PRIVATE MUSLIM SCHOOLS IN ISTANBUL DURING HE REIGN OF ABDÜLHAMİD II
One of the significant features of the period of Abdülhamid II was the vast investment in the field of education in Istanbul as well as in the provinces. The most important examples of higher education in the Ottoman capital were the promotion of the Mekteb-i Mülkiye (School for Civil Servants) to a college-level institution, the foundation of the Mekteb-i Hukuk (School of Law), the opening of the Sanayi-i Nefise Mektebi (School of Fine Arts), which formed the basis for the present-day Mimar Sinan University, and eventually the establishment of the Darulfunun, which was later to become Istanbul University. In addition, the government established many new primary and secondary schools. 

At the same time, another important development in the field of education was the expansion of private Islamic schools, which were founded independently of the governmental educational efforts. The divide of government and private school networks first emerged in a sense during this autocratic reign. It is interesting that these Muslim schools not only became conspicuous in Istanbul during this period, but also in some other important provincial centers like Thessaloniki, Trabzon, İzmir, Beirut, and Damascus.           
To understand the civil Muslim initiative involved in the formation of these modern private schools, we must look back to and take into account both the political and cultural traumas that were produced by the reform firman dated 28 February, 1856. The reform firman, promulgated by Abdülmecit, a product of the diplomatic pressures applied by the allied powers such as France, England and Austria, concerned the rights of non-Muslims, emphasizing the equality of Muslims and non-Muslims. However, the law also concerned Muslims in another aspect. From now on, the segregation of Muslim and non-Muslim communities  was abolished, and there was a proposed joint citizenship, over and above that of religious communities, which was based on loyalty to the sultan and the state. According to the imperial order, non-Muslims were at liberty to attend state-established civilian and military schools. In another words, it was legally feasible for non-Muslims to join to the army and the civil service. Another emphasis of the edict in the field of education was that there were no restrictions anymore imposed upon the communities to found schools for general education as well as schools for industry and trade. Since the new policy of “Ottomanism” became prevalent, it also became necessary for the government to introduce an educational approach that transcendended the boundaries of the religious communities. When the reform firman was initially announced, the Muslim literati in particular believed that the new reforms would be of no benefit to their community, and feared that in time the non-Muslims, who were considered to be better educated and wealthier, would take advantage of the novel circumstances of legal equality to break up Muslim political predominance and seize control of the state.

Another development which confirmed the Muslim fears about the future was the sudden increase in Greek, Bulgarian and Armenian ventures into education; this was a direct result of internal community reforms and the weakening of the clergy’s role in community education. These developments contributed to the rapid  formation of local educational associations by secular intellectuals both in Istanbul as well as in Anatolian and Balkan provinces, leading to a “boom” of non-Muslim schools.
In comparison with the above-mentioned developments in education, the Ottoman state’s efforts to modernize the educational system after 1856 was rather feeble and inefficient. The Ministry of Public Education was established only in 1857, and the quality of instruction in state-established secondary schools (Rüşdiyes) was rather low. Besides, the government schools were confined to train pupils for specific professions such as raising civil servants. Although attempts were made after 1856 to overcome this limited perspective, the government faced major difficulties, both in terms of finances as well as staff, in establishing schools which would provide a general education in order to meet the economic and the social needs and demands  of the civilian population.
With the new conditions in the Ottoman state following the firman of 1856 and the slowness of the government to respond the challenges created by non-Muslim educational initiatives, the fears of the educated Turkish Muslims regarding the expanding economic and educational power of non-Muslims became aggravated. As a consequence, a series of independent initiatives with a civic character for private Turkish Muslim education did emerge. These initiatives initially  appeared in Istanbul and Thessaloniki to answer the demands of the Muslim population for a modern education system. 
Muslim private educational initiatives of Istanbul and Thessaloniki represent two fundamental traditions of civic educational modernization. Both traditions underlined the importance of properly conveying Islamic knowledge, the instruction of modern foreign languages like French, the teaching of secular and practical knowledge with a concentration on subjects concerning trade and commerce. The tradition of Thessaloniki bears the marks of the efforts made by the crypto-Jewish Ma‘minim community for educational modernization. If we look closer at the initiatives in Istanbul, we can realize that these developments emerged as a result of the efforts of certain Muslim Turkish civil servants for establishing free public education for poor and orphaned Muslim children.
In 1865, a group of public-minded civil servants and officers formed the Cemiyet-i Tedrisiye-i Islamiye (Association for Islamic Education, hence AIE). Among the founders were Yusuf Ziya Bey (Pasha) who later became finance minister, Ahmed Muhtar Bey (“Gazi”, Pasha), later to become military commander of the Caucasus front during the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877-78, Vidinli Tevfik Bey (Pasha), and the poet Ali Naki Efendi from Trabzon. The initial aim of establishing the AIE  was to secure a modern, basic education for the Muslim apprentices in the Grand Bazaar. Therefore two schools were established close to the Grand Bazaar in which the apprentices were taught to read and write, as well as being given a basic knowledge of mathematics, geometry, geography, and introductory courses in Islam and ethics. The main aim of educating the apprentices was to ensure that the  graduates would be able to write business letters and texts and acquire the capability of dealing with documents like invoices, receipts, and deeds. The AIE  provided the apprentices textbooks, notebooks and pens for free. Almost 1,630 apprentices were registered at the two schools in question during 1865 and 1866, and 723 of them were able to graduate. Almost 700 apprentices received education  in these schools between 1866 and 1867. These figures clearly portray the great demand for basic education among the poverty-stricken segments of the Muslim population of Istanbul.

Influenced by the increasing demand for these schools, the AIE founded in 1873 the Darüşşafaka (“Abode of Compassion”), a school for orphans. This venture received the financial support of Sultan Abdülaziz, of Khedive Ismail Pasha (governor of Egypt), as well as funds from many other wealthy Ottoman figures.   The purpose of this new educational establishment was to provide orphaned Muslims with a modern secondary education. Although the enrollment of orphaned Muslim girls was originally considered during the planning process of the Darüşşafaka, in practice the establishment only accepted male students.

The Darüşşafaka proved to be a huge success due to the high quality of education and its institutional stability. As a secondary school, the Darüşşafaka achieved educational standards that were comparable to that of the government elite-institution Mekteb-i Sultani (“Imperial High School”), a school that used French as a medium of instruction. Despite the fact that a significant part of the pedagogy and curriculum of the Darüşşafaka was inspired by the La Flèche French military high school, the language of instruction was Ottoman Turkish. In keeping with this French example, an overall military discipline was maintained in the school.
The descriptions and comparisons made by Ahmed Rasim of the Darüşşafaka and the parochial Quranic school where he had previously studied are quite striking. On completing studies at the Quranic school in 1878, Ahmed Rasim was registered in the Rüşdiye-level junior class of the Darüşşafaka. This change of schools led him feel that he entered a completely new educational universe. Although the teachers in charge of education at the Quranic schools aroused terror among the pupils with their use of arbitrary physical force, there was no real enforcement of discipline in the true sense. The new school lacked bastinado or arbitrary  punishment. However, the times for prayer, instruction, study, eating and sleeping were all subject to very strict and exact regulations throughout the entire school  based on a functional arrangement related to space and time. This functional  discipline, based on space and time, aroused a deep sense of authority in Ahmet Rasim. Here disciplining and moral education was imposed through denying students high grades, providing them tasteless meals, or reducing their right of home leave from once a week to once a month. Morality meant to master self-control over one’s own body. Even corporal punishments were executed through utmost formality. All students would be summoned to the main hall, the name of the student to be punished would be announced aloud, the reason for his punishment would be read formally, the number of beatings for his offence would be declared, and finally the student would be beaten in front of all students and teachers. The students were compelled to constantly salute older students from higher grades, the teachers and any other school officials. Spending time with matters outside the previously specified times was forbidden. Clothing was to be kept clean; if a stain was found on the uniform the student would be punished. This formal obedience and discipline aroused a sense of privilege of being a student at the Darüşşafaka. Ahmet Rasim recalls that in time he began to feel distinguished from those outside the grounds of the Darüşşafaka. In addition to the pervasive discipline, the teachers were also highly qualified. But whilst natural scientific courses were taught well, subjects like history and geography entailed mainly  memorization. Ahmet Rasim remembers how he, following his graduation from the Darüşşafaka, found difficult to understand political articles in daily newspapers  due to the insufficient teaching of social studies at the school.  

The success of this school created an encouraging setting for other ventures into private Muslim education. One interesting fact is that many of the founders of the private Muslim schools during Abdülhamid’s reign were previously teachers or graduates from the Darüşşafaka. Thus Darüşşafaka imposed its influence on numerous primary schools to a certain extent. Therefore we may imagine a “Darüşşafaka educational wave” in Istanbul.

The principle concern of every private Muslim school that was established under the influence of the success of the Darüşşafaka was to provide the students with a sound Islamic knowledge. However, beyond this common concern, Istanbul’s private Muslim schools can be divided in two major groups. In addition to Islamic knowledge, one group of the schools provided a considerable number of worldly  and practical based lessons, where French and sometimes even English was taught.  The other group of schools, on the other hand, provided an education that was based mainly on religious subjects, where only a limited number of worldly  courses were offered. 

Fundamentally, the first group of schools appealed to the children of the class of civil servants  who earned a middle- to high-level income; these schools claimed to provide an education equivalent to the standards of Western European secondary schools. The curriculum was arranged accordingly, with great emphasis being placed on French teaching. Most of these establishments also used to cater for female students.  The schools were established in the following order: Şemsü’l-maarif (“The Sun of Education”, 1873), Halile-i Mahmudiye (“The Wife of Mahmud”, 1878), Darü’l-feyz-i Hamidi (The Hamidian Abode of Enlightenment”, 1880), Mekteb-i Hamidi (“The Hamidian School”, 1882), Nümune-i Terakki (“Example of Progress”, 1884), Mekteb-i  Osman (“The School of Osman”, 1884?), Burhan-ı Terakki ( “Evidence of Progress”, 1888), and the Şemsü’l-mekatib (“The Sun of Schools”, 1890). The Şemsü’l-maarif was founded by Abdi Kâmil Efendi, an intellectual from the Ma‘minim community; he also established a school in Thessaloniki. 

It may be worth elaborating a little more on the Nümune-i Terakki, the school that is the forerunner of today’s Istanbul Erkek Lisesi (Istanbul Boy’s High School). Mehmet Nadir Bey, the founder of the Nümune-i Terakki, was the son of a poor family from Chios who was trained as a military officer. He knew French and English well. However, after some disagreement with the army, he resigned his military post and began to teach mathematics, first in the Darüşşafaka, and later in Şemsü’l-maarif. Mehmet Nadir Bey closely observed the private school institutional practices within these two schools, and benefitting from his experience, established the Nümune-i Terakki in1884. One of the school’s main characteristics is that it was the first high-school level private Muslim institution to be founded after Darüşşafaka. Mehmet Nadir Bey’s close ties with the Yıldız Palace (Abdülhamid II’s center of political power) encouraged the registration of the children of many distinguished families in Istanbul; this in turn provided a solid  financial foundation for the school. At the same time, Mehmet Nadir employed liberally-minded intellectuals, even those who were considered adversaries of Abdülhamid, as teachers at the Nümune-i Terakki. Due to the founder’s connections with Yıldız Palace, no investigations were undertaken against Nümune-i Terakki for some time; this school provided the most liberal and emancipated education of all the private Muslim schools during the reign of Abdülhamid II. Mehmet Nadir Bey, who himself was a prominent mathematician, ensured that mathematics was taught in an effective way. Although the Nümune-i Terakki was a rather expensive private school, generous grants were provided for poor, but hardworking and intelligent Muslim students. However, the Nümune-i Terakki’s outstanding success did not continue for long, and in 1895, during the police investigations against the Young  Turks, Mehmet Nadir Bey was forced to denounce them; finally, the management of the Nümune-i Terakki was handed over to the government.

In order to truly understand the elite Istanbul atmosphere within the Nümune-i Terakki, it is worth considering Yusuf Kemal Tengirşenk’s memories of the school. Tengirşenk, who completed his Quranic school and Rüşdiye-education in his hometown Boyabat (northern Anatolia), travelled to Istanbul in around 1889 to continue his studies, but the schools in Istanbul refused to accept diplomas awarded in provincial schools. So Tengirşenk had to repeat his Rüşdiye-education, which he did at the Nümune-i Terakki. Because of his heavy Anatolian accent, Tengirşenk, who was a total stranger in Istanbul, was humiliated and shunned by his classmates. Thus, he made a huge effort to change his accent and speak in proper ‘Istanbul Turkish’. However, the teachers and students discrimination ended when, due to his outstanding academic performance, he became the top of his class. The following year, Tengirşenk entered the honors’ list, and was exempted from paying tuition fees. Tengirşenk recalls that one of the history teachers in the first year of the Rüşdiye-level class at the Nümune-i Terakki encouraged pupils to study history books written by Mizancı Murad Bey, who later became a well-known member of the Young Turks. It appears that these extracurricular readings  expanded Tengirşenk’s intellectual scope. On the other hand, Sümbülzade Vehbi Efendi’s Tuhfe-i Vehbi was used as the classical text book in the Persian classes. Tengirşenk recalls that mathematics was taught very well at this school. He also remembers that most the teachers at the Nümune-i  Terakki were very polite and patient with the students.

The other group of Muslim schools that were opened in Istanbul appealed more to the lower income groups of more conservative, modest Muslim families; these schools provided a mainly Islamic-based curricular program. The social group in question was concerned that the existing junior and senior high state schools and the more secular private Muslim schools did not provide students with sufficient religious education; as they were worried that the existing educational system could damage the children’s religious beliefs and ethics, they did not send their children to these schools. At the same time, the existing madrasas were not able to provide the type of efficient education that this social group was looking for. Thus, private Muslim schools which offered a mainly Islamically-based curriculum were an alternative for responding to both the religious and educational demands of this conservative segment of the society. The Islamically-based private schools also appealed to religious Muslim families from Russia, who wanted to provide their children with a sound Islamic education.   

According to their order of establishment, these schools were: Medrese-i Hayriye (“The Medrese of Benevolence”,1876), Darü’t-ta’lim (“The Abode of Education”, 1882), Rehber-i Ma’rifet (“The Guide of Spiritual Knowledge”, 1887), Darü’t-tedris (“The Abode of Teaching”, 1890) and Mekteb-i Edeb (“The School of Good Manners”). These schools offered intense Arabic courses and Islamic education. Of these schools the Darü’t-ta’lim constitutes an interesting example. Hacı İbrahim Efendi, the founder of the Darü’t-ta’lim, was a well-known public figure due to some of his controversial views. Looking at his vita, Hacı İbrahim Efendi was a medium-ranking civil servant who served as the mektubi kalemi (correspondent) for the office of the grand vizier, then acted as the divan katibi (clerk of the state council) in Erzurum, and finally director of the Revenue Department at the Ministry of Pious Foundations (Evkaf Nezareti); after retiring he opened the Darü’t-ta’lim in his own mansion. In his articles that were published in Tercüman-ı Hakikat in 1882, Hacı İbrahim Efendi emphasized that Ottoman Turkish was not an independent language, but was actually just a dialect of Classical Arabic. For him Classical Arabic language constituted the archetype of linguistic perfection.   Hacı İbrahim vehemently defended the idea that the only means of teaching Ottoman Turkish properly and effectively was to providing students with a strong linguistic basis in Classical Arabic. Hacı İbrahim Efendi also used political arguments to point out the central importance of Arab language, stressing the existence of a considerable demographic presence of Arabic-speaking population within the empire, the religious status of Arabic as a language of worship for two hundred million Muslims around the world, and its function as the principle means of communication and bond among the world’s Muslims. In addition, stating that he developed a new method for teaching Arabic, he claimed that students could learn Classical Arabic in a short time, and used this claim to promote the Darü’t-ta’lim school in advertisements published in Tercüman-i Hakikat and other newspapers of that period. Indeed, Hacı Ibrahim reduced the time for learning Arabic, which usually lasted fifteen years, to five years; on completion of the studies these students had sound knowledge of Arabic grammar. 

The Ravza-i Terakki (“Garden of Progress”), founded in 1887 by Eğinli Faik Bey, was an alternative school that fits into neither of the two school groups mentioned above. Faik Bey was born into a poor family, and his whole childhood was spent in penury and great difficulties. Being an orphan, he was accepted by Darüşşafaka, and he graduated from the school with great success. The keen awareness of social misery, related to his childhood experiences, led Faik Bey to dedicate his whole energy in educating deprived children; he established the Ravza-i  Terakki in one of the poorer neighborhoods of Üsküdar. Most of those who taught at the school were graduates from the Darüşşafaka and gave the lessons free of charge. In a very short period, the Ravza-i Terakki earned a reputation of being a good school that provided quality education. 
Thus, there was a significant expansion in the number of different types of private Muslim schools during the reign of Abdülhamid II. According to a statistics for the years from 1893 to 1894, a total of twenty private Muslim schools existed in Istanbul, nineteen of which provided both primary and secondary levels of education. When examining the statistics for the ministry of education for 1903, almost ten years later, we discover that there were a total of twenty-nine private Muslim schools, with fifteen providing secondary education and fourteen providing a primary education. Thus we can see that the number of private Muslim schools increased by almost 40%; however, there was a decrease in the quantity of schools that provided secondary education. If we examine the number of students, it appears that in 1903 a total of 4,500 male and female students attended private Muslim schools in Istanbul. 1,170 of these students attended secondary level schools, and approximately 3,330 studied in schools that provided both a primary and secondary level education. As the statistics often do not differentiate between male and female students at the schools, it is almost impossible to determine exactly how many of the 4,500 students at these schools were girls. If we take into consideration schools such as Teşvikiye (“Encouragement”, in Kasımpaşa), Mizan-ı  Terakki (“Scale of Progress”, in Üsküdar) and Celâlbey (in Kadıköy), where only female students were allowed, as well as thirteen other private schools that provided education both for female and male students, it can be safely assumed  that there were at least a total of 425 female students in private Muslim schools.  

What was the attitude of Abdülhamid’s government vis-à-vis this great demand for private schools? Firstly, we should point out that this autocratic regime encouraged the establishment of private Muslim schools. Attempts to establish private schools during this period, at a time when the Ministry of Education’s funds were insufficient to open an adequate number of schools or to appoint teachers, and at a time when the government had to turn to local financial resources for financial support, were generally welcomed by the state. In fact, from the foundation of the AIE in 1865 onwards, the Sublime Porte unconditionally supported initiatives to establish private Muslim schools whenever possible. On the other hand, the regime of Abdülhamid adopted a policy what may be described as multi-faceted. 

We should never forget that the autocratic regime of Abdülhamid in principle regarded independent ventures with suspicion. Although the establishment of private Muslim schools was strongly encouraged, every effort was made to keep these schools under the strictest possible surveillance. Therefore, the autocratic regime’s approach to private Muslim schools was varied, dependent mainly on the characteristics of the schools in question. Although many of the private Muslim schools in Istanbul acquired financial support from the Ottoman state on various occasions, they paid a price of losing their independence and becoming defenseless against interventions of the Ministry of Education. On the other hand, some other private schools requested financial aid; however, these requests were ignored by the government. One possible reason for this was that the schools in question had an independent nature that could not be controlled as desired, and therefore were not deemed worthy of support. In certain situations, schools that were believed to pose a danger to the autocratic regime were confiscated by the Ministry of Education and placed under government supervision. The Nümune-i Terakki is one such striking example of such an intervention. 
To recapitulate, the deep concern created by the 1856 reform firman among the educated Muslim public, and the Ottoman state’s failure to deliver the expected transformations in the field of education led to civilian Muslim reforms in education and in the establishment of private schools. Schools were established in important cities like Istanbul, Thessaloniki, İzmir, Beirut, Damascus, and Trabzon. From the aspect of Istanbul, it is evident that the Darüşşafaka constitutes a critically important beginning in the process of private schooling. The rule of  Abdülhamid II bears the characteristics of a golden era in respect of the establishment and increase in the popularity of private Muslim schools. Moreover, these private Muslim schools made every attempt to respond to the demands of the various expectations and sensitivities of the different parts of society, and offered  the Muslim population with a wide ranging ‘education menu’. Fundamentally, the development of civilian Muslims enterprises in private schooling due to concerns created by the economic and educational advantages of non-Muslims, and the general importance given to Islamic education well exceed the identity of a limited community education. It is quite interesting that although limited, a number of non-Muslim students were educated in some of these schools, for example at Şemsü’l-maarif, Halile-i Mahmudiye, Darü’l-feyz-i Hamidi, and in Nümune-i Terakki. In fact, there were even non-Muslim students in Rehber-i Ma’rifet, a school highly renowned for its Islamic principles. This indicates that the private Muslim schools were rather successful in the field of education. A civil Muslim education movement, which primarily developed as a reaction to Ottomanist politicies of the Tanzimat state, not only catered for the Muslims, but also began to accept non-Muslims into the schools. Finally, although we have become accustomed to observing Muslim Ottoman modernization generally from a state and centralist perspective, it is possible to consider private Muslim schooling as, in some sense, an autonomous, civic feature of Islamic cultural modernization.           
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