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Abstract - In the early 18th century the Ottoman state began to take its first strides towards reforming its then-lagging 
political, administrative, military, social, and economic realms. While initially directed towards its military structure, during 
the reign of Selim III (1789-1807) this movement, which continued up until the demise of the dynasty, also began instituting 
far-reaching changes to other areas of its administration. The westernizing movements its bureaucrats strove to enact during 
the Tanzimat Reform Period focused on the ideologies that had sustained the continuation of the state. They held that the 
reasons for the Ottoman State regression evidenced during the past several centuries lay in the ideas espoused by the Ulama, 
who believed that the religion and the culture of the people were one and the same. This belief became a barrier to the 
advancement of those social institutions that did not recognize the role of Islam in Ottoman life. The reformers proposed 
solution was two-pronged: to support technological modernization, while also preserving the Islamic beliefs that were the 
essence of Ottoman society.  This paper represents an attempt to reveal whether the Ottoman state reform movements served 
to promote changes in the education, perspectives on life, and ways of thinking of the Ulama. In the course of this study, first 
hand resources from the Ottoman archives will be utilized to gain an understanding of the reasons why the Ulama either did, 
or did not, manage to stay attuned to  the political and social changes occurring within the empire.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
The roots of the reforms that make up the Ottoman 
State’s “movement for renewal” go back to the Period 
of Tulips (1718-1730). Up to the reign of Sultan 
Selim III (1789-1807), however, attempts at renewal 
generally were limited to “reorganizing the army 
according to Western methods.” Under Sultan Selim 
III, the movement for renewal gained its own 
dynamic and became a continuous state policy, which 
substantially restructured education, the army and 
diplomacy.1 
 
The reign of Sultan Selim III probably marked the 
first period in the history of the Ottoman State 
wherethe relationship between religion and the state 
came to the forefront, and became a subject of public 
discussion. The concepts of secularism and the 
separation between the church and the state that 
stemmed from the French Revolution were criticized 
by Ottoman diplomats and statesmen.  The French 
Revolution’s negation of religion was expressly 
mentioned in a memorandum issued by the reis’ül-
küttâb Ahmed Efendi (head of the divan chancery) 
and in the letters of Halet Efendi.These documents 
demonstrate that the Ottoman elite were familiar with 
the ideas of secularismduring the reign of Sultan 
Selim III.2 
At the same time, the two dominant classes atop the 

                                                
1  For the renewal movement, see Karal 1940: 
13-30; Berkes 1978: 41-68; Shaw 1982: I, 234-238; 
Lewis 1988b: 41-54.  For the reforms of the reign of 
Sultan Selim III, see Berkes 1978: 87-125; Shaw 
1982: I, 351-360; Karal 1988a: V, 60-73; Lewis 
1988: 57-77. 
2  Lewis 1988: 66-67. 

bureaucratic structure of the Ottoman State began to 
diverge in their importance and duties in the 
eighteenth century. One of them was the seyfiyye. As 
the members of the kalemiye (related to the kalem or 
pen) class, which was made up of administrative staff 
at every level of the Ottoman state structure, 
increased in stature, seyfiye (related to the seyf or 
sword) class, which represented the military, ceased 
to be the most important non-scholar functionaries. 
The other class that went through a substantial 
transformation was the ilmiye. Because the ilmiye 
(related to ilm or knowledge) class, i.e., the scholars, 
had the right to transfer their privileges and property 
to their own children, they emerged as an 
“aristocratic” group in the eighteenth century, and 
their political power increased.3 
 
By the reign of Sultan Mahmud II (1808-1839), and 
especially after the abolition of the Janissary Corps in 
1826, reforms in the military sector were followed by 
other reforms in administrative and social spheres.4 
The scholars, having lost the backing of the 
janissaries for their actions against the government, 
either had to support the government or remain silent. 
Many high level-scholars began to support to the 
Sultans in their westernizing reforms.5 Sultan 
Mahmud II, in return, took advantage of this support 
to legitimize his reforms and shape public opinion.6 

                                                
3  İnalcık 1988: I, 369. 
4  For the reforms during the reign of Sultan 
Mahmud II, see Berkes 1978: 163-206; Shaw 1982: 
II, 25-81; Karal 1988a: V, 142-165; Lewis 1988: 75-
128. 
5  For detailed information concerning this 
subject, see Gürer 1996: 38-73; Heyd 1997: 13-56. 
6  Erşahin 1999: XXXV / 1, 259. 
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In attempt to boost his own legitimacy, he, for 
instance, had Sheikhulislam Yâsincizade 
Abdülvehhâb Efendi (d. 1834) translate into Turkish a 
pamphlet which he originally wrote in Arabic, 
entitled Hülâsatü’l-Bürhân fi İtâati’s-Sultan (A 
Summary of the Indisputable Argumentation in Favor 
of Obedience to the Sultan). In this pamphlet, the 
sheikhulislam sought to prove the obligation to obey 
the Caliph-Sultan, drawing on certain verses of the 
Quran and hadis as well as to legitimize the reforms 
of Sultan Mahmud II. The use of the following 
expressions in support of the reforms were 
particularly revealing: ihyâ-yı din (reinvigoration of 
religion), icra-yı sünnet (application of the sunnah), 
tecdid ü ihyâ (renewal and reinvigoration), kavanîn-i 
askeriyye ve usûl-ü mülkiyye (military regulations 
and civil service method), and siyaset-i adliyye 
(politics of the judiciary).  The pamphlet, printed in 
1832, the zenith of Sultan Mahmud II’s reforms, 
ascribed canonical legitimacy to the renewal 
movement in the eyes of the populace.7 Nevertheless, 
a number of scholars chose not to renounce their own 
reactionary beliefs or the interests that lay behind 
such beliefs, and did not spare their efforts to 
influence public opinion against the reforms.8 
 
II. THE TANZİMAT PERIOD 
 
The period of the Tanzimat reforms is considered one 
of the most important turning points in the Ottoman 
history. Indeed, it has been described as, “a defining 
and stark phase of the reorganization attempts of the 
Ottoman Empire, the basic institutions of which had 
degenerated in the face of the absolute superiority of 
Europe, which had ascended thanks to a totally new 
civilization and had been on the offensive.”9 
 
The Tanzimat Edict not only restructured the order of 
society and the state for the good of the Islamic State 
and its community, but also attempted to introduce 
new regulations other than the precepts of canonical 
law.10 The fact that this decree began with a stress on 
canonical law demonstrates the state’s efforts to 
legitimize itself in the eyes of the people and to 
validate the Tanzimat reforms.11 The administrative, 
judicial, economic and social reforms of the time had 
been prepared by the bureaucratic class that had taken 
shape since the second half of the eighteenth century 
as a result of the centralizing policies of the reformist 
statesmen.12 The scholars in this same period had 
                                                
7  Sheikhulislam Yâsincizade es-Seyyid 
Abdülvehhâb 1247: 18-31. 
8  İnalcık 1988: I, 371-372. 
9  İnalcık 1943: 2. 
10  İnalcık 1993: 355. 
11  Okumuş 1999: 241. 
12  Mardin  1991: III, 42; İnalcık 1993: 354; 
Findley 1994: 129-186.  For information on the 
innovations introduced during the Tanzimat period, 

been deprived of the income from the religious 
foundations, which used to be their main source of 
power, and had seen their influence over the 
population in general, and students in particular 
diminished as a result of the reorganization in the 
fields of justice and education. These developments 
put the scholars in a relatively disadvantageous 
position to influence the new regulations.13 
 
The major concern of the Ottoman bureaucrats during 
the westernizing movement was their ideological 
priority of maintaining the survival of the state. To 
this end, they argued for the imitation of Western 
practices in various spheres, including education, 
sciences, military and governance. The scholars, in 
contrast, wanted to modernize Ottoman society in 
technological areas, while preserving its Islamic 
substance.14 Although these scholars acknowledged 
that the Ottoman State had been in decline for 
centuries they maintained that a nation’s religion and 
culture were inseparable. For that reason, they 
believed the Ottomans had gone astray by trying to 
develop social institutions that did not recognize the 
role of Islam. 
 
As a result of the Tanzimat regulations, while some 
preexisting institutions were preserved, other modern 
institutions were introduced as well. Despite the 
reforms achieved in the areas of administration, law, 
and education, the Tanzimat area is remembered as a 
period in which traditional and modern institutions 
were in competition with each other. 
 
Some of the scholars who opposed the Tanzimat 
reforms did not refrain from provoking the Muslim 
population,15 while others endeavored to understand 
why the Tanzimat had relegated the scholars to this 
secondary status in every field. The scholars in the 
second group concluded that they had been ignored 
because they were unable to adapt to the 
transformational process that the Ottoman State was 
undergoing. This reasoning led many of them to 
formulate new thoughts on this subject. As part of 
this attempt, for instance, many books on ethics were 
rewritten and reprinted so that they are simple and 
understandable by the laymen.16 Similarly, the 
participation of several scholars in the Young 
Ottomans movement also illustrates that they also 
wanted to take part in political reform movement. 
These activities, however, were never more than 
                                                                       
see Engelhard 1328; Berkes 1978: 207-297; Shaw 
1983: II, 86-171; Kaynar 1985: 191-316; Lewis 1988: 
106-127; Karal 1988a: V, 169-196; Eren 1993: XI, 
709-765. 
13  Shaw 1983: II, 102; İnalcık 1993: 355; 
Mardin 1990: I, 182. 
14  Mardin 1991: III, 118-119. 
15  İnalcık 1993: 301. 
16  Mardin 1990: 228-229. 
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attempts by a higher class to save its own fortunes, 
and they failed to restore their previously prestigious 
status in all fields. 
 
III. THE FIRST CONSTITUTIONAL PERIOD 
AND THE PERIOD OF ABSOLUTE RULE 
 
Having assumed the power in 1876, Sultan 
Abdülhamid II fulfilled his promise to Midgat Pasha 
and declared the constitution (Kanun-ı Esasi) on 23 
December of the same year. Internal and external 
circumstances played an important role in his 
decision: revolts in the Balkans, ongoing war with 
Serbia and Montenegro, the desire of European states 
for a new type of administration more favorable to 
Christian subjects, and the intense struggle of the 
Young Ottomans Society to save the country from 
disintegration by replacing the increasingly arbitrary 
and repressive regime with a constitutional 
government.17 The Sultan’s declaration ended the 
absolutist rule that had existed for around five and a 
half centuries and introduced a short-lived 
constitutional monarchy. 
 
The first Ottoman parliament, instituted in 1877 
under the constitution, shared the Sultan’s legislative 
powers. The very first sessions of Parliament sought 
to handle problems related to the class of scholars, in 
addition to various matters concerning internal and 
external politics. Despite the wide range of problems 
bedeviling the scholars, these early debates remained 
limited to tackling with the complaints about certain 
scholars who had attained their rank without 
sufficient qualification. During the time period it was 
in session, the first parliament neither attempted to 
reinstate the former status of the scholars, who had 
lost ground to the bureaucratic class trained in new 
schools, nor did it seek to reform the way the scholars 
were being educated. The debates concentrated only 
on how to train the teaching staff for the newly 
opened schools.18 
 
The Ottoman parliament, established by a decree of 
the sultan, was adjourned by the sultan on 14 
February 1878, without the date of the next session 
having been fixed. The excuse given by the Sultan 
was that the prevailing circumstances made the 
continuation of Parliament’s duties increasingly 
difficult. The constitution was suspended and the 
former system of absolute rule was reintroduced. In 
the meantime, the class of scholars continued to lose 
its reputation drastically. A revolt of medresse 
students, which was called Softalar Kıyamı, had 
                                                
17  For more information on the internal and 
external political conditions which the Ottoman State 
was confronted during the declaration of the 
constitution, see Midhat Pasha 1325: I, 183-188; 
Karal 1988b: VIII, 14-40; Koloğlu 1998: 11-30. 
18  Mardin 1992: 177-178. 

broken out in 1876 and Sultan Abdülhamid II blamed 
the scholars for this revolt and for having overthrown 
one of his predecessors, Sultan Abdülaziz. He, 
therefore, preferred watching them “getting stuck in a 
morass and disappear” to helping them regain their 
former status within the state.19 
 
Later writings by members of the scholarly class 
reveal that they had been aware of Sultan 
Abdülhamid II’s unfavorable attitude towards them. 
İbnürrahmi Ali Tayyar, for example, stated that 
Sultan Abdülhamid II saw this class as a “den of 
mischief.” Ali Tayyar thinks that the “Tyrannical 
Dragon,” i.e., Abdülhamid II, was to a certain extent 
correct in this assessment because he knew that 
scholars were his obstinate enemies.20 The Sultan’s 
attitude, in turn, propelled the scholars even closer to 
the İttihat ve Terakki Cemiyeti (Union and Progress 
Society) whose objective was to overthrow the 
tyranny of Sultan Abdülhamid II.21 
 
The reign of Sultan Abdülhamid II also was 
characterized by the crystallization and spread of a 
distinct Islamist movement,22 which emerged as a 
reaction against the radical westernizing movements 
that had begun with the Tanzimat reforms.  It is 
claimed that the pan-Islamism (İttihad-ı İslam) policy 
followed by Sultan Abdülhamid II throughout his 
reign sprang from his wish to assemble his subjects 
within the framework of an Islamic empire, rather 
than a vision for uniting all Muslims.23 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
The Society for Union and Progress was created with 
the aims of organizing the opposition to the absolute 
and “tyrannical” regime, reintroducing the 
constitution, reopening parliament (Meclis-i 
Mebusan), and providing justice, equality and 
freedom for all ethnic elements in the country. After 
long and eventful years of opposition, it came to 
power on 23 July 1908. The ensuing declaration of 
the Constitutional monarchy, whether or not it was 
based on a large social movement, was a radical 
breaking point in the Ottoman reform movement.24 

 
In 1913, after its intensely turbulent history in 
opposition and in power, the Society for Union and 
Progress changed from a semi-secret organization 
into a formal political party.25 Abandoning its 
promise to provide justice, equality and freedom for 
                                                
19  Kara 1994: 49-50; Mardin 1992: 178. 
20  İbnürrahmi Ali Tayyar 1329: V / 120, 2185. 
21  Kara 1994: 62. 
22  Tunaya 1962, Kara 1994. 
23  Mardin 1990: I, 41. 
24  See Tunaya 1989: III, 7-24; Zürcher 1987: 
43-85; Kansu 1995: 1-34. 
25  Tunaya 1988: I, 32. 
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all the ethnic elements of the country, it replaced its 
“Ottomanist” program with nationalist, pro-Turkist 
and secular tendencies. During the First World War, 
as part of its reforms to remove religion from public 
life, Union and Progress government changed the 
status within the political regime and relative to the 
other state institutions of the office of the 
sheikhulislam. With the Armistice of Mudros, signed 
at the conclusion of the First World War on 30 
October 1918, the Ottoman politics sailed into new 
waters. Not only did the Union and Progress Party’s 
government fell from power, but also most of its 
reforms were abolished. The new Ottoman 
administration even took some steps for bringing the 
institution of the sheikhulislam back to its former 
status. Although the ten-year-long second 
Constitutional Period was now ended, the changes 
introduced by the Union and Progress Party strongly 
influenced the subsequent reforms in the new Turkish 
Republic. In the words of Tunaya, the second 
Constitutional Period served as a kind of “political 
laboratory” for the founders of the modern Turkey.26 
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