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Benjamin C. Fortna
Interview: Melek Aydoğan**

Benjamin C. Fortna started his education at Yale University, af-
terwards got his MA from Columbia University and completed 

his education with doctoral degree at The University of Chicago. He 
taught Islamic History at the Washington Uni-
versity in St. Louis. He currently  is professor 
in the History of the Middle East at SOAS and 
gives a lecture titled Modern Middle-Eastern. 
His first book, on the subject of education in 
the Ottoman Empire, entitled Imperial Class-
rom: Islam, the State and Education in the Late Ottoman Empire was 
translated into Turkish with the title of Mekteb-i Hümayûn: Osmanlı 
İmparatorluğu’nun Son Döneminde İslam, Devlet ve Eğitim.

 “Learning to Read in the Late Ottoman Empire and the 
Early Turkish Republic” is your second book translated into 
Turkish, about the development of reading practice based on 
written documents such as course books, magazines, mem-
ories circumstantially influenced by the state and power in 
the Late Ottoman and Early Republic periods. In this book, 
you handle an issue different from your first book “Imperial 
Classroom: Islam, Education and the State in the Late Otto-
man Empire.” Why do you prefer this subject that different 
from the affairs of the state?

 Thank you. Yes. One of the problems, one of the frustra-
tions of the first book was my inability to get beyond the domain 
of the state, or beyond the area controlled by the state. So, I could 
learn lots of things from state records and state archival materi-
als about the state’s approach to education; what the state wanted 
to do; what buildings it built and the kinds of teachers it hired, 
the curriculum it designed, etc. but it was very difficult to under-
stand how the people experienced the education. In other words, 
the state supplied this and we can learn about the supply from the 
state’s side but the demand, the acceptance side from the people 
remained somewhat distant or difficult to understand.  Occasion-
ally we found sources that showed individual stories, reactions 
and experiences of students or teachers that showed a bit of the 
private side of the education but in my next project I wanted to 
move away a bit more from the domain of the state and to try 
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to understand what was happening more broadly in the socie-
ty with this change to increased literacy, increased readership. 
That was the idea. It still remained difficult to find out what hap-
pens when people learn to read. As I say in the book, reading is 
something we all know is important for our society. It changes 
the way you think if you read something, or it can. But for his-
torians there is a difficulty; we don’t have the ability to see the 
results of that change. I mean, if you read a book, it has maybe 
a big impact on you but there is no evidence unless you write 
something down. Most people read but they don’t write. So, the 
chance to find the trace, what’s left behind is difficult. I tried by 
using some different materials--privately published magazines, 
things designed for children and memoires. That was the idea.

 Your source documents are course books, magazines 

and memories, and they are completely different from each 
other. For instance, memories depend on the personal mem-
ories of the people. However, it is controversial that course 
books are independent from the control of the state and its 
institutions. 

 Yes. That’s a good question. The textbooks were produced 
for the state but not always by the state. So, one interesting de-
velopment, one thing I was interested in looking at in this book 
was the relationship between what we would call today the pri-
vate sector and the public sector. In other words, because of the 
huge expansion of the education and schools, there was created 

a market for textbooks and for teachers. And people began to 
produce books for those readers and the state had some con-
trol over that process but in many cases the books used for the 
schools were published or printed by private publishing houses 
and written by private authors. So there was a kind of arrange-
ment between the state and the private sector. You could not say 
that the state completely controlled everything. It was some-
times quite loose and the authors probably knew what the state 
wanted and what the state did not want. They self-censored. 
They censored themselves. And in some cases they produced 
some materials that were probably very different from what the 
state wanted. So you have some 100 per cent state materials, 
some kind of half-half and some private, especially things for 
private consumption. For examples, textbooks, of course, were 
used in the schools but the magazines were not.

 Maybe the socio-economic background of the families 

is influential on the practice of reading in the terms of its 
popularity and exclusiveness. The practice of reading is a 
personal journey of the reader and it is directly related to 
his/her socio-economic background. The practice of read-
ing was regarded as a popular and select activity sometimes. 
What can you say about the effect of the family and the 
neighbourhood on the reading and writing practices? 
 Well, the family influence and the local influence was 
of course huge. Especially for young children. One interesting 
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thing I found in this research was that the state in both the Ot-
toman period and in the Republican period was very worried 
about these influences; the local and family influences. Because 
they wanted to control reading and the writing. They wanted to 
control the milieu, the environment in which reading happened. 
But they could not. They could not completely because people 
don’t live in school for 24 hours a day. They live with their 
family. They are influenced by their sisters, their uncles, their 
fathers, their mothers, their grandparents. Those influences are 
very strong. We find examples where the state wishes that those 
influences did not exist and tries to suggest that family influenc-
es are bad and need to be removed. But of course they cannot. 
That was their wish. So the state officials established a kind 
of contrast between the home environment and school environ-
ment because in the school, at least they thought, they could 
control everything. They could hire the teacher, they could build 
the building, they could establish the curriculum and the text-
book. Of course the teachers have had an important role and one 
of the problems in educational reform was that it takes time to 
produce a new teacher. So there is a lag; there is a time gap be-
tween what the state can do and when it becomes implemented 
in reality. It takes maybe 10-15 years to create or produce a new 
teacher.  So there is a kind of time delay. But it is interesting that 
in many of the textbooks the state tries to show that the school 
has the progressive, new, good environment and the family has 

something not very trustworthy. They worried about the home 
and neighbourhood influences because they could not control 
them. 
 Maybe the socio-economic background of the fami-
lies is influential on the practice of reading in the terms of 
its popularity and exclusiveness. The practice of reading 
is a personal journey of the reader and it is directly relat-
ed to socio-economic background of his/ her. The practice 
of reading regarded as a popular and select activity some-
times. What can you say about the effect of the family and 
the neighbourhood on the reading and writing practices? 

 Good. Thank you. My sense from the materials I looked 
at was that you have a kind of ideal reading material from the 
part of the state. The State wants the children to be reading these 
materials. Lets say over a year they should read X materials. But 
the market is not concerned so much with what the state wants. 
It concerns with popularity, making money, selling. So we have 
two different interest and we have a tension between the two. 
They don’t always align. They are not always the same.

 The market is effective on the reading practice, how-
ever, I think it is not only related to materialistic field. Can 
we talk about a political care?

 Maybe. People with very different views were writing, 

participating in the market. Some will be with the state as you 
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say; some will be having an agenda which is different from the 
state’s agenda. Also the Tate’s agenda was changing from the 
Tanzimat to the Abdulhamid period, to the Young Turk period, 
to the early Republic, to the late Republic. The state itself is 
changing and the market is changing. As people learn to read, 
the people who write recognize that the market is growing. And 
to fill that demand, many people are trying to put their material 
before the readers and some of those materials are very different 
from the others. Right? Some are together with the state’s agen-
da and some are against it; either on the left, on the right. For 
other reasons; religious, secular.

 A new state is being constructed; the regime of the 
Republic. There is a lack of  consistent state actually. Did the 
market benefit from this situation?

 Well, there are people in the market who have strong ide-
ological commitment but there are other people who just want to 
make money. They just want to sell. They wanted to see what the 
market is interested in and sell. So, it is interesting; the state has 
an idea of the child in the late empire and the early republic. And 
this child is like a dream child; very obedient, very respectful of 
older people, very clean, very hardworking. You know almost 
like a caricature. I mean no child exist like that. It is only found 
in books. Also some writers have this idea. They have a contrast 
between the good child and the bad child both in the late Otto-
man period and in the early Republic. I mean, for example, in 

the late Ottoman period you have someone like Ahmet Midhat 
Efendi; he writes this clear contrast. I forget what he says. “good 
children, hardworking children, naughty children…”. Very black 
and white contrast. It is not realistic. It is didactic. It is for the 
purpose of teaching. Many of the writers in the Ottoman pe-
riod and in the republican period were using writing as a way 
of teaching. Today most writers don’t try to teach. They try to 
entertain. But there is a strong tradition in the Ottoman Empire 
and in the Turkish republic that reading is about learning; read-
ing is a vehicle, is a tool for teaching. So you have this con-
trast: good child-bad child; clean house-dirty house; old tech-
nique- new technique. But of course ultimately for children this 
is boring. And it is also possible for people to use satire, to use 
humour to use comedy to undermine, to make fun of this perfect 
child or this boring literature. So of course one of the things 
the market does is that it makes fun of the official view. So in 
the official view we have the teacher as in control, progressive, 
smart, handsome and modern. But we know that not all teachers 
are like that. And in the satirical literature, comic literature, we 
have jokes about the teacher. The teacher is stupid, children play 
tricks on the teacher. Because they want to entertain the readers 
not just teach them. And that’s a big difference between the state 
and the private sector. There is a tension between the didactic, 
the teaching literature and entertaining literature.
Let us talk about the using of the material as a political ob-
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ject. The state constitute the image, view and the material 
especially in the period of the “Early Republic.” We have the 
revolution of alphabet.  A perception is tried to be changed. 
What do you think about the revolution of the alphabet in 
the context of the development of reading practice?

 My view may not be the majority view on the alphabet 
reform. In my view, the alphabet reform is important as a sym-
bolic gesture and important as a way of cutting the ties, the links 
between one generation and the other generation because after 
the language revolution, young people cannot read the works 
of the older people. But when it comes to learning to read, in 
my view the alphabet revolution is not so important compared 
to the academic attention it has received in history writing. It 
is important for me as a symbol and as a break between gen-
erations. But actually in terms of learning to read it is neither 
important or it is a backward step. Because now you have many 
people who were literate who become illiterate. 

 We can mention two different views about the course 
books and the magazines. The religious view and the secu-
lar view.  As you said shortly before, the role of family is so 
important at this  point. While state is offering a secular-re-
publican education system, the family is demanding a dif-
ferent education for the children. How do the contradiction 
between the state and the family affect the reading practice 
of the children?  It can be said that you don’t have clear re-

sults in terms of the memories. 

 Maybe not completely clear but it seems that a couple of 
things are important here. One, in many memoirs, people de-
scribe a different kind of world; the world of the house or the 
neighbourhood and the world of the new school and they went 
from one to the other like they are going to a different country or 
going to a different environment because it was a big difference. 
And for many people, many memoirs are negative about the 
family influence; especially the “laik” type of people. But many 
people also speak very positively about the influence of their 
family. Many people talk about the influence of their mothers 
about teaching them to read. Of course, it is a narrow share of 
the population where the mothers are literate but there are and 
they talk about the influence of other family members teaching 
them to read, maybe an aunt or an uncle. So, you have a mixture 
of positive views of the family as influence and negative views 
of the family as influence. Or at least, a contrast between the 
family and the state milieu, the school, public school.

 Let us talk about the transformation about reading 
and writing practices and the affair of the transition from 
the Late Ottoman to the Early Republic. Can we say that 
there is a special emphasis for the cultural identity in the 
regime of republic. Is it a local or international view? Are 
there clear lines between these?
 No, I don’t think it is so clear-cut. I don’t think it is sharp. 
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I mean of course you can find evidence of a break between 
one and the other but in many respects things remained the 
same. Some of the children’s journals, if you look from 1920, 
1921,1922, 1923 etc., there is no change. Everything stays the 
same: the pictures, the text, the size of the publication. If it is for 
children, nothing changes. But other publications immediately 
change. As soon as you have the republic, you have pictures of 
Mustafa Kemal, the flag, and you have some changing of the il-
lustrations. I give a couple of examples in the book where “Bay-
ram” becomes modern. The hat changes, the uniform changes, 
the flag changes. But sometimes that does not happen until the 
1926,1927. So there is a period in the beginning when things 
are not clear. Some publications change very quickly and some 
publications change very slowly.

 We can see the statements of “we” and “they” in some 
publications in the period of transition. Actually, I want to 
ask about cultural development by saying cultural emphasis  
such as the emphasizing of  “Turkist”,  increasing national-
ism…

 Well, of course, it depends a lot on the people who write 
the journals or the books. There are some people who were writ-
ing from a Turkist perspective, before the republic and there 
are some who after the republic don’t write from a Turkish per-
spective. So, you have all different kinds. I mean the one where 
you see the change most quickly is in the publications linked to 

the state, naturally. And one of the ways they communicate this 
change is basically to attack the Ottoman past. The image of the 
Ottoman Empire, for example, the sultan is shown very nega-
tively for the children. In some cases that happens very quickly.

 Do you talk about another ‘’Turkist’’ perception 
which is not rooted in Ottoman Empire?

 Yes. I mean there are some stories where Ottoman ele-
ments were erased, removed from the story. A story that takes 
place in the Ottoman period but the word “Ottoman” is nev-
er mentioned. You do not see “Ottoman” but rather “Turkish” 
History. I give an example. A story about a boy who is a hero 
in a fortress in Austria-Hungary. A war between the Ottoman 
and the Austria/Hungarian Empire. It is not Seljuk, Turkic, or 
Mongol; it is Ottoman this story because no other Turkish state 
fought in Hungary. But there is no mention of Ottoman. Like it 
(Ottoman) is removed from the history. And replaced by Turk. 
It is normal.

 In this point, I would like to ask something about this 
issue. How does this emphasizing affect the children of mi-
norities in the Ottoman territories? I could not find anything 
about this issue in the memories. I mean, the construction of 
the identities is impossible for the minorities.
 The minorities don’t appear in schoolbooks. In one or 
two journals you have the discussion of Greeks as the enemy. 
They came, destroyed, and killed. In children’s literature, you 
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do not have a discussion. You might not expect them to discuss 
Jews or Christians. The idea is to build generic citizen. Young 
readers have not had much history. If some one tells that they 
are Turk, they say OK.

 At that point we can talk about the effect of the family 
and the neighbourhood. There is family one side and there 
is state another side.

 Yes. I mean the difficult thing is it is very hard to get 
any kind of memoir about the process of developing this kind 
of meaning. Even from the majority. I found some books in 
second-hand booksellers, a children textbook, somebody had 
written in Greek under each word. Maybe they try to learn and 
translate.  You can imagine what they are thinking but you can-
not know for sure. A picture of a soldier in a uniform. It is either 
Ottoman or Turkish soldier, so it should be Muslim. But the 
reader is Greek. Was he thinking of them or us? It is difficult to 
find any question of ethnicity except in the wartime. 

 Have you found such kind of a thing in the memories?

 Not much. Sometimes people speak about maybe in a 
wealthy family, there were cooks  or nurses who were different, 
who were darker or Kurdish. But they do not say the ethnicity. 
But there is a question of difference. They tell a different story, 
it could just be a difference between villager and city people.  
Reading is an urban phenomenon. When the literacy rate in-
creased then it became a rural phenomenon. For most of this 

period reading remained as elite activity.

 We can see the projects against the Ottoman and the 
Seljuk historical records and teachings in this period. The 
act of reading is tried to be military and more connected to 
state. Is this project successful?

 I think to a large extent it is. It is hard to know perception 
we do not know how it is understood. But children are very sus-
ceptible to kinds of images, songs, national anthems, in school 
everybody does it.  At the time you do not question but then you 
start to question it later on. So the potential for large influence 
is very high. That is the why the state takes children away from 
home, to influence them in their own environment, the environ-
ment they create, with flags, textbooks... Children are effected, 
absorbed. When they are young it is a strong influence.

 It is  remarkable that  there is a parallelisation be-
tween the Late Ottoman and the Early Republic in terms 
of gender mainstreaming. Their roles are clear: Girls are 
mothers, boys are soldiers. Despite the differences between 
the empire and republic, this situation is similar to each oth-
er. 
 I am not sure but one reason might be that the new re-
public, even the old empire, was experiencing crisis. From 1911 
until 1922, it was war almost every year. 1911 Trablusgarp War, 
Balkan War, Independence War, there is no rest. The nation is 
under stress. And it is losing. Almost every war was a defeat. 
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The military demands are very high on the agenda. So the state 
needs to create soldiers. So there is a military dimension. We 
do not have a movement of pacifism. It did not exist. Nobody 
said stop making war. The state asked for soldiers. It is a kind 
of existential crisis. Yes no one expected women to be soldiers. 
In every society. There was no society at that time where girls 
become soldiers. The Tate expects woman to be the mothers of 
soldiers. There is basic biologically-determined gender under-
standing.  From our perspective now, it seems primitive. In the 
Ottoman or later period nobody said woman should be soldiers.

 There is a great emphasis on the soldier identity of the 
men.  However, women  are at the  home.  There is no other 
replacement about the woman.

 There are some examples of women who are teachers. 
There is a positive, gendered, modern role for woman. During 
the war the roles are domestic. The girls learn writing to be able 
to write a letter to their fathers in the war. And the girl is helping 
her mother, she cooks, and performs typical female roles. But 
apart from the female teacher role, you do not have man many 
gender-neutral examples. No. It is interesting because later on 
the Turkish Republic becomes very proud of having woman 
lawyers, professors, doctors, politicians, etc. But in the early 
period, I think it is what the military demands of this crisis dic-
tate. It forces a military view on gender roles.
 It is another thing that interesting for me, why do you 

add the documents about the own writing process of the au-
thors (such as Halide Edib, Şevket Süreyya, Hüseyin Cahit) 
into the book? Why are these documents important for you?

 Because I wanted to understand the process where people 
begin as readers and end up as writers. Because it is a minority; 
most people go to school, they learn to read, but they do not 
write or publish, they do not become serious writers. If they do 
not write we are unable to understand what they think.  There is 
no record, there is no trace, no remnant of their thought. Those 
people who write can tell us about the experience of becoming 
readers.

 The authors which you selected had learned the read-
ing in the period of Late Ottoman Empire, but, they had 
started to write in the period of Early Republic. 

 Some of them learn reading in the early republican period 
and write in the late republican period. I just try to choose ex-
amples where people described the process of learning to read. 
Many people do not. Many writers if they write memoirs or 
biography they do not describe learning to read. So not every 
biography helps to explain the process. I just wanted to have 
some examples. How was it for a woman, for a man, a wealthy 
person, rural, urban, from Istanbul, from Anatolia. I tried to pick 
some examples that showed different types of reading experi-
ences.
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 To sum up, would you like to add something about the 

book?

 No. I tried to explore the periodization, chronological di-
mension. Should we think about change from the empire to re-
public as continuity or as change? Probably both. Some things 
change quickly, while some things continued. It is a question of 
emphasis. In the majority of history works 1923 is a clear line. 
But cultural and social historians help us to question this sharp 
line. Because people do not wake up one morning and become 
completely different because the government has changed. So 
we need to understand, as historians, why things change, when 
things change, and see some emphasis on change and continuity 
depending on the material we look at.

 Thank you.

 Thank you very much, Melek.
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