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Osman Nuri Ergin, the author who will be the subject of this paper, had worked as a 
bureaucrat in the Istanbul Municipality between 1901 and 1946; that is a period covering 
the last two decades of the Ottoman Empire and the first two of the Turkish Republic. 
Being an intellectual of the last Ottoman generation, Ergin was both active in the 
practices of local administration and was a historian of these institutions as well.  

Celebrated as the founder of Turkish municipal history, Osman Nuri Ergin’s books are 
works on urban history in different senses.1 First, being the archivist of the Municipality 
his books include thousand pages of original documents, which form important 
references for further research. In this sense he is a presenter of archival material. Second, 
Osman Nuri is the person who has compiled the history of Western municipal institutions 
for the Ottoman and Turkish audience in reference to general sources in an encyclopedist 
manner. Third, he is the chronicler of the Municipal affairs of his generation, specifically 
his first-hand observations are detailed in the large footnotes. Fourth and last, Osman 
Nuri Ergin is a theoretician of urban historical discourse. In fact, he is acknowledged as 
the first person to develop an original historical thesis on urbanism in the Turkish milleu, 
with his attempts to reinterpret and represent the history of the Islamic and the Ottoman 
municipal institutions near the established Western progressive history.2 Ergin’s 
discourse develops on the idea that the Islamic and Ottoman urban institutions form an 
important part of the general history of civilizations. Furthermore, it is based on the 
proposition that these traditions, which have their own methods and elements of 
urbanization, should be reevaluated during the reformation of the Municipal institutions 
in the process of modernization/westernization. The focus of this presentation is the 
urban historical discourses that Osman Nuri Ergin developed, and how these changed 
from the Ottoman to the Republican era. The task is to display the inherent dilemmas of 
these discourses developed openly on the dichotomy of the West and the East, on 
westernization and its challenges to the local cultures and traditions. 

One of the aims of the session that this paper is presented has been put as “to question the 
forcefulness and consistency of ‘biography’ as an explanatory model for cultural 
production”. Osman Nuri Ergin’s biography is directly related with the books that he has 
written, not only in the sense of the documentation of his works, but also due to the fact 
that in many cases he had been the author of the institutions that his life covers. In other 
words, in writing the major stages of Osman Nuri’s life one has to give reference to the 
sources that he had produced. Thus this presentation will be both biographical and 
bibliographical at the same place.  
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Osman, the son of Hac� Ali, was born on 1883, in the town of �mrün-Pötürge in Eastern 
Anatolia- now part of Malatya province.3 His father was a farmer, a restless person who 
occasionally traveled in the Ottoman Empire. Osman did not have a proper education in 
�mrün. At the age of nine, in 1892, the family migrated to the capital city Istanbul. The 
cultural transition from a remote town of Eastern Anatolia to the cosmopolitan center of 
the Empire should be rather challenging. When young Osman saw Istanbul for the first 
time, the city was reaching the end of its “longest century”. The 19th century is known as 
the Period of Reforms in the Ottoman history, when the State realized attempts for the 
transformation of its political, economic, military, cultural and social institutions in the 
model of the West. The great cities like the capital �stanbul, specifically the maritime 
ports, were major agents of the restructuring of the State; in fact, like in other 
modernization processes, Ottoman reformation was mainly an urbanisation project.4 
Whatever the limits of the 19th century Ottoman state reforms, within its institutions, the 
illiterate Osman from �mrün would end as the intellectual bureaucrat of the Istanbul 
Municipality in the time of ten years. 

The Hac� Ali family settled in the historical center of the city, where the father opened a 
coffee house. Osman was immediately sent to the State school, where he learned to read 
and write; here one of the intructors gave him his second name, Nuri. The coffee houses 
of Istanbul were important social institutions, some specifically named as k�raathanes 
were places where intellectuals gathered, read newspapers and debated on popular issues. 
The shop of Osman’s father should be modest compared to the metropolitan k�raathanes 
that Ottoman intellectuals frequented. In this decent place, however, Osman Nuri was 
discovered by Mehmed �zzet Bey, who gave a reference for his acceptance to 
Darü�� afaka, a high school for the selected poor family’s children. In fact, Osman Nuri 
would write a book with the same Mehmed �zzet Bey on Darü�� afaka in 1927, where the 
school was interpreted as the first community high school in Istanbul for the Muslim 
children, as a counterpart for the non-muslim community schools and missionary colleges 
of the Western envoys.5  

Osman Nuri finished Darü�� afaka in 1901 with high grades. In conversations with 
friends, he stated that his main ambition at the time of graduation was to found a 
bookstore or to work as a librarian. However, as part of a program to place the successful 
students to state services, he started to work as a civil servant in the Istanbul 
Municipality’s Documents and Records Department at the same year. He would stay in 
the Municipality for 45 years until his retirement in 1946.  

During the first years of his office Osman Nuri continued his education; first he 
frequented the Fatih Medresah, a religious high school where traditionally classes were 
made in Arabic and conducted by oral exercises. In the books on Ottoman education 
system that he would wrote later, Osman Nuri harshly criticized the oral Medresah 
system counter to the written tradition, which can also be related to his first-hand 
experiences.6 On the other extreme, he entered the Faculty of Letters and Philosophy of 
the Imperial University in 1904, known as Darülfünun-u � ahane. Finishing the 
University in 1907, he was intelligible in Arabic, Persian and French. Osman Nuri started 
his carrier as a part-time teacher at this stage; he would continue to lecture in various 
schools near his office in the Municipality, on language, history and local administration 
in Darü�� afaka, American College in Üsküdar and the Police College.7  
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After the 1908 revolution where Sultan Abdülhamid was thrown from throne and Second 
Constitution was declared, Istanbul Municipality was restructured. By the initiative of 
major Cemil Pasha (Topuzlu) Osman Nuri found the opportunity to organize the 
Municipality Archives and collected the documents into volumes of books on the works 
of the municipality: Mecelle-i Umur-� Belediye.8 Mecelle was complied in five volumes, 
monumental in 5500 pages; the first four volumes (from the 2nd to 5th) consisted of 
urban codes, edicts, laws and agreements on issues like buildings, street system, public 
spaces, property rights, preservation and restoration of monuments, sanitation, education, 
customs, trade, small production, provisioning, transportation, energy supplies and water 
supplies. These volumes are catalogued under certain titles, are still one of the major 
factual sources on the municipal affairs of the Late Ottoman capital Istanbul. The extend 
of the Municipal Works covering all urban elements but political and military institutions 
can be interpreted as the background for almost all the books of Osman Nuri Ergin for the 
next 40 years, like the history of Medical Schools and Hospitals, the history of Education, 
the Majors of Istanbul, and the history of Ottoman and Turkish urbanism.  

Near these factual data presented for interpretation and further research, Osman Nuri 
wrote the first volume of Mecelle, which had been published after the other volumes in 
1922, as an original history of the Municipality including the western institutions near 
Islamic and Ottoman establishments. This volume represents the historical discourse of 
Osman Nuri in the late Ottoman context. It is in the introduction that the author defines 
municipality as a basic service institution that can be observed historically in every type 
of settlement. However the ideal municipality that is one which is autonomous near other 
governmental organs is developed in ancient Greece and Rome. Historically when the 
municipality losses its power to the central government, urbanism declines; the example 
par excellence is the fall of the Roman Empire. In the formation of the modern 
municipalities after the French revolution the municipalities lost their power to the central 
government which is immanently criticized by the author.  

The History of Municipal Institutions is formed of three main parts: the first section is a 
summary of the Western Municipal Institutions from Ancient Greece to the modern 
states. Here Osman Nuri, relying on encyclopedic references writes the institutions of 
West without altering the framework of the progressive historical understanding.9 This 
section is original in the sense of its audience as being one of the first complete works for 
the Ottoman reader.  

The second section is on the history of Islamic municipal institutions, which is written 
with the proposition that Islamic civilization had contributed to the general history of the 
urbanism between the decline of Rome and the rebirth of cities in the West. However the 
argument is reasonable, its representation is rather reflective, as the legitimization of the 
Islamic institutions with their similarity to universally idealized forms as they are defined 
in the modern West. A quotation from the part on the early Islamic cities is instructive to 
show Osman Nuri’s thoughts; the characteristics of the ideal Islamic city are summarized 
under five headings:  

First: the assignment of the streets in large widths and the avenues divided in regular angles 
and intervals. Second: the arrangement of Mosques and main avenues in the center of the 
cities. Third: the construction of buildings in stone. Fourth: the division of plots as insula. 
Fifth: the buildings were not built out of order. In fact, these are the main properties of the 
accepted planning attitude for the contemporary cities which are developed according to the 
progression of the current civilization.10 
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For Osman Nuri the present condition of the Islamic cities is a decline from these ideals, 
the coul-de sucs, narrow streets are formations parallel to the decline of the ideal 
institutions. In the following parts the author defines the contributions of the Islamic 
culture to the Western civilization and the competence of its moral and human values to 
the French Revolution.  

In summary this part, which was written in reference to Islamic and Ottoman sources, is a 
reflection in the mirror of the Western civilization’s progress. In this framework there can 
be things observed and learned from the Golden Ages of Islam; in fact, the history of 
Islamic municipal institutions and their impact to the civilization has to be included to the 
general history of civilization.   

The third part of Mecelle’s first volume is on the history of Ottoman municipal 
institutions.  

Here before the detailed description of Ottoman municipal institutions in a historical 
perspective like administration, provisioning, trades, building legislations, which are 
most valuable documents on Ottoman urbanism, Osman Nuri faces the challenge of 
interpreting the Western and Islamic traditions in the attempts of Ottoman reformation. 
The Ottoman State had started reformation in municipal affairs by the beginning of the 
19th century, specifically with the Edict of Reforms of 1839. After three quarters of a 
century, Osman Nuri criticizes the Reforms firstly by their incompetence with the 
Western institutions and secondly in their disregard of the Islamic character of the former 
institutions. He states that a radical reformation process in urban affairs will literally 
annihilate the city; reformation has to be piecemeal; for the Ottoman case the piecemeal 
method should include the reinterpretation of the Islamic institutions and urban culture. 
He further argues that, the Ottoman intellectuals are divided between a totally secularized 
and an interpretive-piecemeal reformation:  

These debates show that, in our country two different mentalities constantly confront with 
each other. One is Western, the other is Eastern and Islamic mentalities. The first, as they 
support enlightenment with the science and knowledge of the West, they interpret Islam as the 
religion that the Europeans have and to progress in the degree of the West and they insist on 
the necessity for the separation of religion and state. These have not observed and applied 
Islam in the necessary scale.  

Another group who are knowledgable in the science of Islamic law proposes the opposite and 
sees the necessity to preserve the existing institutions with their regeneration. It is understood 
from their statements that both of the mentalities abuse the issue of state and religion as a 
basis for counter arguments. In Islam religion and government do not conflict but concord...11  

As he himself states the second mentality defines Osman Nuri’s intellectual position and 
also the drive for writing the history of the Municipality. Osman Nuri is known to be part 
of an intellectual mileu known as the Beyaz�d Cultural Circle, formed around the 
University, libraries, coffeehouses and public reading rooms in Istanbul.12 This attitude is 
reflected in Osman Nuri’s work by the application of scientific methods of the West but 
also defending the historical-cultural continuity against top-bottom reformations. To 
defend that position would become rather difficult in the conditions of the Early Turkish 
Republic shaped by secular and radically modern institutional reforms. Continuing on the 
bibliography, we will try to understand the changes in the representation of his thesis in 
this new era.  
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As the Turkish Republic was founded in 1923 and the capital city was transferred to 
Ankara, Osman Nuri continued his office in the Municipality. The major change in the 
local administration is the centralization of the municipal system by the State; the city 
major becomes both the head of the government and the municipality. During this period, 
Osman Nuri gave his energies to the foundation of the Municipality Magazine as well as 
the Municipality print house.13 His major role in the 1920s was the organization of street 
names for the Population Survey of 1927. Based on the maps made by the German 
engineers in 1910s, he supervised the production of maps and the naming of the 6214 
streets of Istanbul. The maps readied for the Survey were published as the first street 
guide of Istanbul in Latin script in 1934.14 In the same years he worked with Fuat 
Köprülü, Süheyl Ünver for the foundation of the �stanbul Municipality Museum and 
Library.  

The major book that represents the course of Osman Nuri Ergin’s thoughts on urbanism 
in the Republican Period is developed from a lecture given in the Istanbul University in 
1930s, called “the Historical Development of Urbanism in Turkey”.15 In this book Ergin 
develops the proposition that the ideal municipal system is based on individual 
institutions and individualism as a counterpart to centralist government, which, as stated 
above, was originally developed in Mecelle’s first volume. Here Ergin further developes 
his proposition with the Ottoman institutions of individual municipal services, which are 
vak�f (pious foundation) and imaret (the religious complex). The “Turkish city” in 
history, had developed by individuals with the donation of public services around 
religious complexes, from the neighborhood scale to great complexes (with mosques, 
medresahs, bazaars, hans, caravanserails). As Professor � lhan Tekeli states, Ergin’s 
historical survey forms the first original interpretation of an urbanism different from the 
western models in the Turkish context.16 In fact, Ergin has to be defensive in representing 
his model and the ideal institutions of the Ottoman past in the Early Republican era:  

Listening to my explanations here, I will tell you, by your tolerance, that many of our old and 
past individual institutions, which have been abolished by the Republican administration 
because of their currently intelligable faults and which have now become part of history, had 
been very well and productive scientific, and economic institutions by their foundation, life 
and use; I will tell you frankly why these have been corrupted and have been suitable for 
destruction with the same rightness and sincerity... Before the final words are said, I will 
kindly ask you not to comment on this lecturer as an admirer of the past, or as a conservative 
person who escapes from reforms. Since it is possible to prove my arguments on a topic that I 
have been researching for years and represented in volumes of writings and original sources 
do not think that I will have difficulty in receiving the oppositions and critiques.17 

Osman Nuri’s specific interest on the individual establishments against centralist 
institutions, do not only reflect a historical model but his position is to defend the pious 
foundation system in a time when the Ottoman monuments have been neglected and were 
in decline. When the municipal institutions are revised by the Republic, Ergin tries to 
imply by historical justification that the management of the pious foundations should be 
given to the municipalities rather than being a state organ. In addition he argues for the 
revision of the individual service system where the individuals can donate property for 
the use of the citizens. 

Thus the Historical Development of Urbanisation in Turkey is not only a historical 
survey but is related with current issues in the conditions of Republican urbanization. 
Talking on the separate institutions Ergin sometimes makes comparisons with the West. 
For him the Medresah was a corrupt institution in the Ottoman times while the convents 
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were the counterpart of mental and bodily recreation; he even compares the Convents of 
Turning Dervishes to the modern dance halls. Osman Nuri states that the basis of his 
historical model, the religious endowment, was not religious but a municipal organ, the 
aim of which is to service the populace- a point which conflicts with his thesis in 
Mecelle. Where in the Ottoman period the author stressed the Islamic character of the 
urban institutions, in the Republican period he argued that these were urban functions 
rather than being religious. The imaret, the urban complex around pious foundations, is 
the main tool of urbanization in the past, which can be a model for the contemporary 
problems. 

Osman Nuri died in 1961. It should not be a coincidence that the popular interest on his 
works on the Municipalities increased in the 1980s. After the 1980s the municipalities in 
Turkey have been given relative autonomy from the central government. His thesis for an 
autonomous municipality supported by individual investments found appliance further 
with the liberal economy conditions. Today it is the great industrialist families who found 
libraries, museums, hospitals, universities in �stanbul as the city is invested as a world 
city.  

While his works are still academic sources on Ottoman and Municipal history, the 
discourses of Osman Nuri Ergin are specifically celebrated by the conservatives as a 
model, while for the others it represents the history of urban theories in Turkey. 
However, the total bibliography of Ergin inhabits its contradictions for its followers. His 
historical consiousness is developed on the acceptance of the progression of the Western 
civilization and the necessity to find the counterparts in the local tradition which can be 
reformed in a piecemeal fashion. Here the historical method of Osman Nuri Ergin is 
defined with its material; in writing separate institutions from the west, he accepts 
progressive history of the western civilization; in writing on the institutions of Islam and 
Ottomans he represents the historical material by a reflective method where the east is 
mirrored on the west.  

The paper will end with a quotation that reflects the attitude of Osman Nuri Ergin who 
searches counterparts of the western definitions in the local history; at the same time this 
quotation provides a passage for another presentation in this session, which is on art 
historian Celal Esad Arseven: 

You have noticed that Celal Esat Bey who have talked before me in this table, have 
mentioned the term “city crown” while talking on the monuments of the city; this word has 
been used by the Germans in the last decades. That is really a good term; I have heard it for 
the first time here. As part of my program I want to touch upon this topic myself. But I will 
not tell you this by the term of the Germans but the name that our ancestors have given. In 
this context, there is the term “imaret” that our ancestors have used. However, the meaning 
that they attributed to the word is vastly different from that we would give today. Our 
ancestors mean with the idea of “imaret” the monuments formed together as complexes with 
mosques, medresah, libraries, schools, caravanserails, hospitals, tombs, kitchens and inns, 
even baths, which urbanized their settings. This term and its use recall the term of “cite” of 
the Greeks and it is totally synonymous. For example, our Süleymaniye is really and totally a 
cite... �maret or as the Germans call it the city crown is such a poetical creation, founded on a 
hill over the wrecked and low wooden buildings of the city, they honor and magnify the place 
and they have been situated at this point of the city as the crown of a sovereign. In small cities 
and towns there is only one of these and indeed this imaret becomes the crown of its head.18 
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Figure 1. Istanbul, 1890s 

 

Figure 2. Osman Nuri Ergin (with the map) mentaling the street sign of Cadde-i Kebir 
(�stiklal Caddesi) 
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Figure 3. Photograph from Celal Esat Arseven’s “Turkish Art History” : Religious complexes 
of Istanbul, Imaret. 
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