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ABSTRACT 

 
This dissertation explores the place of sexuality in a modernizing empire and its transition after 
the First World War into a nation-state. Throughout the Balkan Wars (1912-1913), the First 
World War (1914-1918), and the Turkish War of Independence (1919-1923), sexuality emerged 
as a quite complex realm of policymaking in the Ottoman Empire and Turkey that concerned the 
military, politicians, administrators, and popular observers alike. I argue that during this time 
period, sexuality was a critical axis around which imperial and later national leaders negotiated 
concepts of modernity and statecraft and that policies targeting sexuality were part and parcel of 
the Ottoman quest for sovereignty. I analyze four case studies: the Ottoman policy of deporting 
sex workers (mostly from Istanbul) to the interior of Anatolia during World War I; wartime 
sexual violence during the Balkan Wars and World War I; the impact of the Entente’s occupation 
of Anatolia upon regulations of sexual behavior; and early Turkish efforts to use new medical 
discourses to regulate sexual behavior considered aberrant. I suggest that the setting of war was 
crucial to the trajectory of these policies; my research shows that the Ottoman government 
undertook sexual regulation measures to the extent that such measures would aid the war effort. 
The dissertation reveals that war’s effects on gender and sexual politics were not merely 
incidental; they were vital components of decision-making deemed necessary for the 
preservation of the empire, as public morality – sexual morality in particular – was viewed by the 
Ottoman government and military as a pillar of the kind of stable society that could withstand the 
impacts of war. 
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Introduction 

On May 13, 1920, not long after a provisional nationalist government had been 

established in Ankara, the nascent Turkish Grand National Assembly held its fifteenth meeting 

where a fierce debate broke out. It had been just under a year since Mustafa Kemal Atatürk 

landed in Samsun on May 19, 1919, the date that conventionally marks the beginning of the 

Turkish War of Independence. The Assembly had only just held its first meeting on April 23. 

During the May 13 session, deputies in the Assembly were embroiled in a shouting match that 

led one, Müfid Efendi, the deputy of Kırşehir, to threaten to open the doors of the parliament and 

presumably to walk out on it, arguing that the body had no further utility. One might be surprised 

to find that the heated debate and Müfid’s threats were not over the April 1920 San Remo 

Conference, which established British and French mandates in former Ottoman territory, war 

materiel, or the progress of the nationalist forces against the Allies. Neither did it concern the 

Şeyhülislam’s April 1920 fetva that declared the nationalist revolutionaries infidels nor the 

revolts in Düzce, Bolu, and Gerede that the fetva sparked. 

Instead, Müfid Efendi was enraged over the opinions of another deputy, Besim Atalay 

Bey of Kütahya, on sex work. On April 29 – just six days after Assembly opened – two deputies 

from Konya, Abdülhalim Çelebi Efendi and Refik (Koraltan) Bey, introduced a measure that 

would have stiffened the penalty prescribed by the penal code’s 202nd article for pimping 

women. Besim had declared in the course of an impassioned debate over the proposal on May 

13: “If I were to explain to you how the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates pimped women (nasıl 

kadın oynattıklarını), I swear to god you would go berserk (vallahi çıldırırsınız, billâhi 

çıldırırsınız).”1 

 
1 T.B.M.M. Zabıt Ceridesi Devre 1, Cilt 1, İçtima Senesi 1 (May 13, 1920), 297. 
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The measure ultimately failed to gain approval: it was voted down sixty-three to forty-

three. At such a critical juncture in the Turkish quest for sovereignty, however, why were two 

deputies squabbling – on the floor of the Grand National Assembly, no less – over the particulars 

of the history of sex work in the Umayyad and the Abbasid caliphates? And, more to the point, 

why was the issue of penalties for sex work something that the Assembly needed to address 

within the first three weeks of its existence? The debate in the Grand National Assembly is 

reflective of a longer-term dynamic between sexuality and sovereignty in the final years of the 

Ottoman Empire. Throughout the Balkan Wars (1912-1913), the First World War (1914-1918), 

and the Turkish War of Independence (1919-1923), sexuality emerged as a quite complex realm 

of policymaking that concerned the military, politicians, administrators, and popular observers 

alike. Recent studies of women and gender in the twentieth-century Ottoman Empire have 

contributed to our understanding of women’s experiences during wartime,2 but they largely 

avoid the questions of what kind of role sexuality played in the development of wartime policy, 

how sexuality informed Ottoman gender politics, and how the Ottoman experience fits within 

global patterns of sexual regulation. 

I argue that in the Ottoman Empire from the outbreak of the First Balkan War in 1912 

through the first years of the Turkish Republic that was established in 1923, sexuality was a 

critical axis around which imperial and later national leaders negotiated concepts of modernity 

and statecraft, and that policies targeting sexuality were part and parcel of the Ottoman quest for 

 
2 See, for example, Kate Dannies, “Breadwinner Soldiers: Gender, Welfare, and Citizenship in the Ottoman First 
World War” (PhD diss., Georgetown University, 2019), Yiğit Akın, When the War Came Home: The Ottomans’ 
Great War and the Devastation of an Empire (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2018); Elif Mahir Metinsoy, 
Ottoman Women during World War I: Everyday Experiences, Politics, and Conflict (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2018); Nicole Van Os, Women in the Late Ottoman Empire (London: I.B. Tauris Academic, 2014), 
Zeynep Kutluata, “Ottoman Women and the State during World War I,” (PhD diss., Sabancı University, 2014); A 
Social History of Late Ottoman Women: New Perspectives, eds. Duygu Köksal and Anastasia Falierou, (Leiden: 
Brill, 2013), and Yavuz Selim Karakışla, Women, War and Work in the Ottoman Empire: Society for the 
Employment of Ottoman Muslim Women, 1916-1923 (Istanbul: Ottoman Bank Archive and Research Centre, 2005). 
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sovereignty during this time period. Whereas in the eighteenth and much of the nineteenth 

century the Porte was typically willing to farm out the responsibility of policing sexual behavior 

to individual neighborhoods and preferred to settle disputes at the local level, by the twentieth 

century the central government assumed a much greater role in the regulation of sexuality.  

Ottoman sovereignty had been compromised through decades of European penetration 

into the empire’s territory and economy in the nineteenth century. By sovereignty, I mean the 

ongoing effort to secure the empire’s borders from imperial penetration and to centralize state 

control. Dating back to the early modern period, imperial sovereignty in the Ottoman Empire 

was “aimed at subverting internal challengers and external rivals.”3 After the Balkan Wars, the 

ruling Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) likewise strove to reorganize the military, state, 

and society in order to ward off both internal and external threats to the empire.4 The decision to 

join Germany and Austria-Hungary in the First World War was guided by the belief that the 

integrity of the empire could be assured only through securing an alliance with a Great Power 

state.5 As Rıfat Paşa, the Ottoman Ambassador in Paris, said in September 1914, “The Entente is 

ready to condemn us to death, if we act as enemies.”6 This dissertation shows that sexual politics 

were an important aspect of wartime policies meant to ensure the survival of the empire, and that 

the setting of war was crucial to the trajectory of these policies. My research demonstrates that 

 
3 Heather Ferguson, The Proper Order of Things: Language, Power, and Law in Ottoman Administrative Discourses 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2018), 3-4. 
4 Akın, When the War Came Home, 31-2. 
5 On the decision to join the Central Powers, see Mustafa Aksakal, The Ottoman Road to War in 1914: The Ottoman 
Empire and the First World War (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008). 
6 Quoted in Gotthard Jäschke, “Der Turanismus der Jungtürken. Zur Osmanischen Außenpolitik im Weltkriege,” 
Die Welt des Islams 23, nos. 1/2 (1941): 11. On the Entente and the Ottomans before World War I, see Altay 
Cengizer, “The Policies of the Entente Powers toward the Ottoman Empire,” in War and Collapse: World War I and 
the Ottoman State, eds. M. Hakan Yavuz and Feroz Ahmad (Salt Lake City: The University of Utah Press, 2016), 
84-112. 
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the Ottoman government largely undertook sexual regulation measures to the extent that such 

measures would aid the war effort, and thus, the ultimate goal of sovereignty. 

In the early years of the Turkish Republic, sexual policy was likewise aimed at restoring 

the vitality of a state whose citizens had been ravaged by war. National sovereignty in the 

context of the early Republic, as was the case elsewhere in the postwar world, meant both the 

integrity of borders as well as an increasingly outsized emphasis on the “the structure, formation, 

and character” of the population, especially its homogenization.7 Discourses of sovereignty were 

of particular importance to the nationalist movement during the Independence War; the meaning 

and logic behind the phrase “sovereignty belongs unconditionally to the nation/community” 

(hakimiyet bila kayd ü şart milletindir) that appeared in the first article of the 1921 constitution 

can be traced to the Ottoman constitution and also served as a reminder of the persistence of 

internal and external threats to sovereignty.8 I show that sexual policy during this time period 

was likewise intended to support these aims and that sexual regulation polices were, in many 

respects, born out of the legacy of the Ottoman defeat in World War I. War’s effects on gender 

and sexual politics were therefore not merely incidental; sexuality concerned crucial components 

of decision-making deemed necessary for the preservation of the empire, because public morality 

– sexual morality in particular – was viewed by the Ottoman government and military as a pillar 

of the kind of stable society that could withstand the social impacts of war.  

My research focuses on four case studies: the Ottoman policy of deporting sex workers 

(mostly from Istanbul) to the interior of Anatolia during World War I; wartime sexual violence 

 
7 Uğur Ümit Üngör, The Making of Modern Turkey: Nation and State in Eastern Anatolia, 1913-1950 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2011), 4. 
8 Benjamin Fortna, “Sovereignty in the Ottoman Empire and After,” in Sovereignty After Empire: Comparing the 
Middle East and Central Asia, eds. Sally Cummings and Raymond Hinnebusch (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 2011), 96. 
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during the Balkan Wars and World War I; the impact of the Entente’s occupation of Anatolia 

upon regulations of sexual behavior; and early Turkish efforts to use new medical discourses to 

regulate sexual behavior considered aberrant. The periodization of my study reflects the 

importance of recognizing continuities between the Ottoman Empire and modern Turkey. Erik 

Zürcher has proposed terming the years between 1913 and 1950 as “the Young Turk period” to 

highlight continuities in leadership and political ideology.9 Kieser, Öktem, and Reinkowski 

similarly employ the useful phrase “cataclysm” to “highlight both the destruction and the new 

beginnings” that they see marking the decade between 1912 and 1922.10 Similarly, I examine the 

Balkan Wars, World War I, the Turkish War of Independence, and the first years of the Turkish 

Republic together, illustrating that while there were aspects of policy that changed, sexual policy 

was still undergirded by the Ottoman elite’s unyielding quest for sovereignty. The importance of 

war for the creation of modern states cannot be understated; in addition to military conflicts, 

wars are also social processes where the relationships between violent struggles and nation-

building become clear.11 World War I is a focal point in this study in terms of the scope of the 

conflict; it was unprecedented in the empire with respect to its toll on human life, its financial 

cost, and resources invested, in addition to it marking the height of the Ottoman government’s 

freedom to execute its own policies. And as recent historiography has convincingly argued, the 

war produced lasting effects that would continue to guide states that emerged after the 

dissolution of the Ottoman Empire. 

 
9 Erik Jan Zürcher, “The Ottoman Legacy of the Turkish Republic: An Attempt at a New Periodization,” Die Welt 
des Islams 32 (1992): 237-53. See also Erik Jan Zürcher, The Unionist Factor: The Role of the Committee of Union 
and Progress in the Turkish National Movement, 1905-1926 (Leiden: Brill, 1984). 
10 Hans-Lukas Kieser, Kerem Öktem, and Maurus Reinkowski, introduction to World War I and the End of the 
Ottomans: From the Balkan Wars to the Armenian Genocide (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2015), 5. 
11 Melis Hafez, “‘And the Awakening Came in the Wake of the Balkan War’: The Changing Conceptualization of 
the Body in Late Ottoman Society,” in War & Nationalism: The Balkan Wars, 1912-1913, and Their Sociopolitical 
Implications, eds. M. Hakan Yavuz and Isa Blumi (Salt Lake City: The University of Utah Press, 2013), 581. 
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Sex, Sexuality, and Sexual Politics 

The main question with which my research engages is: what strategies did modern states 

deploy to attempt to regulate human sexuality and how effective were they? Whereas the act of 

sex itself is a bodily function and a fact of biology, the study of which may be best left to 

evolutionary biologists,12 sexuality refers to a set of images, notions, and practices, which were 

areas of policymaking and state control. Sexuality is therefore a cultural phenomenon, a “set of 

effects produced in bodies, behaviors, and social relations by a certain deployment” of “a 

complex political technology.”13 This is not to suggest that sexuality is only an arena of control; 

as Michel Foucault articulated, “Sexuality must not be thought of as a kind of natural given 

which power tries to hold in check, or as an obscure domain which knowledge tries to 

uncover.”14 Instead, it is important to locate sexuality historically. Cultural practices and 

productions of sexuality change over time, as do the strategies and techniques that states and 

individuals employ to regulate sexual practices. Too often, however, in history writing this 

means relegating sexuality (and gender) to social history and histories of everyday life.15 In the 

historiography of the Ottoman Empire and the modern Middle East, until recently, studies of 

women, gender, and sexuality in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries centered on women as 

agents in national movements or women’s roles and participation in the press and print culture. 

This is symptomatic of a larger historiographical tendency of histories of sexuality, which treated 

histories of sexual regulation foremost as a struggle between individual sexual freedom and 

reactionary, oppressive persecution.16  

 
12 This argument is made in David Halperin, “Is There a History of Sexuality?” History and Theory 28, no 3 (1989): 
257. 
13 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage Books, 1978), 127. 
14 Ibid., 105. 
15 This point is made in Dannies, “Breadwinner Soldiers,” 12. 
16 Matthew Sommer, Sex, Law, and Society in Late Imperial China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 116. 
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I understand sexuality as Judith Surkin lays out in her study of late nineteenth- and early 

twentieth-century France, where it is neither “an intimate quality of ‘private’ selves” nor is it “a 

repository of cultural images or representations,” but instead “a locus of historically specific and 

variable problems.”17 For this dissertation, sexuality is taken as a locus of the many problems 

that participation in modern twentieth-century wars – which forced the empire to marshal more 

resources and manpower than any other in its near six century history – caused for the empire 

and its administrators. It touches upon the limits of the state’s reach that was expanded in some 

instances and restricted in others, how institutions functioned during war, and how ordinary 

people negotiated their relationships with a state at war. Sexuality – as an element of power – 

raises questions for historians over many aspects of governance, as it is “useful for the greatest 

number of maneuvers and capable of serving as a point of support, as a linchpin, for the most 

varied strategies.”18 Sexuality and its regulation have profound importance for individuals living 

during both wartime and peacetime, as global social histories have shown. However, I also 

recognize that sexuality cannot be excluded from discussions of high politics and the institutions 

that shape wartime experiences, nor is its application as an analytical framework limited to social 

history. As such, this dissertation traverses the fields of social, political, and military histories. 

The question remains, however, what is at stake here? Why does sexuality – and the 

kinds of sexual practices deemed acceptable or unacceptable under the umbrella of public 

morality – matter to a history of war in the Ottoman Empire and Turkey? Lutz Sauerteig, in his 

study of sexual health and venereal diseases in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 

Germany, offers methodological insight for addressing this question. Sauerteig employs Max 

 
17 Judith Surkis, Sexing the Citizen: Morality and Masculinity in France, 1870-1920 (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 2006), 244. 
18 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1, 103. 
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Weber’s distinction between zweckrational (instrumentally rational or purpose-rational) actions 

and wertrational (value-rational) actions in his investigation of changes in sexual policy over 

time in Germany. Sauerteig sees value-rational categories of morality being replaced by 

instrumentally rational categories of morality at the end of the nineteenth century and at the 

beginning of the twentieth century in the German Empire,19 a development which had 

implications for both how sexuality was regulated and what kinds of mechanisms were 

responsible for that regulation.  

What do these categories mean? In the value-rational case, explain Rutgers and Schreurs, 

“it is not the success or outcome of the action but the specific nature of the action itself which 

determines its meaning.” For zweckrational cases, “the emphasis is on Erfolg: the meaning of the 

action is in its outcome or result.”20 Rogers Brubaker adds that wertrational action refers to an 

act’s “intrinsic properties,” while zweckrational action refers to its “anticipated and intended 

consequences.” Wertrational action thus “presupposes a conscious belief about the intrinsic 

value or inherent rightness or a certain way of acting, zweckrational action conscious reasoning 

in terms of means and ends.”21 In other words, value-rational actions or policies are more 

concerned with the underlying qualities of those actions themselves, whereas instrumentally 

rational action is concerned foremost with the expected results and outcomes of the act. Using 

this framework, I contend that understanding sexual policy from its expected outcomes, rather 

 
19 Lutz Sauerteig, Krankheit, Sexualität, Gesellschaft: Geschlechtskrankheiten und Gesundheitspolitik in 
Deutschland im 19. und frühen 20. Jahrhundert (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1999), 18. This transformation in 
Germany had practical, institutional effects. In turn of the century Essen, for example, the Catholic Church took on 
less of a role in dealing directly with prostitutes in favor of state actors. See Christiana Hilpert-Fröhlich, Auf zum 
Kampfe wider die Unzucht: Prostitution und Sittlichkeitsbewegung in Essen, 1890-1914 (Bochum: SWI-Verlag, 
1991). 
20 Mark R. Rutgers and Petra Schreurs, “The Morality of Value- and Purpose-rationality: The Kantian Roots of 
Weber’s Foundational Distinction,” Administration & Society 38, no. 4 (2006): 407. 
21 Rogers Brubaker, The Limits of Rationality: An Essay on the Social and Moral Thought of Max Weber (London: 
Routledge, 1984), 51. 
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than its intrinsic moral value, is an appropriate avenue for research into the utility of sexual 

policy in modern states, especially during wartime.  

In Germany, sexual transgressions and the contraction of venereal disease, which had 

previously been considered sins against bourgeois sexual mores, were recast as medical 

problems whose consequences could and should be treated scientifically for the betterment of 

society. As such, “Religious and value-rational interpretive concepts were supplanted or at least 

weakened by the competition of medical-scientific purpose-rational interpretive concepts.”22 It 

was the consequences of contracting venereal disease, rather than the act itself, that became 

intolerable from the perspective of a modern state. Such an emphasis on consequences and 

expected outcomes is a sound analytical framework for studying modern states that are at war, 

when many policies targeting sexuality are, if not overtly then implicitly, concerned with their 

utility for waging war. In the Ottoman case, while some of the policies under study had long-

standing precedent in Islamic law, the outward justification for such policies had changed to 

emphasize imperial sovereignty and national honor. Ebru Boyar has observed similar dynamics 

at work in how the Ottoman government managed prostitution and venereal disease around the 

same period as Sauerteig. After the spread of syphilis in the late nineteenth century especially, 

prostitution was “no longer a moral, religious, or order-related issue which could be dealt with in 

an ad hoc and unsystematic fashion.”23 Indeed, modern techniques of governance, along with the 

consistent pressure that the Ottoman government faced from internal and external challenges to 

 
22 Sauerteig, Krankheit, Sexualität, Gesellschaft, 444. In spite the new model’s claims to scientific objectivity, 
Sauerteig is careful to note that “this does not mean greater freedom for the sick, but a replacement of one power of 
interpretation by the other.” 
23 Ebru Boyar, “An Imagined Moral Community: Ottoman Female Public Presence, Honour, and Marginality,” in 
Ottoman Women in Public Space, eds. Ebru Boyar and Kate Fleet (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 226. 
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its sovereignty, forced reevaluations of what was moral and what was not, and how and why 

morality mattered.  

Boyar’s argument and Sauerteig’s usage of categories outlined by Weber set a research 

agenda for the late Ottoman Empire that asks us to consider, if policies toward sexuality were not 

guided primarily by moral or religious factors based on beliefs about the inherent rightness or 

wrongness of sexual practices – or at least were guided by them less – how was sexual policy 

developed? This dissertation illustrates that, for the period under study, sexual policy must be 

understood in tandem with wartime necessity. From a zweckrational perspective, morals were 

not ordered due to their being “correct” or “incorrect;” they were deployed for some larger end. 

Here, that end was winning a World War and afterwards, fighting against occupation. The 

regulation of sexual behavior considered by the Ottoman government and military to be immoral 

was, therefore, a means toward the larger Ottoman goal of achieving sovereignty through war.  

In fact, contemporary observers in the Ottoman Empire made these very observations – 

that morality was a quite pliable concept before, during, and after World War I, which could be 

deployed for different state needs. According to Franz Karl Endres, who served in the Ottoman 

First Army at the beginning of the empire’s involvement in World War I before being reassigned 

to Bavaria in 1915, morality could not be qualified without reference to the “motive of the act.” 

For example, Endres believed that state need and morality were intertwined, claiming that if a 

state “needs” children, as an example, then the demand that all women produce children for the 

state could be considered a moral demand. “This,” after all, “has been the case throughout 

history, even in Christian states.”24 After the establishment of the Republic, some observers 

found a silver lining in the Ottomans’ defeats in the First Balkan War and in World War I, citing 

 
24 Franz Karl Endres, Die Türkei: Bilder und Skizzen von Land und Volk (München: Beck, 1916), 70. 
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war’s ability to shift notions of morality, again signaling the flexibility of morality during and 

after wars. In 1932, for example, İsmail Hakkı (Baltacıoğlu), an educator and writer who served 

in the Grand National Assembly in the 1940s, argued that “To the extent that some battles cause 

great material sacrifices, some battles too are the origin of great moral awakenings,” awakenings 

which he likened to the eruption of a “moral volcano.”25 Morality also held a significant place in 

Turkish nationalist thought for writing the history of the Turkish people. According to Ziya 

Gökalp, a highly influential sociologist and poet, “The Turks have excelled in morals. Turkish 

history, from its beginning, is an exhibition of moral virtues.”26  

Endres’s and Hakkı’s arguments are both evidence of the effectiveness of studying 

sexuality from a wertrational perspective. Because the meaning of morality shifts over time, 

asking questions about why and for what purposes such shifts occur helps to historically locate 

the intersections between sexuality and modern governance. The importance of morality to the 

empire predates the Balkan Wars and the CUP. During the reign of Sultan Abdülhamid II (r. 

1876-1909), moral education was “conceived as a means of combatting the negative effects of 

Western penetration into the Ottoman Empire” and was “ultimately concerned with preserving 

the empire.”27 Şemseddin Sami’s 1900 dictionary, in fact, had an entry for “public morality” 

(ahlâk-i umumi), which he defined as “the qualities that have been accepted as custom in a 

society.” Public morality was also something to be guarded: “It is absolutely necessary to protect 

public morality from sedition (fesad),” underscoring the communal importance of morals.28 At 

the turn of the twentieth century, then, morality is a helpful category of historical analysis, 

 
25 İsmail Hakkı, Mürebbilere (Istanbul: Sühulet Kütüphanesi, 1932), 40. I learned of Hakkı’s work from Hafez, 
“‘And the Awakening Came,’” 580. 
26 Ziya Gökalp, The Principles of Turkism, trans. Robert Devereux (Leiden: Brill, 1968), 102. 
27 Benjamin Fortna, The Imperial Classroom: Islam, the State, and Education in the Late Ottoman Empire (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 206. 
28 Ibid., 207. 
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because sources that discussed morality “articulated contours of new formulations of citizenship 

and subjectivity.”29  

More often than not, however, it was the absence of morals that stood out in Ottoman 

discourse, as opposed to the existence of proper morals; in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, “morality – or rather the loss of it – was a burning issue of the day.”30 Especially for 

an empire at war, actions that were thought to be oriented foremost toward oneself were 

considered an unpatriotic affront to the nation and to the war effort.31 Çiğdem Oğuz correctly 

points to the restrictive nature of morality and its connections to policing in the twentieth 

century; she suggests that morality was “a cultural mechanism producing and reproducing 

subordination” that “operated in society through restraints regulating and policing social conduct, 

manners, marital choices, physical appearance, and public visibility interwoven with local 

customs, Islamic principles, and traditions.” The extent to which one adhered to such moral 

qualities “set the parameters of inclusion and exclusion, public reputation, and honor” in 

Ottoman society.32  

The Committee of Union and Progress and an Empire at War 

In spite of the great economic hardship that World War I brought to the empire, the 

Ottoman government and military enjoyed wide latitude to act independently and to carry out a 

program of reform that had not been possible prior to the war’s outbreak. This was due in part to 

the September 1914 unilateral abrogation of the Capitulations, unequal treaties between the 

 
29 Melis Hafez, “The Lazy, the Idle, the Industrious: Discourse and Practice of Work and Productivity in Late 
Ottoman Society,” (PhD diss., University of California Los Angeles, 2012), 42. 
30 Fortna, Imperial Classroom, 203. 
31 This point on immorality as an action oriented toward the few of the self as opposed to the larger community is 
made in Dwight Waldo, “Reflections on Public Morality,” Administration & Society 6, no. 3 (1974): 270. 
32 Çiğdem Oğuz, “‘The Homeland Will Not be Saved Merely by Chastity’: Women’s Agency, Nationalism, and 
Morality in the Late Ottoman Empire,” Journal of the Ottoman and Turkish Studies Association 6, no. 2 (2019): 92-
3. 
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Ottoman Empire and the Great Powers that granted some European citizens extraterritorial rights 

and reduced taxation. After the Ottoman defeat in the First Balkan War, some members of the 

Committee of Union and Progress came to believe that the empire could only be resuscitated 

through a program of radical reform.33 For the CUP, wartime “presented a suitable, even ideal, 

environment for the realization” of “the kind of radical transformation they deemed necessary for 

the creation of a modern, sustainable state.”34 There were still limits to the government’s and the 

military’s power, however. Young Turk policy in World War I was “neither adventurous nor 

naïve,” but was guided by pragmatism and the ultimate goal of preserving the integrity of the 

empire.35 Nevertheless, the fact that the Ottoman government operated under fewer restraints 

than before was not lost on some contemporary observers in the empire; Harry Stürmer, the 

correspondent of the Kölnische Zeitung in Istanbul, recounted in his 1917 memoir that the First 

World War “with its enormous intellectual activity has certainly brought all the political and 

economic resources of the Turks — including the Young Turkish Government — to the highest 

possible stage of development.”36  

The initial goal of achieving sovereignty through war remained a consistent concern. 

Even in the final year of World War I, Halil Bey, who served as Foreign Minister and Justice 

Minister during the war, stated in an interview with the newspaper Der Bund in February 1918 

that, “We do not wish to annex an inch of foreign territory, we ask for no contribution. What we 

demand, and what we took part in the war for, is the integrity and independence of our country; 

 
33 Feroz Ahmad, “War and Society Under the Young Turks, 1908-1918,” Review (Fernand Braudel Center) 11, no. 
2 (1988): 266. 
34 Mustafa Aksakal, The Ottoman Road to War in 1914: The Ottoman Empire and the First World War (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 13-4. 
35 Feroz Ahmad, “The Dilemmas of Young Turk Policy, 1914-1918,” in War and Collapse: World War I and the 
Ottoman State, eds. M. Hakan Yavuz and Feroz Ahmad (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 2015), 66. On the 
mechanics of wartime governance, also see Erik Jan Zürcher, “Young Turk Governance in the Ottoman Empire 
during the First World War,” Middle Eastern Studies 55, no. 6 (2019): 897-913. 
36 Harry Stürmer, Two War Years in Constantinople (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1917), 171. 
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these are our only aims, and nothing can force us to give them up…in one word, we wish to be 

masters in our own house, politically and economically.” He continued to assert that “For 7 years 

we have had to bear the weight of the wars of independence which have been forced upon us. 

We long for a period of rest, which will give us the opportunity of proving that our old empire is 

also capable of carrying out fundamental social and economic reforms, and that our nation is 

worthy of living its own life in the society of nations.”37 Sexuality was an important part of the 

Ottoman program of creating a state that could withstand modern wars and function in the way 

laid out by Halil in the twentieth century. Indeed, sexuality, morality, and sovereignty must be 

analyzed together during this period; in Ottoman education materials from the time that sought to 

imbue patriotism to students, “The moral aspects of one’s upbringing comprised the ‘why,’ while 

the civil components comprised the ‘how.’”38 Widening the scope of morality from sexual 

morality to civic morality was a common strategy among Ottoman nationalists in the twentieth 

century to combat what they perceived to be unmodern customs and traditions in the empire.39 

Historians must be accountable for these connections; along with structural reforms to the 

military, morality constituted an important component of what a sovereign Ottoman society 

could look like. 

Methodology and Sources 

Applying Weber’s distinction between value-rational and instrumentally rational 

categories helps to break down the disciplinary barriers that impede writing the history of 

sexuality in modern states, taking sexuality out of the realm of an exclusively “private” domain 

 
37 Translation in British Library, London (hereafter BL) India Office Records, Political and Secret Department 
Records IOR/L/PS/11/133, no. 774 (February 11, 1918). 
38 Cevat Kara, “Guter Mensch, besserer Bürger? Die moralische und staatsbürgerliche Erziehung in den 
osmanischen Schulen der Jungtürkenzeit (1908-1914),” in Religiöse Identität(en) und gemeinsame Religionsfreiheit: 
eine Herausforderung pluraler Gesellschaften, eds. Marianne Heimbach-Stein, Rotraud Weilandt, and Reinhard 
Zintl (Würzburg: Ergon Verlag, 2006), 150. 
39 Oğuz, “‘The Homeland,’” 98. 
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and putting it into political and military history. This supposition is supported by global 

historical developments leading up to World War I. At the turn of the twentieth century, 

militaries across Europe took a larger role in the policing of morality. One distinct aspect of 

modern regulatory policies toward prostitution, for example, is their connections to the modern 

imperial state, especially to the extent that the regulation of prostitution was policed through a 

military rationale and in response to the exigencies of war. Each of these privileged the needs of 

imperial and national security when considering how to best approach regulatory policies.40 

Considering morality, immorality, and policies toward human sexuality through a zweckrational 

framework allows one to move beyond studying morality as if it were an object to be attained, or 

sexuality as if it were a stagnant piece of knowledge that can be uncovered. Rather, the study of 

sexuality in relation to the needs of the modern state during wartime reveals its critical 

importance to state practice.  

The framework that I employ is also helpful in showing the porousness between the so-

called home front and the war front. Such a distinction is, I believe, part of the disciplinary 

partition between social and political histories of war. The walling off between these two 

categories has hampered the study of gender and sexuality in wartime. Even in studies where the 

war front and home front are understood analytically as areas that are indistinguishable from 

each other, research questions and analytical frameworks that still tacitly accepted the division 

serve to perpetuate the war front and the home front as gendered spaces.41 Just as sexuality does 

not necessarily have to be the only domain of only social history, it asks us to reconsider how 

war was a transformative historical phenomenon beyond only the private sphere. Taking 

 
40 Phillip Howell, Geographies of Regulation: Policing Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century Britain and the Empire 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 11. 
41 Dannies, “Breadwinner Soldiers,” 2. 
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sexuality as a main category of analysis shows that the home front was part of the war front as 

well, as the sexual conduct of individuals not fighting was still considered to be of great 

importance to soldiers’ willingness to fight and their effectiveness at fighting. 

 When historians analyze sexuality, however, they are often confronted with the 

challenge that “writing about sexuality unavoidably re-enacts singling it out as a special issue 

and problem.”42 This dissertation illustrates, however, that waging war and the regulation of 

sexuality were related concerns. It was therefore not a “special” issue, but one that had broad 

importance for the politics of managing an empire at war, as was the case with other logistical 

concerns that the Ottomans confronted. Sexuality existed alongside the many aspects of wartime 

governance that modern states confront. Edward Ross Dickinson’s work on the men’s morality 

movement in Germany at the turn of the twentieth century raises methodological insights on how 

to avoid bracketing off sexuality as an issue that existed apart from high politics and singling it 

out as an issue of particular importance to the exclusion of other issues. In his estimation, sexual 

politics is not “really” about sex, and it is not “really” about politics. Rather, “It is really about 

the nexus, the interpenetration, of sex and politics.” Uncovering this nexus means looking at 

sexuality beyond how it was represented and talked about. When historians focus solely on 

psychological and linguistic categories of analysis – metaphors, tropes, and images, for example 

– and turn their attention away from political institutions and political ideas, this pushes sexuality 

(and gender) to the margin of how we understand politics. The relationship between sex and 

politics thus “becomes purely formal, purely symbolic.”43 This dissertation does not solely 

analyze sexuality from the point of view of how it was “represented” nor how its symbolic value 

 
42 Judith Plaskow, “Decentering Sex: Rethinking Jewish Ethics,” in God Forbid: Religion and Sex in American 
Public Life, ed. Kathleen Sands (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 30. 
43 Edward Ross Dickinson, “The Men’s Christian Morality Movement in Germany, 1880-1914: Some Reflections 
on Politics, Sex, and Sexual Politics,” The Journal of Modern History 75, no. 1 (2003): 99. 
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impacted politics, but instead focuses on how issues like mobilization, supporting wartime 

morale, Ottoman understandings of justice, and, after the war, nation-building were shaped by 

sexuality. During this time period, anxiety about morality itself can be interpreted as a novel 

condition and should be understood alongside processes of nation-building.44 As such, the 

importance of sexuality and sexual morality transcends its symbolic or representative value. Real 

policy decisions that regulated sexual behavior had real consequences for individuals living 

through modern wars and impacted how government functioned, and thus had broad implications 

for state-society relations. 

Historians of gender and sexuality regularly face an uphill task in finding archival 

materials that explicitly deal with these issues. They are frequently required to read against the 

grain to uncover how gender and sexuality figured into politics and social life. To some extent, 

this limitation is overstated for the period under study. As the opening anecdote illustrated, 

sexuality was at times invoked quite publicly and quite openly. Archival sources also leave 

behind a vivid portrait of how sexuality impacted governance during wartime. The Interior 

Ministry, War Ministry, provincial governors, the Public Security Directorate, and the Istanbul 

Police, among other institutions, each dealt with sexual behavior as part of their wartime 

governance techniques. Press materials and parliamentary debates during the Allied occupation 

minced few words when discussing what they alleged was the sexual promiscuity of women (and 

sometimes men). Book-length sources written by medical doctors during the early Republican 

period that were designed to be ready be entire families often discussed intimate sexual matters 

in great detail, enumerating very personal sexual habits like masturbation and the sexual relations 

between a husband and a wife. 

 
44 Hafez, “The Lazy,” 51. 



 

 18 

This dissertation draws primarily from Turkish-language sources from the Ottoman 

Archives of the Prime Ministry (Başbakanlık Osmanlı Arşivi), the Archive of the General Staff 

Directorate of Military History and Strategic Studies (Askeri Tarih ve Stratejik Etüt Başkanlığı 

Arşivi), and the Archive of the Republic (Cumhuriyet Arşivi). It also utilizes German-language 

and English-language archival materials from Germany, Austria, and the United Kingdom. In 

spite of Germany’s and Austria-Hungary’s status as allies of the Ottoman Empire during World 

War I, English-language historiography generally prefers the usage of French-language sources 

over German-language materials.45 I choose to analyze German and Austro-Hungarian sources 

for the World War I period because they illustrate the views of the Ottomans’ wartime allies who 

had closer access to the Ottoman government and who were more directly involved in the 

empire’s affairs. Likewise, I utilize sources from the United Kingdom from the Milli Mücadele 

period due to the fact that these sources reflect first-hand observations, even if there is a degree 

of bias that must be attended to. 

I also choose to focus on the Turkish-speaking parts of Anatolia in this study. This is for 

both practical reasons – namely, the number of languages necessary to give a detailed portrait of 

every area of the empire – as well as methodological reasons. My periodization reflects the 

creation of modern Turkey under the CUP, an organization whose members had influence in 

Turkey well after 1923. In the years after first Balkan War of 1912, where the Ottoman Empire 

suffered a humiliating defeat at the hands of a loosely organized alliance of smaller Balkan states 

and lost virtually all of its European territory, a number of government and military officials and 

 
45 Ryan Gingeras’s usage of German and Austrian archival sources in Fall of the Sultanate: The Great War and the 
End of the Ottoman Empire, 1908-1922 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016) is a notable recent exception 
along with see Hans-Lukas Kieser, Talaat Pasha: Father of Modern Turkey, Architect of Genocide (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2018), and Aksakal, The Ottoman Road to War. One older study based largely on 
German sources that is also still useful is Ulrich Trumpener, Germany and the Ottoman Empire, 1914-1918 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968). 
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intellectuals alike came to believe that the only way the Ottoman Empire could revive itself was 

through a Turkish brand of nationalism.46 This is not to suggest that Turkism ascended to an 

official state policy,47 nor that it was inevitable that the empire would collapse and be supplanted 

by a Turkish nation-state.48 For some intellectuals that would continue to inform public discourse 

after 1923, however, “nascent Turkish nationalism on the eve of the First World War stemmed 

from the external imperative to gear up the country for military conflict.”49 The loss of the 

empire’s European territories and the increased importance of Anatolian Turks (along with 

Arabs) is reflected in the Ottoman army’s makeup during World War I; according to one 

snapshot projection based on the ethnic composition of the empire as a whole, in early 1914, 

47% of men in the Ottoman military would have been ethnic Turks and Anatolian Muslims, 37% 

Arabs, 8% Ottoman Greeks, 7% Armenians, and 1% Jews.50 My choice to focus on Ottoman 

Anatolia is not meant to reproduce and graft anachronistic national borders onto the Ottoman 

past. It is meant to map the trajectory of policies during the Turkish War of Independence in 

Anatolia and the early years of the Republic that found their origins in the Balkan Wars and 

 
46 On the importance of Turkish nationalism after the Balkan Wars, see Y. Doğan Çetinkaya, The Young Turks and 
the Boycott Movement: Nationalism, Protest and the Working Classes in the Formation of Modern Turkey (London: 
I.B. Tauris, 2014), especially chapter 4; Eyal Ginio, The Ottoman Culture of Defeat: The Balkan Wars and their 
Aftermath (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), chapter 3; Umut Uzer, “The Genealogy of Turkish 
Nationalism: From Civic and Ethnic to Conservative Nationalism in Turkey,” in Symbiotic Antagonisms: Competing 
Nationalisms in Turkey, eds. Ayşe Kadıoğlu and E. Fuat Keyman (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 2011), 
107-17. 
47 Michael Reynolds shows that even Ottoman advances in the Caucasus in 1917 and 1918 were not guided by 
Panturanism, but by practical wartime reasoning. Michael Reynolds, “Buffers, Not Brethren: Young Turk Military 
Policy in the First World War and the Myth of Panturanism,” Past & Present 203 (2009): 137-79. 
48 On this point, see Ramazan Hakkı Öztan, “Point of No Return? Prospects of Empire after the Ottoman Defeat in 
the Balkan Wars (1912-1913),” International Journal of Middle East Studies 50, no. 1 (2018): 65-84. 
49 Mustafa Aksakal, “‘Not by those Old Books of International Law, but only Through War’: Ottoman Intellectuals 
on the Eve of the Great War,” Diplomacy & Statecraft 15, no. 3 (2004): 536. 
50 Mehmet Beşikçi, The Ottoman Mobilization of Manpower in the First World War: Between Voluntarism and 
Resistance (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 253. Beşikçi also cites the Deputy Chief of the Yıldırım Army Group, which was 
formed in 1918, who reported that the infantry divisions of this group were 66% Turkish, 26% Arab, and 8% other. 
One other snapshot comes from a British intelligence study of prisoners of war and deserters from the Palestine front 
between October and November 1917, which indicated that 64% were ethnic Turks, 27% Arabs, and 9% Greeks, 
Jews, and Armenians. Edward J. Erickson, Ottoman Army Effectiveness in World War I: A Comparative Study (New 
York: Routledge, 2007), 120-1. 
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World War I. It also accounts for the historical specificities of the Turkish case; modern Turkey 

followed a different path to independence compared to Arab states that emerged from the 

Ottoman Empire, giving rise to divergent notions of sovereignty after World War I.51 Other 

scholars have analyzed continuities between the Ottoman past, Word War I, and parts of the 

Arab world;52 here I contribute to historical debates in recent years that continue to stress the 

importance of continuities between late Ottoman wars, the CUP, and the making of modern 

Turkey.53 

Another limitation of the source material in histories of sexuality is the impression they 

give that issues like sexual violence and prostitution were rampant. If a historian is actively 

seeking sources that deal with these issues, the prevalence of such issues may be overstated. As 

such, quantitative analyses of the issues under study are not possible due to the fragmented 

nature of the sources along with social pressures that may have prevented affected individuals 

from coming forward. The stories that the sources tell are, however, useful for capturing how 

issues related to sexual morality informed the decision-making processes of the Ottoman 

government, military, and the public. Public officials and commentators often lump together 

anecdotes “to make the narrative seem at once credible and threatening.” This occurs typically 

 
51 This point is made in Fortna, “Sovereignty,” 100-2. 
52 Graham A. Pitts, “Fallow Fields: Famine and the Making of Lebanon,” (PhD diss., Georgetown University, 2016), 
M. Talha Çiçek, War and State Formation in Syria: Cemal Pasha’s Governorate during World War I, 1914-17 
(New York: Routledge, 2014), Leila Fawaz, A Land of Aching Hearts: The Middle East in the Great War 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2014), Salim Tamari, Year of the Locust: A Soldier’s Diary and the Erasure 
of Palestine’s Ottoman Past (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), Elizabeth Thompson, Colonial 
Citizens: Republican Rights, Paternal Privilege, and Gender in French Syria and Lebanon (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2000).  
53 Emre Erol, The Ottoman Crisis in Western Anatolia: Turkey’s Belle Epoque and the Transition to a Modern 
Nation State (London: I.B. Taurus, 2016), Fatma Müge Göçek, Denial of Violence: Ottoman Past, Turkish Present, 
and Collective Violence against the Armenians, 1789-2009 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), Kent F. 
Schull, ed., Law and Legality in the Ottoman Empire and Republic of Turkey (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 2016), Üngör, The Making of Modern Turkey, Ryan Gingeras, Sorrowful Shores: Violence, Ethnicity, and the 
End of the Ottoman Empire, 1912-1913 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), Michael E. Meeker, A Nation 
of Empire: The Ottoman Legacy of Turkish Modernity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002). 
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“in eras when questions of boundaries are unsettled – between states, between types of people, 

and especially between men and women.”54 In the context of war, boundaries between men and 

women in public space were certainly undergoing a period of change, as chapter four especially 

will illustrate, and the ways in which the different actors analyzed in this study managed war and 

sexuality together is reflective of this context. 

Chapter Outlines 

The five chapters of this dissertation investigate how sexual policy unfolded during and 

after wartime. Taken as a whole, they show that the regulation sexuality was a crucial component 

in how the Ottoman government and military fought modern wars and how the legacy of war 

continued to guide sexual policy in the early Turkish Republic. The chapters follow a generally 

chronological path, although each also has a thematic focus.  

In the first chapter, “Global Fin de Siècle Moral Panic and Ottoman Reform,” I show 

how the Ottoman Empire participated in the so-called “moral panic” that gripped turn-of-the-

century Europe in response to the increasingly large visibility of women in the public sphere and 

growing popular attention to prostitution and female sexuality. I place Ottoman social and 

military reforms into dialogue with the unease that penetrated multiple layers of Ottoman society 

over a perceived laxity of morals, especially among women. The chapter establishes that even 

before the outbreak of war, the military and military concerns played an active role in molding 

and monitoring the morality of Ottomans, a role that would persist into the war years. I explore 

initial regulations that deal directly with the case studies examined in the dissertation – the 

Ordinance on the Prevention of Venereal Diseases (Emrâz-ı Zühreviyyenin Men’-i Sirayeti 

Hakkında Nizamname), enacted in October 1915, which outlined basic definitions of sex work 

 
54 Todd Shepard, Sex, France, and Arab Men, 1962-1979 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2018), 133. 
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and brothels during World War I and how the phrase fiil-i şeni (indecent act), the most common 

euphemism for sexual assault in the source material, developed over time. 

 Chapter two, “Gendering Deportations: Sex Work in World War I,” examines the 

Ottoman policy of deporting sex workers, primarily from Istanbul, to the interior of Anatolia 

during World War I. Using the history of sexuality as an analytical lens to understand the 

intersections between wartime social and military policy, I employ new sources to illustrate 

similarities between Ottoman and European policies toward sex work, in that the Ottoman 

government and military regulated morality to the extent that such policies aided war aims. I find 

that the deportations were part of a broader effort to ensure the fighting morale of deployed men 

and to ensure the security of the capital city and other strategically important locations. 

Throughout this time, policies that regulated sex work were informed by gendered notions of 

respectability; whereas a man suspected of poor morals generally earned the label after repeated 

criminal activity, for women, any kind of sexual misconduct, such as interaction with non-related 

men or work as a public performer, could brand a woman as unrespectable, even if she did not 

engage in prostitution.55 The deportation policy was, however, managed clumsily and often led 

to disputes between provincial leaders and the government in Istanbul. Further, the policy 

impacted individuals differently based on religion and nationality, as non-Muslims and non-

Turkish speaking individuals often had few resources and support structures to assimilate into 

the towns to which they were sent. The deportations of sex workers in practice, therefore, only 

made it more likely that these women would again turn to prostitution, given their lack of 

alternative forms of employment, familial support, financial assistance, and local leaders who 

were interested most in shifting the problem elsewhere. 

 
55 Liat Kozma, Policing Egyptian Women: Sex, Law, and Medicine in Khedival Egypt (Syracuse: Syracuse 
University Press, 2011), 80-1. 
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Chapter three, “‘We Cannot Defend our Honor from the Government’: Wartime Sexual 

Violence,” traces the evolution of Ottoman policies toward sexual violence from the Balkan 

Wars through World War I. Taking the Balkan Wars as a starting point, I show that the central 

government and the military assumed a much greater role during World War I in policing sexual 

violence, as opposed to the Balkan Wars, where local institutions played a larger role in 

mediating instances of sexual assault. According to Joshua Sanbourn, “Strong states are able to 

manage violence effectively in order to provide security for their citizens and to protect 

themselves from rebellion. Weak states leave their citizens exposed to abuse, and they are 

vulnerable to further corrosion as disorder spreads.”56 And indeed, sexual violence was a 

barometer by which the Ottoman state could measure the security that it was providing (or not 

providing) to the relatives of men fighting. This was important to the project of Ottoman 

sovereignty because the government believed that soldiers needed to be assured of their female 

relatives’ sexual honor and security. The chapter also examines Ottoman propaganda efforts that 

targeted the real or exaggerated sexual excesses of Bulgarian men during the Balkan Wars and 

Armenian men during World War I. Moving beyond debating these sources’ veracity and instead 

focusing on their intended effects illustrates that sexual violence had deep implications from two 

very different perspectives for the project of ensuring Ottoman sovereignty.  

 Chapter four, “Occupation and the Contested Legal Landscape of Anatolia,” introduces 

gender and sexuality as dimensions of analysis into the history of the Entente’s postwar 

occupation of Anatolia. It opens new ways of examining how the Ottoman government managed 

its state of compromised sovereignty under the Allied powers and what strategies it used to 

negotiate and challenge that state. Again using prostitution and sexual violence as case studies, I 

 
56 Joshua Sanbourn, Imperial Apocalypse: The Great War and the Destruction of the Russian Empire (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2014), 249. 



 

 24 

demonstrate that the bodies of women were used by Ottoman officials and popular observers to 

contest the Allied occupation and stake a claim to legal sovereignty in a historical moment when 

the legal landscape of Anatolia was fraught with uncertainty. Whether this took the form of 

Muslim women working as prostitutes in the service of European men or reports of Greek men 

committing sexual violence against Muslim women, the lack of Ottoman control over women’s 

bodies served as a powerful vehicle for making claims of sovereignty against the Allies. The 

chapter contributes to the literature on the occupation period by moving beyond a purely 

ethnopolitical framework of analysis, suggesting that the resistance to the Allied occupation was 

informed by gendered and sexual anxieties over non-Ottoman and non-Muslim sexual access to 

Muslim women’s bodies.  

 Finally, my fifth chapter, “Medicine and Sovereignty in the Early Republic,” analyzes the 

constellation of policies toward sexual health in the first years of the Turkish Republic. I argue 

that such policies, which aimed to regulate, among other things, the spread of venereal diseases, 

masturbation, and marriage, are better understood in relation to the medical landscape of World 

War I, where German doctors broadcast their superiority over their Ottoman allies through a 

lexicon of modern science. The project of regulating sexual health in the first years of the 

Republic was guided by the belief that such policies held deep significance for Turkish 

sovereignty; Early Republican doctors tasked themselves with forging a specifically Turkish 

brand of medicine that could both meet the needs of Turkish society and serve as an equally 

competent alternative to Western medicine, thereby staking a claim to Turkey’s own medical 

knowhow. Men who frequently masturbated or women who did not have children (or did not 

have enough children), for example, were thought by some medical professionals to be shirking 

their duties to a nation that had been ravaged by a decade of near continuous war.  
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Historiographical Contributions 

 My research makes three major contributions to the literature: first, it adds to the ongoing 

historiographical conversation about the importance of World War I in the late Ottoman Empire 

and the making of modern Turkey; second, it shows that the Ottoman Empire’s regulatory 

policies on sexuality should be understood in tandem with, rather than in opposition to, its co-

belligerents in the First World War; and finally it follows the rich historiography of gender, 

sexuality, and the First World War in Europe and the United States to offer a critical 

reconceptualization of the relationship between gender, sexuality, and sovereignty in global 

state-building processes by integrating sexuality studies into political and military histories and 

by highlighting the centrality of war in the development of policies that regulated sexual 

behavior.57 

 First, my research’s emphasis on the importance of sexuality in wartime enhances the 

historiographical renaissance on the importance of the Balkan Wars and the First World War in 

the history of the modern Middle East.58 As noted above, there have been a number of welcome 

additions to the literature on women’s and gender studies in recent years, and this dissertation 

 
57 This literature will be examined in greater detail in chapter one, but notable examples include Susan Grayzel, 
Women’s Identities at War: Gender, Motherhood, and Politics in Britain and France During the First World War 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1999), Jessica Meyer, Men of War: Masculinity and the First 
World War in Britain (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), and Courtney Shah, “‘Against Their Own 
Weakness’: Policing Sexuality and Women in San Antonio, Texas, during World War I,” Journal of the History of 
Sexuality 19, no. 3 (2010): 458-82. 
58 There are many recent studies that have reappraised the importance of the First World War especially. See, for 
example, Stacy Fahrentold, Between the Ottomans and the Entente: The First World War in the Syrian and 
Lebanese Diaspora (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), Nazan Maksudyan, Ottoman Children and Youth 
during World War I (New York: Syracuse University Press, 2019), The End of the Ottomans: The Genocide of 1915 
and the Politics of Turkish Nationalism, eds. Hans-Lukas Kieser, Margaret Lavinia Anderson, Seyhan Bayraktar, 
and Thomas Schmutz (London: I.B. Tauris, 2019), Deniz Dölek Sever, Istanbul’s Great War: Public Order, Crime 
and Punishment in the Ottoman Capital, 1914-1918 (Istanbul: Libra, 2018), Melanie Tanielian, The Charity of War: 
Famine, Humanitarian Aid, and World War I in the Middle East (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2018), Salim 
Tamari, The Great War and the Remaking of Palestine (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2017), Michael 
Provence, The Last Ottoman Generation and the Making of the Modern Middle East (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2017), Lerna Ekmekçioğlu, Recovering Armenia: The Limits of Belonging in Post-Genocide 
Turkey (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2016). 
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builds upon those contributions. Çiğdem Oğuz’s recent dissertation especially has illuminated 

how historians should think about sexuality and morality in the First World War and makes a 

compelling case for the importance of attending to morality in wartime.59 My work builds off of 

hers by expanding its temporal scope beyond World War I to show how Ottoman wartime 

policies continued to impact the Milli Mücadele period and the foundation of modern Turkey. 

My work also asks a different set of questions about sexuality. While studies of discourse and 

representations of sexuality are valuable, I believe that the history of sexuality can be applied as 

an analytic in different ways and used to ask different questions about history, which my usage 

of zweckrational actions and wertrational actions lays out. For example, I show how sexuality 

invites historians to rethink the home front/war front division that persists in the literature by 

showing how sexual policy had clear implications for waging war. Sexual acts considered to be 

transgressions, I suggest, were imbued with new, historically specific meanings during wartime 

that had tangible effects on governance and policy. 

Second, this dissertation emphasizes the Ottoman Empire’s place in transregional 

patterns of sexual regulation. Hans-Lukas Kieser’s concept of “Larger Europe” is essential for 

my framing here, which features Istanbul as a policymaking hub, the decisions of which 

impacted history in all of Europe.60 This is not to suggest that the Ottomans were receptacles of 

imported European regulatory frameworks, nor is it to merely say that the same things were 

happening in the Ottoman Empire as they were in Europe. Rather, when European historians 

write of a fin de siècle climate of moral anxiety and the upheavals that World War I produced in 

sexual politics, such developments did not end at the borders of what is today conventionally 
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considered Europe. Including the Ottoman Empire in the shared experience of modern wars can 

tell us more about global patterns of sexual regulation and the Ottomans’ entanglement in these 

patterns. Especially in chapter five, I show how the genealogy of medical knowledge that 

Turkish doctors drew upon is better understood in reference to a global emphasis on the 

medicalization of sexual behavior. In some ways, the lack of integration of the Ottoman Empire 

into global histories of the war is reflective of a conceptual division between the war in Europe 

and the war in the Middle East. Incorporating sexuality into histories of the late nineteenth- and 

early twentieth-century wars that involved multiple continents and empires illustrates both the 

deep impacts of war on daily life across borders as well as how sexuality was constitutive of 

many different aspects of policymaking. When considering how war affected state practice and 

such practices’ effects on society, putting European states and the Ottoman Empire in 

conversation with one another helps show the universality of sexuality’s importance for states at 

war and how it contributed to the totality of World War I across regional barriers. 

Finally, the dissertation makes a cross-disciplinary argument for attention to sexuality in 

nation- and state-building processes. I follow scholars of anthropology, sociology, and 

international relations in South Asia in making this claim,61 as well as more recent studies of 

modern Turkey that have stressed the relationship between the military and gender.62 In the 

Middle East, Elizabeth Thompson’s work on Lebanon has shown how a “crisis in paternity” was 

 
61 See, for example, Jyoti Puri, Sexual States: Governance and the Struggle over the Antisodomy Law in India 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2016), Nayanika Mookherjee, “The Absent Piece of Skin: Gendered, Racialized 
and Territorial Inscriptions of Sexual Violence during the Bangladesh War,” Modern Asian Studies 46, no. 6 (2012): 
1572-1601, Bina D’Costa, Nation Building, Gender and War Crimes in South Asia (New York: Routledge, 2011), 
and Veena Das, “National Honour and Practical Kinship: Of Unwanted Women and Children,” in Critical Events: 
An Anthropological Perspective on Contemporary India (Delhi: Oxford University Press: 1995), 55-83. For an 
overview of how gender and sexuality impact nation- and state-building, see Hyun Sook Kim, Jyoti Puri, and H. J. 
Kim-Puri, “Conceptualizing Gender-Sexuality-State-Nation: An Introduction,” Gender and Society 19, no. 2 (2005): 
137-59. 
62 Ayşe Gül Altınay, The Myth of the Military-Nation: Militarism, Gender, and Education in Turkey (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2006). 
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critical for Lebanon’s colonial civic order.63 Afsaneh Najmabadi’s pathbreaking study on Iran 

has similarly illustrated how sexuality colored Iranian nationalism toward the end of the Qajar 

dynasty and at the beginning of the Pahlavi era.64 On a more recent development, Zahra Ali’s 

work on Iraq after the 2003 American invasion elucidates the connections between gender, war, 

and state-building.65 This approach foregrounds political and military histories to show that in a 

setting of war especially, the history of sexuality has much wider analytical utility than is often 

assumed. 
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Chapter One 

Global Fin de Siècle Moral Panic and Ottoman Reform 

Introduction 

Halil Ataman, a reserve officer who was deployed to the eastern front in 1915 and later 

had been taken as a prisoner of war by Russia, found Istanbul virtually unrecognizable the first 

time he stepped foot in the city years later in June 1922 after his release and transport back to 

Turkey. For Ataman, World War I had profoundly transformed the social and economic life of 

Istanbul. “This was no place for visitors; it was a place of desolation and squalor, where the 

miserable huddled,” he lamented. “This, the great barracks, the Selimiye Barracks, was filled 

with women, girls, children, and the elderly along with refugees from Western Anatolia. In an 

image of misery and heartache, five- or six-year-old children in dejected and miserable states 

waited to get a spoon for soup boiled from French Red Cross tin cans. What a sad sight it was.”66 

Not only did World War I dramatically alter the borders of the Ottoman Empire, the enormous 

toll that it took on human life across the empire – and the world – was not lost on contemporaries 

like Ataman witnessing war’s social and economic effects in the capital for the first time. 

Indeed, Feroz Ahmad noted the effects of war on Ottoman society in particular: “Anyone 

seeking an appropriate period in order to study the impact of war on society is unlikely to find 

one more suitable for this purpose than the decade 1908-1918 in the history of the late Ottoman 

Empire.”67 On the issue of morality especially, Ahmet Emin (Yalman), the preeminent Turkish 

journalist, argued in 1930 that “people in Turkey were, from the viewpoint of morality, less 

 
66 Halil Ataman, Esaret Yılları: Bir Yedek Subayın I. Dünya Savaşı Şark Cephesi Hatıraları, ed. Ferhat Ecer 
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2 (1988): 265. 



 

 30 

prepared to resist the social and economic effects of the war than any other belligerents” and that 

“the effect of the war on sexual morals was very destructive.”68 From the 1908 Young Turk 

Revolution, which restored the Ottoman constitution of 1876 and deposed Sultan Abdülhamid II 

a year later in 1909, military elites and career officers played a critical role in the Committee of 

Union and Progress.69 The revolution was neither a popular movement nor was it a reform 

movement that stressed liberal values; rather, it was a premeditated military insurrection carried 

out by an organization whose leadership was guided by one main principal: to gain control of the 

empire and to preserve its sovereignty.70 Examining the history of sexuality in this time period 

must account for the fact that the individuals who crafted the policies under study in this 

dissertation came to prominence in such a historical context. The intersections between sexuality, 

war, and politics are better understood through the prism of the CUP’s goal of achieving 

sovereignty.71 This chapter argues that military reforms and sexual policies at the turn of the 

twentieth century should be understood together. It integrates the Ottoman Empire into the 

climate of moral anxiety that pervaded Europe at the turn of the twentieth century to show that as 

sexual and military policies dovetailed in Europe at this time, the same was true in the Ottoman 

Empire. Such an approach reveals that morality informed what a modern army capable of 

 
68 Ahmet Emin (Yalman), Turkey in the World War (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1930), 239-43. 
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defending Ottoman sovereignty looked like and that the moral conduct of the army – and a 

militarized nation as a whole – was instrumental for the CUP’s ultimate goal. 

1908 was a key moment in the history of the Ottoman military. Observers close to the 

Ottoman military like Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz, a Prussian Field Marshal who oversaw 

Ottoman military reforms in the wake of the 1877-1878 war with Russia and who later 

commanded the Sixth Army in Mesopotamia during World War I, argued that only after 1908 

“was it possible for steps to be taken to create an army, in the modern sense.”72 This was 

important for him and for the CUP, because world history was understood to be “an unending 

struggle for existence between peoples, in which the crucial test of fitness was war.”73 For 

hardline members of the CUP, who were led by the Minister of War, Enver Paşa, war was a 

remedy for solving political problems.74 The state, the argument ran, should assume the role of a 

“social physician” and cure society’s ills.75 Individuals who subscribed to this view painted the 

struggle against social problems as a domestic war against elements within the empire that 

threatened the CUP’s vision of a postwar Turkish Muslim sovereign state. Efforts to purge 

immorality arose from related political and military motivations aimed at altering the 

demography of the empire.76 Indeed, the CUP viewed wartime as the perfect opportunity to 

implement the radical changes they considered necessary in order to create a modern state that 

was capable of defending itself.77 War, and World War I in particular, with its implications for 
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Ottoman sovereignty, was likewise identified by the press – with the backing of the General Staff 

Headquarters Intelligence Office – as “a key instrument of social and national change that would 

create new possibilities, displacing the old ones.”78 

The profound effects that war can have on societies, and on nation-building processes, 

have been explored by European historians and their general observations are applicable to the 

Ottoman case as well. As Linda Colley has argued of Great Britain, “it was the experience of 

war” that “had the most obvious potential to change lives, ideas, and expectations” in the making 

of the idea of a British nation – more so than other forms of collective engagement, such as labor 

unions, for example.79 Government and military concern with the impact of public morals and 

health on soldiers’ willingness to fight and their effectiveness in battle was also not unique to the 

Ottoman Empire, as research on Austria-Hungary has shown.80 As in the Habsburg Empire, the 

specific definition of morality under the CUP was less concerned with individuals’ private 

conduct than with the deleterious effects of their public behavior on order, safety, and concepts 

of decency within the larger community.81 In this sense, a moral crime in the eyes of the 

Ottoman government and military was one that had the potential effect of harming the war effort; 

public order and public morality were regarded primarily as military problems. For example, in 

response to a report that a man named Salih was having illicit relations with the female relatives 

of military members and was driving others into prostitution, the Third Army reminded the War 

Ministry in 1917 in no uncertain terms that anyone carrying out military service needed to be 
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free from “any sort of anxiety” related to family bonds, which were among “the most sacred and 

the most blessed” of all relationships. Soldiers, moreover, needed to be reassured that in their 

absence, the government would protect the honor of their families, preventing people like Salih 

from “trampling upon the honor” of deployed soldiers’ families.82 Public morality was thus 

understood to be one of the pillars upon which the preservation of the empire rested; the absence 

of what was considered moral behavior among those not fighting had clear consequences for 

soldiers. In order to field an army of soldiers willing to fight for the empire, the Ottoman military 

believed that its soldiers needed to be assured of the sanctity of their families’ honor. 

 In the Ottoman Empire, the CUP viewed war and the institution of the military as 

appropriate vehicles through which it could carry out the reforms necessary to transform the 

empire into a modern, militarized “nation in arms.”83 As the introduction argued, morality was 

an important element to the education of Ottoman civilians and the military at the end of the 

nineteenth century and in the beginning of the twentieth century. The militarization of society 

that was such a profound aspect of the final decade of the Ottoman Empire and the first few 

decades of modern Turkey, Melis Hafez suggests, must be understood in reference to “the 

process by which the body of the citizens became a site of national anxiety.”84 Along with 

healthy bodies that were capable of waging war,85 in the early twentieth century, a military that 
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was imbued with proper morals was also necessary for the strong state envisaged by the CUP.86 

Later in the Turkish Republic, the sexual conduct of the soldiers in particular continued to be 

important to the institution of the military; the military criminal code (Askeri Ceza Kanunu) 

issued by the Grand National Assembly Justice Committee in May 1930 stipulated that soldiers 

who went to brothels while in their military uniforms could be subject to three to six months in 

prison, while a soldier would be discharged for marrying a woman who he knew to be a 

prostitute.87 

 In fact, during World War I, outside observers lauded the Ottomans’ supposed moral 

uprightness and its positive effects on military performance. In October 1915, in the midst of the 

Ottomans’ success in the Gallipoli Campaign, Herbert Eulenberg, a writer for the German 

newspaper Kriegs-Zeitung, heaped praise on his country’s ally in one of his articles for this very 

reason. “Such a nation,” he proclaimed, “which, among its lower classes, does not know the two 

main burdens of Europe, alcoholism and prostitution, has at this moment displayed proof in 

combat, as in suffering, that it is legitimate.”88 For Eulenberg, the fighting ability of the Ottoman 

Empire in World War I was inextricably linked to its moral uprightness as evidenced by its 

ability to abstain from prostitution. Where did this belief come from? How and why were 

morality and military effectiveness interrelated concerns? This chapter begins by analyzing the 

so-called “moral panic” that swept across Europe toward the end of the nineteenth century. I 

illustrate that Ottoman reforms during the same period should be understood within this larger 

historical context. Both war and the belief that fighting strength could be affected by the moral 

composition of the men fighting (and by non-combatant women and children) impacted decrees 
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on sexual behavior issued in the late nineteenth century through the First World War. I then 

examine developments in Ottoman military reform in the late nineteenth century. I suggest that, 

as in Europe, moral reform was a part of the broader effort to reshape the institution of the 

military and that the military men who assumed political power were likely to view sexual policy 

through a marshal lens. I conclude with an overview of legislation on prostitution and sexual 

violence before 1914, which laid out the legal framework under which administrators and the 

military operated in the Balkan Wars and World War I. I show that the threats to Ottoman 

sovereignty that intensified at this time period yielded reappraisals of how to best regulate sexual 

behavior considered transgressive. 

“Moral Panic” in the Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries 

The term “moral panic” was first coined by British sociologist Jack Young in the 1960s 

to describe a situation quite apart from the turn of the twentieth century. Young wrote in 

response to the public’s reaction to manifestations of purportedly threatening behavior among 

young people in Britain in the 1960s, drug usage in particular. Since then, however, the term has 

been used to describe “any period that provokes concerted and widespread scrutiny of the 

meaning and structures of social organization, moral beliefs, and of the ties that bind people 

together.”89 Sexual practice is often a target of such anxiety due the wide range of social and 

political issues upon which it touches. Indeed, Judith Walkowitz argued in her landmark study of 

nineteenth-century London that apprehension over “dangerous” sexual behavior focused on an 

array of problems besides sexual practices. “Dangerous sexualities” blended together “work, life-

style, reproductive strategies, fashion and self-display, and non-familial attachments of urban 
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men and women as with nonprocreative sexual activity.”90 Crises in morality emerge in historical 

moments where there are large-scale fundamental shifts in structures of a given community, and, 

as a result, when outlooks on the world and notions of right and wrong become sites of 

contestation. With the profound changes that war – and its aftermath – can cause to social 

structures, they are particular historical moments where such conditions can be met.91  

Why was the late nineteenth century a historical moment fraught with concerns over 

sexual morals, and their implications for a wide range of issues described by Walkowitz? A 

number of factors came to make sexuality a contested domain among governments, militaries, 

and the public at the turn of the twentieth century. Dagmar Herzog points to three main reasons 

in Europe: first, there was growing media attention to prostitution; second, an increased desire 

for fertility control; and third, an increasing public appetite for (often sensationalized) stories 

about same sex desire.92 In Austria, for example, the first reason was apparent in the press’s 

coverage of “white female trafficking” (Mädchenhandel) with sensationalized stories of 

European women’s forcible transport. Anti-Semitism also colored these stories, as “white 

slavers” were typically believed to be Jewish and from urban areas.93 Desire for fertility control 

was sometimes catalyzed by militaries; in Germany, the army recommended that soldiers use 

prophylaxis at the turn of the twentieth century, and vending machines were even installed in 

military barracks to provide soldiers with disinfectants. This was met with pushback, however, 

by purity organizations, which considered the proliferation of such measures to constitute threats 
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to morality, religion, and the nation.94 Colonial discourses on native sexuality contributed to the 

third reason. In Germany, the colonial project reinforced the notion that white maleness 

necessarily meant heterosexuality, suggesting that non-whites were primitive and barbaric, and 

therefore endangered bourgeois notions on acceptable sexual practice, race, and gender.95 

During the Tanzimat period, there were a number of reforms that impacted women’s and 

men’s lives in the Ottoman Empire and that produced changes in gender and sexual norms. The 

government expanded women’s access to rüşdiye (secondary) schools; introduced midwifery 

programs in the 1840s; opened workshops for women in the 1860s that provided instruction in 

arts and crafts, cooking, sewing, and childcare; and darülmuallimats to train female teachers. 

Many of these programs were, however, limited to Istanbul and generally served the daughters of 

the upper and middle classes.96 Elizabeth Frierson has shown similarities in the style of 

patriarchal feminism promoted later by both Abdülhamid II and Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, in that 

women were afforded certain roles in public life, but underlying structural issues received scant 

attention.97 After 1908, additional schools for girls were constructed, although students, teachers, 

and journalists alike lodged complaints regarding shortages of teachers. Halide Edip, one of the 

preeminent leaders of late Ottoman women’s movements, complained about the narrow aims of 

late Ottoman education in her memoir that Sükrü Bey, the Minister of Education, “wanted to 

have the largest possible number of men and women who would read and write, and he did not 

 
94 Lutz Sauerteig, “Sex, Medicine and Morality during the First World War,” in War, Medicine and Modernity, eds. 
Roger Cooter, Mark Harrison, and Steve Sturdy (Stroud: Sutton, 1998), 177-8. 
95 Daniel Walther, “Racializing Sex: Same-Sex Relations, German Colonial Authority, and Deutschtum,” Journal of 
the History of Sexuality 17, no. 1 (2008): 11-24. 
96 Serpil Atamaz-Hazar, “‘The Hands That Rock the Cradle Will Rise’: Women, Gender, and the Revolution in 
Ottoman Turkey (1908-1918),” (PhD diss., The University of Arizona, 2010), 54-5. 
97 Elizabeth Frierson, “Unimagined Communities: State, Press, and Gender in the Hamidian Era,” (PhD diss., 
Princeton University, 1996), 74. 



 

 38 

care for the rest. He went on multiplying schools and calling them by names to which the 

education they provided in no way corresponded.”98 

From the perspective of changes in the legal sphere, although the Ottoman Civil Law 

Code (Mecelle-i Ahkâm-ı Adliyye) had drafted unified commercial, civil, and criminal codes that 

came into force in 1877, the commission’s work ended without addressing the sensitive area of 

family law. Between 1877 and the October 1917 passage of the Law of Family Rights (Hukûk-ı 

Aile Kararnâmesi), family law remained the purview of religious courts, constituting a challenge 

to domestic centralization of state power and acting as a conduit for intervention by foreign 

powers in Ottoman affairs.99 The persistence of polygamy in particular incited critiques from 

some upper-class women, which were increasingly loud after restrictions on the press were lifted 

in 1908. The importance of the 1917 Family Law cannot be understated; it represented a clear 

attempt on the part of the CUP “to bring the marriage practices of its citizens into sync with its 

vision of modernity.”100 Additional legal measures prior to 1917 expanded certain areas of 

female rights; female property owners could act as guarantors (1911), women could travel 

abroad without needing to secure their husbands’ permission (1911), and the right to receive 

equal share from inheritances from women’s husband, father, and mother. These measures did 

receive some pushback; Grand Vizier Said Halim Paşa, for example, opposed women’s ability to 

travel without the permission of her husband.101 

Under Abdülhamid II, questions of masculinity and the dynamics between men and the 

state too emerged. The mobility of men due to conscription and migration for labor subjected 
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them to state surveillance in the nineteenth century. Based on the belief that these men could be 

vectors of venereal disease, the Hamidian government passed a number of legal measures to 

address the spread of syphilis in particular. These involved techniques of modern governance, 

including travel permits, health inspections, and an 1890 amendment to the criminal code 

classifying men without a fixed address or a valid travel permit as “vagrants.”102 At the same 

time, the state took steps to promote the kind of men it believed could lead the empire forward. 

In search of a more robust corps of such young men, gymnastics were incorporated into the 

curriculums of the Imperial Military Engineering School, the Imperial Navel Engineering 

School, and Imperial War College, suggesting that masculine physicality represented an 

important aspect of revitalizing the military.103 Some younger men sought to chart their own 

course of an ideal masculinity; civil officials and urban professionals began adopting the 

mustache as both an expression of masculinity and as a generational statement, eschewing the 

beard – associated with the Hamidian order – in favor of a different marker of youth and vigor.104 

Women, too, were expected to adhere to standards of beauty, appearance, and hygiene for the 

purpose of helping the empire. Scientific approaches to female health and beauty mirrored 

Hamidian discourses on patriotism, which maintained that only healthy individuals were capable 

of utilizing their strength to contribute to the empire’s well-being.105 

Literature produced in the late nineteenth century has been interpreted as a response to 

both the social changes that marked the time as well as the reevaluation of the empire’s standing 

vis-à-vis Europe. Novels that featured women as slaves, such as Namık Kemal’s İntibah (1876) 
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and Samipaşazade Sezai’s Sergüzeşt (1889), reflect the views of men who advocated for certain 

reforms that dovetailed with the agendas of some upper-class women. Deniz Kandiyoti suggests 

that the stories can be understood as general critiques of Ottoman marriage and family structures; 

to male writers like Kemal and Sezai, the image of the slave girl represented “the most extreme 

example of debased humanity and sexuality” and a desire for a more highly educated female 

companion in marriage.106 These debates tackled the thorny issue of polygamy in particular; 

some women like Fatma Aliye, a well-known writer of the time, for example, likewise wrote 

tracts in 1889 and 1892 that stressed the importance of companionship in marriage as a way of 

arguing against the practice. Knowing that she could not explicitly argue against something 

permitted by the Quran, her works instead described what a happy marriage could look like and 

the theoretical underpinnings of why marriage exists, namely progeny, as a way of critiquing 

polygamy.107 Arranged marriages, too, were targeted by some writers in the late nineteenth 

century using similar logic that women would be better prepared to meet the demands of 

housewifery and motherhood if they were married to a suitable companion.108 

Prolific writers like Ahmet Mithat Efendi were also willing to tackle less than savory 

issues in late Ottoman urban life, such as prostitution. His 1882 novel Henüz On Yedi Yaşında 

(Only Seventeen Years Old) has been interpreted as a commentary on how “the Greek prostitute 

functions as not only the ethnic Other but also the sexual Other” of the ideal Ottoman Muslim 
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man and woman.109 Although Mihtat was a firm believer in Ottomanism, the novel narrated the 

story of an ethnically Greek prostitute named Kalyopi who after her divorce from her Muslim 

husband and in need of income, was plunged into sex work in Beyoğlu. The Greek community 

disapproved of her marriage to a Muslim man, and consequently, she was alienated by the 

community after she initially refused to marry a Greek man instead. When faced with death 

threats, Kalyopi eventually acceded to the demand, divorced her husband, and returned home to 

her father’s house, where the two suffered from poverty in part because of a lack of assistance 

from the same community that threatened to ostracize her. It is only when the narrator of the 

story, Ahmed Efendi, a Muslim lawyer who assumes the role of a philanthropist, arranges a 

marriage to a young Greek butler, that the threat of Kalyopi’s sexuality is subdued.  

Stories such as these reflect realities of the Hamidian era, where there existed “a state 

with all the traditional authoritarian superstructure of the Ottoman Empire overlaid on a rapidly 

modernizing and shifting infrastructure of bureaucracies for education, policing and justice 

among others. This infrastructure in turn flexed uneasily around a splintering social order.”110 

Indeed, Mihtat’s novel illustrates multiple factors that caused anxiety in Istanbul: the 

intermingling of different social classes; the cosmopolitan nature of the city; and urban female 

sexuality. The figure of the prostitute here is a marker of boundaries in the empire – religious, 

ethnic, and class. Kalyopi’s marriage to another Greek man at the behest of a Muslim savior 

figure suggests that although the different ethnicities of the empire could coexist, the Muslim 

man would ultimately take on supremacy.111 
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Social scientists at the turn of the twentieth century also latched onto morality and its 

importance to nation-states. Émile Durkheim, for example, gave series of lectures in 1898 and 

1899 on moral education, where he argued that “the family is subordinate to the nation, and 

humanity has as of yet not organized itself into any one coherent group, [hence] the nation has 

priority in terms of being the ultimate authority and source of morality.”112 Ottoman observers 

like Celal Nuri, the prominent journalist, likewise noted the importance of morality to the 

prosperity of the nation; he argued in his 1916 tract İlel-i Ahlakıyemiz (Our Moral Sickness) that, 

“When we look at our history, in the periods free of economic trouble, people had the greatest 

moral qualities.”113  

Changes in global economic patterns also contributed to changes in sexual mores. 

Commercial sex in particular took on new forms after 1800. Transformations in labor patterns 

across Europe during World War I further contributed to anxieties surrounding gender roles, with 

increased female access to labor and public spaces that had previously been predominately male. 

After the war’s conclusion, the blurring of the boundary between “male” and “female” “served 

as a primary referent for the ruin of civilization itself.”114 Women enjoyed greater access to 

spaces of leisure, most notably in Weimar Germany, where the image of the so-called “New 

Woman” clashed with traditional gender roles that lionized motherhoods and devotion to one’s 

family.115 As urban capitalism accelerated the growth of a new mobile middle class, men waited 
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until later in life to enter marriage and sought the services of sex workers in increasingly large 

numbers, while industrialization created a supply of migratory, independent, low-wage-earning 

women. For example, in Germany in the nineteenth century, although sex work had existed for 

centuries, industrialization catalyzed more and more women turning to sex work than had been 

previously seen.116 The range of these transformations was unprecedented. For many of these 

women, prostitution was a practical economic alternative to poverty.117 In the Middle East, this 

kind of population movement meant that urban centers were increasingly cosmopolitan. In 

Alexandria toward the end of the nineteenth century, for example, the porousness of boundaries 

extended beyond ethnic, religious, and national communities to include exchange between 

different social classes as well. This, in turn, played an important role in the popular media panic 

over the supposed corruption of ‘respectable’ Egyptian women.118  

Military concerns were also instrumental in developments in sexual regulation, especially 

in its efforts to contain the spread of venereal disease, most notably syphilis. In fact, Phillip 

Howell suggests that they were central to modern regulationism: “if we proceed from the 

perspective that military and imperial considerations were central rather than marginal both to 

the modern state and to its reliance on scientific authority, the nature of modern regulationism 

becomes much clearer,” in the sense that the kind of regulationism first developed in France was 

concerned foremost with military needs.119 In Britain, some who voiced opposition to the 

Contagious Disease Acts, which were originally passed in 1864 and mandated compulsory 
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checks for sex workers for venereal diseases and established regulation rather than abolition of 

prostitution, believed that the Acts encouraged soldiers to seek the services of prostitutes and that 

a regulatory framework threatened the fighting capacity of the army.120 Extended periods of 

hospitalization and treatment for venereal disease took men out of commission, thus hampering 

military effectiveness. It should not be surprising that it was the military that first made use of 

new forms of treatment and new criteria for diagnosis in treating venereal disease and also 

enjoyed more funding from the state for this endeavor – evidence of the clear importance of 

military health and effectiveness for states.121 

Concern over sexual morals across the Middle East was not entirely new to this time 

period. As early as the eighteenth century, authorities placed the blame for Ottoman defeats to 

the Russian Empire upon the moral degradation of society, and the spread of prostitution in 

Istanbul was seen as part of this degradation. Imperial edicts limiting the access of women to 

public space were issued as a corrective measure for this perceived lapse in morals and to protect 

the large number of Ottoman troops and naval officers that were stationed in the city.122 In 

Egypt, the middle class “harness[ed] morality as a mode of governmentality,” which was 

possible due to the emergence of new wartime technologies like propaganda and surveillance, 

coupled with later postwar concerns about the supposed breakdown of family structures.123 

Nationalism and discourses of respectability championed middle-class norms of moderation, 

sexual control, and a structured and regulated family life, while simultaneously disapproving of 
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behaviors considered unconventional and, consequently, as threats to the state and to society at 

large. This reinforced medical and educational practices that demanded self-control and restraint, 

and marked a point of departure in terms of how and why sexual practices deemed unacceptable 

earned such a label.124 War heightened the demands for self-restraint, which was necessary for 

service of the nation. According to Sonya Rose’s work on sexuality and citizenship during 

wartime in Europe, morality shaped the contours of one’s ability to claim membership in nations 

and states. For women in particular, wartime sexual behavior that could earn them the title of a 

“good” citizen, which was still inscribed in the older notion of “civic virtue,” the latter signifying 

one’s capability of practicing self-discipline and putting the common good ahead of individual 

needs.125 

Wartime produced changes in gender relations, as well. During World War I, the 

porousness between the ‘home front’ and the ‘front’ became evident. In Europe, the war marked 

a “crossroads” in relationships between gender, war, and change. The war involved more than 

just mobilization – through displacement, violence, and varying levels of persecution, women 

were not omitted from the experiences of war classically limited to the war front.126 In the 

Ottoman Empire, this was especially evident. Primary source material makes clear the burdens 

placed upon women by war. According to the diary of Abidin Ege, as he was passing through the 

town of Tarsus in December 1915, “As I have seen in all the villages through which I have 

passed, there are no boys. They are likely all soldiers. Only a few very old men catch my eye.” 

Consequently, he noted that it was women who were working everywhere, while old men and 
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foreigners working for twenty-two Lira per day – a paltry sum – took up positions in factories.127 

Halide Edib likewise recounted in her memoir that as she was en route to Syria, she passed 

through a small village near Konya where “there was hardly a man to be seen,” and she noted 

that “young women returned from the fields with their scythes on their shoulders. The heat, the 

dust and the sadness of the lonely women were beyond description.”128  

Ege and Edib both point to one of the major reasons why women began working in fields 

that they had not previously participated in on such a scale: with few men left to perform labor 

after mass conscription, women were required to fill the gap. Yavuz Selim Karakışla argues that 

it was the Balkan Wars that marked the opening salvo of women’s increased access to education, 

which then led to their participation in industry.129 Before 1914, young men were allowed to 

claim exemption from military service based on their status as the sole breadwinner in his 

household. The Law of Military Obligation passed in May 1914, however, revoked any such 

exemptions to male breadwinners.130 As the primary literature suggests, women increasingly 

were required to fill vacant positions left behind by conscripted men. Cemal Paşa, for example, 

formed “Women Labor Battalions” in the Syrian hinterland. These women were employed in 

agriculture, working the fields that had been deprived of workers especially in light of the 
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deportations of Armenians.131 The Ottoman state also attempted to employ women in urban 

centers. The Istanbul municipality offered women vocational training with an eye toward 

preparing them to work as housekeepers, for example.132 Women’s entrance into the labor 

market – and thus into the public sphere – was unsettling for many male commenters. One 

Ottoman writer, Refik Halid Karay, recalled that in the late nineteenth century: “Woman, street, 

and night! These are three factors as contrast[ing] and incompatible as water, powder, and fire!” 

By the second constitutional period, however, he observed that the laughter of women echoed 

across the streets of Istanbul, signaling a breakdown of the gendered spaces that had previously 

prevailed.133 

The Society of Employment for Ottoman Muslim Women, an organization with the 

ostensible purpose of procuring jobs for such urban women, was also organized in 1916 under 

the auspices of Enver Paşa and his wife Naciye Hanım. Described as “a civil organization with 

clear para-military tendencies,”134 the Society pursued goals beyond merely job creation; it was 

also endowed with the task of ensuring that women “live[d] honorably” and remained under 

male patronage, evidenced by strict gender segregation in the workplace and the organization’s 

efforts to marry female workers.135 The Society, then, had goals beyond merely obtaining jobs 

for women and took on a clear mission of also ensuring that the lower-class women, the main 

targets of employment by the Society, were not causing social unrest. Men and women were 

encouraged to list personal ads in newspapers, and a number of men listed virginity as a 
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preferable quality for any potential spouses. Women themselves, moreover, advertised their own 

virginity to buttress their quality as a potential wife.136 Such efforts were important because of 

the gendered qualities that constituted a morally upright woman. İzzettin Çalışlar, an officer 

during World War I, recounted in his diary a conversation he had with another officer in 

November 1916, in which he argued that “Women’s influence on social life is great. Women are 

more connected to the nature and conduct of men. The woman who is influential in male life 

must be of high science (ilmen) and culture (irfanen). In this way, women become good 

mothers.”137  

Although some women found employment, this did not necessarily mean that their 

standard of living increased during the war. Factors like class, age, ethnicity, and religion 

affected the extent to which wage labor might have improved women’s standard of living.138 

Many women faced terrible conditions without the support of their male relatives. Some lower-

class women saw their supplementary sources of income vanish after World War I. Before the 

war, thousands of women in Syria and Lebanon worked in mills and from their homes in the 

textile industry, but due to foreign imports, the decline of the silk industry, and the emergence of 

textile factories, female employment declined in textiles. Thus by 1930, only somewhere 

between 3,000 and 3,500 women still worked in silk mills.139 Abidin Ege’s diary also portrays 

life among rural laborers in Anatolia; from Yalova to Bayırköy, “The villages, like those of 

Anatolia, were poor and wretched, the villagers worked in the fields to sustain their lived before 
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they died. Meager village children played on the land.”140 Even among some middle- and upper-

class women in urban centers, the loss of a male family member to the army could lead to a 

decrease in their social status, which caused women to work in assorted sectors of the urban 

economy for low wages and long hours.141 

The Military and the Committee of Union and Progress 

The previous section illustrated how issues like venereal disease and female labor – both 

of which upset prescribed gender roles and sexual mores – had clear importance to the military. 

At the turn of the twentieth century, the Ottoman military was the largest institution in the 

empire, with a peacetime membership numbering some quarter million men.142 The military was 

from the beginning of the empire in the thirteenth century a fundamentally political body and 

was entrenched in the political culture of the Ottoman state.143 This characterization of the 

military’s political might arguably reached its apex after 1908. In one scholar’s estimation, 

during the second constitutional period, “the army had become the supervisor (denetici) of social 

life and had decidedly become a partner in political power.”144 One of the central arguments of 

this dissertation is that sexual policy in the Ottoman Empire between 1912 and the first years of 

the Turkish Republic must be understood in tandem with the exigencies of war. The historical 

milieu in which these polices were crafted was one where the military assumed an ever-wider 

role in public life and in the shaping of policy; that regulating sexual practice and its effects had 

an eye toward military concerns should therefore not be surprising. Considering wide ranging 

military reform along with ongoing reappraisals of morality and sexual practice at the end of the 
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nineteenth century and after the beginning of the twentieth century shows how events leading up 

to the Balkan Wars and World War I implicated sexual practice in the array of areas of society in 

need of reform. 

The army was one organization that had particular importance for shaping the contours of 

imperial sovereignty. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, there existed multiple 

factions in the Ottoman Empire that vied for power and had different visions for what 

sovereignty entailed. Leading up to 1908, under the umbrella of the Young Turks, liberals led by 

Prince Sabahaddin favored a decentralized empire based on the millet system that would benefit 

from guidance from Great Britain in particular. The Unionist wing, on the other hand, advocated 

for a strong centralized state that would significantly disintegrate the autonomy of millets in the 

empire.145 I argue that the notion of imperial sovereignty was based on the assumption that the 

Ottoman Empire’s borders needed to remain intact from perceived external and internal enemies 

along with increased state centralization. How this worked in practice, however, involved 

debates between a multiplicity of actors who sometimes differed how to best ensure that the 

empire survived. Even during World War I, the court of the sultan, the parliament, the cabinets, 

and organs of the CUP each had a stake in decision-making.146 

After 1908 and the CUP having won a majority in the Chamber of Deputies, opposition 

clusters began to emerge. Liberals took issue with the sometimes forceful character of the CUP; 

bureaucrats, led by Mehmed Kâmil Paşa, held onto the possibility of restoring the Sublime 

Porte’s power; some nationalists disagreed with the CUP’s narrow brand of Ottomanism; local 

groups resisted some state centralization efforts; while Islamists criticized some of the secular 
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proclivities of the CUP.147 The CUP’s methods of governance in some ways recognized the 

multiplicity of views on sovereignty and the ideological vehicles that shaped these views. One of 

the main discourses of legitimacy, Ottomanism, described by Carter Findley as “an imperial 

Ottoman supranationalism,”148 was a political tool with which the CUP could attempt to face the 

problems of governing a multiethnic state. It existed alongside other ideologies like Pan-Turkism 

and Pan-Islamism which, along with Ottomanism, the CUP drew upon simultaneously for the 

purpose of maintaining the empire.149 The various ideologies that existed simultaneously is 

reflective of the lack of a single vision of what the future of a sovereign empire would look like 

and the changes over time that marked the Ottoman quest for sovereignty. Especially after the 

Balkan Wars, Islamic solidarity gained increased importance in political discourse, for 

example.150 

One particular group that grappled with divergent opinions on the future of the empire 

was the ulema. To reform-minded ulema, the program of change that the CUP championed was 

one that could potentially synchronize with their own agenda.151 Conservatives led by Mustafa 

Sabri, who would become Şeyhülislam in 1919, assumed a more defensive posture over the 

prospect of “European-like” reform that could erode religious authority.152 Upper-level ulema 

were active participants in parliamentary debates over the tenets of the constitution and other 
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matters related to courts and law codes especially in 1908.153 Debates over religious officials’ 

authority were also occurring in other areas of the Middle East in the early twentieth century. 

Ulema in the Ottoman Empire followed developments that occurred in Iran after the 1906 

constitutional revolution closely, for example. By 1907, conservative Shiites who initially 

supported the Iranian constitution demanded that religious law supersede parliament’s legislative 

power. This entailed ulema veto power over any legislation that senior officials believed ran 

counter to Islamic law. The Iranian parliament eventually ratified a law that would establish a 

council of senior ulema that had veto power over the parliament, but declined to actually install 

the council at that time.154  

In the Ottoman Empire, however, ulema who desired to maintain authority clashed with 

the centralizing tendencies of the Unionists. After the 1913 March on the Sublime Porte and the 

Ottoman entrance into World War I, the CUP government continued to embark on a reformist 

program, most notably the erosion of the Şeyhülislam’s authority with the 1917 Decree on Şeriat 

Judicial Procedure (Usûl-ü Muhâkeme-i Şeriyye Kararnâmesi), stripping the meşihat of its legal 

privileges, and subsuming the şeriat and nizamiye courts under the Justice Ministry.155 This 

move was inspired in part by reformist ulema, who had called for a reevaluation of the office of 

the Şeyhülislam.156 The debate over the powers and limitations of the religious class illustrates 

that even during World War I, there existed a diverse set of opinions about the nature of 

sovereignty and which institutions would emerge as more or less powerful. Even if those in 
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positions of power agreed on the fundamental principal that that the Ottoman Empire needed to 

survive as a political entity, the extent to which certain aspects of state centralization – a key aim 

of Unionists – were palatable was very much in question.  

During the Independence War too, sovereignty could have different facets and different 

elements of Ottoman religious and political life vied for influence. Many conservatives who held 

anti-Unionist proclivities viewed Mustafa Kemal and his nationalist movement as thinly veiled 

Unionists in early 1919, whose rise harkened back to the threats that Unionist centralization 

posed for ulema authority.157 Ulema in Istanbul attempted to restore some of the privileges that 

had been lost under the CUP. For example, On June 19, 1919, the Ottoman parliament abrogated 

the Law of Family Rights that had been in force since 1917 following pressure from the allied 

powers, discontent from non-Muslims, and conservative Muslims who protested the reduced role 

of the şeriat courts in marriage that the law prescribed.158 By 1920, however, some conservatives 

began to support Kemal, believing that Muslim sovereignty over Anatolia was a more pressing 

concern than anything else.159 

1913 was a major turning point in the Unionist wing of the CUP gaining supremacy, led 

by members of the army. As such, these individuals’ vision for imperial sovereignty became the 

most dominant. Politically, the position of the CUP in government became increasingly 

precarious after it had won fraudulent elections in 1912. The Balkan Wars, however, “gave the 
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CUP a new lease on life, enabling it to appear as the only body with a program and the will to 

fight.”160 On January 23, 1913, a group of junior officers, led by Enver and accompanied by 

somewhere between forty and sixty others, stormed into a Cabinet meeting in what is known as 

the Bab-ı Ali Coup. Talaat most likely took the initiative for launching the coup, but the decision 

was made during two secret meetings of other Unionists.161 The War Minister, Nazım Paşa, was 

murdered and the Grand Vizier, Kâmil Paşa, was forced to resign at gunpoint. At first, his 

resignation indicated that it was at the request of the military, but he was forced to add that he 

was also resigning at the request “of the people.”162 Mahmut Şevket Paşa became Grand Vizier 

and Minister of War, Cemal was given the position of military governor of Istanbul, while Talaat 

became the Minister of the Interior. Fearing the possibility of a countercoup, the Unionist 

government used deportation as a tactic to quell opposition views, expelling potential dissidents 

from the empire.163 The coup marked the genesis of single-party rule in the empire; with a 

regime of martial law and states of emergency, the CUP could issue temporary laws (kanun-i 

muvakkat), which were approved by the Cabinet and were immediately enforced, but were only 

subject to parliamentary approval at a later date when it was in session.164 

In the decades leading up to 1908, however, the military was in a far different situation. 

After the 1826 abolition of the Janissary Corps, the Ottoman military continued to struggle with 

its combat performance. The 1877-1878 war with Russia, known in Turkish as the Doksan Üç 

Harbi as it took place in Rumi year 1293, was a major blow. The Treaty of San Stefano placed 

several Ottoman provinces in the Caucasus under Russian suzerainty, signaling a humiliating 
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defeat. The war also caused the Ottomans to cede further territory to Austria-Hungary and Great 

Britain in exchange for Great Power intervention. The Russian victory, however, spurred efforts 

to reform the military and in 1882, a German military mission, under the leadership of General 

von Kaehler, arrived in the Ottoman Empire for this purpose. A year later, when Kaehler died, 

von der Goltz assumed leadership of the mission. Tanin, the mouthpiece of the CUP, described 

in December 1913 the conundrum that the Ottomans faced in seeking foreign assistance with 

military reform:  

Since the appointment of Specialists causes so much jealousy and enmity among the 
Powers and brings misfortunes upon the Turkish government, we are disposed to say to 
the Powers, ‘We shall carry out our Reforms in our own way, but please loosen your 
grasp upon us.’ But alas! We need knowledge and specialized knowledge as much as we 
need bread. We do not wish to become estranged from Europe and so compromise our 
true interests. We must therefore apply not to the circles of political Europe, but to the 
conscience of a humanitarian and enlightened Europe and to impartial public opinion, to 
remove this machine press which is crushing us to death.165 

 
In spite of any reservations about foreign assistance, the military mission resulted in tangible 

reforms. In 1886, on von der Goltz’s recommendation, the empire was divided into seven army 

regions, which oversaw conscription.166 Conscription itself was standardized to make for more 

efficient processing and regular timing.167 He additionally expanded Ottoman educational 

training for officers similar to the German model, hiring German instructors to the War Academy 

and sending some Ottoman officers to the German War Academy in Berlin. Notably, von der 

Goltz was concerned with high incidence of syphilis among new recruits to the Ottoman army. 

He enlisted the aid of Dr. Ernst von Düring, a dermatologist who lived in the Ottoman Empire 
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between 1889 to 1902. Düring trained Ottoman doctors and worked with military officials to 

identify strategically optimal locations to build hospitals to combat the spread of venereal 

disease,168 an issue that will be taken up in more detail in chapter five. 

The generation of officers trained by von der Goltz came to play a crucial role in 

Ottoman politics, society, and military development as the twentieth century progressed. Two 

individuals were largely responsible for overseeing reforms after the 1908 revolution, Mahmut 

Şevket Paşa, the Minister of War, and Ahmet İzzet Paşa, the Chief of the General Staff, both of 

whom were German-trained.169 After the revolution, von der Goltz was again invited to come 

assist the Ottoman Army by the new Sultan, Mehmet V Reşat, and arrived in Istanbul on July 12, 

1909. In the twentieth century, Unionists and elite officers alike who had been educated in a 

geopolitical climate where the Ottoman Empire’s territory was significantly eroded increasingly 

adhered to Social Darwinist principles in their governance and command. According to this 

philosophy, it was only with the guiding hand of stronger, more rational and enlightened leaders 

that the Ottoman Empire could reclaim its place as a peer among the Great Powers in Europe.170 

As one Ottoman journal articulated in 1913, “Only the nation armed with national feelings 

(milliyet duygularıyla) can participate in the struggle and gain as a result of it the right to remain 

alive…The most obvious truth is that those who do not crush will be crushed. The inevitable 

place of those who do not heed this proverb is the cemetery and history.”171 
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The twentieth-century Ottoman military was by no means a homogeneous organization. 

From the deposition of Sultan Abdülhamid II in 1909 and the establishment of the second 

constitutional government, the Ottoman military weathered internal strife. The alayı segment of 

the military, meaning the rank-and-file soldiers who were chosen based on ability and who were 

instrumental in filling officer positions, had become increasingly dissatisfied with the 

ascendancy of the mekteplis, career officers that had attended military colleges.172 The alayı 

soldiers represented a more conservative wing of the military loyal to sultanic authority, as they 

themselves had been promoted in exchange for loyalty to the person of the sultan. Consequently, 

even after the promulgation of the constitution in 1908, it was questionable whether or not they 

would pledge fealty to the new government.173 Whereas the mekteplis believed that their 

professionalism should correspond to their political influence, the alayıs, unsurprisingly, viewed 

with apprehension the increasing political might of the professional officers. The prospect of 

losing promotions within the military to mektepli soldiers engendered acrimony on the part of the 

alayıs.174  

In April 1909, these disgruntled elements of the military, along with other subgroups 

including Islamists, liberals, and non-Turkish nationalists, launched a failed putsch in Istanbul. 

The CUP formed the so-called Action Army (Hareket Ordusu) to quickly suppress the revolt. 

The government instituted martial law, suppressed the freedom of the press, and used other 

means to suppress dissent.175 The command of the Action Army feared both a foreign invasion 

and a domestic uprising in the midst of the instability of Istanbul, thus necessitating the measures 
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taken in their minds.176 The squashing of the April 1909 counter-revolution both effectively 

ended to absolutist rule and further militarized the political realm of the empire.177 It also 

subjected those accused of participating in it to great suspicion; one such Ottoman officer 

recalled an interrogation with Bedri Bey and another police officer who asked him questions like 

“to which political parties to you belong?” and “who do you love?” before taking him to be 

beaten in order to try to elicit confessions of his involvement in the revolt.178 

The assignment of solving the division between young and old fell upon the shoulders of 

İzzet Paşa. This began with pensioning off senior servicemen in order to replace them with their 

junior colleagues, something which İzzet Paşa looked upon with apprehension, given that many 

of those who were to be ousted were individuals with whom İzzet Paşa himself had served.179 

However, the Supreme Military Council passed the Law for Age Limitation on June 26, 1909, 

which removed older officers and made room for younger recruits. A few weeks later on August 

7, the Law for the Purge of Military Ranks was passed, setting forth educational provisions for 

officers in a way that was designed to erode the patronage system upon which older officers were 

dependent for promotions and to further revamp the curriculum.180 In the aftermath of the 

counter-coup, administrative changes were also carried out. The Sultan’s General Staff (Maiyet-i 

Seniyye Erkan-ı Harbiyesi), which was a group under the command of the sultan that 

implemented imperial authority over the military and served as a conduit between the sultan and 

the General Staff and the War Ministry, was done away with.181 In its place, on August 14, 1909, 
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a new Council for Military Affairs was established, which elevated the status of the Ministry of 

War, then Salih Paşa, the former commander the Second Army.182 Another important institution 

that was established under the CUP was the Emniyet-i Umumiye Müdürlüğü (Public Security 

Directorate). The foundation of the Directorate can be considered the ending of the Tanzimat 

understanding of public security and the beginning of the CUP’s vision of how public security 

apparatuses would function.183 This was accomplished by subsuming the Directorate under the 

Interior Ministry and abolishing the Zaptiye Nezareti (Police Ministry). The CUP’s vision 

involved requiring security organizations to report directly to the Interior Ministry, controlled by 

the central government in Istanbul. 

One of the first tests of Ottoman military reform came in October 1912 when the First 

Balkan War erupted on the heels of the Ottoman-Italian War in modern-day Libya. Fighting on 

the African front strained Ottoman military capabilities in Anatolia and Europe, specifically the 

Ottoman fleet and the empire’s ability to transport troops from Anatolia and the Arab provinces 

to Europe.184 The war was a logistical disaster, with frequent confusion and disorganization 

within the Ottoman ranks.185 One German adviser lamented the state of Ottoman troops near 

Kırk Kilise: “We pass by the trains and columns of the Fifth Division. I get the impression that 

not much can be expected from the reserves. There is no discipline, they are inadequately 

equipped, have no training, bad officers. The image resembles a mass migration 

(Völkerwanderung). Only the artillery makes a good impression.”186 Liman von Sanders believed 

that Ottoman military training emphasized theory too greatly at the expense of “practical 
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work.”187 The First and Second Armies, which were to move against the Balkan League, never 

mustered the number of troops expected by the government.188 According to one soldier’s 

memoir, conscripts were severely undertrained; one even tried to load his gun by putting bullets 

in the muzzle. Others could not understand instructions from officers because they came from 

Anatolia and spoke only their local dialect.189 Another soldier added that communication with 

Istanbul was often spotty, hindering operations.190 Many rank and file soldiers had not been paid 

in years, while the families of even officers “were compelled to get their subsistence from the 

troop messes.”191  

The Ottoman Empire lost the First Balkan War, and lost virtually all of its remaining 

European territory as a result. The war “shattered Ottoman pride and self-confidence,” as an 

empire that once spanned three continents was reduced to an Asiatic state.192 As one soldier 

recounted in 1913, “I feel the bitterness of defeat in my marrow.”193 Another soldier, İ. Hakkı 

Sunata, described the sense of enfeeblement he felt before conscription and the prospect of 

fighting in a war:  

During the Balkan War, if there were an unavoidable battle, I couldn’t have even known 
how to wield a club…At that time, if they had given me a Mauser, it would have been 
even more useless to me than a club. I didn’t know how to hold a rifle, how to aim, how 
to load a weapon, nor how to pull a trigger. Back then, this ignorance was very 
distressing for me. A dreadful feeling had penetrated me as if I were a soldier, had then 
deserted, and was the cause of defeat.194 
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Beyond affirming the lack of training that soldiers had received prior to the war’s outbreak, 

Sunata’s narration signals clearly that the defeat was an affront to his masculinity. Without 

proper training on how to use a gun, he felt useless in the face of an external threat to the empire. 

Likening his lack of knowledge to desertion – misconduct coded as un-masculine – illustrates 

both the severity of his lack of proper training as well as the extent to which the defeat ran deep 

in the psyche of Ottomans.  

The defeat in the First Balkan War would have lasting ramifications for the empire. In the 

estimation of Hans Kannengiesser, who served with the Ottomans in Gallipoli, the Ottomans had 

used all of their war materiel in the Balkan Wars and did not have the industrial capacity nor the 

money to sufficiently resupply for the First World War.195 The Ottoman defeat also exacerbated 

the rift that existed between younger officers and their older counterparts, as differences emerged 

between the two groups in terms of their views on conducting warfare.196 Foreign observers 

noted both the generational divide within the ranks of the military and the issues that existed with 

the more youthful components as well; according to one Englishman: “It was essential that the 

army should be run on new lines. The Old Guard, as one might describe the ancient veteran 

officers, were discharged to make room for the good-looking, smartly dressed academy soldiers; 

who were of good material, but lacking altogether in the necessary experience.”197 In January 

1914, Enver dismissed some 1,100 officers for having “failed in the Balkan Wars” or who “were 

inefficient or too old,” a move that von Sanders believed was “not warranted by facts.”198 This 

allowed younger officers who had cut their teeth in the Balkan Wars to ascend to newer positions 
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within the military, including Mustafa Kemal Bey, compounding the purges that had already 

occurred in 1909.199 

Following the Balkan Wars, views on the purpose of peacetime among the military and 

politicians were also radically altered. The belief that peacetime was a period that should be 

marked by the preparation for the next war through paramilitary youth organization activities 

such as scouting and military education gained larger currency. One officer, who appears to have 

agreed with Enver’s assessment of the need to eliminate older soldiers from the army, noted that 

during peacetime, regiments consisted of older soldiers, many of whom lacked the necessary 

training and drills to perform effectively, in spite of their age and time in the military.200 The 

training of young men was instrumental in replacing these older individuals. Following the 

British example in particular, Ottoman thinkers who subscribed to Social Darwinism viewed the 

defeat in the Balkan Wars as a sign of “national degeneration,” and the weakening of the Turkish 

race, which necessitated the physical and moral strengthening of the nation.201 This rejuvenation 

had a decidedly militaristic character. As Ethem Nejat, an education administrator explained, 

“Our children must also become soldiers while they are in school. They must be educated in a 

way suitable for the military. Feelings of enmity and revenge must be fostered. The whole of the 

nation must become a nation that lives with feelings of enmity and revenge.”202 Leading up to 

the outbreak of World War I, Ottoman youth paramilitary organizations gained wider 

membership. According to one Austrian newspaper account in May 1914: 

Recently in Pera young Muslims in short trousers and khaki jackets and in half-stockings 
(Wadenstrümpfen) are seen walking around. They carry a backpack and a long baton. 
One can see them in small groups or in a long row with drummers at the top. Since one is 
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not used to seeing young Muslims between the ages of 15 to 18 years in knickerbockers 
(Kniehosen), they attract a lot of attention.203 
 

 It further described the beliefs of these boy scouts: 
 

The oath that these young people must perform is: I swear by my honor and dignity that I 
will revere God, that I obey the sovereign, always be conscientious and dutiful, respect 
the law, act as a brave man, love my fatherland will serve it with complete mind and 
body in peace and war, and obey all the customs of the scouts.204 

 
These organizations were designed to instill from a young age the idea that military service was 

something that every Ottoman was expected to fulfill voluntarily.205 The Balkan Wars were a 

costly reminder of what a lack of proper preparedness for war entailed and continued to be used 

as a propaganda tool to bolster troops’ morale. One soldier recalled that while he was being 

transported to Gallipoli during the First World War, he heard an announcement that still referred 

to the loss of Ottoman Europe during the Balkan Wars:  

The noble Turkish millet of your ancestors, progenitors, and fathers have ruled three of 
the four historical continents that comprise this earth for centuries. Of those, the 
European continent strayed. They prostrated the mighty crusader armies time and time 
again. They brought kings to their knees. They demolished castles in the Asian continent. 
They conquered. They overcame the wilderness, rode horses, and swung swords in 
Africa. The courage and heroism of the Turk made themselves known to the entire world. 
The Mediterranean Sea and the Black Sea turned into a Turkish lake.206 

 
Ottoman attempts to create a version of von der Goltz’s “nation in arms” through military reform 

and paramilitary organizations dovetailed with broader social policy that sought to blur the lines 

between soldier and civilian. The regeneration of the military needed to be coupled with national 

virtues, which were believed to have been responsible for past military success.207 Such reform 
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was meant to fabricate a society that was willing to defend the Empire and not stir unrest in the 

event of another war like the Balkan Wars; indeed, the CUP recognized the need for social peace 

if the Empire was to endure another long war.208 

 In sum, after the 1908 constitutional revolution and the 1909 counter-coup, the military 

underwent significant changes leading up to World War I. Older members were removed from 

their posts, while the Bab-ı Ali Coup cemented the importance of the military in decision-making 

processes. This is not to suggest that the Ottoman Empire was ruled by a military dictatorship; 

competing factions continued to exert influence throughout the war years. However, tendencies 

that pushed Ottoman society toward the idea of a “nation in arms” contributed to a clear 

militarization of the public sphere after the Balkan Wars. It is within this historical context that 

changes in sexual regulations must be understood – one where the Ottoman government, now 

controlled by a single party with clear input from the military – was facing an existential threat to 

its very existence.  

Defining Sexual Violence 

I suggest that the events described above need to be considered when analyzing the 

trajectory of policies regulating sexual behavior in the second constitutional period, one of which 

is sexual violence. Ruth Miller suggests that the Young Turks “had something of an obsession 

with sexual crime” between 1908 and 1918.209 She rightly points to the gendered nature of the 

Ottoman government’s concern with sex crimes, in that the state was only secondarily concerned 

with addressing injustices against women and providing those women that survived sex crimes 

with services and support, in so far as it was concerned with women at all. Instead, the CUP 
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understood those considered sexual deviants as “a threat to the moral and physical health of the 

whole” and their acts against common decency were imagined as attacks upon the nation.210 

Such an interpretation of sex crimes should be understood along with the general militarization 

of Ottoman society and the quest for sovereignty, as well as with the longer Islamic legal 

tradition of understanding zina as a crime against the Muslim community as a whole.211 The 

1858 penal code served as the basis for penalties toward sex crimes in the twentieth century, but 

the Ottoman government initiated several changes to laws regulating both sexual violence and 

prostitution that built upon the 1858 code. 

One problem in the sources is that for sexual assaults, Ottoman sources typically use 

euphemisms to refer to acts of sexual violence, complicating the task of historians to understand 

the nature of sex crimes. The different kinds of violence and trauma to which survivors are 

exposed is not fully captured by the terms used, which makes it difficult at times to speculate on 

the ultimate fates of both survivors of sexual violence and those who committed the acts. The 

term fiil-i şeni (indecent act) was most often used in correspondences to describe cases of sexual 

assault. Some terms like tecavüz, which now carries the meaning of rape in modern Turkish, or 

livata (sodomy), could also appear to give a degree of specificity. According to Başak Tuğ, fiil-i 

şeni has roots in neither şeriat or kanun law, the two bases of early-modern Ottoman 

jurisprudence, and emerged in response to how people themselves described sexual assaults.212 

According to one definition fiil-i şeni was “an expression concerning molestation against honor” 
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and adds that “it does not necessarily mean sexual intercourse (copulation),” while a French-

Ottoman dictionary published in the late nineteenth-century lists fiil-i şeni with a meaning of 

adultére.213  

In the eighteenth century, fiil-i şeni was used by courts as a means to avoid using terms 

from the şeriat like zina, giving them some latitude to issue “discretionary punishment” and 

avoid the strict evidentiary requirements set forth in the şeriat for zina.214 Other terms that appear 

in the sources during the Balkan Wars and World War I are hetk-i ırz (violation of honor), ırza 

geçmek (to violate) and ırza tecavüz (to ravish). In the Ottoman penal code of 1858, which 

marked the first time that rape was codified outside of the Islamic term zina and was part of the 

Ottoman attempt to standardize punishments for different religions,215 both fiil-i şeni and hetk-i 

ırz appear, with the latter serving as an umbrella term under which instances of the former, such 

as adultery, rape, sodomy, and molestation, were subsumed.216 Tuğ finds similar problems in 

eighteenth-century kadı courts’ usage of fiil-i şeni that were also present in twentieth-century 

documents, noting that while the term could be coupled with other clauses like “cebren” 

(forcibly), the vocabulary used did not often correspond to the complexities of the types of 

violence to which victims were subjected.217  

Article 202 of the 1858 Ottoman penal code, which dealt with sexual assault, was initially 

borrowed from Article 330 of the French penal code, and on the subject of fiil-i şeni, it 

prohibited indecent acts in public, and prescribed a punishment of three months to one year in 
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prison along with a monetary fine of one to ten gold pieces (mecdiye altın).218 Later critics of this 

law noted its inadequacy for acts of indecency, notably prostitution, that did not occur in public 

areas, but in private, closed spaces.219 Amendments to this article were ratified in 1861 and 1913. 

The first amendment also criminalized making indecent remarks to young people (harfendazlık) 

and physical harassment, while the second criminalized indecency that ran counter to public 

morality (edeb-i umumi muhalif olarak icra-yı fuhuş) in public spaces as well as pimping women 

(kadın oynatıldığı) in “semi-public” areas such as gardens (bağ bahçe gibi nim açık yerlerde).220  

Under the Young Turks, additional measures were passed targeting sexual assault. The 

penal code was an especially powerful tool for the Young Turks to delineate their definition of 

crimes; in a 1910 manual that was designed for gendarme leaders, the importance of the penal 

code was made clear: “Q: What is a crime? A: It means to act against the penal code, that is to 

say, to not do what is commanded by the aforementioned laws, to do that which is prohibited. Q: 

What else is necessary for something to be a criminal act? A: The penal code must show a 

penalty for that act.”221 Article 197, introduced on June 1, 1911, set separate punishments for 

individuals who committed “the shameful act” against children under the age of fifteen. Rapes 

against such individuals carried a mandatory sentence of not less than seven years in prison.222 

This was an expansion of the original article from the 1858 code, calling for a sentence of no less 

than six months for individuals who violated the honor of a child under age eleven. Article 198 

stipulated hard labor as the prescribed form of punishment, without mentioning a specific 
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 68 

amount of time, for having committed sexual assault, a punishment which was meted out 

throughout the First World War. An amendment to this article from 1860 specified a punishment 

of no less than three months in prison for having attempted to forcibly commit sexual assault;223 

hard labor continued to be used regularly as a preferred punishment for sexual assaults during 

World War I. 

As we will see, the marital status of both rapists and their victims became an issue that 

was salient to the Ottoman courts. Article 200 of the penal code dealt with this issue. The 1858 

text noted only that if a man sexually assaulted an unmarried woman, he may be liable to offer 

monetary compensation to the victim’s family in addition to facing hard labor. An amendment 

ratified in 1860 addressed the specific instance of sexual assault against an unmarried young 

woman who had reached puberty, stating that if the man deceived a girl by saying that he would 

marry her and then took her virginity but subsequently refused to marry, he would first be forced 

to offer monetary compensation to the girl’s family and then face imprisonment for one week to 

six months. However, the man was required to either confess to having deceived the girl or the 

girl needed to prove that his intentions were purposefully deceptive.224 In 1914, the penal code 

was again altered to stipulate that if a man married a woman against whom he had committed a 

crime specified in article 198, the punishment would be abrogated, again consistent with the 

Islamic legal tradition.225 

These stipulations regarding marriage especially were important for the CUP’s 

understanding of sexual violence as an affront to the nation as a whole, the effects of which had 

the potential to damage the war effort. Promoting marriage was part of the government’s 
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program of ameliorating social upheavals produced by war, namely reducing instances of women 

living without a male guardian.226 Chapter three will elaborate on this issue in more detail, but 

preserving the honor of women, especially those who were relatives of soldiers living or 

deceased, informed the belief that a woman was better off marrying her rapist than remaining 

single. 

Who is a Prostitute? 

Along with sexual violence, the second main issue that this dissertation focuses on is 

prostitution. As noted above, the spread of venereal disease was identified by governments and 

militaries across Europe as a potentially devastating threat to military effectiveness while 

observers in the Ottoman Empire also critiqued prostitution in Istanbul during the late nineteenth 

century. Regulatory efforts of the time should be placed within this broader context. Prostitution 

in the Ottoman Empire in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is a field that has garnered 

significant attention from social historians and historians of gender. The availability of sources is 

perhaps a major reason for this attention; police records, medical reports, and other sources all 

offer historians clues about the nature of prostitution in the empire that otherwise do not exist for 

other non-elite women. One French doctor who visited Istanbul in 1885 described brothels in 

Eastern Mediterranean cities in vivid detail: 

[T]he ground floor, looking onto the street and without glass closure, was converted into 
a kind of living room with a stage lined with carpet on which women more or less 
dressed prettily…and handing out smiles to passersby; in the background, a small 
staircase with no curtain indicated the climb to the rooms of the upper floor; the pimp 
circulating in the ground floor or stood on the doorstep, fez on head and cigarette in his 
mouth. These houses were all grouped in the districts of Galata and Pera and occupied 
alleys and small whole streets, forming a veritable district of prostitution. Some of the 
more luxurious homes were headed by European managers…the major source of profits 
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is the artistic or clandestine prostitution swarming in the singing cafes of all categories so 
numerous in Constantinople and in game casinos in relation to these music halls.227 
 

Ottoman efforts to regulate prostitution in the late nineteenth century can be traced to 1878, 

when the Sixth District of Istanbul introduced a commission that was responsible for ensuring 

sanitary control of brothels and the women who worked in them.228 This involved licensing 

brothels and registering prostitutes; information collected about the women included their name, 

any pseudonym, nationality, age, address, and a photograph. Each sex worker was to be subject 

to a weekly examination, the results of which would be recorded on her license card. If a woman 

was found to have a disease, she would be held at a venereal disease hospital and undergo 

treatment (although the woman herself was responsible for paying any fees for treatment). The 

commission also employed medical inspectors to supervise the functioning of these hospitals.229 

The execution of the ordinance created a differentiation between Muslim and non-Muslim sex 

workers, manifested in where these women were given medical attention; non-Muslim 

prostitutes were given treatment for venereal disease at the Beyoğlu Women’s Hospital, while 

Muslim ones were sent to the Haseki Women’s Hospital. In 1884, the plan set forth by the Sixth 

District was given full approval by the Palace; the ordinance would serve as a canvas for the 

much wider regulations that would be established in 1915.230  
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The Sixth District’s measures have been interpreted as having been inspired by the 

French model of règlementation that was put forth by Dr. Alexandre-Jean-Babtiste Parent-

Duchâtelet.231 The system inscribed prostitution within a medical framework; the main goal of 

these regulations in France and in other European countries that adopted similar measures in the 

late nineteenth century was the control of contagions spreading among men (England introduced 

state-owned brothels that were in force until 1888, 1911 in the Netherlands, 1917 in Russia, 1935 

in Spain, and in Italy until 1958).232 This entailed limiting the space in which prostitutes could 

operate through licenses to make them more easily controllable.233 What was new about 

règlementation was not its tacit toleration of prostitution nor its linking of sex work with the 

spread of venereal disease, but the firm connection it made between this toleration with an 

organized method of controlling diseases.234 

Syphilis, as a sexually transmitted infection, was especially important in larger Europe 

because it intersected public morality and military fighting effectiveness. French historian 

Claude Quétel dates the first outbreak of syphilis in Europe to the late fifteenth century, when 

King Charles VIII of France employed an army comprised largely of mercenaries of various 

nationalities in the Italian War of 1494-1498. Fewer than ten years after the 1495 Battle of 

Fornovo, instances of syphilis were reported across Europe.235 Contemporary astrologers 

ominously cited the appearance of five planets during the siege of Naples in the sign of Scorpion, 

the zodiacal sign of genitalia. Other theories argued that the infection could be traced to men 
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having sex with monkeys, while still others believed that men having sex with pigs was to 

blame.236 

Symptoms of syphilis vary depending on the stage of the infection. The primary stage is 

characterized by skin ulcerations called chancres. The secondary phase can be accompanied by 

rashes on the hands and feet and sometimes on reproductive organs. Tertiary syphilis, which 

occurs approximately three to fifteen years after the original infection, can result in neurological 

problems. The illness can be transmitted sexually, or during a pregnancy from mother to child. In 

terms of policy to combat syphilis, Alain Corbin quoted one French medical professor who 

described the relationship between the law and medical professionals in syphilis prevention 

efforts in nineteenth-century France that is also true in the Ottoman case: “Above sanitary 

policing float the medicine and hygiene that have inspired, directed, and illuminated it.”237 

Syphilis was difficult to detect, however, and it was only when penicillin was later invented that 

it became easier to treat effectively.238 

Regulations that gave clearer definitions to sex work and outlined how a brothel could 

operate in order to prevent venereal disease were only codified during the First World War. The 

Ordinance on the Prevention of Venereal Diseases (Emrâz-ı Zühreviyyenin Men’-i Sirayeti 

Hakkında Nizamname), enacted in October 1915, defined a prostitute as: “A woman who adopts 

the trade of having relations with multiple men by devoting herself to the pleasure of others, in 

exchange for profit or out of custom.”239 A brothel was defined as a place where two or more 

women congregated to live and resided in separate bedrooms or where they gathered temporarily 
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in order to prostitute themselves. Brothels that were opened outside of designated areas were to 

be closed immediately. In order to open a brothel, one needed to submit a petition to the Istanbul 

Police Ministry or, in the provinces, to their highest police authority, at least one month prior to 

opening the brothel. If there were more than one owner of the brothel, each individual needed to 

sign the petition. In these petitions, applicants needed to provide their name, residence, date of 

birth, citizenship status, address, and the property owner’s “name and reputation” and 

citizenship. Both the owners and the workers needed to provide two photographs of themselves. 

A license would be given after the police inspected the building and determined that it met health 

standards. In the case that the owner of the brothel died, the heir would need to provide a petition 

of his own within three days in order to continue the brothel’s operations.240 Individuals could be 

barred from opening a brothel if they had not attained legal majority (age twenty-five); if they 

had a criminal record, including those convicted in the past fifteen years of theft, pickpocketing, 

fraud, counterfeiting, harboring felons, driving women or children to prostitution; and if they 

were attempting to open another brothel within three months of the police temporarily closing 

another brothel that was operated by the same individual.241 

The space of the brothel was designed to contain sexual activity to a specific location. 

Prostitutes were not allowed to solicit clients outside of the brothel. One European active in the 

suppression of the “white slave trade” described brothels in Galata, perhaps in exaggerated 

terms: “In almost every case, each prostitute sits in a small compartment not more than 20 to 24 

inches wide with a wire netting in front facing the street…These were nettings are apparently 

placed there to prevent the girls from being molested by the men in the street, but they permit the 
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girls to call out to the passersby.”242 The ordinance was likely intended to rein in such public 

displays. Women could also not prostitute themselves in hotels or other places that were not 

specifically designated for prostitution. Brothel owners were required to provide the name, 

reputation, age, citizenship, and hometown of each of the prostitutes and any assistants working 

at the brothels. They also needed to provide two photos of each prostitute and assistant and 

submit either their passports or census registration (nufüs kağıdı). Failure to comply would result 

the first time in the brothel being closed for three days, the second time for fifteen days, and the 

third for a year. After the paperwork was finished, the brothel workers were to be sent to a doctor 

for an examination and would be given identity cards. Prostitutes could not work in the brothels 

until they had been given these cards, and if they were discovered to have been working without 

them, brothel owners would be subject to the same above schedule of penalties.243 

The order placed further restrictions on who was and was not allowed to work as a 

prostitute. Assistants working in a brothel were required to be at least twenty-five if they were 

women and twenty if they were men. In instances of noncompliance, under-aged assistants 

would be removed from the brothel and the brothel closed for twenty-four hours. Those under 

eighteen could not work as prostitutes. Syphilitic women were also forbidden from working as 

prostitutes. Those under twenty who worked at brothels would, however, need to be surrendered 

to their guardians immediately if the guardian so requested. Brothels in violation of this rule 

would be closed for two years. In theory, prostitutes were free to both return home, transfer to 

another brothel, or transfer to a different neighborhood. Brothel owners were forbidden from 

selling the girls to different brothels. Before they could relocate, however, they were required to 
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make an appointment with the police and receive a relocation permit.244 Brothel owners who 

drove “honorable women” or virgins to prostitute themselves, either directly or through a 

middleman, would be punished with the brothel’s closure for three months on the first offense, 

one year for the second offense, and three years for the third offense in addition to facing 

criminal charges.245 Brothels were also forbidden from employing foreign women.246 Although 

not specified in the regulation itself, this measure was possibly related to the suppression of the 

“white slave trade” in Istanbul, in particular. The measure was not intended to stamp out foreign 

prostitution completely and nor could it; as late as March 1918, residents of Istanbul still 

complained that foreign women were operating brothels in Muslim neighborhoods.247  

Regulations also set limits on who was allowed to solicit the services of prostitutes. 

Those who “appeared” to be under eighteen were forbidden from entering brothels. In the 

absence of a reliable form of identification, the regulation privileged the discretion of brothel 

workers. Those who were wearing school uniforms were also forbidden from entering.248 Brothel 

owners were also required to report any suspicious individuals that attempted to enter the brothel 

and those wanted by the government to the police.249 This clause illustrates the Ottoman 

regulators’ assumption that brothels were spaces in which unseemly individuals congregated.  

The extent to which the regulations were actually enforced, however, is hazy. The 

German military doctor Mayer’s account of brothels in Galata and Pera is significant due to its 

timing; he claims that he visited the red-light districts with a certain Dr. Wefik Bey, roughly two 
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months after the passage of the Emrâz-ı Zühreviyyenin Men’-i Sirayeti Hakkında Nizamname. He 

described his experience: 

The lanes were completely dark, populated by rather lively womenfolk, who were milling 
about in the skimpiest of clothing. Many also stood in brightly lit windows and wore very 
little other than jewelry on the neck, breast, and arms. When we both entered in uniform 
and had been noticed, a great clamor erupted and everyone in the houses vanished. We 
set foot in one house, were greeted by the Madam (Herbergsmutter), a Greek who spoke 
good French, and asked about our desires. Wefik explained that we wanted to monitor the 
execution of the new law. The Madam said with a grin that the Police District Chief and 
the Police Superintendent had already been there and received their fee. At the same time, 
she inquired how much of a fee we would demand. We received similar information in 
other houses. So, as per usual, the law had become a source of revenue for the police. 
Nothing else happened!250 
 
Werner Steuber, another German physician who was a part of the Yıldırım Army Group, 

also blamed the corruption of officials while he was in Aleppo, shedding light on how 

regulations were enforced in other major urban centers outside of Istanbul. He remarked on the 

conditions in the city: 

Those in Constantinople who go to the Grand Rue de Péra know the female figures 
coquettishly enveloped in translucent veils, who entice strangers with burning eyes. And 
when I go to the market here in Aleppo toward the evening, I encounter half-veiled 
ladies, Levantine beauties, at every turn, who become so dangerous to our inexperienced 
soldiers through the semblance of mystery. Things are particularly bad here, clandestine 
prostitution, street propositions, and dens of vice cast their nets in which the unsuspecting 
poor stranger just gets too easily ensnared. And the Asiatic form of disease [syphilis] 
appears virtually devastating compared to the Western one. But it is a bleak initiative to 
fight against it, all the more so as here the corruption of the Turkish officials stands in the 
way, since these individuals, sometimes themselves being participants in the acquisition 
of dirty money, view our efforts as harmful to their own wallets.251 
 

Dr. Mayer’s account is unique in that he provided a detailed description of Galata and Pera 

approximately toward the end of 1915 or beginning of 1916. Although Steuber and Mayer’s 

accounts may both reflect an exoticization of Ottoman women and gendered tropes of Ottoman 
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female sexuality, their descriptions suggest that wartime corruption may have hindered the 

policing of prostitution. The highly regulated, legal operation of brothels described in the 1915 

Ordinance did not translate into reality; in particular efforts to reduce instances of syphilis were 

generally ineffective.252 Although the central government worked hard to codify regulations, 

local compliance was still difficult to secure, a fact not unique to the regulations for brothels. 

Chapter two will illustrate how a lack of cooperation between Istanbul and local authorities 

would continue as the deportation policy was carried out more fully. However, it is important to 

account for the fact that the 1915 ordinance and late nineteenth-century efforts to regulate 

prostitution took place both within the context of threats to Ottoman sovereignty. 
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Chapter Two 

Gendering Deportations: Sex Work in World War I 

Introduction 

In January 1915, European consuls in Istanbul gave the city’s police commissioner, 

Osman Bedri Bey, a list of names of known procurers operating in the city. The accused 

traffickers included American, Argentinian, Austrian, British, French, Greek, Romanian, and 

Russian citizens. All but one of them were deported: 151 were banished from the country, 11 

were sent to Sivas, and 5 were sent to Kayseri, cities in the interior of Anatolia far removed from 

the capital.253 Bedri quickly rose through the ranks of Ottoman civil officialdom as he was a 

close friend of Talaat, the powerful Interior Minister who became grand vizier in 1917. Bedri 

was appointed as a prosecutor in the Beyoğlu district of Istanbul in April 1912 and became 

police commissioner of Istanbul in 1914. As police commissioner, he was “equipped with the 

near dictatorial powers he was given over Constantinople’s public life” by the ruling Committee 

of Union and Progress.254 Bedri was therefore free to use his power as police commissioner to 

carry out deportations of madams, pimps, and prostitutes. Many government officials and social 

commentators believed that the proliferation of prostitution in the Ottoman Empire at this time 

was one of the greatest social and economic challenges that the empire faced; with an 

unprecedented number of men conscripted to the military and the severe economic challenges 
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College Park (hereafter NARA) Record Group 59, Reel 39, Frame 867.1152/3 (March 24, 1915), Henry Morgenthau 
to William Jennings Bryan, Secretary of State. For a brief biography of Bedri, see Faiz Ahmed, “In the Name of the 
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254 Rifat Bali, The Jews and Prostitution in Constantinople, 1854-1922 (Istanbul: The Isis Press, 2008), 54.  
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created by the war, more and more women between these years turned to sex work to make a 

living. This development was especially alarming to administrators and to the military because 

public morality in Istanbul was of particular importance to regaining sovereignty in the Ottoman 

Empire, which had been compromised through territorial losses and foreign economic 

penetration in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. If the Ottoman Empire were to 

emerge victorious from World War I, it required a population that would be willing to mobilize 

and support future wars, and to bear their social impacts. Bedri’s actions suggest that the 

deportation of foreign subjects was part of this larger project.255 Describing similar developments 

in nineteenth-century Egypt, Khaled Fahmy suggests, however, when prostitutes faced scrutiny 

under the guise of protecting public morality, “there was something else that loomed in the 

background.”256 This chapter analyzes that something else. 
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Figure 1: Bedri Bey, pictured in Polis Mecmuası. Dördüncü sene, no. 70 (June 14, 1916). 

I argue that Ottoman wartime policy toward sex workers was part of a broader initiative 

by the CUP to shape the morality of the empire, an effort of considerable importance for both the 

social and political history of the Ottoman Empire during the First World War – women and men 

whose sexual behavior posed danger to the war effort were unwelcome in areas of strategic 

importance for the war. Policymakers considered the production of moral individuals to be a 

prerequisite for the molding of patriotic citizens.257 The policing of public morality was therefore 

a means to achieve the larger objective of surviving the First World War as a politically and 

militarily viable nation.  
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Specifically, I investigate the policy of deporting sex workers, primarily from the 

empire’s capital, Istanbul, to the more sparsely populated and isolated areas of the interior of 

Anatolia during World War I. Deportation had long existed as part of the Ottoman repertoire of 

managing sex work and other sexual behavior considered deviant or threatening; however, the 

unilateral abrogation of the Capitulations in September 1914 triggered a more aggressive 

response to prostitution than was previously possible. During the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, banishment of women considered immoral was a common punishment for sex 

workers. Ruth Miller argues that during this time period, the spatial dynamics of banishment, 

where those exiled were removed from domestic spaces, neighborhoods, and cities, make “it 

clear that gender, sexuality, bodies, borders, and political space are overlapping categories of 

analysis.”258 Sexual crime that led to banishment in this context “prompt[ed] political border 

drawing and sovereign population formation. Within these narratives of embedded law is a 

narrative of sovereignty.”259 This is the case because the sexual behavior of individuals had deep 

implications for the extent to which one could claim belonging to communities, both at the local 

and imperial levels; the physical removal of individuals from different spaces signaled a value-

judgment on who could or could not maintain membership in the community and one’s sexual 

conduct was an important element of that membership, or lack thereof.  

I concur with Miller’s observations on the dynamics between sexuality, political space, 

and sovereignty. There are a number of characteristics of exiles of sex workers during World 

War I that distinguish them from earlier examples and that make the connections identified by 

Miller even more evident. The policy of deporting sex workers had clear implications for 
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sovereignty, as a concept that refers to control over boundaries and centralization. For one, exile 

as a policy during World War I served a practical function in that many sex workers were 

deported under the auspices of administrative authority as opposed to by a trial, allowing military 

authorities more latitude to act independent of other institutions.260 The acceleration of 

deportations of sex workers continued to uphold the boundaries of gendered respectability that 

had been established in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This time, however, the central 

government and the military played a much greater role in this enforcement than they had 

previously, signaling a greater state presence in ordering deportations. During World War I the 

government and the military attempted to define the parameters of belonging that had previously 

been largely the responsibility of communities. Ensuring public morality within Ottoman realms 

– and by extension the morale of men fighting – was part of the project of protecting the integrity 

of Ottoman territory. The ability to remove individuals from cities and neighborhoods remained 

a powerful technique to assert control over those areas for the purpose of winning the war. While 

communities still sometimes petitioned the Interior Ministry or the police calling for sex 

workers’ removal, the ultimate decision rested with the central government.  

Second, the specific historical moment in which the deportations occurred imbues them 

with a new significance. It was only after the unilateral abrogation of the Capitulations in 

September 1914 that the Ottoman government was freer to execute exiles of sex workers who 

otherwise may have had access to foreign protections. Cavit Bey, the Ottoman Finance Minister, 

viewed the Capitulations as having a “devastating and ruthless” character,261 while the memoir of 

one soldier described the abrogation of the Capitulations as a “great calamity” that had been 
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lifted.262 I illustrate below how European countries were sometimes able to stymie Ottoman 

efforts to carry out exiles in the nineteenth century and that the newfound authority to enforce 

deportations after 1914 was a potent tool for the Ottoman government to broadcast its 

sovereignty over the capital city in particular in a historical setting where the empire was 

concerned with asserting its independence from European imperial powers. 

The years of World War I served as a crucible in which the CUP could test its theories 

about the destructive consequences of immorality on society and take action against what it 

considered immoral behavior.263 Measures taken by the Ottoman government during the First 

World War bear the imprint of the CUP itself and shed light on how the thought process behind 

Ottoman policymaking had far-reaching effects across the empire. Many laws passed during the 

war were provisional and were crafted by a small cadre of government elites; even some of the 

most important ones were issued without providing detailed information about the laws to the 

Chamber of Deputies or the Senate, resulting in an empire-wide imposition of martial law that 

diminished the authority of civilian officials.264  

Some historians have put the blame for what they view as a degeneration of morals in 

Istanbul on the shoulders of female Russian migrants, local religious and ethnic minorities, and 

Entente occupying forces.265 These arguments are grounded in the writings of contemporary 

Turkish observers, who bemoaned the wanton morals of Russian female prostitutes in particular. 
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These women were characterized as displaying “uninhibited attitude[s] and clothing” along with 

a propensity to drink alcohol.266 One soldier, Faik Tonguç, who was taken as a prisoner of war 

and later transported to Russia, remarked in May 1918 that, “The issues of the Russian woman 

and family are beyond our comprehension and understanding. The so-called woman question is 

like nothing else.” He described instances of “jealousy, and therefore the ensuing fighting, noise, 

crime, instances of abducting girls” that allegedly broke out among Russian women. The sexual 

morals of these women were also, in Tonguç’s eyes, questionable: “A cleaning woman whose 

husband was taken prisoner in Austria for three years had children that were approximately six 

months, one, two, and three years old. When asked, ‘Even though your husband has been a 

soldier for this long, where did you get these children,’” the woman would respond by saying, 

“How should I know, [the children are] from here and there.”267  

Their beliefs were also supported by some of the Ottomans’ contemporary German allies; 

the doctor Ernst von Düring, for example, described how he believed syphilis, one of the most 

outward manifestations of the perceived moral decline of the Empire, first spread in Ottoman 

Turkey: “For a long time during the Greek Wars of Independence, Russian troops were at 

Constantinople, and numerous Turkish soldiers came to Russia as prisoners. This contact 

probably carried syphilis to the population of Asia Minor.”268 Ottoman and Turkish anti-

prostitution polices were, in this context, intended to stem the tide of the encroachment of 

foreign cultural and sexual mores considered anathema to the kind of morally pure Ottoman 

Empire envisaged by the CUP. Even dating back to the period of Abdülhamid II, policies 
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designed to mold the morals of citizens were crafted out of “the desire to ward off foreign 

encroachment.”269 

 

Figure 2: Mugshots of accused traffickers, provided by Bedri Bey to the American Consul 
General. NARA Record Group 59, Reel 39, Frame 867.1152/3 (March 4, 1915). 

 
Since many of the only surviving documents about these policies were produced by 

government officials, finding the voices of individual prostitutes is challenging. This is further 

complicated by the fact that most Ottoman women were illiterate, and even the petitions 

 
269 Benjamin Fortna, The Imperial Classroom: Islam, the State, and Education in the Late Ottoman Empire (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 205. 



 

 86 

submitted by prostitutes were generally written by professional scribes (arzuhalcı), who followed 

the style guidelines of manuals for petition-writing (münşeat) and adhered to narrow rules about 

how to address the authorities. Consequently, many of the petitions are similar both in style and 

content, and they mimic some of the Ottoman state’s own lexicon of nationalism and patriotism. 

For instance, they frequently refer to female piety and male martyrdom.270 These petitions are, 

however, fundamentally personal in nature, as they contain individual stories, reasoning 

processes and demands, even though they were likely mediated through an arzuhalcı. They help 

shed light on how their authors understood their own responsibilities and those of their rulers, 

and they reveal common familial and economic problems.271 These sources also reveal the 

flawed logic that underpinned the deportation policy. Contrary to the goal of improving public 

morals, the policy exacerbated poverty and deepened women’s alienation from social support 

systems. The disorganized character of the deportations, moreover, led to confusion and conflict 

between provincial officials and the Istanbul government. This chapter begins by situating 

Ottoman policy within the matrix of anti-prostitution policies in Europe, followed by an 

examination of Ottoman wartime policy during the Balkan Wars and before World War I and 

finally analyzes the WWI-era deportation policy. 

Wartime Morality and Larger Europe 

Anxieties about morality in the Ottoman Empire predated the First World War, but as in 

Britain, the effect of the war was to center these concerns on the promiscuity of women and 

children,272 who were increasingly left to their own devices due to the mass conscription of 
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men.273 Susan Grayzel has pointed to male observers claiming to discover lax female sexuality in 

Britain and France during and after the First World War, and she argues that the female body 

was a site upon which anxieties over wartime social disorder were expressed.274 Similar attitudes 

prevailed among the Ottoman Empire’s WWI allies. In Austria-Hungary, the wartime 

government coded lax female morality as treasonous, increasingly seeking to regulate brothels to 

control the spread of venereal disease.275 In Habsburg-occupied Serbia, the sexuality of women, 

particularly prostitutes, became a “national battleground.”276 And in Germany, another one of the 

Ottomans’ World War I allies, military, political, and religious leaders alike viewed the First 

World War as an opportunity to promote an idealized male citizen who was both patriotic and 

virtuous and who would therefore strengthen the moral composition of the country.277  

Ottoman observers in the years preceding 1914 also blamed their recent military defeats 

on a perceived lack of morality. A 1914 article by Feride İzzet Selim in the journal Kadınlar 

Dünyası (Women’s World) entitled “Why Were We Defeated?” argued that the Ottoman rout in 

the First Balkan War in 1912 was not due to deficiencies in war materiel or manpower, but 

resulted from moral weakness. The article connected this weakness to a lack of patriotism and 

affection for the homeland among Ottomans.278 In a late 1914 diary entry, Ottoman soldier 

Abidin Ege similarly complained that the “Turkish people seem to have fallen into quite a 
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mournful moral backwardness” and that people in Istanbul were merrily playing in parks, 

ignoring that the country was at war. “Where is the Turkish people’s old moral purity?” he 

lamented.279 The moral purity that individuals like Ege believed was lacking was most noticeably 

threatened by sex workers in the capital. Prostitutes were a highly visible part of the cityscape of 

early twentieth-century Istanbul, which was compounded by the fact that many sex workers and 

brothel owners were non-Turks and non-Muslims. Until the establishment of the Republic in 

1923, Jews, Greeks, and Armenians were all active players in sex work in Istanbul, whether this 

was as brothel owners, procurers, or prostitutes.280 According to official statistics, 774 Muslim 

women were registered to work as prostitutes in the capital in 1915, although the actual number 

of prostitutes was undoubtedly much higher.281 According to one 1916 estimate, the German 

military doctor Georg Mayer believed that there were roughly 5,000 prostitutes in the Galata and 

Pera districts alone and 2,000 working in Izmir.282 A later estimate based on fieldwork carried 

out between October 1920 and May 1921, the American sociologist Clarence Richard Johnson, 

who taught at Robert College in Istanbul, estimated that there were between 4,000 and 4,500 

prostitutes working in the capital, with 159 houses of ill repute in the Galata and Pera alone.283 

According to Johnson’s research, 58% of the women working in these Brothels were Greek, 

18.5% Jewish, 13.7% Armenian, 6.4% Russian, along with a smaller number of Italians, 
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Bulgarians, Poles, Romanians, Germans, and French.284 In Pera at this time, the vast majority of 

brothels were owned by non-Muslims; among the brothels visited by Johnson, 79 were owned by 

Greeks, 45 by Jews, 35 by Armenians, 11 by Turks, one by a Hungarian, one by an Egyptian, 

and one by a Bosnian.285  

Ottoman men serving in the military took notice of these developments in Istanbul. One 

soldier, İ. Hakkı Sunata, bleakly addressed the capital as he passed through the city in early 

1915: 

Vileness, cruelty, hypocrisy, malice, disorder-debauchery have all filled your domain. 
With these, you seem to have taken on a decayed, disgusting heap, an irreparable state. 
Must this be believed? On this dark evening, in the horizons filled with gloom, only 
yours shines with radiance and light. Why is the blame placed on you for the carelessness 
of the ungrateful and mischievous children who were nurtured compassionately in your 
bosom? Do you really think others are more virtuous than you? Does cruelty exist only in 
Istanbul? Are there not beys, ağas, and paşas everywhere in the country who hang 
people, who cut others’ throats, who steal, who extinguish hearths? While they do these 
things, do they not submit before the sultan and feign friendship with the rest of the 
people? In the provinces, are there not those who plot against each other and afterwards 
smile at each other’s faces? Even if there is much disorder-debauchery in Istanbul, is the 
increase of syphilis the deeper one goes into parts of the provinces not evidence of their 
moral cleanliness? Was there no prostitution in Mecca and Medina during the time of the 
Prophet? Human power cannot stamp these out…Why must the city be liable for the 
torrent of wicked indulgences of a few uncouth treacherous individuals of weak 
morals?286 

 
The soldier’s description of the city raises a number of important questions about the moral 

landscape of Istanbul at this time. He did not appear to view Istanbul as being less morally sound 

than other parts of the empire; he notably pointed to syphilis in the provinces, evidence that even 

soldiers not on the top of the chain of command were aware of the proliferation of the infection 

across Anatolia. However, he clearly believed that the conduct of Istanbulites had tarnished the 
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reputation of the city, even though he left open the possibility of moral rejuvenation. His 

comparison to Mecca and Medina also solidified Istanbul’s status as a specifically Muslim 

capital city, or at least one where Islam would be the prevailing religion. Nevertheless, his 

dismay at the state of the city is palpable, even if the source of his anguish is a smaller number of 

elites rather than the masses. Another soldier wondered poetically as he passed through the city 

in February 1916, “Was I moving away from Istanbul or, if not, was Istanbul moving away from 

me?”287 

The public image of Istanbul was particularly important for Ottoman leadership due in 

part to European observers’ greater access to the city than other parts of the empire;288 evidence 

suggests that preserving the image of Istanbul was also important for maintaining the morale of 

Ottoman soldiers on the ground. İbrahim Naci Teğmen, a soldier who was likely a refugee that 

arrived in Istanbul during the Balkan Wars, reminisced in June 1915 as he fought in Çanakkale,  

Somewhat foamy, tiny waves crashing against the sandy shore with a sweet echo 
reminded me of Istanbul, ah, of that beautiful Sarıyer, which had such a deep effect on 
my whole self. Oh god! What happy, what excitable days had passed there, what blissful 
memories had I lived there. But what came to pass afterwards? A dream, a mirage. Now 
in my heart there is a sedentary and desolate tomb of those happy times! And now how 
distant I find myself from those places, from what I know.289 
 

From their writings, Teğmen and Sunata both appear to have fought with the belief that they 

could one day return to a capital city that was free of moral turpitude and could give them 

happiness in their postwar lives. Maintaining that image – particularly when it came to the sexual 
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conduct of women – was critical for Ottoman authorities to prevent morale among the rank and 

file from plummeting.  

Sex work, however, interfered with this romanticized version of Istanbul. In the late 

nineteenth century, European prostitutes often traveled to the Middle East and North Africa to 

escape poverty and to seek better economic opportunities. This increased the number of sex 

workers in the Ottoman Empire, particularly in Istanbul.290 The phenomenon of prostitute 

migration was also a cause for concern in the other belligerent nations of World War I, as war 

produced economic stress that produced dislocation.291 Europeans decrying the “white slave 

trade” told stories of women who had been transported to Istanbul on the pretense of receiving 

employment in the home of a wealthy paşa only to be sent to brothels instead.292 The economic 

aftermath of the 1917 Russian Revolution also swelled the number of Russian prostitutes who 

migrated to Istanbul in particular; this was part of a general increase in the number of Russian 

refugees arriving in the city after the Revolution.293 According to the British Foreign Office, by 

1921, there were 169 Russian prostitutes registered with the Allied Police Bureau, most of whom 

listed unemployment and famine as their reasons for working as prostitutes.294 As was the case 
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with other prostitutes, the actual number of sex workers was assuredly higher. Admiral 

Calthorpe, the British High Commissioner between November 6, 1918 and August 26, 1919, 

reported in 1919 that Russian migrants were subject to “treatment by French authorities [that] 

has been unnecessarily harsh and arbitrary,” while the state among Russian migrants was 

“deplorable.”295 

 

Figure 3: A crowded ship of Russian refugees near Istanbul, ca. 1919. (Library of 
Congress). 

 
Sex Work and Regulation before October 1914 

Chapter One described the principal of règlementation and its history in the Ottoman 

Empire in the nineteenth century. By 1884, the Sixth District of Istanbul’s efforts to inscribe sex 

work inside a medical framework had been blessed with approval by the Sultan. After this 

regulation’s approval, local administrators and the Porte alike further implemented other 

regulations and organizations that sought to dissuade women from engaging in sex work. Who 

were these women? Archival sources reveal the circumstances that could lead some women into 
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sex work in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.296 In one example, in May 1914, 

the Istanbul Police reported to the Interior Ministry that they had discovered a seventeen-year-

old Muslim girl named Marika working in a brothel. Marika was the daughter of a deceased 

major in the military and was without another job. The police called for further resources to 

investigate the brothel more thoroughly, specifically with the aim of learning when its prostitutes 

began working and determining an appropriate punishment for the brothel owners.297 Another 

woman, Marice from Bursa, reported in a petition to the Interior Ministry that she was married as 

a child and by April 1914 had two sons, aged nine and twelve. Her husband died five years 

earlier, in 1909, leaving her and her children without a source of income. Therefore, she set out 

to Istanbul with the intent of earning a salary and found employment in a brothel while her 

children lived with her mother in Bursa. However, her mother was unable to provide for the 

children, so she returned to Bursa and worked in a newly opened brothel.  

She then agreed to marry a police officer named Şevket, but this was met with objection 

by Şevket’s superiors, and as a result, he was relieved of his duties with the police and was 

forbidden from entering her home. This turn of events left her “in a destitute state” until Şevket 

ultimately abandoned her. Eventually, while she was wandering the streets of Bursa, a police 

officer detained her and she was deported back to Istanbul, with a stop in Izmir, where she was 

“confined to a room” (bir odaya habs). She recalled how even though she wished to live 

honorably with another man, the men’s colleagues would say, “wouldn’t you be embarrassed to 

marry an ill-mannered companion? How could you accept a woman who left a brothel?”298 
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Gendered constructions of sexual honor and purity were not limited to the case of Şevket and 

Marika; other men who had solicited the services of prostitutes also sometimes faced social 

stigma and were removed from their positions or faced difficulty finding work. According to a 

1913 report from Adana, a man named Hasan Rüşdi, who was released from his duties as an 

assistant to the Adana superintendent of police because of “immorality,” resorted to selling fruit 

drinks and sweets outside of brothels.299 

These instances speak to the challenges that many women faced in the aftermath of the 

Balkan Wars, which forced over 500,000 Muslim refugees into Ottoman Empire from its former 

European territories.300 Poverty in Istanbul in particular was widespread, especially among 

Muslim families. In addition to migration, Muslims comprised the bulk of the Ottoman military 

that fought in Libya in 1911-1912 and in Southeastern Europe in 1912-1913. As a result of the 

casualties of the wars, many Muslim families were left without a male breadwinner and women 

were often unable to find employment that provided sufficient income for sustenance. Such 

women, along with refugees who arrived impoverished, were foremost among those who turned 

to prostitution to make ends meet. One soldier’s account from November 1912 speaks to the state 

of these two groups, as he noted that crowds in front of bakeries in Edirne in search of bread 

were comprised only of Muslims and refugees and women left without men, most of whom were 

Muslim.301  
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The confluence of poor refugees and the widows of deceased soldiers stoked anxiety 

among the Istanbul upper class about the changing character of the city.302 In May 1913, for 

example, the Ministry of Education reported to the Interior Ministry that prostitutes in Beyoğlu 

in Istanbul had been observed sitting by windows and balconies while in a state of undress. This 

was problematic due to the brothel’s proximity to a school and according to the Ministry of 

Education, the prostitutes were seen “by hundreds of innocent students,” thus corrupting their 

morality. The police had been petitioned prior to the Ministry of Education’s letter, asking to 

order the brothel closed, but this had not yet come to pass, resulting in the persistence of 

“improper establishments that run counter to the learned and well-mannered school.” The 

Ministry of Education again requested in November that the brothel be closed and called for an 

investigation into the extent to which the students’ education of sound morals was disrupted by 

the prostitutes.303  

The spread of syphilis was another chief concern of Ottoman observers. Even before the 

outbreak of the First Balkan War in October 1912, the problem of venereal disease was acute in 

Anatolia; in fact, it made international news. In an article from the British medical journal The 

Lancet from June 1, 1912, a correspondent from Anatolia reported that: 

In another district almost the whole of the population was stricken with syphilis. Those 
who escaped the contagion were pointed to by the rest as something anomalous…No 
rational measures are taken and the customary lack of medical men is felt at every turn. 
The Turkish papers draw the serious attention of the Government to this deplorable state 
of affairs. The Government, however, is at present so engrossed by the conflict with Italy 
and by various other political matters that it seems to have no time whatever for needs of 
a more domestic kind.304 
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The War Ministry was aware of these issues and their impact on soldiers’ ability to effectively 

fight. On the eve of war, in September 1912, it noted that disease was spreading from Istanbul to 

Anatolia and Rumelia and other villages. The War Ministry further argued that it was necessary 

for soldiers to have weekly cleanliness examinations, where they would be cleaned under the 

guidance of physicians. In the event that a soldier did contract an illness, the examination could 

be used to determine the source of the disease. The reason for this was because, in the War 

Ministry’s estimation, military and social life were bound together; military problems were also 

social problems.305 Cities in particular appeared to be the centers of vice. In Konya, for instance, 

by February 1913, funds were needed to build an additional hospital to manage infectious 

diseases, syphilis among them.306 There were issues with access to examinations, however, as the 

need for a hospital in Konya illustrates. The extent to which individuals needed to travel in order 

to get treatment further impeded efforts to reduce instances of the infection. An example from 

Kastamonu illustrates this point, as the Kastamonu governor in February 1913 noted the 

difficulty of mandatory medical examinations for those wishing to enter into a marriage in order 

to check for syphilis. While explaining that the policy was “quite favorable from the perspective 

of the defense of public health,” he also suggested that it was difficult for poor villagers to travel 

long distances to the city center in order to complete their examination.307 

 Paramilitary organizations that were founded in the wake of the Balkan Wars also 

identified syphilis as a military problem, and sought to instill in young Ottomans the notion that 

syphilis was one of the maladies that could weaken otherwise healthy bodies that could be used 

to fight for the vatan. The relationship between the spread of venereal disease and the military 
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was not new in Europe; soldiers’ susceptibility to venereal disease had been known to doctors 

since doctors began studying the origins of these illnesses. The presence of venereal disease near 

military garrisons in Britain, for example, was one of the foremost drivers of the 1860s 

Contagious Diseases Acts.308 In Turkey, according to the manifesto of the Türk Gücü Cemiyeti 

(Turkish Strength Society), the Turk had become weakened due to shouldering the responsibility 

of being the guardian of Asia, Africa, and Europe. “Ignorance, not knowing a manner of 

sustenance, tobacco, tuberculosis, syphilis, malaria, alcohol,” it averred, “are the foremost 

elements of destruction that gnaw at our lives. If we do not wish for our Anatolia to be a tomb, 

full of ruins from top to bottom, we must work for the cure of their removal, understanding all of 

the calamities of these maladies.”309 Maintaining one’s sexual health was thus part of a broader 

obligation toward defending the state. 

Measures were also introduced that targeted women and sought to divert them from sex 

work at the local level. In January 1914, the Administrative Council of Bolu province proposed 

the construction of a vocational orphanage (ıslahhane) for prostitutes, also with an eye toward 

ostensibly shielding young Ottomans from contracting syphilis. Islahhanes were first constructed 

in the late nineteenth century and targeted vagrants, orphans, and urban children for “the 

betterment of the conditions and education of Ottoman orphans.”310 The Administrative Council 

lamented the fact that access to sex workers had led to young people contracting venereal 

diseases like syphilis. While the afflicted could go to the hospital, the problem according to the 

Council was that the treatments were only temporary and complete immunity could not be 
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 98 

assured from such treatments. Furthermore, the “youths that comprise the country’s 

distinguished individuals and sound elements” were the population most vulnerable to the spread 

of venereal disease. According to the Council, the functions of the ıslahhane were twofold. First, 

the vocational orphanage would allow prostitutes to learn about religion and how to earn a 

livelihood that would obviate the need for them to become prostitutes; it would thus “be a means 

for prostitutes to both reform themselves (islah-ı nefs) and improve their morality.” Second, the 

Administrative Council amended the proposal to give the vocational orphanage an additional 

function: that of a quarantine. In order to protect the bodily health and morals of young men, “It 

is necessary to quarantine the prostitutes poisoning public health under the Police Ministry.” The 

quarantine had a decidedly militaristic character that valued greatly the participation of law 

enforcement: “Upon the determination of a joint effort between the police and the gendarmerie, 

with the governor’s judgement, street prostitutes are to be quarantined in the ıslahhane belonging 

to their vilayet until they have reformed themselves.”311 This tendency toward military-style 

solutions to what might have otherwise been considered social problems would take on an even 

more apparent character during World War I, but signs of this tendency did begin to appear 

during the Balkan Wars. The gendered implications of efforts like the ıslahhane are also notable; 

as was the case in other European states, women were considered the vectors of disease that 

required monitoring and control, while men were considered the victims.312 

The actions of administrators were also placed under scrutiny after the Balkan Wars, as 

their behavior was sometimes deemed injurious to the war effort. According to one complaint, 

the Edirne superintendent of police, İsmail Hakkı Efendi, while the city was under occupation, 
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312 In Germany, for example, see Christiana Hilpert-Fröhlich, Auf zum Kampfe wider die Unzucht: Prostitution und 
Sittlichkeitsbewegung in Essen, 1890-1914 (Bochum: SWI-Verlag, 1991), 30. 



 

 99 

had solicited the service of prostitutes and that Muslim women unrelated to him were seen 

entering his home. Worse, he had allowed Bulgarian police and gendarmerie to gather in his 

house and consort with Muslim women, with whom they “made merry with music and dancing” 

(icra-ı aheng ettikleri). In doing so, İsmail reportedly deceived the young women that were in his 

home to prostitute themselves, in a way that was contrary to their chastity and honor and their 

own wishes (genç kimseleri bir suretle iğfal ederek fuhuşiyata tahrik ve iğra ile iffet ve 

namuslarını rıza ve arzuları hilafına olarak). İsmail submitted a defense of himself, arguing that 

in order for the act to have been criminal, there needed to be an element of deception in leading 

the young girls to prostituting themselves. He further argued that the intent of the law was to 

safeguard the morals and honor of young people, and for those who willingly prostitute 

themselves, such as the women who were allegedly in his home, the law did not apply. Making 

reference to his service during the Balkan Wars, he also argued he had faithfully served in the 

police force for twenty years and that he and his family were deprived for eighteen months’ 

worth of salary.313 In the end, İsmail was denied reappointment to his position.  

 The Ottoman government used deportation as a method of dealing with prostitution 

during the Balkan Wars as well although on a much smaller scale than World War I. According 

to a telegram signed by several prostitutes who had worked around Adana, the women had been 

subjected to weekly medical examinations by the Health Ministry in order to control for venereal 

diseases. Some among them were found to have had an illness and were sent to the local hospital 

for treatment and had been subsequently deported without the ruling of a court. The police had 

further attempted to exile the rest based on the medical report from the infected women, which 

they claimed was not factual. The Health Ministry defended its actions, arguing that in addition 
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to prostitutes needing to carry photographs of themselves, they also were required to have 

information regarding when and under what circumstances they began working in brothels. The 

uncertainty regarding the dates that the prostitutes were treated at hospitals for diseases and the 

dates at which they began working in brothels again constituted sufficient pretext to take action 

against the women. The women in question did not have proof of the dates related to their work 

in their portfolios that they carried with them. A letter from the Police Ministry of Adana to the 

Interior Ministry also added that according to regulations, prostitutes afflicted with infectious 

diseases were to be deported to their hometowns and attached the medical reports indicating that 

they had venereal disease.314 

European governments also sometimes turned to deportation as a corrective measure for 

prostitution prior to World War I. In Austria-Hungary, pimps (almost all German Jews from 

Galicia or Bukovina) could subject to deportation and eventual prosecution in the Monarchy if 

sufficient evidence existed.315 In British-controlled Aden, the colonial government introduced a 

policy on March 27, 1914, “in which it was directed that any woman seen loitering about, 

especially in the neighborhood of Cantonments, should be put up for deportation unless their 

explanation was satisfactory.” Furthermore, “Any woman known to carry on regular prostitution 

[outside of regulated areas] should be put up for deportation as [sic] undesirables.”316 Although 

the Ottoman Empire benefitted from exile’s existing precedent in Islamic law, that exile was 

used across Europe as a corrective measure for sex work indicates that Ottoman actions were 

part of a wider pattern of regulation that recognized the dynamics between sexuality, 

sovereignty, and space. 
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Defining Sex Work: Respectability and Gender 

During the Balkan Wars, the Ottoman government grappled with the best ways to deter 

sex work and the spread of venereal disease. However, a coherent policy had not yet been 

developed. During the First World War, deportation became one of the preferred methods of 

addressing sex work for the military and the central government. The policy both had an 

established precedent in the long history of Islamic jurisprudence, and it fulfilled the strategic 

needs of a twentieth-century military. In Islamic legal practice, Muslims who had committed 

zina (fornication) could be subject to exile. Zina was one of the five hadd crimes – infractions 

that the Quran describes as offenses against God – and it was punished with flogging, beating or 

even capital punishment.317 Two of the four schools of Sunni jurisprudence, the Shafi’is and the 

Hanafis, tended to impose banishment rather than corporal punishment when individuals were 

found guilty of zina.318 Although the four schools, which emerged in the ninth and tenth 

centuries, can have differing views on legal questions, they accept the rulings of each other as 

valid. Since zina specifically referred to illicit sexual intercourse, prostitution was a subset of the 

crime and likely included a small, but not insignificant, number of instances of zina. 

Kanunnames, law codes issued by Ottoman sultans, dating to the sixteenth century also both 

privileged the role of neighborhoods in policing morality and established banishment as an 
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appropriate punishment for prostitution. An article in Selim II’s (r. 1566-1574) kanunname, for 

example, stipulated that,  

if the residents of a settlement or village complain about a person for being a thief or a 
prostitute and reject him or her and want to expel him from their neighborhood, they can 
expel the culprit whose misdeeds are the talk of the town. If this person is not welcomed 
in his/her new place, she/he can again be expelled. But people should wait a few days 
since the culprit can repent and behave well, and if she or he does not, then they can 
expel him or her.319  
 

A preference for exile also informed nineteenth-century Ottoman law concerning prostitution. In 

1859, Grand Vizier Ali Paşa issued an edict stipulating either a period of forty-eight hours to 

three months in prison or three to six months of exile as a punishment for those convicted of 

prostitution.320  

During World War I, residents of Ottoman towns and cities were likely aware that 

deporting prostitutes was a common punishment of sex workers and this knowledge is reflected 

in their requests for governmental and police action. For example, in June 1918, a resident of 

Konya petitioned the Interior Ministry to deport the prostitutes who worked in the local brothel, 

arguing that since the governor had consented to the brothel’s opening in 1916, the town had 

witnessed an escalation of indecent behavior. The petition warned that “circumstances that will 

completely destroy public morality beyond recovery” were emerging. Young people, the 

petitioner alleged, were selling their parents’ possessions and committing theft to fund their visits 

to the brothel. As a result, “a state of affairs that will corrupt family order” was engendering an 

atmosphere of “disrespect [and] disobedience” between parents and children. The only solution 
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was to send the prostitutes into exile until they had “reformed themselves” (ıslah-ı nefs edinceye 

kadar).321  

The gendered nature of exile has a longer history, as well. Liat Kozma refers to 

“boundaries of respectability,” where neighborhoods in nineteenth-century Ottoman Egypt 

organized efforts to keep respectable women away from brothels and to bar prostitutes from 

entering respectable neighborhoods.322 Elyse Semerdjian notes the communal nature of 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century cases of banishment in her study of Ottoman Aleppo. Entire 

neighborhoods sometimes brought cases to court against prostitutes or procurers in order to have 

them removed from the neighborhood.323 Men too could be subject to public scrutiny for sexual 

misconduct. The male patrons of prostitutes could also be taken to court by their neighbors, 

which could result in flogging or exile.324 Even into the twentieth century, in order to quell 

instances of men kidnapping women and forcibly taking them to the mountains, Tevfik Bey, the 

governor of Konya, opted to cut the tassels of such men’s fezzes in public, thereby reducing their 

honor “to nothing” instead of sending them to prison. This, he believed, constituted a far more 

effective deterrent.325 

 Respectability was both a gendered and classed concept.326 Ottoman urban centers in the 

nineteenth century were flooded with manumitted slaves and migrants from rural areas. Women 
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the locals considered disreputable were thus often those who had resorted to prostitution because 

they had no alternative means of sustenance, and many of them were freed slaves, immigrants, 

widows, or divorcees. These women had lost their social support systems; they could no longer 

rely on husbands, slave owners or other patrilineal ties to protect them from destitution. These 

forms of male protection were particularly important in rural areas, because women had few 

avenues for employment on their own.327 Definitions of respectability also depended upon a 

specific vocabulary to describe the sexual purity of women. Whereas a man suspected of poor 

morals generally earned the label after repeated criminal activity, for women, any kind of sexual 

misconduct, such as interaction with non-related men or work as a public performer, could brand 

a woman as unrespectable, even if she did not engage in prostitution.328 

 Although these categories of respectability had been in use since the eighteenth century, 

during World War I, local enforcement was replaced by CUP administrative structures that gave 

the central government in Istanbul much wider authority to morally police the population. This at 

times struck directly against local prerogative. Some such CUP measures had a direct impact on 

the policing of prostitution; for example, the 1908 constitution stipulated that individuals could 

not lawfully enter someone else’s home without permission, a stipulation with longstanding 

precedent in Islamic law. Consequently, it was not possible for local police to carry out raids in 

brothels that doubled as domiciles, a tactic which was a mainstay in policing techniques 

previously.329 The CUP also established bureaucratic bodies that played an increasingly 
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important role in policing. Barely four months after the failed 1909 countercoup, where 

disenfranchised military officers failed in their attempt to revoke the 1908 Ottoman constitution 

and to reinstall the Sultan, the CUP established the Public Security Directorate (Emniyet-i 

Umumiye Müdiriyeti), which was designed to consolidate policing power in their own hands. 

The Directorate replaced the Police Ministry (Zabtiye Nezareti) and reported directly to the 

Interior Ministry;330 its establishment has been interpreted as the conclusion of the Tanzimat-era 

understanding of public security and the beginning of the CUP’s vision of a strong centrally 

located policing apparatus.331 With branches across Ottoman territory that were subjected to the 

authority of the Istanbul-based Interior Ministry, the Directorate gave the central government 

greater authority over policing in the provinces.332 Indeed, the Interior Ministry claimed authority 

over the maintenance of public order and security in all Ottoman territories.333  

 At the beginning of its rule, the CUP focused on combatting violent crime in Istanbul and 

on maintaining law and order in order to underline the political legitimacy of an empire at war.334 

In 1911, the General Police Directorate of Istanbul was also placed under the direct authority of 

the Interior Ministry, highlighting the central government’s focus on public security in the 

capital. Since Istanbul was the administrative and political capital of the empire, any public 

perception of unchecked crime and violence in the capital would have had catastrophic effects on 

the CUP’s reputation early into its rule.335 During the war, the Public Security Directorate and 
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the Interior Ministry amassed even greater powers and acquired nearly unlimited discretionary 

power to enact policies concerning public security.336 The American ambassador, Henry 

Morgenthau, noted that Police Commissioner Bedri Bey’s efforts to suppress the trafficking of 

women had had the effect of expanding the powers of the Istanbul Police: “He took advantage of 

the peculiar state of affairs that had made him the Law, personified, and profiting by the 

knowledge and expertise of public spirited men who have been watching the situation closely, 

eagerly waiting an opportunity to find the means of stopping this curse, [he] once and for all, 

stepped boldly in and secured the city.”337 The regulation of sexuality was one area that Ottoman 

officials targeted with their powers over policing and developed task forces designed specifically 

to monitor and control sexual behavior. In 1909, the Public Security Directorate established the 

Zabita-ı Ahlakiye (Morality Police), whose duties involved documenting the women who worked 

in brothels, preventing women infected with venereal diseases from working in brothels, and 

treating venereal disease patients.338 Once the war began, the Zabita-ı Ahlakiye was further 

charged with the task of pursuing those suspected of involvement in the trafficking of prostitutes 

to Istanbul.339 The organization also operated a school designed to teach prostitutes skills like 

sewing and tailoring, with which they could earn an alternative source of income.340 The Istanbul 

Police believed that the root causes of prostitution were poverty and obstacles to employment, 

and they endeavored to redirect prostitutes toward what they considered more honorable work.341  
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Sex and Sovereignty: Reshaping the Empire through Deportations 

High-ranking officials in Istanbul supported deportations to correct lapses in public order 

and morality. Cemal Paşa, appointed military governor of Istanbul in 1913 and later the governor 

of Syria in 1914, boasted in his 1922 memoir that during his term of office in Istanbul he had 

“proved that [he was] one of the most zealous advocates of the emancipation of women,”342 

because he believed he worked to protect Turkish women from exposure to indecent behavior. 

This was achieved, in part, through deporting what he deemed undesirable elements of Istanbul. 

Cemal painted a bleak picture of early twentieth-century Istanbul, where Muslim women, even 

the elderly, could not walk down the streets without being subjected to harassment from men 

“who made indecent suggestions” or others who were emboldened to make improper physical 

contact. Noting that the Ottoman penal code lacked sufficient punitive provisions to respond 

adequately to such abuse, Cemal described the measures he took: “I issued a warning that men 

who used insulting language and women who accosted ladies should be transported to the 

interior. After four of five examples had been made our women were able to walk the streets 

without further molestation. For the first time a definite step had been taken to place the personal 

freedom of Turkish women on a secure basis.”343 According to Cemal, the degeneration of public 

morality was “always more or less noticeable in proportion as the Government was strong or 

weak.”344 

 Cemal’s characterization speaks to the gendered nature of the perception that immoral 

behavior had increased during wartime, one that was common across Europe. For men, examples 

of such behavior generally included profiteering, shirking military service, soliciting the services 
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of prostitutes, drunkenness, and violent behavior, while women’s behavior was typically coded 

as laxity of sexual morals, particularly as it was manifested in illegal prostitution, the operation 

of brothels, and the sale of children into prostitution.345 Solicitation of prostitutes damaged the 

idealized image of the male “Little Mehmet,” a term popularized in official Ottoman war 

propaganda and similar to the British Tommy Boy or the French poilu.346 The image of the 

prostitute was contrasted with Ottoman Muslim women who were “angels of charity”: nurses, 

charity organizers and supporters. One Baghdad newspaper in 1915, for example, stressed the 

“silent, quiet way in which women work in wartime to help.”347 Official discourse concentrated 

on the contributions of upper-class women and their voluntary contributions to the war effort, 

and it elided the economic impact of the war for the majority of Ottoman women, who suffered 

economic privation and were forced to rely on state support systems.348 Such depictions of 

women were important for maintaining morale for men fighting; one soldier fighting on the 

eastern front described how he imagined the wartime activities of women and children: “The 

poor Turkish village women are quite miserable in the snowfalls, in the storms. For the sake of 

the defense of the nation, the family and the children of the Turkish soldier who heroically 

clashes with the enemy cry and wail together.”349 Rather than engaging in behavior considered 

immoral, the idealized family of the soldier was one that endured tribulations of their own and 

faithfully supported their male relatives. This could even extend to other ethnicities for some 

Turkish soldiers; one said of a Greek woman in June 1915: “I saw many times that in Greek 
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villages along our journey, especially in Maltepe village, that the people were carrying 

earthenware and copper jugs on their shoulders. Above all, among them a woman, on account of 

the fact her husband was a soldier, spent hours drawing water from a well, nearly broke her arms, 

[and] again started her labor. Although they were Greek, because only one of them was among 

us, that is to say in the military, they were making this kind of sacrifice.”350 

 

Figure 4: Rendering of a nurse. ATASE BDH 2518-14-1-27. 

In order to combat the perceived increase in moral laxity during the war and redirect 

women toward officially sanctioned wartime activities, state organizations like the Osmanlı 

Kadınları Çalıştırma Cemiyet-i İslamiyesi (Society for the Employment of Ottoman Muslim 
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Women) established branches in Beyoğlu, Sultanahmet, and Üsküdar,351 the neighborhoods of 

Istanbul that had the largest number of brothels in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.352 

These neighborhoods had such a reputation for immorality that it was dangerous for respectable 

women to even be seen in them. In a fictional story published in the journal Türk Kadını (The 

Turkish Woman) in 1918, the relationship between a deployed solider and his wife is strained 

and he suspects her of infidelity just because she was seen on the streets of Beyoğlu.353 

 Prior to the abrogation of the Capitulations in 1914, it was, however, a struggle for 

Ottoman authorities to obtain access to brothels that were owned by non-Ottoman citizens, most 

of which were in the red-light districts of Galata and Pera. An article in the newspaper Stamboul 

in 1876 described how the Justice Ministry had ordered the arrest and deportation of enough 

foreign prostitutes such that “two boats were packed” with them. The measure was taken to 

remove prostitutes who, the newspaper claimed, “congregated in the revolting neighborhoods of 

Galata” in order to “root out” the “disgraceful trade.” Great Power consuls objected, however, 

causing the plan to be aborted.354 Even after the implementation of the 1884 anti-venereal 

disease regulation, Ottoman authorities were unable to enter foreign-owned premises to 

determine whether or not the women working there were complying with regulations, as non-

Ottoman brothel owners could not be punished under Ottoman law.355 This was due to the 

Capitulations, unequal treaties between the Ottoman Empire and the Great Powers that granted 

some European citizens extraterritorial rights and reduced taxation. The Capitulations were 

originally granted from a position of Ottoman economic and geopolitical strength in the sixteenth 

 
351 Yakut and Yetkin, “II. Meşrutiyet Dönemi’nde Toplumsal Ahlâk Bunalımı,” 285. 
352 Özbek, “The Regulation of Prostitution,” 563-4. 
353 Birsen Talay Keşoğlu, “Son Dönem Osmanlı’da Türk Kimliğinin Oluşturulmasında Kadın Biçilen Roller: 
Milliyetçilik ve Türk Kadını,” Tarih ve Toplum Yeni Yaklaşımlar 11 (2010): 147. 
354 Quoted in Bulletin Continental no. 5 (May 15, 1882). 
355 Wyers, “Wicked Istanbul,” 87 
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century, but over time became a foothold for the expansion of European extraterritoriality in the 

Empire, as European countries were able to dictate the terms of the agreements.356 Part of the set 

of extraterritorial rights that European countries enjoyed was the ability to establish consular 

courts that had jurisdiction over their citizens living in the empire. Foreign brothel owners and 

prostitutes thus enjoyed special legal protections.357 Consulates were even known to stifle the 

efforts of their citizens working against procurers; the German feminist Bertha Pappenheim 

wrote in 1911 that, “The German Embassy has set itself against my desire to either undermine or 

[somehow] break through the Capitulatory rights [of Europeans in the Ottoman Empire]! They 

deem it unnecessary [to do so simply] on behalf of the few German girls who are in 

circulation.”358 Individuals facing arrest by either the Ottoman government or a foreign consul at 

times skirted punishment by obtaining passports from a different country and claiming protection 

under their new citizenship, further hampering Ottoman policing.359 Some local residents also 

bemoaned what they perceived to be inadequate official measures to limit prostitution. A petition 

from inhabitants of Kastamonu, for example, claimed that prostitutes were arrested repeatedly by 

the police, but their morals never improved, and they would immediately return to prostituting 

themselves upon release from prison.360 

 
356 Kate Dannies and Stefan Hock, “A Prolonged Abrogation? The Capitulations, the 1917 Law of Family Rights 
and the Ottoman Quest for Sovereignty in World War I,” unpublished article manuscript, 2019. 
357 Wyers, “Wicked Istanbul,” 87. For example, when a prostitute named Marika, whose citizenship was a matter of 
dispute, got into a fight with another brothel resident, the Russian Consulate sent two agents to a brothel in Beyoğlu 
to forcibly remove her, injuring another worker in the brothel when a dispute broke out. The Ottoman police 
criticized the methods of the Russian agents, arguing that such an investigation was the rightful task of the police 
and that the Russians were overstepping their authority. They requested that the Interior Ministry take steps to 
dissuade the Russian consulate from taking similar measures again in the future. BOA.DH.H 64/40-2 (January 3, 
1913). 
358 Quoted in Bali, The Jews and Prostitution, 40. 
359 Wyers, “Wicked Istanbul,” 88-9. 
360 BOA.DH.EUM.6.ŞB 46/31 (September 22, 1918). 
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 As the war drew closer, the Ottomans began to take more resolute measures with foreign 

representatives and other foreigners residing in Istanbul. On March 26, 1914, the Ottoman 

Foreign Ministry demanded that, “in the interest of public health,” state medical examiners 

should be given access to the brothels owned by Austro-Hungarian subjects and that regardless 

of whether or not the brothels were registered with the government, they be “subject to 

continuous surveillance.”361 By June, Austro-Hungarian embassy officials drafted a reply 

indicating that while they appreciated the concerns related to “ hygiene and public order that 

inspired this request,” they would allow access only to state doctors and only in cases where the 

Ottoman government had previously informed the consulate that the establishment in question 

was a brothel operated by Austrian or Hungarian subjects.362 This partial acquiescence to 

Ottoman demands was a watershed moment; for the first time, Austro-Hungarian officials were 

forced to accept a potential limitation of their capitulatory privileges.363 That access to brothels 

and sex workers was the issue at stake for the Ottomans and Austria-Hungary here speaks to the 

importance that sex work had for Ottoman sovereignty. Access to brothels owned by non-

Ottomans had long been a point of privilege for European consuls in the empire, as the example 

above from Stamboul illustrated. Along with policies that regulated travel and the movements of 

foreigners, this measure was an early part of a broader effort to define and limit the privileges of 

foreigners in the Ottoman Empire during World War I.364  

 After the Ottoman entrance into the First World War and the unilateral abolition of the 

Capitulations on September 9, 1914, a move designed to remove constraints on Ottoman wartime 

 
361 Haus-, Hof-, und Staatsarchiv, Vienna, Austria (hereafter HHStA) F 52/47366, transcript of a notice delivered to 
the Austro-Hungarian Embassy (March 26, 1914). 
362 HHStA F 52/47366, transcript of a notice to the Ottoman Foreign Ministry (June 9, 1914). 
363 Fuhrmann, “‘Western Perversions,’” 168. 
364 Sever, Istanbul’s Great War, 197-210. 
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policymaking,365 the CUP government was emboldened to carry out more aggressive actions and 

argued that the maintenance of social order was necessary if the empire were to survive the war. 

Deportations of prostitutes and accused traffickers, most of whom were in Istanbul, began in 

earnest in early 1915. This historical moment was especially fraught in Istanbul; fears of 

revolution gripped the city after the Ottoman defeat in Sarıkamış in January 1915, which ran 

concurrent with worries that Bulgaria could join the Entente and overrun the city or that Britain 

would break through the Dardanelles to capture Istanbul.366 With these fears circling over 

Istanbul, Bedri Bey began to remove individuals who had the potential to upset the city’s social 

order. Young, unemployed men were rounded up and banished from the city. Non-Ottoman 

citizens who were accused of participating in “white female trafficking” (beyaz kadın ticareti), a 

term used historically to denote trafficking of white European women by non-Europeans, were to 

be also deported from the empire, while Ottoman citizens were to be “transported to interior 

provinces.”367  

“Utmost Misery and Distress”: Deportations in Practice 

The Istanbul Police often justified the deportations by arguing that they were for the 

“preservation of public morality,”368 upon which public security and order were dependent. 

Individuals who took part in other actions deemed injurious to public morality also sometimes 

 
365 On the abrogation of the Capitulations, see Feroz Ahmad, “Ottoman Perceptions of the Capitulations, 1800-
1914,” Journal of Islamic Studies 11, no. 1 (2000): 1-20. 
366 Ronald Grigor Suny, “They Can Live in the Desert but Nowhere Else”: A History of the Armenian Genocide 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), 242. 
367 The language of the order can be found in BOA.DH.EUM.ADL 49/20 (October 21, 1916). Individuals could be 
deported from Istanbul either with or without an order from the Ottoman Courts Martial. BOA.DH.EUM.ADL 28/38 
(March 4, 1916). The Istanbul Police made plans to deport non-Ottoman citizen prostitutes from “enemy nations” by 
way of Bulgaria in May 1915 and requested that the Interior Ministry obtain approval from the Bulgarian 
government. BOA.DH.EUM.5.ŞB 24/3 (May 5, 1915). Some non-Ottoman citizens were deported to the interior 
provinces before being sent out of the country; one such Bulgarian citizen was sent to Ankara before leaving for 
Bulgaria. BOA.DH.ŞFR 55A-9 (August 31, 1915). 
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faced deportation. On June 18, 1917, the governor of Hüdavendigar province wrote to the Fifth 

Army Command regarding a woman named Terliyeli Mariodiçe bint Kastanti, who was working 

as an unlicensed midwife in Bursa and who “brought a number of soldiers’ families to various 

locations and incited them to vice.” The police decided to deport her, and the governor requested 

that she first be transported to a town called Seküd while a decision about her permanent 

resettlement was made.369 Mariodiçe’s case also fell under the jurisdiction of a 1915 regulation 

that made all ranks of medical personnel, including midwives, responsible for reporting cases of 

syphilis to higher-ranking medical and military authorities.370 Under Ottoman logic, her failure to 

adhere these regulations posed a threat to the war effort and made her subject to deportation.371 

Another case involved a man named Ali who had escaped from prison and had formed an armed 

band of robbers around Bursa in the middle of 1917. Two women, his sister Fatima and the wife 

of another man from their village, also named Fatima, were accused of “harboring Ali and giving 

him guidance” and were deported.372 

 Prostitutes were, however, the main targets of deportations that resulted from a concern 

over public morality. Although Muslim women were forbidden by Islamic law to work as 

prostitutes, during World War I, Muslim women were issued licenses by the Police Directorate 

to work as prostitutes in order to better monitor their health and prevent the spread of venereal 

 
369 T.C. Genelkurmay Askeri Tarih ve Stratejik Etüt Başkanlığı Arşivi, Ankara (hereafter ATASE), BDH-3452-76-
13 (June 18, 1917), governor of Hüdavendigar to the Fifth Army Command. According to Şemseddin Sami’s 
Kamus’ül Alam, Seküd was 100 kilometers southeast of Bursa. Şemseddin Sami, Kamus’ül Alam: Tarih Coğrafya 
Lügatinı ve Tabir-i ashale-i kaffe-i esma-i hassayi camidir (Dictionnaire Universal d’Historie et de Geographie), 
vol. 4 (Istanbul: Mihran Matbaası, 1894), 2587. On the issue of state surveillance of midwives, see Tuba Demirci 
and Selçuk Akşın Somel, “Women’s Bodies, Demography, and Public Health: Abortion Policy and Perspectives in 
the Ottoman Empire of the Nineteenth Century,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 17, no. 3 (2008): 399-400. 
370 Seçil Yılmaz, “Threats to Public Order and Health: Mobile Men as Syphilis Vectors in Late Ottoman Medical 
Discourse and Practice,” Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies 13, no. 2 (2017): 234-5. 
371 A law was passed in 1921 prohibiting unlicensed doctors from treating venereal disease in Turkey. Mulzer, 
“Bericht über die sittenpolizeilichen Maßnahmen,” 1632. 
372 ATASE, BDH-3452-76-16 (June 13, 1917). 
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disease.373 Nevertheless, Muslim women engaging in sex work was not a preferential 

development. Those men and women who were accused of encouraging Muslims to participate 

in sex work were among those who faced deportation. A woman named Mari bint Andon was 

deported from Istanbul to Konya in 1917 by the military government because she had 

clandestinely admitted Muslim women into her home, outfitted them with hats, and then acted as 

a mediator to prostitute them to strangers.374 In 1918, a woman named Harope petitioned the 

Interior Ministry after she and several other women had been deported from Galata to Ankara for 

having operated an illegal brothel and that “with the aim of procuring a profit,” she converted to 

Islam and then apostatized from Islam again several times, giving rise to “much harm.”375 As 

was the case with Mariodiçe, women like Mari and Harope could face deportation for a failure to 

adhere to regulations, in this case, prostituting unlicensed Muslim women. The fact that she was 

assisting Muslim women in particular prostitute themselves, along with her multiple conversions, 

was also a particular source of ire for Ottoman officials. As seen above, Muslim prostitutes 

clashed with the image of Muslim women as patriotic supporters of male soldiers in official 

Ottoman discourse. 

In the case of a woman named Seher and her daughter, Saniye, both of whom had been 

deported from Kale-i Sultan to Pazarköy in 1917 for “improper behavior” and “driving soldiers 

to mischief,” Seher petitioned the Public Security Directorate for return to Kale-i Sultan. Seher 

identified herself as the wife of a deployed soldier, a fact that women often noted in their 

petitions as signs of their patriotism. The governor of Kale-i Sultan informed the Interior 

 
373 Yılmaz, “Threats,” 230. 
374 BOA.DH.EUM.3.ŞB 22/15 (June 17, 1917). 
375 BOA.DH.EUM.2.ŞB 60/62 (July 14, 1918). Another prostitute named Tartik from the town of Malkara had 
attempted to convert to Islam, but her request was denied on the grounds of her profession. DH.EUM.2.ŞB 33/26 
(January 8, 1917). 



 

 116 

Ministry that Saniye had married since her transport to Pazarköy and that a member of the police 

had moved into their “vacated” home in Kale-i Sultan.376 Therefore, the governor argued, their 

return was not possible. This case underscores both the social and military utility of deportations 

in the minds of Ottoman officials. The police viewed Saniye having married as a stabilizing force 

in her new locale, while security forces commandeered a living space in Kale-i Sultan. Housing 

was in short supply during the war,377 and deportations in this case allowed Ottoman officials to 

seize housing for security forces.  

 Deportations often caused extreme disruption to the economic livelihood of entire 

families. A Jewish woman named Dina was deported from Istanbul to Kayseri, while her 

husband was sent to Sivas, due to their alleged involvement in the “white slave trade.” In a letter 

dated March 21, 1916, Dina’s brother petitioned the Public Security Directorate on her behalf, 

requesting that she be allowed to return to Istanbul, arguing that she was an “honorable 

woman.”378 The Istanbul Police denied his request, however, leaving Dina alone in Kayseri.379 

The decision of the Istanbul Police to remove Dina from male financial support systems would 

have only made it more likely that she would resort to the sex trade in Kayseri, undercutting the 

Ottomans’ reasoning for ordering deportations. Women were also separated from their children 

as a result of the deportation policy. Marika Delamiçe was an Ottoman citizen who was deported 

by military authorities to Konya on April 16, 1917, for having invited Muslim women to her 

home and encouraging them to prostitute themselves to foreign men. In March 1918, her children 

sent a petition to the Interior Ministry seeking their mother’s return:  

Even if it can be assumed and accepted that the act was committed, would a mother not 
have drawn a moral of renewal (intibah) from enduring a lasting punishment of one year 

 
376 BOA.DH.EUM.ADL 39/15 (November 25, 1917). 
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of deprivation of happiness and tranquility and the depravity of the lone members of her 
family, like your humble servants, two helpless and orphaned children, one of whom is a 
sixteen-year-old girl and the other a twelve-year-old boy? And isn’t her renewal the aim 
of the punishment ordered by the government, that she be expelled and banished from her 
homeland to another area? And would [granting her] request for forgiveness after her 
departure to Konya not help her achieve this renewal?380 

 
The children described their mother as “our sole protector” and asked that her sentence be 

pardoned so that she could return to them. In this example, deportations had the effect of sinking 

vulnerable populations deeper into poverty, making it far less likely that women with few other 

employment opportunities would leave prostitution. Dina, Marika, and Marika’s children all 

lacked opportunities for employment and support systems from the state and their families, from 

whom they were separated. When Marika was deported from the capital, her children were left to 

fend for themselves, and Dina was separated from her male relatives and lacked employment 

prospects outside prostitution.381 

 Deportees, many of whom were non-Turkish and non-Muslim, also complained about the 

severing of their religious and national connections. Petitions from such women speak to the 

uneven experiences of deportation for those who were expelled from Istanbul depending on 

religion, ethnicity, and nationality. The sources indicate that separation from families and male 

support systems was a common experience across ethnic lines. Deported sex workers who were 

not Ottoman Muslims were often already living apart from their families, but they faced 

additional burdens after deportation. Two Russian Jewish women who had been deported from 

Galata to Kayseri, for example, sent a letter to the Interior Ministry in July 1916 complaining 

 
380 BOA.DH.EUM.3.ŞB 25/53 (March 3, 1918). The Istanbul Police inquired to the Interior Ministry whether or not 
there were objections to Marika returning, but the dossier does not contain a response from the Interior Ministry.  
381 Metinsoy points to a similar instance in 1917, when a young girl named Saniha was forced to remain in Istanbul 
to work in a workshop after she petitioned to visit her mother, who had been deported to Ankara for engaging in 
prostitution. The Ottoman government claimed that the mother was likely to force Saniha into prostitution. 
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that Kayseri lacked a Rabbi to lead their religious services and that there were no other Jews in 

the town, which was adding to their “utmost misery and distress.” They argued that “Jews taking 

shelter in the dominion of Islam such as us” should not have to endure such abject conditions, 

and they requested to be allowed to either return to Istanbul or to relocate to a neighborhood in 

Konya, where they could live within a Jewish community.382 In the rare instance that a woman 

petitioned the government to leave the Ottoman Empire to return to her homeland, as was the 

case when a woman named Rifka requested that she be allowed to return to Yalta to live with her 

parents and brother in September 1918, the Ottoman government had no objection.383 

Similarly, a Romanian woman named Sabina wrote on behalf of herself and other 

Romanian women who had been transported from Istanbul to Bursa in late 1915. She explained 

that they had initially been able to scrape by financially by selling their own “clothes and other 

such things,” but because they knew no one in Bursa who could offer them employment and had 

no other means making a living, they had run out of things to sell by December 1917 and were 

living in a state of impoverishment.384 It was not until November 14, 1918, that the Fifth Branch 

Office of the Public Security Directorate requested that the government find money to help the 

women with their living expenses, nearly eleven months after their petition.385 Deported sex 

workers also sometimes struggled to integrate linguistically. The governor of Ankara complained 

to the Interior Ministry that Istanbul transported two “jobless and moneyless” Russians named 

Anna and Fişel to Ankara in December 1914. Ankara was chosen as their destination due in part 

to the fact that there was no railroad route from Ankara back to Istanbul, thereby preventing 

them from returning clandestinely. That such a measure was taken illustrates the extent to which 
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authorities had planned deportations to prevent returns to the capital and, consequently, the 

importance that sex workers’ removal from the capital had for the military and the government. 

The two had been deported for working in brothels and for vagabondage, and they apparently 

spoke Russian, German, and some Arabic, but no Turkish, hindering their integration and 

employment prospects in the Turkish-speaking village.386 That Anna and Fişel were sent to a 

relatively isolated town in Anatolia with few possibilities for integration and employment 

suggests that it was quite likely that deported women would have had to turn to prostitution after 

their relocations. The Ottoman policy, in other words, was destined to increase, rather than 

decrease, the likelihood that poor women would resort to prostitution. The policy might have 

been successful from the perspective of ensuring that sex workers could not return to Istanbul, 

however, but accomplished little else in terms of material improvements.  

 Many other deportees petitioned the government for permission to return to Istanbul, and 

their requests were typically denied. Even in cases where women were allowed to return to their 

homelands, because of the proliferation of armed groups of deserted soldiers across Anatolia, 

land travel was quite dangerous.387 Women would sometimes request that they be allowed to be 

accompanied during their deportations with their husbands and other male members of their 

family.388 The Ottoman government endeavored to closely monitor the movements of the 

population, especially transient groups during World War I. One Ottoman officer was given 

 
386 BOA.DH.EUM.5.ŞB 9/26 (December 14, 1914). A petition from deported women themselves who complained 
about their inability to find work after their removal from Istanbul can be found in BOA.DH.EUM.ADL 12/31 
(March 6, 1916). 
387 Mehmet Beşikçi, “When a Military Problem Became a Social Issue: Ottoman Desertions and Deserters in World 
War I,” in War and Collapse: World War I and the Ottoman State, eds. M. Hakan Yavuz and Feroz Ahmad (Salt 
Lake City: The University of Utah Press, 2015), 480-91. 
388 In the case of women who were deported from Syria to Gümüşhacıköy in Amasya province, for example, they 
requested that men be allowed to escort them as far as Adana when they returned to Syria. BOA.DH.EUM.4.ŞB 
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instructions to arrest anyone he encountered without proper documentation.389 Prostitutes were 

prime targets of such monitoring, due in part to their ability to carry venereal disease across 

Ottoman territory.390 As noted above, the military had since the nineteenth century identified the 

spread of venereal disease as harmful to military effectiveness, and the monitoring of sex 

workers’ movements should be understood in this context. Men and women who had been 

deported and needed to seek medical care for venereal disease or other inflictions often faced 

both stiff opposition from Ottoman bureaucrats and logistical obstacles. In September 1915, for 

example, a man named Savoman and his wife, who had been deported to Kayseri for 

involvement in female trafficking, were granted permission to return to Istanbul for one month in 

order to obtain medical treatment for her. The Istanbul Police, however, questioned the wife’s 

need for treatment and demanded that the couple be sent to Ankara or Konya instead.391 The 

Interior Ministry agreed and granted them permission to seek medical treatment in either Ankara 

or Konya, but a statement barring their return to Istanbul was stamped on their travel permit.392 

This case reflects both the importance of Istanbul in the eyes of Ottoman officials as well as the 

desire to shield the capital from any further outbreaks of disease. This concern reached even the 

highest levels of the Ottoman military, as well. On May 4, 1918, Enver Paşa complained bitterly 

to the Interior Ministry that ten female sex workers who had been deported from Istanbul to 

Hüdavendigar province had returned without permission. As a result, the women were ordered 

deported again, but this time to different areas within Hüdavendigar. The military made clear that 

the women would not be allowed to return without the express permission of the relevant 
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authorities and that lower-level officials who allowed such women to return without a permit 

could expect “severe legal proceedings” against them.393 Enver’s letter underscores both the 

importance of Istanbul to Ottoman sovereignty during the war as well as the threat that the 

military believed sex workers posed to the war effort if they were left unsupervised. The decision 

to place sex workers in different locations within Hüdavendigar also likely eliminated any 

support mechanisms that the women might have developed amongst themselves.  

Corrupt officials and soldiers were, at times, reprimanded for their insubordination. In his 

memoirs Talaat described how in 1915 he took action against “unscrupulous [and] immoral” 

public officials and military authorities who had committed abuses, focusing mainly on issues 

related to wartime profiteering and personal financial gain. He claimed that he formed four 

investigative task forces from members of the Council of State and the appellate courts, known 

as the Mazhar Commission, and sent them to Anatolia to dismiss officials committing such 

abuses and to send them to the local military courts for trial.394 Enforcement was irregular at 

best, however, as Talaat’s investigations ignored crimes committed against Armenians 

entirely.395 An Armenian woman named Gülfirar and her husband both sent telegraphs to the 

Interior Ministry requesting that she be permitted to return to Çankırı, from where she had been 

deported for what she admitted was “misconduct.” Her husband also made reference to his four 

years’ military service and the fact that he was currently working for a labor battalion to support 

to his wife’s credibility. Gülfirar had been deported to Kastamonu province, and the Deputy-

Governor there learned from the Çankırı governorate that a major of the Kastamonu Fifth Army 

labor battalion, İsmail Hakkı Bey, had illegally transported her from a brothel in Kastamonu to 
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Çankırı and that he was having “illicit relations” with her that were “injurious to the honor of the 

military.” İsmail was summoned to the Ankara military court, while Gülfirar was taken back to 

Kastamonu because she had for Çankırı without permission, even though she claimed that she 

was taken against her will.396 The sources do not indicate whether or not İsmail was punished by 

the military courts. 

“Without Recourse to any Foresight”: Provincial Disputes  

Local officials in the areas receiving the deportees often lodged complaints with the 

Interior Ministry, the Istanbul Police, and other local leaders over financial, logistical, and 

security concerns. A lack of communication and coordination between Istanbul and the 

Anatolian provinces also proved vexing for local administrators. They complained that contrary 

to the goal of protecting public order, the resettlement of prostitutes only exacerbated social 

problems. On March 7, 1917, the governor of Niğde wrote bitterly to the Interior Ministry that a 

number of prostitutes had been deported mainly from Kayseri, due to the accusation that they 

had “corrupted local morals and as a result, with consideration toward effecting a change and 

restoring public order, they were deported to Niğde.” The letter remonstrated against the 

deportations, arguing that “this deportation cannot by any means be an effective remedy for the 

betterment of morals.” The governor’s grievances stemmed from the fact that deportation was 

ordered “without recourse to any foresight” about whether the women would be able to find 

housing or jobs. He suggested that if the women were sent with guaranteed housing and 

employment in a factory, he would not have objected to the policy. The governor further 

critiqued the logic of the deportations, arguing: “What conceivable reason can be demonstrated 

that this type of women, who have been expelled from their homelands, will not corrupt the 

 
396 BOA.DH.EUM.2.ŞB 55/19 (April 22, 1918). 



 

 123 

morals and disrupt the public order of the towns to which they go?” The governor concluded that 

those women for whom factory work could not be found should be “placed under the protection 

of their guardian or trustee.”397 

 The governor of Kayseri responded close to a month later, arguing that he acted on a 

command from the Third Army and that women were sent to Niğde because other routes were 

unsafe due to their proximity to the theater of war. Again, strategic decisions for the war effort 

guided how the military chose deportation destinations. The police in Kayseri had made efforts 

to curb prostitution, but they considered these women intractable and likely to encourage 

“immorality … among the town’s youth.” The Kayseri governor defended the deportations, 

arguing that they were necessary to protect the families of deployed soldiers from exposure to 

what he believed was immoral behavior.398 This letter from the Niğde governor is remarkable in 

a number of ways. For one, it addresses some of the most glaring problems with deportations, 

namely that in the absence of institutions to dissuade women from working as prostitutes and 

sufficient financial assistance from the state, deportations accomplished little aside from moving 

the problem elsewhere. It also speaks to the lack of opportunity for low skilled workers in the 

wartime economy. Institutions like the Society for the Employment of Ottoman Muslim Women 

were inundated with applications from women seeking work; from its establishment on August 

14, 1916 to November 7, 1916, the Society received over 15,000 applications, a volume that 

made it impossible to find employment for all in industries that it targeted for female 

employment.399 An internal survey placed the number of individuals, men and women alike, 

 
397 BOA.DH.EUM.ADL 33/23 (March 7, 1917). 
398 BOA.DH.EUM.ADL 33/23 (April 11, 1917). 
399 Yavuz Selim Karakışla, Women, War and Work in the Ottoman Empire: Society for the Employment of Ottoman 
Muslim Women, 1916-1923 (Istanbul: Ottoman Bank Archive and Research Centre, 2005), 87-8. 
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employed in factories in western Anatolia in 1915, for example, at a mere 14,000.400 Some 

factories during the war provided housing and medical services for their employees,401 resources 

that, if women had access to them, might have helped dissuade them from sex work and which 

were increasingly scarce as employment was more difficult to find and which municipalities 

evidently did not have at their disposal. With both a limited ability to assist women in finding 

employment, local administrators were left with few options with which they could attempt to 

integrate the deportees into their new towns’ economies and secure stable jobs and housing for 

them. 

 The Niğde governor’s letter also highlights the glaring lack of financial resources to 

assist deported women. The First World War placed a tremendous financial strain on the 

Ottoman treasury. Even before 1914, the treasury was in a precarious state; between 1911 and 

1913 the empire’s spending had already created a deficit of some 34 million Turkish Pounds.402 

Financial woes affected civilians directly in the forms of diminished financial assistance, 

especially after mobilization, which was officially declared on August 2, 1914. In October 1915, 

the Ottoman government approved a separation allowance for families whose primary income 

earner had been conscripted, but provincial leaders frequently reported to Istanbul that they could 

not pay the allowances in a timely manner.403 The increasing number of families who required 

 
400 Ryan Gingeras, Fall of the Sultanate: The Great War and the End of the Ottoman Empire, 1908-1922 (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 110. 
401 Charlotte Lorenz, “Die Frauenfrage im Osmanischen Reiche mit besonderer Berücksichtigung der arbeitenden 
Klasse,” Die Welt des Islams 6, nos. 3/4 (1918): 162. Lorenz specifically cites a factory in the town of Hereke, in 
northwestern Turkey. 
402 Edward Erickson, Ordered to Die: A History of the Ottoman Army in the First World War (Westport: Greenwood 
Press, 2001), 17. 
403 Nicole van Os, “Taking Care of Soldiers’ Families: The Ottoman State and the Muinsiz Aile Maaşı,” in Arming 
the State: Military Conscription in the Middle East and Central Asia, 1775-1925, ed. Erik Jan Zürcher (London: I.B. 
Tauris, 1999), 103. 
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assistance in 1916 and 1917 stretched Ottoman finances thin.404 These financial challenges were 

the background for increasingly loud disputes between the provinces about who would pay for 

the maintenance of deported prostitutes. The Hüdavendigar governor complained in May 1916 

that his province could not cover the expenses for women deported from Istanbul to Eskişehir 

because they had operated a brothel without a license. The governor asked that the women be 

returned to Istanbul and that their transportation fees be paid by the Public Security 

Directorate.405 After three weeks without a reply, the governor again wrote to the Interior 

Ministry, repeating his demand that the women be returned and noting that he had never been 

told why the women were being deported.406 The Istanbul Police responded in July clarifying the 

reason for their deportations, but made no mention of expenses.407 Both the lack of 

communication between provincial leaders and a dearth of necessary funding for women’s living 

and transport expenses created an atmosphere of confusion and tension for provincial leaders. 

Contrary to the goal of maintaining public security throughout the empire, the deportation policy 

only complicated cooperation between provincial leaders and the police. 

 The policy also did little to reassure provincial governors that women could pursue 

livelihoods outside of prostitution after their relocations. A letter from the governor of Ankara 

dated June 14, 1915 inquired about the living expenses of a certain Asitaneli Halide, who had 

been deported from Istanbul for “having acted contrary to the precepts of Islam and Ottoman 

national manners.”408 The Istanbul Police reported about two weeks later that Halide had first 

been punished for having visited a brothel, for which she received a one-month prison sentence. 

 
404 Mehmet Beşikçi, The Ottoman Mobilization of Manpower in the First World War: Between Voluntarism and 
Resistance (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 143. 
405 BOA.DH.EUM.ADL 21/35 (May 17, 1916). 
406 BOA.DH.EUM.ADL 21/35 (June 3, 1916). 
407 BOA.DH.EUM.ADL 21/35 (July 4, 1916). 
408 BOA.DH.EUM.ADL 6/8 (June 14, 1915). 
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After she was released, however, she broke a window in an inn, attempted to commit suicide, 

and was “disturbing” to a police officer, leading to a deportation order sending her to Konya. 

Halide’s suicide attempt in particular may have caused alarm for the Istanbul Police; rather than 

a mental health issue, suicide was understood by some Ottomans to be a sign of mental 

weakness. According to a later article in the journal Türk Kadın Yolu, suicides occurred because 

of “psychopathy” (halet-i maraziye) and “neuropathy,” compounded in adolescent girls by 

having a “bad temper,”409 qualities clearly at odds with the maintenance of wartime security. 

After a short time, however, Halide’s guardian in Istanbul successfully petitioned for her return. 

During her return to Istanbul, however, it came to light that Halide had had “lighthearted 

relations” with the train conductors (şimendifer kondüktörleriyle münasebat-ı hiffet ü 

meşrabanede bulunarak), and it was therefore decided that her punishments had not yielded the 

desired improvement to her disposition. The military authorities therefore overturned the 

previous decision and ruled that it was improper for Halide to return to Istanbul. This time, on 

May 3, 1915, she was deported to Ankara instead.410 As was the case with Niğde’s complaints 

about deportations, local authorities in Ankara lacked the resources to provide alternative 

employment or social support to women like Halide. They were thus incapable of doing anything 

to alleviate the conditions that had led the women into the crimes for which they were being 

punished with deportation. It was therefore understandable that Ankara officials saw no reason to 

expect that the behavior of women like Halide, who had no family support and no recourse to 

financial assistance from the state, could be reformed.  

 
409 Cemal Zeki, “Genç Kız ve Kadınlarda İntihar,” in Yeni Harflerle Kadın Yolu, Türk Kadın Yolu (1925-1927), ed. 
Nevin Yurdsever Ateş (Istanbul: Kadın Eserleri Kütüphanesi ve Bilgi Merkezi Vakfı, 2009), 492-4. Article 
originally published August 1, 1927. 
410 BOA.DH.EUM.ADL 6/8 (June 27, 1915). Istanbul’s reply made no mention of Ankara’s complaint about how 
her living expenses were to be paid. 
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 Choices about where to deport women to were made with an eye toward the war effort, a 

fact that often exacerbated the conflict between the provinces, as certain provinces like Ankara 

were usually earmarked as suitable destinations for strategic reasons. A woman named Eleni 

Margret was ordered to be deported from Istanbul to Çorum in 1917, but for reasons not made 

clear, had settled in Ankara instead, where she was living in “hardship.” Furthermore, her 

“manner of dress and gait” proved to be a “distraction” to the Ankara police, a fact the Deputy-

Governor of Ankara likely emphasized to draw attention to his belief that prostitutes were 

hindering the maintenance of public order in his province. The Deputy-Governor suggested that 

if the Istanbul Police would refuse her return, Eleni should be sent to Izmir or a similar such 

locale instead of Ankara.411 In June, the Istanbul Police responded and argued that Eleni could 

not be sent back to Istanbul nor to a coastal port city like Izmir, which had a much larger 

population of foreigners than Ankara. This was relevant because Eleni also was known to have 

been the mistress of a European deckhand and to have had “contact and relations with other 

German officers.”412 Ottoman officials evidently did not want to risk putting her into contact 

with foreign nationals who would be passing through cities like Izmir. 

 The Istanbul Police also noted that because Eleni was employed as an actress, she had 

“close relations” with members of local theatres, who were mostly citizens of Entente countries, 

most likely Russian or French. The risk of her passing along information from the German and 

Austrian soldiers with whom she was associating was therefore a possibility; prostitutes spying 

or sharing information they gleaned from their clients was a concern common across belligerent 

nations of World War I.413 Izmir’s status as a port city only exacerbated the fear of the Istanbul 

 
411 BOA.DH.EUM.5.ŞB 61/26 (May 24, 1917). 
412 BOA.DH.EUM.5.ŞB 61/26 (June 13, 1917). 
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Police that Eleni would indiscreetly pass on information that would reach Entente powers.414 The 

police conceded that keeping the women in Ankara would also be untenable and suggested that 

they be sent to destination that had originally been chosen for the deportation: Çorum. In 

addition to the financial ramifications of accepting deported sex workers, provincial leaders were 

cautious of accepting the burden of expending available security forces, already in scarce supply, 

to monitor individuals deemed potentially harmful to the war effort, placing a disproportionate 

burden on provinces like Ankara to accept the arrivals of deported women. 

Conclusion 

 In 1919, Refik Halid (Karay) wrote a short story called “Yatık Emine” (Docile Emine). 

The piece describes the life of the titular character, Emine, who was deported from Ankara to a 

small town in the middle of the Haymana plain after she was accused of working as a prostitute. 

Both the residents and the local authorities of the town looked bitterly upon Emine’s arrival, 

frustrated with the fact that a woman with Emine’s reputation had been sent to their town. The 

gendarmerie and conservatives in the town worked to ensure that Emine was isolated, while 

powerful men sought to obviate “the corruption of the public morality of the town.” In the end, 

Emine was left destitute; she was alone, hungry, unemployed, and without any protection, and 

eventually froze to death during winter.415 If one did not know better, one might have speculated 

that Emine’s story was taken directly from the Ottoman archives. Karay’s fictional piece bears 

all of the characteristics of the stories of deported sex workers from the archives: women were 

deported from urban centers to more isolated parts of Anatolia, where they were generally cut off 

 
414 Other examples of the Ottoman government deporting prostitutes accused of being spies can be found in 
BOA.DH.EUM.5.ŞB 66/48 (July 11, 1918) and BOA.DH.EUM.5.ŞB 63/38 (February 5, 1917). 
415 Boyar, “An Imagined Moral Community,” 208-9. The story that Boyar summarizes is Refik Halid (Karay), 
“Yatık Emine,” in Memleket Hikâyeleri (Istanbul: Semih Lûtfi Kitabevi, n.d.), 7-31. 
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from social assistance from either their families, male protectors, and/or the Ottoman 

government. 

This chapter has shown that the deportation of sex workers in the Ottoman Empire during 

World War I should be viewed as part of the broader effort to both win a world war and to ensure 

that the kind of morally upright society necessary for waging future wars could emerge. 

Although the practice of banishment had deep historical precedent, the policy of deportation took 

on new dimensions during World War I, including its acceleration, a more overt focus on non-

Muslims, men’s subjection to deportation, and a clear reorientation of the policy toward the 

needs of an empire at war, as opposed to a specific community. I have suggested that the 

Ottoman experience in the First World War should be placed alongside the empire’s European 

co-belligerents, which displayed a similar concern for public morals to the extent that such 

policies aided war aims. Ottoman political and military leaders believed that in order to preserve 

an empire capable of emerging victorious in modern wars, the empire needed to take measures to 

ensure public morality. Ottoman leaders were convinced that the willingness of soldiers to fight 

and their effectiveness in combat were dependent upon guarantees of their families’ moral 

integrity. Pimps, madams, and prostitutes posed a danger to the Ottomans’ goal, and using 

deportation as a method to mitigate the threat allowed the government and military authorities to 

take swift and unilateral action. The experience of those affected by deportation was often 

informed by factors like religion and nationality. Foreign women and Jewish women, for 

example, faced linguistic challenges and barriers to other employment opportunities in the towns 

and cities to which they were exiled. The lack of financial and other resources to help deported 

sex workers gave rise to disputes between the provinces and the central government, further 

impeding effective governance. The deportations of sex workers in practice, therefore, only 
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made it more likely that these women would again turn to prostitution, given their lack of 

alternative forms of employment, familial support, and financial assistance and local leaders who 

were interested most in shifting the problem elsewhere. 
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Chapter Three 

“We Cannot Defend our Honor from the Government”: Wartime Sexual Violence 

Introduction 

Kör Asım was in a desperate situation in the waning days of World War I. On September 

4, 1918, it came to the attention of an on-duty soldier that he was attacking women in Özburun, a 

town in central-western Anatolia, and that he was still “freely roaming” (serbest gezdiği) the 

streets of his village in spite of the fact that the local court martial (divan-i harb örfi) had ordered 

his arrest. Kör Asım, however, did not want to turn himself in and reportedly took extraordinary 

steps to evade prosecution. In fact, an informant – a certain Mehmet, son of Mihbak Ömer – 

accused him of having feigned his own death (kendisinin vefatını işaa ederek), presumably in 

order to elude capture by the authorities, and even attempted to force his wife to marry another 

man in order to perpetuate his charade.416 Why was Kör Asım willing to take such drastic 

measures to avoid confronting the Ottoman judiciary after having been accused of committing 

sexual assault? 

Kör Asım’s case was reported only a short while before the Ottoman Empire signed the 

Treaty of Mudros on October 30, ending the empire’s participation in the First World War. The 

problem of sexual violence during wartime, however, was one that had plagued the empire from 

the Balkan Wars onwards. The extreme measures that an individual like Kör Asım was 

purportedly willing to take in order to evade arrest and punishment for his alleged crimes 

suggests that by the end of the war, Ottomans were well aware of the draconian measures to 

which they could be subjected under the law for having been accused of committing violent sex 

crimes. In September 1915, a temporary law signed by the Justice Ministry, War Ministry, and 

 
416 Başbakanlık Osmanlı Arşivi, Istanbul (hereafter BOA) İ.DUİT 117/51 (September 4, 1918). 
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the Grand Vizier stipulated that individuals who raped the wives, children, or other family 

members of soldiers were to be sentenced to death. The law was to be applied to every province 

and would take effect fifteen days after its announcement to the localities.417 

This chapter argues that Ottoman policy toward sexual violence should be understood as 

part of the empire’s strategy to emerge victorious in the First World War. When sexuality as an 

analytical framework is used to integrate social, political, and military history, it can enhance our 

understanding of wartime for multiple research questions that traverse the three fields. The 

Ottoman government mandated draconian punishments during the war for sexual violence 

committed against the families of soldiers, thereby preserving male willingness to fight in the 

war. Guaranteeing that men fighting could be assured of their female relatives’ sexual honor was 

a primary aim of the Ottomans’ aggressive policy toward sexual violence. The Istanbul 

government and the military played active roles in shaping this policy, which I suggest should be 

seen as a break with Ottoman policy during the Balkan Wars, where local governments still acted 

as the first line of defense in prosecuting instances of sexual violence. The chapter also 

illustrates, however, that the Ottomans suffered from an incoherent approach when it was state 

officials themselves accused of sexual misconduct. Prosecutions in such cases were irregular, to 

the extent that there were prosecutions at all. I also illustrate how Ottoman propaganda utilized 

true or exaggerated reports of sexual violence committed by Bulgarians during the Balkan Wars 

and by Armenians during World War I as part of its campaign to mobilize male support for the 

wars. That the Ottoman government attempted to legitimize its exterminatory policies toward 

Armenians with stories of sexual violence shows the power that sexual violence had in inciting 

public opinion. Putting atrocity propaganda sources that detailed alleged Bulgarian and 

 
417 T.C. Genelkurmay Askeri Tarih ve Stratejik Etüt Başkanlığı Arşivi, Ankara (hereafter ATASE) BDH-1562-14A-
003 (September 16, 1915). 
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Armenian misdeeds and archival sources that primarily detail violence committed against 

Muslim Turks into conversation with each other, I contend, elucidates the importance of sexual 

violence for an empire struggling to emerge victorious from war. 

Reports of sexual violence committed by Muslims against other Muslims, punishments 

meted out by the courts martial for such instances of violence, and reports of sexual violence 

committed by officials that have been preserved in the archives are numerous. In this chapter, I 

consider how a state at war managed sexual violence as a phenomenon that was both not 

committed by enemy combatants and that threatened the war effort as opposed to aiding it, as 

was the case with violence committed against Armenians. Benjamin Brower has argued that 

violence reflects the social makeup of a country itself, and can be used as an analytic framework 

for understanding changes in gender and sexual inequalities over time.418 By putting sexual 

violence committed against Armenians and Muslims in the same conversation, we can better use 

sexuality as an analytic lens for making larger observations about the Ottoman government’s 

views on ethnicity, justice, gender, and sexuality. 

This chapter does not seek to analyze the question of why men rape during wartime. The 

source material does not allow historians to make such extrapolations.419 Chapter one described 

the kinds of euphemisms and nonspecific language that typified the sources, complicating the 

task of historians to reconstruct the specific nature of violence during this period. I also focus 

mostly on cases that occurred in Anatolia involving ethnic Turks.420 If sexual violence was 

 
418 Benjamin Brower, A Desert Named Peace: The Violence of France’s Empire in the Algerian Sahara, 1844-1902 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 7-8. 
419 Some psychologists have researched this question broadly; see Libby Tata Arcel, “Sexual Torture of Women as a 
Weapon of War: The Case of Bosnia- Herzegovina,” in War, Violence, Trauma and the Coping Process: Armed 
Conflict in Europe and Survivor Response, eds. Libby Tata Arcel and Gorana Tocilj Simunkovic (Zagreb: 
Nakladništvo Lumin, 1998), 183-211. 
420 For a study of World War I era petitions from Armenian women, see Zeynep Kutluata, “Birinci Dünya 
Savaşı’nda Ermeni Kadınların Yazdıkları Arzuhaller,” Kültür ve Siyasette Feminist Yaklaşımlar 27 (2015): 5-17. 
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primarily a military problem, here I focus on the religious and ethnic group that constituted both 

a plurality of men in the military and the ethnic group that was considered most important for the 

future of the Ottoman state by some elements within the CUP and the military.421 More studies 

that investigate sexual violence committed in the Ottoman Arab provinces would a welcome 

addition to the literature, but it is beyond the scope of this dissertation. This chapter will, 

however, raise questions about how the context of war in a historically specific time and place 

impacted decision-making processes on how to legislate sexual violence, and what these 

processes tell us about the relationship between sex and sovereignty. It contributes to feminist 

scholars’ investigations of how definitions of sexual violence are reshaped over time by 

historically specific political and social contexts. Chapter one laid out the history of terms used 

in Ottoman Turkish to denote a sex crime; here I begin by evaluating the complexities of policies 

toward sex crimes during the Balkan Wars and World War I, paying particular attention to 

extenuating factors that could alter sentencing, and finally I consider Ottoman efforts to 

propagandize sexual violence allegedly committed by Bulgarians during the Balkan Wars and by 

Armenians during World War I.  

Along with Ruth Miller’s arguments on sexual violence that were outlined in chapter one, 

I follow Francisca Loetz, who suggests that historians must eschew the notion that justice in 

cases of sexual violence is an “inflexible, rigid law-abiding system [of rule].” Instead, “justice is 

to be understood as a dynamic process,” in which laws can be interpreted narrowly or broadly 

depending on historical circumstance.422 Meltem Toksöz similarly argues that studies of legal 

 
421 According to one study, during World War I, the “Ottoman army remained in essence an army composed of 
peasants from Anatolia which would eventually proclaim the Turkish nation.” Mehmet Hacısalihoğlu, “Inclusion 
and Exclusion: Conscription in the Ottoman Military,” Journal of Modern European History 5, no. 2 (2007): 284. 
422 Francisca Loetz, Sexualisierte Gewalt 1500-1850: Plädoyer für eine historische Gewaltforschung (Frankfurt: 
Campus Verlag, 2012), 212. 
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history during CUP rule must recognize that the maintenance of public order necessitated a 

dynamic relationship between the law and public safety, and that the state recognized the 

insufficiency of existing law codes for maintaining order.423 Ottoman courts during World War I 

indeed did not adhere to a rigid reading of the law and issued differing sentences based on the 

circumstances of the crime, the identities of the perpetrator and victim, and the particular 

historical context in which the crime occurred. This led to variances in penalties and how 

aggressively a case was pursued that reflected the social status of the perpetrator and the victim, 

their genders, and their roles in the state. 

Sexual violence was institutionally tied to the concerns of the military. During the First 

World War, as early as January 1915, the Interior Ministry distributed a circular to each province 

in the empire that cautioned local leaders to an epidemic of assaults that had been committed 

against the female relatives of deployed soldiers. The Interior Minister directed local 

administrators to do their best to prevent such incidents and, if they occurred, to send the 

perpetrators to the courts martial as soon as possible.424 To carry out this proclamation against 

sexual violence, the courts martial were given broad authority to adjudicate crimes committed 

against soldiers’ families.425 Mobilization involved the establishment of martial law 

administration and martial law courts, both of which were under the authority of the War 

Ministry. These institutions “provided for a central directorate with dictatorial powers to 

mobilize the entire empire for war,”426 illustrating the broad powers that courts martial were 

 
423 Meltem Toksöz, “Toplumsal Çatışma, Hukuk ve Asayiş İlişki Üzerine,” in Jandarma ve Polis: Fransız ve 
Osmanlı Tarihçiliğine Çapraz Bakışlar, eds. Noémi Levy, Nadir Özbek, and Alexandre Toumarkine (Istanbul: Tarih 
Vakfı Yurt Yayınları, 2009), 220. 
424 Yiğit Akın, When the War Came Home: The Ottomans’ Great War and the Devastation of an Empire (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2018), 99. Akın’s source is BOA.DH.HMŞ 23/113 (January 3, 1915). 
425 On the historical development of the courts martial, see Noémi Lévy-Aksu, “An Ottoman Variation on the State 
of Siege: The Invention of the Idare-i Örfiyye during the First Constitutional Period,” New Perspectives on Turkey 
55 (2016): 5-28. 
426 Stanford J. Shaw, The Ottoman Empire in World War I, vol. 2 (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 2008), 763. 
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given before and during World War I. A provision passed on October 7, 1915 stipulated that 

crimes such as rape, zina (illicit sexual relations), abduction, or false imprisonment were to be 

placed under the jurisdiction of the courts martial. The military courts were bestowed with a 

broader authoritative scope over crimes that were committed against a soldier’s “household” 

(alâllerinde), specifically his wife and children, blurring the distinction between the military’s 

relationship with combatants and non-combatants.427 Military and civilian authorities alike may 

have thought that trials in courts martial would have a greater effectiveness than civil courts, as 

there was no other court that could override a decision issued by a court martial.428 One soldier 

described how much power he held as a judge in a court martial after he was assigned to preside 

over one and how much ability he had to act freely in his capacity; he was told by the president 

of the court: “You will conduct the investigation, and also hold the trial and issue a decision. 

Affix [these] with our seals. Only inform us if you issue an order of execution. Also notify us of 

the names of soldiers you imprison.”429 Courts martial were indeed a powerful tool used by the 

Ottoman government to mete out justice during the war; it was only in late July 1918, after the 

death of Sultan Mehmet V Reşat, that the newly ascended sultan, Mehmed VI Vahideddin, 

lobbied to suspend the courts martial and eventually convinced Talaat to do so.430 

Sex and Violence, War and Peace 

Why was sexual violence, by all appearance, a principal concern to the Ottoman 

government during wartime? It held a special importance to administrators; for example, in the 

Meclis-i Mebusan, measures to offer pardons for those convicted of crimes to alleviate prison 

 
427 Osman Köksal, “Tarihsel Süreci İçerisinde Bir Özel Yargı Organı Olarak Divan-ı Harb-i Örfiler, (1877-1922),” 
(PhD diss., Ankara University, 1996), 83. 
428 Çiğdem Oğuz, “The Struggle Within: ‘Moral Crisis’ on the Ottoman Homefront During the First World War” 
(PhD diss., Leiden University and Boğaziçi University, 2018), 195. 
429 İ. Hakkı Sunata, Gelibolu’dan Kafkaslar'a: Birinci Dünya Savaşı Anılarım (Istanbul: Türkiye İş Bankası, 2003), 
450. 
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overcrowding during World War I specifically excluded those convicted of sexual violence.431 

Addressing this question raises a number of methodological challenges. For one, scholars have 

difficulty agreeing on what rape actually is. Some argue that rape is a sexual act that is 

manifested violently, while others assert that it is a violent act with a sexual manifestation.432 

The question of the exceptionality of violence committed during war also emerges. Violence 

between individuals during times of peace has different contours from violence in wartime, when 

individuals are opponents in war; in this latter situation, “Violence is not based merely on a 

legally illegitimate or legitimate procedure, but is a boundary transgression which is classified as 

socially intolerable.”433 I argue that in the case of the Ottoman Empire, it was the setting of war 

that made instances of sexual violence committed against Muslim Turkish women especially not 

only socially intolerable, but intolerable from the strategic perspective of winning a world war. 

The well-being of Ottoman women was of tertiary concern to preserving the morale of men in 

the army. Deployed soldiers cared deeply about the security of their families. One soldier, who 

was likely a Muslim refugee from Eastern Europe that arrived in Istanbul during or after the 

Balkan Wars, expressed the anguish he felt from uncertainty surrounding his family in Istanbul 

while he was fighting in World War I:  

Until now they had sent neither a telegraph nor a letter. I don’t know what I’ll do. I sent a 
bunch of telegraphs, I wrote quite a few letters. There hasn’t been a single response. All 
sorts of bad thoughts come to mind. My hope from my poor grandmother had come to an 
end. Did I already leave her in a half-dead condition?...I always had suspicion. What is 
my father doing. What hasn’t he written. There is probably such a great sadness among 
the family that it has abstained from writing…I wonder, did my big brother become a 
soldier? Because I wanted this, that those who had paid the bedel-i asker be conscripted 

 
431 Meclisi Mebusan Zabıt Ceridesi Devre 3, Cilt 1, İçtima Senesi 1 (November 11, 1915), 716. This trend continued 
into the 1920s; a similar measure to reduce penalties by a third in 1922 excluded treason and sexual assault. 
Cumhuriyet Arşivi 30-10-00-00-5-28-32 (July 25, 1922). 
432 Regina Mühlhäuser, “Reframing Sexual Violence as a Weapon and Strategy of War: The Case of the German 
Wehrmacht during the War and Genocide in the Soviet Union, 1941–1944,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 26, 
no. 3 (2017): 367. 
433 Loetz, Sexualisierte Gewalt, 196 
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again. That would mean that Sami Bey and my big brother are also soldiers. Is this really 
the case?434 
 

Ottoman policies toward sex crimes therefore cannot be understood apart from the larger goal of 

gaining sovereignty through war and the effectiveness of the soldiers fighting in that war.  

The source material from the Ottoman archives poses methodological problems in 

distinguishing the myriad of nuances between different forms of sexual violence. In the absence 

of narratives from women themselves, historians are forced to rely upon Ottoman terminology 

used by bureaucrats.435 The prospect of reporting a sexual assault to authorities was not only 

often humiliating for women,436 but gave the state intimate access to the survivor, limiting the 

number of women who were willing to come forward with allegations against individuals who 

may have been their neighbors in small towns or villages. In September 1913, for example, a 

woman named Osanna sent a telegram alerting authorities that her eight-year-old daughter, Mari, 

was raped by a forty-year-old man named Reza. The ensuing investigation concluded in 

disturbing logic that Reza could not have been the actual rapist, because when Mari was 

inspected by medical personnel, the results yielded that she had contracted gonorrhea from the 

attack. When Reza was inspected, no gonorrhea bacteria were found and it was thus decided that 

he should not be arrested. Furthermore, authorities detected inconsistencies in Mari’s recounting 

of the events. The report noted that the first time Mari was interviewed, she indicated that the 

attack took place in a room above Reza’s shop (dükkan) but during the second interview, she 

said that it took place inside the shop room itself. After the police inspected the shop, they 

concluded that the attack could not have taken place inside such a location, though the specific 
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reasoning of why it could not have taken place there was absent from the report.437 This is just 

one example of the suspicion women faced and the subsequent intrusion into their lives and 

bodies by state agents that resulted from investigations. Even for young girls like Mari, there 

existed numerous invasive interactions with the state that were often necessary to pursue justice 

for sexual violence. Medical examinations and multiple police interrogations offered the state 

access to the personal and private lives of Ottoman citizens. The public presence of investigators 

in towns too signaled to one’s neighbors and relatives that some kind of crime had occurred, 

attention that many would have most likely preferred to avoid.  

Scholars of the Armenian Genocide have addressed the question of how the genocide was 

gendered, treating sexual violence as an important element of Ottoman extermination policies.438 

Contemporary observers noted that that the Armenian women and children who survived the 

marches were always separated from the men. This was “an attempt to strike at the very core of 

their national being and annihilate them by the tearing asunder of all family ties.”439 Having been 

separated from the men, according to one German account,  

The young girls, often still children, have become the booty of the Mohammedeans. On 
the long marches to the goal of their deportations someone kidnaps them, on occasion 
rapes them, and sells them, provided they have not already been slain by the 
Gendarmerie, which accompanies the dismal caravan. Many have been dragged into the 
slavery of the Harem by their predators.440 
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The contributions of scholars of the Armenian Genocide fit broadly within the literature in 

general on rape as a “weapon of war.” This postulation is perhaps best summarized by Catharine 

MacKinnon, who suggests that, “In this genocide through war, mass rape is a tool, a tactic, a 

policy, a plan, as well as a practice.”441 Scholars led by Susan Brownmiller’s groundbreaking 

1975 work, Against Our Will, viewed rape as an inherent component of war. Brownmiller argued 

that rape was “a conscious process of intimidation by which all men keep all women in a state of 

fear.”442 She has written elsewhere that the sexual conquest of women is part and parcel of the 

taking of war spoils: 

Sexual trespass on the enemy’s women is one of the satisfactions of the conquest, like a 
boot in the face; for once he is handed a rifle and told to kill, the soldier becomes an 
adrenaline-rushed young man with permission to kick in the door, to grab, to steal, to 
give vent to his submerged rage against all women who belong to other men.443 
 

 In this view, societies that experience lower incidences of rape are those where “male 

supremacy is completely assured.”444 While scholars like Brownmiller have been credited with 

bringing to the attention of the public the pervasiveness of rape during wartime, her work has 

been criticized for its generality and lack of historical specificity.445 Instead, taking care to 

consider specific historical circumstances is important; as Estelle Freedman suggests,  

At its core, rape is a legal term that encompasses a malleable and culturally determined 
perception of an act…Indeed, the history of rape consists in large part of tracking the 
changing narratives that define which women may charge which men with the crime of 
forceful, unwanted sex, and whose accounts will be believed. The meaning of rape is thus 
fluid, rather than transhistorical or static.446 
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The changing narratives of sexual violence to which Freedman calls attention had tangible 

effects in how, if at all, this violence was policed and prosecuted. 

Studies on more contemporary conflicts such as Bosnia and Kosovo in the 1990s,447 and 

the Democratic Republic of Congo,448 have made significant contributions toward a 

multidisciplinary reappraisal of rape as an inevitable outcome of war. Ruth Seifert understood 

rape to not be a “weapon” in and of itself, but rather as a form of violence that that had wider 

strategic implications specific to wartime.449 According to Baaz and Stern, focusing on rape as a 

war crime “limits out abilities to analyse and redress instances of sexual violence in specific 

warscapes.”450 Elizabeth Heineman further calls attention to the overreliance of scholars and 

activists alike on recent cases of sexual violence, leaving methodological lacunae in 

understanding sexual violence historically.451 This chapter contributes to a more nuanced 

understanding of sexual violence as a historical phenomenon and its significance for social, 

political, and military histories alike. 
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The Balkan Wars 

Ottoman policy that was in force during World War I took shape during the Balkan Wars. 

As seen in chapter one, the Balkan Wars placed an enormous strain on the Ottoman Empire’s 

capacity to wage war. The war similarly affected those whose male relatives were sent to fight. 

As one soldier recounted, the government distributed money to the families of soldiers who were 

left without the man of the household. However, the registers of such families in Muslim 

neighborhoods were in a state of disarray. When names from the registers were read to distribute 

benefits, women all tried to claim that that name was theirs.452 Because the central government 

did not yet have the institutional capacity to claim solely for itself the task of adjudicating sex 

crimes, sources reveal that during the Balkan Wars, local officials still retained a degree of 

authority to handle instances of sexual violence themselves. However, this autonomy was 

significantly eroded during the First World War, giving the courts martial and the Istanbul 

government far greater authority in issuing punishments. When Ottoman officials were accused 

of sexual impropriety, however, the judicial system often lacked coercive power over them and 

was left with little recourse to pursue punishment.  

 Reports began to emerge from survivors of sex crimes during and after the First Balkan 

War. In December 1912, a woman named Hatun from Ünye, a town along the Black Sea coast, 

reported that that her twelve-year-old son was beaten, wounded, and sodomized by a man, “by 

taking advantage of my deployed husband not being here.” The mutasarrıf of her town followed 

up on her complaint to the Interior Minister by indicating that he had solicited assistance from 

the kaymakamlık and that the perpetrator had been arrested.453 After the conclusion of the Second 

Balkan War too, women reported that they had been attacked due to their husbands’ prolonged 
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absences from the home. In October 1913, a woman named Zeynep sent a telegram reporting 

that she was forcibly sexually assaulted, also noting that the criminals had taken advantage of the 

fact her husband was not at home with her. The War Minister complained bitterly to the Interior 

Minister in response to Zeynep’s telegram that those men who had been transported to the front 

to defend “national honor” were forced to fight knowing that their female relatives were “left in a 

helpless state.” He implored the government to adopt measures to reduce the number of attacks 

against the families of soldiers, arguing that “neglecting this matter” would assuredly have an 

adverse effect upon other soldiers and called for an investigation into the contents of Zeynep’s 

petition.454  

This position was articulated clearly by the War Ministry again in July 1913 in response 

to another complaint from a soldier named Mustafa, who alleged that his wife had been raped by 

several men, when it suggested that court intervention was necessary: “considering the extent to 

which attacks like this against the wives of Ottoman soldiers who are ready to give their lives for 

the sake of the nation will affect the military environment.”455 By the end of the Balkan Wars, 

therefore, sexual violence was understood to have been a problem with significant consequences 

for military effectiveness. It is notable here that the kaymakamlık was instrumental in providing 

assistance in apprehending the man who assaulted Hatun’s son. During World War I, 

kaymakamlıks rarely ever appear in the sources as playing any sort of investigative or judicial 

role in policing sexual assaults. That both Hatun and Zeynep’s communications note their 

husbands’ absence is also important. Women seeking redress from the government used this fact 

to call attention to the lack of protection they enjoyed from the state in their male relatives’ 
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absence. These calls certainly succeeded in getting the government’s attention, as the War 

Ministry’s letter in response to Zeynep’s assault suggests. 

The difference between wertrational and zweckrational justifications for prosecuting sex 

crimes is evident here, and the Balkan Wars were a turning point in this regard. Before the 

Balkan Wars, sexual violence was seen as a social evil that harmed individuals, but with the 

existential threat that the Balkan Wars, and later World War I, posed to the integrity of the 

empire, sexual violence became a matter of state security, war, identity, and national honor. In 

the traditions of Islamic law, the Hanafis and Malikis were concerned primarily with sexual 

property rights when adjudicating rape cases, while the Shafi’is and Hanbalis emphasized 

compensation for criminal acts.456 Each of the four schools were also concerned with how rape 

fell into the category of zina, and the consequences such a classification would potentially have 

for punishments and evidentiary requirements.457 In the early-modern world, it was “the acute 

sense of personal honor prevalent among Ottoman subjects” that induced individuals to 

denounce assaults on the person, rape being one of them.458 In the eighteenth century, upholding 

sexual honor highlighted the relationship between the Ottoman Imperial Council and individual 

subjects.459 By the nineteenth century, however, modern reformers privileged the needs of the 

empire, and the ways in which sexual assaults were addressed reflects this. The threats that 

modern wars like the Balkan Wars posed to the integrity of the state itself further galvanized the 

recasting of sexual violence to foremost concern national honor.  
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The kinds of assaults described above led some local officials to seek redress from the 

central government, citing legal deficiencies that were incompatible with the needs of modern 

war. Writing some two months after the conclusion of the Second Balkan War, the governor of 

Trabzon informed the Interior Ministry in September 1913 of a specific issue that his province 

had faced during the Balkan Wars. According to the governor, the province had received many 

petitions from deployed soldiers indicating that their wives had been attacked while they were 

away from their homelands or that their wives had prostituted themselves. Some of these soldiers 

either had their detachments write petitions to prosecute the offenders on their behalf, while 

others submitted their petitions directly to the province. The letter complained that the law was 

inadequate for dealing with the kinds of problems specific to wartime that the soldiers and their 

families faced. Because a man was required to submit a written complaint in person in court, 

military deployment made this requirement virtually impossible to meet.460 The institutional 

capacity of Ottoman civil courts was severely put to the test by modern wars, and in the 

estimation of some in the military, they were incapable of meeting the demands of men serving 

in the military. 

Indeed, article 201 of the Ottoman Penal Code, amended in 1911, stipulated that the right 

of taking legal proceedings against a woman “in respect of adultery committed by her voluntarily 

depends…on a complaint being made by her husband or by her guardian if she has no 

husband.”461 A complaint from the woman’s husband or guardian was necessary for legal 

proceedings: “Provided that if, either before or after sentence, the husband or guardian desists 

from prosecuting or the husband takes again his wife, the right to proceed and the punishment 
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drop both as regards the wife and the accomplice.”462 Women, meanwhile, in order to submit a 

complaint needed to have another individual write and appear on their behalf before an official 

from the courts. This was also impossible if women either had deployed male relatives or if they 

had no more living male relatives. The Trabzon governor argued that the “principal duty of 

government” was to protect the “helpless people of honor” against those who did not obey the 

law. However, absent effective legal and policing mechanisms to respond to the soldiers’ 

complaints, the governor described how some of these otherwise honorable soldiers had deserted 

their battalions and returned to their hometowns, where they would find the rapist and exact 

revenge by committing a felony against him, which, according to the letter, was “a constant 

occurrence” during the Balkan Wars. The governor thus called for changes in the law to allow 

soldiers to submit their complaints to their military detachments, who could then forward them to 

the appropriate courts as a corrective measure.463  

The primary concern in the governor’s estimation was protecting the namus (honor) of 

soldiers’ female relatives, which was a prerequisite for fielding an army willing to fight far away 

from home. This concern was shared in other Muslim nations in the twentieth century, such as 

Iran, where namus was originally ingrained in Islamic thought, but the protection of which was 

later coopted as a fundamentally national anxiety.464 As will be seen in several of the cases 
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discussed in this chapter, the protection of women’s virginity was a primary referent for the 

protection of female and familial honor. Beyond the Middle East, in Brazil at the beginning of 

the twentieth century, for example, upholding sexual honor and guarding women’s virginity were 

evidence of the country’s progress toward modernity.465 Sexual honor was also important 

because it “stood for a set of gender norms that provided the logic for unequal power relations in 

both private and public life.”466 Indeed, in the Trabzon governor’s explanation, the concerns of 

deployed men trumped all else. Especially during wartime, discourses of sexual honor served to 

remind male soldiers of their duty to protect Ottoman women and, by extension, the Ottoman 

nation. Protecting the honor of soldiers and their relatives was part of a larger concern with 

national honor as a whole. For the Ottoman government after the Balkan Wars, “ideals of self-

improvement, regeneration, apt revenge and the regaining of honour and virtues,” were 

“principal aims.”467 The nation’s honor as a whole was represented by its women in Ottoman 

propaganda, as enemies were depicted as not only wanting to attack Islam, but to ravage 

Ottoman women as well.468  

However, the Ottomans were placed in a conundrum when it was military and civil 

officials themselves committing crimes during and after the Balkan Wars. In November 1913, a 

law from the Meclis-i Vükela that was designed to improve the morals of soldiers stipulated that 

soldiers who were engaged in certain behaviors, including frequenting brothels or casinos and 

publicly using the services of prostitutes, would be removed from the service.469 This did not 

prevent Ottoman officers from committing their own crimes against women during the Balkan 

 
465 Sueann Caulfield, In Defense of Honor: Sexual Morality, Modernity, and Nation in Early-Twentieth-Century 
Brazil (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000), 19. 
466 Ruiz, “Virginity Violated,” 215. 
467 Eyal Ginio, The Ottoman Culture of Defeat: The Balkan Wars and their Aftermath: The Ottoman Culture of 
Defeat: The Balkan Wars and their Aftermath (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 115. 
468 Beşikçi, The Ottoman Mobilization, 81. 
469 BOA.MV 230/81 (November 9, 1913). 



 

 148 

Wars. Ali Rıza Efendi, First Lieutenant in the First Army’s First Corps of Engineers was 

sentenced by the Edirne court martial to fifteen years’ hard labor after he had been convicted of 

raping the wife of a Bulgarian prisoner of war. The decision noted that this was a harsher penalty 

than normal, requisite with the severity of his crime.470 In December 1912, two women named 

Ayşe and Hediye from the Nihle village of Bolu province complained that their village muhtar 

(headman), Ahmed, along with a gendarmerie member, Cemal, had been roaming the streets of 

their village for thirteen days causing hardships to the villagers. According to the telegraph, the 

two men had entered Ayşe’s and Hediye’s homes with bottles of alcohol in their hands, 

threatened them with weapons, and sexually assaulted them. The women indicated that some 

townspeople had taken refuge in nearby villages, but because their husbands were deployed in 

the war and they had young children, this option was not available to them. Indeed, gender was a 

prohibitive factor that limited the choices available to women attempting to flee violence of any 

kind during the war. Tellingly, they protested that “we cannot defend our honor from the 

government.”471 

Another man named Ali Raci Efendi, who was an assistant doctor in the army, was 

accused of sexual assault in 1912 and was held in a military prison. While visiting a hamam 

accompanied by an authorized official, however, Ali was able to escape through a window of the 

hamam and went missing for three months. As a result, he was to be expelled from the military 

and his medical degree was to be revoked upon his capture.472 Doctors’ proximity to female 

patients presumably led them to have more access to potential abuse. In 1918 as well, a certain 

Fevzi Beyzade Veysel complained to the Interior Ministry that the head doctor of the Boyabad 
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Hospital, İrfan, along with the Military Branch Commander, Celal, were “seducing and 

corrupting” young girls.473 If corruption and abuse were rampant among the officials that were 

ostensibly assisting civil society and the war effort, soldiers fighting were far from assured of the 

safety of their female relatives. 

The responsibility of policing sex crimes, committed by officials or otherwise, largely fell 

upon the shoulders of local officials before World War I. In July 1913, the War Ministry sent a 

letter to the Interior Ministry indicating that Fatima, the wife of a soldier named Köseoğlu Ali 

Ağa of a village in Bilecik, had sent a petition in which she described herself as “alone and 

helpless” after her husband had been deployed. While her husband was absent, she alleged that 

another man in the village named Hassan had sexually assaulted her. In light of this, the local 

police and Council of Elders were first informed to rectify the complaint.474 Although the 

outcome of this case in unknown, it is telling that the Ottomans first chose to enlist the support of 

a longstanding local institution to try to mediate the problem internally without involving the 

central government. In some instances, local officials were unable to mete out punishments that 

satisfied the War Ministry and individual petitioners. In September 1913, the War Ministry 

informed to the Interior Ministry of a petition from a man named Hüseyin, who complained that 

in his village in Erzurum province, the daughter of a deployed soldier was “deceived and misled” 

and subsequently raped by another man. The Council of Elders of the village was informed of 

the attack and launched its own investigation. The suspected man, however, drew weapons 

against the village muhtar and the local gendarmerie, and, according to the War Ministry, “at 

present nothing has been able to be done” about the matter.475 In addition to legal mechanisms, 
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localities evidently struggled with the security logistics of policing sexual violence. Soldiers 

themselves also petitioned the War Ministry concerning local officials’ inability to bring about a 

satisfactory conclusion to cases of violence. In October 1912, a soldier named Arif reported that 

his sister, Fatima, along with her four children, were forcibly taken from their home in a village 

near Niğde and sexually assaulted. According to Arif, his remaining family members had been 

rendered destitute due to a drought in the vicinity of Konya. The assailants killed her four-

month-old baby during the attack and cut off Fatima’s husband’s fingers as he tried to defend the 

family. Arif complained that the investigation carried out at the local level had not yet produced 

any tangible results. About a week later the governor of Konya province informed the Interior 

Ministry that those responsible for the attack had been arrested and legal proceedings against 

them would continue.476 

The inability of local law enforcement to address sexual violence in a timely manner was 

frequently a source of consternation for the central government as well. Sexual violence cases 

were an area of dispute between local officials and the central government over a number of 

issues that resulted in incoherent policy during and after the Balkan Wars. Sexual violence was 

not the only example of such incoherence; according to one witness, deserters from the army 

could be seen gathered in an Edirne prison, yet no action was taken against them by the courts 

martial, in what would be a stark contrast to World War I. Although the people of Edirne had 

heard that desertion was punishable by death, because Şükrü Paşa, “the defender of Edirne” as he 

was later known, was personally against executions, no one was hanged.477 Powerful local 

officials could therefore guide policy in such a way that it may have interfered with the wishes of 
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the military or the Istanbul government. In March 1913, the War Ministry complained bitterly to 

the Interior Ministry, citing the “sluggishness and nonchalance” (batatet ve tesamüh 

gösterilmesi) displayed by the local government in Uşak, after villagers complained to the War 

Ministry that two members of the police had helped in raping the daughter of a man who had 

been deployed. According to the War Ministry, although the two officers had been transferred to 

the Justice Ministry, they had not yet been prosecuted and worse, they had not been 

imprisoned.478 For the CUP, which believed in a strong central government, this was entirely 

unacceptable. The failure of local institutions like the muhtar and the gendarmerie was therefore 

likely especially irksome to the CUP. These kinds of frustrations may have informed the greater 

role of the Istanbul government in prosecuting sex crimes during World War I.  

Reports concerning an insufficient number of gendarmeries to maintain public order also 

exist in the archives and illustrate the Ottoman Empire’s lack of an effective policing apparatus 

during wartime. In December 1912, the governor of Ankara requested that the Interior Ministry 

send additional gendarmerie to his province, after in the village of Çevirme, nine men had 

entered the home of a certain Memo by breaking its windows. The men kidnapped Memo’s two-

year-old sister and broke his brother’s arm in response to the fact that Memo had allegedly 

earlier kidnapped the sister of a man named Ali.479 Travel across Anatolia, especially among 

women, was also impacted the lack of gendarmerie. After the Balkan Wars too, one woman 

reported that she had been attacked, robbed, and sexually assaulted by fifteen men as she was 

traveling from her village in Dörtyol to Adana in search for a means of income.480 A little more 

than a year later in 1914, gendarmerie units from Istanbul were sent to Anatolia in an attempt to 
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bolster the security forces there. However, this created a deficit of over 400 combined infantry 

and cavalrymen in Istanbul, stretching even more thin an already overextended and underpaid 

Ottoman gendarmerie.481 During World War I, the numbers of the gendarmerie diminished even 

further. According to a by-law enacted in 1917, as long as the Ottoman Empire was in a state of 

mobilization, two thirds of gendarmerie soldiers and half of gendarmerie officers were to be 

recruited to the army. The vacancies that resulted were to be filled by former officers and 

soldiers over age forty, individuals who may have been less effective at countering violence due 

to age.482 

The Ottoman gendarmerie also lobbied the central government for a more aggressive 

approach to law enforcement. The gendarmerie wrote to the Interior Ministry in December 1912 

indicating its wish that “severe sentences” be issued “in such a way that [they] will constitute an 

effective deterrent (ibret-i müessire) to similar instances and those daring [to carry out similar 

acts],” as the honor of military families is “guarded under the protection of the law.”483 Such an 

effective deterrent does not appear to have materialized; in June 1913, another gendarmerie 

member, Hayri Bey, was accused by a man named Çilozade Ali from Siverek, today in 

southeastern Turkey, of terrorizing his town. According to Ali, Hayri attempted to sexually 

assault an eleven-year-old girl from the village, and then abducted her and took her to one of the 

village notables’ homes, “where she cried all night over the damage to which her honor was 

subjected,” after Hayri forcibly took her virginity. Further compounding matters, according to a 

report from two other men in the village named Hasan Efendi and Hafiz Ahmed, both the 

kaymakam and his assistant “were unable to succeed with intervention” (tevassütile muvaffak 

 
481 Deniz Dölek Sever, Istanbul’s Great War: Public Order, Crime and Punishment in the Ottoman Capital 
(Istanbul: Libra, 2018), 115. 
482 Ibid., 117. 
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olamadı) in the matter.484 The ineffectiveness of local governments to satisfactorily pursue 

sexual violence cases was again evident here. 

In sum, sexual violence during the Balkan Wars was already understood by Ottoman 

government officials and military authorities as a serious challenge to the maintenance of troops’ 

morale and thus to the project of regaining Ottoman sovereignty. The responsibility for ensuring 

that those accused of sexual violence were met with punishment was often the task of local 

officials. However, for a variety of reasons – insufficient policing, corruption, and a lack of 

resources – these efforts often failed. Given both the ultimate disastrous Ottoman defeat in the 

First Balkan War and the reports of ineffectiveness of local officials to adequately address sexual 

violence, the First World War would mark a stark change in Ottoman policy, giving the military 

and the central government a far greater role.  

World War I 

 By the end of the Balkan Wars, the Ottoman government was forced to deal with the 

effects of both the loss of virtually all of its European territory as well as the violence against 

families of deployed soldiers that had occurred during the wars. In the months before the 

outbreak of the war, crime in general was on the rise in Anatolia. A report from June 1914 from 

officials in Adana province indicated that there had been an increase in criminal activity such as 

animal theft and kidnapping of girls and attacks specifically on Muslim families. The report 

noted that the province lacked sufficient resources to deploy police in a way that could actually 

serve as a deterrent to crime. In areas outside of the center of Adana, specifically, “police 

 
484 BOA.DH.H 31/55 (June 11, 1913). Individuals who were not members of the military sometimes also used the 
homes of notables as refuges. According to a petition from a certain İbrahim from a village near Erzurum, after his 
daughter was raped by a man named Kazım, the assailant stayed in the home of an “influential” man from a nearby 
village named Hüseyin Bey. Because of Hüseyin Bey’s status, İbrahim argued, his attempts to bring legal 
proceedings against Kazim were fruitless. And indeed, the governor of Erzurum argued that evidence against Kazim 
was insufficient to proceed with charges. BOA.DH.H 5/105 (July 12, 1913). 
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strength [was] extraordinarily deficient.” The report also complained that individuals from the 

bordering province of Halep who “disrupt order and stability” committed crimes in Adana, but 

were then are able to flee back to Halep to skirt punishment. However, because Adana did not 

have a strong enough police force, it could do little to curb these crimes and the subsequent flight 

of their preparators. The letter asked for additional money and noted that it had communicated 

with the relevant authorities in Halep to ensure security along the borders with Cebel-i Bereket 

and Kozan, but decried a general lack of cooperation between provinces that further hindered 

law enforcement.485 

 This section will illustrate the contours of Ottoman policy toward sexual violence during 

World War I and how these policies played out in practice. In spite of the harsh measures that 

were to be taken against those who committed sexual assaults against the families of deployed 

soldiers described in the introduction, the execution of such policies was hampered by corruption 

and a reticence to pursue legal cases against public officials. While I argue that the central 

government imbued itself with a wider role in the prosecution of sex crimes, the sources reveal 

that these initiatives were often ineffective. Furthermore, men could sometimes petition the state 

to reduce or pardon their sentences completely, provided they married the women they had been 

accused of assaulting. These cases, I suggest, reveal the importance of marriage for the 

maintenance of social order, a prerequisite for Ottoman success during World War I.  

Mass conscription of men during World War I strained even further the already depleted 

police and gendarmerie. Coupled with a shortage of funds, public security at the provincial level 

was even more difficult to ensure. A lack of manpower was a problem dating back to the Balkan 

Wars, as chapter one described. In spite of this, in major cities like Istanbul, some women 
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reported their fear of being on the streets along at night; according to the diary of Mediha Kayra, 

robberies and murder were not uncommon for solo women in the city.486 The problem of attacks 

against female relatives of those conscripted continued during World War I and was 

compounded by the Ottomans’ World War I conscription of men, which totaled 2,850,00 men 

mobilized between 1914 and 1918.487 Petitions from World War I share continuities with the 

Balkan Wars in their repeated emphasis on honor. According to a petition to the Interior Ministry 

from a man named Kemahlı Haliloğlu Sefer, who had been conscripted to work in a 

Zeytinburunu factory, he received a two-part letter from his brother which indicated that a 

certain Recep had taken advantage of the fact that his wife was mute (dilsiz) to rape her, even 

though she was pregnant. The report from his brother also asserted that Recep again deceived her 

and abducted her to a different village, where he forcibly aborted the fetus. He argued that the 

assault was as “an attack on the virtue and honor of a soldier working to sacrifice for the sake of 

the nation,” rather than calling attention to the assault on his wife directly.  

The gruesome details of the rape were evidently less of an incentive for state action than 

an affront to a male soldier’s honor. He also called for Recep to be punished based on the fact 

that his other children were left “miserable and alone.”488 The War Ministry, “finding that those 

daring to carry out assaults such as these against the families of those soldiers offering 

themselves for the sake of protecting the nation deserve the harshest punishment,” also ordered 

an investigation into Recep’s alleged crime. Men in villages were also known to have injured, 

and even killed, each other in disputes over reports of sexual violence.489 Protecting the relatives 

 
486 Mediha Kayra, Hoşça Kal Trabzon Merhaba İstanbul: Bir Kız Çocuğunun Günlüğünden 1. Dünya Savaşı’nda 
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of soldiers, therefore, affected internal security both in terms of maintaining the fighting morals 

of deployed troops as well as preventing further violence that would destabilize non-combat 

zones. The way in which some men believed that state’s attention could be better focused was, 

however, by framing their complaints around violations of national and military honor, rather 

than violations against their female relatives. 

As was the case during the Balkan Wars, archival evidence suggests that women 

sometimes also relied on their male relatives to petition the government for justice on their 

behalf, also hindering prosecution of rapists. As Mario Ruiz argues in the Egyptian context, 

women faced significant pressure and potential consequences for publicly declaring that they had 

been attacked sexually,490 along with possible fear, or a sense of guilt, on part of the victim. This 

could take the form of paying bribes in order to shield women and girls from making their 

attacks known publicly. According to the account of one soldier, who recounted in his memoir 

how when he visited Istanbul in April 1916 for medical reasons an acquaintance explained to 

him:  

There was supposedly a beautiful child, her family was wealthy. One of the lowlife 
children in her school deceived her and raped the child. Afterwards, he began to milk the 
child of money through blackmail. The child who was sexually assaulted delivered the 
blackmail money that she obtained daily from her father. The demand [for money] 
increased even more. The allowances [from her father] did not grow, she brought the 
child the money by stealing from her father. At home, they noticed this and informed the 
school.  
 

The acquaintance described the situation: “It’s a dreadful tragedy. Our boss is fuming.” The 

soldier then said to himself, “I wondered, was this a tragedy born of the war?”491  

Problems with the extent to which local governments participated in investigations also 

continued into the early months of World War I. An undated petition addressed to the Justice 
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Ministry from a man named Mustafa indicated that on the night of November 25/26, 1914, his 

sister, Ayşe, was sexually assaulted by a number of men after they forcibly entered her home. 

Furthermore, they continued to threaten Ayşe each day, which prompted her to telegraph 

Mustafa about what had happened. Mustafa then informed the Edirne public prosecutor’s office, 

but received no response. After the men again threatened Ayşe on December 28, Ayşe’s female 

neighbors contacted Mustafa asking for help, at which point Mustafa again informed the Edirne 

public prosecutor’s office of the crimes committed against his sister. The Edirne public 

prosecutor’s office, however, notified Mustafa that the local gendarmerie was unable to arrest the 

alleged perpetrators. Noting that he was “once again up against Russia, the greatest enemy of 

Ottomanism and Islam, and her allies,” Mustafa angrily lambasted the sluggish prosecution of 

her sister’s assailants, citing that it had been forty days since the original attack took place and 

the assailants had not yet been captured and prosecuted. The Interior Ministry telegraphed the 

governor of Aydın in early January, calling for a swift investigation into the matter.492 The case 

again underscores local failures at investigating alleged rapists and the central government’s 

frustration with this failure. Mustafa’s choice to stress his service in the military against Russia is 

also illustrative of the belief that this would be a more effective strategy of successfully drawing 

the government’s attention to Ayşe’s case than the pain and suffering his sister experienced from 

her rape. 

Besides brigands and other men left behind, like in the Balkan Wars, the Ottoman 

government was forced to deal with the question of how to address crimes committed by 

individuals acting in an official capacity. Certain instances of official abuse were met with 

punishment, but systemic measures were only adopted later in the war, with limited results. As 
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part of the Mazhar Commission, Talaat claimed to have formed four investigative task forces 

from members of the Council of State and the appellate courts and sent them to Anatolia to 

dismiss officials committing abuses and remand them to the local courts martial.493 The 

Commission, however, focused primarily on instances of wartime profiteering which were 

foremost detrimental to the state; crimes like murder and rape were of secondary or even tertiary 

importance to the Commission, and it completely ignored crimes against Armenians in an effort 

to whitewash the genocide.494 One Ottoman soldier placed blame mostly on the shoulders of 

officers in the military for sexual abuse of Armenian women especially while marching to the 

Caucasian front in March 1915: “Because the Armenians had not yet been expelled from the 

country, there were many of them among the people in Christian villages. Some immoral officers 

however had thoughts and hopes of illicitly taking advantage of Armenian girls and women at 

every opportunity. Given that the inn in which we stayed was in an Armenian village, who 

knows if there were those fostering such crude thoughts among us too.”495 While not entirely 

excusing the conduct of rank and file soldiers, the impression given by the soldier certainly 

impugns the conduct of Ottoman officers foremost. According to the diary of another soldier, 

officers were sometimes drawn from the ranks of çetes (armed gangs) active in the Balkan Wars; 

one such officer was charged with maintaining security Çakaltepe in Western Anatolia near 

Çanakkale,496 further undermining the effectiveness of Ottoman wartime security forces. 

Talaat’s efforts, however ineffective they may have been, reflect the central 

government’s attempts to more greatly control and manage the prosecution of sexual violence. 
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Indeed, in April 1916, the Public Security Directorate telegrammed Hüdavendigar province 

complaining that “the committing of terrible crimes” had not receded. The Directorate 

specifically noted that those who had taken the virginity of others should be immediately sent to 

the courts martial, which would be the most successful course of action for reducing instances of 

rape.497 As was the case in the Balkan Wars, however, when government officials were accused 

of misconduct, prosecution was often nonexistent. Writing in 1917 about the destitution of 

soldiers’ families in Giresun and governmental officials’ exploitation of those families, the local 

head of the CUP described the terrible situation bleakly: “Honor was trampled to satisfy their 

sensual appetite[s].”498 For example, in February 1916, the governor of Kale-i Sultan notified the 

Interior Ministry in a cyphered telegraph of his belief that the kaymakam of Ayvacık, Cemil Bey, 

needed to be reassigned to a different location while an investigation was carried out against him 

after accusations emerged that he raped and took the virginity of the daughter of a deployed 

soldier, who was working as a servant in his home. Furthermore, he allegedly impregnated her 

and dismissed her back to her hometown, presumably to avoid scandal. Cemil was also eligible 

for a raise in his pay grade were he to remain kaymakam, which the governor also believed was 

inappropriate. According to the governor, the event had become known “with all its details” to 

the areas surrounding Ayvacık and that Cemil continuing to hold his post as kaymakam was 

“impossible,” due to the fact that he “will leave a negative impact on the people” if he were to 

remain in Ayvacık.499 The dossier did not note whether or not Cemil was dismissed from his post 

after the investigation. However, it is evident from this case that the conduct of government 
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officials had the potential to disrupt local stability, based on the governor’s prediction of the 

public’s response to Cemil retaining his post.  

In another incident, on December 5, 1916, the Interior Ministry reported to Sivas 

province that Rauf Bey, the former governor of Amasya, had taken a “refugee girl” into his home 

as a servant, sexually assaulted her, and took her virginity. This was not Rauf’s first such 

offense, as the Third Army reported a separate incident with another woman, whose sexual 

assault at the hands of Rauf tragically caused her to take her own life. The Justice Ministry 

ordered a swift investigation into these incidents, and specifically wanted to ascertain whether or 

not Rauf’s position as governor of Amasya enabled him to commit the crimes.500 Refugees were 

indeed particularly vulnerable to attacks during the war, as seen in the case of Rauf Bey. 

Refugees generally lacked social support mechanisms to report cases of sexual violence. Already 

under heightened suspicion from the Interior Ministry, which sought to remove refugees and 

other “vagrants” from Istanbul,501 refugees faced scrutiny from the government that may have 

hindered their willingness to cooperate with or report offenses to officials. In May 1917, the 

Kayseri police reported to the Public Security Directorate that a ten-year-old girl from a migrant 

family living in Yenimahalle in Kayseri was raped and subsequently examined by a doctor to 

confirm her family’s claims. However, because the girl’s mother “was a migrant and did not 

know anyone [in the village], she declared that she did not know who the aforementioned 

assailants were,” rendering the investigation unfeasible for the authorities to continue.502 

Vulnerable populations, such as refugees and migrants, therefore faced additional obstacles to 
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seeking redress for crimes. Violence against migrants is often gendered,503 and the experience of 

relocation during war must be understood in relation to the additional challenges female migrants 

and refugees faced, sexual violence being an important one among them. 

Lower-level officials were subject to investigations of abuse as well. In October 1916, the 

Interior Ministry requested information from the governor of Ankara regarding an ongoing 

investigation into a police officer named Mustafa Turak Bey, who was accused of intoxicating 

himself in the homes of Christian families and abusing his position of a police officer to summon 

“any woman he pleases” (arzu ettiği herhangi bir kadını polis marifetiyle celb ettirmekte).504 

Another police officer in Arnavutköy named Mehmed Reşid Efendi was removed from his 

position and denied reemployment in 1917 after he raped and took the virginity of a girl, as he 

had “disgraced his personal honor and official character” (haysiyet-i şahsiye ve sıfat-ı resmiyesini 

ihlal etmesinden dolayı).505 Like police, gendarmerie members were sometimes the subjects of 

sexual violence investigations. The governor of Samsun reported in 1915 that three men, two of 

whom were members of the Samsun gendarmerie, used state expenses to transport a woman to a 

hotel where they raped her. The investigation into these men also revealed that they raped a child 

in a police station in Samsun. The three were eventually sent to the local court martial and 

removed from their positions in the gendarmerie.506 That the government concerned itself over 

the fact that state expenses were used in this instance again suggests that the primary concern of 

Ottoman officials was the preservation of state integrity and, ultimately, the war effort. The 

trauma to which the survivors of the assaults were exposed was evidently of secondary concern.  
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Powerful local officials were also at times seemingly able to lean on lower-level police to 

skirt punishment. In the case of the director of financial administration (defterdar) of 

Kastamonu, Fuad Bey, the Justice Ministry grew impatient with the Kastamonu police’s failure 

to investigate his alleged sodomy of a fifteen-year-old girl named Irfan and its failure to present 

the matter to the local public prosecutor. In fact, in a letter dated January 27, 1916, the Justice 

Ministry informed the Interior Ministry of its concern that the Kastamonu police and public 

prosecutor’s office were improperly withholding charges against Fuad, based on the fact they 

had interviewed Irfan about the incident and that the Ministry believed a statement from a 

witness should constitute sufficient evidence to proceed with an investigation. The governor of 

Kastamonu replied in March justifying the police’s actions, in a long letter that reveals the thorny 

nature of investigations surrounding sexual assault, especially when members of the government 

were involved.  

According to the police in Kastamonu, Fuad first became acquainted with Irfan because 

the police found her to be living alone and without a guardian, so they presented her to Fuad to 

work as his servant. Fuad also lived with a thirty- to thirty-five-year-old Austrian woman, who 

worked as a servant in his home, too. However, due to the Austrian woman having developed an 

illness, Fuad required another worker to look after her. Irfan had been living with him for two 

days, after which time she fled and was found by the police after two nights outside. The police 

began to investigate the circumstances of her situation and discerned that she had not actually 

fled from the home, but in fact, had been dismissed by the Austrian woman. The police also 

noted that she had been wearing ragged and soiled clothes and had not been washed, and that her 

head was dirty and covered with vermin. Irfan then told the police that one day she fled to the 

mountains, where she was raped by a hunter and lost her virginity. She then told this to the 
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defterdar, to whom she had previously declared herself a virgin. This incensed Fuad, who came 

to believe that the town midwife, who had examined Irfan and declared her a virgin, had 

improperly come to that conclusion and believed that the police and Irfan had purposely 

deceived him, and he wanted her examined again by a state doctor. This resulted in another a 

report by a different doctor, Kemal Bey, who asserted that there were two lacerations around 

Irfan’s anus and deduced that there was a foreign object inserted into it. At first Irfan did not 

ascribe the lacerations to anyone. Because of the lack of clarity surrounding how and why the 

lacerations appeared, the police initially claimed that they did not know whether or not a crime 

had been committed. It was when Irfan told the doctors that one night in the defterdar’s house, a 

man came to her side and asked if she would touch him, that the police decided that a crime had 

in fact been committed and informed the public prosecutor’s office. However, because the room 

was dark, Irfan was unable to clearly see the man.507 This cast doubt on Irfan’s narration of her 

assault involving the hunter, which was perhaps initially intended to shift suspicion away from 

Fuad. Although we do not know what became of Fuad, the police did in fact launch an 

investigation as the Justice Ministry had demanded, albeit after heightened scrutiny from the 

Interior Ministry. Irfan’s story reveals, for one, that children and adolescents especially were 

exposed to heightened risks of sexual violence during the war. For young people like Irfan who 

lacked parental protection, there was little recourse outside of the hope that the police would look 

favorably upon their stories.508 In Irfan’s case too, the subsequent medical examinations to which 

she was exposed would have most likely been traumatic experiences. Examinations along these 

lines appear more frequently in the sources from the Milli Mücadele period, but their 
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intrusiveness into Irfan’s life was assuredly a source of discomfort for a young person in a 

historical setting where sexual honor and purity were fiercely guarded. The case also speaks to 

local officials’ ability to influence local policing. The police’s loyalty appears to have lain with 

Fuad until pressure from the central government became too great to ignore. 

The conduct of police was especially problematic in light of government reform efforts. 

The CUP had, from the inception of its rule, strove to reform the police into a more reliable 

organization that the public could trust. Katipzade Nazif Efendi, an officer in the Samatya Police 

Center, wrote to one of his colleagues in 1909 on the difference between the police under 

Abdülhamid II and the police after the 1908 revolution:  

[The policemen] were comprised of the most ignoble, despicable, cruel, and vile 
creatures I have seen…I had trembled with horror, when they told me I would become a 
policeman. I knew that this brigand gang [had fallen apart]. However, I pursued the 
thought, and I reconsidered. Yes! I was about to become a policeman. But I would be a 
member of the noble, respectable, and honorable police mission of the constitutional 
monarchy. It was my primary duty to correct this defiled, filthy, and corrupted element 
and to clean the name of police members in the eyes of the public. Therefore, I accepted 
to fulfill this duty with profound faith at heart and endeavored to this end with my 
venerable friends. Though, you would be surprised at the profundity of difference 
between those remnants of tyranny who would take a mere pint of beer as bribe and those 
members of the current honorable police force. You should understand how friendly and 
kind the word police sounds to my ears now. You will also appreciate that the current 
policemen are faithful, diligent, honest, and respectable members of a valuable class. I 
am fond of these people, and I honor the time I spent with them.509 

 
The conduct of some officers during the war undermined the image of police that the 

government sought to project. That the police were engaging in behavior that may have, by 

Ottoman logic, damaged soldiers’ fighting morale due to their transgressions against women ran 

counter to Ottoman state discourse on honor. There appeared to be, however, minimal 
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consequences for these officers’ actions in general, undercutting the Ottoman initiative to 

preserve the sexual honor of women. 

In addition to police shielding local authorities, members of the military were accused of 

harboring rapists as well. A telegraph to the Grand Vizier dated November 10, 1917 from a man 

named Hacı Ata bin Mehmed claimed that “in a tragic and cruel manner,” his daughter was 

raped, losing her virginity, by a man named Sadık. According to Hacı Ata, although Sadık had 

been detained by the Justice Ministry and was to be imprisoned, the Fethiye Conscription Branch 

Office President, İbrahim Efendi, along with Sadık’s military detachment commander, Mustafa, 

had offered Sadık protection by taking him out of custody. Hacı Ata demanded that the Justice 

Ministry’s ruling be carried out in spite of the military interference in the matter. It was not until 

December 1918 that the governor of Menteşe informed the Interior Ministry that Sadık had again 

been arrested for the rape of Hacı Ata’s daughter.510 As was the case with defterdar Fuat, 

institutional leaders were able to shield themselves and their associates from prosecution. 

İbrahım Efendi’s actions, however, speak to the power of the Ottoman military under the CUP. 

Beyond the military’s sway over policing, as was the case in chapter two, incoherence in policies 

led to confusion between different bodies of the wartime Ottoman government. The lack of 

cooperation between the Justice Ministry and local military officials in this case again impeded 

the operations of an effective judiciary.  

The Ottomans did sometimes take measures to prevent known rapists from entering the 

army, even as it was increasingly plagued by desertion and a need for able-bodied men to fight. 

A case from Tekfurdağı in May 1916 illustrates this. The War Ministry responded to a case in 

1916 regarding a certain Mehmed, son of Salim, who had completed his penalty from a crime he 
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had committed five years earlier, in 1911. In that year, Mehmed had been convicted of sexually 

assaulting a five-year old boy. The relevant statute in the Ottoman military penal code prescribed 

a sentence of five years’ hard labor, as Mehmed had been serving in the Third Army in 1911.511 

The Tekfurdağı martial law court, however, was presented with a dilemma upon Mehmed’s 

release in 1916. Because he was still eligible for military service on account of his age, Mehmed 

was to register again for service upon his release. The Tekfurdağı court, however, did not want 

him and the city’s court martial appealed the required registration. The martial law appeals court 

approved the Tekfurdağı court’s decision to abrogate his registration, illustrating the military 

authorities’ belief that Mehmed’s presence alone could have a deleterious effect on his 

detachment. Even for the Ottoman military in 1916, as the crisis of desertion was nearing its 

peak, there were limits to the men that it was willing to conscript.512 Perhaps a man like Mehmed 

with a history of brutal sex crimes would have damaged the morale of other troops, knowing that 

the burden of preserving the honor of the nation through war, as soldiers were told they were 

performing, was shared with someone who himself had, according to Ottoman vocabulary, 

violated the nation’s honor. 

Besides the difficulty in prosecuting individuals who were themselves part of the state 

machinery, the question of jurisdiction also plagued the War Ministry, as competing 

prosecutorial powers vied for the ability to try rapists. In March 1915, the War Ministry reported 
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imprisoned for other crimes as well. In January 1917, two men named Şevket and Hacı Ahmed, both of whom had 
been sentenced by the Yozgat court martial to hard labor after they were convicted of rape, petitioned the Interior 
Ministry requesting that, because they were “from the Ottoman nation,” they be allowed to register for military 
service in lieu of performing hard labor, the punishment they had been given by Ottoman courts. 
BOA.DH.EUM.ADL 28/28 (January 5, 1917). Another petition to the Interior Ministry signed by several men that 
had been convicted of sexual assault offered repentance and recognition that their actions were “blameworthy and 
loathsome.” They therefore suggested that, “with the present announcement of the great jihad, we humbly beg to 
participate in the holy war that is the duty of all Muslims.” BOA.DH.EUM.VRK 14/60 (January 26, 1915). 
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to the Interior Ministry that the Third Army had sent two men in Tekfurdağı to the local court 

martial after one had threatened and intimidated a woman into aborting her pregnancy. The 

public prosecutor’s office, however, argued that this crime fell under its jurisdiction, and thus it 

should have the ability to prosecute the case. The War Ministry bemoaned the “expected” nature 

of these disputes, noting that they could persist for quite some time, thus delaying prosecution. 

The Public Security Directorate ultimately asserted that the martial law courts retained 

jurisdiction, given that the woman was the relative of a deployed soldier and ordered that the 

men accused of the crime were to be transferred to the appropriate court.513 The setting of war 

also impeded prosecutions at times due to logistical challenges. In one example from Jeddah in 

February of 1915, a man named Mesud Ebuce had been detained for raping a British subject, 

İzzet Bibi, who was Indian by descent. For reasons that were not made clear by the document, 

the authority of the Jeddah court had been removed, and the documents pertaining to Mesud 

Ebuce’s prosecution had been sent to Beirut instead in order for his prosecution to be carried out 

there. Due to the “present conditions” engendered by the war, however, the transportation of 

Mesud Ebuce himself was not possible. This presented a predicament for the Justice Ministry, as 

Mesud Ebuce continued to be detained in the absence of a court decision against him, an act that 

was unlawful. The document further referenced the fact that there existed other similar cases to 

that of Mesud Ebuce, and that in accordance to what had been done in these situations, it was 

recommended that his prosecution be postponed. It was unclear whether or not he was released 

 
513 BOA.DH.EUM.2.ŞB 35/1 (March 21, 1915). Sexual violence was not the only area in which disputes emerged 
between the Justice Ministry and martial law authorities; between 1914 and 1916, military tribunals were tasked 
with adjudicating more cases than they could handle, which added to the Justice Ministry’s complaints that its 
jurisdiction was not being respected. Erik Jan Zürcher, “Young Turk Governance in the Ottoman Empire during the 
First World War,” Middle Eastern Studies 55, no. 6 (2019): 907. 
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in order to rectify his being detained without a trial, but in any event, it was decided that his 

prosecution was indeed to be postponed.514  

In other instances, imprisoned individuals were able to escape from custody, again 

speaking to the problems with the Ottoman judicial infrastructure. In 1915, the martial law court 

in Bandırma issued a sentence of three and a half years to Hatipoğlu Emin after finding him 

guilty of raping the wife of a deployed soldier. Emin successfully fled, however, and formed a 

çete with a few other deserted soldiers, and continued to attack and rape women in the town of 

Sındırgı in western Anatolia. Emin was discovered with an armed companion in a nearby village, 

and when news of this reached the local gendarmerie, it sent a group of seven or eight officers to 

follow the men, after which a gun fight ensued and Emin was killed in the skirmish.515 The 

violence in general committed by çetes was a consistent complaint of former soldiers; according 

to one memoir, during the war, it was not possible to leave one’s village due to the potential 

violence that could come about from deserters.516 By 1918, the number of men in robber gangs 

“swelled to the hundreds and even thousands.”517 Deserters faced harsher penalties than other 

men for similar crimes, due to their perceived lack of loyalty to the state. A man named Hüseyin 

who had deserted, for example, was sentenced to fifteen years’ hard labor by the Adana court 

martial after he raped another soldier’s wife, causing her to lose vision in her right eye.518 This 

situation mirrors what some historians of sexual violence have found in other historical settings, 

that when “the state lacks a monopoly on violence…various groups try to assert their own 

 
514 BOA.MV 196/104 (February 19, 1915). 
515 BOA.DH.EUM.3ŞB 9/47 (October 31, 1915). 
516 Sabahattin Engin, Seferden Sefere: Piyade Albay M. Hilmi Engin’in Balkan, 1. Dünya ve İstiklal Savaşı Anıları 
(Konya: Kömen Yayınları, 2007), 110. 
517 Ryan Gingeras, Fall of the Sultanate: The Great War and the End of the Ottoman Empire, 1908-1922 (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 257. 
518 BOA.İ.HB 178/41 (December 18, 1915). 
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dominance through force.”519 In this way, although the violence occurred away from the fronts of 

war, women who endured violence from members of çetes might still be considered to have been 

living in “conflict zones,” given the lack of the government’s ability to manage violence. Sexual 

violence committed against women during wartime was one such way that this “dominance” was 

asserted, as gangs sought to carve out their own territory and spheres of influence in areas where 

government authority was weak. 

These cases illustrate that even in an environment where the Ottoman government had 

granted the courts martial wide latitude to prosecute cases, there were still many moving parts 

that needed to function in order to punish rapists, especially those who held positions in the state, 

and that for relatives of deployed soldiers, danger was ubiquitous across Anatolia. In the case of 

Irfan and Fuad, multiple medical reports were consulted to even determine if a crime was 

committed or not, and the dossier does not contain information about whether or not Fuad was 

actually issued a punishment. Investigations also sometimes revealed that repeated instances of 

sexual violence could be used by families for less than scrupulous ends. After the Interior 

Ministry received a telegraph from a woman named Safa bint Süleyman that reported she had 

been raped by a police officer, an investigation carried out by Aleppo province revealed that the 

assault had not actually occurred, and that Safa’s telegraph was likely prompted by an ongoing 

dispute between two families in her village. As such, the governor of Aleppo believed that the 

telegraph was sent without her consent, and indicated that he would not investigate the matter 

further.520  

 
519 Marianne Kamp, “Femicide as Terrorism: The Case of Uzbekistan’s Unveiling Murders,” in Sexual Violence in 
Conflict Zones: From the Ancient World to the Era of Human Rights, ed. Elizabeth Heineman (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 56. 
520 BOA.DH.EUM.2.ŞB 35/1 (April 4, 1916). 
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The cases reviewed above further reveal that the main concern of the Ottoman 

government was the war effort and its quest for sovereignty. Corruption and abuse on the part of 

local officials, however, continued to plague Ottoman efforts to stem the tide of sexual violence. 

Draconian measures imposed by courts martial mattered little when perpetrators could simply 

shield themselves or their associates from prosecution. Petitions to the Ottoman government 

foregrounded the attacks’ negative impact on national and military honor, as opposed to the 

physical and psychological damage they caused to female survivors of assaults. Investigations 

were carried out against government officials were, moreover, typically coded in terms of the 

necessity of allaying concerns of soldiers or of civilians, again, rather than out of any concern for 

female victims. This concern is also apparent in how and when the Ottoman government and 

courts decided to issue pardons and commute sentences for sexual assaults, as will be seen 

below. 

Pardoning Violence 

The previous section illustrated that there were a number of circumstances which could 

impede accused rapists from being brought to justice, that convictions of sexual violence were 

often irregular, and that officials were often able to skirt penalty. On other occasions, men 

convicted of sexual assault were able to successfully petition for their sentences to be commuted. 

These cases offer insight into the types of vehicles through which the Ottoman courts believed 

that the social harm caused by sexual violence could be remedied in their eyes in order to ensure 

public security. This frequently entailed marriage between a rapist and the survivor. Marriage, 

with its implications for social stability and gender relations, was central to these concerns and a 

target of increased state control and legislation in the decades before World War I.521 In fact, one 

 
521 On the development of marriage registration policies in the late nineteenth century, see Alan Duben and Cem 
Behar, Istanbul Households: Marriage, Family and Fertility 1880-1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
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German observer lauded his Ottoman counterparts for the latter’s marriage practices in 1916: 

“There are far fewer old maids and crazy women (alte Jungfern und verrückte Weiber) in Turkey 

than among us. There is no doubt that this is partially due to the fact that the Turkish girl is 

married more than the Central European.”522 From the domestic perspective, enhanced control 

over marriage meant closer surveillance of the population and oversight of the reproduction of 

the social order. Marriage during World War I was an issue closely linked with the preservation 

of national sovereignty, as the 1917 Ottoman Law of Family Rights was designed to protect 

marriage from extraterritorial influence from European countries.523 The Ottoman government 

endeavored to marry women that worked in its service for the purpose of “protection against the 

disintegration of family and social life.”524 If sexual assaults of women were something that had 

the potential to both disintegrate social life and military effectiveness, marriage was likewise 

employed as a corrective measure to this disintegration.  

Prior to the outbreak of World War I, rapists had also married their victims, thereby 

eliminating their punishments. Again, this is an issue that had precedent in Islamic law. The 

phenomenon of pardons for such men was therefore not entirely new. However, even with the 

enhanced penalties for rape during World War I, marriage remained an option for some men to 

avoid their sentences. In July 1914, a man named Kuru Mehmet telegrammed the Interior 

Ministry to report that a number of men had forcibly abducted his fourteen-year-old daughter, 

Ayşe, and raped her, taking her virginity. Furthermore, when Ayşe attempted to seek out the 

 
1991), 107-9. On the use of marriage and family policy as a central tool to rebuild the post-genocide Armenian 
community in Istanbul, see Lerna Ekmekçioğlu, Recovering Armenia: The Limits of Belonging in Post-Genocide 
Turkey (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2016) and Nazan Maksudyan, Orphans and Destitute Children in the 
Late Ottoman Empire (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2014). 
522 Franz Karl Endres, Die Türkei: Bilder und Skizzen von Land und Volk (München: Beck, 1916), 69. 
523 See Kate Dannies and Stefan Hock, “A Prolonged Abrogation? The Capitulations, the 1917 Law of Family 
Rights and the Ottoman Quest for Sovereignty in World War I,” unpublished article manuscript, 2019. 
524 Karakışla, Women, War and Work, 136. 
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protection of her mother and sister, the men wounded both of them with knives. Kuru Mehmed 

claimed that he had sent other telegrams to the public prosecutor, but measures had not yet been 

taken against the men responsible for the rape. At the time of his telegram, Ayşe had been 

transported to live with a different village notable, presumably for protection. “Even my life is in 

danger,” he warned the Ministry. The governor of Konya reported, however, that the matter had 

been addressed, as Ayşe agreed to marry Osman, one of the men who raped her. This act was 

supposedly done with her consent (bi’l rıza).525 In another example, in June 1918, the Ankara 

martial law court revoked the sentences to ten years’ hard labor of Abdurrahman, son of Yusuf 

and Şevki, son of Ali, after one of them completed a marriage agreement with Elmas, the woman 

whom they had been accused of forcibly abducting and having taken her virginity.526 The two 

had requested that their sentence be put aside, and the court agreed to let them free based on the 

marriage agreement. While we cannot be sure to what extent Elmas was pressured into her 

marriage, for the courts, marriage seems to have been a preferable outcome to imprisonment, 

even for those found guilty of sexual violence. Parents of children who married men accused of 

sexual violence also sometimes questioned the legitimacy of these marriages. Sadika, the wife of 

a deceased soldier named Mustafa Efendi, sent a telegraph to the War Ministry indicating that 

man named İbrahim had stolen forty gold pieces from her family, kidnapped her daughter, 

Sergüzel, and married her. The War Ministry requested that the Interior Ministry investigate 

 
525 BOA.DH.EUM.EMN 89/36 (July 22, 1914). A similar case can be found in BOA.DH.EUM.EMN 38/12 
(November 24, 1913). 
526 BOA.İ.DUİT 105/50 (June 16, 1918). Similar instances from the Balkan Wars can be found in BOA.DH.H 37-
1/18 (May 25, 1913). After the conclusion of the war, men who had been convicted of sexual assault and who had 
been issued sentences of hard labor or imprisonment could also be released based on health reasons, and a number 
of such examples are preserved in the archives. See, for example, Cumhuriyet Arşivi, Ankara (hereafter CA) 30-18-
1-1-14-46-11 (September 25, 1925), CA 30-18-1-1-1-17-6 (September 26, 1921), and CA 30-18-1-1-2-31-6 
(January 19, 1921). 
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whether or not Sadika’s claims were true and to ascertain where the marriage had taken place; 

that is to say, whether or not Sergüzel had married İbrahim of her own volition.527 

These cases suggest that as World War I unfolded, jurists and policymakers continued to 

view marriage practices as central to the resilience of Ottoman society and maintained the belief 

that the social and economic disruptions of war had caused a decrease in marriage rates and an 

increase in instances of divorce. The above pardons are clear evidence of the value that Ottoman 

officials placed upon marriage for social cohesion. Policies such as the Pension for Families of 

Breadwinners (Muinsiz Aile Maaşı), a separation allowance for the families of conscripted 

soldiers, aimed to maintain the socioeconomic integrity of Ottoman families in wartime as a 

means to promote stability in Ottoman society.528 The CUP’s idealized “national family,” a 

smaller monogamous household, was meant to ensure morality and, in turn, national solidarity 

during the war.529 As Sadika’s failed intervention suggests, even parents were sometimes unable 

to shape their children’s marriage choices in the face of state institutions that vigorously 

promoted marriage. 

Ottoman officials’ actions also reinforced the importance of the marital nuclear family, 

even at the expense of a woman’s guardian. In October 1916, an Imam named Ali petitioned his 

local conscription office after his niece, Servet, was raped by another man in their village, also 

named Ali. Servet’s father had previously died, therefore, the Imam was acting as Servet’s 

guardian. Before his death, however, her father betrothed Servet to another man in the village, 

 
527 BOA.DH.H 67/91 (December 14, 1913).  
528 Nicole Van Os, “Taking Care of Soldiers’ Families: The Ottoman State and the Muinsiz Aile Maaşı,” in Erik Jan 
Zürcher, ed. Arming the State: Military Conscription in the Middle East and Central Asia, 1775-1925 (London: I.B. 
Tauris, 1999) and Kate Dannies, “Breadwinner Soldiers: Gender, Welfare, and Citizenship in the Ottoman First 
World War” (PhD diss., Georgetown University, 2019). 
529 Zafer Toprak, “The Family, Feminism, and the State during the Young Turk Period, 1908-1918,” in Première 
Rencontre Internationale sur l’Empire Ottoman et la Turquie Moderne, ed. Edhem Elden (Istanbul: Édition ISIS, 
1991), 449-52. 
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who had been conscripted. After Ali kidnapped her and brought her to another village, the police 

were informed and both Ali and Servet were detained. However, in a development that was both 

vexing and infuriating to the Imam, they were both brought back to the village and released in 

the center of the town together. After the kidnapping and assault, Servet, supposedly of her own 

volition, agreed to marry Ali. The Imam argued that this marriage agreement was contrary to 

both secular and religious law because the marriage was contracted without his consent as vali 

and would have an adverse effect on a deployed soldier, to whom Servet’s father betrothed 

her.530 The governor of Aydın responded in February 1917 arguing that because the marriage 

was contracted with Servet’s consent and because the Imam made no formal complaint to a 

court, legal action against the marriage was inappropriate. Even against the word of a guardian 

who doubled as a religious figure in his town, entering women into marriage was the primary 

concern of Ottoman officials. The government’s unwillingness to intervene in this case might be 

surprising given the fact that the man to whom Servet was betrothed was a deployed soldier. 

Even when a deployed soldier was involved, the Ottoman government’s principal concern 

appears to have been promoting a nuclear family through marriage and, by extension, controlling 

female sexuality through marriage. Channeling female sexuality into sanctioned institutions like 

marriage were designed to further the wartime aim of sovereignty by ensuring social stability 

while men were fighting.  

The other major reason that sentences for sexual assaults could be pardoned was the age 

of the accused. Men younger than eighteen years old routinely had their sentences altered based 

on their age. Laws regarding age had been governed based on Islamic understandings of when 

individuals attained legal majority; in the 1858 penal code, children over the age of eleven were 
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held accountable for “crimes against honor.” In 1911, this age was raised to fifteen.531 This 

alteration was in response to both the CUP belief in standardizing and rationalizing criminality, 

as Islamic standards for puberty differed for men and women,532 as well as in response to the 

needs of waging war. From 1911, the Ottoman Empire attempted to redirect children under the 

age of fourteen from the prison system to ıslahanes, which were originally designed in the 

nineteenth century to train some children to make uniforms for the army and manage factories.533 

The policy was largely successful, as by 1917, “only a handful” of children under age fourteen 

remained incarcerated in prisons.534 Between May and December 1917 alone, Ottoman officials 

released almost 45% of all incarcerated juveniles.535 Prison time could also be used, however, to 

reduce the hard labor sentences mandated by the penal code. The Ankara court martial, for 

example, altered the sentence of a fourteen-year-old boy named Hamdi bin Mehmed who was 

accused of sexually assaulting the four-year-old daughter of a deployed soldier named Taha. 

Hamdi was originally sentenced to three years of hard labor, but his punishment was reduced to 

one year in prison.536 

The Ottoman courts also took into account the characters and reputations of both accused 

rapists and sexual assault survivors. Although the government considered attacks against the 

families of soldiers as being injurious to the honor of the military, the courts sometimes used 

military service to justify reduced sentences for rapists. A case from January 1916 illustrates this 

contradictory policy, when a man named Hüseyin had been issued a sentence of five years of 

 
531 Kent Schull, “Criminal Codes, Crime, and the Transformation of Punishment in the Late Ottoman Empire,” in 
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532 Ibid., 170. 
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hard labor and was required to pay the family of the victim fifteen Lira, after he had been 

convicted of raping and taking the virginity of a girl named Fatma. “Taking into account his 

military service,” however, his sentence was reduced to three years and four months of hard 

labor.537 The status of women who petitioned against their assailants was also put into question 

in other instances. After three women complained in late 1914 about Hacı Ahmed, who was 

accused of sexually assaulting the wife of a soldier who was deployed to the Balkan Wars but 

had not yet returned, Hüdavendigar officials launched an investigation into the matter. 

Compounding the assault, the women claimed that Hacı Ahmed was syphilitic and was passing 

the disease onto his victims. The investigation asserted that one of the women who signed the 

petition named Ayşe had been “wandering like a vagabond” (serseryane dolaşdığı) during her 

husband’s absence and her mother-in-law refused to accept her into her home. For a time, she, 

along with another woman named Maryem, had relocated to both Ankara and Atakule, but they 

were eventually sent back to Bursa due to their having acted with “immorality.” When they 

returned to Bursa, they were sent to Hacı Ahmed to work as servants. Hacı Ahmed further 

claimed that “they were looked after like his own children” (kendisine evlad gibi bakıldığı ifade 

edip) and coupled with the fact that they had been “wandering here and there miserably and like 

a vagabond” (şurada burada sefilane ve serseryane dolaşmaktan ise) the police believed that 

living on his property was suitable for such women. The Police Ministry, therefore, decided that 

it was inappropriate to send Hacı Ahmed to the courts martial for the alleged assault.538 In 

addition to marriage, employment – even under a syphilitic man who had been accused of assault 

– was viewed as an effective means to control the whereabouts, activity, and sexuality of women 

who were unmarried and without male guardians.  

 
537 BOA.İ.HB 179/51 (January 5, 1916). A similar case can be found in BOA.İ.DUİT 170/63 (April 11, 1916). 
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The case of Hacı Ahmed is also instructive for understanding how gender shaped 

Ottoman attitudes toward women making sexual assault allegations who had what the 

government might have considered a less than savory reputation. Drawing upon a familiar 

misogynistic vocabulary, investigators impugned Ayşe’s lifestyle as a relevant factor in 

determining the extent to which Hacı Ahmed’s ‘protection’ was helpful for her. For women who 

existed outside state surveillance and monitoring mechanisms like Ayşe, a male presence like 

Hacı Ahmed that could control her movements and ensure that Ayşe was performing labor was 

necessary, even if the man was passing venereal disease onto the women with whom he came 

into contact. Even though Hacı Ahmed was not Ayşe’s husband, he still satisfied the role of a 

male supervisor for her, as was the case with Servet above. 

Propagandizing Sexual Violence 

The above sections have given an overview of Ottoman policy, as it was directed by and 

large toward Muslim Turkish survivors of sexual assault. Here I examine how the Ottoman 

government attempted to use stories, real or fabricated, of sexual assaults committed by 

Bulgarians and Armenians against Muslim Turks in the Balkan Wars and World War I as 

propaganda. Y. Doğan Çetinkaya has analyzed Ottoman “atrocity propaganda” from the Balkan 

Wars and his work is instructive for understanding how sexual violence was operationalized by 

the Ottoman government. Such propaganda “is a form of ‘psychological warfare’ employed to 

stigmatize and demonize the enemy by highlighting its crimes against humanity, thereby inciting 

public reaction on the home front.”539 Atrocity propaganda was not invented during World War 
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I; Irvin Cemil Schick shows how during the nineteenth century, nationalist movements in the 

Balkans utilized narratives and images of female suffering to portray Ottoman rule as the sexual 

domination of women.540 Its dissemination, however, was unprecedented until the war, as was 

this propaganda’s reliance on gendered and sexualized imagery.541 In her discussion of the Bryce 

Report, which outlined purported atrocities committed by Germany in Belgium and France 

during World War I, Susan Kent notes that propaganda which “presented military aims in sexual 

terms or sought to mobilize the population by means of sexualized imagery required a good deal 

of distortion on the part of its ‘authors.’”542 For the Allies, the reaction to reports of rapes in 

Belgium was less about sexual violence itself, and more about the conduct of the men in the 

German army.543 Indeed, some of the reports of violence allegedly committed by Armenians or 

Bulgarians described here were likely exaggerated and were meant to incite anger against these 

groups. Officers responsible for writing reports on violence purportedly committed by 

Armenians were known to have exaggerated these reports and blamed Armenians for defeats 

incurred by the Ottomans.544 The memoir of Grigoris Balakian, a survivor of the Armenian 

Genocide, likewise recounts a conversation with a captain in the Ottoman army named Şükri, 

with whom he became acquainted during his deportation. According to Balakian, Şükri claimed 

that he could have a police report drawn up to say whatever he liked.545 If the criminalization of 
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sexual violence described above was done with an eye toward winning the war effort, however, 

presenting violence committed by non-Muslims was done with the same goal. Analyzing such 

propaganda not for its veracity, but for its intended purpose of generating outrage through a 

vocabulary of sexual violation, contributes to our understanding of how the intersections 

between sex, morality, ethnicity, and religion shaped Ottoman understandings of sexual violence. 

Scholars of the Holocaust and World War II have taken such an approach to the study of sexual 

violence, overcoming the lack of archival evidence by instead using sources in such a way that 

their analysis “directly engages with their ambiguous and contradictory meanings.”546 

For the CUP elite, ethnic minorities in the eastern provinces by 1915 were considered 

naturally perfidious and anti-Turkish, and therefore constituted so great a threat that the Ottoman 

state, and the Turkish element of the empire, needed to be permanently vigilant in order to thwart 

any potential sedition.547 As genocide scholars have argued, sexual violence was a significant 

part of state efforts to dehumanize Armenians.548 Violating Armenians sexually was “a gender-

specific way of degrading and killing,” and “would most likely be for reasons of securing 

popular male participation in the extermination process.”549 Sexual violence during wartime can 

be considered: 

A means of physically acting out power relationships in a manner designed to 
disempower an ethnic group – but the details of how that disempowerment is understood 
and experienced is grounded firmly in the very particular framework of historical and 
racialized differences as they have evolved in a society and space at that time.550 
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For the CUP during the Balkan Wars and World War I, the quest to secure the empire’s 

sovereignty was “influenced and shaped by their own understanding of what they desired, who 

their friends were, and who had to be eliminated in order to realize their emerging vision.”551 

This understanding meant both turning a blind eye toward acts of sexual violence committed 

against Bulgarians and later Armenians, while simultaneously presenting these groups as having 

perpetrated the same acts against Muslim Turks. This was not unique to the Ottomans during the 

First World War; in Belgium, France, and Britain, stories emerged detailing the supposedly 

Germanic-specific brutality of German soldiers, who were said to have raped and tortured 

women in Belgium and did not spare children from murder.552 Bulgarian journals similarly 

published images depicting the suffering of Bulgarian refugees, women, and children at the 

hands of the Ottoman military in the wake of the Balkan Wars.553  

During the Balkan Wars, Ottoman propaganda, which utilized reports of sexual violence, 

had two main thrusts. The first, aimed at Western audiences, presented the war as a patriotic 

struggle for national survival. The second, which targeted Muslim audiences both living inside 

and outside the empire, portrayed the war as a religious one that imperiled Muslims at the hands 

of Christian armies.554 After the beginning of the First Balkan War, newspapers and periodicals 

began publishing more graphic accounts of gender violence committed against Muslim women 

by Bulgarian soldiers. According to the reports, Bulgarian gangs were sexually assaulting 

Muslim women at an increasing rate. Some women’s breasts were reported to have been cut off, 
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while others were murdered.555 According to eyewitnesses in Ortaköy and Kurtköy, after having 

severed the arms of the men, Bulgarians around the village of Samane had gathered the village 

women together, where they sexually assaulted both young girls and women, causing other 

villagers to round up their children and flee.556 Ottoman propaganda pamphlets published 

illustrations of Bulgarian soldiers ripping dead fetuses outside of the stomachs of pregnant 

women with their bayonets.557 After the Second Balkan War, a group of Muslims, Christians, 

and Jews formed what was known as the Edirne Committee (Edirne Heyeti), the stated goal of 

which was: 

We, being comprised of Muslim, Christian, and Jewish representatives of the people of 
Edirne, are traveling to Europe in order to explain Bulgarian atrocities. The population of 
Trakya is 1,229,572 Muslims, Rum, and Jews and 189,000 Bulgarians. How could this 
many Muslims, Rum, and Jews be delivered to the Bulgarians?558  
 

The importance of broadcasting atrocities to Europeans in particular took on an even greater 

importance during World War I, when the Ottoman government concerned itself greatly with the 

attitudes of European audiences toward alleged Russian and Armenian atrocities.559 

The Ottoman effort to propagandize atrocities, sexual violence included, took on an 

official capacity in the wake of the First Balkan War. A government body known as the 

Association for Document Publication (Neşr-i Vesaik Cemiyeti) was formed toward the end of 

1912 under the government of Kâmil Paşa with the aim of gathering witness testimony that 

spoke to the atrocities to which Muslims were exposed during the war.560 After the coup known 
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as the March on the Sublime Porte on January 23, 1913, when the Minister of the Navy, Nazım 

Paşa was assassinated and Kâmil Paşa, the Grand Vizier, was forced to resign at gunpoint, the 

CUP government took a greater interest in the Society’s activities and ramped up its publication 

activity in newspapers.561 Many of these consisted of translations from English, French, and 

German newspaper articles.562 The Ottoman military was also sensitive to European opinion on 

these matters; in August 1913, the commander of the First Army wrote to the Grand Vizier 

requesting that an investigation into Bulgarian atrocities in Ottoman villages be brought to a 

swift conclusion, such that they could be passed along to European countries.563 Reports of rape 

committed by European Christians were also published in the main CUP organ, Tanin. During 

the Balkan Wars, more than 200 reports of atrocities by the Balkan allies were published, among 

which were rape, sexual abuse, forced conversions, massacres, and insults of Islam.564 These and 

other reports had lasting resonance; a Christian missionary, Ralph Harlow, described during a 

visit to the Ionian coast in early 1915 that the government still utilized propaganda from the 

Balkan Wars:  

These pictures are often in brilliant colors and exhibit bloody and awful massacres and 
outrage in which helpless Moslem women and children and old men are being done to 
death and outraged by CHRISTIANS [sic]. On the walls of a school for little girls for 
instance there hangs a lurid scene in blood-red and white. Headless bodies lie around; 
hands, arms, feet from all of which blood streams. In the center stands a Christian 
hacking an old man to death. On all these pictures are wounds certain to arouse bitter 
fanaticism.565 
 

Ottoman propaganda also appears to have made an imprint on the minds of some soldiers, even 

into the First World War. One soldier who was likely a refugee that arrived in Istanbul during the 
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Balkan Wars, said of Çanakkale in a June 1915 diary entry that, “These lands, filled with glory, 

courage, and justice given by the majesty of our ancestors was only yesterday trampled upon 

under the Bulgarians’ foul and sinister feet, who knows how much they cried.”566 

Tanin utilized stories that it reported were from Ottoman citizens themselves, ostensibly 

imbuing them with a level of authenticity through the language of the reports, which was 

generally more accessible for the average Ottoman; for example, it published a story in October 

1912 purporting that a Bulgarian lieutenant sent soldiers to demand that Muslim households in a 

small Bulgarian village deliver all of their young girls to military quarters in the town. If a family 

did not comply, the soldiers broke into their homes, beat the adults, and abducted the young girls, 

where officers raped them “all night long.” The article likened Bulgarian soldiers to wild 

animals, while emphasizing the “innocence and purity” of the young Muslim girls.567 Aside from 

the sexual misconduct of enemy soldiers, the Ottomans also focused on the plights of Muslim 

refugees that swelled in Istanbul during and after the wars, whose suffering and public visibility 

in Istanbul made them easily sympathetic figures to a Muslim audience.568 According to reports 

in Tanin, when Muslims were fleeing Bulgaria, the fezzes of some emigrants were forcibly 

removed and torn; some were stabbed; others’ belongings were stolen.569 Civil organizations like 

the Society for Muslim Immigrants from Roumelia published reports about atrocities committed 

by the Bulgarian government and the conditions endured by immigrants.570  
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Propaganda efforts widened to include all of Anatolia after the Balkan Wars, reflecting 

the newfound importance that it had in the wake of the Ottoman loss of virtually all of the 

empire’s European territory after the Ottoman defeat. In Adana, relatively far from northwest 

Anatolia where the Balkan Wars were concentrated, the British Vice Consulate reported to the 

Chargé d’Affaires in Istanbul that “the Adana ‘Committee of National Defence’ published a 

manifesto which, after referring to Bulgarian excesses and atrocities in the war with Turkey, 

stated that the day of vengeance had arrived, and invited the inhabitants of Adana to attend a 

public meeting in the Municipal Garden of the following day.” About 300 people attended this 

meeting. After having given an account of atrocities committed by Bulgarians “with special 

reference to their ill-treatment of Moslem women,” İsmail Safa Efendi, a local CUP member, 

“mentioned that the European powers had refused financial aid to Turkey, and urged that the 

nation should show its patriotism by purchasing Treasury bonds and paying next year’s land 

taxes in advance.”571 This report illustrates that references to sexual violence were not only part 

of patriotic wartime propaganda, but that they were incorporated into daily governance and 

became a part of Ottomans’ performance of basic civic duties like paying taxes.  

The Ottomans received assistance from their German allies in their attempts to drum up 

international support during World War I, including Armenian policy. Germany’s stance toward 

Armenians was one of “official neutrality or indifference,” as the aim of establishing friendly 

relations with the Ottomans was considered more important.572 As the German consul in 

Damascus explained to Ambassador Hans Freiherr von Wangenheim in December 1914, 
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Germany’s aims in publishing propaganda in the Ottoman Empire were threefold: to inform 

Ottoman subjects, some of whom in remote areas were not even familiar with a country called 

Germany, about the German Empire’s power; explain the benefits of an alliance with Germany; 

and to convince them of the benefits of waging war against the Entente.573 Presenting Ottoman 

citizens with the alleged savagery of one familiar Ottoman Enemy, Russia, and its alleged 

clients, the Armenians, sometimes through stories of sexual violence, satisfied the third aim.  

Austria-Hungary too was reticent to interfere in the genocide, as such interference had the 

potential to inhibit the war effort. Johann Markgraf von Pallavicini, the Austro-Hungarian 

ambassador to Istanbul, wrote in a cyphered telegraph from 1915 that “I want to abstain from 

any interference” in the matter of the killings of Armenians, which were known to have included 

women and children, after it was reported that the Russian Ambassador to the United States 

requested that Henry Morgenthau, the American Ambassador in the Ottoman Empire, “raise 

serious concerns” with the Ottoman government regarding the massacres. He did, however, 

believe that it was prudent to inform Ottoman statesmen of the damage that “inhumane action 

against Christians in Turkey might have on the general situation,” which would give the Entente 

pretext to proceed “with all power against Turkey.”574 On the same day, he spoke with Talaat: 

I had the opportunity to tell Talaat Bey that, as I understand, the Russian side is trying to 
use the Armenian disturbances in order to incite public opinion in America against 
Turkey and the Central Powers. I told him that it would be advisable for me to exercise 
caution in order not to unnecessarily facilitate the incitement, especially by persecuting 
women and children, to the opponents of Turkey.575 

 
Talaat denied that women and children had been hurt in the massacres. Although Pallavicini 

described actions taken against women and children as “scarcely justified” and could amount to a 
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“death sentence,” his foremost concern was that the Ottoman Empire would be viewed in an 

“inopportune light,” which “could only be grist for the enemies’ mill” (nur Wasser auf die Mühle 

der Feinde sein könne). This was even after his telegram was attached with a report from the 

Austro-Hungarian Embassy in Trabzon, in which a woman pleaded to “at least save one 

child!”576 

The Ottoman government worked in tandem with Germany to disseminate German anti-

Russian propaganda, as well. According to a report from the Ottoman Foreign Ministry, which 

described Russian atrocities on the western front in Prussia based on a report presented by the 

German embassy in Istanbul: “In the present war, Russian troops have committed a great number 

of atrocities, which the laws of humanity and the practices established among civilized peoples 

have condemned and which have given to their manner of making war quite a barbarous 

character,” noting that these atrocities had been committed against civilian populations: “Men 

and women had to give their last pfennigs to greedy soldiers.” “The population,” the report 

continued, “even women and children, has been abused under vain pretexts and sometimes 

without reason, although it has done its best to satisfy the Russian soldiers.” Noting the 

premeditated nature of the atrocities: “This ill-treatment sometimes had the character of a refined 

cruelty.” As in the Ottoman Empire, refugees faced particular hardships according to the German 

account: “Russian soldiers who had surprised a convoy of refugees separated the men from the 

women and held them without further trial.” The report went into gruesome detail about the 

nature of assaults against women:  

Many are the cases where women and girls have been sexually assaulted brutally. In 
many cases, the unfortunate women have been raped successively by several soldiers, 
some of whom have also suffered from venereal diseases. Women in a state of advanced 
pregnancy were the victims of the bestiality of the soldiers and even the gray hair of old 
women over seventy years of age did not find pardon with the soldiers. An eight-year-old 
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girl was the victim of the brutality of two Russian soldiers in succession. Even Russian 
officers were indulged in such misdeeds.577 
 

The Foreign Ministry also asked the Interior Ministry to “collect detailed information, evidence 

from witnesses, photographs, etc. to whatever extent possible” of Russian atrocities against 

Muslims and civilians in the Caucasus and Black Sea. The governor of Trabzon replied to the 

Foreign Ministry about two months later indicating that he had attached thirty-seven photographs 

of the destruction brought about by Russian naval attacks on the city of Trabzon. The 

photographs were not, however, included in the extant dossier.  

 German efforts here were likely part of its broader information campaign against Russia 

and France, which began in August 1914 under the direction of Colonel Walter Nicolai. The 

German government utilized both the Ottoman press and the distribution by its consuls of 

Turkish-language pamphlets in its propaganda efforts in the Ottoman Empire.578 The 

effectiveness of these reports is difficult to assess, as they were mostly written by Europeans for 

other Europeans and were only later translated into Turkish for a population that had a small 

percentage of literate citizens as it was; the German consul in Baghdad believed that a mere two 

percent of the population could read, or even be able to understand the sophisticated language 

used in propaganda pamphlets.579 This may explain the Interior Ministry’s request to Trabzon 

that the governor seek out forms of communication like pictures and first-hand accounts that may 

have been expressed in a more accessible language. And indeed, the German consul in Trabzon 

was active in sending dispatches to local newspapers in Trabzon as well, which were distributed 

to both Iran and the Caucasus, where the consul believed Turkish-language materials were also 
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read.580 By the end of the war, some German officials like Curt Prüfer, a diplomat stationed in 

the Arab provinces, questioned how effective their atrocity propaganda was in practice in a post-

mortem of the Ottoman-German alliance: “Our war reports, the endless stream of brochures 

about cruelties of the enemy and our own glorious deeds, began to bore the public because it was 

growing tired of the war, and because it lacked the inner relationship with us.”581 

German propagandists struggled with the question of how to differentiate themselves and 

their Austrian allies, as Christian empires, from the British, French, and Russian enemies,582 

especially in light of the Ottoman declaration of jihad.583 Pallavicini further warned Stephan 

Burián von Rajecz, the Austro-Hungarian Foreign Minister, in November 1915 that there had 

been rumors circulating among Armenians that the Ottoman massacres in eastern Anatolia were 

taking place at the behest of the Germany and Austria-Hungary,584 suggesting that the Central 

Powers were also concerned with their image among the Ottoman Christian population and the 

effect that such rumors might have in Europe. Publishing anecdotes such as the above can be 

interpreted as part of the answer to how to tangibly present themselves as distinct from Russia. 

Presenting the Russian army as acting against more concrete concepts of international law may 

have also been a solution to this problem.  

Although the Germans and Ottomans worked together to demonize their enemies, sexual 

violence cases caused tensions between the two allies. In March 1915, the Foreign Ministry 
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alerted the Interior Ministry of an attempted sexual assault against a German citizen named 

Hevila Keller in Haifa. The accused, Tireli Ahmed, claimed to be only twelve years old, which 

was also consistent with his official identity documentation. However, upon review from the 

Acre governor’s office, it was “guessed” that he was, despite his documentation, actually 

fourteen or fifteen years old. Due to his still being below age sixteen, his sentence for the 

attempted assault was reduced to one month in an ıslahhane for “nurturing and custody” (terbiye 

ve tevkif). Due to the problem with ascertaining Ahmed’s actual age, though, the German consul 

launched its own investigation into the matter, undercutting Ottoman jurisdiction over the 

case.585  

The tension between the Ottoman Empire and Germany also played out over marriage. A 

June 1918 letter from the German consul in Adana, nearly seven months after the Law of Family 

Rights was passed, further illustrates how the law threatened the Great Powers’ ability to 

intervene in Ottoman domestic affairs, particularly in marriage between Ottoman citizens and 

non-citizens. Will Hanley describes this as “nationality miscegenation” in his study of Ottoman 

Alexandria, calling attention to British fears over transferring the legal status of European 

women from “secular” to “religious” law after having married an Egyptian man.586 The consul 

suggested to chancellor von Hertling that it would be desirable “if a general warning to German 

women could be issued by an official agency in Germany,” outlining the potential dangers of 

“establish[ing] intimate relations with Turks or to marry.” Noting the changes in capitulatory 
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agreements between the Ottomans and Germany, the letter argued that “The legal claims derived 

from this union between Germans and Turks are as good as without protection as soon as the 

Turk has left Germany.” If a complaint did arise, the German consul would be “almost entirely 

dependent on the goodwill” of the Turks to try to rectify the matter.587 

The consul’s letter reflected colonial anxieties concerning sexual relations between 

Germans and Turks: given “sympathy-propaganda for the Turks during the war, coupled with the 

moment of exotic attraction (mit dem Moment des exotischen Anreizes), it is of course at least 

likely that cases of intimate relations with young Turks have increased.” Quoting the account of 

a female German teacher’s alleged encounter with a Turkish man named Hilmi, the letter 

reported: 

Hilmi assured me at the time that no formalities had to be fulfilled when marrying a 
Turkish citizen. The promise to live life together in love and faithfulness is considered 
the conclusion of a marriage. He said, ‘I have to go to jail if I leave you; I give my word, 
I am a civil servant and must not lie (!!)’588 

 
The letter again called for a general warning to German women, suggesting that “if it were 

firmly emphasized that when marrying a Muslim, they were the losing party in all circumstances, 

even the most favorable ones, this would create a protective barrier against Turkish advances.” If 

the German consul report is to be believed, Hilmi’s inaccurate portrayal of the legal 

ramifications of separation speaks to the lack of knowledge about the marriage law among 

Ottoman Turks. The (likely) exaggeration of the report, however, reflects the urgency with which 

German officials viewed the erosion of their extraterritorial rights and the ability of consuls to 

intervene on their citizens’ behalf. It further speaks to sexual anxieties of the time; the German 
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consul in Adana viewed consular authority as a vehicle to control sexual relations of German 

women with foreign men.  

Ottoman propaganda scrutinized Russian actions in Iran as well, and the Ottomans took 

the opportunity to utilize such stories for propaganda purposes. In February 1917, the Ottoman 

embassy in Tehran sent a translation of a report to the Foreign Ministry, the military High 

Command, the Sixth Army, and the Interior Ministry. The report allegedly recounted an Iranian 

major’s narration of atrocities committed by Russian soldiers in an Iranian village. The Ottoman 

embassy assured the Foreign Ministry that the Iranian major’s account would be distributed to 

newspapers for publication. According to the major’s report, Russian soldiers had been “with 

complete savagery” (kemal vahşetle) sexually assaulting Iranian women in both cities and small 

villages. For the Russian soldiers, however, “these ugly acts do not suffice,” as “even the lifeless 

bodies of the wretched victims who died as martyrs for the sake of defending their honor were 

not kept safe from the attacks.” The violence committed by the Russian soldiers was described in 

reference to their attacks against women: “The Russian people consider themselves to be 

civilized, [whereas] they typically presume Eastern people to be animals or the rank of half 

savages. However, which Easterner, in order to prepare a young mother for ignominy, can 

perpetrate a terrible crime like arson across from her baby at her breast?” Each night, the 

Russians, in groups, would forcibly enter homes in Sultanabad and take young women and girls 

to their barracks where, for one or two days, after they “amuse themselves with them” (onlarla 

eğlendikten sonra), they would abandon the girls to their families. The report also indicated that 

the Russian army would force villages to pay a tax, to which the villagers agreed with the 

stipulation that the Cossacks not be allowed to enter the village. The promise, however, was 

broken and when the Cossacks came to the village, they headed toward a hamam and hacked a 
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woman leaving the hamam to pieces, “and what happened to those inside the hamam is 

certain.”589 

Presenting the Ottomans as the civilized nation, the report further claimed: “My heart was 

burning with the silent questions, some Turkish, some Persian, where is the gendarmerie? When 

will the Ottomans come? Are we not your children? (Biz sizin evladınız degil miyiz?)”590 In the 

First World War, Ottoman propaganda efforts witnessed a shift in strategy where the CUP drew 

upon a similar discourse of victimization from the Balkan Wars, but “this time it was more 

generally focused upon ‘our ill-fated religious and racial brothers in the Caucasus’ and ‘the 

misdeeds done against all Muslims, not only the Ottomans.’”591 In the example above, it was the 

Ottoman government that took on the role of protector of Muslims, even Shia in Iran, as opposed 

to the Sharif of Mecca or other power brokers vying for political recognition.  

 Part of the process of emphasizing Ottoman – and Muslim writ large – victimization was 

to villainize Armenians and Russians in the press. Alleged sexual attacks by Armenians were 

also often conflated with the Russian threat against the empire. The rapes underscore the 

disloyalty that the Ottoman government had come to believe typified the Armenian community. 

One letter from May 1917 from the Caucasus Armies Group Commander Ahmet İzzet described 

how the Muslims of Erzincan in eastern Anatolia were being gathered up by the Russian and 

turned over to the Armenian committees, after which they were killed, raped, and their 

belongings pillaged. Ahmet İzzet placed the blame for the events squarely on the Russians: “The 

atrocities taking place in Erzincan, presented hereby are no doubt enticed by the Russians.”592 
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Here the issue of sexual violence was conflated with the war effort against Russia more 

generally. As was the case in the other countries of World War I, rape was used to show the 

barbarity of the enemy in addition to being perceived as an assault on the nation’s reproductive 

future.593 

 The Ottoman Foreign Ministry was attuned to reports of violence committed against 

Armenians in the foreign press and set out to try to refute those claims. These efforts were also 

part of the Ottoman attempt to cast itself as a civilized nation being brutalized by the Entente and 

its allies. The Foreign Ministry attempted to gather reports of atrocities committed by Russians 

and Armenians in 1915 and 1916 and to forward them to newspapers and foreign embassies in 

Istanbul.594 In February 1917, for example, it came to the Ministry’s attention that Romanian 

newspapers had been reporting extensively on the Armenian Genocide. The Ottoman embassy in 

Bucharest quoted a memorandum that had been sent to the embassy beforehand, which indicated 

that reports of killings and other mistreatments were categorically false, and that they were 

“fabricated and invented” (icad ve ihtira edilmektedir) by the enemies of the Ottomans “for the 

purpose of producing a negative impact upon the empire.” The embassy asserted that it was, in 

point of fact, rebelling Armenians, working with the Russian army, who were “cruelly” killing 

Muslim women and children without exception.595 
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Figure 5: Image published by the Porte of women and children in Diyarbekir, in Vérité: Sur le 
mouvement révolutionnaire arménien et les mesures gouvernementales. (Istanbul, 1916). HHStA 

PAXII/463, Liasse XLVII, appended to no. 21/P (March 3, 1916). 
 

In addition to a foreign audience, these reports were meant to bolster local opinion of the CUP 

government and the war as well. In the estimation of Pallavicini, the Turkish government was of 

the opinion that “even in Muslim circles, measures aimed at the extermination of the Armenian 

population will be unacceptable.” He went on to argue that “The ruthless and inhumane course of 

action against the Armenians has found favor only among the fanatical disciples of the 

Committee.”596 Ottoman media propaganda against Armenians and Russians was meant to 

counteract the prevailing thought that Pallavicini outlined. Some soldiers in their memoirs appear 
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to have accepted the government’s narrative; one recounted how, “because the Armenians of 

these lands acted treacherously, our government had them pay the price.”597  

The Ottoman courts also at times declined to take action against Muslim men who had 

sexually assaulted Armenians, in instances where such cases reached the courts in the first place. 

There were occasions on which Muslim men were taken to court for crimes committed against 

Armenians. For example, in October 1915, a gendarmerie commander, Mülazımı Rasim Efendi 

was accused of forcibly stripping two Armenian girls’ clothing and raping them. As a result, his 

rank was removed and he was placed under arrest and remanded to the Konya court martial.598 

However, as already seen above, courts had wide latitude to impose differing sentences based on 

circumstances of the crimes, and this latitude was exploited to commute the sentences of 

Muslims who had committed sexual violence against Armenians. In 1916, two armed Turkish 

men were sentenced by the Samsun court martial to ten years’ hard labor each for having 

forcibly abducted and then raped an Armenian girl named Siranuş, having taken her virginity and 

wounding her mother, who tried in vain to protect Siranuş during the assault. The Samsun court 

martial, however, reduced one man’s sentence to five years in prison because he was under the 

age of eighteen. Furthermore, because the two had “appreciated the causes of their actions,” the 

older man’s sentence was reduced to five years in prison while the younger man’s sentence was 

reduced to three years in prison.599 In another example, the Public Security Directorate called for 

 
597 İbrahim Arıkan, Osmanlı Ordusunda bir Nefer: Bir Mehmetçiğin Çanakkale-Galiçya-Filistin Cephesi Anıları 
(Istanbul: Timaş, 2010), 39. 
598 BOA.DH.EUM.2.ŞB 12/39 (October 16, 1915). The Armenian Patriarchate had to involve itself at times in 
advocating for sexual assault victims. In January 1913, it complained to the Interior Ministry that a nineteen-year-
old boy, Hacı Gazar oğlu Puzant, who was leaving from Kayseri to visit his parents in Mersin, was stopped by a 
gendarmerie guard, Karahasanoğlu Mehmed. Mehmed brought Puzant forcibly to a police station, where he sexually 
assaulted him. When Puzant arrived in Kayseri, he informed the local delegation of what happened. The Patriarchate 
called for an investigation by both the government and the gendarmerie, however, it is unknown whether or not an 
investigation occurred. BOA.DH.H 11/54 (January 6, 1913). 
599 BOA.İ.HB 181/51 (March 4, 1916). 
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an investigation in Tokat, in Sivas province, after the Tokat gendarmerie reported that an 

individual had taken four Armenian girls into his service and passed his time drinking alcohol 

with them and consequently shirked his military duties by feigning illness several days per week. 

The Public Security Directorate also noted that it had been reliably reported that Armenian girls 

had been being sexually assaulted in Sivas and that “moral outrages” (rezail-i ahlakiyesinin) had 

spread as far as the coffee shops.600 Whether or not the individuals responsible for such outrages 

were apprehended, however, is unknown. 

These tendencies had already begun toward the end of the Balkan Wars. In July 1913, the 

governor of Adana informed the Interior Ministry of an incident in Cebel-i Bereket involving the 

former servant of a member of the Osmaniye court, Kirkor Efendi. The servant, a seventeen-

year-old girl named Matilitan, was a student in a school operated by the Armenian Catholic 

Church in Adana. One night at 3:00 or 4:00 AM, when she went to use the bathroom in her 

home, a police officer who she described as short, young, and slightly overweight approached 

her, but due to the darkness, she could not identify him. He stuffed her mouth with a 

handkerchief and brought her to one of the nearby houses forcibly, where he raped her and took 

her virginity. Kirkor Efendi notified the Adana Catholic Delegation of the assault. The 

perpetrator was identified as a man named abd-al Wahab. Matilitan was sent for an examination 

by the city doctors, who confirmed that her virginity had been taken as well as that she displayed 

signs of having a fever. The police investigation claimed that Matilitan did not ask for help either 

on the night of the attack nor on the day after, a claim still used to dismiss allegations of sexual 

assault, placing the onus to prevent sexual violence on the victim, rather than the perpetrator. It 
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further claimed that Matilitan had consented to the sex, and because she had reached 

adolescence, abd-al Wahab could not be legally reprimanded for taking her virginity.601 

Even after the war’s conclusion, Armenians who had been the victims of sexual violence 

were unable to find redress with the law. A Telegraph dated October 21, 1918 signed by an 

Armenian man from Kütahya complained to the Police Directorate that a man named Hakkı Bey 

sexually assaulted his wife and that while he was on the road, Hakkı also stole several hundred 

Lira worth of goods from him. According to the telegraph, although the authorities were aware 

of Hakkı Bey’s residence, no action had been taken against him. Kütahya responded in January 

1919 arguing that its investigation into the report revealed that Hakkı Bey’s potential 

imprisonment was inappropriate and cleared him of any responsibility.602 

During the Balkan Wars too, violence against Armenians was irregularly prosecuted. In 

fact, during World War I, Ottoman propaganda pieces attempted to date supposed Armenian 

violence against Muslims back to the Balkan Wars; according to one 1916 Ottoman publication, 

“During the Balkan War, it was always the Armenians who acted with hostility toward their 

compatriots in the region of Rodosto.” It continued, “At a time when the country, severely 

affected by the setbacks suffered during the Balkan War, was working hard, the Armenians were 

doing their utmost to push the Empire toward the abyss, with a view to realizing their plan to 

build on its ruins.”603  

Ottoman internal efforts to present Armenians as fundamentally violent toward Muslims 

is also reflected in the source material. In February 1915, the Public Security Directorate 

informed the Samsun police indicating that it had received a telegram on behalf of the people of 
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Kestanepınar, which claimed that Armenian gangs had been attacking villages, murdering and 

raping women during the attacks. The Directorate ordered a swift investigation to ascertain the 

veracity of the Kestanepınar people’s claims, an order which stood in stark contrast to the 

Ottoman authorities’ consistent feet dragging when it came to accusations from Armenians.604 

Ottoman reports from March, 1915 also claimed that “Armenian gangs” aiding the Russian 

forces raped women and young girls in villages near the eastern Anatolian city of Van.605 

Another report dated May 28, 1917, described how the bodies of two women and a thirteen-year-

old boy were recovered in a creek, after they had been lost in the forest outside of their village. 

According to the report, “the victims were massacred by cutting their necks and by tearing them 

into pieces by means of piercing instruments.” Based on the fact that the two women’s clothes 

were recovered in a different location, the report concluded that they were likely raped prior to 

being killed by Armenian gangs.606 The language of these reports is important, as the detailed 

language used here differs greatly from the dry, technocratic style in which reports of sexual 

violence committed by Muslim Turks against other Muslim Turks were often written. 

The kinds of propaganda that the Ottoman government used during the Balkan Wars and 

during World War I suggests that the “gendered and sexualized human body is clearly a 

powerful image ripe for ideological deployment during times of war” for propaganda efforts.607 

Images and stories of Ottoman women’s alleged brutalization at the hands of Bulgarian and 

Armenian men presented to the public an especially gruesome portrait of the threat to Ottoman 

sovereignty that these groups were believed to have presented in the context of war. If Ottoman 
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606 T.C. Genelkurmay Başkanlığı, Arşiv Belgeleriyle Ermeni Faaliyetleri 1914-1918, vol. 2 (Ankara: Genelkurmay 
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women’s sexual honor was to be preserved though draconian penalties issued to those accused of 

sexual assault, atrocity propaganda added to the urgency that the Ottoman government wanted 

men to feel as they fought to protect this honor. Such propaganda was meant to assist the 

Ottoman pursuit of sovereignty through war, an aim that was shared with Ottoman judicial 

policy toward those accused of sexual assault.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined Ottoman policies on sexual violence during the Balkan Wars 

and the First World War. On the one hand, when Muslim Turks committed acts of sexual 

violence against other Muslims Turks, the courts acted in a way that was meant to restore order 

such that the war effort could continue. While rape cases were sometimes hamstrung by local 

incompetence, obstruction, or lack of evidence, the aim in both convictions and pardons of men 

was the maintenance of public order, and by extension, the smooth functioning of fighting a 

world war. On the other hand, as genocide scholars have argued, the rapes perpetrated during the 

Armenian Genocide were also meant to further the Ottomans’ internal war against populations it 

viewed as a fifth column. Propagandizing real or exaggerated acts of violence committed by 

Armenians and Russians during World War I, as well as by Bulgarians during the Balkan Wars, 

were further intended to incite the passions of Ottomans. The implication of the enemy’s sexual 

deprivation can be summarized by one Ottoman recruitment message during World War I: “If 

Ahmed and Mehmed evade war, then the enemy gets Ayşe and Fatma.”608 What Ottoman efforts 

to police instances of violence by Muslims against other Muslims and propagandizing Bulgarian 

and Armenian atrocities share, however, is a concern foremost with the empire’s sovereignty and 

goal of winning a world war. The goal of the former policy was the kind of social stability 
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considered necessary to survive the war’s many disruptions in daily life, while the latter was 

meant to counteract Entente propaganda efforts internationally and to inflame local sentiment 

against the Entente and non-Muslims within Ottoman territory. 

This chapter has shown that rape was not only a weapon of war literally against 

Armenians, but it was also a “weapon” of propaganda. The Ottoman government, along with its 

allies, exploited stories of sexual violence to arouse the passions of Ottomans, either to 

encourage them to fight or to prevent them from deserting. Both the Ottoman atrocity 

propaganda as well as its attempts, however ineffective they may have been, to suppress sexual 

violence should also be understood together. If Ottoman sovereignty was the ultimate goal of the 

empire’s entrance into the First World War, efforts to demonize foreign enemies and Ottoman 

Armenians as well as the government’s mostly failed attempts to impose draconian punishments 

for sexual violence against soldiers’ families were in service of this goal. 
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Chapter Four 

Occupation and the Contested Legal Landscape of Anatolia 

Introduction 

“An immoral nation cannot prosper. An immoral government cannot be stable. An 

immoral country can never flourish.”609 So explained İbrahim Edhem, a young preacher from 

Ankara, in a piece that criticized what he observed to be women turning away from conservative 

clothing during the Allied occupation of Anatolia. His arguments earned him a one-year prison 

sentence after being put on trial in the İstiklâl Mahkemeler (Independence Tribunals) for having 

“misled the people.”610 Edhem’s concerns that were published in either 1921 or 1922 about the 

state of the Turkish government encapsulate the moral anxiety that surrounded the years of the 

Entente occupation of Anatolia, the state of the government in Istanbul, and the subsequent Milli 

Mücadele (National Struggle, Turkish War of Independence).  

As was the case in other countries after World War I, some nationalists in Turkey 

asserted that territorial independence was only one aspect of sovereignty. For a defeated country 

like the Ottoman Empire especially, allegations that certain members of the population were still 

lagging behind in terms of devotion to the state meant that “the moral rebirth that had to 

accompany physical rebirth was still lacking.”611 As chapter one argued, for some high ranking 

officials in the army like Enver before and during World War I, war was a remedy for bringing 

about the kind of moral rejuvenation that would serve as a corrective measure for social 

problems. Yet the Ottoman defeats in the First Balkan War and World War I did not stop 
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statesmen and observers from making connections between sexuality, morality, and sovereignty. 

In fact, the project of moral renewal persisted well after the establishment of the Republic in 

1923, indicating that a morally upright society continued to be a necessary component of state 

sovereignty. In a 1932 book addressing Turkish educators, İsmail Hakkı (Baltacıoğlu), a writer 

and educator who later served in the Grand National Assembly, argued that wars, whether won 

or lost, engender moral revolutions. He suggested that the men in the Ottoman army fighting 

together in trenches created a sense of comradery among the “naïve” Anatolian youth and their 

educated urbanite counterparts. The experience of war brought these soldiers together, in spite of 

their divergent backgrounds. Thus, in spite of their ultimate outcome, Hakkı contended that the 

Balkan Wars actually helped to awaken the Turks for a brighter future.612 

The moral revolution that that Hakkı spoke of persisted during the Milli Mücadele period, 

when the Allied powers occupied parts of Anatolia. Occupations carry particular importance for 

the questions they produce concerning sovereignty and foreign sexual access to indigenous 

women. Miriam Gebhardt argues of Germany after World War II, for example, that “The years 

after 1945 were characterized by feelings of ‘moral panic,’ of fear, and of insecurity.” Germany 

faced not only the tasks of economic and political reconstruction, but also “the prospect of being 

at the mercy of foreign powers.”613 Sexual relations between indigenous women and foreign men 

was one way in which this power imbalance played out. Defeat and occupation served to 

heighten the already panicked vision of morality in Turkey due to a loss of sovereignty over both 

political and social life. The contours of power imbalances that characterize military occupations, 
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such as in Turkey after World War I, necessarily create states of “compromised sovereignty.” As 

a result, occupied leaders often channel their political claims through the bodies of individual 

women.614 Given the presence of the Allies and the constraints under which the Istanbul 

government was forced to operate, a new set of problems emerged, resulting in new efforts to 

manage and police sexual behavior. Once again, the Ottoman quest for sovereignty is crucial for 

understanding these policies. 

In this chapter, I consider the kinds of challenges the Allied occupation of Anatolia 

presented for Ottoman efforts to maintain their World War I era policies targeting a reduction in 

sexual violence and prostitution. I approach this question by examining how the presence of 

Allied governance altered the legal means through which Ottoman officials could assert their 

authority over sexual behavior and how foreign access to Ottoman women shaped the kinds of 

policies the Ottomans pursued in policing sexuality. I utilize sources from both the Ottoman 

archives and from British archives. The latter sources provide insight into the dysfunction that 

typified governance during the occupation. The former group deals primarily with instances of 

Greek men committing acts of violence that were reported to governors or the Interior Ministry. 

This is not to suggest that Greek men were responsible for the most violence, only that the 

sources mostly reflect sexual assaults by Greek men. When I say “Greek,” I refer to men who 

were citizens of Greece, identified by the words Yunan or Yunanlı in the sources. When referring 

to ethnically Greek Ottomans, I use Rum, the Turkish word for these individuals. One possible 

explanation for the sources mostly discussing Greek men is the geographic particulars of the 

Independence War. Many reported attacks that occurred in Western Anatolia, geographically 

closest to the Ottoman government in Istanbul. As the Greek army moved into Turkish Thrace 
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and Anatolia, “the authority of the Sultan’s government for all practical purposes was limited to 

the city of Istanbul.”615 As such, the ability to reach the central government for individuals in the 

eastern and southern provinces may have been compromised. If the government was unable to 

exert any meaningful authority outside of Istanbul and Western Anatolia, individuals may have 

not felt it worth their whiles to reach out to a government that played little role in their lives.  

Continued male control over women was clearly an important element of governance 

during the National Struggle period; one deputy in the Grand National Assembly, Durak Bey of 

Erzurum, minced few words during a 1922 debate over a bill that would have pardoned 

deportation sentences issued to family members of deserted soldiers when he declared, “All of us 

are men. Can they have an influence over the job that I will perform? On the contrary, I have an 

influence over them. We Turks are always the influencers of women…Women do not and cannot 

have any influence over us.”616 My introduction of gender and sexuality as dimensions of 

analysis to the history of the Allied occupation of Anatolia opens up new ways of examining 

how the Ottoman government managed its state of compromised sovereignty, and what strategies 

it used to negotiate and overcome that state. It calls for a reappraisal of the “battlefield” of the 

occupation to not be defined solely by the home front/war front dichotomy, as the state of 

occupation signals a “reconfiguration of the battlefield itself.”617 Managing the sexual behavior 

of men and women proved to be an important part of governance that transcended home and war 

fronts during the occupation, one that had clear implications for the future of the country. 
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Building on chapters two and three, I argue that Ottoman policies toward sexuality during 

the Allied occupation are best understood when considering how gender shaped these policies. 

That is to say, aggressive Ottoman criticisms toward Greek sexual access to Muslim women and 

Muslim women’s supposed willingness to engage in sex work with foreign men, for example, 

illustrate not only the kinds of gendered anxieties that Ottoman men had about the sexual activity 

of Ottoman Muslim women, but also were attempts to continue the kinds of policies from World 

War I that shut out foreign, non-Muslim men from public space – a key element of the CUP 

program of regaining sovereignty through war. Scholars of occupation elsewhere have signaled 

how occupations pose severe challenges to male hegemony; for Vichy France, for example, 

“French (male) authority was utterly subservient to the demands of the Germans.”618 For the 

Ottoman Empire, the Milli Mücadele period represented not only a struggle to reclaim national 

sovereignty, but for male Ottomans to reassert their authority and claims to protection over 

Ottoman Muslim women. Durak Bey’s pronouncement over the impossibility of female agency 

could not possibly hold water if Ottoman women were having sexual relations, either consensual 

or forcible, with foreign men. Occupation era policies therefore entailed shielding women from 

prostitution, especially when foreign men were the clients, and from sexual violence, especially 

when foreign men were those committing the assaults. Analyzing Ottoman occupation policy by 

keeping its gendered dimensions in mind casts new light on the challenges that the Ottomans 

faced in pursuing policies that had begun during World War I.  

Sexual violence took on a new dimension during the Milli Mücadele period, due in part to 

the larger number of non-Ottoman men stationed in Anatolia. Rapes committed by enemies have 

a different dynamic than those described in chapter three, which predominately involved Muslim 
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Turkish men sexually assaulting Muslim Turkish women; as Beth Baron explains, “rape by an 

enemy had political as well as personal consequences. The dishonor to the woman and her family 

became a collective dishonor; her body became a metaphor for communal or national 

disgrace.”619 Prostitution was also impacted by similar concerns; sex between Muslims and non-

Muslims, Ottoman women and non-Ottoman men was a source of popular consternation among 

contemporary observers and officials alike. The ways in which Turkish-language sources treated 

these issues also departed from the Balkan Wars and World War I. Chapters two and three 

illustrated that discourses of national honor, security, and the sacrifices of men fighting were at 

the fore of how the military and government couched their grievances over what they considered 

sexual transgressions. During the Independence War, however, appeals to international law and 

civilization appear far more frequently.620 This is not to suggest that national honor was not at 

stake; it certainly was. However, the techniques for asserting claims to national honor through 

the bodies of women changed during the occupation and the Wilsonian moment.621 This was 

perhaps due to the audience of these techniques; claims to protection under international law may 

have seemed like a better strategy when the cooperation of the Allies was often necessary for 

effective investigations into sex crimes and their prosecutions. 

One of the major problems that the Ottomans encountered during occupation, however, 

was the unsettled legal infrastructure that existed in Anatolia. Chapters two and three described 
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the drastic measures which the CUP took to police sexuality during World War I; during the 

Milli Mücadele period, there were new restrictive forces at work. The Ottoman struggle to 

continue its efforts to police men and women’s sexual behavior between 1919 and 1923 helps 

elucidate how the uncertain and often confused legal landscape of Anatolia worked in practice to 

impede effective governance. Whereas chapters two and three discussed the Ottoman 

government at arguably the height of its power to dictate anti-prostitution policy to manage 

instances of sexual violence committed by Ottoman Muslims against other Ottoman Muslims 

and to direct government-initiated propaganda efforts, during the National Struggle period, this 

chapter shows how the Allied command inserted itself into these matters.  

In order to take meaningful action against prostitution and sexual violence in this period, 

the Ottoman government had to navigate the labyrinthian legal landscape of occupation. In spite 

of the unilateral abrogation of the Capitulations in September 1914, the Allies refused to accept 

the move as legitimate and sought to reassert their legal privileges in Anatolia after 1919. In fact, 

it was not until 1923 and the establishment of the Turkish Republic that the Allies abolished 

extraterritoriality in Turkey.622 Indeed, the Nationalists’ unyielding desire to abolish 

extraterritorial rights can be considered a legacy of the CUP program that had been in place since 

at least 1914.623 Gender is critical to the historical analysis of how the Ottoman government in 

Istanbul operated in this period of compromised sovereignty while it simultaneously attempted to 

stem the tide of the nascent nationalist movement under Mustafa Kemal. Making gender and 

sexuality foci of historical inquiry also breaks down the nationalist narrative of the Milli 

Mücadele period as a having a predetermined outcome. The legal uncertainty that plagued the 
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era meant that confusion and disjointedness occurred more frequently than any kind of coherent 

policy program. My approach likewise recovers the uncertainty that typified questions 

surrounding the application and limits of the law, and how crime and punishment played out in 

practice. 

This chapter begins by detailing how Ottomans narrated the defeat of the empire in 

World War I and the subsequent occupation by Entente forces, paying attention to how the 

logistics of occupation led to a breakdown in public security. Sexual violence must be put in the 

context of the general lack of security that existed in Anatolia following World War I. Drawing 

from memoirs and diaries of Ottoman soldiers, the chapter illustrates how gendered language 

factored heavily into how Ottomans parsed the defeat of the empire and its occupation. I then 

turn to the examples of prostitution and sexual violence to show how the lack of clarity 

surrounding legal jurisdiction and weak security forces during the Allied occupation disrupted 

Ottoman policies pursued during World War I. The unwillingness or inability of the Allied 

forces to respond to Ottoman complaints was accompanied by a deeply gendered understanding 

of the occupation, where fears of non-Ottoman sexual access to Ottoman women were used by 

the Ottoman government to deride the legitimacy of the occupation itself. The chapter concludes 

by considering a draft law that was proposed in the Grand National Assembly that would have 

mandated hard labor for prostitutes and their clients, elucidating how occupation changed 

attitudes of Turkish politicians toward criminalizing prostitution.  

Mudros and Anatolia after Occupation 

The Entente’s occupation of Anatolia began within a month of the Mudros Armistice, 

signed on October 30, 1918. The occupation forces maintained a highly visible presence in the 

cityscape of Istanbul; there were over 50,000 Entente troops present in Istanbul during the 
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occupation.624 Statistics on the number of French allied men in the Constantinople Occupation 

Corps stationed in Istanbul in October 1920 alone totaled 7,230 French, 3,846 North African, and 

2,741 Senegalese.625 This visibility was a constant reminder to Ottomans that the empire had 

been defeated in the First World War, and that Ottoman sovereignty was now clearly 

compromised. Hüseyin Kâmil Ertur’s memoir illustrates how some viewed the recognition of 

defeat in the Treaty of Mudros and the subsequent occupation:  

In my opinion the most important provision is this: the conquerors (yenenler) would be 
able to occupy every area viewed as dangerous to their security; on top of which in the 
event that disorder broke out, they were able to immediately occupy Diyarbakır, Elazığ, 
Erzurum, Bitlis and Van. Solely this provision is diametrically opposed to the qualities of 
a state and a nation. Because everything is under the occupiers’ will and jurisdiction; the 
occupiers say “this is necessary for my security” [and] a fight that breaks out on the street 
becomes sufficient cause for occupying a whole area of the country. In the history of 
civilization, the defeated have never had to shoulder such provisions…This Treaty of 
Modros [sic] is a disgrace to civilization and humanity. Civilizations living on the 
American continent and barbarians were annihilated by the Europeans in this way. Those 
living in Africa were enslaved in such a way. Rights, law, justice, the principles of 
humanity, the laws of nations – the Treaty of Modros [sic] is in violation of all of 
these.626 

 
To Ertur, the defeat of the Ottoman Empire placed Turks into the same category as other 

occupied parts of the world – enslaved Africans and indigenous populations in North America 

that were subjugated by Europeans. The racial undertones of Ertur’s account are notable; 

Ottomans in positions of authority prior to the outbreak of the 1911-1912 Ottoman-Italian War 

justified their continued presence in North Africa partially through a lens of racial and 

civilizational superiority,627 and to be placed alongside what Ertur might have considered less 
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civilized peoples certainly constituted an affront. Ottoman sovereignty now resembled that of the 

enslaved and of territories that had once been under Ottoman suzerainty. He also cogently noted 

the security arrangements of occupation, where ad hoc laws and administration and claims of 

protection of one’s personal safety allowed for European powers to carry out requisitions 

virtually at will, strategies still employed by police forces today to justify the use of force. 

 

Figure 6: British troops marching by Nusretiye Mosque, 1920. (Library of Congress). 

The Istanbul government, led by Damat Ferid Paşa, was also viewed by some as unable 

or unwilling to adequately confront the Allied powers. One Ottoman soldier argued that “The 

Istanbul government and the sultan were not free…This government and the sultan had now 

failed to keep possession of the constitution, and a situation had arisen such that [they] were no 
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different than servants carrying out the occupying powers’ commands.”628 Another remarked 

after the Greek occupation of Izmir in 1919, “In these same days, the Istanbul government 

proclaimed it necessary to quell the enthusiasm of the people protesting the occupation.”629 

These accounts are certainly colored by nationalist renderings of Turkish history; to them, the 

Istanbul government stood in opposition to the nascent movement led by Mustafa Kemal and 

was little more than a pawn of the Allies. They do, however, speak to what figures in that 

movement understood to be the inability of the Istanbul government to adequately assert its 

power vis-à-vis the Allied occupying powers, a concern that was undoubtedly manifest among 

individuals living under the occupation. The observations are less important for the extent to 

which they were factual and more important for what they tell us about how deeply the 

Ottomans’ loss of sovereignty affected the outlook of veterans of World War I. Mustafa Kemal 

Atatürk’s own narration of the beginning of the War of Independence in the Nutuk – his thirty-

six-hour mammoth speech delivered in the Grand National Assembly in 1927 – likewise 

characterized the sultan as a weak figure, an argument that later Turkish nationalist 

historiography would parrot: “Wahideddin [sic], the degenerate occupant of the throne and the 

Caliphate, was seeking for some despicable way to save his person and his throne, the only 

objects of his anxiety.”630 In spite of exaggerated nationalist claims, the Istanbul government 

during occupation was indeed ineffectual in its governance in general; financial limitations and 

the ambiguity of the peace process led to the Istanbul government’s “inability to wield power 

with a sense of purpose and vision.”631  

 
628 Ali Galip Gençoğlu, Kurtuluş Savaşı Günlüğü, ed. Erhan Palabıyık (Ankara: T.C. Kültür Bakanlığı, 1998), 33. 
629 Fahrettin Altay, 10 Yıl Savaş ve Sonrası (1912-1922) (Istanbul: Insel, 1970), 185. 
630 Mustafa Kemal, A Speech Delivered by Ghazi Mustapha Kemal, President of the Turkish Republic, October 1927 
(Leipzig: K.F. Koehler, 1929), 9. 
631 Ryan Gingeras, Fall of the Sultanate: The Great War and the End of the Ottoman Empire, 1908-1922 (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 262. 
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An uptick in violence across Anatolia, coupled with structural issues that limited 

policing, complicated Ottoman efforts to continue World War I era policies. Contemporary 

sources and memoirs each bemoan the fact that the security situation across Anatolia had 

worsened severely after the Mudros Treaty was signed. Brigandage, which had plagued the 

Ottoman Empire during World War I, continued to ravage Anatolia between 1919 and 1923. As 

one memoir noted dryly, Anatolia had an “unpleasant character,” largely due to deserters from 

the army cutting off access to roads and committing robbery.632 Some traditional industries had 

also been emaciated by the war and industrialization, which drove individuals into poverty and 

desperation; in Eskişehir, for example, the British Colonel C.E.S. Palmer reported in 1919 that 

“the once flourishing silk industry has been completely crushed.”633 The Armenian Genocide 

also had the effect of destroying parts of the Anatolian economy, either through the murders of 

business owners or those who were skilled workers. In Akşehir, for example, a British report 

noted that prior to World War I, there had been two carpet factories, which employed two 

hundred Armenian young women, all of whom had been deported. The Ottoman government 

attempted to re-open the factory, but it shut down shortly, effectively eliminating Akşehir’s 

carpet-making industry.634 The sexual politics of the occupation period cannot be understood 

apart from this general climate of economic uncertainty and violence that characterized Anatolia 

between 1919 and 1923.  

During World War I, the Ottoman government attempted to suppress brigandage in 

Anatolia, but the problem only worsened after the war’s conclusion. By July 1918, the 

 
632 Hıfzı Veldet Velidedeoğlu, Milli Mücadele Anılarım, (Istanbul: Hil Yayın, 1983), 24. 
633 The National Archives, London (hereafter TNA) FO 608/113, no. 468 (January 19, 1919). A separate report 
noted that the silk industry in Adapazar had been similarly ravaged by the war. TNA FO 608/113, no. 2663 (April 5, 
1919). 
634 TNA FO 608/113, no. 743 (February 18, 1919). 
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government issued a general amnesty for soldiers who had left their units and by November, the 

order was expanded to include those arrested for or accused of banditry. The amnesty order had 

the opposite effect of its intent to stem violence by brigands; instead, many gang leaders viewed 

the amnesty order as an opportunity to shore up control over their local spheres of influence.635 

In fact, the Nationalist faction led by Kemal relied on paramilitary forces to bolster its ranks, 

especially those who were veterans of the Teşkilat-i Mahsus (Special Organization). Although 

individuals responsible for establishing and carrying out opposition were those educated in 

modern Ottoman schools and who made up the middle class – such as soldiers, civil servants, 

self-employed doctors, lawyers, journalists, and local notables who did not believe that the 

country’s occupation was a real possibility636 – the beleaguered military was in desperate need of 

manpower. The services of those with less than savory reputations were, therefore, not excluded 

from the being incorporated into military and security apparatuses. Among the paramilitary 

forces was Çerkes Ethem, for instance, who was “by far the most notorious guerrilla leader on 

the Aegean front,” and who was responsible for raiding, stealing, and rape along the Aegean. 

The presence of individuals like Çerkes Ethem, whose reputations were known among the 

people, served to foment distrust between the Nationalists and non-Turkish and non-Muslim 

civilians. One Nationalist general recalled that “It was the torment [these attacks] delivered,” that 

deprived the movement of “support from people living under Greek occupation or near the 

front.”637 Another soldier, Sabahattin Engin, similarly recalled that Kuva-yı Milliye (National 

Forces) leaders Demirci Efe and Sökeli Ali Efe forced Christian refugees to Denizli and as a 

result, the abandoned Christian villages were looted and women were raped. While there were 

 
635 Gingeras, Fall of the Sultanate, 257-8. 
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those among the Nationalist ranks who supported deportations, the rapes of Christian women, he 

claimed, were “explicitly unwelcome” (aleni hoş karşılamaz).638 Regardless, attacks such as 

these, which were considered a continuation of violence under the CUP, alienated non-Muslim 

populations from supporting the movement.639 

Some British officials advocated for an aggressive stance toward crime, and brigandage 

in particular; Captain Hadkinson, describing a two month tour he had taken in Bursa, for 

example, suggested that in this province “the public execution of a few of these bad characters 

would have a very salutary effect” on Bursa’s security situation, which he described in the 

following terms: “The whole vilayet to-day is in such a state of terror that not only the villagers 

dare not attend to the work in the fields, but during the night are obliged to keep watch in their 

homes for fear of an attack.”640 Some in the Grand National Assembly shared Hadkinson’s 

aggressive posture; Ahmed Hamdi Bey, a deputy from Ertuğrul, lambasted pardons that had been 

issued for brigands when he argued for stiffer penalties for such individuals: 

In the Balkan Wars, many individuals had deserted the army and had been engaged in 
brigandage, they had been pardoned. In the Great War, again many individuals evaded 
military service or deserted and trampling upon the homes and families of our brothers 
who were defending the fatherland, after having extracted money from them as a result of 
cruelty, were again pardoned. And again beginning after this armistice, some of those 
engaged in this sort of brigandage had begged for protection, some had been released 
from prison, and this manner of brigandage again persisted. For this reason, I request that 
one thing be accepted. If the high treason law is not amended, let a severe article be 
placed in the criminal code.641 

 

 
638 Sabahattin Engin, Seferden Sefere: Piyade Albay M. Hilmi Engin’in Balkan, 1. Dünya ve İstiklal Savaşı Anıları 
(Konya: Kömen Yayınları, 2007), 129. 
639 On this point, see Ali Şekeryan, “Reactions of the Armenian Community to the Emergence of the Turkish 
National Movement (1919-20),” Journal of the Ottoman and Turkish Studies Association 4, no. 2 (2017): 381-401. 
640 British Library, London (hereafter BL) L/PS/11/161, no. 8569 (November 12, 1919). 
641 T.B.M.M. Zabıt Ceridesi Devre 1, Cilt 1, İçtima Senesi 18 (May 19, 1920), 344. 
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In addition to destitute Ottoman Turks forming çetes, according to M. Tayyib Gökbilgin, Rum 

brigandage activity intensified in Anatolia around the beginning of March 1919.642 In June, Lt. 

Perring, the British representative in Samsun, reported that “The Greek Archbishop here states 

that the Greek villagers only act in self defence, this is totally false, they are brigands pure and 

simple.” Questioning the willingness of religious officials to intervene to prevent violence, he 

observed that, “I am convinced that no improvement can be expected while the Archbishop takes 

up his present attitude, instead of working for the general improvement of the country, and the 

establishment of order…he devotes all his energies to political ends and propaganda, hence my 

request for his removal.”643 This is just one example of how discord between different power 

brokers in Anatolia led to a breakdown in effective cooperation to quell outbreaks of brigandage 

and violence. The government also lacked the ability to disarm brigands, further complicating 

the task of suppressing their activity; Lt. Slade reported to Rear Admiral Webb, the assistant 

British High Commissioner through all the years of the Armistice, during his tour along the 

Black Sea coast in September 1919 that, “Nearly all the brigands have been pardoned and have 

surrendered, but are permitted (according to the Government conditions of surrender) to retain 

their weapons, with the result that these brigands are much freer than before, they no longer 

being outlaws.”644 

 Some Nationalist leaders claimed that violence in Anatolia and the disorder it bred aided 

the Allies in Anatolia, causing distress over its ubiquity. According to İsmail Fazıl Pasha, father 

of Ali Fuat Cebesoy,645 after the Mudros Treaty was signed, 

 
642 M. Tayyib Gökbilgin, Millii Mücadele Başlarken: Mondros Mütarekesinden Sivas Kongresine, Birinci Kitap 
(Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1959), 58. 
643 TNA FO 608/113, no. 16933 (June 26, 1919). 
644 BL L/PS/11/158, no. 6566 (September 4, 1919). 
645 Cebesoy was a veteran of the Balkan Wars and World War I and future politician. 
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Complete anarchy reigns in Anatolia. There are a number of reasons for this. We had 
fallen into exhaustion and destitution after the Great War. It was as if the Porte had lost 
sight of the governance of the provinces. There was no concern for this. Local 
governments were lazy and inept. Every semblance of order was completely shaken 
(kökünden sarsılmıştı). Factional quarrels came to the fore. Unionists and the Entente 
fought in even the smallest of towns. Our enemies delighted in this. Working together 
with some of our treacherous countrymen and public officials, they instigated anarchy.646 

 
Compounding matters, security apparatuses in Anatolia were ill-prepared to manage violence. 

The Turkish forces were woefully understaffed to deter criminal activity. According to the 

British General HQ in Istanbul, the Turkish Gendarmerie numbered a paltry 7,000 troops in 

1920. The report further suggested that “without conscription expansion beyond total [sic] is 

impossible. Men are of good average class but untrained and officers quite incompetent. As at 

present constituted consider them quite unreliable if asked to fight and if in occupation of 

territory beyond close allied control likely to become brigands.”647 Damar Arıkoğlu, a Kuva-yı 

Milliye member and future T.B.M.M. deputy, described how brigands paid little attention to the 

gendarmerie in southern Anatolia; for one çete led by Kürt Reşit, “Reşit, paying no mind to the 

French forces, was fearlessly jaunting around the plains, the Allied states were becoming 

flustered at this state of affairs. They did away with the incident with more Turkish gendarmerie 

than their own forces.”648 

Structural issues and confusion among the Entente powers were new challenges between 

1919 and 1923 that plagued stability in Anatolia. Some of these issues stemmed from 

ambiguities in and inadequacies of the Sèvres Treaty, which was signed on August 10, 1920, and 

initiated the partitioning of the Ottoman Empire. Article 152 of the Treaty stipulated that in 

addition to the gendarmerie, the Turkish armed forces would constitute what were known as the 

 
646 Ali Fuat Cebesoy, Millî Mücadele Hâtıraları (Istanbul: Vatan Neşriyatı, 1953), 31. 
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648 Damar Arıkoğlu, Hatıralarım (Istanbul: Tan Gazetesi ve Matbaası, 1961), 81. 
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Sultan’s Bodyguard and the Special Elements, “intended for the reinforcement of Gendarmerie 

in case of serious trouble, and eventually to ensure the control of the frontiers.” The “Special 

Forces,” according to article 157, were not to exceed 15,000 in number, of which no more than a 

third were to reinforce any one Gendarmerie Legion. There was even confusion among the 

British General Headquarters in Izmir as to where the Special Forces were allowed to operate 

under the terms of the Peace Treaty. Article 159 noted only that, “Allied officers shall 

collaborate into command and organization and training of Gendarmerie under the direction of 

the Turkish government.” Such collaboration was, however, quite rare in practice, as competition 

for influence in Anatolia often superseded cooperation. Ambiguous language such as this, which 

did not clearly delineate the essential responsibilities of the various policing forces during the 

occupation, was a major source of confusion. It further mandated that the total number of 

gendarmerie was not to exceed 35,000 distributed across different regions, each of which was to 

contain a gendarmerie legion. No one legion was to exceed more than a quarter of the total 

strength of 35,000. The members of any legion were not to be employed outside the territory of 

their own particular region without the authority from the Inter-Allied Commission.649 The 

limitation placed upon the number of Turkish gendarmerie put the force at a severe disadvantage, 

and along with confusion surrounding the jurisdiction of each different force, meant that policing 

apparatuses lacked dynamism in their responses to unrest across Anatolia. The gendarmerie also 

argued that it lacked the teeth to actually curb crimes, especially in Biga and Ayvacık, because 

its forces were unarmed. It was thus unable to address the complaints surrounding a lack of 

investigation into crimes allegedly committed by Greeks and/or Rum in and around these 

towns.650 

 
649 TNA WO 158/469, no. 82.A (October 5, 1920). 
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Even if the gendarmerie were given wider latitude to enlist more men, such recruitment 

efforts may have been difficult. Mehmed Arif Bey, an Ottoman officer, described the general 

mood among the military in 1919 in his memoir: 

Many high officials and leaders, using demobilization as an excuse, were gathering in 
Istanbul; soldiers exposed to the Great War’s weariness and troubles were scattering to 
the villages; the country’s important places were being occupied by the Entente 
countries’ units. A number of our ruined divisions dispersed to Anatolia performed 
watchman’s duty for weapons and ammunition under the control of foreign officers…The 
people, fallen to exhaustion from protracted mobilization, sick and fed up with war 
creeping up on them, now loathed military service. This nation, burying thousands of 
mighty bodies and having witnessed hundreds of thousands of orphaned children, blind, 
and paralyzed individuals, could no longer drag anyone to battle…Every corner of the 
country was filled with fugitive soldiers and hospital runaways, Anatolia had become a 
lair of brigands.651 
 

In addition to war weariness after a decade of near continuous fighting, joining the police or 

gendarmerie was not always a lucrative career choice; another soldier lamented his inability to 

provide for his wife with only his meager salary, leaving her emaciated and the rest of his family 

in a “wretched” state in 1919.652 Indeed, a career in the military was hardly a secure source of 

income at this time for men and brigandage could be a more attractive opportunity. For women 

meanwhile, after occupation, many of the organizations that had been established by the CUP to 

promote female employment in Istanbul were closed, diminishing the opportunities women had 

to find work, further limiting avenues for sustenance.653  

The Allies’ competing interests also posed logistical challenges for coordinating 

responses to violence in Anatolia. From the outset, the more pressing concern on the part of the 

Entente was securing Britain’s, Italy’s, and France’s own spheres of influence. One British report 

appraised General Foulon, who was put in charge of reorganizing the Turkish gendarmerie, in 
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these terms: “To him the ultimate fate of Turkey and the Near East counted for little or nothing 

in the balance provided that the country could find good and lucrative posts for the General and 

his friends. I am afraid this point of view is entirely symbolic of the attitude of the great number 

of Frenchmen seeking posts outside their own country.”654 This account was likely colored by 

British desires for greater control of Turkey, but it correctly speaks to the cronyism and the 

privileging of personal gain that typified Allied efforts to organize Ottoman security forces. The 

Allied powers were also convinced that public sentiment in Europe would provide political cover 

for the occupation government should the security situation in Anatolia deteriorate even further, 

disincentivizing the Entente from taking decisive action to curb violence. Lord Curzon informed 

Balfour in April 1919 that, “If untoward incidents occurred they would be attributed to the Turks 

as a whole and Turkish Government [sic] would undoubtedly be held responsible.”655 Indeed, the 

Allies had little appetite to retreat from cultural stereotypes that helped justify both their 

monetarily costly presence in Anatolia and their political aspirations during the Wilsonian 

moment. 

The unsettled legality of the Allied occupation in its initial stages also caused confusion 

in policing and carrying out judicial business. It was not until March 1920 that Istanbul was 

officially occupied.656 The lack of a formal occupation prior to March 1920 legally inhibited the 

Allies from establishing certain policing and judicial functions in Anatolia, which had tangible 

effects on how policing functioned. Between November 1918 and March 1920, the principal 

duties of the Occupation Allied Forces were exercising control over the police, passports, the 
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press, and to establish mixed tribunals.657 Italian officials proposed establishing a provisional 

tribunal for both civil and commercial suits between Ottoman subjects and foreigners in June 

1919. Recalling debates over the abolition of the Capitulations in September 1914, the proposed 

tribunals entered into questionable legal territory. If tribunals were formed and issued verdicts 

against Ottoman citizens, the High Commissioners would have been required to forcibly enforce 

the decisions if Ottomans chose not to recognize them. At the same time, however, the High 

Commissioners refused to recognize the jurisdiction of Turkish courts over Entente subjects in 

the Empire. The French proposed a mixed court system of three judges representing each of the 

Entente powers along with one Turkish judge to enforce local laws along with the Inter-Allied 

Police Force.658 The Ottomans rejected the proposal, noting that the Entente could not legally 

establish courts, as they were not formally occupiers. This elimination of this kind of 

extraterritorial justice through the unilateral abrogation of the Capitulations was exactly what 

leaders of the CUP viewed as a primary war aim in September 1914,659 and the re-imposition of 

such terms was a red line for some officials. 

In Istanbul after the occupation was made formal on March 16, 1920, British military 

authorities took on wider power in governance, including policing. Even before the formal 

declaration, as early as January 1919, the British military decided to “take executive control and 

supervise” Istanbul’s police.660 The Inter-Allied Police Force was also later imbued with a 

plainly political task, that of the “protection and support to non-Ottoman subjects in those cases 

where it is evident that an unfair and unjust decision has been given against them.”661 Different 
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Allied police in the Inter-Allied Police Force controlled different parts of Istanbul, causing 

problems for effective cooperation; the British controlled the whole of Beyoğlu, the French old 

Istanbul, and the Italians were concentrated the Anatolian side of the city and the Marmara 

Islands.662 After the martial law declaration, a single officer had the ability to impose sentences 

of twenty-eight days of imprisonment or a fine not exceeding fifty Turkish Lira while provost 

courts, comprised of two officers, dealt with more serious crimes. The confusion and uncertainty 

of martial law courts and policing led to irregularities in the meting out of justice. Officers often 

neglected record keeping of the proceedings of military courts, while military officers in Istanbul 

relied more on their ability to judge “those acts which every civilized state, and the conscience of 

the man in the street recognizes are offences,” in the words of Charles Harington, who 

commanded occupation forces in the Black Sea, than on any fixed code.663 For the purposes of 

policing sexuality during the occupation, as we will see, when Ottoman citizens or government 

officials had complaints over sexual violence or prostitution, the Allied police were often of little 

assistance, given the tasks with which they were assigned.  

Even the Inter-Allied Police lacked clarity on its jurisdiction, and the British High 

Commission complained in November 1919 that:  

The situation is quite unparalleled. Ottoman Courts judge Ottoman subjects, and Allied 
troops are subject to Allied Courts Martial. Beyond this no course of law exist [sic] at the 
moment of writing. The Turkish Government are reluctant to adopt proposed temporary 
international tribunal and even this would be a quite inadequate palliative. Criminal 
charges are dealt with in a rough and ready way by the Inter-Allied Police, but with no 
real legal sanction; offenders are often arrested then released after a few days as there is 
no prison accommodation and no tribunal which can deal with, say, a case of 
fraud…While we can, more or less, impose our decisions on the Porte, we have no legal 
authority over foreigners. This absence of law courts, tolerable as it was for a time, 
presents every day greater disadvantages.664 
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Again, this situation was reminiscent of the extraterritorial legal machinery that the Ottomans 

struggled to eliminate through the empire’s participation in the First World War. The New York 

Times explained how procurers of prostitutes could go ‘forum shopping’ in February 1915 to 

avoid prosecution: 

Under the Capitulations with the Powers, whereby foreigners in Turkey were not subject 
to the laws of the country, the suppression of the white slave trade was practically 
impossible. Foreigners were responsible only to their Consuls, and the Consular 
representatives would not work with the Turkish authorities. The persons engaged in the 
traffic obtained passports of four or five different countries and were ready to swear as 
many allegiances as their varying fortunes demanded.665 

 
These dynamics of extraterritoriality that the Ottoman Empire entered World War I to eliminate 

had reemerged in a different shape, presenting a severe challenge to Ottoman sovereignty in the 

legal realm. 

As this section has illustrated, policing and justice during the Allied occupation of 

Anatolia was, at best, ambivalent, and at worst, dysfunctional and irregular. The confluence of 

different actors competing for influence must be considered alongside the gendered and sexual 

dimensions of the legal order of occupied Anatolia. The general security situation in Anatolia 

during the Allied occupation, coupled with the lack of coordination among the Allies created a 

climate in which Ottoman policies that had been initiated during the Balkan Wars and World 

War I had little hope of being effectively carried out. Below I will examine how the occupation 

led to new challenges in effectively combatting sexual violence and prostitution, and how the 

gender and sexual history of the occupation can elucidate the new obstacles in relations between 

Muslims and non-Muslims that the occupation created. 

 
665 “Curb White Slavery in Constantinople: Ambassador Morgenthau’s Efforts Effectively Seconded by the Sultan’s 
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Protection of Girls and Women, 1914), 14. According to one Austrian observer, the consulates enjoyed more power 
in “Asiatic Turkey.” Josef Schrank, Der Mädchenhandel und seine Bekämpfung (Vienna: n.p., 1904), 77. 
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Muslims and Non-Muslims 

The above section described how the mechanics of occupation led to an even greater 

breakdown in policing and violence in Anatolia. Ottoman sources in general reflected a 

bitterness toward not only the empire’s defeat, but its defeat and occupation at the hands of 

Greek Christians and European imperial powers. What made the National Struggle period 

distinct from the three prior wars that the Ottoman Empire fought? Judge Hüseyin Kâmil Ertur 

explained succinctly in his memoir: “Above all, this time we were under the governance and 

under the gaze of the foreign soldier.”666 Furthermore, the CUP had allowed elements that were 

damaging to the promises of 1908 to reenter the country according to Ertur: “During CUP 

hegemony, proponents of Abdülhamid and Vahidettin who had fled to Europe or been exiled 

various parts of the country, Sinop especially, had again bristled in Istanbul. The Rum and 

Armenians in Istanbul were in a state of rejoicing.”667  

Using gender as an analytic lens for investigating the overlapping preoccupation with 

nationality, religion, and sexuality in the sources provides for a new understanding of how 

support was mobilized for the Milli Mücadele nationalist project. This framework moves beyond 

ethnopolitical approaches to the war, stressing that the lexicon of resistance was often developed 

with a squarely gendered vocabulary. Regaining sovereignty also meant staking concrete claims 

over the protection of Turkish Muslim women and over the sexuality of these women. Reports 

frequently used narratives of sexual violence against Muslim women as evidence of the 

destructive disruption the occupation caused for daily life. This section will detail how Ottoman 

critiques of occupation reflect intersections between gender, religion, and ethnicity, and how the 

presence of foreign men threatened Ottoman claims to protection of Muslim women. As was the 
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case in World War I, guarding the sexual honor of Turkish Muslim women was critical to this 

vocabulary. That it was occupiers in Anatolia allegedly violating Muslim Turkish women, 

however, gave a new urgency to the nationalist calls for fighting.  

 

Figure 7: Turkish women cheering soldiers crossing Galata Bridge, published in 1923. (Library 
of Congress). 

 
To explore why gender provided a canvas on which Ottomans could make powerful 

claims against the Allies first requires us to consider how and why the Nationalist coalition 

employed ethnicity in catalyzing resistance. Veterans of World War I recounted their dismay at 

the attitudes of non-Ottomans in Anatolia following the occupation. A British translation of a 

circular issued by Mustafa Kemal himself in Sivas on November 30, 1919 read: 



 

 225 

It is within your knowledge that the Greeks have recommenced their oppression of 
Mohammedeans immediately after the departure of the Commission of Enquiry. In 
addition they are now preventing the election and even go so far as to place sentries at the 
doors of the mosques. We consider it our national and patriotic duty to declare that the 
whole material and moral responsibility of all the crimes and incidents rests with the 
Entente Powers who are following a policy of indulgence and encouragement, towards 
the Greek oppression, and who do not restore the Vilayet of Aidin [sic] to its true and 
legitimate [owners] by relieving it of these sanguinary forces.668 
 

Another soldier recounted how in Istanbul in 1920, “Rum and Armenian boys who had ended 

with war without being injured are rejoicing…I understood that with these [occurrences] it was 

going to be necessary to strive against this.”669 As was the case with their European counterparts, 

Ottoman soldiers who wrote memoirs did not write “war memoirs” in the sense that the war itself 

was central to their lived experiences; rather, “their memoirs often dealt with some nostalgia on a 

pre-war past interrupted and ended by the war.”670 In the case of Ercan, his memoirs point to the 

loss of sovereignty over Istanbul that the Ottoman defeat in World War I had caused and 

juxtaposed it with the prewar character of Istanbul, where Turks in his mind had a monopoly on 

public space. The spatial dynamics of occupation are critical here. As chapter two demonstrated, 

the deportations of prostitutes were part of a larger Ottoman project of reshaping the social 

geography of Istanbul through violence and forced relocations, designed to bring about a capital 

city populated by individuals who could withstand the rigors of war. Rum in particular 

reclaiming space within urban areas during the occupation was, from the perspective of those 

who supported World War I era Ottoman efforts, a marked disruption from CUP war aims. 

What were the consequences of this Rum entrance into public space in Istanbul along 

with the appearance of Allied troops? For some observers, Muslim Turkish women were placed 
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in immediate danger due to the presence of foreign men and the changing character of public 

space. During World War I, some Ottoman women expressed their discomfort with the presence 

of foreign men and/or non-Muslim men; according to the diary of Mediha Kayra, a young girl 

who was forced to leave her hometown of Trabzon after the Russian bombardment, when she 

and her grandmother arrived in Ankara, they encountered a few English POWs, and upon seeing 

them pulled their veils down as far as possible “according to our custom” so that the “infidels” 

could not see them. According to Mediha, the Englishmen laughed when they saw her do this.671 

During the Independence War, however, encounters between Ottomans and non-Ottomans were 

mediated through a dynamic of far greater differences in power. Ercan excoriated what he 

considered misconduct of Greek soldiers toward Muslim women: “irrespective of those to whom 

respect is [customarily] shown such as elderly men, sick women or the mournful, shamelessly, 

they speak disrespectfully, yell, shout, play hand organs, and fool around.”672 He held the British 

and French in a similar esteem: “The English and French military police, embracing the smallest 

opportunity, aggrandized it in order to insult Turks.”673 Non-Ottoman reports noted that Greek 

soldiers were a consistent source of consternation for Turks, and their alleged treatment of 

women was a common way of broadcasting this unease. According to Admiral Webb, “The 

Greeks are stated to enter the villages to take anything they wish for, to molest the women, and 

on one occasion they are alleged to have amused themselves by shooting at a muezzin who had 

ascended a minaret to give the call to prayer.” In Istanbul, he noted, their behavior was “not all 

that could be desired” for the maintenance of public security. A number of sailors stationed at the 

Greek Consulate had rescued, in Webb’s words, a “habitual criminal” from Ottoman police 
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custody. However, Webb defended the Greeks in a way that mirrored much of the Entente’s line 

of thinking:  

In writing the above, I do not lose sight for an instant of the very great provocation under 
which the Greeks suffer, and the appalling reign of terror under which Ottoman Greeks in 
Turkey have lived for the past five hundred years. Indeed I fully sympathise with their 
feelings and, as I have told my Greek colleague, I should have been very much surprised 
of their feelings had not at times somewhat ran away with them.674 
 

In contrast, some foreign Muslims attempted to bring aid into the Ottoman Empire, but their 

efforts were not always welcomed. Shaikh Mushir Hosain Kidawi from India, for example, 

argued on December 30, 1919 that funds designated for Christians in the empire ignored 

“Muslim sufferers who stand in greater need of help” and requested a passport from the British 

government to visit Istanbul and provide aid.675 Curzon, however, declined to issue him a 

passport, suggesting that Rev. Dr. Frew, who he claimed had been carrying out similar such 

work since the Balkan Wars, was already providing sufficient aid to Muslims. The British 

government further warned the British Red Crescent Society to consult with the Foreign Office 

before publishing any appeals for funding in India.676 The hostile British response may have 

been in response to Germany’s well-known war aim of inciting a pan-Islamic revolt against 

British and French colonial governments; nevertheless, the Allies’ divergent attitudes toward 

Muslims and non-Muslims likely drew the ire of some Turks who participated in the 

Independence War.  

During the Independence War, reports of sexual violence encapsulated the tension that 

existed between Greek Christians and Ottoman Muslims. Such tension existed from the 

beginning; the landing of Greek troops in Izmir on May 15, 1919 began peacefully, but a 
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massacre that emanated from Konak Square resulting in interethnic violence and around sixty 

Greek deaths and 300 to 400 Muslims’ deaths.677 Scholars of colonialism have demonstrated that 

race and gender were intimately connected in European colonial projects,678 as sexual access to 

indigenous women was a hallmark of European men’s incentives to participate in such 

projects.679 Forcible, violent access to Turkish Muslim women on the part of non-Muslim men 

struck at the heart of Ottoman claims to protection over Muslim women. General violence 

attributed to Greeks was often compounded in the sources with claims that they had sexually 

violated Muslim Turkish women. Chapter three illustrated the usage of anti-Bulgarian and anti-

Armenian propaganda during the Balkan Wars and World War I, where reports of alleged sexual 

violence on the part of these groups was intended to galvanize Ottoman men to fight for the 

protection of Ottoman women and the nation; Ottoman reports during the occupation may 

represent a similar strategy of using stories of violence against women as a vehicle to make 

claims against the occupation powers. In February 1919, the governor of Samsun reported that 

Rum brigands were attacking Muslim villages outside of Bafra, during which the wife and 

daughter of a man named Hassan were raped. Hassan’s daughter was also wounded during the 

assault. In response, the governor requested that the Interior Ministry and the Third Army 

investigate whether or not these acts were politically motivated.680 If the Ottomans were able to 

produce evidence that the attacks had in fact been politically motivated, one might speculate that 

Ottoman observers could have used such a motivation as leverage to portray the Rum in Anatolia 

as ‘uncivilized,’ turning the tables on how the Allies presented Turkey to the international press. 
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Treatment of women was, notably, a powerful tool in making such claims. As was the case 

during World War I, the Ottoman government continued to bring attention to attacks that had 

been allegedly been perpetrated by Armenians, along with Greeks.681 

Ottoman reports also portrayed Greek conduct as disrespectful to religious practice. 

Again, alleged Greek treatment of women was crucial in articulating these arguments. A letter 

from the governor of Edirne in 1919 suggested that the Greek Army was “directly violating 

religious precepts” by shooting their weapons at muezzins as they read the ezan. Soldiers were 

also accused of having forcibly entered the home of a woman named Ayşe in the same letter and 

having attempted to sexually assault her before one of her neighbors was able to rescue her from 

the home. Soldiers also faced accusations of cutting up the clothes and the çarşaf of another 

woman named Emine in the street with their bayonets. As a result of the attack, the governor 

reported that Emine experienced psychological trauma and was “bedridden” (esir-i firaş), as she 

lived “with serious consequences” (vahametle) from the assault.682 As the Edirne governor’s 

letter illustrates, correspondences that contain descriptions of sexual violence during the 

Independence War often contained far more detailed language than those of the Balkan Wars or 

even the First World War. That the letter provided information on the extent to which Ayşe’s 

daily life was disrupted by her assault is not only reflective of the trauma that survivors of sexual 

assault are forced to live with, but underscores the fact that the Ottoman government was more 

willing to utilize the personal stories of female suffering to make political claims than it was 

during World War I. It is also notable that in this instance sexual violence was conflated with the 

 
681 A telegram from the governor of Erzurum to the Interior Ministry, for example, reported that Armenians had 
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Ministry the following month. See BOA.DH.EUM.AYŞ 11/89. 
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performance of quotidian religious rituals like the ezan; sexual violence therefore threatened 

foundational aspects of Muslim life in Anatolia. When contrasted with sexual violence 

committed by Muslims against other Muslims in chapter three, when the preparator was a Greek 

man part of the occupation forces, sexual violence assumed an entirely new disruptive 

significance in the lives of Ottoman women. 

Other aspects of daily life, such as riding on trains or traveling overland, were similarly 

affected by the presence of Greek soldiers. The governor of Edirne reported in July 1919 that a 

twenty-year-old woman named Fatima was accosted by a Greek soldier while she was returning 

back to her village by foot. The soldier allegedly threatened her with his bayonet and rifle and 

tried to rape her. Fatima screamed, however, scaring off the soldier.683 The governor of Çatalca 

reported to the Interior Minister in April 1921 that passengers aboard trains departing from 

Istanbul were being harassed by Greek officials. Some were forced off the trains “without 

reason” despite possessing a valid ticket and passport, while others were forcibly transported to 

Kırk Kilise, and still some others were rerouted and then detained in military prisons in 

Çerkezköy. Muslim women aboard the trains were also reported to have been subjected to sexual 

assault and false imprisonment.684 Greek men were not the only non-Ottoman men whose 

presence in Turkish Thrace and Anatolia was thought to have disrupted everyday life for 

Ottoman women; the Istanbul Police were concerned with street harassment from other foreign 

soldiers. The police wrote to the Interior Ministry in March 1919 warning that among twenty 

Indian soldiers who were wandering around the vicinity of the Istanbul Grand Bazaar, one was 

harassing women there. As a result, the police called for measures that would have prohibited 
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soldiers from coming to the market.685 These examples show that spatial encroachment on the 

part of foreign soldiers, allowing them to potentially intermingle with Ottoman Muslim women 

or, worse, to harass them sexually, was an especially irritating development of the occupation for 

Ottoman officials. The effort during World War I to monopolize public space for Muslim Turks 

was thus severely challenged by the occupation.  

Another example comes from the Chief Secretary to the Deputy-Governor of Aydın, who 

wrote to the Interior Ministry attaching a petition written by the Council of Elders in Dikili, 

which detailed what the Council deemed unacceptable behavior on the part of Greek soldiers in 

the town. The Council of Elders accused Greek soldiers of climbing the minarets of mosques and 

imitating the ezan in an insulting way and leaving excrement on the minarets. The soldiers were 

further charged with using “obscene words” (elfaz-i gallize) with women whom they 

encountered on the streets and harassing them. The petition argued that Dikili residents “will not 

be able to reside under these conditions,” noting that townspeople were reticent to leave their 

homes as a result of the abuse.686 For the Dikili Council, the increased presence of Greek soldiers 

meant that instances of sexual harassment would likewise climb. Again, the juxtaposition of 

sexual misconduct along with an interruption of religious ritual served to add urgency to the 

Council’s petition. The Chief Secretary forwarded the petition to the Interior Ministry about a 

month later and importantly noted that this situation could only be rectified by petitioning the 

Greek occupying forces, illustrating the inability of local officials to rein in abuse. 

The Chief Secretary’s observation on the necessity of petitioning Greek forces is a crucial 

point for evaluating the gendered elements of the Allied occupation. Not only were Ottoman 

Muslim women falling victim to sexual violence, but Ottoman men were left powerless from 
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both preventing it and from adequately seeking justice. German historian Regina Mühlhäuser 

calls attention to the fact that in the German-occupied parts of the Soviet Union during World 

War II, the occupation created a condition in which sexual encounters occurred in a space 

marked by hierarchical power relations that were controlled and managed by occupation 

forces.687 In the case of the Chief Secretary’s observation, occupation forces played an important 

role in both defining what constituted a sexual transgression and how to move forward with 

prosecuting these transgressions, to the extent they were prosecuted at all. The unequal power 

relations that the occupation engendered were plainly manifest when it came to gender and 

sexual relations between Muslims and non-Muslims, and the inability of Ottoman men to protect 

Ottoman women was a powerful vehicle to demonstrate the real-world consequences of the loss 

of Ottoman sovereignty.  

The Chief Secretary again requested assistance from the Interior Ministry on January 15, 

1920, accusing Greek soldiers of murdering pregnant Muslim women. He again noted that he 

had already lodged complaints with the Greek Army and the Greek High Police Commissioner, 

arguing that the prevention of further Greek abuse was dependent on the cooperation of these 

two bodies, underscoring the inability of the Ottoman state apparatus to effectively control 

violence.688 His suggestions further shed light on provincial leaders’ lack of confidence in the 

Istanbul government to maintain order in Anatolia, a stinging rebuke of the emasculated 

government’s capacity to uphold the namus of Ottoman women. In other instances, courts were 

neutered from taking any course of action, investigatory or otherwise, without input from Greek 

military authorities. This was sometimes for practical reasons. Such instances still had poor 
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optics, however, from an Ottoman perspective. After a report surfaced that a thirty-eight-year-old 

woman named Fatima was raped by a Greek soldier, the Deputy-Governor of Çatalca claimed 

that because the identity of the assailant could not be ascertained, the Justice Ministry could not 

take any sort of action in the matter. Instead, he called for efforts to petition Greek leadership to 

find the man responsible for the assault.689 The relationship between gender and sovereignty is 

clear in these examples; the Dikili Council of Elders and the Chief Secretary might have both 

found it particularly galling to rely on Greek forces to rein in alleged Greek abuse of Ottoman 

women. Like Ottoman sovereignty as a whole, male protection over women was severely 

compromised during occupation. 

Ottoman government officials were not spared from having to first seek redress with the 

occupation governments. In Çatalca, the governor wrote to the Interior Ministry to report that an 

official from the Kadıköy tax office, Süleyman Efendi, was traveling with his family to the 

village of Akviran, when they were accosted along the way by three men, one of whom was 

identified as being from the Greek Hat Fasıl police station, when they bound Süleyman’s hands 

and feet and raped his female companions in front of him. A report from the gendarmerie 

appended to the governor’s letter quoted Süleyman, who claimed that the brigands told him that 

“not just you” would be a victim and that they threatened further violence against other 

government officials. Once a complaint was made with local officials, the French command in 

Hadımköy was notified of the event. The governor made specific note of the village’s proximity 

to Istanbul, illustrating the insecurity that existed not far from the capital.690 
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In another example, the Istanbul Police complained in November 1919 to the Interior 

Ministry that a man named Dmitri was summoned to the Üsküdar interrogation offices on 

suspicion of having forcibly taken a woman’s virginity, but when the authorities went to his 

home, he refused to comply with the summons on the grounds that he was a Greek citizen. The 

authorities’ outrage over Dmitri’s refusal stemmed from the fact that although British, French, 

and Italian citizens could not be compelled to Ottoman courts, Greek citizens were not counted 

among the nationalities with such privileges. Dmitri therefore had little firm legal grounding on 

which to stand for his lack of compliance. Further, intervention on the part of Greek authorities 

was thought to have been an ineffective course of potential action. The police determined that the 

usage of a Greek liaison would also fail in carrying out the summons.691 This situation was a 

drastic change from the legal landscape of the First World War, and essentially condemned 

Ottoman war aims of eliminating extraterritoriality to failure. The inability of Ottoman men to 

effectively seek justice for crimes committed against Ottoman women was also especially acute 

here, as nationality was invoked as a defense to answering for Dmitri’s alleged crime.  

In spite of the lack of clarity surrounding extant legal mechanisms to adequately address 

violence, Ottoman authorities continued to make vague appeals to international law and precepts 

to call attention to their pleas. This was an important development for the strategy of petitioning 

the Allies; in an era where Wilsonian politics captivated a contingent of Ottoman officials, 

international law might have seemed like a sensible avenue for making compelling calls to 

action. In 1922, the Public Security Directorate wrote to the Foreign Minister regarding attacks 

carried out by some 300 Greek soldiers in villages outside of Kale-i Sultan. According to the 

Directorate, four women were sexually assaulted in the course of the attacks, in addition to 
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villages having been burned down. “These cruel atrocities,” the Directorate exclaimed calling for 

preventative measures, “can be explained away (te’vil) and reconciled with neither international 

rules, human customs, nor logic.”692 If calls for attention to the suffering of Muslim women 

failed to gain traction among the Allies, the Public Security Directorate might have thought 

international law would be a more effective framing device. 

There is other evidence to suggest that Allied countries attempted to commute the 

sentences of rapists who had been previously convicted, again challenging the Ottoman (male) 

monopoly on regulating transgressive sexual behavior. In 1916, a man named Yani had allegedly 

gone to a train station in a village outside Izmit, where he approached a woman leaving the train 

and offered to bring her to a hotel. He then deceived her by taking her to the banks of the 

Sakarya river where he threatened her, raped her, and took her virginity, resulting in a sentence 

of four years’ hard labor. According to the governor of Izmir, however, by 1919 a British 

representative had requested that Yani’s sentence be pardoned.693 The Justice Ministry also 

commuted the sentence of an Italian citizen named Yakub, who was serving time in a prison in 

Istanbul after having been convicted by the Jerusalem court martial to fifteen years and nine 

months in prison for raping and taking the virginity of a woman.694 Measures like these may 

have again called into question the ability of the government to adequately protect Ottoman 

women, especially from encroachments from foreign men. Ottoman officials also struggled with 

moving forward with cases that had begun during World War I. The Interior Ministry 

complained to the governor of Hüdavendigar that there were individuals who had been 

imprisoned for eight months without a court sentence, among them rapists and murderers. The 
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Interior Ministry indicated that their being imprisoned without a proper sentence was not 

permissible, and called for the relevant courts to come to a speedy conclusion in the cases.695 

Again, the hazy legal atmosphere in which the government found itself during occupation led to 

a lack of clarity on how to move forward with cases that had begun prior to the signing of 

Mudros.  

The government also at times issued pardons for Muslim Turks who had been accused of 

having committed sexual assault, based on arguments that Muslim men had been falsely accused 

of crimes by Allied authorities. One such instance from October 1922, in which the Grand 

National Assembly considered the case of a certain Ömer Lutfü Efendi, who had been sentenced 

to three years’ hard labor after raping a woman. Ömer was the president of the Elbistan 

Conscription Branch Office and according to Hasib Bey, the deputy from Maraş, during 

mobilization, Ömer had taken in an Armenian girl as a servant. Some of the other notables in 

Elbistan complained that he took her virginity; however, he subsequently married the girl. When 

the British occupied Maraş, according to Hasib Bey, British authorities forcibly brought the 

Armenian girl to a şeriat court, where she was compelled to claim that Ömer had given his 

consent to a divorce and was compelled to accept that divorce, although, according to Hasib Bey, 

this was against her wishes. Ömer’s sentence for sexual assault was, he also claimed, likewise 

brought about by British meddling. Not everyone in the assembly agreed; Nebil Efendi of 

Karahisarı Sahib objected, arguing: “It is always such that when there is a great man, he is 

pardoned and when there is a small man, he is not.”696 The motion to pardon Ömer was, 

however, accepted. If Ottoman protests to pardons on behalf of foreign governments are 
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indicative of the Ottoman desire to maintain control over determining what constituted a sexual 

transgression, the Assembly’s measure can be interpreted as likewise rejecting the British 

officials’ ability to pass judgment on Ottoman men and male sexual prerogative, especially when 

the case dealt with a young Armenian girl also substantiating those accusations. 

Chapter three emphasized the importance of marriage for the maintenance of Ottoman 

social stability and gender relations; during the occupation, this too, was turned on its head. The 

Biga gendarmerie alleged in August 1921, for example, that Greek police were forcibly 

converting Muslim girls to Christianity in order to force them into marriage, in addition to 

forcibly converting some other “ignorant” villagers for the police’s own amusement. The 

daughter of a man named Hacı Ömer, who worked as a prostitute, for example, married a Greek 

sergeant major after having been converted in such a manner. She had been missing for one and 

a half months and was only discovered after and she had been attending church with him on 

Sundays. The gendarmerie noted that this was not an isolated incident and had been happening to 

other girls as well, bemoaning that a remedy to prevent further incidents had still not come to 

pass.697 Because marriage in the Ottoman imagination was meant to maintain the familial bonds 

necessary to sustain Muslim, Turkish society, reports of Greek soldiers not only marrying 

Muslim women, but converting them to Christianity as well, threatened an institution that had 

only recently been reimagined to resemble the nuclear family and was to serve as a foundational 

element of Ottoman society. 

In this atmosphere where there were increasingly loud reports of Greek abuse, Ottoman 

soldiers attempted to draw a contrast between themselves and their Greek counterparts, drawing 
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upon familiar gendered discourses of honor. One Ottoman soldier recounted how an officer 

named Rıdvan excoriated his men over the importance respecting honor:  

The Turkish soldier endures all manner of trouble, cruelty, hunger, as well as thirst. The 
one thing that is intolerable to him is any kind of curse or insult against chastity [or] 
honor. He loves his [superior] officer; he never abstains from sacrificing his life in order 
to protect his officer from any kind of disaster and misery, such that his officer loves him 
too; pay respect to his one wish, that chastity and honor not be abused.698 
 

Rıdvan connected his assertions to national honor: “Why did we come here, is the single reason 

for our struggling neck and neck, throat to throat with the enemy not to guard our chastity, our 

honor? If this is so, our most sacred asset is our chastity, our honor, our religion.”699 Suggesting 

that Ottoman soldiers should show the same level of reverence for both women and their officers 

helped expand what honor could encompass during wartime. Other members of the military were 

removed from their positions after having been convicted of sexual assault,700 as was the case in 

World War I. While one might be fighting to protect honor and chastity of those on the home 

front, this goal was achieved by showing a similar level of respect to one’s superiors. The same 

soldier also described how he had an audience in 1922 with the head priest of Ayvalık, who 

indicated that he was gladdened by the fact that in a village where 95 percent of the population 

was ethnically Greek, Turkish soldiers “had not strayed in the slightest degree from the precepts 

of good Islamic manners” and lauded “the maturity of the members of the Turkish army,” as 

evidenced by the fact that he had not received any complaints from Greek women, young and old 

alike.701  

Whether or not this was true, honor remained an important discursive device for 

promoting fighting morale and domestic political optics. Indeed, separate discourses of honor, 
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such as those described by Gençoğlu’s memoir, appear to have emerged for local Ottoman 

consumption, while another discourse of violation of (Muslim) women emerged for international 

consumption. Alleged difference in how Turks and Greeks treated women was at the center of 

these discourses. Todd Shepard refers to “erotics of difference” that allowed French men and 

women to wrestle with the unstable boundaries of nation and identity during and after Algerian 

decolonization.702 Alleged differences between the sexuality of French and Arabs helped create 

political and spatial separations as well. References to honor, like in Gençoğlu’s narrative, 

helped create similar erotics of difference between Turks and Greeks in a historical moment 

where the boundaries between sexes and between ethnicities and nationalities were certainly in 

flux.  

The government in Istanbul appeared to have been willing to address the fact that the 

Kuva-yı Milliye was also committing abuses; a cyphered telegraph from the Interior Ministry 

reported that members of the Kuva-yı Milliye were kidnapping Rum women, raping them, and 

taking their virginities. The report claimed that these types of acts were in flat violation of “our 

law” and called for orders to ensure that they do not continue to happen and further called for 

legal proceedings against those found to have kidnapped women.703 It is significant that the 

report specifically referenced “our” law – the Interior Ministry was both disparaging its 

nationalist opposition as well as making a moral claim to its legal jurisdiction. As was the case 

during World War I, both the Greek army and Ottoman officials used sexual violence to 

delegitimatize the opposition in the press. A letter from the Ottoman Foreign Ministry in 1921 

reported that the Greek Army in Thrace had claimed that Turks in Anatolia were committing 

atrocities against Christians. The Foreign Ministry requested that the Istanbul government set out 
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to refute this claim, noting that an internal investigation revealed the Greek allegations to be 

false.704  

The instances of sexual violence described in this section reveal a number of important 

changes between the Milli Mücadele period and the Balkan Wars and World War I. First, the 

presence of foreign, non-Muslim men altered the dynamics of how the Ottoman government 

responded to sexual misconduct. The dry, bureaucratic language that typified reports between 

1912 and 1918 now generally featured more reports that elaborated upon how individuals’ lives 

were affected by the trauma of assault. Reports also made references to international law, a 

strategy that may have been designed to resonate more closely with the Allies. Ethnicity alone, 

however, cannot explain these changes. I have argued that gender was critical in the policing and 

governance of the era. Second, the inability of Ottoman men to adequately protect Ottoman 

women, or to carry out justice on their behalf, helps to explain the urgency with which these 

reports were written. The occupation presented a dangerous challenge to the kind of wide-

ranging masculine authority that martial law during World War I provided; Allied violation of 

Muslim women and accusations of sluggishness in pursuing investigations of such incidents 

struck at the heart of claims to sovereignty.  

Techniques of Policing 

Gendered anxieties that characterized Ottoman responses to sexual violence during the 

occupation, in part, led to different techniques of policing in an effort to make ironclad cases – 

another new development during the Independence War period. One such strategy employed by 

officials to seek justice was to present their complaints as being scientifically verifiable; claims 

to scientific accuracy were employed to buttress Ottoman accusations of wrongdoing by Greeks. 
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The issue of medicine and sovereignty will be taken up more fully in chapter five, but the 

Independence War period also witnessed a shift in the level of detail provided by medical reports 

that accompanied sex crimes. Multi-page reports from medical examiners were at times 

appended to communications regarding sexual assault cases and such sources appear more 

frequently in the archives during this period than from the Balkan Wars or World War I. As 

chapter three demonstrated, the extant sources typically offered little by way of a detailed 

investigation into the specifics of a given instance of sexual violence. While the above section 

has shown that reports made more frequent references to the suffering of individual women, 

these claims were also reinforced by reports from medical doctors, giving them a quality of 

scientific objectivity.  

In June 1921, for example, the governor of Kale-i Sultan reported to the Interior Ministry 

that a fifteen-year-old girl named Ayşe was raped by Greek soldiers in the town of Ezine. The 

governor attached a report from the Ezine gendarmerie which described the details of the attack. 

According to the graphic account, Greek soldiers had been entering people’s homes on the 

pretext that they were looking for cheese and eggs. Two such soldiers entered Ayşe’s home, and 

one of the men subsequently raped her while the other “performed the duty of guarding the 

door.” Her father heard her “pitiful crying” and immediately entered the home, where “having 

been exposed to that tragic view,” he found her “struggling” as she cried. As Ayşe tried to 

explain what had happened to her father, she started “wailing and crying” and could not 

continue. “Her father, witnessing this hideous scene,” eventually informed the police of what had 

happened, and the daughter was taken to a government doctor to undergo a medical 

examination.705  
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The state doctor’s report was also included with the governor’s letter, which revealed that 

there were marks from fingernails on each side of her neck and fingernail wounds on her face. 

The report also revealed blood stains in the area around her vagina and in her perineum. The 

report concluded that “the aforementioned, along with being penetrated by a penis or a penis-like 

object,” had had her hymen damaged. The doctor concluded that the perpetrators had “used force 

and violence” and it was his “scientific opinion” that Ayşe “quite likely” was raped.706 Reports 

like this were not unique to the Ottoman Empire at this time; in the Soviet Union too, the dry yet 

detailed language of medical reports were performative of a supposedly objective expertise.707 

Such detached verbiage, as in Ayşe’s case above, helped bolster political claims through a 

language of legitimacy and scientific objectivity. Combined with the more detailed graphic 

narration of the assault from the Ezine gendarmerie, reports of Greek violence against Muslim 

women that were supported by medical doctors could more effectively appeal to both emotion 

and reason. 

Indeed, the occupation galvanized Ottoman police to sharpen their forensic practices. 

Mustafa Galip, the former director of the Police Academy in Istanbul, offered advice for both 

doctors and police officers on good practices for investigating instances of sexual assault. This 

advice was urgent, he argued, because statistics indicated that during the years prior to his book’s 

publication in 1922, the number of sexual assaults in Anatolia had been steadily rising. 

Specifically, the number of such assaults against children in particular had increased.708 In 

evaluating whether or not a rape had occurred, Galip had a vague notion of consent; he implored 

police to pay attention to factors like whether or not there were bloodstains on the bed where the 
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assault took place and whether or not there were marks on the girl’s body. This, he claimed, 

could provide clues as to whether or not the intercourse was carried out with the girl’s consent.709 

Testimony from women was, however, conspicuously absent from his list of methods for 

determining whether or not an assault had occurred. Other factors that police should pay 

attention to included Galip’s claim that sexual assaults were more likely to occur in places with 

hot temperatures. Such environs created conditions where men would act more aggressively, as 

the heat had a greater effect on one’s nerves or temperament (a’sab). In fact, research Galip cited 

indicated that most incidents of sexual assault occurred in the months of May, June, and July. 

Furthermore, sexual assaults were more likely to have occurred in cities than in villages. Among 

those that did occur villages, however, the majority were committed against adolescents.710 Galip 

was less concerned with the trauma that young victims of sexual violence experienced; he 

emphasized instead the social harm that he believed sexual assault caused. This should not be 

surprising since, as this dissertation has argued, the Ottoman government was only secondarily 

concerned with the trauma that women experienced from violence. “Poor little children” 

(yavrucuklarların) as young as twelve or thirteen years of age were known to have contracted 

venereal disease, and Galip’s research into the matter revealed that in many cases, the master of 

the home had taken these girls’ virginity or that they were sexually assaulted by male servants 

(uşak) of the same home. Galip argued that more severe legal measures must be taken against 

this “social sickness.”711  

After this evidence was collected, the girls were to be sent to a doctor for an examination. 

One of the responsibilities of doctors performing the medical examination on a girl who was 
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believed to be raped was to determine whether or not the hymen was damaged by forceful 

penetration or by masturbation. This could be done by determining the “severity” of the act. 

Galip cited another doctor, who suggested that medical examiners must also pay careful attention 

to the state of a girl’s undergarments to determine consent.712 Whereas masturbation often times 

left a “reddish hue” (hurmetle mülevven), the inflammation from sexual assault was “completely 

different.”713 This distinction was important because some girls could appear to have had their 

virginity taken because they masturbate, which damaged the hymen. In some instances, Galip 

claimed that newlywed men would divorce their wives because they find that their wives were 

not “virgins” after intercourse.714 As Dan Healey suggests in the Soviet case at this time, doctors’ 

reliance on “objective” forms of physical evidence in rape cases like the ones described above 

can be explained by the doctors’ desire to conform to the preferences of police officers, who 

generally sought clarity of narrative and unambiguous motives when investigating cases of 

sexual violence.715 Under foreign occupation, these same qualities would have likely assisted 

with the production of police reports that provided clear and convincing evidence. 

In addition to greater attention to detail in examining the bodies of women, doctors 

sometimes offered interpretative reports along with their descriptions of sexual assaults. The 

governor of Aydın wrote to the Interior Ministry on October 1, 1919, to report that a woman 

named Emine, the wife of a refugee from Kosovo, along with another woman named Ayşe, were 

found dead on September 18 on the outskirts of Gediz. The ensuing examination revealed that 

they had been sexually assaulted and both were “cruelly filled with bullets.” Investigators 

hypothesized that the crime was either carried out by Greek soldiers or by a Rum man with the 
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assistance of soldiers.716 A report dated September 21, 1919, signed by the gendarmerie, public 

prosecutor, and a state doctor was appended to the letter. The report is multiple pages and delves 

into great detail about investigative methods used in cases of sexual violence during the armistice 

period.  

The report noted that the bodies were found naked and that with the passing of time, the 

skin of the bodies had been stretched out and blackened and bloated. The presence of lacerations 

and other marks on the bodies of the two victims led the doctor to conclude that there was a 

strong possibility that they were raped. After the suspected rapes, Ayşe’s throat was slit, while 

Emine was shot with a bullet. The report described the murders and rapes as “quite cruel.” 

Emine’s husband, along with the gendarmerie, participated in the search party that was formed to 

ascertain her whereabouts after he lost contact with Emine, who was reported to have been last 

seen with an acquaintance named Hatice, who lived in Karaköy. After Emine did not return for 

seven days, her husband asked Hatice why Emine had not yet left her, to which Hatice replied 

that Emine had in fact left, prompting Emine’s husband to notify the authorities. 

Investigators interviewed two of Emine’s coworkers, named Hatice and Zeynep, who 

reported that Emine and Ayşe were working in a vineyard (bağ) when a Rum man, described as 

roughly sixty years old, told them that they were working too slowly and dismissed them as a 

result. Emine objected, after which a dispute broke out and Emine threatened to file a complaint 

against the man with his superiors. The dispute also prompted her and Ayşe to leave the 

vineyard. The report concluded by complaining that “before the Greek occupation, one did not 

come across these types of terrible crimes,” and that after the occupation the people of Islam 

were living in a state of “terror and fear.”717 The level of qualitative graphic detail provided 
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about the two women’s deaths gained legitimacy by virtue of the fact that a state doctor carried 

out the examination of the bodies. It was not only the doctor’s judgment that the women were 

both raped, but the particular brutality of the attack was also reinforced through a supposedly 

neutral observer. This allowed the report to cast moral judgment on the attack, buttressed by his 

claim that attacks like that against the two women (allegedly) did not occur before 1919. 

In another example from April 1919, the governor of Kale-i Sultan informed the Public 

Security Directorate that he had received a request to visit an adjoining town, where he found 

“quite a tragic state of affairs.” An Arab man from Syria named Musa, who was working as a 

translator for the French military, was accused of raping a ten-year-old girl named Nefise in a 

village near Eceabad, which today is on the Western side of the Dardanelles, across from 

Çanakkale on the east. He reportedly took her to the French headquarters, where he detained her 

for one night and took her virginity, before releasing her. A state doctor performed an 

examination on Nefise, which revealed that her virginity had indeed been taken. According to the 

attendant doctor, this fact was “proven scientifically.” The governor then lodged a complaint 

with the English headquarters after the examination. The governor was informed that the British 

were treating the matter seriously and informed Istanbul of the situation.718 In a separate 

cyphered telegraph, the Public Security Directorate requested to the governor of Gelibolu that the 

police or military ascertain “through the medium of your wife [and] with the utmost 

compassionate treatment” (refikanız vasıtasıyla fevkalade müşfikane muamele edilerek) at what 

time and in what manner Nefise was attacked.719 The Public Security Directorate’s request that 

the governor involve his wife in a criminal investigation was highly unusual. I have yet to come 

across another instance in the archives where a woman was asked to intervene in a criminal 
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investigation during this time period. The suggestion could have been for the purpose of 

sidestepping the French forces in investigating the matter; if prior Ottoman enquiries into the 

case had produced no results, the Directorate may have wished to exhaust all available options 

before bringing the matter to the French, who may have been less receptive to Ottoman 

remonstrations. Nefise’s case could be exceptional in that she was a young child, and her assault 

carried political significance due to the fact that an agent of the French military was accused of 

committing the assault. The political sensitivity of the matter, along with a victim that was 

clearly traumatized from the attack against her, could each potentially explain the Directorate’s 

unusual request. That an invasive medical examination was carried out only two days after the 

attack must have added to Nefise’s trauma as well. While the investigation was ongoing, 

presumably in order to distance her from the fracas in her village, Nefise stayed with her brother 

in a different village that was in the vicinity of her home.720 The governor of Kale-i Sultan 

assured the Interior Ministry that Nefise’s time away from her home would be “made pleasant by 

all manner of kindness and compassion.”721 These factors may have compelled the Ottoman 

government to consider enlisting the services of a female interlocuter that might have appeared 

friendlier and more trustworthy to Nefise. 

In his call for action, the governor of Gelibolu described the incident to the Interior 

Ministry as “contrary to human rights and terms of the armistice.”722 Here again appeals to 

international law marked the Ottoman response to sexual violence. Both the governor of Kale-i 

Sultan and the gendarmerie in Edirne also expressed concern that the rape of Nefise sufficiently 

terrified villagers such that they would feel compelled to flee their homes. In fact, the Edirne 
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gendarmerie reported that some individuals already arrived in Yalova and did not want to return 

out of fear of both violence and the attack on Nefise.723 The Gelibolu governor was able to 

ascertain more details of the crime, which he passed on to the Interior Ministry on April 23 after 

a “deep investigation.” According to the gathered intelligence, when French soldiers arrived at 

Nefise’s village, they ordered the villagers to assemble outside of the town so that they could 

count and record the population figures, after which they threatened the male residents with their 

weapons. Evidently the soldiers requested that Nefise, along with another girl, who was the 

daughter of a man named Kadir Ağa, come to the village center.  

Although Kadir Ağa accompanied his daughter and Nefise was with her brother and the 

village muhtar, the two girls were still forcibly taken to the French headquarters. Kadir Ağa’s 

daughter returned to the village after a short amount of time, but Nefise was held in the French 

quarters for an estimated length of five or six hours. Musa was reported to have raped her three 

times while she was detained, then raped her once more as he was returning her to the village.724 

In spite of the emergence of these details, a few months later, the Foreign Minister reported to 

the Interior Ministry that the French investigation had been ongoing for two and a half months, 

but yielded neither new information nor any legal action.725 The inability of the Ottoman 

government to come to a satisfactory conclusion in this case, even after an exhaustive 

investigation which included a medical examination, elucidates the array of legal hurdles and 

multinational actors involved in some cases of sexual violence during the occupation and that 

appeals to scientific veracity did not always produce a positive outcome for Ottoman actors. One 

can only speculate on what became of Musa and Nefise. If the Allies continued to drag their feet 
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– as the Interior Ministry asserted – then it is possible that Musa was never penalized for his 

alleged assault. He could have been reassigned elsewhere or perhaps continued his work. It is 

also possible that Nefise’s family would have preferred the matter come to a close either way; 

victims’ families generally were not eager to share information like Nefise’s status after the 

assault, even potentially to the governor’s wife, as the Public Security Directorate suggested. 

Perhaps Nefise and her family eventually moved to her brother’s village, where they could have 

attempted to build a new life after the tragedy that befell her.  

“What Was Won and What was Lost in Turkey’s Great War” 

The conflation between moral anxiety and foreign access to Ottoman women during the 

occupation was not limited to women who were the victims of sexual assaults. Ottoman 

observers and government officials also were concerned with sex workers who serviced foreign 

men. British, French, Italian, and American soldiers stationed in Istanbul were barred from 

brothels where Muslim women worked, but there were other bars where other non-registered 

Muslims worked that were frequented by Entente soldiers.726 As scholars of colonialism have 

argued, “Having a sexual experience with an indigenous woman, whether she was a courtesan or 

a prostitute, is considered a fundamental…incontestable part of the colonial adventure.”727 

Christian sex workers recognized this fact, and Christian women supposedly used it to their 

advantage. A 1923 editorial alleged that some Greek women wore veils and posed as Muslim 

prostitutes because this allowed them to charge higher prices, supposedly because Muslim 

women were seen as more exotic for non-Muslim men.728 While both prostitution and sexual 

violence brought dishonor to a woman and her family, prostitution was different in the sense that 
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the woman appeared to some to be a willing participant.729 This section considers how the 

occupation affected Ottoman policies toward prostitution and how gender factored into the 

response to Muslim women having relations with non-Muslim men. As was the case with sexual 

violence, the presence of the Allies posed serious challenges to Ottoman measures taken against 

prostitution during World War I. 

The issue of prostitution made its way up to the nascent Ankara government; the Grand 

National Assembly took up the issue of Turkish Muslim women having relations, even those 

which were not necessarily sexual, with foreign men. Mehmet Akif Bey from Burdur introduced 

a declaration on December 26, 1921 in the Assembly, that was co-signed by twenty-three other 

deputies, decrying that in Istanbul, “These regrettably careless (mübalatsızlıklar) Turkish and 

Muslim women who associate with and dance with police officers belonging to foreign 

occupying powers at private and public gatherings are, to such an extent, antithetical to our 

national honor.” Because, the declaration argued, Istanbul was “one of the greatest cities of the 

Muslim World,” women carrying out such “shameful acts” should be subject to harsh penalties 

equal to those given to men.730 Atif Bey of Bayezid questioned the logic of such a measure, 

when there were spiritual leaders in Istanbul to handle such matters; Yahya Galib Bey 

interjected, questioning what the religious officials could practically do: “They can issue fetvas; 

there is nothing else they can do against you.”731 For Galib Bey, the question of women’s morals 

and sexual behavior was one that had clear political significance, and the regulatory scope for 

such behavior transcended just that of religious authorities. One of the signatories of the 
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declaration, Cevdet Abdülgafur from Karesi, who was a religious scholar and teacher at the 

Darülhilafe medrese, indicated that a reliable source told him:  

A few women bearing the Muslim and Turkish names are unfortunately carrying on in a 
state of carousing with foreign police officers in private and in public. They dance arm in 
arm, breast to breast, with them. In short, in order to insult and humiliate Islam and 
Turkishness, they are perpetrating all manner of shameless acts [and] vileness. What a 
deplorable, tragic state of affairs that will tear the hearts of Turks and Muslims to shreds 
– on the one hand, while hundreds of thousands of migrant caravans of anguished women 
and wretched children not tolerating the atrocities of the miserable Greeks, our historical 
enemy, are searching for and not finding a place to sleep, for a bite to eat, and a piece of 
cloth to wear, pour in from the shores of the Marmara to Istanbul, [and] on the other 
hand, a handful of disgraceful residents of Beyoğlu and Kadıköy who carry the Turkish 
and Muslim names dance arm in arm in public places like the theater with foreign police 
officers who are members of the occupying powers.732 

 
When Celal Nuri from Gelibolu questioned how much coercive power the government could 

realistically enforce in Istanbul, Abdülgafur fired back by proclaiming, “If we had abandoned 

that honored capital city to the enemy, perhaps we would not have displayed such a degree of 

interest for these dark blemishes smeared on our national honor, these crimes that have been 

carried out.”733 For Abdülgafur, the sexual proclivities of Ottoman women, especially when they 

involved having relations – sexual or not – with foreign men, was a mortal threat to regaining 

sovereignty over Istanbul. Hafız İbrahim Efendi from İsparta, like other deputies, used the moral 

state of Istanbul to criticize the Istanbul government. The current sultanate, he argued, “carries 

out actions most vile and catastrophic, detrimental to Islam, contrary to honor.” He continued: 

“The issue is not one of womanhood; it is one concerning life, national honor, and the honor and 

esteem of Islam, and the Parliament is an interested party in this.”734 The relationship between 

sexuality, gender, and sovereignty is plainly evident here. For early lawmakers in the Assembly, 

therefore, sexual morality was not something that existed apart from politics and from the 
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Nationalist effort to regain sovereignty both from the Istanbul government and from the Allies; 

foreign access to the bodies of women was central to the issue of sovereignty. For these deputies, 

foreign access to the bodies of Muslim women served as a visceral reminder of Istanbul as a 

conquered city. Women who were “arm in arm” with Allied police officers ran afoul of the 

nationalist narrative of patriotic resistance to a cruel occupation that damaged national pride; the 

Istanbul government’s complete inability to prevent such relations, moreover, were plain 

evidence of its failure to guard national sovereignty.  

The press also ran stories that detailed the perceived moral laxity in Anatolia, and, like 

the deputies in the above example, also called for harsher penalties against prostitutes. According 

to an article in Sebîlürreşad by Mehmet Baki, “All of these irreligious ones defaced the purity of 

Istanbul and Anatolia together.”735 Specifically, Baki blamed the Dönme and other “immoral 

ones” from Salonika for this development. “Our innocent children,” he exclaimed, “were 

poisoned (zehirlediler) with lies and cursed ideas.” Baki warned: “If, after three [or] five years, 

comprehensive measures are not taken for this destructive and terrifying immorality, this nation 

will fracture and fall apart due to syphilis! The Turkish name will lie on gravestones in Istanbul 

and Anatolia!” Baki called for punitive measures against prostitutes: “In order to bring an end to 

prostitution and immorality, [they] are foremost to be subjected to the most effective curative 

means and be punished. Using the example of commands ordained by religion, a body of laws 

must be adopted.” Baki made clear who was responsible for bringing about this change: “Now, 

this duty is that of the strong. That is to say, it is [the duty] of the government. In this matter, the 

duty of the Şeyhülislam is quite great.” While Baki and the deputies who co-signed Mehmet Akif 

Bey’s declaration diverged on how to address prostitution, they did agree on one basic 
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assumption: that sexual access to Muslim women, especially by foreign, non-Muslim men, was a 

particular problem that posed serious challenges to the viability of the nation. Baki’s arguments 

on the importance of the Şeyhülislam likewise illustrate that there were competing notions during 

the occupation on how a sovereign Ottoman state would function. Whereas some Nationalists in 

the Assembly viewed the Şeyhülislam as a near useless office, observers like Baki believed that 

the office should assume a crucial role in policing morality. Even if these parties agreed on the 

deleterious effects of occupation, their visions for the future of an independent state were quite 

different. 

Prostitution was an important discursive vehicle for claims that detailed the corrosive 

effects of World War I on postwar Turkish society. İskender Fahreddin narrated the war’s 

consequences in a 1922 article in the periodical İctihad: “The ignorant and the wise, Muslim and 

non-Muslim, all were conscripted. Consequently, sixty percent of the families of soldiers left 

without men and without protectors that experienced unemployment. Of these, thirty percent 

deviated astray and toward the path of prostitution while leaving to search for bread.” As a result, 

“Istanbul had been the source of prostitution and poverty for four or five years and took quite a 

destructive character.” Foreign men were already responsible for this, evidenced by Fahreddin’s 

belief that that malaria and syphilis were generally spread by Germans, “widening of the circle of 

contagion.” Noting the war’s destructive effects on morality especially, he continued, “There is 

such a great difference from the perspectives of health and morality between the Istanbul in the 

armistice following the Great War and the Istanbul from seven or eight years ago that, even 

though this is quite a short while, one would have to be blind to not be able to see it!”736 
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Fahreddin blamed the wartime ancien régime for creating “social ills” that produced the 

conditions for prostitution to thrive. These ills were manifest following the war’s conclusion, 

however. He described how he visited a hospital for syphilitic women and detailed the diversity 

among the women who were being treated there. Among the thirty-five women, five were 

Muslim, seven were Jewish, nine were Armenian, and the remaining were Rum, all of whom 

were prostitutes registered with the local police and who had been issued health cards (sıhhat 

vesikası) to monitor their history with venereal disease. Fahreddin recounted one particular 

conversation he had with one prostitute named Mediha. Mediha indicated that she had been in 

the hospital for one month and when asked why she did not seek more immediate treatment after 

she discovered she had a sickness, she expressed fear of familial reprisal. Her fears were not 

unfounded. When the boils and swelling from her condition became apparent, her father expelled 

her from his home. Mediha struggled to continue with her story, but upon Fahreddin’s 

encouragement that he only wished to understand her condition, she explained that she sought 

refuge in a friend’s house, and the first night she was there, she found herself in a room with 

several men who were indulging in drink and music. While Mediha knew that this was “not 

preferential” (gayri ihtiyar), given that her alternative was to go back to the street, she felt forced 

to stay. After a month of living there, with the implication that she prostituted herself, she was 

eventually arrested and taken to the hospital. 

 Fahreddin pressed her on when and how specifically she contracted syphilis. Mediha 

again characterized her father as a “treacherous and cruel man,” and after her husband was 

conscripted and sent to fight in the Great War, he died after less than two months from when he 

was sent to fight. Her father fought with her mother over money, as Mediha was left with 170 

kuruş after her husband’s death, and she had nothing else to her name. When her money was no 
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longer sufficient, she turned to prostitution. After two months, she discovered boils from 

syphilis. It was at this point that her father expelled her from the family home. She finally 

exclaimed, “Mr. Doctor, I am innocent and without sin!!!” Fahreddin mourned her story, 

indicating that she was only thirteen years old and wondered how she could have ended up in 

such a state. The answer: “She was thrown into the embrace of one of the wartime profiteers 

(harb zenginlerinden birinin)!” As he left the hospital, the following thoughts went through 

Fahreddin’s head: “I wondered what was won and what was lost in Turkey’s Great War!” 

What was lost, one might argue, was the CUP’s vision of reshaping the Ottoman Empire, 

Istanbul in particular, in such a way that sex workers occupied less public space. Fahreddin’s 

narration of Mediha’s life story also illustrates how the effects of mass male conscription 

continued to be felt years after the fact. Mediha’s entire family was affected by her husband’s 

death; her father may have also relied on his son-in-law for income, hence his inability or 

unwillingness to assist Mediha. Not only did the number of sex workers swell after the war’s 

conclusion,737 but some enjoyed the protection of non-Ottoman soldiers and serviced non-

Ottoman men. As was the case with sexual violence, the Ottoman government struggled to 

effectively enforce its vision of the rule of law on prostitution. In January 1919, the Foreign 

Ministry urged the Police Directorate to make appeals to the French police to shut down a 

brothel that was opened specifically for French soldiers in the town of Makriköy (today 

Bakırköy). The governor of Istanbul agreed with the Foreign Ministry, arguing that “because it is 

not possible for immorality carried out in such an honorable village openly amidst the people to 

be commensurate with civilization and morality,” the brothel should be relocated.738 As was the 

case with the need to petition Greek forces after reports of sexual violence involving Greek men, 
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foreign intermediaries were at times necessary to police prostitution. This situation is reminiscent 

of the state of affairs prior to the abolition of the Capitulations; the extraterritorial rights that the 

Ottoman government fought so fiercely against proved to be an impediment for Ottoman 

policing and legislation. Allied forces were also able to interrupt medical treatment for 

prostitutes, further undercutting policies that the Ottomans had introduced during World War I. 

The Istanbul Police reported to the Interior Ministry in 1919, for example, that a Frenchman and 

his companions, who were French soldiers, had abducted a woman undergoing treatment for 

venereal disease at a hospital, who was otherwise barred from being discharged without a 

successful completion of her treatment regimen. The letter pleaded for assistance from the 

occupying powers and for joint measures for the prevention of similar actions that the police 

claimed damaged public health.739 

Another brothel in Tuzcular that serviced French soldiers was the subject of complaints 

from local residents. Adding to the petitioners’ ire was the fact that the brothel was guarded 

specifically by a French military patrol. Non-Ottoman ownership of brothels was a key sticking 

point prior to the abolition of the Capitulations; a return to the pre-1914 situation where Ottoman 

authorities could not enter foreign owned brothels was antithetical to Ottoman war aims. The 

brothel had received a number of citations; its Madam paid a fine of fifty Lira for servicing a 

soldier after hours, while in another incident, one of the prostitutes had stuck her head out a 

window of the brothel to sing songs, for which the Madam had to pay a fine of fifteen Lira. The 

conduct of French soldiers was also especially irksome; one evening, a group of French soldiers 

attempting to enter the brothel in the middle of the night, only to find that the doors were locked. 

Consequently, they threw rocks at the windows of the brothel, disturbing the rest of the 
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neighbors. In spite of these infractions and the complaints from the residents of the 

neighborhood, however, it was evidently not possible to close the brothel, because there was not 

an alternative suitable location nor another building to which it could be moved.740 These kinds 

of zoning problems existed prior to the occupation, but the nationality of the patrons served to 

add a greater sense of urgency to regulating brothels like this. 

There were occasions on which Christian and Muslim Ottomans joined to petition against 

the presence of brothels. In October 1919, one such petition addressed to the Interior Ministry 

that was signed by both Christian and Muslim residents of Kadıköy remonstrated against the 

openings of two brothels in their neighborhood, a development about which they learned “with 

total alarm.” In their appeal, the residents argued that the “social life” of the people, Muslim and 

Christian alike, was “quite high, polite, and honorable” (yüksek, kibar, ve namuslu) and that the 

brothel was opened in the vicinity of a primary school. Therefore, the procurement of a brothel in 

a neighborhood like theirs was totally unsuitable; “The number of prostitutes that this decision 

will admit [into the neighborhood] is sufficient proof.” The neighbors complained that day and 

night, it was impossible to rest, as the sounds of gunfire, screams, fights, filled the streets and “as 

a result order was virtually non-existent. Our anxiety increases all the time.”741 The petition’s 

reference to the brothels disrupting order is notable and shows that individuals also recognized 

the connection between what they considered immoral sexual behavior and public order, or, at 

the very least, that the state would be receptive to such a connection.  

The Ottoman government also lacked coercive power over more basic logistical safety 

concerns that stemmed from brothels. In May 1921, the Interior Ministry questioned the Istanbul 
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Police regarding brothels that had opened in Kadıköy. The Interior Ministry argued that the Rıza 

Paşa neighborhood in Kadıköy was made up “completely” of both honorable Muslim and non-

Muslim households. The brothels also came with practical concerns: their presence would pose a 

danger to the community because all of the surrounding homes were made of wood. Brothels, the 

Interior Ministry suggested, increased the threat of a potentially devastating fire to these wooden 

homes. The Interior Ministry also complained of the sounds of gunfire and the noise and quarrels 

that broke out both between prostitutes and their male patrons and amongst the prostitutes 

themselves and asked that the brothels be moved to a more appropriate neighborhood. At the 

very least, it requested that alcohol be prohibited in the neighborhood until the brothels were 

moved.742 The police responded nearly two months later reporting that the location of the brothel 

was chosen by a commission, giving them little recourse to relocate or close the brothel. They 

did indicate, however, that banning alcohol and loud music from the neighborhood was a 

possible stopgap measure. A similar concern over the safety of brothels to adjacent structures 

emerged in Üsküdar in 1922, when brothels were allegedly built in a “damp and contaminated” 

environ and were thus “wholly deprived of health regulations and stipulations.”743 That these 

kinds of basic safety concerns were beyond the scope of the government clearly grated 

individuals living in the communities where brothels were present. Even after the establishment 

of the Republic, the press relentlessly attacked the existence of brothels in predominately Muslim 

neighborhoods; a 1924 article in Eşref Edib warned that there existed “more than 1,000 

procuresses” who operated in Istanbul “in order to seduce young girls,” especially girls as young 

as twelve or thirteen years old. If the Grand National Assembly did not take measures to forestall 
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the spread of prostitution, it argued, “Istanbul will be utterly destroyed (mahv ü harab 

edecektir).”744 

 Violence was also reported to have occurred in brothels, which could sometimes also 

touch on tensions between the different nationalities in the empire. The Deputy-Governor of 

Konya reported in mid-1919 to the Interior Ministry about an incident that occurred in a brothel 

in his province. A Serbian police officer had visited the brothel and for reasons left unclear, a 

dispute broke out. in the midst of this, the officer struck one of the prostitutes named Keti in the 

head with his revolver and then brandished his weapon in front of the brothel after the attack. 

When the police got wind of what was happening at the brothel, they dispatched officers and 

upon their arrival, the Serbian officer struck Keti once more with his revolver. Both Keti and one 

of the brothel workers, Vasiloki, fainted out of fear, causing him to bleed. The Serb then insulted 

and threatened the police, at which point he was detained.  

The dossier also contains a report from an Ottoman officer who visited the same brothel 

eight or ten days earlier in his estimation and inquired as to the identity of the proprietor. 

Vasiloki, the brothel attendant, responded saying that the owner, Madame Despina was lying 

sick, so he was acting as the proprietor on duty. The officer entered Keti’s room and saw Italian 

soldiers, who he suspected would contract illnesses from her. He then announced that he 

intended to order that the brothel be closed, when Vasiloki and Keti both protested that the 

brothel was originally opened by the Ottoman government and was therefore lawful and that the 

patrons and prostitutes were examined by Ottoman and Italian doctors, who all gave them a clean 

bill of health. Eventually, Despina was informed that the officer planned to close the brothel and 

she scolded him, again claiming that the brothel was opened by Ottomans and was therefore 
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allowed to operate. Evidently, her illness was not severe enough to prevent her from chastising 

the officer when the business was under scrutiny. According to the officer, from this point on, 

Despina’s brothel no longer accepted English or Italian clients, and was only at the service of 

Ottomans, including the Rum millet, seemingly putting an end to the matter.745 This example 

illustrates that as long as foreign men were not serviced at the brothel, the police officer appeared 

to have been satisfied. He still considered the Rum segment of the population to be one of the 

millets of the empire, and thus a legitimate client for the brothel. The Serbian man, however, 

could not escape blame for causing disorder. 

Perhaps in response to the inability of the Istanbul government to adequately address 

public morals, and the Allied powers’ unwillingness or inability to intervene on a satisfactory 

level, some localities in the Ottoman Empire took measures of their own to improve public 

morals and therefore reduce prostitution. In May 1919, for example, Mehmet Bey, the governor 

of Eskişehir, submitted to the Interior Ministry a proposal for the creation of what would be 

known as the Commission for the Betterment of Status and Morals (Islah-ı Ahval ve Ahlak 

Komisyonu). The justificatory memorandum appended to the proposal underscored the 

importance of morality at the individual level to the nation as a whole: “The progress of a nation 

is possible with the progress of those individuals living in that nation.” It further charged that 

“immorality, which has spread in a destructive manner in our country with great strength, along 

with our people’s ignorance in etiquette, and on account [of these], in order to be able to 

eliminate the evils that hinder our social and economic conditions and therefore our improved 

progress in the relevant laws and ordinances, the attached ordinance has been published and 

announced.”746 The governor blamed the immorality and disease caused by World War I in his 
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letter to the Interior Ministry, and indicated that remedying these problems was just as much in 

need of social and moral solutions as legal ones.747 

The proposed ordinance was comprised of eighteen articles and sheds light on how one 

locality tried to tackle what it perceived as immortality. Even at the outset of the Allied 

occupation of Turkey, article six called for reconciliation and peace among all of the ethnic and 

religious elements under the Ottoman flag and to solve any problems that could undermine social 

and political solidarity. Also notable is that unlike Istanbul during World War I, where I argued 

that the central government took on a far more proactive role in policing morality, Eskişehir 

retreated to a primarily local form of policing. Article eight stipulated that if an individual were 

found to be having a negative effect on public morals, that person should first be required to seek 

counsel from a parent or guardian, or the commission itself. If these efforts failed, only then 

should the individual be referred to law enforcement for appropriate action. Article eleven 

similarly suggested that if young people were seen drunk or gambling or visiting a brothel, the 

first recourse to solve the problem was to be internal at the municipal level, while law 

enforcement would only be contacted if improvement in the youth’s behavior could not be 

achieved. Article twelve also stipulated that in the case that a young girl who dressed 

immodestly, or had done other actions that were contrary to the tenets of Islam and good morals, 

she should be addressed directly in the first instance. If this were not possible, her guardian 

should be contacted, and if she had no guardian, then the local Imam or Council of Elders should 

be consulted. In the case that these bodies could not do anything to alter her behavior, the 

commission would collect the name of the person accused of immorality, record it, and pass it 

along to the police and the gendarme, so that the government could work to prevent further 
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instances of immorality. Article thirteen allowed for cases where if such individuals whose 

names had been previously recorded corrected their behavior, their names would be deleted from 

the notebook. However, if they relapsed, they would be re-added.748 

The commission, however, was subject to approval from the central government, which it 

failed to receive after an Interior Ministry investigation argued that the functions of the 

commission were already enforced by other bureaucracies and that existing law codes were 

already sufficient for combatting immorality. The investigation further noted that the 

commission was only able to meet once to discuss consolidating brothels into a single structure 

in order to better monitor prostitution. Beyond that single meeting, the commission failed to hold 

another forum.749 The Interior Ministry’s pushback against the commission, and its reasoning 

that the commission was unnecessary because other government agencies already carried out the 

commission’s tasks, suggests that the kind of top-down enforcement that typified Ottoman 

policing of morality during World War I remained a priority into 1919. Local efforts were not 

especially welcome when the central government was still trying to consolidate power. 

Why was an association like this considered necessary to the leaders of Eskişehir? One 

possible interpretation is that the city sought a return to the kind of locally based policing of 

morality that marked the period before 1914. As chapter three detailed, during the Balkan Wars, 

local intermediaries were the first line of defense in policing public morals. Coupled with the 

ineffectual Istanbul government, the governor may have believed that his province was best 

served handling matters internally before involving the central government. The uncertain legal 

landscape of Turkey is another possible explanation; policing and prosecution channels proved 
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irregular at best, so solving problems at the local level may have been an attractive option to 

local administrators dealing with the fallout of the Ottoman defeat. 

The Grand National Assembly, for its part, also debated how to best penalize sex work. A 

fierce debate broke out in the Assembly on May 13, 1920, after Konya deputy Abdülhalim 

Çelebi Efendi and his colleague from Konya, Refik Bey, introduced a measure on April 29 that 

would temporarily place both the procurers of prostitutes and the prostitutes themselves into 

forced labor.750 This measure was also signed by members of the Justice Committee. According 

to the official report on the issue, an “epidemic moral sickness” had taken root in many 

neighborhoods across Anatolia. Youths were living in squalor and not obeying even the most 

basic religious laws.751 After an “investigation of great detail,” the two men from Konya wanted 

to revise article 202 of the penal code with their amendment. Refik Bey outlined three possible 

objections to the bill: 1) If article 202 article were rightly carried out, then there would be no 

need for an additional amendment; 2) Prescribing a punishment – hard labor – for a lesser crime 

like prostitution that is proportional to the punishment meted out for sexual assault (fiil-i şeni) is 

not justified; and 3) Such an amendment is a task better suited to the Meclis-i Ali. However, he 

made his case why he believed that his measure was necessary. For quite some time, he argued, 

immorality and circumstances that led to immorality had pervaded the nation “in an epidemic 

way,” implicating “pimping” (kadın oynatmak ve kadın gezdirmek) as one such “shameful 

custom.”752  

Pimping, and sex work in general, had national implications: “In some places and in 

some neighborhoods, this shameful habit has begun to be carried out in such a frightening, 
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deplorable, and barbaric manner such that…this situation gnaws at our social structure (bu hal 

bünyei içtimaiyemizi kemiriyor) and brings harm to our national vitality.”753 Refik spoke of a 

future that Turkey would one day face if the status quo persisted where the prisons would be 

filled with his “poor compatriots,” who were incarcerated because of soliciting prostitutes. Refik 

then commented on the specific circumstances within Konya: “Beginning quite some time ago in 

Konya, this wicked situation persists into recent times in a very sinister manner, owing to the 

effects of the Great War on public morality.”754 As was the case across Anatolia, the specter of 

World War I loomed large in these debates. The alleged ignorance on the part of rural Anatolians 

also informed Refik’s understanding of how pimping and male solicitation of prostitutes spread. 

He observed that although some of the villagers who solicited the services of sex workers had 

come into money, because of their ignorance, they did not know how to spend wisely and were 

tempted by the prospect of prostitutes before them. Soliciting prostitutes could also lead men to 

further vices; the kinds of men who frequented brothels eventually “enter the affliction of drink,” 

where among them they “waste” sums of 1,000 or even 2,000 Lira on a bottle of rakı. “For the 

sake of debauchery,” Refik proclaimed, “money goes to waste and is gone.”755 

In order to rectify this situation, monetary fines were insufficient according to Refik. 

When one suggested that those who solicit prostitutes be made to forfeit some of their money to 

the state, such suggestions “are shrugged off.” Refik proclaimed: “What must be done in order to 

protect our fellow Turks (ırkdaşlarımızı), our coreligionists who remain in ignorance and 

darkness?”756 The answer was to change article 202, which stipulated that solicitation needed to 

occur in open areas to classify as such. In order to skirt prosecution, he claimed, prostitutes 
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convened in closed areas and private homes where no one could hear what was happening. 

Refik’s anxiety here was common across postwar Europe; in Weimar Germany, for example, 

when women increasingly began to occupy spaces that were traditionally male, social 

commenters struck back by expanding the meanings attributed to prostitutes, and consequently, 

the sites of potential prostitution also grew and become more complex.757 In the Ottoman 

Empire, closed spaces like coffee houses had a longer history of serving as guardedly male 

domains,758 but these boundaries were never transgressed to the degree as they had been during 

and after World War I. By altering the penal code, Refik sought legal remedies for correcting the 

spillover in gendered spaces that the war had produced. 

Besim Atalay Bey, the deputy from Kütahya, put forth a different theory about 

prostitution, however. His arguments are striking: 

I will not give you a history of prostitution, but I shall if you so wish. However, you all 
know that until not long ago, there were quite a few boy dancers (köçekler) with cymbals 
in hand and wearing women’s clothing and our greatest notables and aristocrats solicited 
them…If we try to put an end to this practice with force, with subjugation, with power, 
we will not be successful…People, women, and boy dancers play, music is played – 
why? Are pleasure and music a necessity for people, are they not? Is this to be denied?759 

 
The parliamentary minutes note that his suggestion was met with grumbling. Müfid Efendi from 

Kırşehir retorted by saying, “Soliciting prostitution is not a need.”760 Besim elaborated, however: 

“Sir, I am not speaking about prostitution, if individuals have a need for a pleasure, a need for 

music, I will provide a rational basis for this. (Grumbling). Let me endeavor to present [this] in a 

legitimate and scientific (ilmi) manner. If we [speak of] human actions with this sort of 
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babbling…” At this point Besim was cut off mid-sentence by Müfid again to note that what he 

was suggesting was prohibited by the şeriat. Besim then quipped that Sultan Murad IV (r. 1623-

1640) would have individuals hanged for smoking a cigarette, after which Müfid suggested that 

Besim was making a false equivalency between prostitution and smoking. After more objections 

to Besim’s line of argument, he again noted that he was making his case in a scientific manner, 

which Müfid dismissed: “This is not a parliament of science,” he averred.761 Besim put forth an 

even more impassioned response: “If I were to explain to you how the Umayyad and Abbasid 

caliphates pimped women, I swear to god you would go berserk” (vallahi çıldırırsınız, billâhi 

çıldırırsınız).”762 The minutes note that his remark was met with “shouting” from other deputies. 

Besim was not shaken, however, and continued: “You will not forestall this with force, with 

subjugation. Nevertheless, with wisdom it will be prevented.” Müfid threatened to open the 

doors of parliament, and presumably to walk out on it, arguing that the institution had no use if 

what Besim suggested were true.763 

 Besim’s arguments strike at the heart of how the competing meanings of sexuality in the 

Ottoman Empire at this time. Key to his argument was how pleasure and desire should be 

understood. In spite of his seemingly progressive attitude toward pleasure and desire vis-à-vis his 

counterparts, Besim’s utilization of history rendered desire a squarely male prerogative. He 

spoke only of men who solicited prostitutes and smoked cigarettes; fulfilling this desire was a 

natural need. Other popular observers around this time, such as Ziyaeddin Fahri (Fındıkoğlu), 

likewise argued that the ideal Anatolian woman took to “refined pleasure” (zevki mütekamil) – in 

contrast to her debauched urban, Istanbulite peer who sought “shallow pleasures” (zevki basit).764 
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However, men satisfying their pleasures through the solicitation of prostitutes, like smoking 

cigarettes under Murad IV, was not necessarily problematic for Besim. Besim’s deregulatory 

attitude toward sex work is also notable in this exchange. Although his views were certainly in 

the minority, that he chose to back up his claims with references to scientific knowhow is 

significant. This will be discussed in more detail in chapter five, but his arguments suggest that 

Ottoman and Turkish thinkers were drawing upon new discourses of modernity and supposedly 

objective forms of knowledge to frame their arguments about human sexuality. 

 Nevertheless, other deputies expressed interest for increasing penalties against sex 

workers. Taking up Müfid’s argument, Süleyman Sırrı Bey from Yozgad added that the 

recommended addition to the legal code would be “quite a great service to the nation canonically 

and morally.”765 Şevket Bey from Burdur further articulated that syphilis was a problem related 

to prostitution, and claimed that in Konya and its surroundings, half the people were syphilitic. 

“For this reason,” he averred, “I say [it should be] lifelong hard labor, not temporary hard labor,” 

to which Süleyman responded, “Bravo.”766 Ali Şükrü from Trabzon claimed that the kinds of 

“psychological sciences” (ilm-i ruh) that Besim used to buttress his claim were not yet proven. 

One day, Herbert Spencer can say one thing, then the next day, another can say something else, 

he explained. He was also in favor of the measure, arguing that if one of the complaints against it 

was that it would make the punishment the same for rape, then the obvious course of action 

would be to increase the penalty for rape. Şükrü also noted that present situation was “a time of 

radical and essential (cezri ve esaslı) improvements, of revolutions.”767 Indeed, Kemalism 

provided a canvas for individuals like Ali Şükrü to make these kinds of arguments; as was the 
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case in the rest of the world, women were a marker of national progress in early Turkey and the 

discourse of inkılap (revolution) was a convenient barometer of this progress, as the Turkish 

woman too was thought to be undergoing a revolution.768 Ali continued to describe youths sitting 

by the fountains of mosques, drinking alcohol, and soliciting prostitutes. He contrasted this with 

a more favorable situation in Europe, to cheers of “bravo”: “No Christian does this in his 

homeland. The country is burning. Accordingly, let us undertake whatever severe punishment, 

even execution, if possible.”769 

 Other deputies lodged additional criticisms of the proposal. Muhiddin Baha Bey of Bursa 

argued that the pimping problem was the worst in Konya, but suggested that first time offenders 

should be imprisoned, and if that law was actually applied effectively, then within a year, one 

would no longer encounter pimping. He pleaded his case that rape and pimping are not worthy of 

the same punishment: “Let us not hold the man who takes away a woman’s child from her arms 

and forcibly takes her virginity with the man who solicits women that willingly prostitute 

themselves to be the same thing.”770 As will be covered in more detail in chapter five, pronatalist 

movements in early Republican Turkey championed fertile mothers; Muhiddin Bey’s reference 

to women’s procreation shared the lionization of domestic motherhood across Europe: “the 

mother became a symbol of healing, rebirth, and redemption” after “the trauma of a war that tore 

apart the moral and social fabric of the nation.”771 

 Refik Şevket Bey from Saruhan outlined logistical problems to the measure. While he 

agreed that “Morality is the essence of laws,” the draft proposal would place an undue burden on 
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law enforcement. “If our aim in making a law originates always from envisaging the future,” he 

proclaimed, “I can say, sir, this punishment of three years’ hard labor is not possible to enforce.” 

He marshaled precedent from the First World War, where the courts martial were forced to 

“open the door to mercy,” as members and leaders of the courts had to “trample upon the law” 

by not meting out heavy punishments, because they knew that the prescribed draconian measures 

were often unenforceable. He believed that there needed to be a proportionality between the 

crime and the punishment: “Along with raising the penalty, enforcement is made more difficult. 

This is proven to us.”772 Refik Şevket further claimed that the existing laws were sufficient, 

noting that judges have the discretion to issue different punishments, a fact discussed in detail in 

chapter three. Whereas if a colonel in the military were to pimp a woman, as someone who 

should know better and whose actions would be “shameful,” he could be given a punishment of 

eight months in prison, whereas someone who was “ignorant” might only receive one month in 

jail.773 The issue for him was therefore a lack of enforcement; Refik Şevket cited one of his 

colleagues, who claimed that, “I am fortunate if in Turkey, 30 or 40% the laws are enforced.” 

The deputy also touched on issues of corruption, which plagued the empire during the First 

World War. He noted that among those who pimp women there are unfortunately police and 

gendarmerie as well: “If the wife of those police and gendarmerie who will defend public morals 

in the country is pimped, who will inform the government and the public prosecutor? Who will 

remand them?” This was a direct contradiction of what he believed to be the role of lawmakers: 

“our duty is to assuage (teskin) the public.”774 
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 The measure ultimately failed to pass, getting voted down sixty-three to forty-three. The 

arguments over the proposed measure have been interpreted as a response to economic 

developments in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that pushed women into the work force 

and the social upheavals of World War I.775 Indeed, that the proposal was first introduced just six 

days after the inauguration of the Assembly is evidence of how important addressing these issues 

were to the ultimate goal of obtaining sovereignty. The debate also shows that the types of 

policing mechanisms that the Ottoman government routinely marshaled during World War I still 

held popularity among Assembly members during occupation. As seen in chapter three, hard 

labor was one of the preferred punishments for men who had been convicted of sexual violence. 

The same was true of deportations; according to one article in Eşref Edib, “honorable families” 

requested that the police remove prostitutes from their neighborhoods, as prostitution was 

spreading even to “the most venerable quarters” of Istanbul.776 In this case, the debates of the 

Assembly suggest that in spite of all of the changes that had occurred in the legal landscape of 

Anatolia and Turkish Thrace, Ottoman policymakers still preferred to turn to the familiar in 

order to solve problems they identified in sexual behavior.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has argued that during the occupation of Anatolia and Turkish Thrace, 

Ottoman policy toward prostitution and sexual violence is more deeply understood in reference 

to the occupation signaling a loss of male control over women’s bodies. The examples of 

prostitution and sexual violence throughout this section illustrate the argument I have put forth: 

that gender was critical to the Ottoman vocabulary that was used to challenge the Allied 
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occupation. As the parliamentary records reveal, this went beyond discourse and symbols alone: 

the perceived loss of male authority had real implications for policy, as well. Indeed, one cannot 

“sift out ‘women’ as a simple political variable” or analyze politics as external to their sexual or 

gendered implications.777 On the contrary, this chapter has demonstrated that the politics of the 

occupation of Anatolia can be better understood as part of a male prerogative to reclaim the 

bodies of Ottoman women and therefore the Ottoman nation during the Allied occupation.  

Literature on the occupation period also echoes these anxieties over gender. Peyami 

Safa’s 1924 novel Sözde Kızlar (So-Called Girls) tells the story of a young woman named 

Mebrure, who goes to Istanbul in search of her missing father during the occupation. She stays in 

a relative’s home that doubles as a house of ill repute. The other women who dwell in the home 

take to a decadent lifestyle, hence the title “so-called girls.” Mebrure assumes the role of a chaste 

and patriotic young women, who must face the moral dangers of occupied Istanbul. Her relative 

Nevin, one of the “so-called girls” who is more preoccupied with luxuries than the fate of the 

empire, serves as a stark contrast to Mebrure. Nevin wears heavy makeup and an expensive 

gown in order to “emulate the complexion of European actresses.” As such, Nevin has not only 

lost her morals, but her body, “the last bastion against foreign invasion” and has thus “been 

conquered by Western fashion and cosmetics,” mirroring the state of Istanbul as a whole.778 It is 

women like Mebrure who guard her body and her morality from European encroachment, and 

represent the future of the empire.779 As I have demonstrated in this chapter, Safa’s novel had 

clear parallels in the archival record. The kinds of gender and sexual anxieties that Mebrure and 

Nevin encapsulate are reflected in the memoirs of soldiers and observers who lived through the 

 
777 Pollard, Reign of Virtue, 1-2. 
778 Berrak Burçak, “Hygienic Beauty: Discussing Ottoman-Muslim Female Beauty, Health and Hygiene in the 
Hamidian Era,” Middle Eastern Studies 54, no. 3 (2019): 354. 
779 This interpretation of the novel is from ibid. 
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occupation period. The ways in which the Ottomans used discourses of honor and violation to 

reach domestic and foreign audiences respectively similarly reflect the gendered language of the 

story. In sum, this chapter has shown how gender can be used as a useful category of analysis for 

studies of the political, social, and military histories of the occupation period. 
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Chapter Five 

Medicine and Sovereignty in the Early Republic 

Introduction 

By the time the Turkish Republic was established in 1923, the effects of the First World 

War upon the health of Turkish men and women were still acutely felt. Dr. Muslihiddin Safvet 

argued in a 1925 medical survey of Anatolia that, “Syphilis is the greatest misfortune left to our 

country by World War I. A long time ago, Kastamonu was the province where syphilis was most 

common; unfortunately, today, this sinister disease is in almost every part of Anatolia, even in its 

smallest villages.”780 Even before Safvet’s claim about the war’s devastating impact, doctors and 

writers had attempted to instill modern hygienic techniques in people, young and old alike. 

Across Europe, World War I played a critical role in recasting conversations about sexuality in 

medical terms.781 In the Ottoman Empire and Turkey, this was evident in advice literature. In one 

fictional dialogue between a young boy and his father in a 1918 children’s book designed to 

teach morality and proper hygiene to young Ottomans, the boy asks, “Father, what is 

happiness?” To this, the father answers, “Happiness has many meanings. In my opinion, the 

surest meaning: a healthy mind in a healthy body.” The son then replies, “I do not understand 

that very well.”782 As this dialogue suggests, the fields of health and morality and what 

constituted healthy bodies and healthy minds in the final years of the Ottoman Empire and 

during the foundation of modern Turkey were fraught with uncertainty, as the author of the 

 
780 Quoted in Emine Ö. Evered and Kyle T. Evered, “Sex and the Capital City: The Political Framing of Syphilis and 
Prostitution in Early Republican Ankara,” Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences 68, no. 2 (2011): 
278. Later in the Turkish Republic, the government established “Village Institutes” in 1936 to further spread health 
education. Cemal Hüseyin Güvercin, Murat Aksu, and Berna Arda, “Köy Enstitüleri ve Sağlık Eğitimi,” Ankara 
Üniversitesi Tıp Fakülresi Mecmuası 57, no. 2 (2004): 97-103. 
781 Lutz Sauerteig, “Militär, Medizin und Moral: Sexualität im Ersten Weltkrieg,” in Die Medizin und der Erste 
Weltkrieg, eds. Wolfgang U. Eckart and Christoph Gradmann (Herbolzheim: Centaurus Verlag, 2003), 226. 
782 Ali Seydi, Musahabat-ı Ahlakiye (Istanbul: Matbaa-yı Orhaniye, 1918), 31. 
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fictional exchange attempted to illustrate. Many different historical actors vied for influence in 

guiding policies toward sexual health, a debate which began during World War I.  

Doctors were at the fore of these actors. As I have argued throughout this dissertation, 

instrumentally-rational moral categories supplanted value-rational moral categories in the late 

Ottoman Empire, a development that is evident from sexual regulation policies. In Turkey, this 

process was especially acute. Nationalist discourses in the early republic situated sins within a 

framework of transgressions against the nation and against one’s co-citizens; maintaining one’s 

health for the good of the nation became an obligation of a citizen.783 Sexual transgressions in 

particular were viewed by medical professionals in Turkey as shirking one’s obligations to 

public health.784 As chapter one noted, good citizenship was associated with good morals in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; this dynamic similarly persisted into the Republican 

period, especially when it came to public health.785 The zweckrational implications for sexual 

policing are clear here; the consequences of sexual behavior considered deviant had deleterious 

effects on the nationalist project as a whole. Scholars of Germany during World War I have 

likewise emphasized the critical importance that doctors claimed for themselves in the setting of 

wartime and after: “Physicians subjected the entire society to a thorough medical history, 

providing a diagnosis of their present state of war and a prognosis of future prospects for 

recovery.” Their status as specialists within the medical field allowed them to create a new 

urgency for their services to counteract the destruction wrought by the war and subsequently to 

define the terms of public debates on health. This shaped what Susanne Michl calls the “national 

 
783 Emine Ö. Evered and Kyle T. Evered, “Sin in the City: An Urban History of Medicine and Modern Morality in 
Turkey,” in Handbook of Global Urban Health, eds. Igor Vojnovic, Amber L. Pearson, Gershim Asiki, Geoff 
DeVerteuil, and Adriana Allen (New York: Routledge, 2019), 69. 
784 Ibid., 72. 
785 Emine Ö. Evered and Kyle T. Evered, “Framing ‘Our Social Disaster’: Narratives of Disease & Sexuality in 
Turkey’s Early Republic,” Acta Medico-Historica Adriatica 15, no. 1 (2017): 54. 
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body” for a more “robust future.”786 In the Ottoman Empire, as early as 1910, textbooks for 

medical students emphasized the military-like qualities that doctors should embody: “Health 

officials (efrad-ı sıhhiye), along with caring for truth and order (hakikat ve intizam perver), must 

amply possess the bravery and obedience that is expected of all soldiers.”787 After the war’s 

conclusion, doctors remained invested in shaping national policy and the medicalization of 

sexual behavior in a zweckrational framework described above. In the first Grand National 

Assembly of Turkey, there were fifteen deputies who previously had worked as doctors, creating 

an institutional voice in official government bodies to stake their claim to such a robust future.788  

This chapter argues that doctors in the first years of the Turkish Republic were able to use 

their specific historical setting of working in a newly independent country in the wake of the 

Ottoman Empire’s defeat in World War I to carve out a sphere of influence for themselves as 

authoritative sources of sexual knowledge. Their views on the importance of health dovetailed 

with those of politicians, creating a symbiotic dynamic to promote new ideas about sexuality that 

privileged one’s health and obligations to the fledgling state. Knowledge of health in general was 

a contested field before and during World War I, where European countries staked claims to 

expertise over modern science in the Middle East. During the First World War, medical 

professionals from Germany, an Ottoman ally, had a large role in developing and executing 

health policy. Coupled with the climate of moral anxiety that pervaded postwar Anatolia, the 

nationalist movement offered Turkish physicians an opportunity to shape debates about sexuality 

that had emerged during the First World War and which remained unsettled after its conclusion. 

 
786 Susanne Michl, Im Dienste des “Volkskörpers”: deutsche und französische Ärzte im Ersten Weltkrieg 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2007), 11-2. 
787 Efrad-ı Sıhhiye Ders Kitabı, (Istanbul: Mekteb-i Fünun-u Harbiye-i Şahane Matbaası, 1326 [1910]), 3. 
788 Melih Tınal, “Türkiye Büyük Millet Meclisi Birinci Döneminde Doktor Milletvekilleri,” Uluslararası Sosyal 
Araştırmalar Dergisi 2, no. 6 (2009): 617-27. 
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Doctors were more than willing to take up this task. According to Dr. Muhib Nureddin, in a 1928 

tract he wrote on syphilis, it was insufficient for doctors to “struggle” (mücadele) in hospitals 

and examination rooms; it was incumbent upon them to take on “a wider, more public” role in 

Turkish political life.789 

This chapter begins by examining German designs on influencing Ottoman medical 

establishments and practice and how the Ottoman Empire sought to gain greater control over 

medicine during the First World War. My dissertation has made the argument that Ottoman 

policies toward sexuality can only be understood through the lens of the Ottoman desire to 

(re)gain sovereignty from European powers. I focus on Germany here because it was the country 

with the greatest access to Ottoman medical establishments during World War I and was 

ostensibly, as an Ottoman ally, a country that needed to keep Ottoman interests in mind when 

creating wartime policy. Nevertheless, the German role in Ottoman health policy, especially in 

the control of venereal disease, was one of a presumed superiority in terms of scientific 

knowhow. Skepticism on the part of Ottoman doctors, politicians, and commentators, even 

toward a wartime ally, speaks to the importance these figures gave to independent Turkish 

medicine, a project that persisted into the Republican period. 

I then examine works by one Turkish doctor writing in the mid-1920s, Dr. Mehmet Ali 

Kasım. Kasım published several books on sexuality and morality, specifically among children, 

during the Republic’s formative period. Little is known about the life and career of Dr. Kasım 

outside of his publications;790 however it is clear that Kasım positioned himself as an expert on 

 
789 Muhib Nureddin, Frengi: Korunma Çareleri, Cild, Kalp, Dimağ Arazi, son Tedavi Üsülleri (Istanbul: Kader 
Matbaası, 1928), 2.  
790 One summary of his major works also was unable to uncover any biographical information beyond what was 
known from his publications. See M. Değer, “Osmanlının Son Döneminde Androloji üzerine Yazılmış İki Kitap,” 
Türk Üroloji Dergisi 19, no. 3 (1993): 295-300. 
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what he considered abnormal sexual behavior, specifically masturbation. He also published 

another piece on syphilis. His works have to date not been systemically analyzed and are 

instructive for understanding the kinds of arguments put forward by Turkish doctors in the early 

Republic and how they are illustrative of Turkish thought on medicine. I situate Dr. Kasım’s 

works alongside some of his peers and show that for doctors, sovereignty was a key to 

explaining why sexual health mattered. The legacy of the First World War was often the subtext, 

or the rationale, behind his medical theories and arguments, even if such connections were not 

made explicit. Issues like pronatalism, the prevention of venereal disease, and encouraging 

marriage were born of both the material effects of the war and the changes it produced in gender 

roles. 

Lastly, I survey debates in the Turkish Grand National Assembly on a draft law that 

mandated syphilis exams for individuals wishing to marry. This debate exemplifies how doctors 

used medical knowledge to make political claims on how best to regulate sexual behavior and 

what the boundaries of state intervention into the sexual health ought to have looked like. 

Overall, the chapter underscores that early Republican health policies can only be understood in 

the context of the First World War and the continued Turkish quest for postwar sovereignty.  

Medicine and Sovereignty 

How and why did doctors come to gain such an important role in the early years of 

Republican Turkey? Michel Foucault described in The Birth of the Clinic how medical 

professionals gained status by drawing on a corpus of objective “scientific” knowledge: the 

“medical gaze” was “no longer the gaze of any observer, but that of a doctor supported and 

justified by an institution, that of a doctor endowed with the power of decision and intervention,” 



 

 278 

specifically with an eye that was “always receptive to the deviant.”791 Early Republican doctors 

sent to observe the health habits of villagers derided what they believed to be more traditional – 

and therefore less modern and educated – forms of medicine. Yaşar Nabi, a Turkish writer and 

poet, summarized why Turkish elites in general struggled with bringing about social change in a 

1926 journal article: “Although the West’s laws, customs, regulations, [and] moral and social 

principles have been officially accepted, our old customs and traditions are sustained by a great 

mass. Consequently, from a social point of view, our country puts up quite a complex veneer.”792 

Doctors therefore grappled with keeping social change in line with institutional changes 

happening in Ankara. Dr. Nazmi, writing in 1922 on Konya, for example, described how 

villagers treated syphilis: “As soon as a health problem emerges, people immediately go to the 

saints’ tombs, visit those families known for curing particular diseases, and find a hoca to recite 

incantations. In the case of syphilis, they employ incense [and] eat saparna by mixing it or drink 

its juices.”793 Similarly in Kayseri, medical fact-finders reported that women went to local 

healers for gynecological problems as well as to seek treatment for syphilis and gonorrhea.794 

Still another doctor warned his readers in 1924: “Do not loaf around with village doctors. Your 

illness will become more severe. It will spread it to your daughter, to your son, to your spouse, to 

your relatives…You don’t know that twenty or thirty years later and a few children later, your 

generation will be destroyed.”795 

The reason that these practices were so objectionable was that they ran counter to the 

dictates of modern science; rather than using state medical facilities, villages drew on bodies of 

 
791 Michel Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic, trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Vintage Books, 1973), 89. 
792 Yaşar Nabi, “Bügünkü İctimaî ve Ahlâkî Vaziyetimiz,” in Yeni Harflerle Kadın Yolu/Türk Kadın Yolu (1925-
1927), ed. Nevin Yurdsever Ateş (Istanbul: Kadın Eserleri Kütüphanesi ve Bilgi Merkezi Vakfı, 2009), 392. 
793 Quoted in Kyle T. Evered and Emine Ö. Evered, “Syphilis and Prostitution in the Socio-Medical Geographies of 
Turkey’s Early Republican Provinces,” Health & Place 18 (2012): 530. 
794 Ibid. 
795 Hafız Sabri Eyüp, Köy Hekimi (Giresun: Giresun Matbaası 1924), 44. 
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knowledge that had existed outside of what the state and its representatives viewed as legitimate. 

Health policy therefore dovetailed with broader state initiatives to regulate populations. States 

aim “to rationalize the problems presented to governmental practice” by characteristics of 

populations. These characteristics include the population’s health, sanitation, birthrate, longevity, 

and racial composition.796 In the context of early Republican Turkey, these characteristics 

mattered greatly for the purpose of revitalizing a population that had been ravaged by a decade of 

near continuous war. Managing the recovery of the population’s health such that it could 

continue to fight and defend the newly established nation-state if necessary rested on managing 

that recovery scientifically. 

Medicine and healthy bodies were also important politically. Scholars of occupation have 

argued that bodily health not only functions as a site upon which occupying powers stake claims 

to their supposed civilizational superiority, but also, perhaps more importantly, as proof of their 

wider claims to political sovereignty over conquered peoples and places.797 This is especially 

salient for an empire that was subject to European encroachment for decades prior to 1923 and to 

an occupation of nearly four years. A modern state’s authority, legitimacy, and control are 

inscribed especially on the bodies of the population.798 Medicine is therefore not a scientific 

concern alone; medicine carries deep significance for governments’ social, political, and 

economic programs. As a newly established country, exercising authority and effective 

regulatory power over the bodies of the population was critical in early Republican Turkey. The 

Ottoman Empire had been struggling with managing international intervention into its public 
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health policies since at least the early to mid-nineteenth century, when the empire adopted 

quarantine measures that European states, Britain in particular, attempted to internationalize in 

order to minimize Ottoman policies’ effects on their international economies.799 After the 

conclusion of the War of Independence and the establishment of Turkey in October 1923, 

medical professionals were central to the broader effort to correct the nation’s compromised 

sovereignty that not only marked the years between 1919 and 1923, but also European 

intervention into the political and economic affairs of the Ottoman Empire that spanned decades 

prior to the conclusion of World War I.  

Even during World War I, the Ottomans’ German allies used claims of greater scientific 

knowhow to broadcast their superiority over the Ottomans. As Eugene Rogan explains of 

asylums in the early twentieth-century Ottoman Arab world, European objections to Ottoman 

methods for treating madness were based upon “the superiority of European science over Eastern 

religious superstition, of modernity over tradition.”800 In the context of war, European frustration 

with Ottoman health techniques also bore strategic consequences in their eyes. By the time 

Turkey achieved independence, early Republican doctors faced two separate challenges resulting 

from this longer history: creating solutions to problems external from Europe in such a way that 

Turkish sovereignty could be sustained and also challenging the same sort of traditions and 

superstitions they believed characterized rural Anatolian attitudes toward science and medicine. 

Ottoman and later Turkish medical professionals had to develop their own scientific 

infrastructure to compete with European medicine; this was part of the project to combat 
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European infringements upon Ottoman, and later Turkish, sovereignty as a whole. Doctors’ 

opinions were not limited to esoteric debates; they often made prescriptive arguments on Turkish 

society as a whole.  

In early Republican Turkey, medical professionals wielded a great deal of authority in 

debates surrounding the relationship between sex and sovereignty in part because “individual 

health came to be understood in terms of the needs of the national community.”801 As was the 

case in the first years of the Soviet Union, authority over sexuality was recast from an individual 

prerogative to a collective prerogative, to be overseen by the specialists in sexual health, 

physicians, and agents of the state.802 In this particular historical context, works of sexology 

about masculinity and femininity and about male and female sexuality might be understood as 

attempts to “restore order in the face of dramatic upheavals in the political, economic, social, and 

gender structures.”803 As chapters two and three described, World War I drastically altered 

gender and sexual norms, especially with respect to women’s larger roles in the public sphere. 

As was the case in nineteenth-century Europe, legislation targeting sexual behavior was 

concerned foremost with the potential “damage done by sexual perversion to national health.”804 

Threats to public health in Europe were therefore viewed as political problems with both 

economic and military ramifications, the solutions to which could not be left to the individual.805 

Consequently, modern societies targeted “unproductive bodies whose desires and pleasures 
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supposedly violate the rules of nature,” because individual sexuality was thought to affect the 

entire population.806 This was true in Turkey as well, where early Republican leaders understood 

the health of both individuals and of society as a whole to be foremost of social and economic 

concern.807 The desire to restore the vitality of a nation that had been defeated, occupied, and lost 

a significant portion of its population was an undercurrent of Turkish doctors’ arguments on the 

type of medicine and hygiene that should be practiced in Republican Turkey.  

Wresting Control of Medicine 

Across Europe, doctors played a vital role in the military and in politics during and after 

the First World War. In Germany, the military recruited doctors to study and treat the myriad of 

physical and mental health problems that fighting caused among male soldiers. The work of such 

doctors was part of both the state’s and the military’s quest to exert greater control over the 

social and sexual lives of male soldiers. Sexual disorders, thought to damage soldiers’ fighting 

capacity, were at the fore of what German military doctors identified as having plagued the 

military. According to this line of thought, as soldiers became brutalized from killing, they 

became addicted to violence as “a source of sexual release,” and therefore would not turn to 

women for their sexual satisfaction.808 Doctors displayed such a concern for soldiers’ ability to 

fight because military performance was still viewed across Europe as a barometer for the health 

of the nation.809 Ottoman policymakers were certainly in this orbit; as we saw in chapters two 

and three, a concern for the fighting ability of the Ottoman nation guided policy toward 

prostitutes and sexual violence. 

 
806 Liat Kozma, “‘We the Sexologists…’: Arabic Medical Writing on Sexuality, 1879-1943,” Journal of the History 
of Sexuality 22, no. 3 (2013): 433. 
807 Erdem Aydın, “Atatürk’ün Sağlık Kavram ve Anlayışı,” Ankara Tıp Mecmuası 48 (1995): 46. 
808 Jason Crouthamel, “Male Sexuality and Psychological Trauma: Soldiers and Sexual Disorder in World War I and 
Weimar Germany,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 17, no. 1 (2008): 60-84. 
809 Yanıkdağ, Healing the Nation, 208. 



 

 283 

During World War I, Germany was keenly interested in the medical sphere of the 

Ottoman Empire and its potential improvement. Victor Schilling, a German surgeon who worked 

primarily in the Ottoman Arab provinces, argued that during World War I,  

Unfortunately, the German hygienists in Turkey had to fight against a certain 
underestimation of the hygienic duties [that were necessary] and especially in the 
beginning for the provision of large funds, although the local command authorities 
actually, without exception, met the demands of the professionals very quickly [and] with 
full understanding. It should be emphasized here that the Turkish commanders in general, 
out of a superior knowledge of the country, were not at all hostile to this, and in fact often 
acted with great interest toward hygienic measures.810  
 

Although military interest in health was laudable for Schilling, Dr. Ernst von Düring, a 

dermatologist, actually critiqued Ottoman training for doctors, arguing that virtually all Turkish 

doctors eventually became military doctors, leaving a lacuna elsewhere in medical service to 

civil society.811 Part of filling this lacuna involved the construction of additional hospitals across 

the empire. These hospitals were not only endowed with medical significance; they carried great 

political import as well. Dr. Stutzin, the advisory surgeon (beratender Chirurg) of the Ottoman 

Fifth Army, for example, wanted to establish a German hospital in Baghdad in 1917, as he 

believed that this was “the best medium for German propaganda in Mesopotamia.”812 Germans 

also sought to expel rival medical officials from their positions in the Ottoman Empire. After the 

United States entered the war in 1917, the German board of directors of a hospital in Beirut 

endeavored to replace the American staff with Germans, out of a mistrust of American 

doctors.813  
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812 Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amts, Berlin (hereafter PAAA) Konstantinopel 415/R1256 (September 21, 
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As the comments of Schilling, von Düring, and Stutzin suggest, many German medical 

professionals viewed medicine as a lucrative avenue for sustained postwar German influence in 

the Ottoman Empire. German involvement in the Ottoman Empire, especially in the prevention 

of syphilis, predated the outbreak of World War I. After his appointment to oversee the 

reorganization of the Ottoman army in 1883, von der Goltz noted a high incidence of syphilis 

among new recruits. He enlisted the aid of Düring, who lived in the Ottoman Empire between 

1889 to 1902. Düring trained Ottoman doctors and worked with military officials to identify 

strategically optimal locations to build hospitals to combat the spread of venereal disease.814 He 

spent much of his time in the interior of Anatolia, where most of the military recruits came from: 

Kastamonu, Sinop, Bursa, Izmit, and later Ankara and Samsun.815 His reports helped craft the 

1897 Health Organizations for Syphilis Intervention in Kastamonu Province and Bolu 

Subdivision (Kastamonu Vilayeti ve Bolu Sancağı Frengi Mücadelesi Teşkilat-ı Sıhhiyesi), 

which served as a model for later efforts into venereal disease prevention in other provinces 

during World War I.816 Even by 1914, one Ottoman journalist said of him: “Düring Paşa had 

organized the foundations of the fortifications that the government wants to establish against the 

invasion of syphilis.”817 While these reports may have been exaggerated – he claimed that 
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between 70 and 80 percent of the population of Kastamonu province was syphilitic818 – they 

established German expertise in the field of health in the Ottoman Empire.  

 German assistance in Ottoman medicine continued into the twentieth century. As part of 

the broader German mission to reform the Ottoman military after the Ottoman defeat in the First 

Balkan War, a German doctor named Georg Mayer was tasked with overseeing the 

reorganization of the Ottoman army medical service beginning in December 1913. Mayer cut his 

teeth as a military doctor in China in the early twentieth century and served as a lecturer at the 

German academy for military doctors.819 Mayer wrote a secret memorandum dated March 2, 

1916, in which blamed the spread of venereal disease in the Ottoman Empire on European 

women – Polish Jews, and women from France, Spain and Italy, in particular – who settled in 

Ottoman cities like Salonika, Istanbul, Edirne, and Izmir. This kind of argument dovetailed with 

some Turkish nationalist thinkers, who blamed foreigners for venereal disease in the Ottoman 

Empire. He also blamed Turkish doctors, however, whom he characterized as having “sheer 

incredible ignorance” when it came to understanding venereal disease and were thus unable to 

correctly treat Turkish soldiers who had contracted syphilis. The number of syphilitics was so 

great, he believed, that he no longer exempted men from military service because of the disease; 

instead they were reassigned to labor battalions.820  

Other Germans retreated to stereotypes of Turks to account for what they believed were 

medical deficiencies in the Ottoman Empire. According to Düring: “It is extraordinarily 

 
818 Şennur Şenel, “19. Yüzyılda Kastamonu Vilayetinde Frengi Hastalığıyla Mücadele,” Celal Bayar Üniversitesi 
Sosyal Bilimler Dergisi 13, no. 1 (2015): 263. Kastamonu was geographically not far from Istanbul and was also 
along the Black Sea route for migrant workers, making it an area that had a large number of syphilitics since the 
mid-nineteenth century. As such, Kastamonu became a “laboratory” for anti-venereal disease policies. Seçil Yılmaz, 
“Threats to Public Order and Health: Mobile Men as Syphilis Vectors in Late Ottoman Medical Discourse and 
Practice,” Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies 13, no. 2 (2017): 227-8. 
819 Helmut Becker, Äskulap zwischen Reichsadler und Halbmond: Sanitätswesen und Seuchenbekämpfung im 
türkischen Reich während des Ersten Weltkriegs (Herzogenrath: Murken-Altrogge, 1990), 20-2. 
820 Ibid., 41-2. 
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interesting that the same Turks, who live in their medieval quiet life in the interior, without 

ambition, without hurry, without competition – and without lamps in the winter, are spared from 

all diseases of the nervous system,” while at the same time, those in Istanbul “live like a 

European – drinking alcohol, going to bed late, plunging into the intrigues of the court and the 

ministries” were more likely to contract diseases.821 It was Turks’ desire to “live like a 

European,” instead of what Düring may have believed to be a more ‘authentic’ lifestyle, that led 

to disease. Such a view established a firm demarcation between the extent to which a Turk and a 

European could indulge in vice without ultimately damaging the war effort. Kasper Blond, an 

Austrian surgeon, further described the tension that existed between German and Ottoman 

doctors in 1916 in Baghdad. His account is worth quoting at length: 

At the beginning of April, the High Command gave orders to Professor Külz and me to 
withdraw the medical supplies belonging to the Germans from the Turkish hospital after 
ten days and to cease our activity there…The day before, Doctor Farid Bey, the Turkish 
hospital commander, had approached me with a request to unofficially continue the 
treatment of the wounded in the Turkish field hospital. Dr. Farid Bey implored me to 
treat the wounded Turkish soldiers and save them from the ruinous consequences of this 
cruel act of the High Command. I did not know how to pull myself out of the affair. I was 
terribly sorry for the poor wounded: Why should the brave Anatolian peasants suffer only 
because of jealousy between the German and Turkish commanders? I was not allowed to 
act against the order of my superior command. After a life-saving amputation, which I 
resolved to do in Dr. Farid’s private room, to my deepest regret I had to inform my 
Turkish colleague that I was forbidden to work unofficially again in the Turkish hospital 
by the superior German authority.822 

 
In addition to the Ottomans lacking necessary personnel to adequately care for the wounded, 

according to Blond, the German High Command specifically prohibited him from volunteering 

his services to assist the Ottoman wounded. Thus, there existed limits to the extent to which 

 
821 von Düring, “Ärztliche Kulturaufgaben in der Türkei,” 87. 
822 Kasper Blond, Ein unbekannter Krieg: 1914-1916: das K.u.K. Gesandtschaftsdetachement Teheran von Persien 
bis nach Wien, ed. Peter Jung (Vienna: Stöhr, 1997), 80. 
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Germany was willing to offer assistance, which appear to have correlated to German doctors’ 

and military officers’ ability to sufficiently dictate Ottoman activity.  

In spite of some disputes between the Germans, Austro-Hungarians, and Ottomans, the 

context of war presented German doctors and officials with an avenue for expanding their 

influence in the Empire through medical infrastructure. Dr. Stutzin laid out the case for an 

expanded push to establish German hospitals in the Ottoman Empire: 

The establishment of hospitals in countries that are not yet fully developed initially 
pursues quite humanitarian goals, namely to save as many lives as possible through 
increased care and treatment, and also to unburden the affected communities through 
isolating infectious diseases. However, it is also to cultivate cultural and economic 
purposes. The hospital is a cultural center in not especially advanced cities. The locals 
learn of superior hygienic facilities in the relevant hospitals [and] are astonished at the 
successful performance of the foreign medical and nursing staff and instinctively try to 
step closer to them. Doctors and nurses come into contact with all sections of the 
population and easily gain great influence.823 

 
Dr. Stutzin’s remarks highlight the importance of hospitals; they “represented a more local and 

intimate framework of medical care,” and served as an institution that people could use by choice 

(sometimes) instead of coercion.824 Germany had endeavored to construct hospitals in a number 

of urban centers across the Ottoman Empire, such as in Istanbul, Izmir, Aleppo, and 

Damascus.825 The impetus for new German hospitals was underscored by his view that Germans 

were lagging behind their Entente counterparts in securing medical establishments: 

Of course, enemy states have used their hospital facilities for political and missionary 
purposes. All the French and English hospitals I have seen are mission hospitals, in which 
the desire for conversion is blatantly manifest. A special example is the English hospital 
in Nablus. The religious propaganda of the English doctors and sisters was so strong that 

 
823 PAAA Konstantinopel 416, transcript of Die Gründung von Krankenhäusern im türkischen Reiche. In the early-
modern Ottoman Empire, hospitals were usually built in urban areas. Miri Shefer-Mossensohn investigates the 
medical and religious attitudes toward disease that played out in early-modern hospitals. Miri Shefer-Mossensohn, 
Ottoman Medicine: Healing and Medical Institutions, 1500-1700 (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
2009), chapter 4. 
824 Laura Goffman, “Medical Frontiers: Health, Empire, and Society in the Gulf and Arabian Peninsula, 1862-1959,” 
(PhD diss., Georgetown University, 2019), 93.  
825 On these projects, see Becker, Äskulap, 365-7. 
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the Muslim population decided to build a kind of rival hospital, more modern than the 
English.826 
 

Stutzin’s opinion was shared by Düring, who predicted in 1916 that for Germans, after the 

conclusion of the war, “a tremendous cultural task will fall to us in Turkey. With a great effort, 

we must replace everything that has been French for centuries and especially since the Crimean 

War in the Orient: this is especially true in schools and medicine.”827 Curt Prüfer, a German 

diplomat stationed in the empire’s Arab provinces during the war, likewise noted in Berlin in 

November 1918 that during the war, “Turks, Arabs, Armenians and Greeks had only rather 

nebulous concepts of Germany and German character.”828 The expansion of German hospitals 

and medical infrastructure was undoubtedly intended to provide a clearer, more friendly picture 

of Germany in the Ottoman Empire. Stutzin also believed that hospitals served as a means to 

gain access to other economic spheres of the Ottoman Empire: “Economic consequences tend to 

cease, firstly by the native population ordering all the hospital and medical supplies from the 

nation in question, and finally, once they have gained the necessary confidence, extending their 

economic relations with the people concerned to many other areas.”829 Clearly, hospitals had 

relevance to German ambitions in the Ottoman Empire beyond health.  

During the war, new hospitals were indeed necessary in certain parts of the empire and 

some Ottoman medical authorities and soldiers echoed what they believed were deficiencies in 

hospitals during the war. According to reserve officer Faik Tonguç describing a hospital in 1915 

in Tortum, a town in northeastern Anatolia, “I understood that this office building being used as 

a hospital was a place that was the source of all kinds of sicknesses, a nest of germs. A person, 

 
826 PAAA Konstantinopel 416, transcript of Die Gründung von Krankenhäusern im türkischen Reiche. 
827 von Düring, “Ärztliche Kulturaufgaben,” 73. 
828 Curt Prüfer, Germany’s Covert War in the Middle East: Espionage, Propaganda and Diplomacy in World War I, 
ed. Kevin Morrow (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2018), 192. 
829 PAAA Konstantinopel 416, transcript of Die Gründung von Krankenhäusern im türkischen Reiche. 
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even a picture of health, entering here with an uncovered wound could not exit without 

contracting at least one sickness.”830 Ali Rıza (Eti) Efendi, who worked as a doctor’s assistant on 

the eastern front, described a hospital in or near Erzurum in December 1914: “I am a specialist in 

hospitals; the hospital building was beautiful, but the beds, on the other hand, were dreadful, 

maybe in their fiftieth year of service.”831 He felt pity for soldiers who believed that hospitals 

would offer them relief from their battle wounds: “The poor ones all want to lay in the hospital. 

They don’t realize that hospitals in their present state are each nothing more than abodes of 

corpses. Entering them does nothing but hasten death.”832 

 

Figure 8: An Ottoman infirmary during World War I. (Atatürk Kitaplığı, Istanbul, Albüm 454). 

 
830 Faik Tonguç, Birinci Cihan Harbinde bir Yedek Subayın Hatıraları (Ankara: Bengi Matbassı, 1960), 18. 
831 Ali Rıza (Eti) Efendi, Harb-i Umûmide Hatırât-ı Askeriyem: Eğin’den itibaren Hatırât-ı Askeriyem, eds. Salih 
Kahriman, Gönül İ. Eti, and Murat Koraltürk (Topkapı: Önsöz Basım ve Yayıncılık, 2007), 42. 
832 Ibid., 92. 
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 The question of women’s health, however, was one that some German observers believed 

to be especially fruitful for widening German power in the Ottoman Empire. In September 1916, 

Dr. Küster, a university lecturer (Privatdozent) in Breslau, wrote an article on the necessity of 

opening a German women’s clinic in Istanbul, and sent it to the Foreign Ministry in Berlin to 

examine the proposal and report on the matter.833 The German Embassy took interest in the 

proposition, noting that “No other medium would be better suited to help the German people 

(Deutschtum) gain ground among the widest Turkish social classes.”834 The Embassy suggested 

that the women’s clinic should be constructed alongside a “House of Friendship” between Turks 

and Germans: “Should it not be possible to make available the funds needed to establish a 

women’s clinic in addition to those for the House of Friendship, I would warmly 

advocate…foremost for the establishment of the women’s clinic in Constantinople for the benefit 

of the German fatherland and for the blessing of allied Turkey.”835  

Dr. Küster also wrote an article in June 1916 titled “On the Possibility of a German 

Women’s Clinic in Istanbul.” In it, he laid out three goals for increasing German medical 

influence in the Ottoman Empire: 1) “There is a need to accommodate more suitable German 

doctors in teaching positions in Turkey than before;” 2) “The Turkish medical students must be 

given as extensive an opportunity as possible to study in Germany for at least a few semesters, or 

to gain further education at the German hospitals after the final exam;” and 3) “German hospitals 

in Turkey need to be equipped in such a way that they, as prototypes, are able to contribute to the 

training of doctors, for whom so far not the least has occurred.”836 Küster believed that Germany 

 
833 PAAA Konstantinopel 416/R7636 (September 21, 1916). 
834 PAAA Konstantinopel 416/R7626 (September 15, 1916). 
835 Ibid. 
836 PAAA Konstantinopel 416, transcript of Über die Notwendigkeit einer deutschen Frauenklinik in Konstantinopel 
(June 1916). 
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could also win more “indirect” influence through “other social layers,” namely through increased 

attention toward women’s health: “The German hospital in Constantinople is an excellently 

furnished institution that meets all requirements, but there is no department for the treatment of 

gynecological diseases and birth control, and not just in the German hospital, but in 

Constantinople as a whole. There is not even a German specialist in these important areas of 

medical services.”837 The main objection that Küster noted to these plans was the mistrust of 

Ottoman women in European doctors, one which he dismissed:  

The widespread opinion among us that the Turkish woman, especially in so-called 
gynecological conditions, will not ask the European doctor for advice, is, as I can assure 
from both my own experience and according to the testimony of Turkish doctors and 
officers, quite wrong; on the contrary, the sick Turkish woman likes to turn to a European 
doctor, who, not unjustly, is in the reputation of [having] greater skills.838 

 
For his part, however, the Austro-Hungarian ambassador to Istanbul, Johann Markgraf von 

Pallavicini, scoffed at the notion of a German Friendship House, which was to be built in tandem 

with the women’s hospital, in the Ottoman capital. While he recognized that the intended 

purpose of the House was “the deepening of the relationship between Germany and Turkey, not 

only for wartime, but also beyond,” he suggested that “The purpose and the future of the 

Friendship House seem very illusory.” He viewed Prof. Ernst Jäckh, who donated two million 

Marks to its construction and was one of the leading proponents of the Friendship House, as a 

charlatan, who was “well known for tactless behavior” and who had “a policy of flooding Turkey 

with all sorts of brochures that are too much in the character of exaggeration and untruth.” In 

Pallavicini’s estimation, Ottomans themselves saw the Friendship House as an example of “very 

expensive and purposeless political propaganda initiatives, as Germany has made in a very 

clumsy manner, and to their own detriments during this war.” He juxtaposed the Friendship 

 
837 Ibid. 
838 Ibid. 



 

 292 

House as a means for securing influence with similar Austro-Hungarian efforts in the fields of 

fashion and commerce and claimed, “As luck would have it, these days the displays of the 

Austrian fashion show are taking place here, which are a great success due to the clever 

arrangement and the taste of the goods.” Afterwards, he noted, “It is interesting to see how this 

success unpleasantly meets the Germans,” as he believed Germans saw the Austrian effort as 

“more promising and useful for the establishment of lasting business connections, and thus for 

the domestic economic interests, than an aimless and clumsy political propaganda.”839 

The proposed German women’s clinic and House of Friendship aptly summarize German 

ambitions for medicine in the Ottoman Empire during World War I as part of its broader 

program of making Ottoman Turkey a “German Egypt.”840 The views of German doctors widely 

envisioned health as a sphere in which Germany could make significant inroads in Ottoman 

society. The fact that a women’s clinic was specifically chosen as an avenue for reaching more 

Ottomans for German propaganda reflects some of the gendered aspects of how Germans 

conceived of Ottoman medicine, where women were underserved by local physicians and 

required European expertise. The discussion of women’s health in particular touches on the 

intersections between gender, sexuality, and national sovereignty that this dissertation has 

 
839 Haus-, Hof-, und Staatsarchiv, Vienna (hereafter HHStA) PA XII 211 Türkei Berichte 1917, no. 36/P (May 1, 
1917). On Jäckh and the Ottoman Empire, see Sevil Özçalık, Promoting an Alliance, Furthering Nationalism: Ernst 
Jäckh and Ahmed Emin in the Time of the First World War (Berlin: Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 2018). Pallavicini might 
have found it ironic that Max von Oppenheim, one of the leaders behind German propaganda efforts in the Ottoman 
Empire, was even frustrated in this endeavor of promoting European goods and fashion, complaining bitterly in 
April 1916 that the Ottoman censor had remonstrated against an image of a Turkish woman in “modern street 
clothing without a veil” that was to appear on the last page of the illustrated newspaper Die Türkei und Deutschland, 
calling the censor’s decision “misguided and outrageous.” PAAA Türkei 167/A8507 (April 1, 1916). Entente 
propaganda also attempted to smear von Oppenheim. A memo prepared by the British India Office accused von 
Oppenheim of being “a German Jew who for long has been one of the Kaiser’s chief agents in the Near East. He 
spent the summer of 1915 in Syria. There he lost no opportunity of stirring up racial hatred and religious 
fanaticism…His private life was extremely disreputable. He aroused the scorn of those to whom he had posed as a 
true believer by openly consorting only with Moslem prostitutes, while his intrigues with Moslem married women 
aroused hatred and disgust.” British Library, London (hereafter BL) IOR/R/20/A2942, no. 46 (November 23, 1916). 
840 Hans-Lukas Kieser, Talaat Pasha: Father of Modern Turkey, Architect of Genocide (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2018), 333. 
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explored. Chapter four described how the Independence War was also a period where men 

struggled to regain control over women’s bodies; European claims to expertise over those very 

bodies during World War I was a jarring reminder of the still incomplete project of regaining 

sovereignty. While Ottoman voices are absent from the communications between Dr. Küster and 

his counterparts, one might speculate that Ottoman doctors would have objected to his 

characterization surrounding the need for European gynecological services; individuals like 

Besim Ömer had been working in obstetrics since the nineteenth century.841 German claims to 

medical superiority over women’s bodies would have likely been seen as an affront to Ottoman 

(male) supervision of female bodies. For doctors in the Republican period, Turkish hegemony 

over medicine had aims that were plainly political and touched upon issues of national honor; 

wrote one such doctor in 1928: “We are in an age of revolution. In little time we underwent quite 

a few administrative and social transformations…Now we have a bright path, a hopeful horizon. 

It is time to refine our people who have closed our minds, to restore some of our self-respect 

(benliğimize).”842 Self-respect meant establishing medicine as a field where Turkish men were 

considered experts and could guide policy, an aim which the Women’s Clinic and its adjacent 

Friendship House would have impeded. 

The early Republican government took measures to strengthen and expand the domestic 

medical profession after World War I. On May 20, 1920, the nationalist leadership in Ankara 

established the Ministry of Health and Social Assistance under the supervision of Dr. Adnan 

(Adıvar). The Ministry was tasked with confronting an array of health issues, including 

 
841 On Ömer, see Gülhan Balsoy, The Politics of Reproduction in Ottoman Society, 1838-1900 (London: Pickering 
& Chatto, 2013), chapter 1. 
842 Muhib Nureddin, Hekim Gözüyle Sa’yımız, Zevkimiz, Aşkımız (Istanbul: Kader Matbaası, 1928), 20. 



 

 294 

malaria,843 trachoma,844 and syphilis.845 Other early Republican institutions like the Turkish 

Hearths (Türk Ocakları) also took on a role in promoting health and preventing epidemics.846 

Syphilis was especially important; and was linked directly to the legacy of the First World War. 

Düring blamed syphilis, along with military deaths, as one of the main reasons the Ottoman 

Muslim population declined in the nineteenth century.847 He described the conditions in Düzce in 

1916:  

Today one travels here in an ethnographic museum…Turks there are no more. The 
population is so thoroughly extinct that the immigrant Muslims were able to settle here in 
closed groups. A Circassian district administrator showed me the tax records of a village 
of his district – 100 houses, and since the house is expected to have 5 inhabitants, about 
500 inhabitants lived there 30 years ago. The next morning we visited the village – three 
houses with seven inhabitants, and one elder replied to our question: they died of the 
Frankish disease, that is to say, syphilis.848 

 
Some policies toward syphilis, even into the 1930s, share continuities with those from the late 

Ottoman Empire; in July 1931, for example, the Turkish Interior Ministry warned the Prime 

Minister’s Office that many women from Europe, especially Austria, Bulgaria, and Hungary, 

attempting to enter the Republic under the guise of working as actors were, in fact, prostitutes. 

As was the case in the First World War, the letter made reference to the detrimental effects of 

such women on the morals of the Republic’s youth and that these women were a drain on “our 

national wealth.” Therefore, the Interior Ministry requested that relevant officials take caution 

 
843 On the Ministry of Health and Social Assistance’s interventions in malaria control, see Fatih Tuğluoğlu, 
“Türkiye’de Sıtma Mücadelesi (1924-1950),” Türkiye Parazitoloji Dergisi, 32, no. 4 (2008): 351-9. 
844 Sevilay Özer, “Türkiye’de Trahomla Mücadele (1925-1945),” Ankara Üniversitesi Türk İnkılâp Tarihi Enstitüsü 
Atatürk Yolu Dergisi 54 (2014): 121-52 and H. Kadircan Keskinbora, “Atatürk Döneminde Trahomla Mücadele 
Tarihçesine Bakış,” in Atatürk Dönemi Sağlık Kongresi (1920-1938), eds. Mustafa Mutluer and Ercan Akçiçek 
(Izmir: Ege Üniversitesi Basımevi, 2009), 413-22. 
845 Fatma Bulut, “Osmanlı’dan Cumhuriyet’e Tehlikeli bir Miras: ‘Frengi,’” Tarih Okulu 3 (2009): 109-23. 
846 On the Turkish Hearths’ role in Trabzon, see Hikmet Öksüz, “Atatürk Döneminde Trabzon’da Sağlık 
Hizmetleri,” Uluslararası Karadeniz İncelemeleri Dergisi 3 (2007): 75-90. 
847 von Düring, “Ärztliche Kulturaufgaben in der Türkei,” 83. 
848 Ibid., 84. 
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before issuing such women entry visas.849 Chapter two illustrated that controlling the movements 

of the population and removing women deemed by the authorities to pose a threat to Ottoman 

sovereignty was a hallmark of the Ottoman policy of deporting prostitutes; controlling the spatial 

mobility of women deemed suspicious, especially foreign women, continued to serve as a point 

of policy well into the Republican period. 

In the early years of the Republic, Turkey was still interested in securing the assistance of 

foreign advisors to bolster the country’s medical expertise, signaling that the domestic medical 

field still needed to be expanded. Prof. Hans Ziemann reported to the German Embassy in 

Ankara that he had had a meeting “in the most urgent form” with Dr. Refik Saydam, who would 

eventually become Health Minister, in the spring of 1924 to discuss taking measures to control 

epidemics of venereal disease and malaria, and made plans to meet again in the summer. 

Ziemann suspected that the Turks were weighing foreign assistance offers from both Germany 

and France, and that French officials in Ankara were actively attempting to impede German 

efforts. Ziemann had to reject the offer for a summer meeting out of health reasons, however, but 

noted to Dr. Refik that he would be interested in working for Turkey in the future.850 The French 

were indeed still opening hospitals in Anatolia after the end of World War I; in late 1919, for 

example, a British report described the inauguration of a new French hospital in Bursa: 

“Speeches were exchanged, there was much fraternizing, and all the Turkish children present 

were presented with cakes, books, and postcards, these latter commemorating the event.”851 As 

was the case during the war, hospitals were still viewed as an avenue for penetrating Anatolia 

and winning influence over the Turkish population.  

 
849 Cumhuriyet Arşivi, Ankara (hereafter CA) 30-10-0-0-107-705-21 (July 26, 1931). 
850 Bundesarchiv, Berlin (hereafter BA) 901/77798 – Abschrift zu VI 16313 B (October 28, 1924). 
851 BL L/PS/11/161, no. 8569 (November 12, 1919). 
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Ottoman military doctors were not spared from wartime casualties during World War I, 

causing a dearth of medical professionals in the early Republic and serves as a possible 

explanation for continued foreign assistance in medicine; according to one estimate, 13 percent 

of Ottoman reserve doctors died in the First World War. Furthermore, less than half of Ottoman 

military doctors in 1914 were of Turkish origin, a statistic which the nationalist government 

sought to bolster in subsequent years. Among the 1,353 reserve doctors in the Ottoman army, 

528 were Turkish, 331 were Greek, 229 were Armenian, 116 were Jewish, and 79 were Maronite 

Catholic.852 As noted above, during the war, disputes broke out between Turkish and non-

Turkish doctors jostling for influence in the containment diseases.853 Those Turkish doctors who 

had survived World War I emerged as a relatively small class of skilled professionals whose 

backgrounds were compatible with the ethnic nationalism that characterized the early Republic.  

Some Ottoman soldiers held very little esteem for Ottoman doctors during the First 

World War, giving even more impetus to the Ankara government to strengthen the Turkish 

medical field. İ. Hakkı Sunata, a former law professor at the Darülfünun, recounted in his 

memoir that in May 1916, his battalion was assigned a pharmacist to act as the doctor for the 

troops. Sunata derided the pharmacist, who he did not consider to be a “real” doctor.854 After 

Sunata was reassigned to the eastern front, his unit was allocated a different doctor, Yakub Bey, 

who was also trained as a pharmacist: “The doctor had apparently not completed any military 

service. The new doctor, like [his predecessor], was a pharmacist, but he was a scoundrel. He 

supposedly completed his studies, spent years wandering the eastern provinces under the 

 
852 Becker, Äskulap, 28. 
853 In another example in 1916 in Izmir, Liman von Sanders claimed that Turkish doctors were incensed at Governor 
Rahmi Bey’s decision to give far-reaching powers to German doctors that they believed primarily benefitted Greeks. 
Liman von Sanders, Five Years in Turkey (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute, 1927), 146-7. 
854 İ. Hakkı Sunata, Gelibolu’dan Kafkaslar’a: Birinci Dünya Savaşı Anılarım (Istanbul: Türkiye İş Bankası, 2003), 
232. 
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military…Yakup Bey, in this regard, is quite a novice. We did not learn which year he left 

pharmacy school.”855 Sunata also looked scornfully at Yakup Bey because he had previously 

avoided military service by paying the bedel-i asker.856  

The military also received reports during and after World War I of doctors deserting; for 

example, the Minister of Health in Syria province reported in October 1918 that the doctor 

named Kadri Efendi at a hospital for syphilis treatment had deserted, which left the hospital 

without having a single remaining doctor. As a result, the hospital was unable to carry out the 

weekly examinations for those with venereal diseases.857 A colleague of Ali Rıza (Eti) Efendi, a 

doctor’s assistant during World War I, put it plainly as early into the war as December 1914: 

“Rıza Efendi, god knows if I were in your position I would desert.”858 The conditions in which 

doctors worked led others, like officer Aziz Samih İlter, however, to lavish praise on wartime 

doctors for their service in such conditions; in his memoir he described the efforts of doctors 

working on infectious diseases in Erzurum in 1915: “Twenty doctors fell ill. Our doctors acted in 

a very self-sacrificing way. Without hesitation, they readily put their lives in danger.”859 

Both the need for Turkish doctors in numbers and what contemporary observers viewed 

as a degeneration of morals due to economic privation during the Great War played a significant 

role in allowing doctors in Republican Turkey to assume a position of authority. As chapter two 

has shown, between the outbreak of the Balkan Wars in late 1912 and the War of Independence 

that began in 1919, Istanbul in particular experienced a sharp increase in the number of 

prostitutes that worked in the city, which was often viewed as the most apparent sign of a moral 

 
855 Ibid., 297. 
856 Ibid., 301. 
857 T.C. Genelkurmay Askeri Tarih ve Stratejik Etüt Başkanlığı Arşivi, Ankara (hereafter ATASE) BDH-3750-23-
11-4 (October 27, 1918). 
858 Rıza (Eti) Efendi, Harb-i Umûmide Hatırât-ı Askeriyem, 128. 
859 Aziz Samih İlter, Birinci Dünya Savaşı’nda Kafkas Cephesi Hatıraları, eds. Zekeriya Türkmen and Elmas Çelik 
(Ankara: T.C. Genelkurmay Askeri Tarih ve Stratejik Etüt Başkanlığı Yayınları, 2007), 32. 
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crisis in the capital city. Prior to the First World War, Muslim women were forbidden from 

participating in sex work, but regulations allowed them to register as prostitutes during the war. 

Corrective measures for reducing the number of prostitutes after the war were increasingly 

pitched for medical reasons. Wrote Hafız Sabri Eyüp in 1924, “The sole cause of the spread of 

gonorrhea is prostitutes. It is not found in clean men, in clean families. Gonorrhea seen in 

honorable families is men’s fault.”860 As such, Eyüp urged his readers to not feel pity for a sex 

worker, “because feeling sorry for her results in the poisoning of a few more youths, of a few 

more lives in the village.”861 These views blended with those among police leaders. As the 

director of the Istanbul Police Academy, Mustafa Galip Bey, articulated in 1922:  

The influence of moral degradation caused by the Great War upon the spirit of mankind 
(ruh-ı beşer) crushed the moral structure (bünye-i ahlakiyeyi) in a way that will make 
one’s hairs stand on end by destroying basic sensibility (hassasiyet-i asliyeyi). The effects 
of terrible and sorrowful calamities like sickness and poverty widened the ampleness of 
the field of prostitution.862  
 

The expertise of doctors, as well as the perceived need for more of them, was also rooted in 

popular discourse. The metaphor of treating social problems as medical illnesses to be 

scrutinized, diagnosed, treated, and cured reached beyond medical professionals. Halide Nusret, 

a Turkish poet and novelist, drew a parallel between finding a cure for an illness and addressing 

what she believed was compromised morals in Turkey in an article published in the journal Genç 

Kadın (The Young Woman) in 1919:  

It is we who, like a doctor, struggle to give health and life to this poor nation’s generation 
of ailing women. With what kind of marvelous strength shall we find a cure for this 
illness that crushes and degrades our womanhood a little bit more every day? In my 
opinion, the causes of the illness must first be studied. Without diagnosing the illness, the 

 
860 Eyüp, Köy Hekimi, 62. 
861 Ibid., 50. 
862 Mustafa Galip, Fahişeler Hayatı ve Redaet-i Ahlakiye (Istanbul: Mahmut Bey Matbaası, 1922), 7. 
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kind of medical cure cannot be determined. That is to say, we will now closely 
investigate the causes of this downfall of morals.863  

 
Galip Bey similarly characterized women who commit “disgusting acts” in medical terms as 

“essentially diseased.”864 Men, too, he believed, were “infected” by their appetite for prostitutes, 

which manifested in their outward display of “detestable morals.”865 Novelists like Hüseyin 

Rahmi Gürpinar likewise believed that Turkish society did not look to doctors to solve these ills; 

his 1919 novel Hakka Sığındık (We Took Refuge in God) sheds light on what the author 

considered the prevailing view of medicine in Istanbul at the end of the First World War, as the 

1918 flu pandemic was sweeping through Istanbul. One character laments, “Sickness, health, 

[these] are from God…What do doctors supposedly know?...There is no cure for when one’s 

time comes (Ecele çare olmaz).”866 Since the late nineteenth century, writers like Şemseddin 

Sami had been arguing for a greater emphasis among the population on the connections between 

health and science; he argued in 1880 that, “Health is often regarded as one of those blessings 

that is out of our control; yet there exists no other blessing than health that is within one’s 

control; there is a science, however, that needs to be learned for this purpose.”867 

It was in this context, along the spread of syphilis, that “the idea of a ‘National Family,’ 

immune to all the malaises of the epoch, occupied the forefront of the social concerns of the 

period.”868 The goal of creating healthy families was written into the law; in 1919, the Public 

Hygiene Law mandated that couples entering marriage undergo health exams; those who were 

 
863 Halide Nusret, “Sükût ve Esbabı,” in Genç Kadın 1919 Ocak/Mayıs (Yeni Harflerle), ed. Çiçek İlengiz (Istanbul: 
Kadın Eserleri Kütüphanesi ve Bilgi Merkezi Vakfı, 2011), 87. 
864 Galip, Fahişeler Hayatı, 34. 
865 Ibid., 34. 
866 Hüseyin Rahmi Gürpinar, Hakka Sığındık (Istanbul: Atlas Kitabevi, 1973), 7. 
867 Quoted in Berrak Burçak, “Hygienic Beauty: Discussing Ottoman-Muslim Female Beauty, Health and Hygiene 
in the Hamidian Era,” Middle Eastern Studies 54, no. 3 (2019): 350-1. 
868 Zafer Toprak, “The Family, Feminism, and the State during the Young Turk Period, 1908-1918,” in Première 
Rencontre Internationale sur l’Empire Ottoman et la Turquie Moderne, ed. Edhem Elden (Istanbul: Édition ISIS, 
1991), 449. 
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found to be infected with venereal disease were denied marriage licenses.869 Emphasis on the 

nuclear family was viewed as a remedy to the lapses in morality among women whose husbands 

and/or fathers were deployed during the war. The nuclear family was also championed by 

Turkish doctors as one of the stark differences with the Ottoman past. According to Besim Ömer 

(Akalın), one of the most prominent gynecologists in Turkey, for example, Ottoman-era 

polygamy was a causal factor in the spread of venereal disease. “How many wives did we see 

who, before their marriage, were transported to a harem not knowing that they had been exposed 

to gonorrhea fifteen or twenty years earlier? For years, how many innocent women who were, in 

this way, suffering under the effect of chronic disease did we come across!”870 For Besim Ömer, 

women having multiple partners – even if it were through marriage – heightened their chances of 

contracting venereal disease. Ömer’s position both cast Ottoman-era marriage practices in a 

rather unedifying light while at the same time championing the new nuclear family in the 

Republic that could produce healthy bodies. 

Other organizations like the Society for the Protection of Children (Himaye-i Etfal 

Cemiyeti) were founded in the early 1920s to promote the nuclear family along with a pronatalist 

bent, and doctors worked with the Turkish government to bring about a healthy new generation, 

free of syphilis.871 This concern gained urgency after the Ottoman defeat in the First Balkan War, 

when social commenters like Edhem Nejat warned that the physical state of Ottoman children 

was to blame for the downfall. “Sickly, feeble, lazy, and dim-witted, their bodies rotten from 

immobility and their complexions always a variation of pale,” the condition of children of the 

 
869 İnci Hot, “Ülkemizde Frengi Hastalığı ile Mücadele,” Türkiye Klinikleri Tıp Etiği-Hukuku-Tarihi Dergisi 12 
(2004): 40-1. 
870 Besim Ömer Akalın, Fen ve İzdivaç (Istanbul: Yeni Matbaa, 1924), 33. 
871 On the Society for the Protection of Children, see Yaşar Baytal, “Atatürk Döneminde Nüfusu Artırma 
Çalışmaları ve Gürbüz Türk Çocuğu Projesi,” Cumhuriyet Tarihi Araştırmaları Dergisi 5 (2009): 126-32. 
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“once sublime Turkish nation” constituted a clear social and military problem.872 Mustafa Kemal 

Atatürk himself viewed pronatalist policies as an important component to early governance of 

the Republic: “I draw your attention urgently to the goal of the protection and increase of our 

population. For the health of the social body, envisaged sweeping measures must be ceaselessly 

developed and expanded. When measures come together for the perpetual and technical health of 

a fertile and abundant Turkish nation, no one will doubt the power that will fill and make the 

Turkish vatan prosperous.”873 Such an emphasis on pronatalism was not uncommon across 

Europe; in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, pronatalist policies were a way for 

European countries to increase their populations by emphasizing motherhood and the family: “In 

an age of industrial labor and mass warfare, a large and disciplined population was seen as 

essential for national power.”874 As Hoffmann explains, scientific management of the population 

was, however, a prerequisite for such policies. 

Mehmet Alı Kasım  

The issues of the role of medicine in society, morality, venereal disease, and the family, 

came to a head in the writings of Mehmet Ali Kasım. Other scholars of postwar Turkey have 

examined macro-level policies of the Turkish government toward venereal disease and its related 

moral concerns.875 In this section I will focus on one particular doctor to illustrate the sorts of 

hypotheses that early Republican doctors were advancing and how they spoke to the immediate 

concerns of Turkish society. The works of Dr. Mehmet Ali Kasım are not just understudied, but 

 
872 Melis Hafez, “‘And the Awakening Came in the Wake of the Balkan War’: The Changing Conceptualization of 
the Body in Late Ottoman Society,” in War & Nationalism: The Balkan Wars, 1912-1913, and Their Sociopolitical 
Implications, eds. M. Hakan Yavuz and Isa Blumi (Salt Lake City: The University of Utah Press, 2013), 579. 
873 Quoted in Aydın, “Atatürk’ün Sağlık Kavram,” 46-7. 
874 David Hoffmann, “Mothers in the Motherland: Stalinist Pronatalism in its Pan-European Context,” Journal of 
Social History 34, no. 1 (2000): 35. 
875 See especially the works of Kyle Evered and Emine Evered and Mark David Wyers, “Wicked Istanbul”: The 
Regulation of Prostitution in the Early Turkish Republic (Istanbul: Libra, 2013). 
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they are illustrative of the major arguments put forth by doctors in the early Republic, even those 

like Kasım who might not have enjoyed as wide of an audience as his peers like Besim Ömer. 

His writings offer a comprehensive glimpse into how doctors understood their role in Turkish 

society and what they considered the most pressing issues facing the country. They are also 

reflective of the circuits of knowledge that shaped medical discourses in the Ottoman Empire in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Historians have pointed to the seventeenth 

century as a turning point in the dynamics between Ottoman and European medicine, thanks to 

the growth in translations of medical treatises, which facilitated exchanges of medical knowledge 

and techniques.876 Whereas previously, Ottoman interaction with European doctors was largely 

limited to contact with those who physically came to the empire and Ottoman doctors could 

decide for themselves which aspects of European medicine they wanted to follow, during the 

seventeenth century, translations of Latin, French, and Italian works were more widely circulated 

allowing for a greater diffusion of medical tracts. By the nineteenth century, power dynamics had 

shifted such that European medicine was more dominant. Institutions like modern medical 

schools contributed to a greater transmission of European medical knowledge in the empire and a 

standardization of the medical profession into a group of trained professionals.877 Even then, 

however, European techniques and assumptions about medicine were not entirely pervasive. As 

Ebru Boyar puts it, “there was no universal recognition of the authority of European medical 

knowledge throughout the Ottoman population despite the fact that by this time it was this 

knowledge that dominated Ottoman medicine.”878  

 
876 On this literature, see Ebru Boyar, “Medicine in Practice: European Influences on the Ottoman Medical Habitat,” 
Turkish Historical Review 9 (2018): 213-41. 
877 On this process in the nineteenth century, see Ceren Gülser İlikan Rasimoğlu, “The Foundation of a Professional 
Group: Physicians in the Nineteenth Century Modernizing Ottoman Empire (1839-1908),” (PhD diss., Boğaziçi 
University, 2012). 
878 Boyar, “Medicine in Practice,” 240-1. 
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Kasım’s works can also be understood in their relation to the burgeoning field of 

sexology in the Middle East, which was also an outgrowth of a global reassessment about the 

dynamics between sexuality and medicine. In the Arab world, medical discourses on sexuality in 

the late nineteenth century were largely intended to regulate male sexuality and to instill middle-

class sexual norms.879 In Ottoman Anatolia, print media also created an outlet where ideas on 

sexuality could be exchanged more openly. Public health propaganda was written in accessible 

language while translations of advice manuals similarly continued to largely target middle-class 

men.880 Iranian doctors, such as Tabib Zadeh writing in 1927, for example, shared a number of 

positions with Kasım; Zadeh argued that marriage meant that men and women “pass this part of 

life in a correct, healthy, and reasonable manner.” When they stay single, however, “they 

become inflicted with various diseases, which unfortunately have recently become common 

especially in this country…it will not be long before the children and future generation without 

exception will be threatened.”881 My analysis of Kasım’s works situates him within a squarely 

transnational framework of sexology that proliferated across interwar Europe and the Middle 

East and, in the Ottoman case, was in many ways in response to the destruction wrought by the 

First World War. 

One of the main issues that Kasım tackled in his work was prostitution and how 

authorities could best contain it. As was the case in other European countries, Turkish doctors 

had opposing views on the origins of prostitution, thought to be one of the biggest disruptors of 

the kind of nuclear family that was to be the hallmark of Turkish social organization. According 

to one nineteenth-century doctor in Russia, “The real prostitute is born with a predisposition to 

 
879 See Kozma, “‘We the Sexologists…,’” and Hanan Kholoussy, “Monitoring and Medicalizing Male Sexuality in 
Semi-Colonial Egypt,” Gender and History 22, no. 3 (2010): 677-91. 
880 Yılmaz, “Threats,” 231. 
881 Quoted in Balslev, Iranian Masculinities, 190-1. 
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vice,” which may or may not have taken shape in reality, based on personal experience and 

socio-economic status.882 According to another psychiatrist in Russia, “Often what seems to be 

the result of degeneration or moral insensibility may in fact stem from inadequate upbringing and 

an absence of moral feeling in the environment in which the women have grown up.”883  

Turkish doctors likewise grappled with the nature or nurture question when it came to 

prostitution. These kinds of inquires reflect male observers’ general “incredulity over a woman’s 

ability to engage in sex work for money” and that women had the agency to use their bodies for 

such ends.884 For Dr. Muhib Nureddin, whose work had more overtly eugenicist tones than those 

of Kasım, what he considered to be spoiled bloodlines were to blame for the increase of 

prostitution: “Here is the generation’s failure. [Our] parents drew their first breaths from clean 

blood, from a pure lineage.” Nor was there among this generation “a repugnant depravity of 

morals.” What emerged later was “a generation of impure blood, [of] a spoiled lineage,” for 

whom “The fatherland (vatan), the nation (millet) are among the words he does not comprehend. 

The elevation of character and munificent kindness are foreign to him.”885 There is evidence that 

educated, elite women also coopted this discourse. According to a British journalist, at a meeting 

in Turkey of over 400 women in 1924 protesting polygamy, part of the women’s argument was 

that polygamous marriages produce children of “poor stock,” which presented what they 

believed to be obvious problems to “the State [that] needed children of the best quality.”886 Other 

doctors identified alcohol as a problem affecting parents’ ability to raise healthy children; 

 
882 Laura Engelstein, The Keys to Happiness: Sex and the Search for Modernity in fin-de-Siecle Russia (Ithaca: 
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Fahreddin Kerim (Gökay) writing in Türk Kadın Yolu, asked: “Is the vast majority of criminals 

that fill the prisons not the product of alcoholic fathers?”887  

Observers without medical training also weighed in on the origins of prostitution. In an 

article written in Sebîlürreşad by Ömer Rıza, according to “one of the most authoritative men of 

the west,” the causes of prostitution are eightfold: difficulties in finding a job; businesses that 

offer only jobs that are both tiresome and low paying, making them undesirable; poor treatment 

of girls at home; living in a crowded and ill-mannered environment; youths becoming 

continuously “mixed up” with immoral individuals in settings such as large groups and factories; 

exposure to literature and other “diversions” that incite individuals to poor morals; the 

“profligacy” (israf) and “indifference toward morality” displayed by the upper classes; and men 

who profit from prostitution.888 One of the takeaways, according to Rıza, is that the “vast 

majority” of those who live as prostitutes would prefer some other lifestyle. Kasım’s position on 

the matter was similarly informed by the belief that one’s surroundings were the more important 

factor in determining the one’s possibility of working as a prostitute: “as the environment 

degrades morally, day after day prostitution expands.”889 Kasım repeatedly stressed the 

importance of a sound moral environment in which children should be raised, so as to avoid 

improper sexual conduct and eventual prostitution: “Mothers and fathers must wield their 

influence and protection upon their children [and] must not categorically give young girls 

 
887 Fahreddin Kerim, “İçki Düşmanlığı ve Hanımlarımız,” in Yeni Harflerle Kadın Yolu/Türk Kadın Yolu (1925-
1927), ed. Nevin Yurdsever Ateş (Istanbul: Kadın Eserleri Kütüphanesi ve Bilgi Merkezi Vakfı, 2009), 324. On 
alcohol in the late Ottoman Empire, see Daniel-Joseph MacArthur-Seal, “Intoxication and Imperialism: Nightlife in 
Occupied Istanbul, 1918-23,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 37, no. 2 (2017): 299-
313. 
888 Ömer Rıza, “Fuhşun Esbabı,” Sebîlürreşad, December 7, 1924. 
889 Mehmet Ali Kasım, Zührevı Hastalıklardan Frengi, Bel Soğukluğuna Yakalanmamış Çaresi ve Yakalanmışların 
Tedavi Çareleri (Istanbul: Yeni Şark Kütüphanesi, 1926), 3. 
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complete freedom, because the consequences produced by freedom upon inexperienced ones are 

quite grave.”890  

Edhem Nejat, a Turkish writer who would later become the general secretary of the 

Turkish Communist Party, in a June 1918 article in the journal Türk Kadını, also stressed 

monitoring children, sharply criticizing upper-class women who left their children “in the care of 

an ignorant and vulgar servant” while the mothers enjoyed leisurely strolls in the park or went to 

the cinema, shirking what he believed was their duty to raise their children themselves.891 While 

Nejat’s ire was squarely placed upon upper-class women, his views suggest that Kasım’s 

insistence on greater surveillance of children, and that it was specifically the mother’s 

responsibility to perform surveillance tasks within the family, held sway outside of the medical 

field as well. Some did argue, however, that the lack of care by fathers was one of the primary 

forces driving the spread of prostitution among youths. An editorial in Sebîlürreşad suggested 

that the resources that could fathers could spend on “their sons’ and daughters’ necessary 

upbringing” was squandered on alcohol instead. “There are those among mothers and fathers 

who drive their girls to disaster. They are ready to sell their girls under the well-known name of a 

‘white slave’ by going to houses of ill repute. In this manner, as an assistant to men who have 

plunged into sin and profligacy, there is no great difficulty in fulfilling [the men’s] every wish 

for alcohol. Statistics indicate that most victims of prostitution and zina are mature girls who 

drink alcohol in the home.”892 

Much of Kasım’s work viewed postwar Turkish society as something from which young 

people needed protection. The specter of the First World War was apparent in his 1924 book, 
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“Male and Female Masturbation by Hand,” when he noted that “Today, the danger to which 

youths are subjected is graver than the gunfire to which soldiers are exposed.”893 The difference 

was that gunfire was only a problem for those on the battlefield, whereas the danger of 

masturbation and sex out of wedlock were things that all youths faced. Kasım’s book was 

designed to be shared by “heads of the household” with their children, as he offered adults a 

warning that they may encounter vulgar language in the book with which children may not be 

familiar. However, he assured his adult readers that keeping these kinds of topics secret from 

children did not benefit them.894 Indeed, Kasım advocated for a proactive role for parents in 

educating their children about sexual behavior: “One of the responsibilities and duties of a father 

of the family is this: a father and a mother of children must, for the protection of their jejune 

children, teach them what types of measures to take against unsound habits, and what kind of 

danger to which they will be subjected, and to know what the consequences will be in the 

future.”895 To children, Kasım said directly that if they did indulge in the “unacceptable act,” 

“before long you will regret it,” for “there is no act more sinister, more unacceptable than 

masturbation.”896  

Why was masturbation an issue of such great importance for Kasım? Laquer makes a 

convincing argument on why masturbation was an issue for modern states; it constituted “the 

particular form of sexuality in which the success or failure of moral self-government was most 

apparent.”897 Foucault adds that because issues related to human sexuality have “procreative 

effects, sexuality is also inscribed…in broad biological processes that concern not the bodies of 
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 308 

individuals but the element, the multiple unity of the population. Sexuality exists as the point 

where body and population meet.”898 The importance of human sexuality lies precisely in human 

sexual activity being a nexus between the individual and society; society can only be formed 

through procreation of humans. For a state with the aim of increasing its population after a 

decade of near continuous war, masturbation rendered pronatalist initiatives – and by extension 

the project of regaining sovereignty – vulnerable to failure. Foucault’s stressing of the 

importance of bodies to modern states is crucial in this case; Kasım’s emphasis on regulating the 

sexual experimentation of young people fits squarely within this framework.  

Kasım’s views aligned with other doctors across the Middle East and Europe who 

associated masturbation with idleness and a lack of productivity. While the notion that 

masturbation could cause forgetfulness and anxiety, weaken one’s penis, and have a general 

negative impact upon one’s mental state dates to the early modern period in the Ottoman 

world,899 anti-masturbation medical literature in turn of the century Europe accelerated the 

medicalization of masturbation and more clearly articulated the supposed dangers that 

masturbation posed to both individuals and to society at large.900 Kasım cited numerous 

European studies across his works, and was likely familiar with the literature produced in 

Europe. Liat Kozma similarly points to Egyptian medical writings covering masturbation, which 

were part of a wider body of sexology inspired by European colonial and racial discourses and 
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which served as “a pedagogical project of creating self-governing human beings capable of 

meeting the responsibilities of civil society.”901 Masturbation was an especially heinous affront 

to modern medical doctors because it was indicative of a failure to control one’s urges while 

unsupervised, hindering the development of healthy bodies necessary for national rejuvenation 

projects. The widespread presence of syphilis was again a problem that led young people to 

masturbate. According to Kasım, some youths began to masturbate out of fear that having sexual 

intercourse would give them syphilis.902 In order to prevent syphilis from spreading, Kasım again 

stressed the importance of education from a child’s family. Indeed, “A youth’s thoughts must be 

occupied by his health.”903 The most important advice a father could give to his child that had 

reached puberty, he explained, was in the form of lessons on morality and manners.904 Even the 

Minister of Health and Social Assistance, Refik Bey, argued in 1921 that “For the struggle with 

this [disease] the outcome absolutely cannot be assured by relying on medicine and doctors alone 

and by expecting hope only from them. It is necessary to add advice related to the family and the 

environment to the medical advice about the containment of contagion and damage resulting 

from the disease.”905 

Kasım linked the strength of the nation with the potency of its individuals. Masturbation, 

he believed, mortally threatened this strength. According to Kasım, “the result of this disgusting 
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act [masturbation] is that your vitality and strength will wane.”906 Masturbation, therefore, had a 

number of deleterious effects on the youth of Turkey. For one, he warned that “masturbators take 

one more step toward death each day,” disrupting their own ability to one day become fathers 

and economically productive members of society: “It is necessary to communicate to them a 

sense of right and duty by explaining to them that one day they will become a head of the family 

and they can become their father’s and mother’s guardian (hamisi).”907 Kasım’s choice to stress 

one’s “duty” is significant, in that the subtext of the argument is that one has a duty to one’s 

nation as well as to one’s family. His language here again signals that healthy bodies were an 

obligation to the state, and thus, to the sovereignty of that state. The importance of healthy male 

bodies for productivity can be traced to the consequences of World War I. The First World War 

produced major upheavals of the Ottoman economy; as one soldier recalled in his memoir, 

“because the whole youth (gençlik), or more accurately, all those with skilled jobs were 

mobilized, economic life began to worsen” in Anatolia.908 The gendered consequences of this 

worsening must be attended to as well. Food scarcity was common due to labor shortages in the 

countryside after men had been conscripted, leading women to assume a larger role in 

manufacturing and agriculture which, in turn, produced anxieties about their prominence in 

public spaces.909 Productive male bodies that would reclaim this space was an important aspect 

of stemming the tide of increasing female labor to Turkish doctors, thereby maintaining the 

gender order that privileged male labor and wage earning, and put women in positions of 

dependency on that wage earning.  
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Kasım’s views on labor were also linked to the productive capacity of the nation as a 

whole, and female workers were not safe from the temptation to masturbate while on the job. 

Women who were not careful to avoid the kind of contact with machines at work that could 

sexually stimulate them would have a lowered efficiency at their jobs, Kasım warned. They 

would give their coworkers “timid, bashful, and puzzled” looks before they could begin working 

again. Those who took caution, on the other hand, would know how to sit at their machines 

properly in a way to maximize efficiency.910 As was the case for men, women who experimented 

with masturbation, especially with objects as opposed to with their hands, could experience 

complications in their marriages and reproductive capacities later in life. Kasım gave the 

example of one thirty-six-year-old woman from whom he had extracted a two-centimeter object 

that she reportedly had inserted in herself when she was fourteen years old. She had experienced 

inflammation once and suffered vaginal bleeding twice, but the presence of the object concealed 

these conditions and she was rendered sterile across two marriages as a result.911 Implicit in 

Kasım’s observations about both men and women is their failure to participate in the project of 

reviving Turkish sovereignty by guarding their own health and by producing healthy children. 

Men who were weak and unproductive offered little to the nation in this context, as was the case 

with women who failed to produce children, either because they were working or because of 

complications resulting from sexual experimentation.  

Men’s marriages were also impacted by masturbation, according to Kasım. To late 

Ottoman and early Republican thinkers alike, marriage was a key site upon which the nation 

could be strengthened and as noted above, the nuclear family took on a new importance to 
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Ottoman thinkers during World War I.912 Medical professionals who approached the subject 

from a eugenicist perspective in Republican Turkey argued that marriages needed to be regulated 

in order to prevent healthy women from marrying “degenerates.”913 “From a eugenic point of 

view,” the argument ran, “marriage is not a personal decision, but a racial, stately matter.”914 

Eugenics never became a systemic state policy that guided official policy, however, even though 

there were certainly government officials and medical professionals who subscribed to eugenicist 

ideas.915 The first step toward this type of “positive eugenics” for those who believed in the 

theory, however, was to increase the number of marriages; in 1922 a law was proposed to make 

marriage mandatory before age twenty-five. Although the law was never ratified, it speaks to the 

critical importance nationalists and medical professionals alike ascribed to marriage. Foucault’s 

arguments on biopower, which aims to secure the modern state by regulating clearly outlined 

populations through technologies and institutions, are instructive for understanding Turkish 

policies toward marriage. According to Foucault, biopower is less about discipline as it is 

regularizing a population. A state “acts in such a way as to achieve overall states of 

equilibration.” This regularity is accomplished by controlling for “the random element inherent 

 
912 On marriage during the First World War, also see Kate Dannies, “Breadwinner Soldiers: Gender, Welfare, and 
Citizenship in the Ottoman First World War” (PhD diss., Georgetown University, 2019), chapter 4. 
913 Yanıkdağ, Healing the Nation, 228. Pronatalist movements were not specific to Turkey after World War I; on 
Iran, see Cyrus Schayegh, “Hygiene, Eugenics, Genetics and the Perception of Demographic Crisis in Iran, 1910s-
1940s,” Critique: Middle Eastern Studies 13, no. 3 (2004): 335-61, and on Egypt, see Omnia El Sharky, “Barren 
Land and Fecund Bodies: The Emergence of Population Discourse in Interwar Egypt,” International Journal of 
Middle East Studies 37, no. 3 (2005): 351-72. 
914 Ibid., 232. Like other early Republican policies, eugenicist arguments can trace their roots to the late nineteenth 
century and the Committee of Union and Progress. According to Abdullah Cevdet, a Unionist medical doctor, 
degenerative traits in humans were hereditary and constituted a threat to the social body of the Ottoman Empire. See 
Ayça Alemdaroğlu, “Politics of the Body and Eugenic Discourse in Early Republican Turkey,” Body & Society 11, 
no. 3 (2005): 68. On early Republican eugenicist policies, also see Sanem Güvenç-Salgırlı, “Eugenics as Science of 
the Social: A Case from 1930s Istanbul,” (PhD diss., SUNY Binghamton, 2009).  
915 Nazan Çiçek, “Mapping Social Change through Matters of the Heart: Debates on Courtship, Marriage, and 
Divorce in the Early Turkish Republican Era (1923-1950),” in Middle Eastern and North African Societies in the 
Interwar Period, eds. Ebru Boyar and Kate Fleet (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 268. 
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in a population of living beings so as to optimize a state of life.”916 Turkish efforts to regulate 

and control the institution of marriage likewise sought to ensure a regularity in the children 

produced from the union, eliminating the “random” element from those with traits deemed 

undesirable.917  

 

Figure 9: A Woman holding a young child in Istanbul, sometime between 1915 and 1923. 
(Library of Congress). 

 
916 Foucault, “Society Must be Defended,” 246. 
917 For other discussions on the relationship between biopower and marriage, see Jennifer Robertson, “Biopower: 
Blood, Kinship, and Eugenic Marriage,” in A Companion to the Anthropology of Japan, ed. Jennifer Robertson 
(New York: Blackwell, 2008), 329-54; Ellen Feder, “The Dangerous Individual(‘s) Mother: Biopower, Family, and 
the Production of Race,” Hypatia 22, no. 2 (2007): 60-78; and Bao Jiemen, “The Gendered Biopolitics of Marriage 
and Immigration: A Study of Pre-1949 Chinese Immigrants in Thailand,” Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 34, no. 
1 (2003): 127-51. 
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The views of doctors on marriage as it related to eugenics held currency in popular 

mediums as well. Some observers believed that Turks were less inclined to marry for a variety of 

reasons; an anonymous 1919 article in Genç Kadın even warned that, “with today’s conditions, 

in the view of some young people, marriage is a thing not regarded all that differently from 

suicide.”918 Ömer Nasuhi, a religious scholar who eventually served as the fifth head of the 

Directorate of Religious Affairs, wrote in Eşref Edib on March 27, 1924 that, “The continuation 

of the human chain is dependent [upon marriage]; if this chain is to continue within the bounds 

of an orderliness and a purity, then it can be assured with marriage.” Improper relations, 

however, “bring forth many social improprieties.” “In fact,” he averred, “it can be seen that with 

improper sexual relations, a type of successful continuation is possible. However, these relations 

necessitate atrocities, bloodshed, and the perishing of families among the people; they result in 

the miserable moral death of humanity.” While the human race could be sustained with 

intercourse out of wedlock, such intercourse gave rise to social and political problems that 

threatened human tranquility.  

Nasuhi cited a number of reasons for this: first, sex out of wedlock “causes the people’s 

confusion and doubt.” If an “adulteress” were impregnated, the child would be deprived of a 

loving father to teach him proper morals. Second, if women were not the sexual partners of only 

one man, this “opens the door of combat” (bab-i mukataleyi açar) and “invites turmoil and 

confusion” (herc ü merc davet eder). Presumably, he was referring to competition over sexual 

access to women and cited statistics collected by the police, which implied a correlation between 

 
918 “Evlenmeye Dair,” in Genç Kadın 1919 Ocak/Mayıs (Yeni Harflerle), ed. Çiçek İlengiz (Istanbul: Kadın Eserleri 
Kütüphanesi ve Bilgi Merkezi Vakfı, 2011), 121. These arguments do have a degree of urban bias, however. Urban 
men and women both tended to marry later in life and have fewer children compared to their rural counterparts; 
observers like the writer in Genç Kadın may have therefore been unaware of marriage practices in more rural parts 
of Anatolia. This point about urban bias of the early Republican elite is made in Efe Atabay, “Eugenics, Modernity 
and the Rationalization of Morality in Early Republican Turkey,” (MA thesis, McGill University, 2009), 55. 
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crime and illicit sexual relations. Third, men became averse to women who have illicit relations. 

“Now this unchaste woman,” he claimed, will never enjoy a “happy and prosperous family.” 

“Should this situation widen,” moreover, “it means the destruction of the life of womanhood.” 

Fourth, as was the case with his assertion about the sexual activity of women, Nasuhi drew on a 

misogynistic vocabulary to characterize the sexual appetites of women: “If illicit relations were 

lawful, no woman would remain exclusive to a man; every man could find relations with any 

woman he wished. As for this situation, humans are wild beasts such that it would necessitate 

decline (tenezzülü).” Because humans have been endowed with intellect, this was a situation 

unfitting for them.  

Fifth, women, he believed were not meant to satisfy carnal lusts; instead, women had a 

number of “duties”: “In a word, every woman is her own husband’s life partner (şerike-i hayatı) 

and the sole guard (nigahbanıdır) of her household.” Nasuhi’s argument here dovetails with the 

Kemalist program of state feminism, where women were expected to be sexually modest, 

focusing her efforts instead on motherhood, marriage, labor, and service to the state. Finally, 

“The occurrence of relations between women and men by a means other than marriage 

humiliates (tezlil) the woman, it gives rise to the appearance and spread of a number of maladies 

and diseases. Consequently, it is the cause of the disappearance of society.”919 Nasuhi’s blending 

of religious, social, and medical vocabularies reinforces how pervasive medicine and claims to 

scientific knowledge were in the early Republican writings on marriage. Furthermore, Nasuhi’s 

arguments reinforce the inability to separate gender from analyses of medicine and sexuality in 

the early republic. His arguments on marriage were underpinned specifically by the belief that 

female sexuality required regulation and control; the logic that marriage was the institution best 

 
919 Ö[mer] N[asuhi],” İzdivaç Müessese-i İctimaiyyesi,” Eşref Edib, March 27, 1924.  
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served to advance human procreation only worked if marriage were also in service of defending 

society against female sexual appetite and male competition over sexual access to unmarried 

women. 

Kasım himself likewise proclaimed that, “The aim of marriage is the continuation of 

progeny.”920 Kasım argued that for both boys and girls alike, masturbation could lead to a 

diminished desire to marry or even to discuss the topic of marriage. “In this situation,” he 

argued, “parents must act swiftly and must show them the right path, putting them under 

observation (taht-ı nazareti).”921 Even if a masturbator married, masturbation had the potential to 

disrupt reproductive capacity, again at odds with revitalizing the postwar Turkish population. 

Though not entirely opposed to the usage of condoms and other birth control methods, Kasım 

warned that condoms could slip off during intercourse and also diminish the necessary intimate 

sensation to sustain intercourse.922 He was, however, staunchly opposed to coitus interruptus, 

which, he claimed, was both falsely believed by many to be an effective method to prevent 

pregnancy and left women unsatisfied after intercourse.923 Even worse, however, was couples 

who turned to anal sex in order to avoid pregnancy. Anal sex, Kasım declared, was “contrary to 

nature,” especially for those who are married and it “squanders happiness and health” of 

couples.924  

 Oral sex was also a particular source of ire for Kasım and, like anal sex, he encoded it in 

a discourse of subhuman acts. Oral sex, or “masturbation by mouth” as Kasım called it, was 

something he argued stooped humans below the level of animals. Those who perform this 

 
920 Kasım, Delk, 51-2. 
921 Kasım, İstimna, 39. 
922 Kasım, Delk, 51. 
923 Ibid., 50. 
924 Ibid., 51-2. 
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“animal behavior” did so with a “bestial urge.” It was “the ultimate type of lewdness 

(iffetsizliğin)” and “ignorance, unintelligence, and sordidness drive humans to these bestial 

acts.”925 He claimed that some women let dogs lick them to simulate a man performing oral sex 

on them.926 Like masturbation, oral sex was somewhat of a ‘gateway drug’ – “all other inhuman 

sordid acts and abominations begin from this unnatural practice [oral sex], which is, in truth, no 

different from bestiality.”927 Both war and the appearance of foreigners in Istanbul gave rise to 

the spread of oral sex among Istanbulites; Kasım argued that after the armistice, American 

soldiers asked that prostitutes perform oral sex on them in brothels.928 Foreign sexual mores 

were, again, incompatible with Turkish doctors’ views of acceptable sexual behavior among 

Turks. Like masturbation, oral sex was also characterized as an “addiction” and was performed 

in brothels by prostitutes – it was less common in the marital bed, again signaling marriage’s 

ability to obviate sexual deviancy. In this sense, Kasım warned, males must not entrust 

themselves to women who provoked and encouraged aberrant sex acts.929 Such “deviations” 

undermined Turkish sovereignty because they interfered with men serving the nation in a 

productive way, whether this be as a soldier, a laborer or a father. It is also notable that Kasım 

blamed American soldiers for popularizing oral sex in Istanbul’s brothels; again, foreign sexual 

mores were viewed as things to be guarded against. Furthermore, the kinds of “bestial” behavior 

the Kasım denounced calls to mind the objections that doctors had to what they considered less 

modern village medical practices. “Animal behavior” could in no way be squared with the 

dictates of modern science. 

 
925 Ibid., 75-6. 
926 Ibid., 82. 
927 Ibid., 81. 
928 Ibid., 80. 
929 Ibid., 79-80. 
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Other doctors similarly placed sex outside of wedlock within an animalistic framework to 

delegitimize it. One writer in Eşref Edib, Milaslı İsmail Hakkı, a doctor who was born in Muğla 

in 1870 and wrote on the relationship between Islam and science throughout his career,930 argued 

in 1924 that a successful nation was built upon three “weapons”: “the body, the mind, and 

morality” (beden, akıl, ve ahlak silahı). While each of these had importance, Hakkı maintained 

that “the weapon of morality is superior to all.” Nevertheless, the three were fundamentally 

entangled and could not exist apart from each other: “So long as the body is unhealthy, what 

intellect exists, what morality remains.”931 In his article in Eşref Edib, Hakkı stipulated that 

prostitution was something that damaged all three of these weapons. He drew a distinction 

between human and animal instincts: “Animals act on their instincts in matters of necessity; 

humans, however, are in possession of the faculty to act according to their mind and intellect. 

Animals are constrained to being dependent upon instinct.” That animals act in such a way was 

not problematic, however, because this is the path that had been given to them by God. Because 

humans were endowed with the ability to make choices and use intellect, following the path that 

God laid out would lead to happiness in life. Conversely, those who act according to animalistic 

instinct defy God’s wishes for mankind and they become “frustrated and confused” (haıb ü 

hasır).  

 For Hakkı, marriage was one institution that separated humans from animals. However, 

there are “millions of unfortunate women” some among whom in order to procure a wage 

“become the playthings of a few spendthrifts” (bir takım süfehanın baziçeleri olmaktalardır). 

After a short while, women who follow this path “cannot be described with any other term 

 
930 On Hakkı’s life, see Resul Catalbaş, “Milaslı Dr. İsmail Hakkı’nın Hayatı, Eserleri ve İslam ile İlgili Görüşleri,” 
Artuklu Akedemi 1, no. 1 (2014): 99-129. 
931 Milaslı İsmail Hakkı, “Ahlak Bahsi: Büyük Millet Meclisi'nde Fuhşun Men’i Hakkında Musib Tedbirler 
Düşünülmesi Münasebetiyle,” Eşref Edib, November 10, 1924. 
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besides the infamous expression of a filthy vagrant” (murdar bir sermaye). The influence of 

prostitution on medical ideas of degeneration is apparent, as Hakkı argued that once women 

reach that state, “they devolve into quite a vile stratum compared to animals.” If, Hakkı warned, 

humans do not treat their “lustful needs” (ihtiyac-i bahiyi) in a way that is “suitable to 

humanity…the most destructive calamities spring forth.” Stressing that families are more 

important than fulfilling one’s lustful instincts, he proclaimed: “There is no doubt that the degree 

of prosperity of a nation and of humanity is proportional to the strength of familial bonds.” 

Hakkı explained the importance of what he considered sound marriage practices: “Well-

maintained familial bonds tie together a prosperous nation. If one breaks, no success comes from 

that nation. Prostitution is the most wicked factor that destroys these sacred bonds. Because this 

unfeigned nation of ours is understood to be of sound mind and proper religion, we are quite 

afraid of our women falling into promiscuity and indifference. And in this we are correct.” The 

solution presented by Hakkı is that men, too, are deserving of scorn: “It is quite necessary that 

men, too, who stray outside our social manners be deprived of respect.” Hakkı suggested turning 

to Quranic principles to protect morality. One example he gave was a return to the şeriat’s 

principles on divorce in order to “prevent misuse,” “for the paths from escaping the law are 

many. However, it is impossible to escape from God.”  

For Kasım, marriage was also a necessary institution to continue producing children and 

healthy families. The inability to have children or even sexual relations was especially 

problematic among boys who Kasım believed were too embarrassed to masturbate with their 

hands and chose instead to create a masturbatory stimulus that more closely resembled actual 

intercourse. In many cases, this entailed laying on their stomachs in bed and thrusting their 
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penises against bed sheets.932 Kasım described in detail the bevy of sexual dysfunction that this 

behavior could cause later in life through the example of the subsequent sexual history of a 

fictional man who masturbated this way as a child. By the time the man had reached age twenty-

three, he was without friends (bikes) and had married one of his cousins. Although he had 

completed his military service, he still had a “pale” complexion. By the time he was twenty-five, 

he had attempted intercourse three times. The first time he was unable to ejaculate. Coming into 

contact with his partner’s vagina was insufficient to achieve arousal; he needed to touch the 

bed’s sheets to gain an erection and after two or three minutes of intercourse, he was unable to 

orgasm. After this first failure, his penis only became erect once every twenty or thirty days in 

the morning. However, whenever he was with his wife, he experienced no arousal and it was 

only through touching, rather than intercourse, that he could ejaculate.933 This man’s inability to 

produce children was not only a mark of his failure to provide his wife with a child, but it was an 

affront on the nation as a whole, and specifically on those who fought and sacrificed in the First 

World War and the Independence War to protect it: “Thus [these] constitute sins against the 

moral sacrifices of pious youths and attacks against prosperous society,” Kasım averred.934  

Indeed, impotence and a failure to have sexual relations with one’s wife was coded as a 

loss of one’s manhood and virility which, in the context of nascent state-building projects, 

constituted an insult to the population writ large. Especially for a nation emerging out of defeat 

in the First World War, childbearing had a direct connection to waging war; according to Dr. 

Besim Ömer, “if we can make two more babies survive we will be adding two more soldiers to 

our army.”935 Women, too, could suffer marital consequences born of childhood masturbation. 

 
932 Kasım, Delk, 9. 
933 Ibid., 13. 
934 Ibid., 15. 
935 Quoted in Atabay, “Eugenics, Modernity and the Rationalization of Morality,” 56. 
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For women, Kasım claimed, masturbation at this age could cause them later to ignore their 

husbands during marriage, as the male sex organ would become insufficient for their sexual 

appetites. To rectify this, Kasım argued that young girls’ “moral strength must be elevated, they 

must be made to read moral books.” They “must modify their duties, their job, their pursuits, she 

must find a job that will always keep her mind occupied, that taxes her body, but is useful, and 

she must avoid living in a solitary state.”936  

 Kasım also bracketed women who masturbate with their hands from those who 

masturbate with objects. Masturbating with objects was not always born of insidious reasons or a 

lack of a moral environment. For example, young women working with machines in factories 

that could stimulate their sexual organs through contact could provoke masturbation, as noted 

above. Underscoring what Kasım believed to be the subhuman quality of masturbation, young 

girls might also be inclined to masturbate, he argued, after a dog or a cat directly licked their sex 

organs.937 Kasım’s assumptions about the lines of work that could lead to women masturbating 

were markedly classed; working class women who held factory jobs were far more likely than 

their upper-class counterparts to develop sexually deviant habits. It is not surprising that Kasım 

focused on women in such professions, as they were among those who had the biggest increase 

in employment during World War I. His connections between sexual deviancy and labor cannot 

be disentangled from the male anxiety that surrounded women’s presence in the workplace. 

Turkish novelists like Aka Gündüz shared a similar concern for class-specific professions that 

could drive women to prostitution. In his 1933 novel Üvey Ana (Stepmother), the main female 

character, Pakize, had a bedridden father, while her mother was of poor morals and paid scant 

attention to Pakize as a child. After her father’s death she began to work at a bar. As a result, she 

 
936 Kasım, İstimna, 83. 
937 Ibid., 19. 
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was introduced to a foreign governess, with whom she spent most of her time, rather than with 

her mother. In many of Gündüz’s novels, in fact, women who became prostitutes were well 

educated and came from respectable families. However, for a variety of reasons they strayed 

from their families – they lacked life experience, were easily deceived, or were promised false 

marriages. The characters thus transgressed both class and sexual boundaries. His 1927 novel, Bu 

Toprağın Kızları (This Land’s Girls), featured the stories of four such girls: the “street girl,” 

Masume, who was seventeen and whose mother and father had died; Fahriye, a twenty-five-year-

old “salon girl,” who was the child of two divorced parents; twenty-three-year-old Sara, who is 

the child of a high statesman whose father and grandfather died, and her mother abandoned her. 

The final female character was a thirty to thirty-five-year-old named Nazlı, who grew up in a 

small inn in Beşiktaş the daughter of a kaymakam.938 Like Kasım, Gündüz’s works reflect class-

specific anxiety over the types of women that pursue sex work and indicate doctors of this time 

period were able to put their fingers on social issues that spilled over into popular culture. That 

lower-class women were typically the ones who turned to sex work during and after World War 

I, it is not surprising that male anxiety was centered around these women’s sexual choices. 

Kasım briefly mentioned lesbianism as deleterious to Turkish society, and compared 

lesbians to masturbators again, largely due to their incompatibility with male/female marriage: 

“Lesbians and masturbators in general look coldly at natural relations.”939 Galip Bey, the 

Istanbul Police Academy Director, likewise made reference to lesbians, warning that they 

displayed few outward manifestations that would allow police to identify them: “[Their] style of 

dress is ordinary and clean and their manner of speaking is filled with indirect expressions (tarz-ı 

 
938 Alev Sınar Uğurlu, “Aka Gündüz'ün Kaleminden Fuhuşa Sürüklenen Kadınlar,” Uludağ Üniversitesi Fen-
Edebiyat Fakültesi Sosyal Bilimler Dergisi 17 (2015): 19-22. 
939 Kasım, Delk, 64. 
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ifadeleri kinayeli cümlelerle malamaldır).” Similar to Kasım, he also noted their potential to 

disrupt heterosexual marriage: “They typically have an aversion toward men. However, this 

aversion in internal (derunidir). It does not categorically appear. Their features are concealed in 

an artificial refinement.”940 The route that a young girl took to lesbianism was not dissimilar 

from that which she might have taken toward prostitution according to Kasım. Lesbianism began 

when a young girl was at a confused time in her life when she sought love in the company of 

women, he claimed. Kissing among girls was common and lesbians exploited the fact that young 

girls had not yet achieved clear feelings “with consummate skill.”941 Eventually kissing evolved 

into vaginal stimulation; this produced a feeling of sexual desire among the young girls. Kasım 

claimed that the women were unstable and could even be jealous of one another, and cited a 

knife fight that reportedly broke out between two lesbians at a hospital he worked at. Their 

appetite for lust even entered the hospital, as he claimed to have seen women sharing a bed and 

rubbing each other.942 Kasım also warned of health complications that could arise due to same-

sex love among women, claiming that women who had sexual relations with other women could 

develop enlarged breasts and have irregular periods.943 Both these health issues and the alleged 

seduction of young girls were problematic due to their interference with the path that Kasım had 

charted out for the Turkish woman, as a wife and mother. For the health of the nation, women 

were required to produce healthy children that could ensure Turkish sovereignty.  

Throughout the three volumes, Kasım offered suggestions for both the parents and the 

state for how to limit masturbation among youths. Foremost among these suggestions was 

vigilance on the part of children’s parents. He understood that this could be a difficult task for 

 
940 Galip, Fahişeler Hayatı, 48. 
941 Kasım, Delk, 63. 
942 Ibid. 
943 Kasım, İstimna, 78. 
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some parents: “Some do not want to allow anybody to speak ill of their girls, saying that their 

children are blameless, that they are always working at their schooling, that they are quite pious, 

and therefore they will not do such a thing, they prefer to find some deficiency in themselves.”944 

Kasim cautioned that trysts between young girls and their lovers could lead to masturbation. 

Some girls could fall under the bad example of others and begin to pen love letters to their 

sweethearts before they had graduated from secondary school. Kasim suggested that parents 

always be vigilant around their children: “Until marriage, girls’ guardians must not be distant 

from monitoring their actions.”945 Similarly, while in schools, a girl must be put under “the 

erstwhile gaze” of her teacher. If she was living in a student’s dormitory, she must be removed 

from there in order to be more closely supervised. The nature of her education must also change 

– she should be kept occupied with physical exercise, gymnastics, and play. Female masturbators 

must, in sum, “change their lifestyle, their diet, and the life they live.”946  

The Turkish Education Minister, Reşit Galip Bey, who assumed the post in September 

1932, also advocated a rigorous approach to the physical well-being of schoolchildren. Speaking 

for the first time publicly about his policy program, the Minister reported that “The physical 

training of the youth must be promoted by all means by the Ministry of Education. However, in 

order to maintain the health of the schoolchildren, instruction in the physical exercises should be 

taught according to certain principles by appointed teachers.”947 A German report from Samsun a 

year later noted, however, that high schools in Samsun and Trabzon promoted little in terms of 

physical education outside of soccer and their scouting programs were largely limited to short 

summer camps, the results of which were the participation in short parades. Women’s sports, 

 
944 Kasım, İstimna, 77. 
945 Kasım, Delk, 45. 
946 Kasım, İstimna, 73. 
947 PAAA Ankara 536/A1601 (November 30, 1932). 
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moreover, were “unknown” and most peasant women were still working in agriculture and 

transport of goods.948 

Parental supervision for medical reasons also found an audience in late Ottoman and 

early Republican popular culture. An anonymous article written in the journal Türk Kadını from 

November 1918 by a writer who described her(?)self as “a girl under the fetters of attention of 

my aunt and mother [and] who is of sound mind and fond of independence” argued that, “It is 

incumbent upon a mother to investigate where her daughter goes, with whom she speaks, and 

especially what kinds of books she reads, what kinds of things she keeps herself occupied 

with.”949 French observers also averred that in occupied Istanbul, “Despite the greater degree of 

independence granted to her, the Turkish woman was still closely monitored in the streets and in 

public places in 1923, where she was guarded by the community against the possible advances of 

a stranger, and against the promiscuity of men in general.” The women, the report noted, 

“always” dress modestly when they go outside.950 

 Surveillance measures that doctors advocated also found a receptive audience in the 

police. The vigilance for which Kasım advocated was in lockstep with members of the Turkish 

police. According to Galip Bey, 

The schoolgirls who will become our nation’s mothers must always be under surveillance 
(nezaret daima altında) outside and inside school. The police must redouble necessary 
preventative measures against attacks on a girl by a few young people on the ferry, the 
tramway, and the street when leaving her home in order to go to school against which 
they cannot defend themselves, as well as the presence of a few female intermediaries 
who drive our girls to the world of poverty.951 
 

 
948 PAAA Ankara 536 Kulturpolitische Notizen, Trabzon (April 15, 1933). 
949 Anonymous, “Genç Kızlarımıza Dâir,” in Türk Kadını 1918/1919 (Yeni Harflerle), eds. Birsen Talay Keşoğlu 
and Mustafa Keşoğlu (Istanbul: Kadın Eserleri Kütüphanesi ve Bilgi Merkezi Vakfı, 2010), 329. 
950 A. Dejouany and L. Belbèze, Les alliés à Constantinople. Le Service de santé du Corps d’occupation français, 
son oeuvre militaire, médicale et sociale, avec 3 cartes et 8 photographies hors-texte (Paris: Les Presses 
universitaires de France, 1925), 63. 
951 Galip, Fahişeler Hayatı, 8. 
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Galip Bey’s prescriptive measures to surveil young girls extended to adults, as well. He believed 

that women into adulthood required special attention: “Even though the courage and the element 

of discretion to be able to prevent [becoming a prostitute] is stronger in some women, the ability 

to prevent [this] is less in women between the ages of 30 and 40.” This was the case, he believed, 

because, “The passions of women between 30 and 40 is in a state of ebullition (hal-i 

feveranındadır). This strength of desire is at a degree that can cause her to forget all of her 

purposes, her most cherished aspirations, and most noble sensibilities. Women of this age must 

be placed under a firm observation (tarassud).”952 Beyond the misogynistic tropes that such a 

supposition drew upon, the implication of Galip’s supposition was, like that of Kasım and other 

doctors, that women must be entered into marriage before they reach adulthood. If this was not 

possible, it was incumbent upon a variety of actors to monitor and control her behavior. Articles 

in Turkish newspapers shared Kasım and Galip’s view that young girls needed protection from 

negative influences outside the family; according to an article in Eşref Edib from May 31, 1924, 

many Muslim girls arrested for prostitution were of quite a young age, often between fourteen 

and eighteen and were without a legal guardian. Worse, these girls were pimped mostly by “old 

vixens” (ihtiyar acuzeler).953 Railing against further news that the Istanbul Police were green 

lighting a red light district, the newspaper suggested that as long as there were legal avenues 

open for the free practice of prostitution, nothing could be done to stem the tide of the spread of 

venereal disease. Here again the nuclear family was of importance to national sovereignty. If 

young girls were to grow up to be the wives and mothers to lead the newly formed nation that 

doctors envisioned, their own parents were required to actively push them in this direction. 

 
952 Ibid., 25-6. 
953 “Fuhş ve Firenginin Müthiş Surette Tevessü,” Eşref Edib, May 24, 1924. 
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Similarly, adult women’s sexuality needed to be put in check through a legitimate outlet for 

sexual desire, that of marriage. 

In sum, the works of Mehmet Ali Kasım serve as an insightful case study into the 

arguments of Turkish doctors in the first years of the Turkish Republic and illustrate the blending 

of social and medical commentaries on how to best regulate the sexuality of the Turkish 

population. He contended strongly for increased oversight of sexual activity of children and 

young adults, whether this was from parents, teachers, or state actors. He also was a fierce 

advocate for marriage and pronatalist policies. Both of these positions aligned with the needs of 

postwar Anatolia as delineated by the Turkish government, namely, for a strong state that could 

guide the rejuvenation of the population ravished by a near decade of continuous war. As such, 

the legacy of the First World War especially continued to guide how medical professionals 

viewed the importance of their work. The implications for sovereignty are also clear; implicit in 

his views on issues like masturbation was the need for strong, healthy men and women who 

could contribute positively to the newly formed nation-state. 

“Doctors’ Duty is the Service of Mankind”: Doctors in the Grand National Assembly 

 As noted in the introduction, doctors found a form of state representation in the nascent 

Grand National Assembly where they could exert their influence. One example of how this 

influence manifested itself can be seen in the minutes of the Assembly during a debate over a 

draft law introduced in 1920 that would have offered free treatment for syphilis at state clinics. 

The law, known as the Law for the Prevention and Containment of Syphilis (Frenginin Men-i 

Sirayet ve Intişarının Tahdidi Kanunu) was eventually passed in 1921 by the Assembly. It was 

later folded into the 1930 Public Health Law, which stipulated that all state doctors and health 

providers were required to treat syphilitic patients for free and gave health officials the ability to 
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oblige patients to seek treatment for syphilis if they did not do so voluntarily.954 The law 

mandated strictly regimented treatment for syphilis. For adults who were confirmed to be 

syphilitic, treatment was to cover a period of three years, consisting of three treatments of 

neosalvarsan and mercury during the first year; two of these treatment courses during the second 

year; and one course of mercury during the third year. Blood tests were also mandatory after 

each of these treatments. For patients who only showed signs of syphilis, treatment was to span 

two years, also with neosalvarsan and mercury as the main forms of treatment, along with a daily 

dosage of potassium iodide.955 

The measure was spearheaded by Dr. Fuat Bey from Bolu. Fuat was a Unionist, and 

under the Damat Ferit Paşa government, he was exiled from his hometown, Kırklareli, to Bolu 

under the pretense that he was being given a promotion as a state doctor in Bolu. He later took on 

a role during the Turkish War of Independence as the leader of the Bolu chapter of the 

Association for Defense of National Rights (Müdafaa-ı Hukûk Cemiyeti).956 Fuat Bey explained 

the significance of the draft law: “In the past, syphilis was limited to places like Kastamonu and 

Bolu. After the Balkan War and especially the Great War, unfortunately syphilis has spread to 

every corner of our country in an extensive way.”957 He described a visit to hospitals in 

Eskişehir, where thirty percent of patients in the civilian hospital there were reported to be 

syphilitic, while among military members he inspected, 45 out of 200 people were syphilitic. The 

soldiers were reported to have contracted the illness only recently, indicating the disease’s 

 
954 Evered and Evered, “Sex and the Capital City,” 286. On the 1930 Public Health Law, see Selen Göbelez, “The 
History of Social Services in Republican Turkey: Social Change, Professionalism, and Politics,” (MA thesis, 
Boğaziçi University, 2003), chapter three. 
955 Naci Somersan, “Prenuptial Medical Examinations in Turkey,” The Eugenics Review 29 (1937-1938): 261-3. 
956 Erol Evcin, “Bolu Livasında Kurulan Müdafaa-ı Hukûk Cemiyeti ve Faaliyetleri,” Ankara Üniversitesi Türk 
İnkılâp Tarihi Enstitüsü Atatürk Yolu Dergisi 49 (2012): 79. He was also a member of the Bolu Red Crescent 
Society. Nuray Özdemir, “Milli Mücadele Döneminde Bolu Hilal-i Ahmer Cemiyeti,” Bolu Abant İzzet Baysal 
Üniversitesi Sosyal Bilimler Enstitüsü Dergisi 12 (2012): 86. 
957 T.B.M.M. Zabıt Ceridesi Devre I, Cilt 7, İçtima 1 (December 26, 1920), 35. 
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continued spread. Hospitals were not the only late Ottoman/early Turkish institution 

underequipped to stem the tide of syphilis. Syphilis was also evidently rampant in prisons; one 

November 1919 British report from Bursa described the city’s prison as “about the vilest…to 

step foot in,” as “in six average-sized rooms 267 men, among which several were suffering from 

syphilis, in an advanced state, and other contagious diseases. I even came across, lying in a 

corner and in a putrid and dying state, a man suffering from the former disease.”958 Elsewhere in 

Turkey, there was concern about soldiers contracting syphilis as well. In April 1921, military 

officials in Izmir reported to the Railroad Line Commission that members of the military would 

be punished for visiting areas where it was possible that they would encounter female prostitutes 

who had syphilis and gonorrhea, noting that syphilis was highly contagious and the treatment 

required a long period of time to be effective. “The men’s ignorance” about the disease was 

believed to bear responsibility for the problem and it was advised that “soldiers’ travel to these 

areas is strictly prohibited,” and that “they must be explained religious morals (şeri ahlakı)” as a 

corrective measure.959 

When the deputy from Kütahya, Cemil Bey, claimed that Fuat’s findings in Eskişehir 

were an exaggeration of the actual figures, Fuat responded by leaning on his credibility as a 

doctor: 

I am only reporting [the number of] syphilitics as seen in the Health Ministry. When 
these individuals go for treatment, it is established that they have syphilis and that they 
seek a cure. If you have any reservations, Cemil Bey, inquire. In my life as a doctor, the 
issue I have encountered most frequently is syphilis. I have taken up the duty of 
combatting a most serious disease in syphilis.960 
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Fuat also critiqued the lack of legal coercive power to rein in men who knowingly (or 

unknowingly) spread syphilis. He gave the example of a man who deceived three women with 

promises of marriage, had sex with them, then passed syphilis or gonorrhea along to them. He 

argued that such men should be pursued by the public prosecutor’s office for criminal offenses: 

“these three women too are forced to live with this disease until the end of their lives. That man 

also faces no punishment.” Fuat’s descriptions of the penal code led to an even more 

impassioned remark from Rüştü Bey of Ergani, blaming a move away from the original tenets of 

Islam for the spread of syphilis: “However if one thinks fundamentally, this issue…becomes as 

clear as the rising sun ever since the removal of stoning to death for an adulterer and adulteress, 

since the omission of god in this law.”961 As seen above with the example of Ömer Nasuhi, 

issues of medicine, religion, gender, and morality were often understood in relation to one 

another, and Rüştü Bey’s remarks further demonstrate the multiple vocabularies from which 

early Turkish lawmakers and writers drew upon to better support their arguments. As noted in 

chapter one, even if each of these lawmakers generally agreed on the need to buttress the 

Republic, their visions of what that sovereignty would entail could differ. Individuals like Rüştü 

Bey might have been sympathetic to the arguments of more conservative ulema of the time. 

Nevertheless, those who subscribed to the importance of modern medicine had a large platform 

on which they could champion their views, the floor of the Assembly being one such platform. 

 One of the other more pressing concerns identified by other parliamentarians was the cost 

associated with treatment. Even if the draft law stipulated that the treatment itself in state 

hospitals were to be free, there were still other expenditures associated with treatment, especially 

if treatment were compulsory. The fifth clause of the draft law stipulated that all couples who 

 
961 Ibid. 
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intended to marry were to be subjected to a venereal disease exam at their own expense. As seen 

above, venereal disease was a critical obstacle for many early Republican doctors when it came 

to securing marriages capable to producing children that could serve for the Turkish nation. 

Besim Ömer made this point plain when he argued that gonorrhea constituted “a negative 

influence even on the life of [one’s] stock and race,” due to its prevalence among married 

couples.962 Another logistical concern was raised by Vehbi Bey from Konya, who described how 

from the border of Ankara to Konya, there were no doctors to serve the residents of these areas, 

and that it would require a forty hour journey for those in villages to reach a state doctor and that 

it was an undue burden for the poor.963 Emin Bey of Ergani also accused state doctors in Ankara 

of charging patients up to three times for treatment, which Hamdi Namık of Izmit flatly denied 

could happen.964 The parliamentarians’ assertions are supported by some evidence from the 

memoirs of soldiers and doctors. According to a the son of Mustafa Bengisu, one of the doctors 

in the first Grand National Assembly, in the early years of the Republic in Ödemiş, where 

Mustafa Bengisu was mayor and later a parliamentarian, as doctors saw a patient more 

frequently, that patient would sometimes have to pay doctors in kind with chickens or a small 

basket of grapes or figs if they were too poor to pay in cash.965 İ. Hakka Sunata likewise reported 

that one of his unit doctors recounted a story about how he would only treat a child’s wounds if 

the villagers paid him for his services: “I understood that everyone would make sacrifices for this 

child. I said, why not take advantage of the opportunity…I earned money in this way. The work 

was comfortable and easy.”966 The comfort and ease with which the doctor extracted money 
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from a desperate and vulnerable member of his community impugned the narrative that doctors 

served as selfless patriots. 

Mustafa Hilmi Efendi from Niğde further cited wartime precedent to argue that doctors 

had the potential to be corrupt, assailing the image of faithful servants of the nation and of 

modern science:  

In the Balkan War, during mobilization [during WWI] a number of women had gone 
looking for their husbands without obtaining a permit due to this sort of examination or 
because their husbands went missing and did not return. As a result, there were a number 
of deficiencies in the census that happened. In order to make up for this deficiency, 
permits were issued for two kuruş. Although this was the case, every doctor takes two to 
fifty Lira for an examination.  
 

He continued to criticize the practices of some doctors; there were those “doctors who say to 

those who come for an examination to swear that no one in your family has syphilis and I will 

give you a report and then take a Lira and give the documentation, without an examination.”967 

He also related a story he had been told:  

At present in the course of a Health Ministry examination, that is to say during an 
examination of a woman who came in order to obtain a permit, a doctor who was 
assigned a room for the General Assembly – I will not say his name, because it is a 
formally established issue – was examining the woman when her husband was at the door 
crying. When we asked why are you crying, look here, sir! – the doctor said how can I 
examine her.968  
 

At this point, the minutes note that there were cries of “down with these vile doctors!” Hilmi 

Efendi’s last anecdote especially punctured the image of doctors as reliable technocrats, for 

whom emotion played little role in their work. Cries of “down with these vile doctors” were also 

quite a dramatic plea against the expertise of doctors and their desire to serve the Turkish state. 

Indeed, with critics proclaiming “down with these vile doctors,” there was hardly a unified front 

on the effectiveness of modern science and its practitioners.  

 
967 T.B.M.M. Zabıt Ceridesi Devre I, Cilt 7, İçtima 1 (December 26, 1920), 46. 
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Assembly members also raised more philosophical concerns related to the potential for 

charging fees for mandatory medical service. Hamdi Namık protested the first clause of the draft 

law, arguing that while syphilis was a terrible disease that required intervention, the draft law 

ignored other costs associated with treatment, another unnamed parliamentarian interjected, 

“doctors’ duty is the service of mankind,”969 rejecting the notion that fees for service was an 

ethical practice. If national honor and vitality were at stake with containing syphilis, doctors’ 

responsibilities were held above monetary gain, according to individuals like Hamdi Namık. It is 

also possible that he understood the financial inadequacies of the Ottomans’ policy toward 

syphilis treatment of prostitutes during World War I. According to the 1915 Emrâz-ı Zühreviyye 

Nizamnamesi, women who had contracted venereal disease were required to seek treatment in a 

hospital, but were also required to pay between ten and twenty kuruş per day in order to cover 

their mandatory treatment in hospitals.970 The forced payments likely dissuaded women from 

either seeking treatment in the first place, or completing it, as their payments were proportional 

to the length of their treatment.  

Not every parliamentarian shared the concerns of individuals like Hamdi Namık. Nafız 

Bey of Canik had a different understanding of doctors’ roles in providing free services; he 

believed that the duties of doctors should not be codified in laws and seemingly that the decision 

to charge or not to charge a fee was the prerogative of each individual doctor: “There is only an 

obligation of conscience. And that is a thing that changes for each. Their obligation does not 

traverse law.”971 Other doctor parliamentarians argued that there were social and cultural barriers 

to syphilis treatment that were just as important to address as the financial barriers. According to 
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Dr. Suat Bey of Kastamonu, “Everywhere in the world and in our country, syphilis is a shameful 

disease. For example, when someone contracts typhoid fever, he says so openly. However, 

syphilis is a disgraceful disease.” For this reason, the person who was infected did not seek out a 

state doctor; he instead sought out someone who is not a medical doctor, who then undertook a 

course of treatment. Still other doctors like Mehmet Hayri believed that there were alternatives to 

reducing instances of syphilis that might have been more culturally sensitive, such as eliminating 

legal barriers to marriage, combatting poverty, and free educational programs, such as a traveling 

syphilis museum and usage of films to spread awareness about how syphilis was transmitted and 

its effects.972 

Suat also believed that rural residents, who accounted for 70 percent of the population in 

his estimation, would benefit most from the draft law.973 Yet it was precisely these rural Turks 

who other parliamentarians viewed as simultaneously being the biggest obstacles to 

improvements in venereal disease treatment. Nusret Efendi of Erzurum claimed that it was not 

until Turkish soldiers intermingled with French soldiers in Sivastopol during the Crimean War 

that syphilis was first introduced in Turkey, shifting the responsibility for syphilis’s appearance 

in Anatolia. He proposed that there were two cures for the disease, one moral and one tangible. 

The moral had to do specifically with the values of rural Turks: “First, these villagers must 

change their ways of thinking.” He further suggested, “If religion and doctors unite, then syphilis 

will be eradicated in our country,” to “heavy applause” from the rest of the Assembly.974 The 

opinions of these deputies were shared by some doctors in positions of authority, as well. Many 

Turkish doctors viewed villages and “god forsaken” Anatolian towns as unattractive destinations 
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for their professional lives.975 In fact, a law was passed in 1923 mandating that doctors complete 

two years of service to the country after their graduation from medical school, in part to alleviate 

the shortage of rural doctors.976 According to Dr. Fahri Cemal, the provincial director of health in 

Gelibolu, upper-class Turks were familiar with the harm caused by syphilis and would 

immediately seek medical assistance from a doctor if they believed they had contracted the 

disease, while villagers revealed “a different story,” as they “still use[d] mercury for treatment, 

and their syphilis becomes evident especially when they arrive for a prenuptial examination.”977 

This view still held currency in 1925 when a certain Doctor Rıfat opined in the journal Türk 

Kadın Yolu that, after an examination of health practices in rural areas which revealed that the 

villagers read written amulets (muska) from local Imams over the heads of the sick to cure their 

maladies, “Those who are victims of ignorance are likely many times greater than the destruction 

wrought by war.”978 Doctors like Suat might have thought that a unification between religion and 

science would be a more effective way to persuade villagers to follow the dictates of modern 

medicine. 

 The question of the receptiveness of villagers to modern medicine led to debates over 

their understandings of the intersections between gender and medicine, as well. Süleyman Sırrı 

Bey of Yozgad first suggested that mandatory examinations should only be for men.979 Hulusi 

Efendi, also representing Yozgad, likewise voiced criticism of subjecting women to 

examinations. His argument was essentially that if there were no documented cases of syphilis in 

a given area, there was no justification for subjecting people, male or female, to exams: 
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“Wherever there is disease, treatment is necessary. Why include unmarried women who aren’t 

infected!” He continued: “This parliament is an Islamic parliament. Let us not be tempted to 

make an error.” His next statement, however, caused “grumbling” among the Assembly: “For 

what [reason] are we making public the chastity, the honor of those not infected!...Gentlemen! 

This grumbling cannot be. Honor is more sacred than all else.”980 Another unnamed 

parliamentarian asked him, “what happens when she is infected?” to which Hulusi responded, 

“That is something else, sir!...When one becomes ill, the şeriat permits [an examination]. In this 

case, there is no objection; it is lawful. Because there is a necessity.” In an attempt to call on 

science to back his claim, he asked, “Gentlemen, ask a doctor: Can a girl who we say is a virgin 

have syphilis? Can she not?” His question was met with calls of “She can.”981 Hulusi eventually 

conceded the point that a girl could show signs of syphilis in the mouth, even if her hymen were 

still intact. Evidently, he was unaware of the possibility that syphilis could be passed from a 

mother to a child. He still, however, argued for alternatives that went beyond mandatory 

examinations: “That villagers have an incorrect understanding is true. I accept that. However, I 

wonder, do villages today have preachers and counsel? (vaiz ve nasihat) Do villagers have an 

understanding of that disease? Is there a school, a medrese in our villages?...If there were good 

teachers in our villages, villagers would understand these things well; they would not know 

untruths.”982  

 Dr. Fuad Bey of Bolu tried to separate the two issues, claiming that one issue is women’s 

examinations and the other is syphilis. His line of argument is reflective of medical claims to the 

supposed genderless neutrality of science. Syphilis, he said, “does worse harm to the country 
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today than that done by Greece to this country.” He continued: “It is known that our people are 

the enemy of Greece. However, the destruction caused by syphilis is unknown.”983 Operatör 

Emin Bey of Bursa, also a doctor, proposed a compromise and agreed that there should be a 

separation of virgin vs. non-virgin girls who were examined, and claimed that at present, there 

were no virgins girls’ “private parts” that were subject to examination. He questioned why the 

issue caused so much consternation when doctors could simply examine the patient’s throats or 

elbows, while the girls remain clothed. Unsatisfied with this answer, Emin Bey from Ergani 

characterized Anatolia as still having strict gendered spatial dynamics that hindered medical 

effectiveness: “In three or four of our provinces, women do not even go to the market, nor to the 

bazaar.”984 Some doctors were sympathetic to this line of thinking. When evaluating the extent to 

which regulated brothels with regular medical examinations would be a solution to the spread of 

syphilis, Dr. Mehmet Hayri, the health director of Niğde, argued in 1922 that in smaller towns 

“everyone knows everyone,” meaning that men would be too embarrassed to visit brothels out of 

fear that they would be seen by a neighbor or a gendarme. He also astutely explained the 

infeasibility of mandatory examinations, noting that there were simply not enough doctors to 

carry out such a plan.985 The later 1934 syphilis organization law appears to have addressed some 

of these concerns; its ninth clause advised officials that “in health checks, actions and behavior 

which would offend people and incite a negative response to the organization fighting [against 

disease] must be avoided and especially in examinations of women, such matters should be paid 

attention to.”986 
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Operatör Emin offered a suggestion to rectify the problem that would have widened the 

medical field to include more women: “If you give us money, we will open a special medical 

school for girls, we will train girls as doctors, [and] we can also give women examinations.” He 

also disputed Hulusi’s claim that one can self-diagnose syphilis. Emin viewed the expertise of 

doctors as a way to break through the social stigma of syphilis: “Because syphilis is a shameful 

disease, of course they will search for a few pretexts [to go to a doctor] and in this way, they will 

get an examination.”987 In spite of this, Operatör Emin still supported the draft law. He gave an 

example from World War I to illustrate the necessity of some coercive element for examinations:  

As you know, during the Great War, bread was distributed with a certificate in every part 
of the Empire. Smallpox broke out in Bursa. Everyone needed to be vaccinated, we 
announced: Gentlemen, there is smallpox, come get vaccinated, the vaccine is free, 
everything is free; no one came. After this, we announced that those who did not get 
vaccinated would not be given their certificate, and within two months, 300,000 people 
were vaccinated.988  
 

Another doctor, İhsan Özgen, likewise later wrote on the importance of examinations: “to 

contract syphilis can be an accident. [But] not to let oneself be examined, to transmit syphilis to 

one’s wife and children is murder.”989 Operatör Emin was, however, skeptical about the ability 

of non-doctors to treat venereal disease, even in an examination room setting; he criticized 

midwives specifically, as he believed that they did not have sufficient knowledge to carry out a 

proper syphilis examination. Hüseyin Avni Bey of Erzurum suggested that doctors could train 

midwives in identifying the outward signs of syphilis, to which Operatör Emin curtly replied: 

“Not even a non-specialist medical doctor can understand [the signs of syphilis].”990 Clearly, the 
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prevention of venereal disease was a task that only properly trained (male) medical doctors were 

capable of effectively doing for Emin Bey. 

As a doctor himself, Operatör Emin therefore positioned himself and his qualifications as 

the sole source of knowledge on how best to treat venereal diseases. Privately, he fumed to 

Damar Arıkoğlu, a deputy from Adana, in a letter from 1920 over the views of Vehbi Bey of 

Konya, who, according to Operatör Emin, claimed that “contagions can in fact be the will of 

god; they cannot spread without god’s blessing through relations and contact between humans as 

doctors claim.”991 He also referred to Hulusi of Yozgat as an “enormously fanatical insipid man” 

(koca yobaz terbiyesiz adam) and was gleeful in reporting to Arıkoğlu that the parliamentary 

Health Commission president scolded Hulusi despite the session being a public one.992 While it 

was one thing to Operatör Emin to act relatively cordially toward his colleagues while presenting 

to the Assembly, his private opinions were quite another for those who either challenged his 

expertise as a doctor or those who believed that religious concerns should trump medical 

knowledge. His harangues against Vehbi and Hulusi were likely fueled by the latter two’s 

implication that they had a greater understanding of disease than a medical doctor and that they 

offered alternative explanatory frameworks for understanding disease. 

 The debates of the Grand National Assembly on an early piece of legislation raise a 

number of points about the role of medical professionals in the monitoring and policing of sexual 

health. Operatör Emin described in his memoirs how there were no other surgeons in the Grand 

National Assembly during the Independence War besides himself. He further linked the 

effectiveness and aims of the Entente occupation to a deterioration of medical supplies and 
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capacity to treat Turks during the war. In Eskişehir specifically, he described how there was not 

only a shortage of doctors, but a shortage of medical necessities as well. The reason for this, 

Operatör Emin believed, was that in the course of British occupation of Eskişehir, the British not 

only raided depots to take weapons, but medical storage facilities as well.993 To him, the War of 

Independence posed a threat to the ability of Turks to properly carry out their services properly. 

If access to medicine was at stake in the fight for Turkish sovereignty, it was the Assembly’s 

duty to ensure that sovereignty through medicine remained secure. The anger in his letter to 

Damar Arıkoğlu might likewise be explained by Emin’s conviction that his vision of Turkish 

sovereignty, where policy decisions would be driven by modern medicine, was superior to that of 

Vehbi Bey. 

 The Parliamentary debates also illustrate how Turkish politicians and doctors attempted 

to forge their own brand of science to compete with Western countries. The American doctor 

Emmit W. Rankin described the conditions of Izmir in May 1920:  

Lack of health education is perhaps the most prolific cause of poor health in this city. 
Practically no provision has been made for such provision in the past. Health and morals 
are vitally inter-related. Immoral living results in poor health and low vitality. It is 
evident that economic conditions have a very great influence on the health of people of 
all ages and of all conditions, but especially upon the health of the poorer classes.994 
 

Arguing that this was a problem especially acute to non-Western countries, Rankin continued, 

“Careful and scholarly observations of the peoples of the Near East assert that venereal disease 

will destroy some of these races if unchecked.” Embedded in Rankin’s assessment was the belief 

that Ottomans had not sufficiently educated virtually every class of people on syphilis – men, 

women, and children. The prescriptions of individuals like Mehmet Ali Kasım and Operatör 
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Emin Bey were meant, in part, to address the critique of individuals like Rankin. By instituting a 

heavy-handed system of education, surveillance, and examinations proposed by some doctors, 

Turkish authorities could ensure both a healthy and sovereign country. While these systems were 

built in part on western scientific knowledge, the sensitivity of the debates toward Islam and the 

specific gender dynamics of Turkey as seen in the Assembly proceedings suggests that advances 

in medicine could not be undertaken without at least bearing religious concerns in mind, even if 

doctors like Operatör Emin privately scoffed at these notions. 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has shown that during the first years of the Turkish Republic, modern 

science was imbued with great importance for the task of revitalizing Turkish families and for 

ensuring that men and women engage in sexual behavior that would not damage the nationalist 

state-building project. Sexual sins were recast as medical problems with clear effects for the 

nation-state; ensuring that one’s sexual behavior, especially insofar as it concerned one’s health, 

contributed to a “new civic morality” to support the nationalist project was a key task of medical 

professionals like Dr. Mehmet Ali Kasım.995 Masturbation, the solicitation of prostitutes, 

marriage choices, and mandatory medical exams were all important components for 

strengthening Turkish sovereignty. Medical doctors advocated vigorously for each of these, 

finding support from popular audiences in the media, as well.  

The opinions of a military officer like Faik Tonguç are also helpful for understanding 

how medical opinions of doctors dovetailed with those of individuals in the military, another 

institution with a stake in both Turkish sovereignty and ensuring the effectiveness of medicine. 

Tonguç recalled asking himself in June 1918, not long after he had returned to Istanbul following 

 
995 Evered and Evered, “Sin in the City,” 82. 
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being a prisoner of war for more than three years, “Since the Tanzimat, although we have 

worked to follow the same path [as Europe], why have we been unable to obtain good results?” 

Tonguç used the example of the application of laws to draw a contrast between the Ottomans and 

Europe: Citing an increase of murders and abductions of women and girls in the Ottoman Empire 

when the summer months began, “not a week passed before a loaded wagon of corpses covered 

with red quilts on top made its way to the yard of a government residence.” He also presented the 

example of wagoners easily stealing horses, going to Halep or Mosul to sell them, then returning 

without punishment, even though their identities were known. He also cited the following 

example: “A few ferocious imprisoned murders, to use as a good example, under the protection 

of the police and the gendarmerie, were made to walk about in the shopping district, with rings 

around their necks and feet, and the respect and reverence shown by the people to these killers 

who were made to go out walking with thick chains formed an astonishing sight.” As the 

prisoners drank tea and coffee, “The elevation of each of these abominable murderers to brave 

heroes and that their display caused no negative impact on the people was astounding.” In 

“civilized nations,” on the other hand, a murder “stirs the entire press and all the people with 

hatred. In the face of the people’s rage and revilement, the murderer is certainly hanged. 

Fabricated pretenses like supposedly being agitated, intoxicated, or having a distorted state of 

mind have no effect on the judge.”996 

 In essence, Tonguç wanted a tough law and order stance against crime and believed that 

weak laws and weak application of laws meant that society lacked discipline. As such, the 

Ottomans, in his view, failed to live up to the expectations of the Tanzimat. As I have argued in 

this chapter, the same held true for medical professionals and their allies in the police, military, 

 
996 Tonguç, Birinci Cihan Harbinde, 179-180. 
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and government. The primary goal of each of the representatives of these entities was a strong, 

sovereign Turkish state. Whether it be through mandatory medical examinations, campaigns 

against masturbation, or pronatalist policies, each of these policies took the regulation of sexual 

behavior as a necessary component of forging a stronger postwar Turkey that could meet the 

challenges of competing with the same western states that had defeated the Ottomans in the First 

World War. 
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Conclusion 

In the September 1925 edition of the journal Anadolu Mecmuası, Ziyaeddin Fahri 

(Fındıkoğlu), a sociologist, gave an impassioned argument in which he extolled the virtues of the 

“Anatolian woman.” “Whichever qualities you seek in a modern woman,” he argued, “these are 

assuredly and without exception amassed in the Anatolian woman. Loyal in love, fortitude in 

life, firm in morals, reverence for tradition in manners, abstention from ostentatiousness 

(alayiştan içtinap), the nature of the Anatolian woman is superior.” In contrast to her peers who 

took to “shallow pleasure” (zevk-i basit), the Anatolian woman took to “refined pleasure” (zevk-i 

mütekamil). In spite of the fact that she is in possession of all of these qualities, she refrained 

from pompously flaunting them; the Anatolian woman displayed a “devotion” (merbutiyetile) to 

the men in her life and an abundance of love to her children. Rather than enjoying the niceties of 

the Istanbul nightlife, for the Anatolian woman, “all jobs are simple, every difficulty is possible 

to overcome. It is not possible to say that laziness enters the Anatolian woman’s thoughts.” 

There were only two things that “ruin her eagerness, break her bravery”: absence from her home 

(gurbet) and death. This was so because “for ages,” Anatolian women had witnessed male 

relatives’ deaths while they were fighting for the empire. If being “away from home” were 

mentioned to them, “without second thought, they are reminded of the sandy soil of Yemen, the 

rocky terrain of Albania, and the impassable mountains of Rumelia.” They became saddened 

because “they know that one day their husband too will go there and not return.”997 

The qualities that Fahri laid out in 1925 were still relevant for leaders of Turkey close to 

a century later. In fact, by 2016, then-Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan was 

making similar arguments. In a speech to commemorate the opening of Turkey’s Women’s and 

 
997 Ziyaeddin Fahri, “Anadolu Kadınlığı,” Anadolu Mecmuası 1, no. 12 (1925). 
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Democracy Association’s new building, he declared that, “Rejecting motherhood means giving 

up on humanity,” and recommended that women bear at least three children. In order for Turkey 

to achieve the “great goals” to which it aspired, “every member of the nation should be 

mobilized.”998 As this dissertation has argued, it should not be surprising that both Fahri and 

Erdoğan used martial language to describe what the Turkish woman should be, how she should 

behave, and toward what ends her sexuality should be oriented. I have contended that during the 

final years of the Ottoman Empire and during the formational years of the Turkish Republic, 

sexuality must be understood in conjunction with the Ottoman quest for sovereignty. Throughout 

the wars that marked the period under study, sexuality and wartime policy were mutually 

constitutive of one another and were aimed fundamentally at securing the fighting capacity of the 

empire through war. As such, I have suggested that sexuality should be considered an important 

part of histories of war and high politics, in addition to its value for social history.  

This dissertation has contributed to debates on continuities between the late Ottoman 

Empire and modern Turkey. Building off of scholarship that has stressed the importance of the 

Balkan Wars and World War I in the making of the modern Middle East, the chapters of this 

study argued that sexuality should be understood as part of the ways in which war shaped state 

and society. Chapter two examined the policy of deporting sex workers to the interior of Anatolia 

during World War I, which impacted individuals differently based on religion and nationality, as 

non-Muslims and non-Turkish speaking individuals had few resources and support structures to 

assimilate into the towns to which they were sent. The deportations of sex workers in practice, 

therefore, only made it more likely that these women would again turn to prostitution, given their 

 
998 “Turkish President Says Childless Women are ‘Deficient, Incomplete,’” The Guardian 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jun/06/turkish-president-erdogan-childless-women-deficient-incomplete 
[accessed March 5, 2020].  
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lack of alternative forms of employment, familial support, and financial assistance and local 

leaders who were interested most in shifting the problem elsewhere. Sexual behavior – alongside 

gender and ethnicity – informed how the war could affect individuals disproportionately based 

on a variety of factors. Chapter three illustrated how sexual violence was, for the government 

and the military, an important wartime concern because these bodies operated under the 

assumption that soldiers needed to be assured of their female relates’ sexual honor and security. 

This belief translated into wartime propaganda, which portrayed Bulgarians and Armenians as 

threats because of true or exaggerated stories of their sexual excesses with Muslim women. What 

reports from the archives concerning sexual assaults against Muslim Turks and atrocity 

propaganda that targeted the alleged misconduct of Bulgarians and Armenians have in common, 

I argued, was that their usage was intended to ensure that men would continue to fight 

effectively.  

My analysis of these policies adds the history of sexuality to the burgeoning field of 

gender studies at the end of the Ottoman Empire. Historians such as Çiğdem Oğuz, Kate 

Dannies, Elif Mahir Metinsoy, Seçil Yılmaz, and Zeynep Kutluata have raised important 

questions on how gender impacted the Ottoman war experience and the formations of states after 

the war. My research builds upon these contributions by showing how sexuality can enrich 

gender history in the late Ottoman Empire to ask new questions about the wartime expectations 

of women and men and how these translated to state policy and social practice. Just as gender 

has proven to be a useful category of analysis for asking questions about sovereignty and state-

building, I have argued that sexuality can also be used to ask large questions on war and state-

building processes. 
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The dissertation also makes the case that gender and sexuality should be taken into 

greater consideration in future research on the Milli Mücadele period. Chapter four introduced 

gender and sexuality into the history of the Allied occupation of Anatolia, opening new ways of 

examining how the Ottoman government managed its state of compromised sovereignty under 

the Allied powers and what strategies it used to negotiate and challenge that state. Histories of 

the occupation period, such as Nur Bilge Criss’s landmark study on Istanbul, showed how the 

occupation had lasting effects for social and political life in Turkey.999 More recent studies, such 

as Murat Seçkin’s analysis of Yakup Kadri Karaosmanoğlu’s novel Sodom and Gomorrah 

(Sodom ve Gomora), which makes the case that modern gender roles in Turkey can be traced 

culturally to the occupation period,1000 and Daniel-Joseph MacArthur-Seal’s study of nightlife in 

occupied Istanbul, which illustrates how Allied regulations in this arena were important aspects 

of the governance of Istanbul,1001 have begun to elucidate the linkages between the social history 

of the occupation and the political trajectory of modern Turkey. I demonstrated that women’s 

bodies were used by Ottoman officials and popular observers alike to contest the occupation and 

to stake a claim to legal sovereignty in a historical moment when the legal landscape of Anatolia 

was fraught with uncertainty. The chapter outlines a research agenda moving forward that takes 

gender as a formative aspect of the political, social, and military history of the immediate 

postwar period. This kind of research has already made an imprint upon European historiography 

 
999 Nur Bilge Criss, Istanbul Under Allied Occupation 1918-1923 (Leiden: Brill, 1999). 
1000 Murat Seçkin, “Sodom and Gomorrah on the Bosphorus: Emergence of Modern Gender Roles in Turkey,” in 
Gender and Love: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, eds. Noemi de Haro Garcia and Maria-Anna Tseliou (Oxford: 
Inter-Disciplinary Press, 2012), 87-94. 
1001 Daniel-Joseph MacArthur-Seal, “Intoxication and Imperialism: Nightlife in Occupied Istanbul, 1918-23,” 
Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 37, no. 2 (2017): 299–313. 
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of the post-World War I period,1002 as well as in studies of postwar Arab countries,1003 and here I 

have made the case for a renewed attention to gender after the war in Turkey, as well. 

Finally, chapter five argued that sexual health regulations in the early years of the 

Republic were guided by the belief that such policies held deep significance for Turkish 

sovereignty. I show that in a historical setting where doctors were interested in establishing the 

independence of their medical knowledge vis-à-vis their European counterparts, who used claims 

of medical superiority to broadcast superiority over the Ottomans, those who partook in sexual 

behavior considered deviant were thought to be shirking their duties to a nation that had been 

ravaged by a decade of near continuous war. The medicalization of sexual behavior was a critical 

medium through which this behavior was recast as part of one’s obligations to the nation. 

Literature on venereal disease in the early Republic has shown how the intersections between 

sexuality and medicine contribute to our understanding of state centralization and the continued 

medicalization of sexuality.1004 My research makes the case for further integration of the history 

of medicine for analyses of sovereignty in the early Republic, as well. Recent studies on 

medicine across the Middle East have demonstrated the dynamics between medicine and 

 
1002 See, for example, Susan Kent, Making Peace: The Reconstruction of Gender in Interwar Britain (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1993), Mary Louise Roberts, Civilization Without Sexes: Reconstructing Gender in 
Postwar France, 1917-1927 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), Mona Siegel, The Moral Disarmament 
of France: Education, Pacifism, and Patriotism, 1914-1940 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004, and Eva 
Plach, The Clash of Moral Nations: Cultural Politics in Piłsudski’s Poland, 1926-1935 (Athens: Ohio University 
Press, 2006). 
1003 See, for example, Elizabeth Brownson, Palestinian Women and Muslim Family Law in the Mandate Period 
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2019); Ellen Fleischmann, The Nation and Its ‘New’ Women: The Palestinian 
Women's Movement, 1920-1948 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003); and Elizabeth Thompson, 
Colonial Citizens: Republican Rights, Paternal Privilege, and Gender in French Syria and Lebanon (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2000). 
1004 Examples include Mark David Wyers, “Wicked Istanbul”: The Regulation of Prostitution in the Early Turkish 
Republic (Istanbul: Libra, 2013); Emine Ö. Evered and Kyle T. Evered. “Sex and the Capital City: The Political 
Framing of Syphilis and Prostitution in Early Republican Ankara,” Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied 
Sciences 68, no. 2 (2011): 266-99; Emine Ö. Evered and Kyle T. Evered, “Syphilis and Prostitution in the Socio-
Medical Geographies of Turkey’s Early Republican Provinces,” Health & Place 18 (2012): 528-35; and Ebru Boyar, 
“‘An Inconsequential Boil’ or a ‘Terrible Disease’? Social Perceptions of and State Responses to Syphilis in the 
Late Ottoman Empire,” Turkish Historical Review 2, no. 2 (2011): 101-24. 
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sovereignty,1005 and I have shown how sexuality can serve as an analytic for further investigation 

into these dynamics in Turkey. 

Taken together, the chapters of my dissertation chart the encounter between human 

sexuality, emerging state structures, and sovereignty in Ottoman Anatolia. By placing sexuality 

at the center of this region’s history, my research revises our understanding of sexuality’s 

relationship with political and military histories in the Middle East. The methodological 

approach to sexuality that I have employed invites scholars to consider the relationships between 

sexuality, war, and nation-building processes across time and space. The history of sexuality is 

an especially fruitful avenue for comparative and transregional histories, as it engages with 

questions of global patterns of regulation and histories of imperialism, disease, population 

movements, and violence that traverse borders. In recent history, these relationships were 

especially evident in both the 1992-1995 Bosnian War and the rise of the Islamic State in the 

twenty-first century. In Bosnia, the rapes of Muslim women were part of Serbs’ ethnic cleansing 

campaign; Serbs repurposed villages into rape camps “for the convenience of their soldiers and 

for easy access to women.”1006 Research has shown that creation of rape camps were part of a 

coordinated effort on the part of the Serbian government and military forces with the explicit 

intent of “creating an ethnically pure state.”1007 In this case, sexuality was a clear component of 

exterminatory wartime policy. 

In the Islamic State, sexual violence was likewise fundamentally connected to war. Nadia 

Murad, a Yazidi woman who escaped sex slavery in territory held by ISIS and who won the 2018 

 
1005 Laura Goffman convincingly shows how quarantines in the Persian Gulf touched upon issues of territorial and 
jurisdictional sovereignty, for example. Laura Goffman, “Medical Frontiers: Health, Empire, and Society in the Gulf 
and Arabian Peninsula, 1862-1959,” (PhD diss., Georgetown University, 2019). 
1006 Adriana Kovalovska, “Rape of Muslim Women in Wartime Bosnia,” ILSA Journal of International and 
Comparative Law 3, no. 3 (1997): 934. 
1007 Todd Salzman, “Rape Camps as a Means of Ethnic Cleansing: Religious, Cultural, and Ethical Responses to 
Rape Victims in the Former Yugoslavia,” Human Rights Quarterly 20, no. 2 (1998): 356. 



 

 350 

Nobel Peace Prize, recounted in her 2017 memoir how sex slavery was a disturbingly crucial cog 

of ISIS governance in wartime. Sex slavery of non-Muslim women captured in battle, she 

explained: 

wasn’t a spontaneous decision made on the battlefield by a greedy soldier. ISIS planned it 
all: how they would come into our homes, what made a girl more or less valuable, which 
militants deserved a sabiyya as incentive and which should pay. They even discussed 
sabaya in their glossy propaganda magazine, Dabiq, in an attempt to draw new recruits. 
From their centers in Syria and sleeper cells in Iraq, they mapped out the slave trade for 
months.1008 

 
Murad’s harrowing experience illustrates how policy toward sexuality is part and parcel of 

waging war. The decision to enslave Yazidi women was not just one meant to adhere to ISIS’s 

troubling interpretation of the Quran; it was one that reinforced ISIS’s idealized gender roles, 

where women were to be marked by “sedentariness, stillness and stability,” through their sexual 

submissiveness, while men displayed “their opposites: movement and flux,”1009 and it was one 

that incentivized men to participate in both war and in state-building. I have offered an analysis 

of two particular areas of policy and their importance to war: prostitution and sexual violence. 

However, issues like sex slavery, pronatalism, or interracial an interethnic sexual relations also 

provide promising directions for future research in the Middle East and in conflict zones across 

the world. 
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