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Abstract. The paper explores the historical and ideological origins and theoretical
underpinnings of Turkish nationalism in the late Ottoman period and the early
republican era. The study draws on relevant sources and literature on the topic and
builds on underlying theories of nationalism and identity studies. Under Ottoman
rule, the multiethnic and multireligious populations of the empire were bound by
their belonging to the common homeland, the Ottoman nation, and the ideology of
Ottomanism, regardless of their ethnic origins. However, the decline of the Ottoman
Empire and the rise of Greek, Armenian, Serbian, and other minority nationalisms led
to the decline of Ottomanism as the hegemonic ideology. This process also induced the
emergence of Turkish nationalism. The genesis and promotion of Turkish nationalism
and Turkishness by Ottoman intellectuals at the end of the 19th century led to the
erosion of Ottomanism. The transition from the Ottoman era into the republican
period was marked by the nationalization of Turkish society. The nation-building
project implemented by Mustafa Kemal and his followers aimed to transform Turkish
society from a traditional and Islamic society into a secular, modern, progressive,
and Western one. The results of the study have shown that the establishment of the
Republic of Tirkiye was not a mere transition from one period to another, but the
inception of crafting a new nation premised on Turkishness. The Kemalists focus
more on creating a unified national identity by Turkifying Muslim ethnic groups,
while maintaining separate identities for Christian and other religious minorities.
The results of the study have also indicated that Kemalist nationalism has pursued
a policy of displacing and marginalizing the Ottoman past and Islam. Furthermore,
the study shows that alongside the dominant Kemalist nationalist discourse, Turkish
society also hosts other competing and overlapping nationalist ideologies and political
groups. This is particularly evident in the emergence of non-Kemalist discourses and
the rise of the AKP to power. The ascent of the AKP has indicated the persistence of
alternative nationalist ideologies and discourses that were displaced and suppressed
by the Kemalists, specifically Ottomanism, which has become a powerful discourse in
both domestic and foreign policy in Tiirkiye.
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The Historical and Ideological Origins of Turkish Nationalism

TYpiK VITIIbIABIFbIHBIH, TAPUXH X K9HE U ECOJIOTUAJIBIK TAMbIPJIaPbl

F. XKymaraii?, [I. Capu®, A. bIckak?
“Hapxo3 YHugepcumemi, Aamamsl, KazakcmaH
YH6H Xandyn Ynusepcumemi, Cmam6ya, Typkus

AHpaTna. bys Makanaza Ka3ipri TYpiK YATUIbIIAbIFbIHBIH, UAE0J0TUAJIBIK TaMblpJiapbl MEH HeTi3/epi
KapacTbIPbLIbII, TaJIaHa/bl. 3epTTEY TAKbIPbINIKA KATHICThI IEpeKKO3/lepiMeH 9/le6eTTepre, COHbIMEH
KaTap YJATIIBUIJBIKKA KaTbICTHI ipresii Teopusnapfa Herizfzesezi. OcMaH [9yipiHJe MMIOEpPUAHBIH
KOIMYJITThI )KoHe KONKOHPEeCCUSbI XaJKblH 3THUKAJIBIK UIBIFY TeTiHE KapaMacTaH OpPTaK OTaHbI KoHe
OCMaH/IbIK YT (0OCMaH/AbIK) 6alilaHbICThIP/bL. Aslaiila OcMaH UMIIEPUSIChIHBIH, KYJI/[bIpaybIMeH KaTap
rpeK, apMsiH, cep6 YITIIBLIbIFbIHBIH KYIIEI0i TYPiK YT bIAbIFbIHBIH Al /12 601y bIHA albI KeJiai. XIX
FAaCbIpJbIH COHbIH/IA OCMaH 3UAJIbLIAPBIHBIH, TYPiK YATIIBUIABIFBIH HACUXAaTTAybl OCMaHUIBLIAbIKTHIH,
MaHbI3bIHbIH, KyJ/I/iblpayblHa bIKNaJ eTTi. ByFaH Koca ocMaH JpyipiHeH pecny6/IMKaIbIK Ke3eHre eTy
TYpPiK KOFaMbIHBIH, 3THHU3allMsJIaHybIMeH epekKieseHAi. Mycrada Kemasm MeH oHBIH i36acapJiapbl
»KYPTi3reH YATTHIK casicaTbl MEH MEMJIEKET Kypy *Kobachl TYpKUSAHBI apTTa KaJIFaH, LIBIFbICTHIK K9HE
HCJIaM/IblK, KOFAMHAH 3aMaHayH, NPOTrPeCcCUBTI, 6ATHICTHIK KoHe 3aWbIpJbl KOFaMFfa alHaJI/bIpy/ibl
Ke3Jeai. 3epTrey HoTmxkesepi Typik Pecny6inKacbIiHBIH KypbLIybl 6ip Ke3eHHEH eKiHIIi Ke3eHre
»Kall 6Ty FaHa eMec, TYPiK Y/ITTHIK 00JMbICbIHA HETi3/le/iIreH »KaHa YJITTbIH, KYPbLIYybIHbIH 6acTaMachl
eKeHiH kepceTTi. KeMasincTep 3THUKa/BIK a3lWIbLIbIKTAPAbl TYPIKTEHAIPY apKblabl e//ji 3STHUKAJbIK,
’KOHe MOJIeHW OipTyTacTaHJbIpyFa adpbIKIIa 6achIMJIBIK Oep/li. 3epTTey HOTHKeJepi KeMaJIUCTiK
YJITWBUIABIKTBIH, OCMaH [j9yipi MeH UCaaM/bl eJiH KOFaM/bIK-CasiCU 6MipiHEH BIFBICTBIPYZbI XKoHE
HIETTETY/li MaKcaT eTKEHIH KepceTTi. Alali/ia 3epTTey HaTHXKeJiepi KeMasucTep/liH, 6yJ1 6aFbITTaFbI
casicaTbIHbIH Kepi HOTHKeJiepJi asiblll KeJreHiH KepceTTi. ATanm aWTKaHJa OCMaH TapuXbl MEH
McJaM/ibl BIFBICTBIPY 9peKeTTepi esnfe 6asaMa casgch JUCKYpCTap MeH KYIUTepJiH maija 60JyblHA
aJibln KeJiJli. Pecny6yinkanbIK A9yipae ATaTypik eH OHbIH i36acapJiapbl MeEMJIEKETTIK pecypcTap MeH
MeXaHU3M/epP/i )Kyiesi Type naijjasiaHy apKblibl 2kaHa TYPIK YJITbIH KaJbIITACTbIPYyFa KOJI )KETKi3 /.
Anaiifa 3epTTey HOTHXKeJiepi KepCEeTKeHJel, KeMaJMCTiK W/ eOoJIoTUsIFA HeTi3/ieJireH aHa TYpIK
MeMJIEKETI MeH TYpPIK YJITbIH KaJbIITAaCTbIpy UJE0JIOTHUSChI MEH casfcaThbl TYNTEIN KeJreHJe TYpIK
KOFaMbIH/IaFbl 6apJIbIK a3aMaTTap MeH TONTap/bIH KOHiJIiHEH LIbIFa KOWMa/ibl. ATaTYpiK MypachIHbIH
V/TTBIH 6ip 6eJiriHiH ilTel Hapa3blIbIFbIH TYAbIPYbIHbIH 6ipAeH 6ip ce6ebi — KeMaJUCTIK PEXXUMHIH,
»KaHa MeMJIEKeT IIeH YJITThI KYpy »0JIbIHJA OCMaH TapUXbl )KoHe UCJIaM [iHi CeKIAl TYPIK XaJKbIHbIH,
TApUXU KaJIbIChl MeH YJITTBIK OOJIMBICBIHBIH, aXXKblpaMac 0eJIiri caHa/JaTblH KYH/bLIBIKTAp »XyHeciH
KeJIeHKeZle KabIpblll, KOFAaM/AbIK-CasiCU 6Mip/leH bIFbICTBIPBIIN HIbIFApy apeKeTTepi 60/14b1. OCbIHBIH
caJilapblHaH 3epTTey HaTHKecCi KepceTkeHJel, MycTtada Keman ATaTypikTiH casicaThbl kaHa Typik
MeMJIEKeTi MeH KaHa YJITThI Kypy 6aFbIThIH/IA BIIIEeC Mypa KaJAbIpca /1a, TYPiK KOFaMbIHbIH, OapJIbIK
6eJ1iri keMaJUCTIK U/l€0J0TUSAHBI KaOblAaFaH KOK. O3 Ke3erinzae OyJ1 OJieT xaHe JJaMy MapTUSChI
(9/I1) chiHbI KeMaIU3MIe GajiaMa casiCH KYLITEP MeH UJe0JIOTUSA/Iap/blH CasiCy CaxHaFa KeTepinyiHe
asnbin Kenapi. EpmoraHHbIH keTekuristiringeri o/[[1-HiH OwJikKe Kesyi esifiH ASCTYpJli KEMasHCTiK
KYpCTaH aybITKpbIIN, 6acKa 6aFbITKa Kapal »Xbl/KYbIHA bIKIAJ €TTi.

TyiiH ce3gep: YITUbLIIABIK; 0CMAaHIIBLIJbIK; TYPIKIIII/IK; UcaaM; 3albIPJbLIbIK; KeMaan3M; OcMaH
uMnepusicel; TYpKus; 6aTbICTaHy
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I/ICTopnqecxne U UAECOJIOTHYECCKUE HCTOKHU TYPECIKOI0O HAIMOHAJIN3MA

I. XKymaraii?, fI. Capu®, A. blckak®
“YHusepcumem Hapxo3s, Aamamui, KazaxcmaH
bYHueepcumem H6H Xandyna, Cmaméya, Typyus

AHHOTanus. B craTbe ucciey0TCa UCTOPUYECKHE U UIe0JI0TMYeCKHe UCTOKH, a TaKXKe TeopeTHdecKue
OCHOBBI TyPeIKOIro HallMOHa/IM3Ma B I03JHUH 0CMaHCKUH TepHo/, U pAaHHIOIO PeCily 6JIMKaHCKYO0 3T0XY.
HccienoBanue onvpaeTca Ha UCTOYHUKU U JIMTepaTypy MO JAaHHOU TeMe U CTPOUTCA Ha OCHOBHBIX
TeOpUAX HalljMOHAJW3Ma U HJeHTHYHOCTU. [lof OCMaHCKHM BJaJblYeCTBOM MHOTO3THHUYECKOE
U MHOTOKOH(pEeCCHOHa/IbHOe HacejieHMe HUMIIepUM ObLIO CBS3aHO INPHUHAJJIEXHOCTBIO K 06Liel
poAiHe, OCMAaHCKOU HallMM U UJIE0JIOTMU OCMaHHW3Ma He3aBUCUMO OT 3THUYECKOTO MPOUCXOXKAEHHUS.
OpHako ymnazok OCMaHCKOM HMIIEpUM W TNOABEM TpeyecKUX, apMsSHCKHX, CEepOCKHX U JApPYyTrux
HallMOHAJNCTUYECKUX JBWXKEHUU MEHBIIMHCTB NPUBEJH K YIaJKy OCMaHW3Ma KaK rereMOHHUCTCKON
M/1e0JIOTMH. DTOT NPOLEeCC TaKXKe CI0COO6CTBOBAJ MOSIBJIEHUIO TyPeIKOro HallMoHaIu3Ma. 3apoXK/jeHue
Y pacnpocTpaHeHre TYpPeLKOro HalluoHaanu3Ma U opMUpOBaHUe TYPeLlKON e HTUYHOCTH OCMaHCKOU
VHTeJIMreHnuen B KoHIe XIX Beka MpUBeJIo K 3p03MU ocMaHU3Ma. [lepexos oT 0CMaHCKOHM 3M0XU K
pecny6JMKaHCKOMY NepuoAy ObLI OTMeYeH NMPOoLeccoM 3THUPUKALMKU TypeLKoro obuectsa. [Ipoekt
HallMOHAJIbHOI'0 CTPOUTENbCTBA, OCyLecTBJsieMblil MycTadoit KemasieM u ero nocJjiegoBaTtesisiMy, 6bl1
HallpaBJleH Ha peo6pa3oBaHKe TYPEeLKOro 061ecTBa U3 OTCTAJIOr0 «BOCTOYHOT0» U «MCJIaMCKOT0» B
«COBpPEMEHHOEeY, KITPOTPECCHBHOEY, «3aMaHOE» U «CBETCKOe». Pe3y/ibTaThl UCCJeJOBAHUS TTOKA3aJIH,
yTo co3gaHue Typenkoil Pecny6MKM OblIO He NMPOCTO MePeXoZioM OT OAHOTO MepHoja K ApPyromy,
a HadyaJioM GOpPMUPOBAHUS HOBOM HAllMM, OCHOBAaHHOW Ha TYpeLKOW HJeHTHUYHOCTH. KeMaiucThbl
yAeasiid OoJiblile BHUMaHUSI 3THUYECKOM MU KyJbTYPHOW TI'OMOTeHHM3alUM CTpaHbl MOCPEJCTBOM
NOJUTUKU TIOPKU3aL MU 3THOPEJUTHO3HBbIX MEHBIIMHCTB. Pe3ysbTaTbl HCCAeL0BaHUSA TaKXKe
NIOKa3aJIy, YTO KeMaJUCTCKUHN HallMOHAJNU3M NPOBOAUJI NOJUTHUKY BBITECHEHHUS U MaprhuHaJU3aLuU
OCMaHCKOTI0 [IPOLIJIOro U ucjaaMa. bosiee Toro, ucciaeoBanye BbIABU/IO, YTO IOMUMO JOMUHUPYIOLLETO
KeMaJINCTCKOI'0 HALMOHAJMCTUYECKOr0 JAUCKYypCa, B TYpeLKOM O0O0IlecTBe CyLIeCcTBYIOT U JApyrue
KOHKYpPHUpPYIOIIHeEe HALlMOHAJUCTUYECKHUE U/IE0JI0TUU U TOJUTUYECKHE CUJIbL, UTO 0COBEHHO OTPa3nI0Ch
B YCUJIEHUH HEKeMa/IMCTCKUX AUCKYPCOB U NPUXOJe K BJacTU [lapTuu cipaBeJJIMBOCTU U PA3BUTUA
(IICP). HecMoTp# Ha TO, UTO KEMAJU3MY ya/10Ch J,OCTUYb CBOEH LieJIM, TO eCTh CO3/JaHUs1 HOBOW HALlUU
IIOCPeCTBOM HAallUOHAJIbHOM NOJUTHUKH, THULIMMPOBAHHOW IOCYapCTBOM U OCYyILleCTBIsIEMOH CBEPXY
BHU3, BKOHEUHOM UTOTe KEMaJIMCTCKHUH HallMOHa/IU3M [VTy60KO TPaBMUPOBAJl COBPEMEHHYIO TYPELKYI0
HallMI0 U3-3a pa3pblBa C OCMAaHCKHUM MPOILJbIM, B UTOTe HE CyMeB CO3/aTh «MHTErPUPOBAHHYIO U
[1eJIOCTHYI0 HallMOHa/IbHYI HJEHTUYHOCTb». Bce NONBITKM HMHTErpupoBaTb U aCCUMHUJINPOBATH
pas3JiMuHble TPYNIbl HacejJeHUs B IPaXkJaHCKOe OOLIECTBO peclyOIMKH He NMPUHECIH OXXHUAAeMbIX
pe3y/IbTaToB, U B UTOTe rereMOHUCTCKUI KeMaJTMCTCKU I AUCKYPC He GbLI TPUHAT BCEMU COLMaIbHBIMU
rpynnaMmu Typenkoro ob6inectBa. IlosBienue IlapTuu chopaBeaauBoctu u  pasButus (I1CP)
CBU/ETEJIbCTBYET O COXPaHEHUU aJbTEPHATUBHBIX HALMOHAJIUCTUYECKUX HUEO0JIOTUU U JUCKYPCOB,
KOTOpble ObLIM BbITECHEHBbI U MOJaBJeHbl KeMaJUCTaM{, B YaCTHOCTHM OCMaHMU3Ma, KOTOPBbIA CTasl
MOILHBIM HallUOHAJUCTUYECKUM JJUCKYPCOM KaK BO BHYTPEHHEH, TaK U BO BHelllHel noiuTuke Typuuu.
Kiro4yeBble c/10Ba: HALMOHAIM3M; OCMaHU3M; TyPeLKOCTh; UCJIaM; CEeKyIapU3M; KeMannsM; OcMaHCKas
uMnepusd; Typuus; BecTepHU3aLus
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Introduction

The study examines the roots of Turkish nationalism and national identity, their historical,
conceptual, ideological, intellectual, and theoretical underpinnings. The study also investigates
the emergence and development of Turkish nationalism from the late Ottoman era throughout
the republican period. The relevance and significance of the study lie in the fact that the birth
of Turkish nationalism did not precede Turkish statehood; rather, it came into being long after
the Ottoman state had established and existed. In this case, Aktar, Kizilyiirek, and Ozkirimh
argue that the emergence of Turkish nationalism acquired the form of “a transition from ‘state’
to ‘nation” (Aktar, Kizilyiirek, and Ozkirimli 2010: xiv). Turkish nationalism emerged as a
response to the weakening and disintegration of the Ottoman Empire at the end of the 19th
century among Ottoman officers and intellectuals. The establishment of the control over the
Ottoman state by European educated progressive civilian and military bureaucrats known as
the Young Turks at the beginning of the 20th century eventually culminated in the creation of
the republican system in 1923, which not only crafted a new Westernized and secular political
system, but also, forged a new Turkish nation and identity (Aktar, Kizilyiirek and Ozkirimlh
2020: xiv). Moreover, mainstream Kemalist Turkish nationalism discarded old nationalist
attachments and jettisoned the Ottoman-Islamic legacy, instead adopting a new modernist
secular discourse (Aktar, Kizilyiirek, and Ozkirimli 2010: xiv). Although Kemalism became the
driving force behind a dramatic transition from the Ottoman era into a new republican age and
revolutionary changes sweeping Turkish society, eventually the Kemalist discourse could not
bridge the moral gap resulting from the rejection of the value system based on Ottomanism and
Islam (Aktar, Kizilyiirek, and Ozkirimli 2010: xiv). Despite Kemalism being able to achieve its goal
of crafting a new nation through the top-down state-inspired mechanisms, eventually Kemalist
nationalism deeply traumatized modern Turkish ethnic and national identity due to its rupture
with the Ottoman past, having eventually failed to produce “an integrated and seamless national
identity.” All attempts to integrate and assimilate the diverse populations into the civic body
of the republic have not yielded expected outcomes, and ultimately, the hegemonic Kemalist
discourse has not been embraced by all segments and members of Turkish society (Aktar,
Kizilyiirek, and Ozkirimli 2010: xiv). As a result, in contemporary Turkish politics and society,
rival nationalist discourses increasingly challenge the Kemalist discourse. The importance of
the study also stems from the various dimensions and expressions of Turkish nationalism,
including linguistic, ethnic, cultural, state-driven, civic nationalism, pan-Turkism, Turanism,
religious nationalism, and the presence of multiple local Turkish identities and sub-identities.
Yet it should be noted that the current study focuses on the birth of Turkish nationalism, and
considering other forms of nationalisms in Tirkiye is beyond the scope of this research.

Methods and materials

The methodology of the study is based on research methods and approaches in nationalism
studies. Specifically, the study employs historical analysis, critical discourse, content analysis,
case study, and comparative analysis. The method of historical analysis allows us to critically
examine historical data pertaining to the topic, and it also helps gain a proper understanding
of the historical roots, origins, and development of a nation, nationalism, and nationalist
ideologies, discourses, and narratives. Critical discourse analysis and content analysis are
essential to explore and analyze written and oral texts, speeches, programs, and other historical
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and political data to uncover discourses, ideologies, and narratives of nationalism. While a case
study is instrumental in delving into the Ottoman and modern Turkish contexts to understand
the origin and evolution of Turkish nationalism, a comparative analysis is of great importance
in comparing and contrasting different forms of nationalism, Turkish nationalism under the
Ottomans and in the republican era, as well as revealing conceptual and ideological overlaps and
divergences between rival nationalisms in Turkish society. The study references relevant sources
and literature related to the topic. In examining the research problem, we have incorporated
studies by Turkish scholars as well as researchers from other countries. The conceptual and
theoretical underpinnings of the study are theories of nationalism and identity studies. In terms
of theoretical perspectives, Turkish nationalism can be understood through both primordialism
and constructivism. The former considers a nation an ancient and organic community of people
united by shared blood and ancestry, while the latter posits that nations and nationalism are
artificial and ideological constructs. (Heywood 2021: 132-133).

Literature review

The historiography of Turkish nationalism and national identity is complex and multifaceted.
Various studies offer different perspectives and assessments of Turkish nationalism. Most
studies indicate the end of the 19th century as the time of inception of Turkish nationalism.
According to Kieser, Turkish nationalism emerged within the revolutionary movement at the
end of the 19th century, calling for the establishment of a “new Tiirkiye” (Kieser 2006a: vii). Yet
Kieser argues that the term “revolution” was understood and interpreted differently by various
groups and figures. The Young Turks came to view “revolution” as the prospect of building a
new, modern Ottoman state through the seizure of political power. As a result, a political and
ideological movement of Turkish nationalism emerged and soon crystallized into an influential
political force (Kieser 2006a: vii). According to Kieser, these Turkish nationalists began to
see revolution as a sign of significant social change within nationalist perspectives, shaping
and promoting their own and emerging modern nationalist ideas (Kieser 2006a: vii). Kieser
considers Turkish nationalists in the late Ottoman period to be ethnic and primordial, some of
whom later became among the builders of the republican system (Kieser 2006a: vii). Hanioglu
states that the emergence of Turkish nationalists among Ottoman intellectuals of Turkish origin
marked the decline of Ottomanism. This shift was particularly evident during the Balkan Wars
of 1912-1913 (Hanioglu 2006: 3). However, Hanioglu directs attention to the fact that the
concepts of Ottomanism and Turkism (Turkish nationalism) ought not to be understood in an
essentialist manner, especially viewing them as rival, monolithic and rigid ideologies is wrong
(Hanioglu 2006: 3-4). Despite the decline and eventual bankruptcy of Ottomanism, it, alongside
Turkism, remained persistent, fluid, and adaptable even after World War I. Hanioglu argues that,
in fact, Turkism turned out to be a new interpretation of Ottomanism rather than a complete
disengagement with it, in which the Turkish nation was assigned a centrifugal role within the
Ottoman social context (Hanioglu 2006: 4). This process gradually led to the decline and demise
of the Ottoman empire and the emergence of the Republic of Tirkiye. Studies indicate that the
origins of Turkism and Turkish nationalism developed and spread primarily among influential
Ottoman thinkers and the Young Turks.

Two of the leading thinkers of Turkish nationalism are Yusuf Ak¢ura and Ziya Gokalp. They
were the two most influential figures in the development of early Turkish nationalism, yet they
approached the concept of the nation from different ideological and sociological perspectives.
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Akgura is often described as the strategic architect of political Turkism, primarily through his
1904 manifesto U¢ Tarz-1 Siyaset (Three Types of Policy), in which he argued that Ottomanism
and Islamism were no longer viable for saving the state. Instead, he proposed a nationalism based
onrace and language, viewing the ethnic unity of Turkic peoples as the only solid foundation for a
modern state (Akcura 1976: 6-7,24-35; Akill1 2013: 28-32). In contrast, Ziya Gokalp is regarded
as the primary theoretician of Turkish nationalism, emphasizing a sociological rather than a
purely biological or racial definition of the nation. Gokalp defined the nation as a social group
sharing a common “collective consciousness” (maseri vicdan) built through shared language,
education, aesthetics, and ethics (Akill1 2013: 33-35; Parla 1993: 59; Saray 2022: 51-54).

The role of religion also marked a significant difference in their nationalist frameworks.
Gokalp sought a synthesis summarized by his slogan “Turkify, Islamize, Modernize,” arguing
that Islam was an essential component of the national culture (hars). He believed that Turkism
could coexist with Western civilization if the nation preserved its unique cultural and religious
values (Gokalp 1988: 15). Akcura took a more secular and pragmatic approach to religion,
suggesting that Islam should be utilized to serve the national interest and that ethnic ties were
more reliable than religious ones for ensuring state survival. While Gokalp believed a nation
was formed by those who received a common education and felt a shared identity regardless
of lineage, Ak¢ura remained more committed to the idea of an ethnic and genealogical Turkish
unity (Calen 2019: 6-8).

These two thinkers profoundly influenced early Turkish nationalism by providing the
ideological shiftaway from an imperial identity toward a national one. Their ideas were adopted
by the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), making Turkism the unofficial state ideology
leading up to and during World War 1. Gokalp’s specific distinction between culture (hars)
and civilization (medeniyet) provided a vital intellectual justification for the early Republic’s
reforms; it allowed the new state to adopt Western technology and administrative systems
(civilization) while maintaining a distinct Turkish identity (culture) (Bugukcu 2020: 159-162).

Furthermore, Akcura’s focus on the necessity of a national bourgeoisie and economic
independence influenced the developmentalist and etatist policies of the early Republican
period. After the establishment of the Republic of Ttrkiye in 1923, Turkish nationalists under
the leadership of Mustafa Kemal activated the profound ideological break from the Ottoman
past as well as dramatic social changes with the intent to transform the Turkish nation into
a modern civilized nation, who would conform to European standards of civilization (Kieser
2006b: 20). Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk utilized the works of both men as a foundation for his own
vision of a secular, unitary, and modernization-oriented national state, incorporating Gokalp’s
cultural focus and Akgura’s territorial and political realism into the core principles of the new
Republic (Georgeon 1996: 133-134). Ultimately, Akcura provided the political strategy for a
Turkish state, while Gokalp provided the sociological soul to define its people.

Kemalist nationalism became the official ideology of the republican regime, codified in the
program of the Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi (Republican People’s Party) through the Six Arrows.
According to Bozarslan, Kemalism, a secular nationalism, emerged as a praxis and an ideology
of nation-building aimed at transforming a “backward oriental society” into a “progressive and
civilized European political entity” through radical social and civilizational changes (Bozarslan
2006: 28). In the early republican period, the Kemalists focused on constructing a new Turkish
nation mostly on a primordial basis. The republican regime under Mustafa Kemal forged a new
national history of the Turks, as reflected in the “Turkish History Thesis” (Tiirk Tarih Tezi),
which constructed Turkish history and the ethnic origins of the Turks through an ethnocentric
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primordial perspective (Aydin 2010: 36; Foss 2014: 829). It argued that pre-Islamic Turks from
Central Asia were the originators of world civilization and the “ancestors” of ancient Anatolian
groups such as the Hittites (Erimtan 2008: 141-142). This thesis served to legitimize Anatolia
as an eternal homeland and to distance the state from its Ottoman-Islamic past. Complementing
this was the “Sun Language Theory” (Giines Dil Teorisi), a product of scientism that claimed the
Turkish language was the source of all human languages (Ozdogan 2019: 84-87).

The drive toward modernization and Westernization was characterized by a cultural
revolution that sought to replace the Caliphate (the Ottoman state) and traditional religious
structures with secular institutions. While Gokalp distinguished between culture (hars) and
civilization (medeniyet) — arguing that technology could be imported from the West while
preserving Turkish values — more radical Westernizers argued for the total adoption of Western
civilization, includingits social mores. This led to revolutionary changes, such as the Turkification
of the alphabet and the ethnic and cultural homogenization of the population. Writers of this
era, like Falih Rifki Atay (Atay 2023: 409-411) and Sevket Siireyya Aydemir (Aydemir 2024:
358-360), documented the intensity of this Kemalist nation-building project.

In Aydin’s view, Kemalist nation building involved not only ethnicity, nation, culture, and
language, but also included race and racial issues, which were outlined in the “Turkish History
Thesis” (Aydin 2010: 36). The Turkish History Thesis pursued several underlying objectives,
notably, ittried to scientifically prove the indigeneity of the Turks to Anadolu. The Kemalist nation
building project underlined that the Turks were descendants of the Hittites and the ancient
Hittite civilization in Asia Minor, they were builders of great civilizations in human history, the
Turks were not a lower yellow Mongolian race, but rather they were a European Caucasian
race (Aydin 2010: 37-38; Ermitan 2008: 158; Foss 2014: 828; Glirpinar 2013: 83). Foss claims
that with the use of history for political purposes and interest of the state, the Kemalists sought
to demonstrate that the Turks had always been a civilized nation and equal to the Western
civilization, and prove that the Turks were indigenous to Anadolu, countering the Greek and
Armenian claims to indigeneity to the land (Foss 2014: 828). It was argued that the Turkish
roots in Asia Minor went deeper than the Seljuk Empire and no cultural and historical period
was alien to the Turks, including the Hittite period, which were with other ancient peoples of
the region lumped together under the umbrella term “Proto-Turks” (Aydin 2010: 38). In general,
through a new history and primordial perspective, the Kemalists produced and reinforced the
discourse of superiority of the Turkish nation and race as founders of ancient civilizations (Aydin
2010: 36). In this case, studies draw attention to Turkification or cultural assimilation of ethnic
minorities by the republican government in the early period. Bali conceptualizes Turkification
as the Kemalist national project aimed at cultivating citizens who would enjoy equal rights and
define themselves as Turks, yet their religious beliefs are a private matter (Bali 2006: 43).

Results

The Origins of Turkish Nationalism

The Turks, as a distinct ethnic group, originated from Central Asia. According to Golden,
the first historical accounts about the ethnogenesis and origins of Turks or Turkic peoples
are preserved in the Chinese dynastic annals under the Tang empire from around 629 to 860
(Golden 1992:117). The term “Turk” means “helmet”, which is believed to stem from the shape
of the Altay that looks like a helmet (Golden 1992: 120). In 552, Bumin Qagan founded the
Turkic Khaganate, also known as the Goktiirk Khaganate, which is the first proto-Turkic state
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(Golden 1992: 127). After the disintegration of the Goktiirk Khaganate, it split into succeeding
rump states and later led to the emergence of the Seljuk Empire. The founder of the House of
Seljuk was Seljuk, who was a great warlord from the Qiniq tribe of Oghuz Turks. Later, the Seljuk
Empire expanded westward through Transoxiana and Persia into Mesopotamia and Anatolia.
The turning point in the history of Turkic peoples and the Oghuz tribe was the decisive victory
of the Seljuks under the leadership of Sultan Alp Arslan over the Byzantine Empire (the Eastern
Roman Empire) in the Battle of Manzikert (Malazgirt) in 1071 (Kaldellis 2023: 626). The triumph
of the Seljuks at Malazgirt paved the way for the Seljuk takeover and domination of Anadolu and
the Turkification of Asia Minor. While the Seljuks were invincible in the west, their supremacy
in the east was challenged and eventually upset by the Kara Khitai state (Biran 2005: 43). The
contest for domination in Central Asia with the Kara Khitai state in the 12th century and an
eventual loss of their control of Mawarannahr pushed the Seljuks westward (Biran 2005: 43-
44). The setback in Mawarannahr forced the Seljuks to expand their influence and geopolitical
primacy into the Middle East and Anadolu. The chain of events led to the establishment of
Turkish domination in Anadolu and the creation of the Ottoman state, whose existence lasted
several centuries, eventually giving birth to the Republic of Tirkiye.

The birth of Turkish nationalism goes back to the end of the 19th century, which was
brought about by three key factors. First, the decline of the Ottoman Empire that had begun
in the 18th century led to the fracture and dismemberment of the empire into ethnic realms
and the emergence of independent nation-states. According to the prominent Turkish political
scientist Umut Uzer, the dwindling of the power of the Ottoman Empire gradually resulted in
the independent nationalist movements represented by Greeks, Serbs, Albanians, Arabs, and
others. This in turn undermined “Ottomanism” and “Islamism” as the hegemonic concepts that
provided national cohesion and held together multiethnic and multireligious Ottoman society
for many centuries (Uzer 2016: 2). In Uzer’s view, as Ottomanism and Islamism struggled to
provide ethnic and cultural cohesion and parochial ethnic nationalism prevailed over and
eventually superseded the hegemonic nation building discourses, “Turkishness” or “Turkism”
emerged as the only feasible and viable way for the establishment of a new Turkish nation state
in the form of the modern Republic of Tiirkiye (Uzer 2016: 2).

The second factor that brought about Turkish nationalism was linked to linguistic and historical
studies in Europe and later in the late Ottoman Empire in relation to the historical roots and
development of Turkish language, culture, and history. Such studies highlighted the greatness,
heroism, uniqueness, cultural, intellectual, and military accomplishments of Turks in the pre-
Ottoman and pre-Islamic era. Islam and the Ottoman era were increasingly associated with the
decline and strategic failures, and divorced Turks from their glorious past and pristine epoch
(Uzer 2016: 2). Revisiting the pre-Islamic and pre-Ottoman past encouraged Turkish nationalists
to see their society and state not through the lens of Ottomanism and Islam, but rather from the
perspective of Turkishness and Turkish national identity that stood apart from other ethno-
religious communities in the empire such as Arabs, Greeks, Armenians, Jews and so on.

Third, the rise and dissemination of Turkish nationalism was also significantly affected by
intellectuals from various areas of the Russian empire such as Crimea, Tatarstan, Bashkortostan,
the Caucasus and Central Asia, who contributed to the consolidation of nationalist discourses
and thoughtin Turkiye (Uzer 2016: 3). These immigrants were armed with advanced conceptual,
ideological and theoretical tools and concepts, which led them to forge a form of nationalism in an
I[slamic and premodern environment. Having been exposed to different theories of nationalism
and political ideologies such as pan-Slavism, socialism, and others, these intellectuals from
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Russia experienced cultural, ethnic, and racial oppression in the Russian colonial context.
Therefore, in Tirkiye, they felt themselves an integral part of the Turkish majority and thereby
joined first the Young Turks and later the Kemalist movement (Uzer 2016: 3).

The late 19th century and early 20th century Turkish nationalism was heavily affected by
the studies on the pre-Ottoman era Turkish history, which was largely portrayed as an era of
great achievements of Turks. The core narrative of linking emerging nationalistic sentiment
to the pre-Ottoman era Turkish history argued that before conversion to Islam and the
Ottoman epoch, Turks had been great builders of civilization. The spread and entrenchment
of such narratives led to the contempt and rejection of the Ottoman legacy and Islam, which
was pervasive within Turkish nationalist movements in the late Ottoman period. Narratives
glorifying the ancient pre-Ottoman era of Turkish history and ignoring or neglecting Islam and
Ottomanism informed, to a certain degree, Turkish nationalism represented by the Young Turk
movement and its main faction - the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP, ittihad ve Terakki
Cemiyeti). In turn, nationalist discourses in the age of the Young Turks and the CUP explicitly
and implicitly affected Mustafa Kemal and his reforms after the establishment of the Republic
of Tlrkiye in 1923 (Ziircher 2005: 14; Ziircher 2010: 124).

Intellectual and ideological underpinnings of Turkish nationalism

The rise of Turkish nationalism was triggered by the decline of the Ottoman Empire in the
second half of the 19th century. The driving force behind the advent of Turkish nationalism was
the Young Turks orthe Young Turkmovementthatemerged astheresponse tothe monopolization
of power by Sultan Abdulhamid II in 1878. Under the strong influence of the Enlightenment
ideas of 18th century Europe, pro-Western and European-educated Turkish intellectuals of that
time were certain that in order to prevent further decline of the Ottoman state, radical liberal
reforms and a progressive constitution were necessary. After Sultan Abdulhamid suspended
the 1876 constitution and parliament, adversaries of the sultan got together and established
the Young Turks. In Hanioglu’s view, one cannot understand Mustafa Kemal’'s worldviews,
attitudes and policies without having a proper understanding of the Young Turk movement and
its political and ideological philosophy (Hanioglu 2001; Hanioglu 2011: 48). Mustafa Kemal’s
worldviews and policies were shaped by the Young Turks because he himself was an integral
part of the movement and belonged to the second generation of the Young Turks (Hanioglu
2001; Hanioglu 2011: 52).

Besides being under the influence of the European Enlightenment, a significant proportion
of Turkish intellectuals were the followers of the mid-19th century German philosophy -
Vulgdrmaterialismus, which was a vulgarized form of the concept of materialism fused with
rationalism, scientism and social Darwinism that prioritized the role of science in society
(Hanioglu 2011: 48-49). At the core of Vulgdrmaterialismus lay ideas that outrightly rejected
religion and emphasized the quest for building a secular social order, which later would
become one of the ideological pillars of the republican regime in Turkiye. Like many other
leading members of the Young Turk movement, Mustafa Kemal belonged to an educated class of
intellectuals, who believed that science could be a remedy for all the difficulties and ills of the
Ottoman empire at that time, which would lead to the establishment an advanced, progressive,
prosperous and irreligious society hinged upon rationalism, science and secularism (Hanioglu
2011: 50). The advocates and supporters of science and rationalism believed in the supremacy
of science over religion and came to understand history and historical evolution in terms of a
constant struggle between religion and science, in which the latter would eventually triumph
over the former.
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Thus, a belief in science or scientism became one of the prominent principles of the Young
Turk ideology and political philosophy. Although under the reign of the Young Turk regime
between 1908 and 1918, its leadership had embraced the official ideology of Ottomanism with
the intent to deal with the multicultural and multi-confessional populations of the empire, with
time they came to shift to Turkish nationalism (Zircher 2019a: 897; Ziircher 2019b: 481). Yet,
as in this period, the empire’s multicultural and multireligious populations were glued together
under the banner of Islam, which prevented the Young Turk regime from putting in motion its
policies of establishing a society based on science and secularism. Under the strong influence
of European social sciences, especially social Darwinism, the Young Turks came to argue that
humans originated from fish and human life involved a constant struggle for survival and that
only the strongest could survive.

According to Hanioglu, although Mustafa Kemal belonged to the Young Turk movement
and was influenced by key concepts and works about popular materialism, he never became a
prominent theoretician and a scientific thinker like other leading Turkish intellectuals of that
time (Hanioglu 2011: 53). Moreover, while plunging into progressive political and philosophical
discourses and works of his time, Mustafa Kemal seems to have come to the conclusion that
while science leads society to prosperity and progress, religion only holds it back, corrupting
and retarding it (Hanioglu 2011: 53). Although the promotion of science excluded religion within
the Young Turk movement, there were endeavors to reconstitute Islam as a materialist political
and philosophical discourse that would be utilized as a cultural resource to craft a progressive
society free from religion. Yet like many other prominent intellectuals of his time, Mustafa Kemal
came to understand that Islam had been deeply embedded within Ottoman culture and society.

Another prominent theme within the Young Turk movement was attitudes and views of
Turkish intellectuals about Christian Europe or Western civilization, in which they did not
develop an all-embracing approach towards Europe. Although Turkish intellectuals were the
products of a European-style education, their attitudes towards the West could be described as
a love-hate relationship. On the one hand, Christian Europe came to be seen as the vehicle for
human development and an ideal model for crafting a prosperous and progressive society. On
the other hand, the West was increasingly perceived as a predatory imperial juggernaut that fed
on the Ottoman and other non-European peoples’ wealth and land. Despite such an ambiguity,
the leading adherents of scientism advocated Europeanization and Westernization because
only this path would lead to an ideal society governed by science. By the same token, Mustafa
Kemal also shared his contemporaries' view of the West, namely that European Enlightenment
civilization was indeed the epitome of progress and modernity. However, he was also aware of
West's intention to undermine and destroy the Ottoman empire, especially against the backdrop
of the Ottoman defeat in the 1912-1913 Balkan wars, when the Ottoman empire was reduced to
an Oriental country (Hanioglu 2011: 57).

In addition, Mustafa Kemal came to understand that Europeans increasingly perceived
the Ottoman Empire and Turks as inferior and backward. Despite harboring deep-seated
suspicions of Europe, Mustafa Kemal came to advocate the wholesale Westernization of Ottoman
society and later Turkish society. Moreover, Mustafa Kemal was convinced that only through
Westernization would create an important precondition for a society predicated upon science.
Westernizers within Ottoman intellectual circles, including Mustafa Kemal himself, advocated
the total displacement of customs, values and institutions that were not compatible with the
notion of modernity, Westernization and science. In this regard, the adherents of scientism
and Westernization called for the replacement of everything old and obsolete. The efforts to
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shift from the Arabic-Persian script to Latin, the call for the adoption of European manners
and lifestyle, as well as the replacement of the Islamic legal system with the Swiss civil code,
reflected Westernization efforts.

Another important dimension of the nascent Turkish nationalism was the greater emphasis
on the pre-Islamic era Turkish history, in which the adherents of Turkish nationalism argued
that Islam increasingly corrupted Turks and that pre-Islamic Turkish way of life and customs had
been more liberal and progressive (Hanioglu 2011: 61). Although the Young Turks emphasized
the pre-Islamic glorious past and history of Turks, minimizing and belittling the role of Islam,
under the rule of the Young Turk regime, the efforts were made to reconcile Islam and Turkism.
At that time, prominent intellectuals like Ziya Gokalp aimed to reconcile Turkism and Islam,
proposing that Islam could be used as a tool to modernize Ottoman society (Meram 1969:
174-182). However, later, Mustafa Kemal shunned a reconciliatory method proposed by Ziya
Gokalp, which came to embrace both Islam and Turkism as an integral part of the nation-building
process. Instead, Mustafa Kemal came to believe that the use of Islam for the modernization
of society was not consistent with Europeanization and attempts to craft a society governed
by science. This was, in turn, reflected in Mustafa Kemal’s policies at displacing Islam from
politics and the introduction of a secular European legal system to govern a new Turkish society
(Bugukeu 2020: 169-171).

As a Turk who was born and grew up in the European side of the empire, Mustafa Kemal
subscribed to Turkism and Turkish nationalism. It should be noted that Turkism among Ottoman
intellectuals emerged at the start of the 20th century as a response to the spread of separatist
ethnic movements and rival ethnic nationalisms of Greeks, Serbs, Bulgarians, and others. In
such an increasingly nationalistic environment, Mustafa Kemal and other Turkish nationalists
came to draw upon the pre-Islamic proto-Turkish history and heritage, stressing the greatness
of Turks. In a similar vein, leading members of the Young Turk movement also subscribed to
Turkism. After the 1908 revolution, they were forced to instrumentalize Ottomanism to manage
multiethnic and multireligious populations of the empire. However, wars against Balkan nations
and World War I reignited the relevance of nationalism in the empire, in which some prominent
intellectuals, such as Ziya Gokalp, called for building a Turan empire (Uyanik 2003: 99-101). In
this regard, Ziya Gokalp expanded the scope of Turkism and Turkish nationalism, highlighting
Turan as an eternal country of Turks (Hanioglu 2011: 65). Although Mustafa Kemal overlooked
Ziya Gokalp’s attempt to integrate Islam with Turkish identity, he was still attracted to his
nationalist ideas. Yet it should be noted that later, while at the helm of the Turkish nation state,
Mustafa Kemal capitalized on Turkishness rather than pan-Turkism or Turanism.

Although race and racial issues were less prominent in Turkism initially, they later became a
central focus for some Turkishintellectuals during the 1940sand 1960s. Mustafa Kemal and other
prominent Turkish intellectuals came to embrace the European categorization of the human
race and racial hierarchies. They came to accept the tenets of European scientific racism that
the Turks occupied the bottom of racial hierarchies as an inferior and backward race. However,
the Japanese triumph over imperial Russia in 1905 renewed deep interests in racial issues,
which motivated Turkish intellectuals to revisit and reconsider European racial categories. This
in turn led Turkish intellectuals to stress the noble character of the Turkish race, denouncing
Eurocentric assumptions that the Turks belonged to an inferior yellow race (Hanioglu 2011:
66). Viewing increasingly everything from nation to religion and modernity through the lens
of scientism encouraged Mustafa Kemal and other prominent Turkish intellectuals to see the
Turks as a noble race and elevate them to the top of the racial hierarchies.
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Discussion

As Mustafa Kemal and his followers gained prominence during the decline of the Ottoman
Empire, particularly through the Turkish War of Independence (1919-1923) and the founding
of the Republic of Tiirkiye in 1923, the hegemonic nation-building discourses from the Ottoman
era, like Ottomanism and Islam, gradually lost relevance and were eventually considered
unnecessary. After the triumph in the Turkish War of Independence, as the leader of Turkish
nationalists, Mustafa Kemal embarked upon the path of building a new nation, state and society.
According to the Turkish scholar Hanioglu, Mustafa Kemal himself was not a great theoretician;
rather, he used and implemented a set of nationalist and modern ideas and theories defined
and developed within the Young Turk movement (Hanioglu 2011). Colak and Uzer state that
during the formation of a new nation state, the founding fathers of the republic viewed the
Ottoman past and Islam as no longer relevant or even obstructive to their goals. They believed
these elements hindered their efforts to Westernize and establish a modern, progressive society
based on scientism. (Colak 2006: 590; Uzer 2020: 277).

By overcoming both foreign and domestic enemies during the War of Independence and
dismantling the Ottoman state, Mustafa Kemal and his followers initiated policies aimed at
creating a new nation and state. This process involved a swift and thorough break from the
Ottoman past to establish a Westernized, secular, and progressive society (Tokdogan 2024: 30).
To forge a new Turk, Mustafa Kemal and his supporters declared cultural war on Ottomanism
and Islam, which were increasingly seen as the vestiges of the defunct empire and obsolete
civilization (Tokdogan 2024: 28). Colak posits that Kemalist nation building constituted the top-
down state-orchestrated measures and policies intended to transform a traditional Oriental
society into a new Westernized secular one (Colak 2003: 3-4). Turkish nationalism under the
republican regime stood in stark contrast to the Turkist or Turanist nationalism that had been
prominent during the late Ottoman period (Colak 2003: 4). To be precise, “Kemalist nationalism”
throughout the republican period has diverged from Turkism and Turanism under the Young
Turk regime in a sense that it was predicated upon the principle of territoriality, which included
Anadolu and the segment of European Tirkiye (Colak 2003: 4).

To craftanew nation and forge a new national identity, the founders of the Republic of Ttirkiye,
first and foremost, divorced the new country from the Ottoman empire, and at the same time,
chose a radically new path of development based on Westernization (Colak 2003: 5). Despite
the fact that the Ottoman era provided a solid historical, ideological and intellectual foundation
and background to the republican regime and Mustafa Kemal’s drastic reforms, and political
and social revolution, the Kemalist elites sought a complete break from the previous era and
erecting a modern state (Colak 2003: 5). The efforts to build a new modern state and craft a
new Turkish nation were reflected in revolutionary changes and cultural transformations such
as the abolition of the Caliphate (the Ottoman state), the displacement of Islamic law (sharia),
discarding Oriental customs and traditions, elimination of the Arabic script and the Arabic
calendar (Kadioglu 1996: 186; Tokdogan 2024: 29; Uzer 2020: 277).

With the ascent of the Kemalists to power in 1923, the new nation was identified as “Turks”,
but not as “Ottomans,” as citizens of the Republic of Tiirkiye, but not the subjects of the Ottoman
I[slamic Caliphate (Ztircher 2010: 213). Under the Ottoman rule, the glorious Ottoman history
and Islam had been backbone of the multinational and multireligious empire, but Mustafa
Kemal aimed to create a culturally and ethnically monolithic and homogenous nation, in which
the ideological concepts of the previous era such as Ottomanism, Islam and rival nationalisms
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(Kurdish, Greek, Armenian, etc.) were entirely excluded (Aktar 2010: 24; Foss 2014: 828;
Zeydanlioglu 2008: 155). Uzer argues that for the Kemalist elite of Tuirkiye not the Ottoman
past but rather Europe and the West became the source of inspiration and informed their nation
building project, in which they strove for crafting a modern Turk who would be Western, secular,
progressive and proud of his heritage but entirely divorced from his Ottoman history and
Islamic faith (Uzer 2020: 277). Islam was associated with obscurantism and with Semitic Arabs,
entirely alien to the Turks (Guirpinar 2013: 85). Although Kemalism involved the break from
the Orient and shift to the West, Turkish nationalism and the Kemalist nation building project
resulted from both a hostility towards the West and at the same time, mimicking Western way
of development (Kadioglu 1996: 185). Kemalist nation-building manifested in the rejection of
the Ottoman past and the invention of the distant past; the prevalence of the state over a nation
(Ozdogan 2010: 47).

It should be noted that ethnic and cultural homogenization of the population lay at the core
of the Kemalist nation-building project (Aktar 2010: 24; Zeydanhoglu 2008: 155). According to
Aktar, the Kemalist nation-building and revolution in Tiirkiye centered on political assimilation
and Turkification of its multiethnic populations. This process involved recognizing religious
minorities such as Christians and Jews and aimed to establish the unconditional dominance
of state authority over all ethnic, religious, and political communities and minorities. (Aktar
2010: 22). According to Zeydanlioglu, the Kemalist elite pursued the goal of establishing a
homogenous Turkish nation (Zeydanlioglu 2008). Zeydanlioglu argues that Mustafa Kemal and
the Kemalist elite increasingly employed Western colonial concepts, especially Eurocentrism
and Orientalism, to realize their nation-building project (Zeydanhoglu 2008). For the republican
regime to conform to Europeanness and Westernness, the Kemalist elite built a homogenous
nation-state (Zeydanlioglu 2008). Moreover, to conform to the Western cultural and political
norms, the Kemalist elite embarked upon the path of displacing and extinguishing the Eastern
character and spirit of Turkiye and building a Westernized society (Zeydanhoglu 2008).
The main goal of Kemalist nation-building was to turn the geographical and territorial area
known as Tiirkiye into a nation that embraces a Turkish state identity by speaking Turkish and
accepting the national identity. Aktar examines Kemalist policies, focusing on Turkification and
the formation of an ethnically and linguistically exclusive nation state (Aktar 2010: 22-23).

Viewing Tirkiye as a “melting-pot,” Kemalists emphasized that various ethnic and religious
communities living in Tiirkiye were meant to evolve into a single, unified national identity
(Aktar 2010: 25). Therefore, all ethnic and national groups were expected to integrate with
the official state identity. This exclusive approach to nation-building was reflected in the
programs of the Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP), as well as in the
laws, statutes, proclamations, and speeches of high-ranking officials and policymakers, where
Turkishness was prioritized over other ethnic and religious identities. (Ziircher 2010: 232). In
December 1925, having emphasized certain attempts of enemies of the republic to undermine
Turkish unity, the Ministry of Education of Tiirkiye announced that the use of terms such as
Kurd, Laz, Kurdistan, and Lazistan would be banned (Ziircher 2010: 232). In 1927, the CHP’s
program emphasized that the Turkish language and culture would be the guiding principle for
unifying compatriots and providing national unity and cohesion (Ziircher 2010: 232). In 1931,
at the second congress of the CHP, “nationalism” was incorporated into Six Arrows (Alt1 Ok)
that constituted the fundamental pillars of Kemalism and the CHP (Ztircher 2010: 232). It was
widely believed that Turkish society departed from Islam, Ottomanism, and the Orient, and
shifted to European and Western civilization and camp (Aydin 2010: 38).
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Thus, Tiirkiye’s current ethnic and cultural identity based on Turkishness is the outcome of
Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk’s nation-building project and cultural revolution in the 1920s-1930s.
However, since the 1980s, new alternative political discourses and groups have increasingly
challenged the hegemony of Kemalism. The rise of alternative political discourses, parties and
policymakers reflected the weakening of Kemalism and the strengthening of non-Kemalist
movements. The very political, cultural, and religious discourses and legacies that had been
displaced and victimized by the Kemalists later came to erode the hegemony of Kemalism
in Turkish politics and society. The advent of the AKP (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi) in 2002
attested to the shrinking Kemalism’s influence of Kemalism in Turkish politics. As a result,
today’s Turkish society is split into the “old” and “new” Tiirkiye. While the Kemalist regime is
referred to as the “old Tiirkiye”, the current AKP government under Recep Tayyip Erdogan is
defined as the “new Tirkiye” (Din¢ and Hiinler 2025: 2). On the one hand, the supporters of the
hegemonic Kemalist discourse tend to portray the Kemalist rule as an era of great achievements
and progress. On the other hand, the adherents of non-Kemalist discourses believe that they
have been marginalized by Kemalists for many decades (Din¢ and Hiinler 2025: 2). However,
currently these groups seem to feel emboldened and empowered under the AKP rule under
Erdogan, increasingly drawing upon Islam and the Ottoman imperial past that had long been
disempowered by the Kemalists (Din¢ and Hiinler 2025: 2).

Conclusion

The study has shed light on the historical, conceptual, ideological, and theoretical origins
and underpinnings of Turkish nationalism. The results of the study have demonstrated that
Turkish nationalism occurred after the long existence of the Ottoman state and as a response
to the decline of the Ottoman empire and the birth of rival nationalisms and ethnic separatist
movements, such as Greek, Serbian, Bulgarian, and so on. In this regard, the demise of the
Ottoman Empire and the birth of the Republic of Tiirkiye were distinguished by the transition
from the state to the nation. The results of the study have also revealed that modern Turkish
nationalism, Mustafa Kemal’s nation-building project, and cultural revolution were rooted in the
late Ottoman era nationalist ideas and concepts, specifically within the Young Turk movement.
In other words, dramatic political, social, and cultural changes and transformation of Turkish
society in the 1920s-1930s under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk were informed and
guided by the ideas and theories of the Young Turks. Moreover, Mustafa Kemal was under heavy
influence of progressive Turkish intellectuals and radical European political philosophy.

The Ottoman state and society operated on the basis of ethnic, cultural and religious
coexistence and harmony of a multitude of ethnic and confessional communities across the
empire. In such a multiethnic and multireligious society, Ottomanism and Islam lied at the
core of nation building policy and provided social cohesion. Under Ottoman rule, all ethnic
and religious communities regardless of their ethnic origins belonged to the same Ottoman
nation and the common homeland. In this case, the Ottoman Empire was not an ethnocratic
society where the stress was placed not upon the ethnic background of people but rather on
their sense of belonging to the same motherland and to the Ottoman nation. However, with
the decline of the Ottoman empire, ethnic and religious particularism and distinctions became
more prominent, which was reflected in the emergence of Greek, Serbian, Armenian, Bulgarian,
and other nationalisms. Their nationalistic fervor and separatist aspirations undermined and
eroded the concepts of Ottomanism and the Ottoman nation. This in turn gave rise to Turkish
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nationalism at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries, which was conceptually
and theoretically developed and promoted by leading intellectuals within the Young Turk
movement. Under the strong influence of the European Enlightenment ideas and the 19th
century European political teachings, the Young Turks came to reject Ottomanism and, to a
lesser degree, Islamism as less relevant to their nation-building project. Instead, they focused
on Turkish nationalism and Turkishness. Yet under the Young Turk rule, the time was not ripe
for implementing such a nationalistic project.

With the triumph in the Turkish War of Independence, the fall of the Ottoman empire and
the establishment of the Republic of Tiirkiye in 1923, the implementation of the nationalist
project of the Young Turks became feasible. The specific feature of the Kemalist nation-building
project lay in its outright rejection of Ottomanism and Islam, increasingly stressing Turkish
nationalism, Turkishness, Western identity of the Turks, their indigeneity to Anadolu, their
belonging to a great civilization, and a white European race. Another specific feature of Kemalist
nationalism is reflected in the exclusive character of nation-building, in the greater emphasis on
political assimilation and Turkification of numerous ethno-religious minorities, and in building
a Turkish nation-state and society. Another conspicuous characteristic of Kemalist nationalism
was its methodical displacement and marginalization of the Ottoman past and Islam, to which
a significant proportion of the Turkish population has a strong sense of belonging. However,
the Kemalist policies of disempowering and persecuting Ottomanism and Islam soon backfired,
which was seen in the rise of powerful non-Kemalist discourses. In this regard, Turkish
scholars stress the failure of the Kemalists to achieve ethnic and cultural homogenization of the
population. Moreover, the rise of the AKP under the leadership of Erdogan in 2002 was a clear
indication of a dramatic paradigm shift in Turkish society. Having stressed Ottomanism and
I[slam as powerful concepts providing ethnic and national unity and cohesion, Erdogan and his
adherents have placed greater efforts to steer the nation towards a new direction distinct from
the Kemalist discourse.
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