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The Ottoman Empire’s Use of Women’s Education in Support of Ottomanism and 
Industrialization during the Tanzimat and Hamidian Eras 

 
 

As a part of the nineteenth-century reforms the Ottoman Empire instituted during the Tanzimat, 
the Porte established state schools throughout its territories. The primary goal of the Tanzimat was to 
instill a sense of Ottomanism within both its Muslim and non-Muslim subjects, thereby impeding the 
spread of nationalist sentiments in its Balkan provinces. By establishing state schools, the Porte provided 
an alternative to the foreign-funded schools within its borders; furthermore, it hoped to use state schools 
to foster loyalty to the sultan through careful selection of curricula and teachers. For these reasons the 
Porte also emphasized women’s education, recognizing the influence women could wield with their 
husbands and children. The Tanzimat failed to curb nationalist movements, however, and the Ottoman 
Empire continued to lose European territory. As this contraction of its borders also resulted in a loss of 
manpower, the Ottoman Empire began viewing women as a potential supplement to its diminishing 
workforce. Consequently, during the Hamidian era, the Porte placed an even greater emphasis on 
women’s education since they were now critical components of both the Ottoman Empire’s citizenship 
and industry building goals.  
  

Women’s education contributed to fulfilling these objectives, as demonstrated through analysis of 
the preexisting educational opportunities for women in the Ottoman Empire, the development of Ottoman 
state schools, how these schools resembled or differed from educational systems already operating within 
its borders, and finally, the socioeconomic and religious composition of the student body in Ottoman 
women’s schools. Exploration of these facets of Ottoman women’s education during the Tanzimat and 
Hamidian eras, exhibits that the Ottoman Empire had two primary reasons for developing and supporting 
women’s education in the late nineteenth and early twentieth-century: turning Ottoman women into loyal 
citizens, who in turn would positively influence their families to this same effect, and augmenting the 
Ottoman Empire’s workforce and industrialization efforts.  
 

Preexisting forms of women’s education in the Ottoman Empire 
 

 Although the Porte did not emphasize women’s education before the Tanzimat, there were 
educational options for women within the Ottoman Empire before the newly established state schools. 
Elite Muslim women received their education within the harem, from older harem women1 as well as 
visiting male tutors.2 Harem educators stressed the importance of religion, respect, and honor, in part to 
uphold the age hierarchy in which the older harem women had a vested interest in maintaining. Harem 
teachers instructed their students in the Koran, sewing, embroidery, music and how to behave during 
ceremonies.3 From these subjects, it is clear that elite Muslim families sought to educate their daughters to 
run their own harem rather than prepare for outside employment.  
  

Just as elite Muslim households in the Ottoman Empire recreated the imperial household on a 
smaller scale with their own harems, harem education imitated palace education. High-ranking women 
within the imperial harem instructed younger women in music, sewing, and proper behavior, but they also 
taught their students Islamic law and how to speak properly.4 Palace-educated women were therefore 
educated to be entertaining wives and competent household managers, and also to uphold the accepted 
gender and age hierarchies within Ottoman society.  
                                                
1 Elif Ekin Akşit, “Girls’ Education and the Paradoxes of Modernity and Nationalism in the Late Ottoman Empire and the Early 
Turkish Republic” (PhD diss., Binghamton University State University of New York, 2004), 90. 
2 Elif Ekin Akşit, “Harem Education and Heterotopic Imagination,” Gender and Education 23, no. 3 (2011): 305, accessed 
November 4, 2012, http://search.ebscohost.com. 
3 Ibid., 302. 
4 Akşit, “Girls’ Education,” 89. 
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 Even after the Porte established state schools for women, some elite families continued to educate 
their daughters in the harem. Halide Edib Adıvar, a Turkish novelist born in 1886 to an upper class 
Ottoman family, actually married one of her private tutors. Her book The Clown and His Daughter was 
likely a semi-autobiographical account; the protagonist Rabia also marries one of her tutors.5 While Rabia 
was not born into an elite family, a local paşa offers to educate her because he is impressed with her 
Koran chanting.6 Rabia receives music and Persian lessons in addition to a classical education in his 
harem.7 When she turns 15 years old, Rabia stops all of her lessons save for music.8 Like real Ottoman 
harem education, Rabia’s education focused on creating a respectable upper class Muslim woman, even 
though she was from a middle class family, rather than preparing her to enter the workforce. Her 
education began with reading, learning the Koran – and thus some Arabic – and culminated in music 
lessons and Persian, the language of culture and class for elite Ottoman Turks.9  
  

Before the Ottoman Empire established state schools for women, one option for middle or lower 
class women to attain education was at Koran schools. These schools were usually funded by pious 
endowments. Unlike harem education, Koran schools educated boys and girls together. Koran schools 
focused solely on teaching religious precepts, not domestic responsibilities. Consequently, the highest 
academic achievement a boy or girl could achieve at a Koran school was memorizing the Koran.10 While 
studying the Koran would certainly have included learning to read, a Koran school’s education was even 
more limited than a harem education. However, the goal of women’s educators before the establishment 
of state schools was to support the existing social hierarchies, not to create ideal Ottoman citizens or 
workers.  
  

Some millets in the Ottoman Empire established and ran their own schools for women. Because 
these schools were not supported financially by the Ottoman government, they usually required tuition 
and thus served primarily upper class women.11 They also benefitted the interests of the millet, which 
were often contradictory to the Porte’s. After the Enlightenment reached Greece in the late 18th century, 
Greek intellectuals began calling for better women’s education as a means of furthering their nationalist 
goals. They believed that women, as mothers, could best revive Greece, and therefore must be taught 
Greek culture and tradition.12 Originally, Greek women’s education included advanced subjects such as 
physics, algebra, and geometry, but these were later removed.13 Instead, like their harem-educated 
Muslim counterparts, their education focused on religion, ethics, and feminine virtues.14 Greek women 
were thus educated to instill proper Greek values and pride in their children; like harem-educated 
Ottoman Muslim women, their education was designed to teach them to excel in domestic roles, not to 
develop skills to enable them to join the labor force. 

 
 Before Ottoman state schools were widespread throughout the Empire, women in communities 
which had not started their own schools often were left with no alternative to foreign missionary schools. 

                                                
5 Akşit, “Harem Education and Heterotopic Imagination,” 304-305. 
6 Halide Edib, The Clown and His Daughter (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1935), 46. 
7 Ibid., 53, 91. 
8 Ibid., 117. 
9 Johann Strauss, “Who Read What in the Ottoman Empire (19th-20th Centuries)?,” Middle Eastern Literatures: Incorporating 
Edebiyat 6, no. 1 (2003): 41, accessed November 4, 2012, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14752620306881. 
10 Selçuk Akşin Somel, “Sources on the Education of Ottoman Women in the Prime Ministerial Ottoman Archive for the Period 
of Reforms in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries,” in Beyond the Exotic: Women’s Histories in Islamic Societies, ed. 
Amira El-Azhary Sonbol (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2005), 297. 
11 Katerina Dalakoura, “The Moral and Nationalist Education of Girls in the Greek Communities of the Ottoman Empire (c. 
1800-1922),” Women’s History Review 20, no. 4 (2011): 652-653, accessed November 4, 2012, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09612025.2011.599627. 
12 Ibid., 653. 
13 Ibid., 655. 
14 Ibid., 654-56. 
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Although these schools were open to Muslim and non-Muslim Ottoman subjects, Muslim families 
typically did not send their children to missionary schools due to their Christian (typically Protestant) 
curriculum.15 In Eski Zağra, Bulgaria, the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions 
(ABCFM) founded a school for Bulgarian girls in 1863. Theodore and Margaret Byington ran the school, 
and hoped to instigate a Protestant Reformation in Bulgaria through education.16  
 

While the Byingtons, like harem and millet educators, viewed religious indoctrination as a critical 
component of women’s education, they also prepared women for non-domestic roles: teaching them 
algebra, philosophy, astronomy, physiology, and history17 in addition to writing, arithmetic, grammar, 
geography, music, and needlework.18 The ABCFM educated not only upper class women, but also lower 
class,19 perhaps necessitating preparing their students for careers. The Byingtons were outsiders hoping to 
convert the residents of Eski Zağra to a new religion. Consequently, they had little incentive to maintain 
the established social norms, and may have viewed Protestant-educated Bulgarian women working in 
public spaces as a positive outcome.  

 
Development of Ottoman public schools 

 
The Porte founded men’s rüşdiyes (secondary schools) in 1838,20 but it was not until 1850 that 

the Ottoman Empire began its public women’s secondary education programs.21 Sibyan mektepleri 
(primary schools) had been providing boys and girls a religious education since the sixteenth-century, but 
they were funded through pious foundations and concerned solely with teaching Islam.22 In 1858 the 
Porte founded its first women’s rüşdiye. That same year, the Ottoman Ministry of Education sent a letter 
to the palace informing the latter of the Ministry’s desire to change women’s education to prepare them 
for industry, thereby enabling the Empire’s economic progression.23 It was not until seven years later, 
when Midhat Paşa established the first Girls’ Industrial School (GIS), that the Ministry realized this goal. 
Located in Rusçuk, the school’s purpose was to educate women and train them to sew uniforms for the 
Ottoman armies. Although this GIS closed shortly after it was opened, the Porte founded another GIS in 
Yedikule in 1869. Fifty women registered for this school, which like its predecessor in Rusçuk, provided 
its students with an education in exchange for sewing uniforms for Ottoman armies.24 By 1894, GIS were 
educating approximately three times as many women as rüşdiyes.25 

 
GIS were the most visible change to Ottoman women’s education, but they were only a part of 

the Porte’s reforms. Rüşdiyes did not enroll as many women as GIS, but by 1883 there were ten schools 
within Istanbul and six in other parts of the Empire.26 The Porte established its first ibtidai (public 
primary school) in 1863,27 and by 1883 there were nine ibtidai schools just for girls in Istanbul alone.28 

                                                
15 Emine Önhan Evered, “The Politics of Late Ottoman Education: Accommodating Ethno-Religious Pluralism and Imperial 
Disintegration” (PhD diss., University of Arizona, 2005), 27. 
16 Barbara Reeves-Ellington, "A Vision of Mount Holyoke in the Ottoman Balkans: American Cultural Transfer, Bulgarian 
Nation-Building and Women's Educational Reform, 1858–1870," Gender & History 16, no. 1 (2004): 146, accessed November 4, 
2012, http://search.ebscohost.com. 
17 Ibid., 156. 
18 Ibid., 152. 
19 Ibid., 153. 
20 Akşit, “Girls’ Education,” 97 
21 Akşit, “Harem Education and Heterotopic Imagination,” 303. 
22 Akşit, “Girls’ Education,” 97. 
23 Somel, 297-298. 
24 Akşit, “Girls’ Education,” 86. 
25 Ibid., 103. GIS taught approximately 1,500 women a year compared to only 500 at rüşdiyes. 
26 Somel, 300. 
27 Nermin Abadan-Unat, “The Impact of Legal and Educational Reforms on Turkish Women.” in Women in Middle Eastern 
History, ed. Nikki R. Keddie and Beth Baron (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991), 177. 
28 Somel, 300. 
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During Abdülhamid II’s reign, the Porte opened approximately 104 rüşdiyes, 219 middle schools, 9,147 
primary schools, and 18 professional schools.29 Because the Ministry of Education oversaw all public 
schools rather than a religious branch of the Ottoman government,30 the Porte offered public education to 
all of its subjects regardless of their religion. Most non-Muslims preferred their own millet’s primary 
schools, however.31 Before 1872 Ottoman primary schools were supported by pious foundations seeking 
to promote Islamic education; therefore, it is not surprising that non-Muslims continued to eschew the 
ibtidais, even though this new style of primary school used modern teaching methods and was open to the 
children of all millets.32 

 
Ottoman state schools’ similarities to preexisting educational systems 

 
As industrial schools, GIS clearly had different priorities than harem education or Koran, millet, 

or foreign missionary schools. However, GIS did not represent a complete break from the already 
established education systems previously operating in the Ottoman Empire. Like the palace and other 
harems, GIS were segregated.33 Many of the courses GIS offered were also taught in harems: embroidery, 
music, Arabic and Persian, Koran study, and ethics.34 That the GIS and palace or harem education were 
similar is evident in that the former appropriated some of the duties of palace women – in 1887, for 
example, a GIS was responsible for crafting silk tasseled braids, silk tasseled rosy braids, and ribbons for 
Yıldız Palace.35 

 
Other public Ottoman schools also maintained aspects of harem education. Rüşdiyes, like GIS, 

were segregated. However, like harems, this segregation did not disqualify male teachers. Due to a 
shortage of qualified female teachers, especially shortly after the first women’s rüşdiyes were founded, 
men often taught female students.36 Additionally, similar to harems, rüşdiyes taught women Arabic, 
Persian, and sewing.37 Initially, the Porte, through the official Ottoman gazette, Takvim-i Vekayi, also 
espoused similar goals for educating women that harem educators did: to teach Ottoman women to 
become useful wives and mothers, thus keeping them firmly in the domestic sphere.38  

 
Ottoman state schools’ differences from preexisting educational systems 

 
 Though many of the subjects Ottoman secondary schools taught were similar to harem education, 
GIS and rüşdiyes introduced many new subjects and emphasized different aspects of education. In 
addition to religious, music, and language instruction, GIS educated women in mathematics, science, 
penmanship, health, geography, history, and drawing.39 Students also took lessons in handicrafts all seven 
years they attended the GIS, as one of the main purposes the Porte had for founding GIS was to 
incorporate Ottoman women in its industrialization efforts.40 The importance of industrialization to the 

                                                
29 Elizabeth B. Frierson, “Unimagined Communities: Women and Education in the Late-Ottoman Empire 1876-1909,” Critical 
Matrix 9, no. 2 (1995): 77, accessed November 4, 2012, http://search.proquest.com/docview/89070856. These totals include both 
male and female schools, however.  
30 Ibid., 65. 
31 Evered, 27. 
32 Ibid., 26. 
33 Akşit, “Girls’ Education,” 84. 
34 Ibid., 84, 101-2. 
35 Ibid., 105. 
36 Ibid., 98. 
37 Somel, 299-300. 
38 Ibid., 298. 
39 Akşit, “Girls’ Education,” 85, 100-2. 
40 Ibid., 102; Akşit, “Harem Education and Heterotopic Imagination,” 304. 
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Ottoman Empire’s education reforms is also borne out by Abdülhamid’s aggressive establishment of new 
women’s schools in the Arab provinces after the Empire’s losses in the Balkans.41 
  

Unlike harem education, Ottoman public schools for women sought to modernize and therefore 
change Ottoman social norms. Whereas harem education maintained a strict age hierarchy, GIS and 
rüşdiyes eliminated this practice.42 Because secondary schools for women were critical to the Porte’s 
efforts to instill Ottomanism in its subjects as well as to industrialize, it required a sufficient number of 
female teachers. Consequently, the Porte also established a Darülmuallimat (teachers’ school for 
women).43 Most teachers in GIS were young, and maintaining the age hierarchy would have been 
untenable. This too demonstrates the differences between the old models of education in the Ottoman 
Empire and the new public schools: the state educated women not only to improve women’s abilities as 
wives and mothers, but also to take a more active role in the public sphere.  

 
Despite the claim in Takvim-i Vekayi that the Porte sought solely to educate women to become 

better wives and mothers, the changes it instituted to Ottoman schooling reveal that its main goal was 
actually to teach women to become better Ottoman wives and mothers. After reviewing the Christian and 
Muslim schools in the Danubian province from 1865-67, Midhat Paşa proposed closing those schools and 
replacing them with state schools.44 In 1869, his plan was partially realized in the Ottoman Public 
Education Law, which incorporated his suggestion and required that after primary school, all teachers 
instruct their students in Turkish. The law also included provisions for educating women and training 
female teachers.45 The Porte was striving “to ‘create’ an idealized citizen who was loyal to the state”46 and 
viewed linguistic unity as central to this aim.47  

 
The Porte did not try to use its public schools to convert non-Muslim students to Islam;48 rather, it 

attempted to use state schools to transform students, regardless of gender, religion, or ethnicity, into loyal 
Ottoman citizens. This change coincided with the Porte’s emphasis on educating women because they 
were central to its plans to create a generation of citizenry completely loyal to the state. In both cases, the 
Porte hoped to start transmitting its ideology directly to previously neglected groups within the Empire: 
non-Muslim communities and women. Therefore, Takvim-i Vekayi’s claim that the Porte only desired to 
create better wives and mothers is not dishonest; however, the state’s definition of better meant women 
who were loyal Ottoman subjects and influenced their families to feel the same. The Ladies’ Own 
Gazette, a women’s magazine that the sultan patronized, promoted women’s education primarily so that 
Ottoman women could instill ideas of Ottoman identity and citizenship in their children.49  
 

Socioeconomic and religious composition of the Ottoman schools’ student bodies 
 

Under Sultan Abdülhamid II, the Ottoman Empire continued to focus on providing public 
education for women, believing that it could foster loyalty to the sultan not only through carefully 
selected curriculum but also out of gratitude to the sultan for raising the educational level of its women.50 
While a variety of public educational opportunities were available to upper class women, Abdülhamid 
was more concerned with providing them to poor women to gain their loyalty and gratitude.51 Because 
                                                
41 Frierson, 76. 
42 Akşit, “Girls’ Education,” 85. 
43 Ibid., 103. 
44 Reeves-Ellington, 154-155. 
45 Ibid., 163. 
46 Evered, 22. 
47 Ibid., 35. 
48 Ibid., 89. 
49 Frierson, 72. 
50 Evered, 56. 
51 Ibid., 45-46. 
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poor women would have had few, if any, educational opportunities after primary school without GIS or 
rüşdiyes, lower class women would have been more grateful for Ottoman public schools, and thus 
represented a better opportunity for the state to spread Ottomanism.  

 
Due to the strength of the Ottoman Empire’s education system, however, upper, middle, and 

lower class women all attended public schools.52 In 1883, the Porte founded a GIS in Istanbul that offered 
free education and boarding. Demand for admittance into this school was so great that it had to open a 
second school that could hold more students.53 The Porte proposed requiring women from wealthier 
families pay tuition, while it granted orphans and women from lower class families free admission.54 
After assessing the backgrounds of the students attending this GIS, the Porte concluded that the majority 
of students’ fathers could afford to pay tuition, so the Porte decided to establish yet another GIS on a new 
tuition model. This GIS would enroll up to 300 students, 200 of which would pay tuition while the 
remaining 100 students would receive free education.55 

 
Although the Porte strove to convince all religious and ethnic groups within the Empire to attend 

Ottoman public schools, it was primarily Muslim women that attended.56 Because the Ministry of 
Education controlled schools’ curriculum – which included teaching Ottoman approved culture and 
history and mandated instructing students in Ottoman Turkish57 – non-Muslims largely avoided state 
schools in favor of their own millet’s schools. Though legally all schools operating within the Ottoman 
Empire had to obtain a license from the Ministry of Education as well as follow all of the Ministry’s 
regulations, in 1894 there were approximately 35,000 schools operating outside of Istanbul and 95% of 
these schools did not have any such license.58 The Porte had successfully created a public schooling 
system for Muslim Ottoman women, but it failed to convince most of its non-Muslim subjects of the 
advantages of state schooling.  

 
Conclusion 

 
 In the nineteenth and twentieth-centuries, the Porte attempted to instill Ottomanism in its subjects 
by establishing schools for women. A secondary goal, though still of great importance to the Ottoman 
Empire, was employing women in its industrialization efforts, especially after the loss of most of its 
territories in the Balkans. Before the Porte established public schools, educational opportunities for 
Muslim women in the Ottoman Empire were limited to Koran schools or harem education. The former 
only provided a religious education, while the latter was only available to women from elite families. 
Furthermore, neither form of education prepared women for work in the public sphere. Some Greek 
Ottoman communities established their own schools for women, believing that educated women were 
essential to any advanced and prosperous nation. However, like Muslim women taught in the harem, the 
Christian women that attended these schools were inevitably from upper class families and were taught 
how to be suitable mothers to future Greek nationalists. They too, then, were expected to stay within the 
domestic sphere. Both Muslim and non-Muslim women throughout the Empire had the option to attend 
foreign missionary schools. These schools were mostly run by Protestants, however, and due to the 
religious curriculum, Muslim families rarely sent their daughters to foreign missionary schools. Because 
missionary schools challenged the existing social norms, these were the only preexisting schools for 
women that challenged them academically and prepared them to enter the workforce.  

                                                
52 Akşit, “Girls’ Education,” 107. 
53 Somel, 298. 
54 Ibid., 302. 
55 Ibid., 303. 
56 Akşit, “Girls’ Education,” 85. 
57 Evered, 23. 
58 Ibid., 178-181. 
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 During the Tanzimat, the Ottoman government established public schools for women throughout 
the Empire. The Porte did so primarily to instill them with a sense of loyalty to the sultan and the 
government, hoping that they would in turn raise children infused with a sense of Ottomanism. In many 
ways, Ottoman state schools for women continued the practices of previous forms of education; however, 
they also introduced new subjects, including science and math. Proponents of expanding education for 
Ottoman women claimed that their goal was still to train women to be good wives and mothers, but the 
Porte’s reforms demonstrate that their main goal was actually to create women loyal to the state. Finally, 
the Porte also hoped to utilize women in the Ottoman Empire’s industrialization efforts. Consequently, 
during the Tanzimat and Hamidian eras the Porte founded GIS and offered free tuition to lower class 
women. The Porte did so recognizing that lower class women could contribute to Ottoman industry and 
were more likely to be grateful to the sultan for providing them with new educational opportunities, thus 
satisfying the Porte’s desire to foster Ottomanism in Ottoman women.  
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