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Reform and Its Opponents

The leadership of the Ottoman Empire recognized
many of its “illnesses” and during the 19  centuryth

mounted increasingly ambitious reforms designed to
preserve and strengthen the state. Its program of
defensive modernization was earlier, more sustained,
and far more vigorous than the timid and half-hearted
measures of self-strengthening in China. One reason
perhaps lay in the absence of any internal upheaval,
such as the Taiping Uprising in China, which threat-
ened the very existence of the ruling dynasty. Nation-
alist revolts on the empire’s periphery, rather than
Chinese-style peasant rebellion at the center, repre-
sented the primary internal crisis of 19 -centuryth

Ottoman history. Nor did the Middle East in general
experience the explosive population growth that con-
tributed so much to China’s 19 -century crisis.th

Furthermore, the long-established Ottoman leadership
was Turkic and Muslim, culturally similar to its core
population, whereas China’s Qing dynasty rulers were
widely regarded as foreigners from Manchuria.

Ottoman reforms began in the late 18  century whenth

Sultan Selim III attempted to set up new military and
administrative structures alongside traditional
institutions as a means of enhancing and centralizing
state power. Selim sent ambassadors to the courts of
Europe, studied their administrative methods, im-
ported European advisers, and established technical
schools to train future officials. More far-reaching
measures, known as Tanzimat, (“reorganization”)
emerged in the several decades after 1839 as the
Ottoman leadership sought to provide the economic,
social, and legal underpinnings for a strong and newly
recentralized state. Factories producing cloth, paper,
and armaments; modern mining operations; recla-
mation and resettlement of agricultural land; tele-
graphs, steamships, railroads, and a modern postal
service; Western-style law codes and courts; new
elementary and secondary schools—all of these new
departures began a long process of modernization and
Westernization in the Ottoman Empire. Even more
revolutionary, at least in principle, were changes in
the legal status of the empire’s diverse communities.
In an effort to integrate non-Muslim subjects more
effectively into the state, the principle of equality of

all citizens before the law was accepted. An imperial
proclamation of 1839 declared:

Every distinction or designation tending to
make any class whatever of the subjects of my
Empire inferior to another class, on account
of their religion, language or race shall be
forever effaced. No subject of my Empire
shall be hindered in the exercise of the
religion that he professes. All the subjects of
my Empire, without distinction of nationality,
shall be admissible to public employment.

This declaration represented a dramatic change that
challenged the fundamentally Islamic character of the
state. Mixed tribunals with representatives from var-
ious religious groups were established to hear cases
involving non-Muslims. More Christians were
appointed to high office. A mounting tide of secular
legislation and secular schools, drawing heavily on
European models, now competed with traditional
Islamic institutions.

Identity

The reform process raised profound and highly con-
tested questions about political and cultural identity.
What was the Ottoman Empire, and who were its
people? Even the modest innovations of Selim III
stirred the hostility of powerful factions among both
the ulama (religious scholars) and the Janissaries, who
saw them in conflict with Islam. Opposition to his
measures was so strong that Selim was forced from
power in 1807. Subsequent sultans, however, crushed
this conservative opposition while bringing the ulama
more thoroughly under state control than elsewhere in
the Islamic world.

Outside the Ottoman Empire, movements of Islamic
renewal began to express opposition to European
encroachment while providing a prescription for
rebuilding threatened societies. In Sumatra (present-
day Indonesia), an Islamic renewal movement that
sought to correct immorality and to impose the veil on
women and Arab dress on men became a war of
resistance to Dutch penetration in the early 19th

century. Prominent Muslim leaders in the Caucasus
regions of Chechnya and Dagestan organized jihads
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against Russian intrusion and simultaneously sought
to purify the practice of Islam by eliminating local
religious traditions. The French invasion of Algeria in
1830 provoked a Muslim-based resistance movement,
which was also an effort to create an Islamic state.

Such political expressions of Islamic renewal had
little impact in the Ottoman Empire of the mid-19th

century, when the Tanzimat reforms were being
implemented. To those who supported these reforms,
the Ottoman Empire was a secular state whose people
were loyal to the dynasty that ruled it, rather than a
primarily Muslim state based on religious principles.
This was the outlook of a new class spawned by the
reform process itself—lower-level officials, military
officers, writers, poets, and journalists, many of
whom had a modern Western-style education. Dubbed
the “Young Ottomans,” they were active during the
middle decades of the 19  century, when they urgedth

the extension of Westernizing reforms to the political
system. Rejecting the despotism of Ottoman rulers,
they favored a constitutional regime like that of Great
Britain. Only such a political system could mobilize
the energies of the country to overcome backwardness
and preserve the state against European aggression.
Known as Islamic modernism, such ideas found
expression in many parts of the Muslim world in the
second half of the century. Muslim societies, they
argued, needed to embrace Western technical and
scientific knowledge, while rejecting its materialism.
Moreover, they believed it was possible to find in
Islam itself the basis for freedom, progress, ration-
ality, and patriotism. It was not necessary to choose
between Western-style modernity and Islam. The
growing influence of the Young Ottomans was re-
flected in the adoption of a short-lived constitution for
the empire in 1876, which limited the authority of the
sultan and established a representative government.

No sooner had Sultan Abd al-Hamid II (ruled 1876–
1909) accepted the constitution than he suspended it
and purged his government of the more radical
reformers, using the occasion of a Russian invasion to
act decisively. For the next three decades, he ruled as
a reactionary autocrat, suppressing liberal and nation-
alist sentiments among his diverse and restive sub-
jects, though continuing many of the educational,
economic, and technical reforms of the earlier era. He
sought to bolster his authority by reactivating the old
claim that the Ottoman rulers were caliphs, speaking
for the entire Islamic world. This claim was yet

another answer to the question of identity. The Otto-
man Empire would be a despotic state with a pan-
Islamic identity. Thus Abd al-Hamid II restored the
ulama to a position of prestige, if not real power, and
reintroduced the distinction between Muslim and non-
Muslim subjects.

Opposition to this revived despotism soon surfaced
among both military and civilian elites known as the
Young Turks. Largely abandoning any reference to
Islam, they advocated a militantly secular public life.
Furthermore, some among them began to think about
the Ottoman regime neither as a dynastic state nor as a
pan-Islamic empire, but as a Turkish national state.
This was a revolutionary notion, drawn from the
growing nationalism of the empire’s subject peoples
and ultimately from Europe. It went against the grain
of Islamic thinking, which focused loyalty on a com-
munity of faith, not of ethnicity. It also challenged the
longtime Ottoman practice of incorporating a variety
of cultural groups into a common political system.
Moreover, at the time few people were aware of a
distinctly Turkish ethnic identity. By the beginning of
the twentieth century, however, a number of writers
and intellectuals began to articulate the notion of a
“Turkish nation” and to define its unique character.
To the writer Ziya Gokalp, Turkish nationality was
based fundamentally on language and was expressed
in folk stories and popular songs.

A military coup in 1908 allowed the Young Turks to
exercise real power. They pushed for a radical secu-
larization of schools, courts, and law codes; permitted
elections and competing parties; established a single
Law of Family Rights for all regardless of religion;
and encouraged Turkish as the official language of the
empire. They also opened up modern schools for
women, allowed them to wear Western clothing, re-
stricted polygamy, and permitted women to obtain
divorces in some situations. But the nationalist con-
ception of Ottoman identity antagonized non-Turkic
peoples and helped stimulate Arab and other nation-
alisms in response. For some, a secular nationality
was becoming the most important public loyalty, with
Islam relegated to private life. Such nationalist senti-
ments contributed to the complete disintegration of
the Ottoman Empire following World War I, but the
secularizing and Westernizing principles of the
Young Turks informed the policies of the Turkish
republic that replaced it.


