o= .

M 3 mm
= . Bea E
REPLBR
s RESE &
@Ml .
ouZET :
.meTm E
RHOD.Hm
S —EFEEx =
o < = X
a © K &
m

o~




Learning to Read in the
Late Ottoman Empire
and the Early

Turkish Republic

Benjamin C. Fortna
Professor of the History of the Middle East,
School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, UK

Lo _' e
ST N R il

mﬁ 5 #H




© Benjamin C. Fortna 2012

All rights reserved. No reproduction, copy or transmission of this
publication may be made without written permission.

No portion of this publication may be reproduced, copied or transmitted
save with written permission or in accordance with the provisions of the
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, or under the terms of any licence
permitting limited copying issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency,
Saffron House, 6-10 Kirby Street, London ECTN 8TS.

Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication
may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.

The author has asserted his right to be identified as the author of this work
in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in 2010
First published in paperback in 2012 by
PALGRAVE MACMILLAN

Palgrave Macmillan in the UK is an imprint of Macmillan Publishers Limited,
registered in England, company number 785998, of Houndmills, Basingstoke,
Hampshire RG21 6XS.

Palgrave Macmillan in the US is a division of St Martin's Press LLC,
175 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10010.

Palgrave Macmillan is the global academic imprint of the above companies
and has companies and representatives throughout the world.

Palgrave® and Macmillan® are registered trademarks in the United States,
the United Kingdom, Europe and other countries.

ISBN: 978-0-230-23296-9 hardback

ISBN: 978-1-137-27093-1 paperback

This book is printed on paper suitable for recycling and made from fully
managed and sustained forest sources. Logging, pulping and manufacturing
processes are expected to conform to the environmental regulations of the
country of origin.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress

0 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
22 21 20 19 18 17 16 15 14 13

Printed and bound in Great Britain by
CPI Antony Rowe, Chippenham and Eastbourne



Learning to Read in the Late Ottoman Empire
and the Early Turkish Republic



for Sarah



Preface

This book is the result of a doubtless foolhardy effort to trace the
untraceable, namely, what happens when young people learn to read.
Like a ship moving through the sea, reading leaves behind little to
mark its passing. This lack of evidence is a source of frustration for
historians because, as we all know instinctively, reading affects the
reader profoundly, even if the impact may not leave any physical
trace.

My first book, Imperial Classroom: Islam, the State, and Education in
the Late Ottoman Empire, attempted to demonstrate some of the ways in
which the spread of education both reflected and in turn engendered
important changes in late Ottoman society. The focus on institutional
public education meant that the book was largely confined to the realm
of the state. The book drew largely on governmental archival sources
and the writings of individuals closely connected with state-supplied
education. It proved difficult, although not impossible, to plumb the
ways that education was experienced by its most important constitu-
ency, children.

In this book I deliberately set out to try to focus on an important
aspect of education that was influenced by the state but hardly domi-
nated by it. Learning to read and reading has, I hope, allowed me to
achieve a better balance between state desiderata and individual expe-
rience. I have deliberately avoided a dependence on archival material
and other state records, trying instead to rely on a variety of sources,
chiefly textbooks, magazines and memoirs that inform the practice of
reading in the late Ottoman Empire and the early Turkish Republic.
This book necessarily draws on state-based materials for many of the
children’s texts analyzed here, many of which were written by teach-
ers, pedagogues or bureaucrats and therefore mostly within the state’s
orbit. But these are, I trust, balanced by recourse to some of the grow-
ing literature that was independent of state patronage or direct control.
Memoirs proved important to recovering the way all these texts were
experienced by young readers.

I wanted also to cross the chronological barrier between empire and
republic. To do so I had to go beyond my own training and research com-
fort zone but I took inspiration from a number of colleagues carrying
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out research in the early Republican period. I don’t pretend to match
their command of the period but I do hope that this modest attempt to
move across the divide in order to trace the development of reading will
prove helpful to others.

BCF
London, October 2010
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Transliteration, Dates
and Surnames

Writing about the Ottoman Empire and Turkey presents challenges
with respect to a number of markers of historical change, including
transliteration, place names, calendar conversion and naming patterns.
For the sake of uniformity I have rendered Ottoman Turkish accord-
ing to the system followed in Redhouse Yeni Tiirk¢e-Ingilizce Sizliik/New
Redhouse Turkish-English Dictionary, 12th edn. (Istanbul, Redhouse Press,
1991). Place names common to Western readers have been given in their
usual forms, thus Istanbul (and not istanbul) and Salonica (not Selanik).
I have assumed that publication dates of works that appeared before
the Turkish Republic’s adoption of the Gregorian calendar in 1926 are
in the Rumi (i.e., Ottoman solar calendar) normally used in publish-
ing unless otherwise stipulated. I have referred to author’s names as
they were published at the time, giving later surnames in brackets. Thus
the works of the educationalist Ahmed Cevad [Emre] are alphabetized
under Ahmed and not Emre. No system is perfect but I hope to have
been consistent with this one.
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1

Introduction: Reading Empire,
Reading Republic

In the modern world the importance of reading is everywhere apparent.
In today’s society we are continually confronted with a swirling array
of things demanding to be read. Making sense of them is critical to our
engagement with the world and implicitly synonymous with modern
existence. The range of texts and images with which we are confronted
is prodigious and seemingly ever expanding. In fact, the imperative to
read is so great that it is frequently taken for granted or, to use a com-
mon English expression, taken “as read.”

From our first encounters with picture books and ABCs as small chil-
dren to the school primers and textbooks that teach us the rudiments of
literacy and then serve as the primary tools in our education, we spend
more and more time with texts. By the time we are adults the prolifera-
tion of texts intensifies. Now we are consuming them on a daily if not
hourly basis. It is estimated that the average white-collar adult spends
more time reading than anything else except for sleeping.! We have
become reading animals.

The fare is varied, seemingly changing all the time, reflecting the
pulse of technological change and market behavior. In a typical day
it is not uncommon for an urbanite to engage in continual reading
from morning to night (atypical days present their own types of read-
ing materials: the voting ballot, the roadmap, the hymnal, the play-
bill and so on). At breakfast there is often a newspaper to be perused
or, for those still groggy with sleep, the nutritional information from
the cereal box which focuses the only partially comprehending atten-
tion. On the way to work, perhaps a newspaper, one’s own or that with
the more salacious headline over the next fellow’s shoulder that proves
so difficult to ignore. Others turn to that stalwart of the modern age:
the novel, probably a paperback, inexpensive, lightweight and handy.
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2 Learning to Read

Still others flip through the pages of a magazine, glossy and alluring.
Meanwhile, a range of texts competes for attention: street signs, route
information, billboard advertisements. Our own movement makes this
assortment of text appear ambient, mobile; some text is actually mov-
ing as signs rotate, blink or flash. We can now summon the infinite
textual resources of the Internet on a variety of electronic devices and
even read electronic “books.” Sometimes the commuting reader is inter-
rupted. Is it a mobile phone call? Perhaps it is only a “text” message:
more reading matter, but this time sent invisibly, in a sort of high-tech
pidgin, and landing in one’s hand.

It is now time to work. This usually means more reading, whether of
the printed page (letters to sort and decipher, reports to digest, papers
to file or grade or write, instructions to absorb or ignore, forms to fill
in, surveys to suffer through) or, again, the electronic.? These last can
take many of the old textual forms but also throw up a few modern
variations (e-mail, web-pages, the circulated joke, the Nigerian get-rich
scheme, mortgage offers or worse). Perhaps it is time for a meeting but
that does not usually mean text-free conviviality; there are the agenda
and minutes to absorb, more reports to wade through, and perhaps a
few charts or graphs to attend. On the way home, the process repeats,
still plenty of textual opportunities to contemplate. Back home, we
might encounter more mail to sift through, a recipe to decode, perhaps
someone needs help with their homework. You could check the sports
scores in the paper you could not possibly finish earlier in the day, or
maybe “catch up” on your e-mail. There are countless web and teletext
pages for the desperate. Now it is time to relax, put up your feet and
“read a good book.” It’s a wonder we can keep our eyes open, that we do
not drown in this sea of text.

But it was not always this way. For most of recorded time the ability to
read (and write) was the preserve of a small elite who controlled access
to their knowledge, their texts and their shared language of references
and symbols. The lion’s share of reading was linked to the perpetua-
tion of statecraft, organized religion and literary traditions. How, when
and why reading ceased to be a privileged phenomenon and became
instead a popular one is central to the shaping of the modern world,
central in fact to what it means to be modern. This link between literacy
and modernity operates on a number of levels, that of the individual,
paragon of modernity itself, that of groups of individuals who come
together for a variety of reasons (religious, social, economic, familial,
cultural, political and so on), and that of society at large, of readership
in the aggregate.



Introduction: Reading Empire, Reading Republic 3

Texts have become such a basic feature of modern society that it is
frequently difficult to imagine contemporary life in the absence of
reading and literacy. That the relationship between humans and texts
has only recently intensified in the ways that are the subject of this
book is easy to forget. It is a useful reminder that the colossus of the
modern educational system, upon which so much in today’s society
depends, was built, over centuries, around the basic tasks of learning
to read and reading. British students “read” a particular subject at their
universities where the position of Reader is a vestigial reminder of a
calmer past more conducive to reading than today’s heavily bureau-
cratic incarnation.

Widespread reading is synonymous with modern society. Economists
have adduced a clear link between education and economic advance-
ment.? Students of the nation have flagged the connection between the
emergence of not only common readership, mainly of newspapers, but
also of fiction, occasionally serialized in the papers themselves, and the
coalescing of nationalisms. For arguably the most influential of these,
Benedict Anderson, the emergence of “print capitalism” and the literacy
upon which it depended, was the sine qua non of national coalescence.*
For a modern nation to exist meant having a language and a literature;
to deny a nation these attributes was tantamount with denying its very
existence.’ But the primacy of reading is also clearly a feature of the
pre-modern era when, because of its very scarcity, it was valued all the
more. Paradoxically, the more widespread literacy has become and the
more intense the relationship between readers and texts, the more its
power has become taken for granted, and the more its champions need
to emphasize its importance. Whatever the case, it is clear that reading
bears an iconic quality for the individuation of society in the modern
period. Both the widening access to literacy and the increased emphasis
on individual as opposed to collective reading has had profound impli-
cations in the political, religious, economic and social fields.

Yet for all of its crucial importance, reading is still relatively little
studied and even less understood as a culturally and historically condi-
tioned practice. In spite of considerable attention to the mechanics of
reading, there remains something surprisingly ineffable, almost myste-
rious about the process of learning to read and reading. As every parent
or teacher knows, there comes a point when a child will simply start to
read. He or she has been helped, coached, perhaps even been subjected
to phonics methods of various sorts, but in the end there is a liminal
leap when, like learning to ride a bicycle, a child becomes a reader and
is able to venture forward on his or her own.



4 Learning to Read

The young reader now enters a new territory, a new world. This book
is about what young readers experienced when they came into the new
country of reading in the late Ottoman Empire and the early Turkish
Republic. It is intended as a modest contribution to a broader literature
on reading and learning to read that has focused almost exclusively on
the Western experience. This book is about this process of learning to
read and childhood reading in a society on the periphery of the West,
influenced by it to varying degrees but formed by its own particular
historical, cultural and geographical context, namely, that of the late
Ottoman Empire and the early Republic of Turkey that partially suc-
ceeded it. It is the story of how reading became widespread in a soci-
ety of unprecedentedly rapid change against the backdrop of warfare,
invasion, famine, the dissolution of an old, multi-national empire and
the creation of a number of nationally organized states in its wake. It
focuses on the relationship between one of these, the Turkish Republic,
and the Ottoman Empire in spite of the fact that are not directly com-
parable by concentrating on reading in the Turkish language. The tran-
sition from one to the other offers certain advantages for the history
of reading. The normal way of approaching this transition has been
to emphasize the break between empire and republic. Yet a remarkable
series of continuities - of language, of the attention paid to expanding
both education and literacy, of the attempts at social indoctrination
and discipline, of many individual lives and careers across the puta-
tive border of 1923 - all attest to the fact that in many ways the core
of Ottoman literary and cultural life carried on under the republic. Of
course, this transition often entailed change, both superficial and pro-
found, and it would be wrong to deny any number of important modi-
fications between imperial and republican culture. For this study, the
interplay between the continuities and the changes makes for a par-
ticularly rich mix, especially when, as will soon become apparent, the
successor state insisted in its early years on painting its predecessor in a
largely pejorative light.

In other words, this is a history of the transition from Ottoman
Empire to Turkish Republic as seen through the lens of learning to
read and reading. This rich but almost completely unexplored angle
offers a fresh perspective on the relationship between the Ottoman
Empire and the most important of its successor states. By looking at
the way children’s reading was approached, first in the late Ottoman
Empire and then in the Turkish Republic, this study offers a new per-
spective on the fraught historical - and historiographical - relation-
ship between the two eras, focusing on both the continuities and



