end of the story, we see her in quite a desperate condition. Her beauty has 

faded and she has become a poor prostitute working on the streets and in the nastiest, 

cheapest brothels. She is not given a chance to recover from this desperate situation; 

on the contrary, she is destined to die because, being a wicked character and lacking 
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the moral and traditional values which Ahmed Midhat appreciates in a woman, she 

deserves to die.  

Ahmed Midhat, through this minor theme, aimed at emphasizing the 

importance of being honest and virtuous. Therefore, in this story, his protagonists are 

prized and his antagonists are either punished or sentenced to death. In the name of 

being didactic, this kind of a closed ending might have been functional for the 

author. However, in terms of the treatment and the evaluation of the women 

characters, his tendency to discriminate against women according to their 

dispositions shaped his general attitude. His mental outlook naturally shaped his 

consideration of the “real” meaning of being a “woman” and in this, he displayed 

quite a conservative and masculine attitude. He labeled women as those deserving 

good treatment and a second chance to resume a chaste life and as those who deserve 

to die or continue to lead a fallen life. He treated the prostitutes in the same manner. 

This time, although he was against prostitution and again although he strongly 

argued that Muslim women did not practice prostitution, he created a Muslim female 

character in Arife who was destined to become a “fallen woman” and thus he 

contradicted his own argument he set forth in the aforementioned novel Henüz 

Onyedi Yaşında.  

On the other hand, Cevriye, who is repentant is prized and given a second 

chance to change the life she is leading. Ahmed Midhat’s judgment of women 

characters in this respect is not fair. He appreciated those who fitted with the image 

of the “perfect” woman in his mind and severely punished and criticized those who 

contradicted this “perfect” picture. Therefore, especially in the evaluation of the issue 
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of prostitution and his treatment of “fallen women,” Ahmed Midhat’s approach is 

narrow-minded and prejudiced. 

     To Conclude, Ahmed Midhat Efendi displayed a tolerant, emphatetic and 

constructive approach towards prostitutes. He defended the rights of women who 

were forced by circumstances into prostitution. He severely criticized the belief in 

their sinfulness. On the contrary, he felt pity for them and blamed those who played 

roles in their misfortune and suffering. He believed that it was their (the Ottoman 

society’s) duty to try and save the prostitutes from degradation and to achieve this 

end they should begin by not treating women as if they were commodities. In a word, 

he argued that the society must help the fallen women and extend a hand to raise 

them up instead of stigmatizing them forever. In order to prove his argument, he 

saved Kalyopi in Henüz Onyedi Yaşında and Cevriye in Yeryüzünde Bir Melek from 

the brothel and gave them a chance to recover from their perverted lives and to lead a 

decent one instead. However, in his treatment of the prostitutes he displayed 

weaknesses at some points. For instance, for Ahmed Midhat only the chaste, noble-

minded, humble women deserve good treatment, the rest are left to their bad 

fortunes. He found Kalyopi and Cevriye worth saving from their perverted lives but 

allowed the fall of Agavni and Arife on the other hand. In this respect, Ahmed 

Midhat made a deliberate discrimination between women and in that he did not 

behave differently from the society he criticized. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

Women on the way to Modernization: 

Education, Marriage, Love, Clothing and Modes of Behaviour through the 

Pen of Ahmed Midhat 

 

6.1. Women and Education 

 

In the Ottoman Empire on the way to modernization, education was one of the 

most important issues of social, cultural and political concern. During the traditional 

reform era, almost nothing could be achieved in the name of modern education, and 

the developments that occurred in this field were limited to technical schools in 

which the male population was registered for further training. Women, during the 

period of traditional reform, were not able to benefit from the current developments 

in the educational system. The norms of the Islamic patriarchal society did not let 

women receive education further than the one offered to them in the Sıbyan Schools 

(primary schools).  

During the period of Tanzimat and modern reform, education was given greater 

importance and was evaluated and developed in accordance with the needs of a 

modernizing empire and society. In this respect, Ottoman educational reform, like 

other reforms of social concern, represented a shift from a religion-oriented 

perspective to a more scientific, systematic, secular and centralized orientation.156 

Nevertheless, further educational provision for girls in the Empire was only achieved 
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in 1858 when Rüşdiye Schools (government secondary schools) for girls were 

founded.157 However, the curriculum followed in those schools was comparatively 

basic and less developed than the one followed in Rüşdiyes for boys: “Their windows 

were encaged, and the curriculum was developed in accordance with the society’s 

expectations of women: home economics, ethics and moral principles, health and 

handicrafts.”158 The government’s main goal in founding Rüşdiyes for girls also 

proves the fact that women were educated and trained in accordance with the gender 

roles they had to conform to in the Islamic patriarchal society: 

It is necessary for both men and women to receive education, and the well-being of 
the husbands at home, who toil very hard to earn their living is only possible if women 
knew religious and worldly affairs, obey their husbands’ orders and avoid doing 
anything that their husbands do not approve of, maintain their chastity and be 
moderate.159 
 
However, in 1869, the recently regulated Maarif Nizamnamesi (Educational 

Regulation) offered new educational opportunities for women. Sanayi Mektebleri 

(School of Arts and Handicrafts), designed for occupational training for women, 

were founded in the same year. Yedikule Kız Sanayi Mektebi was the first school 

opened under the light of this new regulation.160 In this respect, Midhat Pasha’s 

leading efforts in the Ottoman province of Danube must not be undermined. He was 

the father of The School of Arts and Handicrafts founded in 1865 in Rusçuk.161 On 

his return to İstanbul, he dedicated a great effort to the foundation of similar schools 

for girls in İstanbul. These schools were designed to provide seven years of 

                                                                                                                                                                     
156 İlber Ortaylı, İmparatorluğun En Uzun Yüzyılı, İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2001, p. 186. 
157 The first Rüşdiye school for girls opened in İstanbul was the Cevri Kalfa İnas Rüşdiyesi. 
158 Serpil Çakır, Osmanlı Kadın Hareketi, İstanbul: Metis Yayınları, 1996, p. 220. 
159 Osman Ergin, Türkiye Maarif Tarihi, Vol, 1, İstanbul: Osman Bey Matbaası, 1939, p. 382. 
160 For a detailed information on educational facilities in the Empire please see Nafi Atuf Kansu, 
Türkiye Marrif Tarihi Hakkında Bir Deneme, Muallim Ahmet Halit Kitaphanesi, 1930, Sadrettin Celal 
Antel, Maarifimiz ve Meseleleri, İstanbul: Remzi Kitabevi, 1939, and Adnan Adıvar, Osmanlı 
Türklerinde İlim, İstanbul: Remzi Kitabevi, 1982. 
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education to girls and as for the applied courses embroidery, sewing, carpet weaving, 

sewing socks and flannel with sewing machines, cooking and making sweets and 

deserts can be listed.162 Although those courses were designed to train women for the 

labour market, the major motive lying beneath this goal was quite traditional: 

training qualified mothers and housewives.  

Another important development brought forth by the Maarif Nizamnamesi of 

1869 was the inauguration of the Darülmuallimats (Women Teachers’ Training 

College). The major aim of those schools was to educate and train women teachers 

for primary and secondary schools, but as these schools were opened only in İstanbul 

and Selanik, only a minority of the whole population had the chance to attend these 

schools. Moreover, the argument put forth by the government emphasized the fact 

that women should also be granted the opportunity to be educated and the chance to 

be employed. However, as claimed by Çakır as well, religious and traditional 

motives were stronger in the foundation of those schools: 

This motive was apparent in the inauguration speech of the Minister of Education of 
the time, Saffet Pasha. Saffet Pasha put the emphasis on the significant roles of 
mothers in the bringing up of children and explained the necessity of women’s 
education with a hadis from Hz. Mohammed. According to the minister, the reason for 
women’s underdevelopment in the educational and occupational fields was the lack of 
schools for women. Declaring that according to the Islamic teachings girls at the age 
of nine and above could not be trained and educated by male teachers, Saffet Pasha 
clarified that they founded these schools to train women teachers for female students 
in Rüşdiyes. 163 

 
 

In a word, it can be assumed that the initial phases of educational improvement 

for women were symbolic steps which aimed at improving women’s abilities, and 

training and educating them for occupational reasons on the surface, but the hidden 

                                                                                                                                                                     
161 For a detailed information on the life of Midhat Pasha please see: Ali Haydar Midhat, The life of 
Midhat Pasha, Ann Arbor, MI: UMI, 1999. 
162 Çakır, p. 221. 
163 Ergin, p. 560. 



 117

agenda was to create more talented, qualified and intellectual Muslim wives and 

mothers. This was the handicap of the patriarchal society whose norms were shaped 

by religious doctrines and masculine feelings. Women were depicted as respectful 

wives and daughters at home and chaste and humble ladies outside in society. In the 

subconscious of those supporting the improvement of educational facilities for 

women, instruction was necessary for women to equip them with practical crafts and 

basic general knowledge so long as they maintained their inferior and submissive 

status under male hegemony. Thus, they created servants at home rather than 

educated women who could claim their rights in the society. To this, considerable 

reaction came from the intellectual women of the time.  

The reason for our misfortune today is the lack of education. Today (woman) is 
treated as nothing but a fruit created to serve for her husband’s pleasure or a 
concubine who is obliged to spend all her strength and energy for her husband. 
Ignorance is added to this enslavement. 164    

 

In our society women’s education is not considered important. Being literate is 
considered enough for women. A woman has to depend on her husband to lead her 
life, she is not allowed to work. 165 

 

As can be understood from these quotations taken from the famous journal 

Kadınlar Dünyası, women in the second half of the nineteenth century had begun to 

claim their rights in the male dominated society. They made their voices heard 

through similar magazines and newspapers. In short, the late nineteenth century was 

the age of awakening for women. The western oriented concept of feminism found 

its strongest supporters among these intellectual women. There were also men who 

                                                           
164 Perihan Arif, Sarıgüzel, “Azim ve Sebat”, Kadınlar Dünyası, May 7 1929, no:34, pp. 3-4 as cited 
by Serpil Çakır, p.226. 
165 Seniha Fuad, Göztepe, “Maarif”, Kadınlar Dünyası, May 1 1939, no: 28, p. 3 as cited by Serpil 
Çakır, p. 228. 
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supported women’s rights in society like Şemseddin Sami,166Namık Kemal, and 

Ahmed Midhat Efendi; nevertheless, they could not evaluate this issue regardless of 

their views on the prevalent gender roles.167  

When we take into consideration the perspective of Ahmed Midhat Efendi, we 

find out that he supported the idea that women should be trained and educated. 

However, he refrained from creating women characters in his novels and stories, who 

received the best education and accordingly claimed their rights in the outside world 

and who became teachers, authors or philosophers. Most of his women characters 

were married and were dependent on their husbands to continue their lives. Only in 

his stories Felsefe-i Zenân (“Philosophy of Women”) and “Diplomalı Kız” (The Girl 

with a Diploma), did he depict women who were independent and were able to work 

and earn their own living. Except for these stories, the Muslim women in Ahmed 

Midhat’s novels and stories received private education, learned embroidery, cooking, 

keeping the house, as well as reading and writing Ottoman Turkish and French, and 

playing the piano. However, they were not let to practice their talents and their 

knowledge outside, in the labour market. They were imprisoned by the walls of their 

homes. 

The role of women as depicted by Ahmed Midhat did not go beyond the 

generally accepted gender roles: his women characters were supposed to behave in 

accordance with the social and traditional norms of the Islamic patriarchal society. In 

                                                           
166 On the women’s issue and related topics such as marriage and love you can also refer to Şemseddin 
Sami, Taaşşuk-ı Talât ve Fıtnat, ed. Sedit Yüksel, Ankara : Ankara Universitesi Dil ve Tarih-Cogafya 
Fakultesi, 1979. 
167 For  more detailed information on the issue of feminism as developed in the nineteenth century 
Ottoman Empire please see Ayşe Durakbaşa, Halide Edip: Türk Modernleşmesi ve Feminizm, 
İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2000, and Halil Hamit, İslam’da Feminizm, İstanbul: Okumuş Adam, 
2001. 
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the following quotation, his expectations from a married couple and from wives is 

depicted clearly: 

This room would be both their living room and bedroom. As they would decide 
what they were going to eat in the evening together, the wife would be busy with 
preparing the dinner throughout the day. She would go to their bedroom and tidy the 
bed in which they experienced a variety of love scenes the night before and in the 
meantime, she would be thinking how they would spend the coming night together. 
She, thinking that her husband’s odor might have penetrated to the bed, would smell 
the bed once or twice. In the evening, she would wait for him attentively and when 
she sees him from the window she would run and meet him at the door… The 
husband would tell the wife how his day passed and how much money he earned 
and the wife in return, would inform the husband about how her day passed at 
home.168 

 
As can be understood from this quotation, women’s functions in the Ottoman 

society are limited to the house. They were only responsible for housekeeping and 

similar activities, as is still the case in some regions in modern Turkish society as 

well. However, a general statement claiming that Ahmed Midhat did not pay enough 

attention to women’s issues and their education cannot be deduced from this and 

similar quotations. He agreed that women should be granted similar, though not 

identical, opportunities to men in terms of education. For him, they should even be 

able to obtain certificates from the universities. He dreamt of a future when women 

would become doctors, engineers, pharmacists, philosophers, authors and teachers. 

His story “Diplomalı Kız, through the story of Juli, spoke of this future dream 

considering the significant roles women would hold as individuals in society: 

Regardless of what she would become in the future, a girl should complete 
her education and training. In order to be able to assert that “our girls do not 
need to be educated and trained” one has to be courageous enough to claim 
that also “our boys do not need to be educated and trained”. Else, it is also 
claimed that girls’ instruction need not to be as complicated as that of the 
boys’. Education and training are not comparable. As long as women are 
considered as the part of our society, they need to be educated and trained as 
much as men need to be. The future will certainly proclaim the ones, who 
deny this fact today, false. This proclamation would become even more 
apparent when women begin to appear on the social platform as doctors, 
pharmacists, surgeons, midwives, authors, philosophers, teachers, etc.169 

                                                           
168 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, Henüz Onyedi Yaşında, p. 116. 
169 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, “Diplomalı Kız”, Letaif-i Rivayat, İstanbul, 1890 p. 662.  
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Inspite of these words, Ahmed Midhat’s dream was something theoretical. He 

did not develop a scene in which his theories were put into practice and Muslim 

women were not represented as working individuals. In this, he remained loyal to the 

norms and taboos of the patriarchal system, which played an important role in the 

development of his mental attitude towards women. However honestly he argued for 

the necessity of education for women, he unfortunately did not even attempt to create 

women characters in whom highly intellectual ideas and talents dwell and who were 

able to make their voices heard in the masculine world. 

 Juli in his “Diplomalı Kız” is an exception. Her father devoted all his efforts 

and money to the instruction of his daughter and thus she was able to receive the best 

education, improve her intellectual talents and soon graduated from the women 

teachers’ training college. She knew masterpieces by Voltaire, Shakespeare, and Jean 

Jacques Rousseau by heart, and she displayed a great talent in reciting from those 

masterpieces. However, because of the enormous number of graduates waiting for 

employment in schools, it was almost impossible for Juli to find a job in a short time. 

Meanwhile, her parents regretted sending their daughter to school and spending so 

much money for the sake of her education because she was unemployed and they 

were all suffering from poverty. The poverty-stricken girl then began seeking a job 

on the cold streets of Paris and one day she decided to sell flowers in front of the 

theatre. Her manners and her appearance were different from the other girls selling 

flowers. She offered flowers for her customers reciting from the masterpieces she 

had learned by heart. She was so talented and she moved the customers with her 

verses so deeply that in a very short time she became the most famous florist in Paris. 

She earned lots of money and saved both her life and her parents’ lives. As for the 
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theme Ahmed Midhat aimed to develop, it was the necessity and preeminence of 

women’s education regardless of what they would become in the future. Juli’s 

instruction and her talent in literature made her different from others, and she was 

able to gain a reputable life in society with her talent. In this, Ahmed Midhat tried to 

show the Ottoman society that although women remained at home or were employed 

in less important jobs, education made them distinguished individuals. He also tried 

to give a lesson to conservative fathers who did not allow their daughters to attend 

schools after the age of nine or ten. In this respect, Ahmed Midhat played the role of 

a social engineer trying to acknowledge, instruct and enlighten the Ottoman society 

and claiming the rights of women in society; however, the only shortcoming of the 

story is that it takes place in France and all the characters are Christian and French. 

Therefore, it is not applicable to the Ottoman society. The readers of the time might 

have taken it for granted and considered the issue of education as something they 

called gavur icadı. Such an indirect way of instruction might not have proved 

functional for the Ottoman society in which prevailing gender roles were still of great 

importance.   

As for “Felsefe-i Zenân” (Women’s Philosophy), it is among Ahmed Midhat’s 

earliest stories. Ahmed Midhat prepared a compilation of stories between the years 

1287-1312 (1870-1894) under the broad title Letaif-i Rivayat and “Felsefe-i Zenân” 

is the fifth story of the third chapter of this compilation. He wrote the story in 1870 

and as for the main theme, Ahmed Midhat focused on the issue of women’s 

education and within this broad framework, he also analyzed and criticized the 

concept of marriage. In this story, the author displayed an unexpected and unusual 

perspective. From the beginning to the end of the story, he criticized the institution of 
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marriage, the position of married women and presented the burdens this institution 

had put on women and on their lives as independent citizens. He scrutinized the 

husband-wife relationship and defined the position of married women as a kind of 

“enslavement” under the harsh rule of their husbands.170 Quite surprisingly, Ahmed 

Midhat criticized the traditional archetypes of the institution of marriage and 

provided the traditional patriarchal Ottoman society with an extraordinary story in 

which three independent, single women, who devoted all their energy, money and 

life to their self-improvement, were depicted. Another interesting point is that those 

three women hate not only the institution of marriage itself but also men and the way 

they treated women. Through the presentation of their ideas, Ahmed Midhat 

exhibited a picture of men as obstacles on the way to women’s intellectual 

development and to their freedom. In this respect, authorities of the Tanzimat 

literature consider this story as the first example of its kind dealing directly with 

women’s issues.171  

As for the story itself, the plot was based on the lives of three women, namely 

Fâzıla Hanım, Âkıle and Zekiye. Even the choice of names was made deliberately; 

each stood for the intelligent nature of those women: Fâzıla is a virtuous woman 

(derived from the adjective faziletli, i.e. virtuous), Âkıle a smart and clever girl 

(derived from the adjective akıllı, i.e. clever) and Zekiye an intelligent girl (derived 

from the adjective zekî, i.e. intelligent). Fâzıla Hanim is a middle-aged woman, who 

has devoted her life to intellectual improvement and has led an isolated life at her 

home reading books from her library. She believes that the institution of marriage 

and the requirements of matrimony disinvigorate women’s intellectual capacity and 

                                                           
170 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, “Felsefe-i Zenân”, Letaif-i Rivayat, chapter 3, İstanbul, 1870, p. 131.   
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that the husbands drain women’s soul and energy and exasperate them 

psychologically.  

In the meantime, Fâzıla Hanım adopts two orphan girls, Âkıle and Zekiye. She 

willingly educates them and acquaints them mainly with oriental and Islamic 

philosophy. A European style of instruction and the masterpieces of European 

civilization are not emphasized in the story. Therefore the emphasis was put on the 

preeminence of receiving knowledge of Islamic philosophy and teachings; thus the 

girls would become chaste, humble and virtuous individuals, which is in accordance 

with Ahmed Midhat’s desire to find the same virtues in every Ottoman women.  

Nevertheless, Fâzıla Hanım also imposes her ideas considering the institution 

of traditional marriage. Thus Âkıle and Zekiye grew up under the impact of these 

ideas and in return, they displayed the same manner with their tutor Fâzıla Hanım. 

They devote their lives to their intellectual improvement and begin to lead an isolated 

life like Fâzıla Hanım. They spend all their time at home, reading a variety of books. 

When the girls reached the age of puberty, Fâzıla Hanım dies and leaves them 

on their own. The girls then decide to continue their lives in the same way. They 

would stay at home, improve their intellectual abilities and entertain themselves 

through reading books. However, one day a woman from Muhsin Pasha’s household 

comes to visit the girls. On the death of her husband, Zekiye’s mother began to live 

in Muhsin Pasha’s house but when Zekiye became an economic burden on her, she 

gave her to Fâzıla Hanım so that she would take care of her. When Zekiye’s mother 

died, Fâzıla Hanım adopted Zekiye. Now, Muhsin Pasha and his family want to see 

her again. Zekiye decides to go with the woman and visit Muhsin Pasha. When 
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Zekiye arrives in Muhsin Pasha’s house, she is welcomed by an offer; Muhsin Pasha 

wants to take Zekiye with his family to Aleppo, where he has been promoted to a 

new post. On her return home, Zekiye informs her sister Âkıle about this proposal. 

At first Âkıle hesitates to let Zekiye leave İstanbul with Muhsin Pasha’s family. 

However, having realized that Zekiye is yearning for this journey, Âkıle allows her 

to go, though unwillingly. From then on, Âkıle and Zekiye kept in contact through 

letters. One day Zekiye informs her sister about a recent development, that she 

married a clerk in Aleppo. In the following pages, we learn that Zekiye catches her 

husband flirting with and uttering loving words to one of the slave girls in the house. 

On this occasion, she gets very disappointed and very shortly after her husband’s 

betrayal she falls ill and dies a tragic death. Through this tragic end, Ahmed Midhat 

supported his arguments on the shortcomings and complications of the institution of 

marriage and worked out the unwanted outcomes of husband-wife relationships. 

As can be deduced from this brief summary of the story, Ahmed Midhat aimed 

at presenting a different perspective considering the women’s issue and in this, he 

emphasized the necessity and importance of women’s education and criticized the 

impediments of traditional marriages. As for the issue of education, these three 

women focus mainly on Islamic philosophy. For instance, Fâzıla Hanım received 

religious instruction from her father and learned the discipline of hadis and tefsîr.172 

In this respect, Ahmed Midhat focused on the importance of religious instruction. 

According to him, every single individual, including women, should receive 

education but he/she should also be cognizant of the preeminence of Islamic 

doctrines. Therefore, not only in Fâzıla Hanım, Âkıle and Zekiye, but also in every 
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Muslim Ottoman women, Ahmed Midhat wanted to create a chaste, virtuous and 

intelligent disposition, which was shaped mainly by Islamic and traditional norms. 

Moreover, although Ahmed Midhat narrated the story of three independent women 

who devote their lives to intellectual improvement and avoided marriage in order to 

maintain their independence, we do not see them in the labour market. They lead a 

secluded life at home occupied with reading books. Their instruction and their 

intellectual improvement does not provide them with job opportunities, education 

does not grant them an important and active role in society. On the contrary, they are 

isolated in their home and the only benefit they get from this instruction is self-

contentment. Their position at home is nothing but a kind of self-imprisonment. 

Fâzıla Hanım for instance is not in contact with anyone in the society. The only 

person she is in contact with is the principal of the Ayasofya Library.173 On the death 

of Fâzıla Hanım, Âkıle and Zekiye continue to lead the same secluded life. Ahmed 

Midhat did not portray them as working individuals who earn their own living. The 

society was not allowed to benefit form the highly intellectual capacity of these 

young women. “Our home is splendid, our income is adequate, our library is full, we 

will stay at home, and we will drink, eat and increase our knowledge reading a 

variety of books. Can you imagine a greater happiness in the world?”174  

Another issue Ahmed Midhat focused on in this story is liberty. For Âkıle and 

Zekiye the greatest happiness lies not only in self-instruction but also in freedom. 

They find liberty in leading an independent but at the same time an isolated life. 

When Zekiye leaves İstanbul for Aleppo, the new life she is going to lead with 
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Muhsin Pasha and his family is considered by Âkıle as a kind of enslavement. 

According to Âkıle, being obliged to follow the orders of Muhsin Pasha and his wife 

and Zekiye’s being forced to adopt her life to Muhsin Pasha and his family’s is 

nothing but enslavement: 

As soon as you enter Muhsin Pasha’s house, you will first have to admit to become a 
flatterer, this is inevitable. When the lady of the house says it is daytime when it is 
in fact night, you will not be able to say that it is night and the moon is rising and 
thus confirm the truth. You will have to say “Yes my lady, it is daytime and that is 
the sun in the sky.” In short, you will ruin your liberty for the sake of their 
contentment. 175 
 
Thus, Âkıle warns her sister and exalts the liberty they have at home. However, 

Ahmed Midhat did not portray them as free, independent individuals in the outside 

world. They were not given the chance to prove themselves in the men’s world, in 

the labour market. Their liberty is also limited to their secluded lives at home. 

Moreover, they avoid marriage because they do not want to be limited by their 

husbands. By remaining single, they try to maintain their liberty. However, they 

should have chosen to fight with men and claim their rights in the society instead of 

remaining remote from men. They do not even attempt to share their lives with men 

and make them respect their freedom and accept them as independent individuals; on 

the contrary, they isolate themselves from men. Such a narration does not fit with the 

image of women struggling for their rights in society. Ahmed Midhat did not present 

a change in men; on the contrary he proposed an altered attitude for women, who 

would lead isolated lives and would remain remote from men. If it had been difficult 

to change the patriarchal, traditional spectrum of the male population, it would also 

have been difficult to expect the same change in the female population. Therefore, 

Ahmed Midhat again chose an easier way; he attempted to show the society the 
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burdens of matrimony on women and he tried to figure out how husbands mistreated 

their wives, and in this he did not come up with a proposal offering a change on the 

side of men. In this respect, although Ahmed Midhat produced a work which 

supported women’s liberty and underlined the importance of education for them, he 

was not able to purge himself from the biases of his mental outlook, which was 

shaped by the norms of the Islamic, patriarchal society. 

Nevertheless, this story is the first and the last one in which the author dealt 

directly with women’s issues. Although he was not able to go beyond the 

predetermined socio-cultural and traditional norms of the Ottoman society and thus 

created female characters who led an isolated life and who did not even attempt to 

make their voices heard in the society, he developed an unusual perspective arguing 

for the necessity of education for women and he criticized the impediments of the 

institution of marriage. Moreover, he tried to criticize men through the perspective of 

women. In this respect, this story can be defined as an example of its kind in which a 

modernist but at the same time a conformist and a traditionalist Ottoman intellectual 

defended, though only to some extent, the rights of women, which is a radical 

attitude for his times. However, Ahmed Midhat did not continue to display the same 

manner in his later works; on the contrary, the works which followed, a shift from 

this radical attempt to a more conservative and traditional perspective is observed.       

For instance, in his Felâtun Bey ile Râkım Efendi, Ahmed Midhat underlined 

the importance and the preeminence of education for women in Ottoman society; 

however, this time he displayed a more conservative and traditional manner. To 

begin with, he wrote this novel while he was in exile in Rhodes and published it in 
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1876 in Kırkanbar press in İstanbul. As can be understood from its title, the narration 

was constructed on two contrasting characters, Felâtun Bey and Râkım Efendi. 

Felâtun Bey represents the unconscious westernization in the socially changing 

society. He is depicted as a typical libertine. He is heir to a rich fortune and he does 

not find it necessary to work in order to earn his life. He spends his father’s fortune 

extravagantly, and spends most of his time in fashionable places in westernized 

quarters of İstanbul gambling and womanizing. Râkım Efendi, on the other hand, is 

Felâtun’s opposite. He is an orphan and is brought up by his black slave mammy. He 

is depicted as an industrious person. He finishes his Ottoman education successfully, 

learns French, and furnishes himself with a knowledge of law, poetry and medicine. 

Moreover, unlike Felâtun Bey, who is proud of his superficial knowledge and his 

indecent modes of behaviour such as womanizing and gambling, Râkım Efendi is 

excessively precise, proper and smug in his moral behaviour and attitudes. As stated 

by Şerif Mardin, in this novel, we as readers, encounter “the rough sketch of a 

duality of types” for the first time in Tanzimat literature.176  

As for the issue of education, he focused on private instruction for women 

given at home. To start with, his heroine Canân, a slave girl who lives with Râkım 

Efendi and his black slave mammy, learns to read and write Ottoman Turkish and 

French. She also goes on to master playing the piano. In the process of private 

instruction, Canân proves to be very intelligent and talented. She learns anything 

given to her quickly and yearns to learn more each time. On the other hand, another 

female character, Felâtun Bey’s sister Mihriban Hanım, is depicted as the opposite of 

Canân. She is brought up in accordance with the European style; however she is not 
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able to receive instruction and she only learns to play the piano in which she proves 

quite untalented. In Mihriban, Ahmed Midhat reflected the shortcomings of an 

unconscious imitation of Western modes of behaviour and living and he drew a 

contrast between Canân and Mihriban like the one he drew between Felatun and 

Râkım. Throughout the novel, the author mocked Felatun and his sister Mihriban as 

the victims of unconscious and pretentious manners: 

Mihriban Hanım does not know embroidery as other girls, because in European style 
girls are not occupied with embroidery. She does not even know how to knit purse, 
socks etc. Because tailors knit them, embroidery is also their profession. Artificial 
flowers are splendid in Beyoğlu! Why should she force herself to make them? 
Washing and ironing is the duty of the servants and cooking is of the cooks. She 
even does not comb her hair; a hairdresser combs her hair as is done in Europe.177  
 
When we turn to Canân, Râkım Efendi trains and instructs her and creates an 

ideal wife in Canân for himself. She would accompany him with her music and her 

intellectual talk at nights so that he would not feel bored in her presence. Moreover, 

Canân is depicted also as a submissive slave. The nature of enslavement would 

require such submissiveness but she would maintain the same nature throughout their 

marriage as well. In this respect, Ahmed Midhat developed a sequence of arguments, 

according to which a girl should receive adequate education in order to achieve the 

same level with men in society but she should also remain loyal to the gender roles 

not only at home but also in society. Therefore, Ahmed Midhat’s arguments claiming 

the rights of women did not go beyond the limits drawn by traditional norms. For 

instance, Canân wants to learn to play the piano and she begins to visit next door 

where the daughters of that family are taking private piano lessons from a French 

woman. She proves her talent there too; her ability is far superior to that of the other 

girls in playing the piano. However, when Râkım finds out that she is leaving the 
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house without his permission, he becomes quite furious and prevents Canân’s 

leaving the house again without his consent.178 In this respect, Ahmed Midhat limited 

women within four walls. 

Another example, in which Ahmed Midhat underlined the importance of 

education, is his last novel Jön Türk (Young Turk). However, this time he criticized 

the unconscious imitation of European modes of thought and behaviour, which was 

acquired through reading materials published in Europe. In this respect, he attempted 

to demonstrate to the society that if women or girls exceeded the limits of necessary 

instruction and intoxicate their fancy and their thoughts with European modes of 

living and behaviour, then decadence and chaos in society became inevitable. He 

displayed this argument through the representation of a girl, Ceylân, who has 

forgotten her role as a girl, who imitates French girls and who dies a tragic death at 

the end of the novel. On the other hand, he elevated the traditional values and proved 

the preeminence of traditional norms through the protagonist Nurullah and his wife-

to-be Ahdiye.   

To begin with, the novel was published in 1910, two years before the death of 

Ahmed Midhat. For the first time in literature, we encounter the Western oriented 

concept of “feminism” in this novel. Here, Ahmed Midhat supported women’s 

emancipation and claimed their rights in society but there does not exist a deliberate 

and overt statement in which Ahmed Midhat put this argument forth. If this novel is 

taken into consideration from this perspective, one may claim that Ahmed Midhat 

was among the supporters of feminism. Nevertheless, he tried to maintain the socio-
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cultural and traditional values of the Ottoman society and aimed at reaching a 

synthesis between the West and the East. The main argument he posed in this novel 

is also his lifelong motto: avoiding both exaggeration and remissness (ifrat ve tefrit). 

In terms of westernization, including the issue of education in this case, Ahmed 

Midhat’s desire was to reach a perfect blend of the West and the East. He deeply 

believed in the necessity of education to reach the same level with the European 

civilization in terms of technical and philosophical improvement. On the other hand, 

he displayed a conformist and conservative manner and stated that on the way to 

modernization, traditional norms, religious teachings, and moral values should not be 

underestimated. An ideal Ottoman intellectual for Ahmed Midhat was, therefore, one 

who reached a perfect synthesis, and who improved his/her intellectual capacity in 

accordance with the requirements of the Islamic patriarchal society. He personified 

this synthesis in the protagonist of the novel, Nurullah, and proved the correctness of 

his analogy that unconscious imitation of the European civilization and exceeding the 

limits of exaggeration and remissness might result in unwanted circumstances, in the 

antagonist Ceylân.  

The story takes pace in İstanbul and the protagonist of the story Nurullah, is, as 

usual, a traditional, noble-minded, virtuous and industrious man. He lost his mother 

at an early age and is living with his father and his divorced sister. When he reaches 

the age of maturity, he decides to marry and his sister arranges a marriage between 

him and the daughter of a decent family, Ahdiye. Ahdiye lost her father when she 

was a child and her mother brought her up. Before Ahdiye was born, her father had 

promised that if he had a daughter, he would educate and train her, because he 

believed that women should also be literate and be able to live on their own and 
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make reasonable decisions in life. Through the arguments of Ahdiye’s father, Ahmed 

Midhat emphasized the importance of education for women. His wife gives birth to a 

baby girl but he does not live long enough to educate his daughter. Ahdiye’s mother 

is a conservative and illiterate woman. She does not find it necessary to train and 

instruct girls in the same way as men. However, in order to obey her husband’s will, 

she allows her daughter to receive private education with the daughter of the family 

living in the same house. Nevertheless, her mother’s conservative attitude shapes 

Ahidye’s instruction and she does not allow her daughter to read European 

publications. She is afraid that Western oriented novels and stories would infect her 

daughter with immoral and indecent ideas. Ahmed Midhat stated the same argument 

frequently and proved the unwanted outcomes of infatuation with Western ideas 

through the character of Ceylân. 

As for Ceylân, she is the daughter of a bureaucrat. She grows up in a family 

where traditional values are undermined. Both her mother and her father are extreme 

supporters of western civilization. In this respect, they bring up Ceylân according to 

the requirements of the European style. She grows up among French maids. She 

receives the best possible education from private tutors at home. When she reaches 

the age of fifteen, she has become fluent in both reading and writing French. Her 

talent in languages and her curious nature enabled her to be acquainted with every 

single detail of life in Europe, especially in France. She reads every recent 

publication in French and she is able to follow the current developments in France 

thanks to French newspapers. Gradually, she has developed a  “feminist” 

perspective, which Ahmed Midhat found exaggerated and unreasonable for the 

Ottoman society. Ahmed Midhat drew an indecent and unreasonable character in 
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Ceylân. She is depicted as the victim of unconscious fancies for the European style 

of behaviour.  

Ceylân is an intellectual girl and she has the capacity to support her beliefs and 

ideas before a man, Nurullah. Ahmed Midhat drew two clashing personalities in 

Ceylân and Nurullah. Ceylân presents a great talent in coping with Nurullah and in 

defending her own thoughts and ideas before him. However, her worldview, her deep 

fancy for European civilization was frequently criticized by Nurullah and by the 

author’s frequent interpolations. In most of the arguments between Ceylân and 

Nurullah, Ceylân blames and mocks Nurullah for being narrow minded and passive. 

She argues that Nurullah is intelligent and she considers him an intellectual but he is 

at the same time quite conforming and traditional. The following dialogue between 

Nurullah and Ceylân reveals the author’s main argument. 

_ You are a mystery Nurullah, oh I said Nurullah again. Nuri, you are a 
mystery.  

_ I did not understand what you mean Ceylân. 
_ You are a man inside a man. Two opposite men are blended and thus Nuri 

is created.  
_ I still did not understand. In fact, you are mysterious in what you are 

saying. 
_ There is nothing mysterious in what I am saying. If we take into 

consideration your theories, you are a liberal man. You are one of those Young 
Turks. However, if we take into consideration your deeds, you are still a… how can 
I put it, still a person who is dwelling among old fashioned, rotten ideas…oooh how 
can I define it? There are not such terms in our language. You are a timid … a…huh 
I have found, you are lazy and exasperatedly passive (a mıymıntı). 

_ Me! 
_ Yes you! 
_ Beautiful lady! Would you please explain to me on what grounds you have 

constructed this statement? Is this just a suspicion or a judgment based on concrete 
principles? 

_ First of all, you should feel so sure about the fact that it is not a foreboding. 
It is a judgment built on concrete principles…let me tell you frankly: the last day 
while we were conversing in French in your home, you told me to refute my ideas 
that “Ceylân hanım! Your theories would make a mademoiselle a man.” I, in return, 
told you “You wish to make a man a mademoiselle.” Now we have to find a midway 
between these theories.  

_ It is easy. A girl should know her role as a girl and a man should know his 
as a man. I have always told you the same thing. Theory is different practice is 
different. People read a variety of books, and those books are also written by people. 
Different and conflicting ideas, occupying people’s mind, are blended in those 
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books. And we produce another idea, through analyzing those diverse and 
contradicting ideas, which would make the core of our theories. But can we put 
these theories into practice? You would not find a single person in the world who 
was able to put his theories into practice. 

_ Please do not rave about the same thing again. 
_ And you please do not repeat the same thing I have always rejected. A 

human being, even a girl should learn as much as possible. However, he/she should 
not lead astray from complying with the requirements of his/her status. A girl should 
behave as a girl and a man as a man.  

_ Alright! I am free to live my girlhood as I wish to live. But why don’t you 
know your manhood? Why do you behave like a lazy and timid girl in the presence 
of an independent, liberal girl?179      

 
  As can be understood from this dialogue, Nurullah and Ceylân are always in 

conflict in defining the roles of men and women in society and in deciding on the 

concepts of theory and practice. According to Nurullah and to Ahmed Midhat, a girl 

should behave herself and a man himself. Ahmed Midhat always supported 

archetypical gender roles. As clearly stated by Nurullah, every human being, even a 

girl should learn as much as possible, but still he/she has to behave in accordance 

with gender roles. First of all, in this statement a girl is “generously” considered a 

human being: even a girl should learn…. Although Ahmed Midhat supported the 

necessity of education, on the subconscious level, he hardly accepted that a girl 

should also receive the same education as men and that she should be able to claim 

her rights boldly in the society. On the other hand, he found it irritable in women to 

be able to argue with men as in the case of Ceylân, because he believed that in this 

respect women were not behaving in accordance with gender roles determined by the 

patriarchal society. At this point Ahmed Midhat’s masculine and traditional outlook 

outweighs his egalitarian arguments. In terms of the concept of feminism, he found 

this issue constructive only when the limits of morality and the balance in society 

were maintained. Otherwise, he believed that the society would become chaotic: 
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It is not possible to refuse the fact that the issue of feminism puts forth many rightful 
arguments. Nevertheless, it is also impossible to ignore the fact that in feminism 
dwells superstition, a concept which reason and religion would not accept…we as 
well agree on the fact that today women has been losing their civil rights. However, 
when we imagine a future civilization, which is constructed in accordance with the 
principles of feminism, we would conclude that this civilization would be a stage to 
many absurdities when compared to our civilization. Under such circumstances it 
would not be alien to our fancy that men would become defeated and weak before 
women, but even within this mode of perfect equality our civilization would become 
so chaotic that having witnessed this disorder, the smart-alecky would long for 
natural, matrimonial social intercourse between the animals.180 
 

In this respect, although Ahmed Midhat agreed on the fact that feminism is 

beneficial when practised maintaining the limits of modesty, he would not yield to 

undermine the gender roles determined for women in a patriarchal society. He, 

unconsciously, yearned for a society where women would remain submissive, 

passive and naïve creatures under the hegemony of men. According to him, even the 

fanatic supporters of feminism would long for a society where every single citizen 

knew his/her place and role, because feminism would turn the balance in society 

upside down and thus create turmoil. Therefore, it would not be wrong to claim that 

Ahmed Midhat Efendi, in fact, was a conservative intellectual when the issue of 

women was taken into consideration. 

In the following phases of the novel, Ceylân reveals her love for Nurullah and 

wants to build an intimate relation with him. According to Ceylân, who is under the 

deep impact of European civilization, pre-arranged marriages are uncivilized and 

old-fashioned and she elevated the liberal nature of “marriage libre” (ahrarane 

izdivaç) or in other words pre-marriage relationships between man and women.181 

However, Nurullah, who is strictly loyal to traditional norms, would not consent to 

such an illegitimate relationship. Nevertheless, Ceylân infatuated with the idea of 
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seducing Nurullah, puts opium in his beer. After a while, he falls asleep and Ceylân 

and the female servant take him to the guest room. At night Ceylân, making sure that 

everyone is asleep, goes to Nurullah’s room and has sexual intercourse with him. A 

few months later, Ceylân finds out that she is pregnant. She informs Nurullah about 

the pregnancy but he does not surrender to her; on the contrary, he strongly refuses to 

marry her and in return, marries Ahdiye. Ceylân gives birth to a baby, finds a wet-

nurse for it and sends the baby away. At the end of the novel, she sets herself aflame 

and dies. As usual, the “immoral”, “indecent” female character is punished in the 

end. She dies at the end of the novel because of her nonconformist manners and 

thoughts. A tragic end is inevitable in Ahmed Midhat’s novels for female characters 

who exceeded the limits of modesty and chastity. 

When we take into consideration another story, “Ana-Kız” (Mother-Daughter), 

we encounter another similar argument. In this story, Ahmed Midhat 

overemphasized the preeminence of chastity, modesty and piety and on the other 

hand, he criticized the leading mode of behaviour among women in France. He 

scrutinized the details of the movement of feminism and found it unnecessary and at 

the same time unusual and astonishing that women should be involved in any social 

occasion for the sake of feminist fancies. To begin with, the story takes place in 

France. The major characters in the story are three women: Mother Jermen, her 

daughter Angelic who later comes to be called Jijik, and Mother Jerman’s 

granddaughter Luiz. Mother Jermen is an old pious and virtuous woman. Ahmed 

Midhat frequently emphasized her true belief in God and her submissiveness before 

God and tried to demonstrate to the Ottoman society that she was an example of 
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chastity and piety. Although she is a Christian not a Muslim, and although she is a 

member of the French civilization, she maintains the highly virtuous values of 

modesty, piety, chastity and honesty. In this respect, Ahmed Midhat aimed at 

showing the Ottoman society that there were still people like Mother Jermen in 

France and suggested that through the process of modernization, people like Mother 

Jermen should be taken as an example, not feminist women.  

Mother Jermen has a daughter, Angelic. She and her husband devoted their 

lives to her well-being and sent her to schools and prepared a hopeful future for her. 

When Angelic reached the age of twenty, her father died and her mother accepted his 

death quietly and patiently and overcame her sorrow quickly thanks to her deep 

belief in God. She trusted her daughter and thought that from then on she and her 

daughter would work together and earn their living. However, as Angelic has 

received an excellent education and has associated with sophisticated, intellectual 

company, she mocked her mother and laughed at her about her suggestion that they 

work together. After a while, Angelic marries a rich womaniser, gives birth to a 

daughter and gives the baby to her mother. She finds the baby a burden for her. 

When her husband dies, she finds herself amidst colourful, jocund company where 

she has various illegitimate love affairs and enjoys herself as a libertine. From then 

on, she never visits her mother. She closely follows the latest fashion in Paris, she 

wears indecently, she behaves indecent clothes and she even rides a bicycle, which 

Ahmed Midhat considered quite indecent and immoral. According to him a decent 

woman, a mother and a wife, should never behave the way Angelic behaves. Riding 

a bicycle for Ahmed Midhat was a very degrading deed. Through the story of 
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Angelic, Ahmed Midhat also criticized the issue of prostitution because he believed 

that illegitimate love affairs were another kind of prostitution.182 

When we turn to Mother Jermen and Luiz, they are leading an ordinary but a 

poor life. Mother Jermen teaches whatever she knows to Luiz but she cannot send 

her to school because she does not have enough money. She cannot even feed Luiz 

because of poverty. Luiz therefore, becomes unhealthy, weak and pale. The 

physicians claimed that if she were not nourished well she would not live long. 

Mother Jermen falls into a mood of despair and begins to find a solution for their 

desperate position. However, one day she meets the master of the house she and her 

husband used to work in. Having seen the poverty Mother Jermen is in, her ex-

master feels pity for her and makes an offer to her: he would send her and her 

granddaughter Luiz to his summer house. Mother Jermen and Luiz leave Paris for the 

summerhouse and spend about six months with the family. There Luiz receives 

private lessons with the daughter of the family and proves to be quite intelligent and 

talented. She is also modest, humble, chaste and submissive in nature. In time, she 

recovers her health as well. The lady and the daughter of the family like her so much 

that they want the girl to stay with them for longer and on the death of Luiz’s 

grandmother she begins to lead her life with Baron de Karniol and his family. After a 

while, one of Baron de Karniol’s friends falls in love with Luiz and wants to marry 

her. Baron de Karniol finds this proposal appropriate and lets them marry; however, 

he does not ask Luiz what she thinks about this proposal at first. And when he asks 

she remains quiet and later states that she would agree to this marriage if the Baron 

finds it appropriate as well. At this point, Ahmed Midhat revealed his real intentions 
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and proved that he appreciated submissiveness in women and girls. However, in his 

“Felsefe-i Zenân” he promoted the liberty of women and argued that women should 

remain remote from men, should not to behave submissively before men and 

maintain their liberty; but here he appreciated Luiz for her submissive and obedient 

nature before Baron de Karniol. In this respect, he displayed an inconsistent manner. 

“Ana-Kız” was written after “Felsefe-i Zenân.” If it had been written before 

“Felsefe-i Zenân,” one might have claimed that an evolution is observed in Ahmed 

Midhat’s mindset and mental outlook. However, “Ana-Kız” was produced after 

“Felsefe-i Zenân” and in this, regression in his modern manners is observed not 

evolution.  

When we turn to Jijik, or Angelic, as usual, we see her fallen into a desperate 

position in the end. Because of her illegitimate love affairs, she catches syphilis and 

begins to lead a fallen and dissolute life. Again, the decadent, the indecent woman 

character is punished. She suffers from the unwanted outcomes of immoral modes of 

behaviour and life. With the ending, Ahmed Midhat wanted to present a didactic 

ending which depicted the fall of a European woman whose fancy was intoxicated 

with ideas of feminism, liberty and fashion.       

 As can be understood from the analysis of Ahmed Midhat’s novels and stories, 

in his evaluation of the issue of education and women’s emancipation, he displayed 

an inconsistent manner in his chain of arguments. He began as a strong supporter of 

women’s liberation and claimed their rights of education devotedly. However, in the 

following stages of his career as an author and as a social engineer, we see a 

diversion in his mental attitude. He still argued for the rights of women and 
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underlined the necessity of education for them but at the same time, he also argued 

that either exaggeration or remissness in everything, including the issue of education, 

was perilous for the society. He concluded that every human being, even a girl, 

should learn as much as possible but she should also maintain the limits of modesty 

and sustain her submissive nature. In this respect, women were not allowed to raise 

their voices in the society and fight for their rights with men; otherwise a tragic 

downfall as in the case of Ceylân and Jijik would be inevitable for them. A severe 

punishment is waiting for those who did not conform to the traditional values, while 

those who received instruction adequate enough to become good mothers and 

intellectual, devoted and submissive wives were rewarded as in the case of Luiz and 

Ahdiye. In this respect, Ahmed Midhat’s approach towards the issue of women’s 

education is quite conservative, traditional and narrow-minded. He dealt with this 

issue through an egocentric perspective. In educating women, the nineteenth century 

Ottoman society, including Ahmed Midhat himself, did not aim at training 

independent women working for the well-being of the society and to earn their own 

living but mainly desired to create intellectual wives and mothers who would bring 

up good children, keep the house clean, serve their husbands as is required, and 

entertain them with their pleasurable conversation and compelling talents in playing 

the piano. At the same time, they were also required to remain submissive, obedient, 

loyal creatures, enclosed at home. Although women had so far begun to make their 

voices heard in the male dominated Ottoman society in the 1910s, when Jön Türk 

was written, Ahmed Midhat still did not create female characters who proved 

themselves in the labour market, at schools, in the columns of magazines and 

newspapers, as he had imagined in his “Diplomalı Kız”, and who claimed equal 
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rights with men in society. Feminism, in this respect, is defined by Ahmed Midhat, 

as a social phenomenon, which would bring about chaos and turmoil in society. Once 

put into practice, feminism would turn the balance of power between the sexes 

upside down and thus would ruin the order in society. To conclude in a word, Ahmed 

Midhat’s basic hope considering the issue of education was to reach a perfect 

synthesis between the West and the East and in this, he argued that it was possible 

only if exaggeration and remissness were avoided. In this respect, considering the 

issue of women in general, he displayed both a modernist and a traditional manner; 

therefore, it would not be wrong to claim that Ahmed Midhat was a moderate 

Muslim, who tried to blend the process of Westernisation with cultural, traditional 

and religious norms of the Ottoman society. 

 
 
6.2 Love, Marriage and the Müşahedat (“Observations”): Marriage of 

True Minds 

 

Being a universal theme, love is felt and reflected in various ways. Every 

single human being defines the concept of love in a different way. His/her 

background, the society and civilization he/she belongs to and his/her personal 

beliefs and ideas shape his/her perception of the concept of love. Love is an 

ultimately personal and subjective concept. Socio-cultural, religious and traditional 

values also shape the nature of love.  

In this respect, the theme of love and the concept of marriage, which 

complement each other at times, in the nineteenth century Ottoman Empire is 

different from the one we define as love in today’s modern Turkey. Changing 



 142

economic, political, social, cultural and religious values affect the nature of love and 

thus it is not possible to evaluate the issue of love and marriage in the nineteenth 

century Ottoman Empire through a modern perspective. 

To begin with, towards the end of the nineteenth century, men of literature 

began to produce works based mainly on themes of social and cultural concern. Love 

and marriage are among these social phenomena, which provided a variety of 

subjects to dwell on for the men of literature in the nineteenth century Ottoman 

Empire.  

As stated by Berna Moran, most of the nineteenth century Ottoman novels and 

stories were composed of four main themes: the spring of love between a young man 

and a young girl, the separation of the beloved, the struggle on the side of the lovers 

who are yearning to meet again, and a closed ending either with a marriage or 

death.183 Idealization of love and the desire of the beloved to die for the sake of this 

love was the major theme reflected in the nineteenth century Ottoman novel.  

In the following evaluation of Ahmed Midhat’s novel the Müşahedat, the 

theme of love and marriage and the concept of ideal types or in other words ideal 

women are analyzed. Ahmed Midhat’s beliefs and arguments considering the issues 

of love and marriage in his other works are also presented briefly. 

 
To begin with, it should be pointed out that the Müşahedat is a novel written in 

“naturalistic” style. Ahmed Midhat’s primary aim in focusing the story on an event, 

which he says in the initial phases of his novel he witnessed in a Şirket-i Hayriye 
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Vapuru, is to create in the reader the effect that this is a true story narrating the 

events within their “natural” development: 

I am not preparing to introduce a novel, which is void of faults and exempt form 
blemishes, under the title Müşahedat. I am introducing this novel to my readers as 
an example of a “natural” novel. It is not even a “national” one. If it were a national 
novel, the events would occur among the Muslim population, which would not 
include colors causing grace and charm. Works written like this are not less in 
number. […] Therefore, I define this novel as “native”. I cannot claim that it is a fine 
piece of work. However, I can strongly claim that this is ultimately a natural novel 
according to the time and place it was written in.184 

 
 In this story, Ahmed Midhat has the role of a journalist, as in real life. Being 

the first person narrator of the story, Ahmed Midhat tells the story as he observes the 

events and he frequently adds his own interpretation. The Müşahedat is the perfect 

reflection of Ahmed Midhat’s ideals in terms of women and related topics such as 

love, flirting, illegitimate love affairs, and marriage. In this novel Ahmed Midhat 

gave the reader, though implicitly, a full account of his beliefs and his ideals about 

how an Ottoman woman should be. While narrating the events, he showed that he 

supported modernization in terms of clothing, education, intellectuality, and 

sociability, but he did not forget to elevate the importance of Ottoman culture and 

the Islamic tradition. 

The first chapter opens in a Şirket-i Hayriye Vapuru. The narrator Ahmed 

Midhat is busy with the novel he is going to write. Just at that moment, three 

Armenian women get on the ferryboat. In the following minutes, Ahmed Midhat and 

his friends witness an interesting dialogue between these women; Ahmed Midhat 

decides to learn the details lying beneath the dialogue and base his novel on this 

story. Two of these women were young and beautiful ladies. When they get off the 

boat, Ahmed Midhat leaves the ferry as well and follows them; he wants to learn 
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their story. Now the context of the novel has become clear: the story of two young 

women, with their everyday lives, their loves and lovers, their families, the way they 

talk, think, laugh, cry. However, it should be kept in mind that these women live in 

Istanbul. Ahmed Midhat’s women characters are city dwellers and thus their lives 

are shaped in accordance with the requirements of life in Istanbul. He does not deal 

with women living in rural areas or in other small cities. 

Ahmed Midhat introduced these ladies firstly depicting their physical 

appearance. Even from the words he chose and his interpretations about the way they 

looked one can understand that Ahmed Midhat thought in clichés considering 

women’s appearance. He drew the picture of the “proper” woman in his mind. He 

drew a distinct line between how women look and how they should look. He 

reflected through the depictions of Siranuş and Agavni: 

One of them was bronze and the other one was blonde. Both were exceptional in 
beauty. The bronze one was as well built as is due. She had wide shoulders and the 
muscles in her arms were so thick that her dress was almost unable to cover her 
arms. She was a young woman either a little less or more than twenty. Had not her 
eyes been bigger than natural size her grape-like, black pupils would have covered 
the whole eye leaving no place for the white. But you cannot count these eyes as a 
defection, can you? If you say, “she is not doe-eyed, the black pupils did not leave 
any place for the white of her eyes” we assume that you do not know what beauty 
means. You should have seen those eyes in order to appreciate their unusual bigness, 
with the dignified beauty of which many would suffer pains of love.  
The eyebrows are in proportional symmetry with the eyes. They are black but not 
blackened with kohl; they are not frowned either. But the two eyebrows are very 
close to each other, like the ones which the poets call samûrî (like sable fur) and we 
common people call curly. The nose is as big as is due. It is a proved fact that, 
although a big nose looks ugly on the ones who are poor in facial beauty, it is a 
noble, peculiar jewel for those who have a dignified face. Considering that it is in 
symmetry with the whole face, a big nose is a signal of noble-mindedness, radiant 
politeness, valor and courage.  
Her face was oval and it was increasingly charming and graceful, complementing 
that beautiful nose. The thick lips and round chin not only adds to the beauty of the 
face, but also vividly reveal the fact that this woman is extremely tenacious, 
persistent in her friendship and severe in her vengeance.185 

 
When we look at the bahnames (books written for sexual purposes) of the 16th 

century, we see similar approaches describing how a woman should be: 
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Four things must be black: her hair and eyebrows and eye lashes and eyes. 
Four things must be red: her tongue and lips and cheeks and avurts (movable 

pats of the cheeks) 
Four things must be long: her neck and nose and eyebrows and fingers. 
Four things must smell good: her nose and organs (hands, arms, feet, and 

legs) and armpits and vulva. 
Four things must be wide: her forehead and eyes and breasts and thighs…186   

 

Ahmed Midhat seems to be loyal to the traditional “taste” in terms of beauty. 

As for the other woman, she is utterly different from the bronze one. Through 

the depiction of this woman, Ahmed Midhat, in a way, tried to prove that his 

concept of traditional beauty is preferable: 

[…] the blonde one was completely the opposite. She had flaxen, fair hair and blue 
eyes… These beautiful eyes were small, very small; they moved swiftly in their 
sockets indicating abundance of gaiety and power of intelligence. 
Her skin was quite white; it was even pale. Her nose was small; the mouth was even 
smaller. Her chin was quite round, besides it has an utmost beauty embellished by 
the favor of God. The whole face had such an expression that she looked as if she 
were smiling even though she is not. Even the greatest sorrow and the deepest pain 
cannot alter the expression in this face. 187 
 
For Ahmed Midhat Efendi, a woman who does not have the aforementioned 

features of the bronze woman is not so beautiful. Here, we have the traces of a 

mentality which resisted alternatives to traditional clichés. On the other hand, the 

concept of beauty is something completely personal and in that indisputable. 

Nevertheless, Ahmed Midhat proved his stubbornness in terms of appreciating 

traditional values through his character analysis of the two women.  

Secondly, Ahmed Midhat evaluated the dispositions of these women. He tried 

to figure out their dispositions from the way they look, and he expressed his 

estimations with the help of his first impressions. However, his judging their 

characters from the way they look or from the way they have been behaving for just 

about half an hour is quite a prejudiced approach. He did not give the blonde lady, 

                                                                                                                                                                     
185 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, Müşahedat, p.21. 
186 Meral Altındal, Osmanlıda Kadın, İstanbul: Altın Kitaplar, 1994, p. 156. 
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Agavni, a chance to defend herself in front of the reader. He added the fact that 

Agavni is virtuous and intellectual as well but he did not forget to give the reader the 

impression that it is not enough: “When I first saw this woman in the Şirket-i 

Hayriye Vapuru, I did not like the levity of temperament that I felt from the way she 

behaved. However, there is not a direct relationship between noble-mindedness and 

the levity and power of disposition.”188Nevertheless, she is destined to be a weak and 

loose character from the beginning. This gives us the clue that Ahmed Midhat had 

some strong, strict values that he never compromised. He had his own 

preconceptions and subjective ideas about the issue of women. 

In terms of clothing, he was neutral. He only stated that they were wearing 

clothes of European style and compared their dresses. As for the issue of make up, 

he had again clear-cut ideas. He did not like and did not approve of make up. He 

prefered natural beauty. Make up, for him, was a kind of suicide. Make up spoiled 

the beauty granted by God.  

God has produced a work of art by designing a different beauty for each face. Now, 
suppose that you blacken the thin, light brown eyebrows of this blond lady with 
kohl. And you go even further in this murder and being more cruel in this attempt 
blacken the eyebrows thicker. Look! You have spoiled this beautiful face... Should a 
woman who is confident and who has trust in her beauty, dare such a crime of 
spoling her natural beauty? Do they think that they become more beautiful with the 
help of make up?189  

 
In this quotation, there is also reference to the Islamic teachings. The hand of God 

not of humankind shapes his concept of beauty. He considered make up or any kind 

of attempt to change the beauty granted by the God as a kind of crime. However, the 

two women he has been describing so far do not put on make up. Theirs is a natural 

beauty. Therefore, it can be claimed that idealization of the concept of women begins 

                                                                                                                                                                     
187 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, Müşahedat, p. 22. 
188 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, Müşahedat, p. 109. 
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from the initial stages of the novel. Their physical appearances, especially Siranuş’s, 

are both traditional and natural.  

As for the dispositions of these women, they are completely the opposite of 

each other. This novel, therefore, turns around conflicting characters. Not only 

women but also men are idealized in this work: Siranuş vs. Agavni and Refet vs. 

Karnik. Through the depiction of conflicting characters, Ahmed Midhat tried to 

narrate the downfall of those who ignore moral values, while appreciating those who 

are loyal to traditional values and who do not go beyond the limits of Ahmed 

Midhat’s concept of “morality”. In a comparison, Ahmed Midhat implied that 

modesty and dignity were among the important features a woman should have: 

This blonde woman is not less than thirty. Even if she is more than thirty, one cannot 
guess it from her appearance. At first sight, she has the youth, liveliness and gaiety 
of an eighteen-year-old girl. On the contrary, the younger bronze woman has the 
maturity and dignity even the thirty five-year-old women do not display most of the 
time.190 
 
In this quotation, looseness of character and firmness of character are 

compared. Again Ahmed Midhat estimated from the way Siranuş looks that she is a 

firm, tenacious, brave, patient, persistent, strong, determined, earnest woman, and all 

these characteristics of disposition are the symbols of an “ideal” woman who was 

created by a perfectionist writer, Ahmed Midhat Efendi: “So as to prove in my 

deduction from the whole appearance of her face, which promises firmness, tenacity, 

valor, patience, persistence, strength, determinacy and sincerity, the teeth are 

required to be likewise (big but neat and strong).”191  

                                                                                                                                                                     
189 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, Müşahedat, p. 22. 
190 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, Müşahedat, p. 22. 
191 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, Müşahedat, p. 21. 
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Moreover, Siranuş does not laugh frequently. She only smiles when it is 

necessary. However, Agavni does not put limits on her actions. She behaves as she 

likes, and Ahmed Midhat did not consider the way she behaved appropriate. Ahmed 

Midhat Efendi stands for the rights of women. He supports the idea that women must 

receive education, they must improve their intellectual abilities, but for what? Just in 

order to be an educated, intellectual wife and mother? That we do not know yet. 

Nevertheless, there is one obvious thing: Ahmed Midhat does not deal with the 

concept of women fairly enough. By criticizing their physical appearance, the way 

they talk, look, laugh, the way they behave themselves, he delimits their freedom of 

action. By trying to create a woman whose behavior was shaped in accordance with 

traditions, Islamic values, social norms and thus with his own ideals, and who has 

ultimate control over her actions, he drew the picture of a woman framed by the 

wishes of the masculine world. In this respect, Ahmed Midhat can be defined as a 

traditional Islamist, though a modern and moderate one, who is in fact in favor of 

male dominance over women.  

Quite interestingly and contrarily, Ahmed Midhat emphasized the importance 

of true love, loyalty and the unimportance of beauty and supported the marriage of 

true minds. Moreover, he mocked the clichés that had been guiding the Ottoman 

society for so long in his Karı Koca Masalı. The physical beauty of both men and 

women, expectations of both sides considering their partners such as beauty, valour, 

and dignity are not crucially important values: “She should have black eyes and dark 

eyebrows, a little mouth, a tiny nose, and a long chest. She should be tall, plump, 

white skinned, coquettish and dainty; in short she should be a little plump, hearty 

woman (like a findik faresi). She should be genial and at the same time warm; so 
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warm that you could boil eggs on her body.”192  He continued to mock those who 

expect to find such wives. He emphasized the impossibility of finding every kind of 

beauty in one person and the importance of love instead of physical attraction. This 

quotation from Karı Koca Masalı shows one thing, that is the reality that Ahmed 

Midhat created an ideal world with its characters in Müşahedat. He created a scene 

where real life cannot fulfill its natural development. There is the obvious touch of 

Ahmed Midhat’s imagination in Müşahedat and in this imaginative world; he 

brought his ideals and wishes into being. Cruelly, he eliminated those who did not 

coincide with the archetypes in his mind and proudly elevated those who were the 

prototypical portrayals of his ideal society. In that, there is the essence of masculine 

traditionalism overruling the society in his novels. 

 So far, we have given the main features of the two prominent women 

characters. As mentioned previously, Siranuş and Agavni display different aspects in 

terms of both physical appearance and disposition. Ahmed Midhat constructed the 

whole story, in fact, on this sharp distinction between the two women characters, and 

while elevating the one with flattering depictions, he, though implicitly, degraded the 

other. Likewise, through drawing a weaker and looser character in Agavni, he 

promoted the values of morality, chastity, and dignity in the character of Siranuş. 

Another important aspect that draws one’s attention in his depictions of Siranuş is the 

choice of adjectives which have masculine connotations. She is brave, courageous, 

persistent, and firm; she never reflects her grief and receives pain with utmost 

patience and maturity. She avoids laughing in a “coquettish”, loose manner; she does 

not even smile if it is not necessary. All these indicate masculine values. Is Ahmed 
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Midhat Efendi here trying to promote the virtues of the male sex over the female 

sex? Is he implying the fact that feminine reactions such as laughing, weeping, being 

delicate which prevents endurance against pain and grief are not signals of virtue and 

chastity, but are signals of looseness of character? One does not know whether this 

deduction is true or not. But one thing is obvious that for Ahmed Midhat, a “proper” 

woman is the one who does not have or at least who does not show the weakness 

every human being has in his/her nature. However, it is an unnatural mode of 

behavior that Ahmed Midhat presented in the character of Siranuş. An attempt at 

idealization here turns into a creation of an artificial and thus inhuman character. On 

the contrary, in the character of Agavni, we read about a real human being with all 

her weaknesses and strengths. She laughs, she cries, she loves, she hates and she 

does not find it necessary to hide her feelings. Should this make her an antagonist in 

the society? Does she have to behave in accordance with the social norms, Islamic 

values and traditions in order to be appreciated? Actually, this proves that Ahmed 

Midhat’s ideal woman character is not a liberated one. She does not have freedom of 

action. She is given only the right of receiving education and choosing her husband. 

She is granted the role of a noble, chaste, modest and loyal wife and a devoted, 

loving and caring mother.    

So far, the issue of Ahmed Midhat’s way of treating the concept of women and 

women’s rights has been discussed. He emphasized the traditional and Islamic values 

but it cannot be claimed that in this, he displayed a strict, fundamental Islamist 

manner, but he was not an enthusiastic modernist as well. He was in between the 

two. He tried to find a synthesis of the two important issues and reflected this 
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through his novels. In this, he created an alternative to Western civilization, that is 

the amalgamation of modernization and Islamic philosophy and traditional values on 

an equal level.  

Some intellectual Ottoman women think the way Ahmed Midhat did as well. 

For instance, famous woman author Fatma Aliye Hanım, Ahmed Cevdet’s daughter, 

admits that she was very impressed by the works of Ahmed Midhat: “[…] these 

(books) cause a kind of relief with a sweet sense of emotion and they do not 

exasperate my mind…henceforth, I bought all the books the author of Hasan Mellah 

wrote and began reading them. I was so occupied with those books that I did not 

want either to eat or to sleep…”193  

Likewise, Fatma Aliye Hanım created woman characters in her novels who are 

confident and who have the capacity to cope with life on their own. These women 

are also created considering the Islamic traditions. Fatma Aliye Hanım supported the 

idea of formulating a synthesis of Islam and western civilization. Again, Göbenli 

supports this thesis by stating that Fatma Aliye’s female characters, though do not go 

beyond the limits of Islamic requirements, are self-confident, and struggling 

portrayals.194  

Another intellectual contemporary of Ahmed Midhat is Zeynep Hanım on 

whom Pierre Loti based his famous novel Les Desenchantees195, claims that although 

western civilization has brought important implications in the name of women’s 

rights, Ottoman culture and Islamic tradition elevate the value of women within their 
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 152

social context.196 Ahmed Midhat Efendi also believed that Islam did not limit the 

freedom of women, on the contrary, it attached greater importance to the female sex 

more than the western civilization does.197 

When we look at the male characters in the novel, we find this time the 

portrayal of an ideal man. Refet, the hero of the story, used to be a young libertine 

who has spent his whole fortune on women. This kind of behavior is drawn in the 

character of Felâtun Bey as well in Felâtun Bey ile Rakım Efendi. Ahmed Midhat 

found it degrading to spend all the time, money and energy for love affairs. “Love” 

for him should not be the devotion of one’s whole life to the beloved: “I know 

myself very well. I am not in love. Not in this old age, even in my youth glorious 

love could not wear me out in its claws easily. I am not talking about vulgar whims 

and inclinations. Such defeats are usually facultative for the humankind.”198 Thus, he 

counted love or in other words passion as disgraceful and shameful. Nevertheless, he 

found a justification for this act and represented it through the character of Refet. A 

young man, a libertine, might pass these ways of love and passion; it is quite natural, 

but in the end he has to give up this habit of chasing after women and devote his life 

to hard work. He has to earn his life and find himself a noble, chaste, intellectual 

woman whom he could marry. This has the implication that a man should avoid 

being ruled by women. He should maintain the patriarchal role that has been given to 

him. Râkım Efendi in Felâtun Bey ile Râkım Efendi and Refet in Müşahedat are the 

ones who have passed through the aforementioned stages and who have reached 

Ahmed Midhat’s idealized levels: 

                                                           
196 Grace Ellison, Özgürlük Peşinde Bir Osmalı Kadını, İstanbul: Büke Yayınları, (Mayıs 2001). 
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Now I am summarizing what I have been telling so far. Refet Bey is a young man 
coming from a noble family. He is handsome, intelligent and virtuous. Although he 
wasted all the money he inherited from his father, he is a true repentant. Now he 
follows a very good path. Therefore, his future is not hopeless…now he has, at the 
very most, only one defect and that is that he has an Agavni, and this might be 
counted as an honor and virtue compared to his previous defects.199    
 
There is another male character in the Müşahedat: Karnik, Agavni’s brother. 

He is described as a hypocrite. He is a libertine wasting his time and money on 

women. He is a cast away in Ahmed Midhat’s world of ideal individuals. Now that, 

we have two ideal characters on one side and two losers on the other. The 

metaphorical battle between these two groups reaches its peak on the death of 

Agavni. Refet, when he was a young libertine, falls in love with Agavni but this was 

an unrequited love. Agavni avoids answering Refet’s love for her. But when Refet 

loses all the money he has, Agavni admits that she is also in love with him. This 

shows the noble-mindedness lying beneath the “coquettish” manners of Agavni. 

However, Refet is not as deeply in love with her as he used to be. They are engaged 

but Refet is not the same affectionate, passionate lover, which Ahmed Midhat 

applauded. He has retained the ruling role in this affair. He is not chasing after a 

woman anymore; on the contrary, Agavni is passionately in love with him. 

Meanwhile, Siranuş is engaged with Karnik, but Karnik deserts Siranuş and runs 

away with a rich married woman. As the novel proceeds, we learn about Agavni’s 

sudden death. Refet is now relieved from the burden of this passionate love Agavni 

felt for him. He feels desperate on her death but this does not last long. Later on, 

quite interestingly we read about the love between Siranuş and Refet. They both 

admit that they were in love with each other when Agavni was alive but they could 
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not tell about their feelings to one another. Now Agavni is dead, Karnik has run 

away, there is not an obstacle between the two anymore. Meanwhile, Siranuş learns 

that her father was in fact a Muslim and he wanted her daughter to choose Islam, if 

she finds it appropriate, in his will. Thus, she converts into Islam enthusiastically. 

With this act of conversion, ihtida, Siranuş reaches the level of perfection. She now 

conforms to all the aspects of Ahmed Midhat’s ideal woman. 

In the end Siranuş and Refet decides to marry. Ahmed Midhat gave his last 

message through this marriage of idealized individuals. This marriage symbolizes the 

perfect synthesis Ahmed Midhat wanted to reach.  

When we consider his other works, we find out that Ahmed Midhat elaborated 

on the issue of love and marriage quite frequently and in this he displayed a 

traditionalistic approach. First of all, according to Ahmed Midhat women should not 

reflect their love through words. He believed that Ottoman traditions did not permit 

women’s behaving boldly when love was considered. In his Jön Türk, he reflected 

this argument through the words of Nurullah: 

According to our national inclinations, a girl must not say “I love”, she can only 
display that she has accepted the other side’s love. According to our poetic feelings a 
girl is a heart-stealing fairy and the man is her eulogist. She is such an elegant, 
beautiful idol that she would sit on her throne with utmost dignity and she would 
reflect that she is in love by not refusing the gift of passionate love presented to her 
tolerant throne. However, the change in the thoughts of both men and women also 
has changed the nature of love. Therefore, I do not find it necessary to consider this 
mode of behaviour unalterable and I do not condone your uttering the words “I love 
you”, but only when you remain within the limits of modesty. 200 

 
 
Ahmed Midhat Efendi accepted the fact that social and cultural norms were changing 

and thus the modes of behaviour and the gender roles were also in a process of 

continuous change. Nevertheless, he still believed that a woman should know her 

                                                           
200 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, JönTürk, İstanbul: Tercüman-ı Hakikat Matbaası, 1910, the quotation is 
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status in the society and behave in accordance with the expectations of the traditional 

norms. In this respect, he maintained the patriarchal and masculine dominated 

principles in his arguments, regardless of the subject of argumentation.  

As for the concept of marriage, Ahmed Midhat displayed changing manners 

throughout his career as an author. For instance, in his “Felsefe-i Zenân”, he 

criticized the institution of marriage and scrutinized the position of women under 

matrimony. He argued that marriage and husbands limited women’s freedom of 

action, drained their soul and energy, and thus prevented their self-improvement. He 

also criticized the traditional patterns of marriage and polygamy. He considered 

polygamy as an unfair and uncivilized institution and blamed the weakness men 

displayed when polygamy, variety of women was considered: 

How on earth can you trust in men? Could a man, who has become the slave of his 
lust, relieve himself from the bondage of this enslavement and behave in accordance 
with moral values? Especially when traditions require that a woman can marry only 
one man while men could possess more than one woman and so long as men would 
not behave meanly in making use of this opportunity granted to them, could men 
give lessons of chastity?201 
 
As for the issue of pre-arranged marriages, Ahmed Midhat accepted that the 

couples might see and talk to each other before the marriage, however, this should be 

kept within the limits of social and cultural expectations from the couples. In other 

words, they should not become intimate before the marriage, otherwise, argued 

Ahmed Midhat, they would get bored with each other in a short time after the 

marriage took place. Briefly, although he did not promoted pre-arranged marriages, 

he displayed a traditional manner. For instance, in his Jön Türk, Ceylân reflected her 

beliefs and ideas considering the issue of pre-arranged marriages and supported the 

liberal nature of pre-marriage love affairs. On the contrary, Nurullah and Ahmed 

                                                           
201 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, “Felsefe-i Zenân”, p.53.  
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Midhat argued the inapplicable and immoral nature of such relationships and strictly 

criticized Ceylân for her thoughts.202 Moreover, Ahmed Midhat tried to present the 

unwanted outcomes of the issue of “marriage libre” and supported his argument 

presenting the huge number of illegitimate children in France, the poor situation of 

these innocent babies and the decayed and desperate lives of their mothers, and thus 

aimed at acknowledging the society about the real face of modern life and modern 

relations in France. He also scrutinized the issue of abortion (ıskat-ı cenin) and stated 

that abortion was a kind of murder, which resulted from illegitimate love affairs.203 

And at the end of the novel, the hero, Nurullah marries Ahdiye and this marriage is a 

typical pattern of traditional marriage, in the process of which the sides do not meet 

each other before the marriage, they were only allowed to see their photographs. In 

this respect, Ahmed Midhat, though did not promoted explicitly, closed his last novel 

with a scene of pre-arranged marriage (görücü usulü).   

To conclude, Ahmed Midhat Efendi, like his contemporaries, elaborated on 

women’s issue and related topics such as love, flirting, marriage, education, 

prostitution, motherhood and lastly feminism. Sometimes he presented a modern and 

open-minded approach towards those issues and sometimes he appeared on the 

literary stage as the strong supporter of socio-cultural, national and traditional values. 

In his initial works, he displayed a more equalitarian and modern evaluation of the 

aforementioned issues. However, in the following stages of his career as an author 

and a social engineer, regression instead of evolution is observed. There is an 

obvious shift from more westernized and liberal thoughts to traditional and cultural 

norms. In this respect, one thing should not be underestimated. The period of 

                                                           
202 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, Jön Türk, pp. 70-72. 
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Abdulhamid II’s reign was an age of limitations in terms of publication and of other 

aspects of social concern. Abdulhamid’s religious beliefs, his evaluation of women’s 

issue and his respect for religious and traditional values played an important role in 

the development of Ahmed Midhat’s works, who was in good terms with the 

Sultan.204    
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CONCLUSION 

 

The age of Tanzimat was a period of transformation in the Ottoman Empire. 

Beginning from the midst of Kanuni Sultan Süleyman’s reign until the early 

twentieth century, the Ottoman Empire tried to ameliorate conditions in the gradually 

declining state and developed a chain of reforms to save the Empire from an ultimate 

fall. The early phases of the reform movement could not go beyond imitation and 

reiteration, and developments only in technical and military fields were achieved 

during the so-called  “traditional reform” era.  

However, beginning a few years before 1839 (the proclamation of the 

Gülhane Imperial Rescript) and until 1908 (the inauguration of the second 

constitutional era) more momentous and effective reforms led the Empire to a period 

of transformation. Westernization gained a different meaning in the minds of the 

intellectuals of the Tanzimat and with the infusion of new concepts such as liberty 

and equality, Ottoman society entered a new era of cultural and intellectual 

development. 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, Ottoman society experienced  

chain of changes: families were changing, customs were changing, modes of 

behaviour were changing, women were changing, and even means of entertainment 

were changing. The Ottoman intellectuals, amid this sequel of changes, tried to 

formulate a reasonable way toward modernization. Some supported Westernization 

in every field of life (Westernization in administrative system, law, military, 

                                                                                                                                                                     
204 For a detailed information about the reign of Abdulhamid II and his relations with Ahmed Midhat 
Efendi and other intellectuals of the period please see: Orhan Koloğlu, Ne kızıl sultan, ne ulu hakan, 
Abdulhamit gerceği, İstanbul: Gür Yayınları, 1987. 
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education and in everyday life) some emphasized the preeminence of traditional 

norms and some tried to find a way in between the two. Ahmed Midhat Efendi was 

among the third group. He tried to reach a synthesis between the East and the West, 

not only in real life but also in his world of fictitious characters and events. He 

emphasized the preeminence of cultural, religious and traditional values but at the 

same time tried to develop a modern and open-minded perspective in the evaluation 

of the issue of Westernization. He claimed the necessity of a conscious adaptation 

and appreciation of Western civilization but he also exalted the sacred values of the 

Ottoman customs and Islamic doctrines. In this respect, he displayed a half-

modernist and a half-conservative manner through his arguments and proved himself 

a moderate Muslim seeking to find a mild path on the way towards Westernization.  

 The scope of this study was mainly the evaluation of the portraits of 

nineteenth century Ottoman women from the perspective of Ahmed Midhat Efendi. 

In his evaluation of women’s issues, the author displayed the same manner as he did 

in his evaluation of the process of Westernization. His life long motto, that is 

avoiding both exaggeration and remissness and his life long mission, that is reaching 

a perfect synthesis between Eastern and Western cultures played an important role in 

the development of his arguments considering women’s issues. 

The issues of slavery and concubinage, prostitution, feminism, marriage, love 

and modes of behaviour as dealt with and interpreted by Ahmed Midhat Efendi made 

the core of this study. To start with, in his evaluation of the institution of slavery and 

concubinage, Ahmed Midhat Efendi aimed at informing the Ottoman society about 

the damaging effects of the practice of slavery. He also described the patterns of 
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enslavement, he gave detailed information about the means of enslavement in the 

Empire and in Circassia, he scrutinized the ways how slaves and especially slave-

girls were treated by their masters and he tried to promote the abolition of slavery.  

So as to achieve this goal, he produced didactic works through which he aimed to 

instruct Ottoman society about the inhumane nature of the institution of slavery. In 

this existed the traces of his emotional ties with the institution of slavery. As 

mentioned previously, his mother was a Circassian slave-girl and thus he was an 

eyewitness of the sufferings of the slaves. However, he also accepted the submissive 

nature of not only the slave girls but also of all women in general and appreciated it 

rather than cricizing it. He depicted in slave-girls a deep love felt for the “ideal” man 

and this love won over the love of liberty. Canân in Felâtun Bey ile Râkım Efendi 

and Zeynel Bey’s slave-wife in “Esaret” prefer to remain as slaves due to their 

submissive nature and for the sake of the deep love they feel for their masters. In this 

respect, he displayed an opportunistic approach and treated the slave-girls almost in 

the same way the society, whom he criticized, treated them. Therefore, he failed in 

his arguments because of his mental picture, which was shaped by masculine, 

patriarchal norms.   

As for the issue of prostitution, Ahmed Midhat Efendi displayed a tolerant, 

emphatetic and constructive approach. He defended the rights of women who were 

forced by circumstances into prostitution. He severely criticized the belief in their 

sinfulness. He felt pity for them and blamed those who played roles in their 

misfortune and suffering. He believed that it was their (the Ottoman society’s) duty 

to try and save the prostitutes from degradation and to achieve this end they should 

begin by not treating women as if they were commodities. In a word, he argued that 
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the society must help fallen women and extend a hand to raise them up instead of 

stigmatizing them forever. In order to prove his argument, he saved Kalyopi in 

Henüz Onyedi Yaşında and Cevriye in Yeryüzünde Bir Melek, from the brothel and 

gave them a chance to recover from their perverted lives and to lead a decent one 

instead. Ahmed Midhat did not display this approach only in his novels and stories; 

he practiced the same deeds in his real life and married an ex-prostitute Vasiliki, who 

converted to Islam and began to lead a decent life as Ahmed Midhat’s wife. 

Nevertheless, when his works are analyzed in detail, we as readers see weaknesses in 

his treatment of fallen women. For instance in both Henüz Onyedi Yaşında and 

Yeryüzünde Bir Melek he found the humble and modest prostitutes worth saving 

from the brothels. Those who seemed content with their lives as prostitutes were left 

to remain as prostitutes. A double standard in approach is observed at this point. 

Although Ahmed Midhat Efendi suggested radical ways to solve prostitution, he did 

not apply it for every single prostitute; he preferred to choose those who were in 

close proximity to the picture of the humble and submissive woman in his mind and 

the rest were ignored. He also claimed that the European civilization was responsible 

for the spread of prostitution in the Empire and in that, he argued that only Greeks 

and Armenians were involved in this oldest profession. He ignored the fact that 

Muslims were also involved. He ignored another fact that although Islam did not 

approve of prostitution and although Muslim societies did not practise prostitution, it 

was the Muslim Ottoman government which legalized this institution in the second 

half of the sixteenth century. Moreover, he considered Muslim women’s illegitimate 

relations as adultery not prostitution. His accusation of Western civilization and 
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European women and his elevation and exaltation of the Ottoman Muslim population 

and Muslim women reached its peak in his evaluation of the issue of prostitution.  

Nevertheless, it is an undeniable fact that Ahmed Midhat Efendi displayed a 

constructive manner in his evaluation of the issue of prostitution. His main goal was 

to ameliorate the desperate situation the prostitutes were in and in that he aimed at 

changing the society’s mental perspective considering prostitution. In this respect 

Ahmed Midhat took an important step in the history of the nineteenth century 

Ottoman society to change the fates of the fallen women by trying to acknowledge 

the Ottoman society about the real instigators of this profession. 

In terms of women’s education, and the concepts of feminism, love and 

marriage, Ahmed Midhat displayed an inconsistent manner in his chain of 

arguments. He began as a strong supporter of women’s liberation and claimed their 

right of education devotedly. For instance, in his “Diplomalı Kız” (written in 1890) 

he supported the equality of women in education and imagined that the day will 

come when women will enter into every profession. However, in the following 

stages of his career as an author and as a social engineer, we see a diversion in his 

mental attitude. He still argued for the rights of women and underlined the necessity 

of education for them but at the same time, he also argued that either exaggeration or 

remissness in everything, including the issue of education, was perilous for the 

society. He concluded that every human being, even a girl, should learn as much as 

possible but she should also maintain the limits of modesty and sustain her 

submissive nature.205 In this respect, women were not allowed to raise their voices in 

the society and fight for their rights with men; otherwise a tragic downfall would be 

                                                           
205 Ahmed Midhat Efendi, Jön Türk, İstanbul: Tercüman-ı Hakikat Matbaası, 1910, p.  
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inevitable for them. A severe punishment is waiting for those who did not conform to 

the traditional values, while those who received instruction adequate enough to 

become good mothers and intellectual, devoted and submissive wives were 

rewarded. 

 In this respect, Ahmed Midhat’s approach towards the issue of women’s 

education seems quite conservative, traditional and narrow-minded. He dealt with 

this issue through an egocentric perspective. In educating women, the nineteenth 

century Ottoman society, including Ahmed Midhat himself, did not aim at training 

independent women working for the well-being of the society and to earn their own 

living but mainly desired to create intellectual wives and mothers who would bring 

up good children, keep the house clean, serve their husbands as is required, entertain 

them with their pleasurable conversation and compelling talents in playing the piano. 

At the same time, they were also required to remain as submissive, obedient, loyal 

creatures, enclosed at home. Although, women had so far begun to make their voices 

heard in the male dominated Ottoman society in the 1910s, when Jön Türk was 

written, Ahmed Midhat still did not create female characters who proved themselves 

in the labour market, at schools, in the columns of magazines and newspapers, as he 

had imagined in his “Diplomalı Kız”, and who claimed their equal rights with men in 

society. Feminism, in this respect, is defined by Ahmed Midhat as a social 

phenomenon, which would bring about chaos and turmoil in society. Once put into 

practice, feminism would turn the balance of power between the sexes upside down 

and thus would ruin the order in society. To conclude in a word, Ahmed Midhat’s 

basic hope considering the issue of education was to reach a perfect synthesis 
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between the West and the East and in this, he argued that it was possible only if 

exaggeration and remissness were avoided. In this respect, considering the issue of 

women in general, he displayed both a modernist and a traditionalistic manner. 

Ahmed Midhat Efendi, like his contemporaries, elaborated on women’s issue 

and related topics such as love, flirting, marriage, education, concubinage, 

prostitution, motherhood and lastly feminism. Sometimes he presented a modern and 

open-minded approach towards those issues and sometimes he appeared on the 

literary stage as the strong supporter of socio-cultural, national and traditional values. 

In this respect, his mental outlook, the social, cultural and political atmosphere of the 

period he lived through and his relations with Sultan Abdülhamid II played a very 

important role in the development of his world view. The Hamidian Period (1876-

1909) in Ottoman History is known for its two salient points of political system: 

absolutism and Panislamism. The atmosphere guiding the Hamidian era had the 

traces of obssesion, of informig, espionage, pressure in press, cencorship and the 

superiority of conservative, traditional and religious values. Abdulhamid II was a 

pious ruler and he strongly believed in the preeminence of his role of halife (caliph), 

by virtue of which he was protector of the religion of Islam. For this reason, religion 

played a prominent role in Abdulhamid’s life and through his reign.206 Therefore, it 

would not be wrong to claim that the works produced during the reign of  

Abdulhamid II were produced in an atmosphere  of presurre and censure. For this 

reason the works produced in the Hamidian era  should be evaluated under the light 

of this fact. As for Ahmed Midhat’s works, they represented the conservative 
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reformary culture of the Hamidian era. For this reason Ahmed Midhat’s novels and 

stories provide a great deal of information considering the mental and socio-cultural 

framework of the Hamidian era.  

Besides Ahmed Midhat Efendi, other writers and intellectulas of the period 

produced works under the impact of the aforementioned atmosphere of the Hamidian 

era. Fatma Aliye Hanim, Semseddin Sami, Mehmed Sa‘id are among those 

intellectuals. As for the women’s issue, they elaborated on this matter of social 

concern through a similar perspective. For instance Fatma Aliye Hanım, likewise 

Ahmed Midhat,  created woman characters in her novels who are confident and who 

have the capacity to cope with life on their own. These women are also created 

considering the Islamic traditions. Fatma Aliye Hanım supported the idea of 

formulating a synthesis of Islam and western civilization. Again, Göbenli supports 

this thesis by stating that Fatma Aliye’s female characters, though do not go beyond 

the limits of Islamic requirements, are self-confident, and struggling portrayals. 

Briefly, it can be stated that women’s issue was elaborated as a social issue of great 

importance by Ahmed Midhat and his aforementioned contemporaries and in that 

they emphasized the fact that Islam as religion was not an obsticle on the way to 

ameliorate the status of women in the society. Therefore, both Ahmed Midhat Efendi 

and his contemporaries focused on the necessity of change in the status of women 

but at the same time put the stress on the preeminence of socio-cultural, traditional 

and religious values. 

 To conclude, Ahmed Midhat Efendi played an important role in the 

development of Turkish literature and journalism in the nineteenth century. He 

produced an enormous number of books (around 150). His works can be categorized 
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in two main groups: fiction and popularised knowledge. His novels and short stories 

were widely read among the generation of Turks that grew up under the influence of 

the Tanzimat period. His works paved the way for the development of new tastes and 

interests among a public, which was still entirely unacquainted with western literary 

forms and aspirations. His novels were very popular, simple in both style and 

sentiment. Ahmed Midhat also aimed at both entertaining and instructing the reader 

of unsophisticated and unliterary tastes through his novels and stories. In 1908, after 

the Young Turk revolution, Ahmed Midhat retired from his official position under 

the age-limit, and was subjected to vigorous attacks. He attempted to resume the 

literary work which he had long since sacrificed to his official career, but abandoned 

the attempt in the face of hostile opinion and changed tastes. 

As for the evaluation of women’s issue, when we take into consideration his 

works through chronological order we find out that in his initial works, Ahmed 

Midhat displayed a more egalitarian and open-minded evaluation of the issue. 

However, in the following stages of his career as an author and a social engineer,   an 

obvious shift to a more traditional and conservative perspective is observed in his 

evaluation of women’s issue. Through the end of his career as an author Ahmed 

Midhat Efendi proved himself a conservative and a traditionalistic writer rather than 

a one who claimed the rights of women and suported their equal rights with men in 

the society.  
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