Unit 2: How Trade and Travel Changed the World
Lesson B: Life and Times in the Ottoman Empire

Student Resource: Historical Investigation — Women of the Ottoman Empire

Historical Investigation — Women of the Ottoman Empire
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Directions: In order to answer the focus question, you must first consider the source, purpose, and content of each historical document.  You must also consider how the content of each document corroborates (strengthens) or contradicts evidence found in other documents.  Examine all the documents and then answer the questions that follow.  This will better assist you in answering the focus question at the end of the investigation.
Focus Question: What is the role of Muslim women in Islamic society? 
Document 1: Muslim Women of Today’s World 

It is a Muslim custom for some women to wear a veil over their head and shoulders in public and private settings. The veiled woman below was photographed in Yemen in 2006. 
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Caption: Photograph of Islamic women in Yemen, 2006

Source: This image from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Yemeni_doctor.jpg is in the public domain. 

Record some of the observations made during the class discussion. 
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You may have discussed issues such as the veiling of the woman in the picture and her traditional motherly role appearing alongside an infant child.  You will return to this image and your conclusions at the end of the activity.

Focus Question: What is the role of Muslim women in Islamic society? 
Document 2: The Ottoman Harem

Historians have defined the harem as a significant aspect of the ruling Ottoman government.  The entry for “harem” below is from “Wikipedia.org”, a popular online encyclopedia for public information.
The Imperial Harem of the Ottoman sultan was also called seraglio in the West. It typically housed several dozen women, including wives. It also housed the Sultan's mother, daughters and other female relatives, as well as eunuchs and slave servant girls to serve the aforementioned women. 

Some women of Ottoman harem, especially wives, mothers and sisters of sultans played very important political roles in Ottoman history, and in time it was said that the empire was ruled from the harem. Hurrem Sultan (wife of Suleyman The Magnificent, mother of Selim II) and Kosem Sultan (mother of Murad IV) were the two most powerful women in Ottoman history.
Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harem
1. Identify the source and type of document.
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2. What is the message of the document? 
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3. Does this document corroborate (support) or contradict the others?  Why or why not?
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4. How might this document help you answer the focus question?
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Focus Question: What is the role of Muslim women in Islamic society? 
Document 3: Women of the Ottoman Harem

Women of the Ottoman Harem dressed in expensive clothes and jewelry, reflecting the wealth and power of the Ottoman throne.
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Caption: Women of an Ottoman harem

Source: This image from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Haremhatemi.jpg is licensed under the terms of the GNU License Agreement.
1. Identify the source and type of document.
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2. What is the message of the document? 
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3. Does this document corroborate (support) or contradict the others?  Why or why not?
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4. How might this document help you answer the focus question?
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Focus Question: What is the role of Muslim women in Islamic society? 
Document 4: The Qur’an and Women

The Qur’an, the sacred text of the Islamic faith, outlines the policies regarding Muslim women in Muslim society.  Different groups of Muslims in different regions of the world may interpret the document differently.
This Sura (or chapter) of the Qur’an, known as al-Nisa’, or “Women,” details a variety of legal rights and restrictions for Muslims in the realm of marriage, inheritance, and other male-female relationships. Containing verses on polygamy, property maintenance, and child custody, it is one of the foundation chapters for the development of sharia, or Islamic law, (concerning) women’s legal rights, behavior, and treatment.
“Men are the protectors and maintainers of women, because Allah has given the one more (strength) than the other, and because they support them from their means. Therefore the righteous women are devoutly obedient, and guard in (the husband's) absence what Allah would have them guard. . .

Men are in charge of women, because Allah hath made the one of them to excel the other, and because they spend of their property (for the support of women). So good women are the obedient, guarding in secret that which Allah hath guarded. As for those from whom ye fear rebellion, admonish them and banish them to beds apart, and scourge them. Then if they obey you, seek not a way against them. Lo! Allah is ever High, Exalted, Great.”

Source: The Noble Qur’an, http://www.usc.edu/dept/MSA/quran/, found at

http://chnm.gmu.edu/wwh/modules/lesson3/lesson3.php?menu=1&s=1

1. Identify the source and type of document.
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2. What is the message of the document? 
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3. Does this document corroborate (support) or contradict the others?  Why or why not?
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4. How might this document help you answer the focus question?
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Focus Question: What is the role of Muslim women in Islamic society? 
Document 5: Ottoman Women of Africa

The Ottoman Empire, at its height, stretched beyond the Middle East into North Africa where women’s dress continued to reflect the style and religious customs of Muslim society. The woman shown below, wearing traditional 16th Century clothing, is from Libya in North Africa.
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Caption: 16th century Ottoman women’s dress in Libya, North Africa

Source: This image from http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ottoman_Tripoli_Womens_Dress.jpg is in the public domain because its copyright has expired.
1. Identify the source and type of document.
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2. What is the message of the document? 
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3. Does this document corroborate (support) or contradict the others?  Why or why not?
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4. How might this document help you answer the focus question?
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Focus Question: What is the role of Muslim women in Islamic society? 
Document 6: European Observations on Ottoman Women 

The following are excerpts from the letters of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1689-1762).  These letters are written to various friends and family members while she was living abroad in Constantinople with her husband, Lord Edward Wortley Montagu, the British Ambassador to the Ottoman court from 1717 to 1719.  They show a European perspective on the lives of Ottoman women.  (Source: Montagu, Mary Wortley. The Letters and Works of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. Volume 1. Edited by her great-grandson Lord Wharncliffe. London: George Bell and Sons, 1887.)
. . . Turkish ladies . . . are perhaps freer than any ladies in the universe, and are the only women in the world that lead a life of uninterrupted pleasure exempt from cares; their whole time being spent in visiting, bathing, or the agreeable amusement of spending money, and inventing new fashions. A husband would be thought mad that exacted any degree of economy from his wife, whose expenses are no way limited but by her own fancy. ‘Tis his business to get money and hers to spend it: and this noble prerogative extends itself to the very meanest of the sex. Here is a fellow that carries embroidered handkerchiefs upon his back to sell, as miserable a figure as you may suppose such a mean dealer, yet I’ll assure you his wife scorns to wear anything less than cloth of gold; has her ermine furs, and a very handsome set of jewels for her head. They go abroad when and where they please. ‘Tis true they have no public places but the bagnios, and there can only be seen by their own sex; however, that is a diversion they take great pleasure in.
Source:  http://chnm.gmu.edu/wwh/d/91/wwh.html
1. Identify the source and type of document.


[image: image21]
2. What is the message of the document? 
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3. Does this document corroborate (support) or contradict the others?  Why or why not?
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4. How might this document help you answer the focus question?
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Focus Question: What is the role of Muslim women in Islamic society? 
Document 7: A Criticism of the Ottoman Harem 

Some historical perspectives criticize the role of the harem and Ottoman women in their influence over government affairs.  The following Turkish perspective reflects the belief that Ottoman women weakened the harem and government.  

The excessive interference of harem women was a main factor in the eventual decline of the Ottoman Empire. The increase in harem size was correlated to the increase in expenditures incurred partly by the larger number of women and partly by the extravagances of various Sultans. The intrusion of women into the Ottoman governing structure caused fundamental changes in state policies towards the roles of the Princes by limiting the Prince's governing and public duties. 
Source: http://www.allaboutturkey.com/harem.htm 
1. Identify the source and type of document.
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2. What is the message of the document? 
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3. Does this document corroborate (support) or contradict the others?  Why or why not?
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4. How might this document help you answer the focus question?
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Focus Question: What is the role of Muslim women in Islamic society? 
Document 1: Muslim Women of Today’s World

It is a Muslim custom for some women to wear a veil over their head and shoulders in public as well as private settings. 
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Caption: Photograph of Islamic women in Yemen, 2006

Source: This image from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Yemeni_doctor.jpg is in the public domain. 

The image above was used at the start of this assignment as Document 1. It is among the first results to be found when searching the keywords “Islamic women,” and reflects many people’s image of a Muslim woman.  

Go back to your initial response to the focus question based on Document 1: What is the role of Muslim women in Islamic society? What aspects of the image did you discuss in answering the question? 
Considering that, the photograph in Document 1 was taken in 2006 in a hospital in the Arabian country of Yemen, in an area formerly in the Ottoman Empire. The woman in the photograph is a doctor caring for a baby in a nursery. This professional, highly educated position was not open to many women throughout modern world history. 

Focus Question: What is the role of Muslim women in Islamic society?
Now, consider your responses to the questions as you viewed each of the documents about the role of women in the Ottoman Empire.

· Identify the source and type of document.
· What is the message of the document?
· Does this document corroborate (support) or contradict the others?  Why or why not?

· How might this document help you answer the focus question?

Answer the following question based on your review of Documents 1 through 7.
What is the role of Muslim women in Islamic society?
· Think about the opportunities for women in the Ottoman Empire.

· Think about how women’s roles in early Ottoman society influenced their changing opportunities over time in the Islamic world.

· Include details and examples to support your answer.
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