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Until the 19th century, unless a few exceptional periods, opium had 
been a legally tolerated substance of pleasure, easily available for the 
city dwellers in Istanbul, although its regular consumption had not been 
a socially well-regarded habit. Over the course of the long last century 
of the Empire, the opium coffeehouses disappeared from the city map, 
herbal stores were not allowed anymore to sell opiates and the sub-
stance went gradually underground. The recreational use of opiates 
was stigmatized in parallel with the rise of political interests in the 
health and time management of the population. By the end of the Em-
pire, opium eaters were no more involved in the category of ehl-i keyf 
(people of pleasure). Hereafter, the most popular adjective describing 
them would be müptela (addict).
The aim of this lecture is threefold. First, it will present a brief history 
of opium in the Empire since the 16th century, mainly in order to depict 
the characteristics of the legally and socially constructed permissive 
zone for the recreational use of opiates. Second, it will concentrate 
on the progressive demise of this zone during the 19th century by the 
regulations both at the national and municipal level. Beyond providing 
a chronological list of measures taken by the authorities, it will also 
explore the change in the official and non-official discourses disgrac-
ing the opium consumption.  And the last layer of the talk will be the 
analysis of governmental and temporal aspects of the new anti-opium 
discourse, notably through the affairs of public health and laziness/
backwardness. 

Burak Onaran is Associate Professor at the Department of Sociology 
at Mimar Sinan Fine Arts University, Istanbul. He received his PhD in 
History from EHESS-Paris in 2009. He was EUME affiliated fellow in 
2013-2014. His research interests cover the social and political his-
tory of the Ottoman Empire and Turkey, historiography and history 
of culinary cultures. He has published two books: Détrôner le Sultan. 
Deux conjurations à l’époque des réformes ottomans: Kuleli (1859) et 
Meslek (1867) (Peeters, 2013) [Dethroning the Sultan. Two Conspira-
cies at the Time of the Ottoman Reforms] and MutfakTarih: Yemeğin 
Politik Serüvenleri (İletişim, 2015) [History–in the–Kitchen: The Politi-
cal Adventures of Food].
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Fighting Against Pleasure: Policing 
Opium in 19th century Istanbul 
Lecture by Burak Onaran (Mimar Sinan Fine Arts University, Istanbul) 


