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MUSLIM CHARITY ORGANIZATIONS OPERATING IN BAKU IN THE 

PERIOD OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR 

Abstract 

This study examines, from a historical perspective, the social, humanitarian, and 

institutional roles assumed by Muslim charitable organizations operating in Baku during the First 

World War under wartime conditions. The research addresses the processes of establishment, 

organizational structures, and spheres of activity of charitable societies in Baku. These 

organizations initially operated within the domains of education and culture; however, in the 

context of wartime challenges, such as economic contraction, famine, public health crises, 

displacement, and the issue of prisoners of war, they redirected their activities toward areas 

including healthcare services, emergency relief, social protection, and assistance to prisoners of 

war. Relief efforts directed toward Ottoman prisoners of war on Nargin Island, initiatives aimed 

at securing official patronage, fundraising campaigns, and public opinion-shaping activities 

conducted through the press demonstrate that the Baku Muslim Benevolent Society functioned 

as a multifaceted civil actor. Cooperation established among various societies further indicates 

the existence of an organized mechanism of civic solidarity in Baku during the war years. 

The findings reveal that these organizations operated with a consciousness of Turkic and 

Muslim identity, functioning as structures that organized social solidarity in times of crisis. At 

the same time, the political uncertainties brought about by the war and revolutionary years, along 

with financial constraints and administrative pressures, rendered the structural vulnerabilities of 

these organizations more visible. Despite these challenges, the experience of these institutions 

stands out as a significant historical foundation in the formation of modern civil society and 

organized charitable traditions in Azerbaijan. 

Keywords: Baku Muslim Benevolent Society, First World War, Nargin Island, Ottoman 

prisoners of war, charitable societies 
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BİRİNCİ DÜNYA SAVAŞI DÖNEMİNDE BAKÜ’DE FAALİYET GÖSTEREN 

MÜSLÜMAN HAYIR TEŞKİLATLARI 

Öz 

Birinci Dünya Savaşı döneminde Bakü'de faaliyet gösteren Müslüman hayır teşkilatlarını 

inceleyen bu çalışma, söz konusu kurumların yalnızca bir yardımlaşma mekanizması olarak 

değil, aynı zamanda toplumsal, siyasal ve kültürel dönüşümün aktif taşıyıcıları olarak nasıl işlev 

gördüğünü kapsamlı biçimde ele almaktadır. Araştırma; Bakü'deki hayır cemiyetlerinin kuruluş 

süreçlerini, örgütsel yapılarını ve zaman içinde dönüşen faaliyet alanlarını tarihsel bir 

perspektifle incelemektedir. 

Söz konusu teşkilatlar, başlangıçta eğitim ve kültür ekseninde faaliyetlerini sürdürmüş, 

ancak savaşın yol açtığı ekonomik daralma, kıtlık, sağlık krizi, mültecilik ve savaş esirleri 

meselesinin yaşandığı ortamda bu faaliyetlerini sağlık hizmetleri, acil yardım, sosyal koruma ve 

savaş esirlerine destek gibi alanlara yöneltmişlerdir. Özellikle Nargin Adası’ndaki Osmanlı savaş 

esirlerine yönelik yardım faaliyetleri, resmî himaye girişimleri, bağış kampanyaları ve basın 

aracılığıyla yürütülen kamuoyu oluşturma çalışmaları, Bakü Müslüman Hayriye Cemiyeti’nin 

çok yönlü bir sivil aktör olduğunu göstermektedir. Farklı cemiyetler arasında kurulan iş birliği 

ise savaş yıllarında Bakü’de örgütlü bir sivil dayanışma mekanizmasının varlığına işaret 

etmektedir. 

Araştırma bulguları, bu teşkilatların Türklük ve Müslümanlık bilinciyle hareket ederek 

kriz dönemlerinde toplumsal dayanışmayı örgütleyen yapılar olarak çalıştıklarını ortaya 

koymaktadır. Bununla birlikte savaş ve devrim yıllarının yarattığı siyasal belirsizlikler, 

finansman güçlükleri ve idarî baskılar, bu teşkilatların yapısal kırılganlıklarını da görünür 

kılmıştır. Söz konusu engellere rağmen bu kurumların deneyimi, Azerbaycan’da modern sivil 

toplum ve örgütlü yardımlaşma geleneğinin oluşumunda tarihsel birikim olarak öne 

çıkmaktadır. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Bakü Müslüman Hayriye Cemiyeti, Birinci Dünya Savaşı, Nargin 

Adası, Osmanlı savaş esirleri, hayır cemiyetleri 

Introduction 

The First World War merits scholarly attention not only in terms of military 

developments and strategic ruptures on the front lines, but also regarding the transformations 

it generated in the social, economic, and institutional structures of cities behind the front lines.  

In this context, Baku emerged at the outset of the war as one of the most dynamic cities 

of the Caucasus, owing to its strategic position based on the oil economy, its multi-ethnic and 

religiously diverse social composition, and its increasingly powerful indigenous bourgeoisie. 

During this period, the poverty, famine, public health crises, displacement, and the issue of 

prisoners of war brought about by the war created the conditions for the rapid development 

of civil society-based mechanisms of solidarity. Indeed, Muslim charitable organizations 
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operating in Baku functioned as key agents of civic solidarity in this era. Under the 

extraordinary conditions of the war, philanthropic activities went beyond individual 

initiatives and acquired an institutional character. Societies based in Baku, which had initially 

focused on educational and cultural activities, restructured their programs in response to the 

urgent needs generated by the war. 

This study aims to examine the fields, methods, and extent to which Muslim charitable 

organizations operating in Baku were effective within the crisis environment created by the 

First World War. Within this framework, the study explores the establishment processes, 

organizational structures, and spheres of activity of these organizations, as well as the 

humanitarian and social roles they assumed during the war years. 

The study is based on a comprehensive review of the relevant literature. Regarding the 

general history of charitable societies in Baku, the works of Cavadov (1999) and Vəlizadə 

(2018)constitute foundational sources that illuminate the social background of the 

philanthropic movement in Azerbaijan, as well as the transition from individual aid practices 

to institutional structures. Concerning the establishment and activities of the Baku Muslim 

Benevolent Society (BMBS) (Bakı Müsəlman Xeyriyyə Cəmiyyəti), Ağayev (2011),İlkin (2006), 

and (Kərimov, 2025) provide significant data, while the study byMəmmədov and Nəciyev, 

(2025), which translates and annotates the society’s statute, offers primary source–based 

insights into its legal and administrative structure. In addition, works shedding light on the 

philanthropic activities of Hacı Zeynalabdin Taghiyev (Cabbarov, 2021; Yeşilot, 2004) make 

important contributions to the subject. 

In the context of the issue of prisoners of war, the studies of Aslan (2000, 2003, 2014), 

which document the “Brotherly Aid” (Kardeş Kömeği) activities of Azerbaijani Turks directed 

toward Anatolian Turks; Aşırlı’s (2015) work on the prisoner-of-war camp on Nargin Island; 

Məmmədova’s (2019) research examining the refugee and prisoner problem on the Caucasian 

Front; and Kutlu’s (2023)study offering a broad perspective on Turkish prisoners of war in 

Russia during the period 1914-1921, constitute the principal sources of this article. More 

generally, the most comprehensive work compiling primary sources on the First World War 

and Azerbaijan is the volume The First World War and Azerbaijan: Ottoman Archival 

Documents (Qafarov, 2018), edited by Vasif Qafarov and Qiyas Şükürov. This work brings 

together many previously unpublished Ottoman archival documents alongside contemporary 

press materials. With respect to Turkish prisoners on Nargin Island, the transliteration study 

edited by Nüsretoğlu (2025) represents an important source. The news reports compiled from 

period newspapers in this work constitute primary materials reflecting the social atmosphere 

and public sensitivity of the war years. Furthermore, the studies of Cəfərova (2018, 2019), 

Nağıyeva-Muxtarova (2011),Tağıyeva (2020), and Yaqublu (2013, 2014a, 2014b) on the 

histories of the Nijat Society (Nicat Cəmiyyəti), the Society for the Dissemination of Education 
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(SDE) (Neşri-Maarif Cəmiyyəti), the Saadet Society (Səadət Cəmiyyəti), and the Safa Society 

(Səfa Cəmiyyəti) shed light on the founding dynamics and spheres of activity of these 

organizations. It should also be noted that while a significant portion of the existing literature 

addresses these societies within the framework of individual studies, works that evaluate, 

from a holistic perspective, the networks of relations these institutions established with one 

another and with the broader social structure during the war years remain limited.  

1. The Institutionalization Process of Charitable Activities in Baku at the 

Beginning of the 20th Century 

The roots of charitable activities in Azerbaijani society date back to the Middle Ages 

and extended to neighbourhood- and community-centered networks of solidarity by the early 

19th century. The giving of alms during festivals, the fulfilment of zakat (zekat) obligations, 

and assistance to the needy were among the most common manifestations of this tradition. 

The culture of mutual aid was not confined solely to religious duties but also encompassed 

broader social functions, such as supporting the poor and reinforcing a sense of social justice. 

From the mid-19th century onwards, these traditional forms of charity increasingly acquired 

a more institutional character (Əliyev, 2025: 134-135). The spread of capitalist production on 

one hand created new avenues for wealth accumulation, while on the other hand deepened 

poverty and social inequalities. These developments prompted the intellectual circles and 

leading figures of society to seek systematic solutions. As Cavadov (1999: 21) emphasized, 

enlightened intellectuals with democratic ideals, together with philanthropic elites, regarded 

the organized society model as an important instrument for addressing social problems, 

thereby pioneering the emergence of the first institutionalized charitable initiatives. 

One of the pioneering examples of this institutionalization process was the initiative of 

Hasan Bey Zerdabi. In 1871, Zerdabi established a charitable society for the education of poor 

students and had its statute approved by the Russian authorities. He gathered Baku’s wealthy 

residents to introduce the society; although Tagiyev supported the effort, the meeting 

produced no results Yeşilot (2021: 36). The extent of the disappointment is illustrated in Hasan 

Bey Zerdabi’s article in the Life (Həyat) newspaper (No. 107, 25 November 1905): 

“However, when the subject of money arose, the pilgrims became uneasy, and one of them said: 

‘This charitable act also requires a prayer supporter. Please accept me as such a supporter,’ and left. 

Another, not a pilgrim, stood up and said, ‘I am going to perform ablution,’ and ran out. Then those 

remaining in the assembly looked at each other and left. The few of us who remained, 3-4 persons, left 

after them. After pressing the ledgers under my arm and returning home, I could not eat for several 

days, nor could I sleep at night, thinking about the plight of our unfortunate Muslims” (Yaqublu, 2013: 

9-10). 

This experience vividly demonstrated that the culture of institutionalized solidarity at 

the time was not yet fully mature. Nevertheless, such initiatives laid both an intellectual and 
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practical foundation for the society-forming movement that gained momentum in the early 

20th century. 

The development of charitable and educational societies in Azerbaijan was closely 

linked to the economic transformation processes of the period. The growth of the oil industry 

generated new capital accumulation and accelerated the formation of a national bourgeoisie 

in Azerbaijan. Undoubtedly, during the Tsarist period, when imperialist colonial policies were 

in effect, the formation of a non-Russian bourgeois class proceeded through challenging 

processes. This class had to struggle for existence under the discriminatory policies of the 

Tsarist administration. Hüseyin Baykara’s observation is particularly apt: 

“Azerbaijani capitalists were contending on one side with the obstacles of the Tsarist regime 

and on the other with capitalist competition across all branches of trade and industry, including the 

large oil industry, striving to secure a rightful place in their homeland. At the same time, the Azerbaijani 

Turkish national bourgeoisie understood, from the course of history and under the influence of 

progressive and driving forces, that a nation cannot exist by wealth alone; a nation without national 

culture cannot sustain its wealth and trade life. It realized that the life of the nation and society required 

national culture, national schools, national theatre and stage, the press, and many moral and spiritual 

institutions. Furthermore, it saw and understood that the oil, other mineral, and agricultural wealth of 

its homeland belonged to itself and its people, yet foreign imperialist states and capitalists were 

plundering it” (1975: 81). 

Accordingly, Muslim Turkish entrepreneurs, who gained influence in the oil, trade, 

and industrial sectors, did not limit themselves to wealth accumulation but regarded taking 

initiative in education, culture, and social welfare as a societal responsibility. The 

establishment of schools, support for education in the mother tongue, and promotion of 

theatre and press activities were tangible expressions of this approach (Asker, 2021: 11). 

Consequently, societies played a vital role not only in addressing problems such as poverty, 

illiteracy, and social exclusion but also in nation-building and reinforcing social solidarity. 

The urban structure of Baku was also a decisive factor in this process. The pull of the 

oil economy caused intense migration; Baku quickly became a multinational, multi-religious, 

and cosmopolitan centre. This demographic structure expanded opportunities for 

modernization and organization but also generated ethnic and social tensions. Under the 

Tsarist “divide and rule” policy, the instrumentalization of these differences for political 

purposes further increased the city’s potential for conflict (Asker, 2021: 10). Nevertheless, the 

societal density created by the cosmopolitan structure provided fertile ground for the 

emergence of societies. By the early 20th century, along with Muslim societies, similar 

organizations developed among Jewish, Armenian, Georgian, German, Ukrainian, Catholic, 

Bahá’í, and Molokan communities, reflecting the city’s diverse social fabric. The activity of 

over thirty charitable societies in Baku alone indicated its position as an important centre of 
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modern civil society (Cavadov, 1999: 51; Kərimov, 2025: 129-133). Societies aimed at assisting 

poor students played a significant role in spreading literacy and establishing a new area of 

social consciousness (Vəlizadə, 2018: 24). 

One of the critical milestones facilitating the institutionalization of charitable societies 

was Tsar Nicholas II’s signing of the “Provisional Rules on Societies and Unions” (İzdan Ukaz, 

2018) on 4 March 1906. This regulation, which developed the principles of the 17 October 1905 

Manifesto, was among the first legal frameworks in the history of the Russian Empire to allow, 

albeit in a limited manner, the operation of various social and political formations. It provided 

a degree of legitimacy to cultural, educational, and charitable organizations of non-Russian 

peoples and enabled Azerbaijani intellectuals and local elites to establish more regular and 

enduring institutions (Kərimov, 2025: 128; Məmmədov, 2005: 112). 

The intensive society-forming movement in Azerbaijan cannot be explained solely by 

this legal expansion. Indeed, the institutional organizations that became visible at the 

beginning of the 20th century were built upon a much older tradition of philanthropy and 

social solidarity. Therefore, the 1906 regulation did not so much create a new social practice as 

it provided a framework that accelerated the transformation of the existing culture of 

solidarity into institutional forms. 

During the war years, the activities of numerous organizations in Azerbaijan, including 

the Baku Muslim Benevolent Society, were systematically monitored by the gendarmerie 

administration, with the topics discussed and decisions made at society meetings regularly 

reported to higher authorities (Mustafayeva, 2014: 105). Nevertheless, the continued 

functioning of these societies demonstrates the remarkable strength of institutional solidarity 

and organizational resolve within Azerbaijani society. 

2. The Establishment, Structure, and Activities of the Baku Muslim Benevolent 

Society 

By the late 19th century, individual philanthropic practices, which had achieved a 

certain continuity, acquired a primarily institutional character at the beginning of the 20th 

century. One of the earliest examples of this transformation was the BMBS established under 

the initiative of Haji Zeynalabdin Tağıyev. The political mobilization that intensified during 

the first half of 1905 provided a legitimate organizational framework to address the issues of 

the Muslim population. This development, combined with Taghiyev’s persistent efforts before 

official authorities, enabled the society to receive formal permission to operate on 10 October 

1905 (Ağayev, 2011: 12; İlkin, 2006: 175; Vəlizadə, 2018: 14; Yaqublu, 2014a: 6). The fact that the 

society obtained its operational permit prior to the enactment of the 4 March 1906 regulation 

demonstrates both Taghiyev’s personal influence and the emergence of organized initiatives 

even before a fully developed legal framework was in place (see Cabbarov, 2021: 61-89; Yeşilot, 

2004). The legal foundations of the society were defined by a statute consisting of six sections 
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and forty-two articles, approved by the Viceroy of the Caucasus, Count Vorontsov-Dashkov, 

and printed in Russian and Azerbaijani Turkish at the Kaspi press in Baku (Kərimov, 2025: 

128; E. ; Məmmədov & Nəciyev, 2025: 6). The statute provided for broad participation 

regardless of gender, social status, or religion. The establishment of a regular membership fee 

system reflected a rational approach to financing that ensured the continuity of the society’s 

activities (Aslan, 2000: 56-57). 

A notable feature of the society was that its founding team brought together some of 

the most prominent economic and intellectual figures of the period. Under the leadership of 

Haji Zeynalabdin Tağıyev, the society included key personalities such as Ahmet Bey Ağayev, 

Ali Merdan Bey Topçubaşov, Hasan Bey Zerdabi, Ali Bey Hüseynzade, Israfil Haciyev, and 

Ağabala Guliyev, who collectively shaped the organization’s vision and activities (Ağayev, 

2011: 12; Aslan, 2000: 56-57; İlkin, 2006: 6; Yeşilot, 2021: 41). According to Ottoman archival 

documents, prior philanthropic activities by Tağıyev and Ağa Musa Nağıyev were not 

confined to Baku and its surroundings but extended to Ottoman territories. It is noted that 

both individuals contributed to the expenses of the Orphanage (Yetimler Evi) constructed in 

Edirne on behalf of the Muslim population of the Caucasus (Kafkas Ahâlî-i İslâmiyesi) (BAO, 

DH.KMŞ.no. 17/7, v.1). 

The scope of the society’s activities was not limited to providing temporary financial 

assistance to impoverished and needy Muslims; it also encompassed broader social objectives, 

including supporting the education of poor students, enabling orphans to continue their 

schooling, protecting elderly and sick individuals in need of care, and providing vocational 

training for children (İlkin, 2006: 175; E. ; Məmmədov & Nəciyev, 2025: 9; Vəlizadə, 2018: 14). 

Initially conducted within the boundaries of the Baku Governorate, the society’s operations 

gradually extended to other regions with significant Turkic-Muslim populations. During this 

period, the financial and logistical support provided by Tagiyev in Baku and by Süleyman Bey 

Becanoğlu in Batum significantly strengthened the institution’s capacity to generate impact at 

a regional scale (Məmmədov, 2005). 

During the war years, Baku, despite not being located directly on the front line, was 

one of the centres most acutely affected by the heavy pressures caused by compulsory 

mobilization, mass migration movements, and the issue of prisoners of war. The city’s 

economic structure, heavily reliant on the oil industry, amplified the effects of structural 

shocks triggered by the war. Disruptions in the supply of technical equipment, deterioration 

of transportation infrastructure, and the loss of skilled labour due to mobilization led to 

significant declines in oil production. During the same period, mining operations, silk 

production, and other industrial sectors experienced similar contractions, and the economic 

vitality that Baku had enjoyed before the war was substantially weakened (İlkin, 2006: 263-

264; Məmmədov, 2005: 172). By late 1916, the prices of basic consumer goods in Baku had 
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increased four- to fivefold, fostering widespread discontent among the working class. This 

situation clearly demonstrated that the war not only produced economic contraction but also 

exacerbated labour movements and social unrest (İlkin, 2006: 264) 

During the war, Baku served as an important centre for the dispatch and distribution 

of prisoners of war. Research indicates that between 1914 and 1917, the Russians captured 

approximately 1.7 to 2.3 million military prisoners, of whom roughly 50,000 to 60,000 were 

Ottoman soldiers (Pakhaliuk, 2014: 100). In this context, the Caucasus Front (Kafkas Cephesi) 

assumed particular significance. The defeat at Sarigamish (Sarımakış), combined with harsh 

climatic conditions, starvation, and epidemic diseases, resulted in the death or capture of 

thousands of Ottoman soldiers (Asker, 2025: 66-85). Many Ottoman soldiers captured on the 

Caucasus Front were first transferred to Baku. Some prisoners were sent to camps on Nargin 

Island (Nargin), while the remainder were transferred to the interior regions of Russia. At 

times, those in poor health among the prisoners sent to the city were temporarily treated in 

Baku (Günəşli, 2017). Contemporary testimonies indicate that Nargin, which was referred to 

as ‘Death Island,’ held not only soldiers but also civilians. Some prisoners died during transit, 

while others suffered arbitrary treatment by Armenian guards. The severity of the situation is 

further reflected in a stern telegram sent by Prince Oldenburg to the Viceroy of the Caucasus, 

demanding that not a single Armenian soldier be stationed near the Turkish prisoners (Aslan, 

2000: 159). 

The Russian Empire’s policy toward prisoners of war was shaped not only by military 

security concerns but also by ethnic and political discrimination. While the Tsarist 

administration adopted a relatively protective approach toward Slavic prisoners, it imposed 

stricter controls over prisoners belonging to the Ottoman, German, and Austro-Hungarian 

armies. The establishment of the “All-Russian Slavic Prisoners’ Vasilik Institution” 

(Vsyerossiyskiy Slavyanskiy Otdel Vasilek) on 30 October 1914, which covered only Slavic 

prisoners, and the Order No. 753 issued on 24 June 1916, which classified prisoners according 

to ethnic origin, were concrete manifestations of this discriminatory policy (Asker, 2014: 557). 

The Ottoman authorities’ very limited capacity to care for their prisoners further 

enhanced the humanitarian role played by civilian aid networks in Baku (Asker, 2025: 85-86). 

Not only Ottoman soldiers but also civilians captured during the advance in Eastern Anatolia 

were held on the island. Most barracks lacked basic hygiene facilities. Drinking water was 

reportedly mixed with seawater, creating conditions conducive to the spread of dysentery and 

other intestinal infections. Although an area of approximately 300-400 people was designated 

as a hospital, it accommodated nearly 1,200 patients at the same time, revealing the severe 

inadequacy of the healthcare infrastructure (Kutlu, 2023: 133). According to archival records, 

prisoners were forced to perform heavy labour, including stone extraction, road construction, 
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and barracks building, during which they were subjected to mistreatment and physical abuse 

(Milli Savunma Bakanlığı Askeri Tarih Arşivi (110-9-1-10 82 - 0 - 14_5-6-T.N), n.d.) 

Indeed, correspondence between the Ottoman Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Osmanlı 

Hariciye Nezareti) and the Spanish Embassy (İspanya Sefareti) discussed in detail the health 

and living conditions of Austrian, German, and Turkish prisoners on Nargin Island (Nargin). 

Similarly, a telegram sent from the Stockholm Embassy (Stokholm Sefareti) conveyed 

information provided by a Swedish officer who had been captured, transferred to Baku, and 

subsequently released. According to this officer, the number of Turkish prisoners on Nargin 

was approximately three thousand, most of whom were accommodated in city hospitals and 

received all forms of assistance from the Muslim population in Baku and its surroundings. In 

contrast, the same source notes that German and Austro-Hungarian prisoners suffered severe 

losses, with daily death rates reaching forty, while the Muslim population in Baku and its 

vicinity assisted the Turkish officer prisoners in maintaining and organizing their military 

structures (BOA, HR.SYS, no. 2204/80, v. 1). 

From the early years of the war, the BMBS sought to develop institutional solutions in 

the field of healthcare. At the meeting held on 13 August 1914, it was decided to establish a 

military hospital with a capacity of one hundred beds to accommodate wounded and sick 

soldiers. In September 1914, with official permission obtained from the city administration, 

the society established the “Division for Assistance to Wounded and Sick Soldiers” (Savaşta 

Yaralanan ve Hasta Askerlere Yardım Bölümü) within its organizational structure 

(Məmmədova, 2019: 71-72). Opened on 24 October 1914, the hospital was fully funded by the 

society and operated by a professional staff of doctors and nurses under the leadership of Dr. 

Beybala Bey Sultanov. This demonstrates that the society functioned as a quasi-public social 

service institution in the field of healthcare during the war (Məmmədova, 2019: 74; Yaqublu, 

2014b). Festive programs organized for soldiers receiving treatment in December 1915 and 

visits by women’s philanthropic circles led by Sona Khanum Tağıyeva reinforced the social 

solidarity and morale-boosting dimension of the care activities (Məmmədova, 2019: 75-78). 

The scale of the humanitarian catastrophe on Nargin Island was vividly portrayed in 

contemporary press reports and eyewitness accounts. Captain Mehmed Zeki, who had 

escaped from the Caucasus Front and reached Istanbul, stated explicitly in his report dated 26 

September 1917 that “the Russian Muslims provided extraordinary assistance to the Ottoman 

prisoners in Baku” (Qafarov and Şükürov, 2018: 342). Nariman Narimanov personally visited 

Nargin Island and, in his written observations, conveyed with vivid detail the plight of 

prisoners pushed to the brink of death by hunger, thirst, and cold (Hümmet, 2025). One of the 

society’s most decisive actions regarding prisoners of war was its initiative to assume official 

patronage over the Turkish prisoners. As a result of negotiations with Russian authorities, the 

society obtained the right to enter and supervise the locations where the prisoners were held. 
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This status represented a critical turning point in ensuring the continuity of humanitarian 

activities, as official patronage provided an institutional safeguard that partially protected aid 

efforts from arbitrary administrative interference (Aslan, 2003: 56; Günəşli, 2017; Sönmez, 

2010: 13). 

In addition, the society organized fundraising campaigns with broad participation 

from the citizens of Baku to supply clothing and medical materials, while tea parties, meetings, 

theater performances, and various social events both generated financial resources and 

mobilized public awareness (Erdoğan, 1954: 151-158). Indeed, records of the local gendarmerie 

confirm that Sona Khanum Tağıyeva rowed to Nargin Island weekly to deliver provisions to 

Turkish prisoners, dress their wounds, and personally provide care (Süleymanova, 2014: 117; 

Xəlilov, 2014: 293). A similar example appears in the memoirs of Ahmet Göze: a wealthy Baku 

philanthropist, Ayşe Khanum, regularly visited Nargin, stating, “my soldier children, I have come 

to visit”, distributing holiday allowances corresponding to each prisoner’s rank, along with a 

set of underwear and shoes. The prisoners’ saluting and welcoming her in battalion formation 

illustrates the profound morale effect of individual assistance within camp life (Aslan, 2000: 

158). 

It should also be noted that Sona Khanum received the Second Class Medal of 

Compassion (ikinci rütbe şefkat nişanı) from the Ottoman State on the proposal of Baku 

Consul Kemal Bey as a mark of respect for her husband, Haji Zeynalabdin Tağıyev, who had 

previously contributed to the Red Crescent (Hilal-ı Ahmer) during the Balkan Wars and 

supported philanthropic activities in Ottoman territories (BOA, MV, no. 234/10, v.1). A 

significant portion of the humanitarian activities conducted by the society was directed toward 

refugees, orphans, and war-affected civilians. As the war escalated, waves of migration from 

Anatolia to the Caucasus allowed the Azerbaijani public to grasp more closely the scale of the 

humanitarian catastrophe. With the rapid increase in the number of Muslim refugees in 

centres such as Tiflis, Ganja, and Baku, the press issued frequent calls for aid, which played a 

decisive role in expanding the society’s capacity for assistance. The society’s relief activities 

were not confined to Baku alone but extended to a wide geographical area through local 

committees established in cities including Iravan, Nakhchivan, Yelizavetpol, Shamakhi, 

Aghdash, Salyan, Guba, Shusha, Lankaran, Goychay, and Derbent (Məmmədova, 2019: 170-

204). 

The society’s activities also reached the front-line regions directly. In the summer of 

1915, accommodations were arranged for children left orphaned in Kars and Ardahan, and 

urgent medical teams were dispatched to the region in response to the outbreak of typhus in 

Batum and the Kars vicinity (Əliyev, 2014: 222). The society’s operations in Anatolia were not 

limited to provisions and protective aid. Following the Russian occupation of Erzincan and 

the intensification of attacks by Armenian militias, the society also sent representatives to this 
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city. In Erzincan, the Gerekgerek Mosque (Gerekgerek Camii) was used as a coordination 

center, and the city was divided into seven districts, each headed by a chief muhtar, reflecting 

an effort to implement the activities within a structured administrative framework (Köse and 

Özgür, 2025: 218). 

Efforts targeting orphaned children held a special place among the society’s activities. 

Women and children left without guardians in Kars and Ardahan were brought to Baku and 

Ganja for protection, reflecting a commitment to producing longer-term solutions to the social 

consequences of war. Following Ömer Faik Nemanzade’s article titled “Çok utandık”, 

dormitories were established for orphaned children in the Ismailiyya building (İsmailiyye 

binası); by early 1917, more than two hundred orphans were under the society’s care 

(Nağıyeva-Muxtarova, 2011: 64). 

In addition to alleviating the living conditions of prisoners, the society also engaged in 

activities that facilitated their escape from captivity. In the summer of 1915, eight Ottoman 

officers were smuggled out via the Iranian route with the support of local Muslim 

communities (Aslan, 2003: 58; Günəşli, 2017). According to Halilov, this operation was 

organized by Alihaydar Zeynalov and Ağabala Guliyev; the escaped officers were first 

accommodated at the Ismailiyya Hotel (İsmailiyye Oteli) and then taken to the oil field near 

Puta Station (Puta istasyonu), before being smuggled out of the country via Iran (2014: 292–

293). The political upheavals in Russia in 1917 significantly increased the number of escapes, 

during which the support provided by the BMBS and other organizations such as Brotherly 

Aid played a decisive role in facilitating these operations (Aşırlı, 2015: 67-69). 

A broader relief network also emerged around the BMBS during the war years. On 7 

May 1915, the joint campaign “Brotherly Aid” raised 25,000 rubles in a single day, 

demonstrating the scale of early-stage solidarity (Əliyev, 2014: 222). The Brotherly Aid Charity 

Society (Kardeş Kömeği Hayır Cemiyeti), chaired by Mirza Esedullayev, reached war-affected 

populations in Erzurum, Kars, and Ardahan, facilitating the transfer of orphaned children to 

Azerbaijan (Aslan, 2014: 143-161; Göze, 1989: 81). The Society for Assistance to the Needy 

(Muhtaçlara Kömek Cemiyeti), established under the leadership of the BMBS, officially aimed 

to assist all needy Muslims; however, its activities were largely directed toward Turkish 

prisoners (Açıq Söz, 2025; Sönmez, 2010: 13). 

The participation of numerous organizations, including the BMBS, Women’s 

Benevolent Society (Kadın Hayriye Cemiyeti), Caucasian Muslim Benevolent Society (Kafkas 

Müslüman Hayriye Cemiyeti), Ganja National Muslim Committee (Gence Millî Müslüman 

Komitesi), Nijat (Nicat), the SDE, Safa (Sefa), and Revan Muslim Benevolent Society (Revan 

Müslüman Hayriye Cemiyeti), indicates the emergence of an organized civil relief network in 

Azerbaijan (see Aslan, 2000: 173-184; Sönmez, 2010: 9-23). 
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The press was deliberately employed to publicize relief efforts. Rasulzade’s call 

published in the Igbal (İqbal) newspaper, titled “Facing a National Duty” (Millî bir vəzifə 

qarşısında), became one of the first strong public appeals urging the population to assist the 

disaster victims in Kars. In his article “The Strain in Anatolia” (Anadolu İstimdadı) written in 

the autumn of 1916, Rasulzade criticized the Russian government’s insufficient allocation of 

resources to Muslim refugees and called on the Benevolent Society to take a more active role 

(Əliyev, 2014: 223). 

The Brotherly Aid periodical, published as a single issue, and the Society for Assistance 

to the Needy newspaper, issued from 18 January 1918 onward, aimed to publicize relief 

activities and mobilize donation campaigns (Aşırlı, 2015: 39-46). Articles such as “Seven 

Hundred Victims” (Yeddi Yüz Mazlum) typify these publications, conveying to the public the 

harsh conditions of approximately seven hundred Turkish prisoners in Baku and aiming to 

stimulate social awareness (Möhtaclara Kömek, 2025). 

These reports were not confined solely to Baku’s public sphere but also extended into 

the international diplomatic arena. Indeed, an article published in Açıksöz (Açıq Söz) in Baku 

concerning the situation of Turkish prisoners on Nargin Island was translated into French by 

the Ottoman Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Stockholm and forwarded to the Ottoman Foreign 

Ministry. The article noted that a delegation composed of representatives from the Swedish 

and Danish consulates, members of the Hummet Party (Hümmet Partisi), and prominent city 

figures had investigated the prisoners’ conditions on the island, confirming the dire 

circumstances (BOA, HR.SYS, no. 2296/3, v. 82: 1-2). 

The political atmosphere of the period played a decisive role behind these activities. 

The rise of Pan-Turkism and Islamic movements increased sympathy for the Ottoman Empire 

while simultaneously fostering critical attitudes toward the Russian administration. Secret 

police reports noted that Ottoman military victories boosted the morale of the local Muslim 

population, whereas defeats led to marked declines in public spirit (Məmmədov, 2005: 156, 

160-161). This political and social context transformed the Society’s activities into a unique 

experience where humanitarian relief and national solidarity were closely intertwined. 

3. Activities of Other Muslim Benevolent and Educational Societies 

The solidarity demonstrated by benevolent and educational societies in Baku during 

the First World War was not a phenomenon that emerged abruptly with the outbreak of 

hostilities. Organizations such as Nijat, the SDE, Saadet, Safa, and the BMBS had already 

accumulated significant institutional experience in areas such as promoting literacy, 

facilitating access to education for impoverished children, preparing instructional materials in 

the mother tongue, and revitalizing cultural life prior to the war. With the onset of the conflict, 

this institutional capital was mobilized toward humanitarian aid and public relief activities 
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(Məmmədov, 2005: 113-115; Nərimanoğlu, 2019: 9; Tağıyeva, 2020: 47-49; Vəlizadə, 2018: 17-

23). 

Nijat Society, despite financial constraints, bureaucratic pressures, and internal 

disagreements, succeeded in channeling its cultural expertise into relief activities, becoming 

one of the prominent Muslim benevolent and educational organizations of the period. The 

transfer of 1,230 manat raised from theatrical performances staged in October 1914 to the Red 

Cross fund represents one of the earliest concrete examples of the mobilization of 

organizational capacity, previously devoted to education and culture, for humanitarian 

purposes during the war (Yaqublu, 2014b). For a time, Nijat collaborated with the BMBS in 

joint relief efforts. In a meeting held in January 1915 under the chairmanship of Gasim 

Gasimov, the society resolved to allocate many of the proceeds from its theatre group’s 

activities to aid disaster victims in Kars. Subsequently, all revenues generated from the 

“Musical Dramaturgy Night” and the staging of the opera Leyli and Majnun (Leyli ve Mecnun) 

were donated to Muslim war victims in Anatolia (Aslan, 2000: 180; Babaşlı, 2003: 232). 

However, Nijat’s wartime activities were constrained not only by external conditions 

but also by internal dynamics. Financial limitations, competition with other societies, and 

restrictions imposed by the government hindered the full realization of the organization’s 

objectives. Disagreements among members became particularly pronounced during the 

society’s leadership election on 20 March 1916. Notably, the appointment of Isa Bey 

Ashurbeyov as vice president, whose actions prioritized class interests, undermined the 

society’s social legitimacy. As internal and external pressures intensified, Nicat’s activities 

ultimately ceased on the eve of the October 1917 Revolution(Cəfərova, 2019: 19). 

The SDE occupied a distinctive position among Muslim educational and benevolent 

organizations in Baku, particularly due to its accumulated expertise in teacher training, school 

establishment, and extending educational services beyond the city center. Formally 

institutionalized in 1906, the society set out core objectives that included promoting literacy 

within the Muslim community, expanding educational opportunities in Azerbaijani Turkish 

and Russian, and addressing the shortage of qualified teachers (Vəlizadə, 2018: 16-17). During 

the war years, the society, headquartered in the Ismailiyya Building (İsmailiyye binası), 

directed its activities toward providing support to Muslims affected by the conflicts on the 

Caucasus Front. In this context, relief efforts were organized in Baku as well as in various cities 

across Azerbaijan, with particular emphasis on ensuring the continuation of education for 

orphaned Muslim children transferred from Anatolia (Aslan, 2000: 182; Cəfərova, 2018: 231-

232). 

However, from 1917 onward, the financial sustainability of existing schools became 

increasingly difficult, and relations between the society and the Baku-Daghestan Public 

Schools Directorate (Bakü-Dağıstan Halk Mektepleri Müdürlüğü) grew tense due to 
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disagreements and differing perspectives. In a letter sent in 1917 to Hamid Bey Shahtahtinski, 

Commissioner of the Caucasus Education Department (Kafkasya Eğitim Dairesi Komiseri), 

the society requested state support to maintain the operation of its schools, explicitly warning 

that without such assistance, closure would be unavoidable. Despite appeals to various official 

authorities and individuals, no government support was forthcoming, ultimately resulting in 

the cessation of the society’s activities in 1918. Despite its brief period of operation, the SDE 

played a significant role in promoting educational ideals, training pedagogical personnel, and 

fostering national consciousness in Azerbaijan (Əhmədova, 2018). 

The Saadet Society represents a noteworthy case for understanding the transformation 

of religiously based civil organizations during the war. Established in 1906 and granted official 

status on 7 June 1907 (Yaqublu, 2013: 38), the society demonstrated its most significant 

institutional achievement through the Saadet Madrasa (Saadet Medresesi). Here, classical 

religious instruction was integrated with general education courses, adopting a more 

comprehensive pedagogical approach (Tağıyeva, 2020: 50). Yet, like other organizations, the 

Saadet Society was affected by the destructive conditions of the war. Soldiers wounded on the 

Caucasus Front were transported by train to Baku and accommodated in various buildings 

across the city, while schools and public buildings were rapidly converted into military 

hospitals. Even the Saadet School building, which was still under construction, was hastily 

roofed and allocated to wounded soldiers (İlkin, 2006: 263). 

The Safa Society was established in 1910 with the aim of promoting national culture 

and education. It quickly developed an effective network of activities by opening schools, 

libraries, and reading rooms in Baku and surrounding villages (İlkin, 2006: 180; Vəlizadə, 2018: 

22-23). Although its operations were officially terminated on 6 January 1914, a new 

organizational structure under the name “Jamiyyati-Safa” was created, ensuring institutional 

continuity (Vəlizadə, 2018: 23). The society actively participated in relief efforts for Anatolian 

war victims conducted jointly with the BMBS. A substantial portion of the revenue generated 

from theatrical performances was allocated to aid war-affected populations on the front. For 

instance, during a meeting held in 1915 on Mawlid Kandili, meals were provided for war-

orphaned children, and the collected 1.772 manats and 25 kopeks were used to meet their 

needs. The society also planned to establish an orphanage for Muslim orphans brought from 

war zones; however, this initiative was not approved by the BMBS. Conversely, the request to 

temporarily house orphans under the protection of the Benevolent Society was positively 

received by the Safa Society, and a part of a school building was allocated for this purpose 

(Aslan, 2000: 182-183). 

One of the most striking aspects of Muslim charitable organizations in Baku during the 

war years was the organized involvement of women in relief activities. In this context, the 

BMBS represents a prominent example, demonstrating that women could play an 
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institutionalized, effective role in planning, managing, and implementing aid initiatives. 

Continuing the philanthropic tradition led by Hanifa Khanum Zerdabi, this society was 

shaped under the honorary presidency of Liza Khanum Muhtarova. It gained an institutional 

identity through the active participation of educated women such as Amina Khanum 

Ağayeva, Mina Khanum Aslanova, Nigar Khanum Valibeyova, Gövher Khanum Veliyeva, 

and Gövher Khanum Gaziyeva, showing that women became visible and influential actors in 

public responsibility during the war years (Azadi, 2022; Vəlizadə, 2018: 26; Xudiyeva, 2019: 

26). 

Through the “Handmade Work Association” (El Emeği), established within this society, 

direct support was provided to orphaned children, addressing both material needs and overall 

welfare. Additionally, Nigar Khanum Şıhlinskaya, the wife of General Aliağa Şihlinski, 

chaired the Red Cross hospital committee established by the wives of officers during the First 

World War and coordinated the care of wounded soldiers brought from the front 

(Süleymanova, 2014: 118-119) 

The activities of the Women’s Charity Society during the war were characterized by 

multifaceted relief efforts aimed at war victims, refugees, and orphaned children. In February 

1915, the society raised 6.000 manats for the benefit of Anatolian war victims and established 

relief committees in all neighborhoods of Baku, providing a concrete demonstration of the 

society’s logistical and organizational capacity (Aslan, 2000: 175). Through its “Assistance to 

War-Affected” (Savaştan Zarar Görenlere Yardım Bölümü) section, the society organized aid 

campaigns particularly targeting the Muslim population in the Kars province. Systematic 

donation campaigns launched before the Nowruz Festival in 1915 revealed that women had 

developed an institutional capacity to document, organize, and manage relief activities 

(Məmmədova, 2019: 144). 

In April 1915, an orphanage for Turkish refugee children who had lost their parents in 

the war was opened at the Ismailiyya building, providing tangible evidence that charitable 

work extended beyond emergency aid to more permanent social protection mechanisms 

(Məmmədova, 2019: 318) At the meeting held on 2 October 1915, it was decided that society 

members would take turns on duty at the orphanage and personally attend to the daily needs 

of the children. This demonstrates that women’s charity societies were not merely 

intermediaries for collecting donations but acted as organizations directly providing care and 

effectively managing social services (Məmmədova, 2019: 310-311). 

Furthermore, the processes of producing, preparing, coordinating logistics, and 

delivering aid to those in need were directly managed by the women’s society. For instance, 

at the meeting held on 3 November 1915 under the chairmanship of Liza Khanum Muhtarova, 

it was decided to procure fabric for the relief teams in Batum. With 25,000 rubles provided by 

the BMBS, approximately one thousand sets of bedding and warm clothing were prepared, 
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reflecting the women’s organizational capacity in financial management and production 

coordination (Məmmədova, 2019: 146). Haji Zeynalabdin Tağıyev also donated one hundred 

sets of clothing, tea, sugar, and a significant amount of cash for distribution to refugees. 

Additionally, his young daughter Leyla and Ismail Bey Seferaliyev organized a unique 

donation campaign called “White Flower Day” (Beyaz çiçek günü) for refugees arriving from 

Kars, collecting substantial contributions from local tradesmen and merchants (Əliyev, 2014: 

222). 

Tea events under the “Brotherly Aid” initiative and Turkish-language theatrical 

performances staged on the Prophet Muhammad’s birthday served both to generate funds and 

raise public awareness about the plight of war victims (Məmmədova, 2019: 310-311).Society 

members also regularly visited the orphanages run by the BMBS to provide moral support to 

orphaned children and endeavored, to the extent of their means, to assist war prisoners held 

on Nargin Island. In 1917, the opening of five separate schools in Baku for girls with limited 

financial means, although discontinued after the March 1918 events, demonstrates that women 

had also become a foundational presence in the field of education (Orucov, 2012: 106-107; 

Xudiyeva, 2019: 26). 

Conclusion 

World War I marked a significant historical threshold in which the national 

consciousness and capacity for social solidarity of Azerbaijani Turks matured. The devastating 

consequences of the war behind the front lines, economic contraction, famine, epidemics, mass 

migration, and the issue of prisoners of war, placed Muslim charitable organizations operating 

in Baku before new responsibilities that went beyond their prewar focus on education and 

cultural activities. Institutions such as the BMBS, Nijat, the SDE, Saadet, Safa, and the Baku 

Muslim Women’s Charity Society emerged during this period as multifaceted civil actors 

engaged in humanitarian aid, health services, refugee support, and the protection of war 

prisoners. 

A key factor mobilizing Azerbaijani Turks during this period was the scale of the 

humanitarian disaster experienced by the Anatolian Turks to whom they were bound by 

religion and kinship. Ottoman soldiers captured on the Caucasus Front, enduring hunger, 

disease, and cold under the harsh conditions of Nargin Island or deported to the interior 

regions of Russia, as well as civilian war victims, women, and orphaned children in Eastern 

Anatolia, were the primary beneficiaries of relief provided by the Baku societies. Azerbaijani 

Turks, driven by a strong sense of solidarity informed by Turkishness and Islam, supported 

these victims, mobilizing various charitable societies to establish an organized relief 

mechanism. 

Most of these societies had been founded before the war, with core activities centered 

on education, enlightenment, literacy promotion, and the revitalization of cultural life. 
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However, the extraordinary conditions imposed by the war expanded their scope, directing 

them toward urgent humanitarian work such as delivering food, clothing, and medical 

supplies to prisoners of war, providing shelter for refugees, protecting orphans, establishing 

infirmaries and hospitals, organizing donation campaigns, and mobilizing public opinion. The 

Baku Muslim Charity Society’s official sponsorship of Turkish prisoners, the regular delivery 

of aid to Nargin Island, initiatives facilitating the escape of prisoners, and women’s charity 

societies’ direct care activities such as opening orphanages and producing bedding and warm 

clothing are concrete examples of this transformation. 

These intensified wartime activities gave new momentum to civil society and the 

society-building movement in Azerbaijan. Organizations that had previously focused 

primarily on education and cultural enlightenment established inter-institutional networks, 

used the press strategically to shape public opinion, set up local relief committees in different 

cities, and enabled women to emerge as active participants in the public sphere. The 

emergence of new structures such as the Society for Assistance to the Needy and the Brotherly 

Aid Charity Society further illustrates how the society-building movement expanded and 

diversified under wartime conditions. Relief appeals conducted through these publications 

transformed aid from individual acts of charity into a practice of social consciousness and 

organized mobilization. 

Undoubtedly, the political uncertainties, financial difficulties, administrative 

pressures, and systematic monitoring by law enforcement during the war and revolutionary 

years also exposed the structural vulnerabilities of these organizations. Some societies could 

not continue their activities due to financial insufficiency, while others were disrupted by the 

chaotic conditions following the 1917 Revolution. Nevertheless, the institutional capacity, 

experience of social mobilization, and humanitarian practice demonstrated by the Baku-

centered Muslim charitable organizations during World War I created a lasting historical 

foundation for the development of modern civil society and organized solidarity in 

Azerbaijan. The experience these societies gained during the war is also crucial for 

understanding the roots of civil organizational capacity that emerged during and after the 

Azerbaijan Democratic Republic period. 
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