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Abstract

The present study examines the formation and evolution of
the Ottoman Red Crescent Society, the first example of the
Red Crescent in the world, and its role in war, social relief,
and natural disaster management. The main question of
the study is how the political and social conditions of the
Ottoman Constitutional period and the wars in the second
half of the 19" century influenced the formation, growth,
and activities of the Red Crescent. The Ottoman Red
Crescent was an institution based on Islamic tradition,
formed in response to the establishment of the European
Red Cross, and it developed its activities in battlefields
and relief efforts. The research method in the present study
was historical, and data were collected through library
research, including written sources, archival documents,
and related materials in Turkey. Findings show that during
the first fifty years of its activity, the Ottoman Red
Crescent experienced significant growth despite the
political pressures of Sultan Abdul Hamid II's autocratic
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period. The continuous presence of this institution in
battlefields led to the evolution of its organizational
structure, diversification of financial resources, and
increased experience in providing relief services. In
addition to wartime activities, the Red Crescent played an
important role in responding to natural and human-made
disasters such as fires, earthquakes, floods, and diseases,
and its performance significantly influenced public
opinion in the Islamic world. This influence paved the way
for the formation of similar organizations in other Islamic
countries.
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Evolution, Red Cross, First World War.
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The Institutional and Functional Transformation of the Red
Crescent Society in the Ottoman Empire until the End of the First
World War

Extended Abstract

Introduction: The continuous wars in Europe and humanitarian crises
made establishing institutions a necessity to support the wounded and
war refugees. The experience of Henry Dunant and the establishment
of the International Committee for Aid to the Wounded (1864)
inspired the formation of the Ottoman Red Crescent Society. This
institution was the first relief organization in the Islamic world,
operating based on the principles of the Red Cross but with its own
distinct cultural-religious identity.

Statement of the Problem: The institutional and functional evolution
of the Ottoman Red Crescent from the second half of the 19" century
until the end of the First World War is an important example of civil
institution-building in Islamic societies. Despite the historical
significance and diverse functions of this society, analytical and
interdisciplinary research on its formation and development is limited,
and most existing studies are descriptive or historical.

Research Objective: The present study was an attempt to examine
the process of formation, continuity, and development of the Ottoman
Red Crescent Society and to analyze the role of the interaction
between state policy, modernist intellectual currents, and Islamic
traditions in its structure and functioning.

Research Hypothesis: The formation and continuity of the Ottoman
Red Crescent were the product of the triple interaction between state
policy, modernist thought, and Islamic traditions, as well as the
experience of military crises, and broad social participation, creating
an effective model for other countries in the Islamic world.

Research Questions:

1. How did the interaction between state policies, modernist
mtellectual currents, and Islamic traditions facilitate the formation
of the Ottoman Red Crescent?

2. How did military and social crises such as the Balkan Wars and
the World War affect the structure and functions of the Society?

3. What roles did social participation, women, and educated classes
play in the institutionalization process of the Red Crescent?

Literature Review: Existing studies include domestic and foreign
historical sources, annual reports of the Society, and modern studies.
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Historical works provide descriptive information, and contemporary
researchers such as Akgiin, Ada, and Ozaydin have addressed
historical and legal aspects. However, a systematic analysis of the
institutional and functional evolution of the Ottoman Red Crescent
remains a gap.

Findings: The formation of the Ottoman Red Crescent in the second
half of the 19" century stemmed from social and military
developments and the influence of Western medical teachings. A
group of educated physicians, with the support of prominent political
figures, established a committee in Istanbul to aid wounded soldiers,
which later formed the foundations of the Ottoman Red Crescent
Society. By drafting a charter that included relieving the pain of the
wounded, training personnel, the presence of women, expanding
activities to the provinces, and accepting the provisions of the Geneva
and Paris conferences, this committee provided the first experience of
modern civil and relief organization in the Ottoman Empire.

The first practical test of this institution occurred during the Ottoman-
Russian War (1877-1878). The Red Crescent was able to establish 27
fixed and mobile hospitals and treated 39,000 patients. The use of
modern surgical and anesthesia methods, aseptic dressing, and control
of infectious diseases reduced post-surgical mortality and provided
valuable experience in crisis management. Collecting financial aid
from Muslims in India and North Africa, and in Turkey helped to
provide necessary resources, although political limitations hindered
the full development of the institution.

During the reign of Abdul Hamid II, the activities of the Red Crescent
were restricted and its name was changed to the "Red Crescent
Office." However, events such as the Greco-Turkish War (1897) and
the great Aksaray fire in Istanbul (1911) caused this institution to be
temporarily activated, and by forming emergency committees,
providing food, shelter, and medical services, it rebuilt its operational
capacity. This restructuring was accompanied by the establishment of
women's branches, an independent budget, a designated activity
center, and the training of medical elites, enabling the Red Crescent to
consolidate its social and operational standing.

The Italo-Turkish War (1911-1912) was another critical test for the
Red Crescent. Shortages of equipment, doctors, and nurses, the long
distance for evacuating the wounded, and logistical constraints created
serious challenges. However, by training local volunteers, establishing
temporary treatment centers, and organizing public aid, providing
relief to soldiers and civilians became possible, transforming the
institution into an independent and credible organization in the
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international arena.

The Balkan Wars (1912—-1913) and the massive wave of refugees
highlighted the role of the Red Crescent in managing humanitarian
crises. An Immigration Administration was created, and in
cooperation with the Red Crescent, the Ministry of Interior, and
municipalities, it handled the settlement, provision of food and health
services, and registration of refugees. Establishing equipped hospitals
and treatment centers, implementing public vaccination programs, and
combating infectious diseases provided valuable practical experience
in organization and crisis management.

During the First World War, the Ottoman Red Crescent, with its
integrated hospital system and adherence to Geneva standards,
established treatment centers, bacteriological laboratories, and mobile
hospitals behind the front lines. Despite enemy attacks and logistical
problems, humanitarian crisis management and treatment of the
wounded were carried out effectively. Findings show that the Ottoman
Red Crescent, by training personnel, utilizing prominent physicians,
organizing relief structures, and adapting international principles to
local conditions, played a vital role in relief efforts and managing
humanitarian crises, providing a successful model for similar
institutions in the Islamic world.

Conclusion: The present research showed that the Ottoman Red
Crescent, the first modern relief organization in the Islamic world, was
the product of the interaction of state policies, Islamic traditions, and
modernist movements, and it responded to urgent military and
humanitarian needs. By creating relief networks, hospitals, and
employing modern medical expertise, this institution was able to
develop its capacities during the Balkan Wars, the Italo-Turkish War,
and the beginning of the First World War. The role of women and
educated classes, social participation, and the integration of relief
work with cultural values strengthened the legitimacy and influence of
the Red Crescent. Its experience showed that civil institutions can
create professional, flexible, and effective organizations for crisis
management, even within authoritarian and crisis-ridden structures.
Keywords: Ottoman, Red Crescent, 19" Century, Red Cross, First
World War.



