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CHAPTER 1

The “Turkishness” Journey of  the Turk: 
A Comparative Perspective
Şenol  Durgun 1

1. Introduction

Türkiye entered a new phase with the ﻿modernization process. The reform 
efforts, which initially began with military objectives, later expanded to 
encompass all spheres of society. These deliberate, goal-oriented transformation 
efforts through ﻿modernization led to different interpretations of history, 
identity, culture, and other fundamental aspects of society. The primary aim of 
these transformation efforts was to create political unity for a country facing the 
danger of disintegration. To achieve this, the construction of a ﻿national identity 
was necessary. However, the identity politics implemented from the beginning 
evolved over time, and these changes were shaped primarily by the contexts in 
which they emerged.

Particularly with Westernization, ﻿modernization came to be viewed as a 
matter of civilization, which placed the concept of civilization at the center 
of discourse. As a result, it began to reshape the structures of political, social, 
and cultural life. This continued into the Republican period, where it gained 
systematic direction. During the Republic’s single-party era, ﻿modernization 
politics (asrileşme) dominated every sphere, including identity. However, 
following World War II, alongside changes in the Western world, Türkiye also 
experienced significant shifts in identity politics with the transition to multi-
party democracy. At this point, as the politics-centered approach gave way to 
an economics-centered one, interpretations of history, space, and culture began 
to be made on a more realistic rather than romantic basis. Identity politics also 
reflected this shift and acquired a content quite different from its status during 
the single-party period. Indeed, the national and international conditions of 
the early 20th century differed greatly from those of the second half. Much had 
changed in the intervening years. With the end of the bipolar world in the last 
quarter of the 20th century, the dissolution of the USSR, and the independence 
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of certain Turkic regions that had long lived under Tsarist and Bolshevik Russian 
domination, debates on Turkish identity—which had been shaped by the 
conditions of the first half of the 20th century—also changed course.

This study aims to examine the field of Turkish identity—an area of 
intense debate throughout our ﻿modernization history—in relation to changing 
political understandings. For this purpose, the study consists of two main 
parts. First, it examines how lineage-based approaches emerged in Europe with 
﻿modernization, how they influenced the Ottoman Empire, and on what basis 
discussions of Turkishness developed. Second, it explores how these debates 
evolved with the founding of the Republic, what main approaches emerged on 
this matter, and in what direction they began to develop with the emergence of 
independent ﻿Turkic states. The study adopts a politics-centered reading, because 
identity arrangements during the ﻿modernization process developed in line with 
national and international politics. We believe their transformations can only 
be explained through developments at this political scale. 

2. Change and Changing Readings of Identity

Since the beginning of history, antagonisms in relations among societies 
have made it impossible to speak of a single civilization for humanity. There 
has always been a discussion of different civilizations and the relations among 
them. However, Europeans who became acquainted with the non-Western 
world through geographical discoveries and subsequent colonization activities 
resorted to various concepts, particularly in the 19th century, to define societies, 
categorize them, and periodize history. These conceptualizations, constructed 
with pragmatic concerns, also reflected a particular worldview. Indeed, 
through concepts such as “primitive” and “hunter-gatherer,” “civilization” and 
“despotism,” they were also assigning qualities such as primitive, barbarian, 
savage, and civilized. Nevertheless, these conceptualizations underwent changes 
according to the course of world affairs. The differences between the West and 
non-Western societies (conflicts and distinctions between primitive-barbarian, 
crescent-cross in the past) came to be articulated in economic terms over time. 
In other words, to soften the expressions “primitive” and “barbarian” that 
were in intensive use for a certain period, an evolution toward “developed, 
developing, and underdeveloped societies” occurred, and this usage remains 
widespread today.

Similarly, the idea of biological evolution was applied to cultural evolution, 
and the understanding that human beings are continuously progressing forward 
has endeavored to maintain their existence. The thesis was accepted that human 
history progresses along a predetermined deterministic line and that all societies 
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develop accordingly. In other words, the view existed that what is normal develops 
in Western societies, and if a similar situation appears in others, this is exceptional. 
The deterministic line of destiny grew increasingly powerful, particularly in the 
19th century. The West entered into an effort to universalize its own order 
under the name of ﻿modernization/Westernization and spread it to encompass 
the non-Western world as well. Modernization was presented as a universal and 
necessary process denoting radical changes to be followed. Accordingly, there 
was an acceptance that as long as the Western model was followed, all societies 
would eventually attain characteristics such as urbanization, industrialization, 
bureaucracy, market economy, and democracy. Consequently, the evolution 
and transformation of societies defined as underdeveloped or traditional toward 
the modern, in terms of these indicators, constituted the foundation of the 
modernist paradigm. In other words, the transition from traditional to modern, 
from an underdeveloped or less developed social structure to a developed social 
structure, was seen as closely related to the adoption of modern innovations. 
It was accepted as a universal truth that human history would proceed in the 
direction of progress, renewal, and ﻿modernization (Yetim, 2012).

Yet the concepts in question were constructed from a particular position and 
from certain presuppositions, and the history they proposed was also created 
from the center of those who wrote it. Indeed, there is a discrepancy between 
social reality and the proposition that human history will proceed on the path of 
﻿modernization as a universal truth, because every society has its own authenticity. 
For this reason, claims of universality and objectivity can disregard the meanings 
and purposes of individual actions. Despite this, the theorists of the period 
who adopted the positivist method attempted to overcome this situation by 
asserting that the social world is no different from the natural world, and that, 
therefore, no explanation method other than the positivist form of explanation 
successfully applied in the natural sciences is necessary for the social sciences 
either. In such a situation, the ability of societies subject to the ﻿modernization 
process to understand and develop their own authenticity under the name of 
universality becomes difficult (Esgin, 2006). In other words, the understanding 
that different civilizations composed of different human experiences on earth 
have different histories gave way to the idea of a single civilization based on the 
acceptance that all civilizations merge in the same river and proceed forward 
(Dervişoğlu, 2015).

Thus, with these developments emerging in the West, a new interpretation 
was brought to history. History came to be seen as a source that plans society’s 
future and has transformed non-European cultures into entities incapable of 
expressing themselves. Accordingly, the West was defined as open to change and 
dynamic, while the East was characterized as stagnant and as a structure unable 
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to surpass agricultural activities. The path recommended to Easterners was to 
reach the West’s stage of development. This approach was more concerned with 
future design, foregrounding discussion of the future rather than the present. 
Indeed, in the period when positivist understanding was dominant, societies 
entering under the influence of ﻿modernization concentrated on future design 
much more than on the present. 

Turkish ﻿modernization also proceeded with similar assumptions, and 
political and social actors—openly or implicitly—acted on the acceptance that 
change and progress are universal, and that the final stage of development would 
be a Western-style social structure and culture (Yetim, 2012). Indeed, concepts 
such as Contemporization, Westernization, and Modernization that define the 
process of change and development in Turkish thought have largely pointed to 
this aspect.

In general, countries shape their identities and cultures through the roles 
they assume and the politics they pursue in interstate relations. Consequently, 
societies’ pasts, their sphere and form of organization, can also be directly related 
to social identity. The identity of Turkish society, which possesses a long history, 
was similarly formed within a process beginning in Central Asia. In other words, 
as conditions changed, the understanding of identity underwent transformation 
over time through new politics and solutions produced in accordance with those 
conditions. Indeed, just as the Ottomans, after the conquest of Istanbul, not 
only remained the protector and standard-bearer of Islam but also became the 
heir of Rome, they attempted to develop a world politics that would reconcile 
their own communal identity with their universal identity in order to hold 
together the heterogeneous population of the geography they ruled. The new 
cosmopolitan identity that Fatih (the Conqueror) tried to establish as the Khan 
of the Turks, the Warrior of the Muslims, and the Caesar of Rome provided the 
integrity of Ottoman world politics and enabled the redefinition of the West 
according to its own understanding.

In contrast to this situation in the classical period, the differentiation in 
Turkish identity in modern times emerged as a result of the dilemmas faced in 
confronting Western world domination. At this time, the Ottomans entered 
into a quest aimed at keeping pace with the Western system. Indeed, regions 
and peoples who had maintained their existence under the Ottoman umbrella 
against Western colonization in the past were now colonized, and the Ottoman 
state, which had fallen into an existential crisis, had to undergo a policy change 
within the framework of Westernization. The Westernization implemented 
during the time of Selim III opened the door to a great restoration logic with 
the Nizam-ı Cedit (New Order) arrangements. This process accelerated even 
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further during the period of Mahmud II, subsequently opening the way for 
reforms in social and cultural spheres as well, and prepared the infrastructure for 
the transition from Şeriat-ı ğarra (the Sharia) to hukuk-u millet (national law). 
In this way, sharia laws were abstracted from the social sphere and pushed into 
the spiritual realm, and new councils and ministries were established to create 
a monarchical bureaucracy.

Ottoman state officials who wished to join the civilized states, that is, the 
Milel-i Mütemeddine (civilized nations), expressed the developing situation 
mostly with the concept of civilization. Indeed, the cause of “civilization” grew 
so powerful over time that all traditions in the social sphere were also included 
within this scope. Ultimately, what was intended with the political and social 
changes to be made was that the ﻿Devlet-i Aliyye (Sublime State), emerging 
from a civilization circle in which it had existed for centuries, would enter 
another civilization circle with which it was in conflict. After this stage, new 
civilization values would determine the state’s manner of action. In the words of 
Mustafa Reşit Pasha, “terbiye-i nas ve icray-ı nizamat,” that is, “the cultivation 
of the people and the implementation of order” (Yardımcı, 2022), would only 
be possible by distancing from the classical-period Ottoman approach that 
centered on religion and replacing it with the feelings and thoughts of the West, 
which was accepted as modern. Although logical inferences were made regarding 
this—such as that reason and tradition first confronted each other in the West, 
and that the West became a superior power by preferring the former—actually, 
encounters with the West manifested themselves more in political sentiments 
due to concerns about unity and solidarity.

The internalization of this “foreign” world, which was mostly marked as 
infidelity (kafirlik) in the last periods of the Ottomans, led to the formation of 
different reactions at the state and society levels. This situation led to divisions 
in the social sphere. Indeed, two lifestyles emerged during the period, and these 
two lifestyles represented different consumption patterns. The fez, turban, and 
Islamic time settings symbolizing the old life were almost like emblems of 
times when bourgeois society did not exist. Already, the Alaturka (traditional 
Turkish-style) consumption form was anti-capitalist and did not possess the 
economic power and wealth to sustain the Alafranga (Western-style) way of 
living. Alafrangalık (Western affectation), in contrast to Alaturka, remained 
identityless and rootless between Eastern and Western culture. It was defined 
as the lifestyle of those who lived comfortably and well, such as dandies, the 
chic, the modern, and the socialites. Moreover, since being Alafranga during 
the period was seen as an indicator of a certain lifestyle and consumption form, 
it also spurred discontent in the social sphere. In such a situation, how could 
there be a quest for a new civilized manner and cultivation without being stuck 
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in the old and without being outright Western-style? For the Ottomans, who 
saw themselves as inadequate in the face of Europe, the answer to this question 
was none other than Europe, the West of the period. 

Here, the West was approached on a non-culturalist basis. Undoubtedly, 
there were necessary reasons for this. For the Ottomans, who possessed 
a different faith, the West could only be internalized if it was grasped not 
as the world of Christianity and its cultural traditions but rather from a 
universalizable principle, that is, from reason. Indeed, the change that was 
intended to be designed was also attempted from this foundation. It was very 
difficult to have these reforms, which were attempted to be spread to the 
broad strata of society, accepted due to religious differences. The clothes worn 
during the period and the meanings they carried in the social sphere were also 
determinants of the emotional and intellectual interaction with the West. For 
this reason, the clothing regulations made during the period of Mahmud II 
triggered the pejorative emotional relationship that the people established with 
the West. During the period, dressing like a Westerner could be seen as “an act 
of treason and apostasy” or a “sign of baseness.” This situation could also cause 
Ottoman society—which did not wish to lose its own traditions but, due to the 
conditions in which it found itself, was compelled to internalize the West—to 
have negative feelings in its encounters with the West.

Moreover, the Baltalimanı Commercial Treaty concluded with the British 
in 1838 not only led to changes in economic balances within the country, 
but the broad rights intended to be granted to non-Muslims through the 
Tanzimat and Islahat Edicts further triggered divisions and polarizations in 
the social sphere. Consequently, in line with the emerging socio-political 
developments, the gradual increase in privileges intended to be granted to non-
Muslims also helped awaken a Turkish consciousness in the modernist sense 
as an emotional counter-reaction. In such a situation, it became a necessity to 
approach developments in the West not at a cultural level but at a universal 
level. ﻿Enlightenment thought and the French Revolution were also evaluated 
as confirmation of this acceptance. That is to say, asserting that Ottoman-
Turkish society—which did not share the same past with the West, did not 
come from the same cultural traditions, and did not possess the same ethos—
could establish a political and social order similar to those of Western societies 
would only be possible in this way. Consequently, the idea that the West must 
be taken as a model in its entirety and that Westernization could be realized in 
this manner became a dominant perspective that came to the fore from the end 
of the 19th century onward. With such an approach, the West would no longer 
be the West that had been seen and struggled against until that time, but would 
become a place to be envied and followed. Although the first seeds of this 
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approach were found in the Tanzimat Edict, the ideological equipment that 
would make its implementation possible began with the Young Turk movement 
during the period of Abdülhamid II and bore fruit in the years following the 
founding of the Republic.

In line with developments emerging in the ﻿modernization process, 
hierarchies belonging to existing concepts and values were turned upside 
down. Positive meanings were attributed to the concepts of progress and future, 
while negative meanings were attributed to the concepts of history and the 
past. The style of Islam led by superstitions, false beliefs, and İsrailiyat (Judaic 
influences), along with the despotism of Muslim rulers, were mentioned as 
causes of decline and collapse, and these were seen as a realm of superstitions 
that needed to be liquidated. As a result, a fragmented historical imagination 
emerged that cast suspicion on all Islamic history outside the Asr-ı Saadet (Age 
of Happiness/Golden Age of Islam), including Seljuk and Ottoman histories 
(Dervişoğlu, 2015). Nevertheless, the dynamics of Ottoman-Turkish society 
were not found at the source of the new politics that was adopted. For this 
reason, this politics was attempted to be carried out by certain cadres within the 
state. The reflection on society of this new orientation, which was incompatible 
with ancient values, was in the form of identity crisis. From time to time, there 
were searches for solutions to this crisis.

The first of these searches was the ﻿Ottomanism politics referred to by the 
term İttihad-ı Anasır-ı Osmaniye (Union of Ottoman Elements). This politics 
was formed upon the loss of functionality of the millet system—the traditional 
governance order of the ﻿Devlet-i Aliyye (Sublime State) for managing different 
ethnic and religious groups—due to nationalist currents. ﻿Ottomanism, inspired 
by French ﻿patriotism, was a pragmatic proposal that foregrounded the idea that 
every individual living under Ottoman sovereignty was equal and that unity 
among communities must be achieved. Ottoman intellectuals, whose minds 
were confused during the period, envisioned uniting the communities within 
the country around concepts such as liberty (hürriyet), freedom (serbestiyet), 
equality (müsavat), ﻿homeland (vatan), and nation (millet)—concepts that could 
be considered quite new for Ottoman society. In other words, the sense of 
creating belonging that developed as “﻿Ottomanism” emerged as a new rationalist 
governance technique on the basis of modern citizenship, with the long-term 
aim of melting differences in a single pot for the ﻿Devlet-i Aliyye. In this period, 
modernity, with its rationalist perspective as a powerful symbolic capital, became 
an ideal of ﻿Ottomanism. The fundamental goal of the ﻿Ottomanism politics 
attempted to be implemented was to strengthen the emotional bond among 
the Tebaa-yı Osmaniye (Ottoman subjects), create a sincere bond of ﻿patriotism, 
and ensure icray-ı nizamat (implementation of order). The emphasis on vabıt-ı 
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kalb-i vatandaşı (citizenship through bonds of the heart) in the Islahat Edict 
also confirmed this inference (Yardımcı, 2022). 

With this change made on the basis of citizenship, the classical hierarchical 
social structure was being politically abandoned. This situation was an 
important gain in terms of non-Muslim elements. From the perspective of 
the Muslim population, however, it meant the loss of the position of millet-i 
hakime (dominant nation). Yet these arrangements, made for the integrity 
and security of the state, did not produce the desired result in the eyes of non-
Muslims, and were already seen as meaningless within the Muslim population. 
Indeed, processes that would rationalize Ottoman identity in daily life and 
carry it into the political sphere had not yet been formed. Consequently, 
the ﻿Ottomanism ideology, conceived as a modern and rational state project, 
gave way to Islam being brought to the fore as one of the dominant identity 
components for the ﻿Devlet-i Aliyye, with the detachment of the non-Muslim 
population from the Ottomans.

It was a new identity politics, also referred to as İttihad-ı İslam (Union 
of Islam) or Islamism politics, which emerged more in the last times of the 
period of Abdülhamid II, that is, within the lively discussion environment of 
the Constitutional period. This politics did not oppose the understanding of 
Westernization—indeed, it was shaped by it—and sought an opportunity for 
implementation. However, the reflections of changes in identity politics on 
the social sphere were also profound. Above all, it was also changing history 
readings. Indeed, with İttihad-ı İslam policies, Islamic history courses took 
place in school curricula and the number of courses increased. In these courses, 
following creation came the history of prophets, Islamic history, and Ottoman 
history in sequence. By tracing the roots of the Turks to Japheth, the son of 
Noah, it was especially emphasized that the Seljuks and Ottomans were also 
of Turkish descent, and an attempt was made to point to the continuity of 
Turkish history. The change in approach to history, which is the basis of the 
formation of self, also meant the construction of a new identity. In this matter, 
the approaches emerging in the West, as well as their evaluations of the Eastern 
world and the Turks, had an important impact. Particularly among these were 
the answers attempted to be given against claims by Orientalists regarding 
Islam that could be summarized as “The greatest obstacle before progress is 
the religion of Islam.” This Orientalist thesis was also reflected in reforms and 
identity construction in the early times of the Republic. Despite all this, just as 
in ﻿Ottomanism identity politics, although the “Islamism” identity politics was 
also put forward as a rational state project, yet the sense of emotional meeting 
and creating belonging could not be achieved. Especially the Albanian and 
Arab revolts did not produce the hoped-for results from the identity politics 
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attempted to be implemented through Islamism.
Since the last century of the Ottomans was a period of rapid changes, 

searches continued to prevent society from slipping away. After the ﻿Ottomanism 
and Islamism identity politics that were attempted to be implemented but did 
not yield the desired results, with the proclamation of the Second Constitutional 
Period, a new, differently identified individual and a new society idea were 
attempted to be put into effect. Particularly, the intellectuals of the period 
were arguing that the generations to be newly raised would create the new 
society, and these generations needed to possess solid character and spiritual 
structure. According to the new understanding, new generations needed, above 
all, to nationalize on one hand and become civilized on the other. For this, the 
understanding of raising the child for society was placed at the center. That 
is to say, one should act within the framework of “﻿national cultivation” (milli 
terbiye) and “modern education” (asri talim). Accordingly, the individual should 
be integrated within society and gain formation according to society’s aims 
(Yavuz, 2019). Consequently, the ﻿Westernizers (Garbçılar) of the period, unlike 
Ottoman dignitaries who imported Western technology, laws, and theories, 
began to view Westernization as a tool for creating their ideal societies rather 
than as an end in itself (Gündüz, 2010).

At this time, parallel to ﻿modernization efforts in education, Europeanization/
Westernization was seen as inevitable for achieving social transformation, 
and the construction of “a new human type according to usul-i cedide (new 
methods)” became a fundamental goal. This understanding, which began with 
the ﻿Young Ottomans (Yeni Osmanlılar), continued with increasing strength with 
the ﻿Young Turks (Jön Türkler) and gradually began to turn toward more global 
institutions. This situation increased interest in theories claiming universality 
and caused an idea to settle in Turkish thought that internal dynamics were not 
very important (Gündüz, 2010).

Particularly after 1910, in order to resist ethnicity-based movements 
emerging in the Balkans and ensure country integrity, searches for creating a 
modern public sphere on the basis of a secular public morality understanding for 
all ethnic groups living within the country’s borders accelerated. The education 
curriculum also gradually turned from religious content toward non-religious 
(la-dini) content in this direction, and a transition from tarih-i mukaddes 
(sacred history) to a progressivist understanding was observed. After this time, 
the continuing secularization in the field of education, when combined with 
curiosity about the Turks’ past, also created important effects on historical 
research. At this  stage, unlike the historical conception of the Abdülhamid 
II period, Ottoman history began to be approached not as part of Islamic 
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history but in line with Turkish history, which began to be examined from 
ancient civilization onward. At this time, although the dominant mentality 
appeared as ﻿Ottomanism, the Islam-Turk composition of the Abdülhamid II 
era transformed into a Turk-Islam composition, and the ideology of Turkishness 
and ﻿Turkish nationalism gained even more strength. Although this situation 
increased debates on the Turkishness issue among the intellectuals of the period, 
officially, there was still no action taken based on Turkishness. However, the loss 
of the Balkans in 1913 opened a great field for the idea of ﻿Turkism.

Nevertheless, the ﻿Turkism politics that came to the fore did not follow a 
uniform line due to the contexts in which it was situated. Indeed, ﻿Turkism 
identity politics was divided into two as the Selanik (Salonica) and Istanbul 
schools, and both schools led to different understandings of ﻿Turkism, different 
readings of history, space, and identity. Within the Selanik school were the 
Young Pens (Genç Kalemler), namely ﻿Ömer Seyfettin, ﻿Ali Canip, and ﻿Ziya 
Gökalp. What was important for them was the state and the state’s security. 
The Selanik school possessed a realist outlook, and the foundation of their 
approaches was constituted by the discipline of Sociology. The new science—
sociology—to which much was attributed in solving the problems of Ottoman 
society, was a field of science on which hope was pinned for the Ottoman 
intellectual. “The determination of the reality of the present before returning to 
the past” was seen as more realistic for the identity politics to be followed. Again, 
for this school, the existing space was more at the forefront. That is, according 
to them, nationalism should rest on the current foundation.

On this matter, ﻿Ziya Gökalp’s ideas were guiding. ﻿Ziya Gökalp first severed 
the connection between “﻿Islamic civilization” and “Eastern civilization” and 
identified Eastern civilization with Byzantium. He argued that Turks became 
cosmopolitan by placing their own class interests above national interests and 
became incorporated into Eastern civilization through the Ottomans, who 
had completely broken away from Turkishness. Therefore, it was necessary to 
move away from this. The Constitutional Period proclaimed in 1908 was a very 
important step. However, since he viewed the Second Constitutional Period 
as an administrative arrangement devoid of historical and social traditions, 
according to Gökalp, the second stage of the revolution should be a social 
revolution. Indeed, it was believed that with social revolution, by ensuring the 
development and elevation of feelings, a new life would be possible outside 
the old life. According to him, with the new life, new economics, new family, 
new aesthetics, new philosophy, new morals, new law, new politics, and a new 
understanding of religion would be established, and the country’s salvation 
would be achieved. According to Gökalp, the name of this new life would also 
be ﻿Turkism. Consequently, ﻿Turkism in Gökalp ceased to be merely a political 
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platform and meant a social transformation (Toprak, 2019).
Within the framework of these definitions, mutually opposing Ottoman 

and Turkish types were formed. Accordingly, everything about the Ottoman 
type was ugly; everything about the Turkish type was beautiful. For this reason, 
in Gökalp’s utopia, the duty of intellectuals was to take Western civilization to 
the people and to free themselves from cosmopolitanism (to nationalize) by 
being nourished by the people/Turkish peasant, who was the essential source of 
Turkish hars (national culture). Thus, by preserving ﻿national identity, we would 
join Western civilization. In other words, by othering the imperial legacy and 
Ottoman civilization, ﻿national identity and the history supporting it would be 
constructed.

﻿Ziya Gökalp’s viewing of national personality as a manifestation of national 
social culture, his basing the scope of history on the “nation,” and his belief 
that history’s duty was to spread the fire of nationalism provided a new opening 
different from previous approaches to Turkish historiography (Dervişoğlu, 
2015). With the approach toward the concrete rather than the abstract, that 
is, oriented toward the present, the territorial nationalist understanding in 
the Selanik school, of which Gökalp was also a part, brought to the fore the 
politics that should be followed. Here, ﻿Turan or Pan-Turanist outlook merely 
constituted a romantic ground; beyond that, its consideration was not seen as 
realistic. That is, rather than being bound to ethnicity, the bond of heart (gönül 
bağı) was foregrounded. In other words, he found the discovery of Turkishness 
living in one’s own subconscious more important than being buried in history. 
Consequently, the Selanik school carried a more civic dimension, and the 
bond of heart connected to the existing geography gained importance in this 
sense. This approach pointed to the structuring characterized today more as 
constitutional citizenship. That is, it aimed to foreground an identity and an 
appropriate culture politics that would create a sense of belonging in which 
genuine feelings that make hearts beat in physical space were embodied. The 
representatives of this school knew the West, Western history, and socio-political 
developments well and focused more on the lived moment (an) and space.

The understanding we call the Istanbul school of ﻿Turkism, on the other hand, 
was constituted more by thinkers such as Hüseyinzade Ali Bey, Yusuf Akçura, 
and Ahmet Ağaoğlu, who had suffered difficulties in Russia due to their ethnic 
affiliations and had taken refuge in the Ottoman Empire. The settlement of 
intellectuals of Turkish origin from Russia in Istanbul influenced developments 
in this dimension of ﻿Turkism. Yusuf Akçura, one of these thinkers, argued 
that Ottoman backwardness stemmed partly from their ignorance about their 
national histories. According to him, history is one of the elements forming the 
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foundation of national movements. What draws attention here is that neither 
Islamic history nor the Turks’ acceptance of Islam was addressed. Moreover, the 
inclusion of Genghis Khan—who was not valued in Ottoman historiography 
and characterized as a barbarian—into Turkish historiography at this time was 
another important distinction in historical discourse (Dervişoğlu, 2015). This 
school was closer to a German-style nationalist outlook and, as in the German 
model, sought the characteristics of the nation and ﻿national identity in the depths 
of history. That is, for them, the discipline of History was more at the forefront 
in constituting a bond of belonging. Consequently, for these thinkers, time 
came to the fore rather than geography. Time, however, rested on a phenomenon 
whose roots lay in the depths of history. In this respect, ﻿Turkism in the Istanbul 
school was different from the Selanik school. The ﻿Turkism understanding of the 
Istanbul school, possessing utopian and pan-ist characteristics, was an identity 
search on an ethno-basis. In other words, at the foundation of identity politics, 
the natural (fıtri) and historical dimensions were at the forefront. Consequently, 
wherever there was a natural (innate) Turk, that place should also be within 
the state’s sphere of sovereignty. History too, and culture too, should be read 
accordingly. This perspective also gave direction to the politics the state would 
follow (irredentist) (Durgun, 2019). Their possessing an essentialist attitude 
directed them toward an outlook that would encompass not only the boundaries 
of the present (hal) but also the time that had passed from the formation of the 
essence (öz) to the present day.

At this time, there also existed the Western (Garbi) Turkish approach, which 
developed differently from the Selanik and Istanbul schools and would later be 
attempted to be brought to the fore in more detail after the founding of the 
Republic. Actually, this approach was shaped by influences from both schools 
mentioned above. Particularly, the searches for New Language (Yeni Lisan), 
New Life (Yeni Hayat), and New Society that the Selanik school attempted 
to bring to the fore became prominent themes in determining the content 
of Western Turkish identity. Especially the term “New Life” brought to the 
agenda the understanding of nationality in the Western (Garbi) sense. Here, 
it was adopted as a principle that every development was thanks to science 
and for the ﻿homeland. According to the Western Turkists, “new life” was not a 
“dehri” way of living, that is, one that values matter, but rather a “national” way 
of living, and needed to be constructed. Consequently, “new life” also meant 
not approving of the old life, abandoning its values. Through this, a “national 
civilization,” would be established, and European civilization would also look 
upon it with envy. That is, “new life” manifested as an ideal, an aspiration (ülkü) 
(Toprak, 2019).

Particularly, through ﻿positivism, which was the dominant paradigm during 
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the rule of the ﻿Committee of Union and Progress (İttihat ve Terakki Cemiyeti 
[﻿İTC]) between 1913-1918, charting a new political path that would exonerate 
the Ottomans from “barbarism” became the principal aim in this direction. 
“Emerging from barbarism” also meant possessing a state in the contemporary 
sense and reaching the same level as the West. All these were practices seen 
as necessary for the state’s continued existence. The idea of “keep the human 
alive so that the state may live,” which formed the foundation of Ottoman 
philosophy, reversed at the stage reached. Now, the state did not hesitate to 
sacrifice its own culture and tradition for the sake of maintaining its own 
existence and renewal (Ayas, 2012).

The emphasis on Turkishness that began with Ottoman ﻿modernization 
continued with increasing intensity toward the Republic, and after a while, 
the Ottomans began to be referred to by the name Turks. Together with the 
First World War, the Turkishness and ﻿Turkish nationalism concepts became 
the dominant mode of expression in textbooks. Within the framework of 
the influences brought by the Ottoman State’s having itself accepted as a 
European state with the 1856 Paris Agreement, pursuing a politics like the 
European states called Milel-i Mütemeddine (Civilized Nations) was also 
reflected in identity politics. Indeed, the Turkish identity of Kanun-i Medeni 
(Civil Law) came to the fore with this structuring. Actually, Article 8 of the 
1876 Constitution prepared the ground for this earlier. Within the framework 
of this ground, the 1921 Constitution, which was prepared while heading 
toward the Republic, also used the term Turkish people by adapting this 
understanding to the new conditions that had formed. This term, unlike the 
Istanbul school, encompassed not a lineage-based approach but everyone who 
would be within the sense of political unity (vabıt-ı kalbi, bonds of the heart). 
In brief, the developments experienced after the Second Constitutional Period 
were first registered internationally with the Lausanne Treaty2, and then also 

2 The Lausanne Treaty is accepted as the title deed of the Republic of Türkiye. With this treaty, the 
existence of the Republic of Türkiye was recognized by the world. The prominent point in the treaty 
was the ownership of the Turks rather than the space (Geography) itself. That is, the treaty contains an 
understanding of space in which Turks are dominant. The acceptance of Turkishness within this space 
was granted to those with a Muslim past, regardless of their lineage or language. Indeed, despite being 
Turkish by lineage and speaking Turkish, the Karaman Turks were subjected to exchange because they 
were Christian and were not accepted as Turks. Similarly, Caucasian and Balkan Muslims, who were not of 
Turkish descent but were Muslim, were also accepted as Turks. That is, at the foundation of the Lausanne 
Treaty, which is the title deed of the Republic of Türkiye and is also accepted as the basis of Western 
Turkishness, there is an Islamic character rather than a secular character. According to Lausanne, non-
Muslims were not accepted as the main element but were accepted as minorities. In other words, since the 
definition of Turkishness was accepted on the basis of Islam and Muslim elements were accepted as Turks, 
they were also seen as the owners of the space and state. In such a situation, especially today, declaring that 
one is not Turkish means, in the stated sense, renouncing being a principal element according to Lausanne 
and falling into minority status. When acting with the same logic, the efforts today to include in the 
state those of Muslim origin who claim that they are not Turkish by lineage and are therefore "excluded" 
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acquired constitutional provision with Article 88 of the 1924 Constitution 
(Durgun,2019). 

In a period when joining whichever civilization was superior was seen as 
inevitable, since the fundamental orientation of the Republic was also to be 
a part of Western civilization, the establishment and preservation of Turkish 
identity was endeavored to be maintained by bypassing the Ottoman and 
Islamic, and the break from the imperial legacy was attempted to be legitimized. 
The idea that the sole direction to prevent collapse was Western civilization, 
outside of a religion-based definition, was adopted at the beginning of the 
Republic by nearly all of society’s leaders. Consequently, just as the West was 
not defined as a Christian civilization, the definition of ﻿Islamic civilization 
was also not accepted. Searches for entering Western civilization, seen as the 
sole civilization, came to the fore, and entering European civilization was seen 
as the remedy and solution to existing problems (Dervişoğlu, 2015). Indeed, 
Mustafa Kemal and his comrades also saw as their principal aim to establish a 
public order on the remnants (bakiyesi) of the Ottoman State that would be 
secular like European states, open to the outside world, and would acquire a 
distinguished place among the world’s nations. 

3. Republican Period Searches for Turkishness

Although ﻿Turkism or ﻿Turkish nationalism was a current that came to the 
fore from the beginning of the 1900s and answered the spirit of the period, a 
new stage was entered with the founding of the Republic. The Balkan Wars and 
World War I had changed many things. Still, there was also continuity in some 
respects. At the forefront of these was the politics of continuing ﻿modernization, 
which had begun in the last period of the Ottomans, by adapting it to new 
conditions. The discourse of a new society, a new state, and so on that began 
before the Republic, and the expression that those living within the borders of 
the ﻿Misak-ı Milli (﻿National Pact) were the Turkish nation, formed the ideology 
of the new state. In other words, with the founding of the Republic, ﻿Turkism 
entered a different path from the Ottoman period and began to act with both a 
Turkishness and a modernity vision. Indeed, the Republic was founded on the 
principles of civilizationism and nationalism. Here, civilization was the West, 
and civilizationism was Westernism. However, the understanding of Westernism 
at this time was a different understanding from the ﻿Ottomanism, Islamism, and 
﻿Turkism identities that developed at the end of the 19th century. Indeed, in the 
three mentioned ideologies, they were in an approach that created continuity 

means falling behind the rights recognized by Lausanne, which is seen as the title deed. Contrary to the 
stated situation, the viewing of the Turkishness emphasis regarding Lausanne as lineage-based is still being 
attempted to be maintained. 
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with Ottoman ethos in their essence for the purpose of protecting and preserving 
the state, saving it, and even expanding it. Consequently, the Republican period 
understanding of “civilizing” and cultivation was charting a more different path 
from the “civilizing” policies of the last periods of the Ottomans.

Particularly, the searches to sever the connection between the new Turkish 
identity and Eastern identity involved efforts to distance oneself from the 
Ottoman-Islamic past by attributing to it the negativities that Orientalism 
ascribed to Eastern culture. Until this time, Turkishness had generally been 
associated with Easternness by Western Orientalists. This situation was seen 
by Republican cadres almost as an attack directed at national dignity. During 
the period, the concept of the East, with its cultural connotations as the West’s 
other, had almost merged with feelings of ridiculousness, shame, and inferiority. 
This connotation was also reflected in readings of history and politics. It was for 
this reason that the founding cadres of the new state strongly desired the country 
to be civilized and Western in order not to encounter this situation again. Since 
the crisis of “inability to become civilized” was always seen as the cause of the 
defeats the Ottoman State suffered, the economic depressions it experienced, 
and moral crises, having a culture, refinement, and cultivation in the Western 
sense in the country’s salvation and founding was accepted as an urgent measure. 
In the new situation, homogeneous ﻿national identity, conscientious religiosity, 
and loyalty to the state were the prominent elements. This was more the human 
profile the new state needed. In other words, modernizing while remaining 
Turkish was the fundamental characteristic of the new-period Turk. The new 
state, new society imagined in this way could settle on a contemporary and 
civilized line.

The Republic’s positivist and enlightenment outlook also addressed the 
problem by adopting a radical attitude appropriate to the spirit of the period 
in this direction. For this, civilization discourse and emphasis were frequently 
brought to the fore. This discourse, according to them, was a universal situation 
that every nation had to follow and corresponded to a teleological destiny that 
should not be resisted. Indeed, one of the fundamental elements on which the 
new regime based its legitimacy in order to strengthen the narrative of breaking 
from the Ancien Régime was the concept of progress. Accordingly, the new 
state, a new nation could not be established with the old structure, because 
the old system was stagnant in character. Whereas the new society should be 
dynamic, equipped with Europe’s civilized culture, possessing multidimensional 
thinking ability and mathematical reason (Duygulu, 2024). For this reason, 
freeing oneself from the tutelage of Eastern society and state traditions and 
constructing a new human and new society appropriate to the revolution was 
an urgent matter.
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For this reason, as if recalling all modernizing countries, ﻿Kemalism, acting 
within the framework of this ideal, aimed to aestheticize the ideal of progress 
in various ways. The Republic, experiencing an almost obsessive fear of “being 
late,” “falling behind,” “lagging behind” due to the Ottoman experience, 
emerged as a constant effort to “catch the present,” to follow what was being 
experienced in the West. The struggle carried out through “Westernization 
against the West” inevitably brought a series of ruptures. Above all, a worldly 
political legitimacy needed to replace divine legitimacy; in this sense, there was 
a political rupture. Another was a cultural rupture in the sense of targeting the 
individual who could internalize Western ways of doing and acting and could 
achieve their “exit” from the religious. Finally, there was an epistemological 
rupture in the sense of rejection of all kinds of non-Western historical a priori. 
In the country’s nationalization process, these were necessary conditions in the 
sense of redefining ﻿Turkish nationalism. Consequently, there was the rejection of 
the understanding of ﻿Turkism based on ethnicity and religion and the advocacy 
of a ﻿Turkism based on or limited to Anatolia in the cultural sense. That is, at 
the foundation of the new nationalism, there was only Anatolia as space; there 
was no Turkic world as in the Selanik and Istanbul schools. Identity work was 
also attempted to be grounded by basing it on the cultural past of the Anatolian 
geography.

For this reason, with approaches that put Turks forward as the starting 
point and source of all civilizations, there was no problem seen in appropriating 
Western developments and cultures either. Only elements such as Arab, Persian 
(Acem), and Greek (Rum) were excluded. At the foundation of these changes 
was not racism but, besides abandoning the Ottomans, radical/Orthodox 
Westernization that attempted to transform social identity as well, seeking to 
change the sphere of civilization (Eğribel, 2012). 

Nationalism within such an understanding gained value, unlike the pre-
Republican period, as long as it was instrumental to the understanding of 
civilization and consolidated it. Consequently, Republican period identity 
politics did not allow Turkishness identity politics inherited from the Ottomans 
to take place in the new period’s politics. Indeed, identity visions were shaped 
according to geography. Above all, the Ottomans possessed an extensive 
geography even during the period of collapse. The Republic, however, undertook 
identity construction based on the Anatolian geography. Particularly, the fact 
that the Lausanne Treaty drew the framework for the definition of Kanun-i 
Medeni (Civil Law) Turk was also determinant in debates over identity politics 
in the Republican period. Such a path was taken in the name of civilizing and 
for the Common Good/Benefit, even at the cost of contradicting society. Due 
to the view that integration with Western civilization could not be achieved 
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without making society’s identity compatible with the West, society also needed 
to be reorganized accordingly. For this reason, a change in mefkûre (ideal/cause) 
in society was seen as necessary, with the country’s reason for existence. Already, 
society had lost its mefkûre due to so many events experienced. The new identity 
proposal’s drawing attention to the Hittite, the Greek, the Shamanistic nomad 
rather than Islam was also for this reason. This situation was brought to the 
agenda as evidence that we were a nation also related to civilization basins 
containing non-Islamic elements, rather than a denial of Islam. What was 
desired was to make the country suitable for international conditions for the 
country’s ontological security. For a long time, the Ottomans had made society 
adopt that warfare (gaza) was for “İlay-ı kelimetullah” (exaltation of the word 
of God). This had been a principle of Ottoman military politics since Osman 
Gazi. However, the new period was a period in which peace came to the fore in 
relations with the West. As the situation changed, the politics to be followed also 
had to change. The desire for certain transformations in the Islamic dimension 
of Turkish identity, together with the Republic, was also for this reason. Here, 
what was aimed at was more the transformation of religion’s aspect affecting 
social relations.

For such an outlook to be realized at the country scale, there were not 
many theoretical options before the founding cadre that could determine the 
position in which modern society found itself. Either the liberal understanding 
that selects its ultimate values with free will and would also make it possible for 
the individual to withdraw from public life and engage in commerce instead 
of social participation and would foreground the individual, or the republican 
understanding that connects to a political community and is shaped within that 
community’s values and exalts active participation in institutional culture and the 
political life process would be adopted. Due to the Turkish state, which was the 
remnant of the empire, possessing very different ethnic and cultural communities 
in its founding process, the founding cadre thought that keeping society within 
a common denominator would be possible not with a liberal approach but 
with a republican understanding. Indeed, in the country that had experienced 
unity and solidarity problems for a long time, the republican understanding 
was seen as more functional for strengthening the existing structure, because 
the existing social structure was a non-homogeneous community that was 
the imperial legacy. Moreover, this non-homogeneous given community was 
constantly multiplying with increasing migrations. Consequently, creating a 
partnership from various communities within the country and building a nation 
was an essential situation. It was for this reason that the necessity of a social 
structuring that would turn toward realizing the common benefit/good made 
it inevitable that the state model preferred first was the nation-state, and then 
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that the administrative structure preference was the republic.
During this period, both ﻿liberalism and democracy in Western Europe were 

experiencing a crisis. Neither was an attractive concept during the period. In 
addition to this, the values dominant in ﻿liberalism and democracy were not 
suitable in terms of serving the aims of the founding cadres of the republic, 
who were focused on continuously increasing control over the periphery. 
Nevertheless, basing power on the people was the rising understanding of the 
period. According to the founding cadre, at the historical point they had reached, 
organizing any state outside of popular sovereignty was also not appropriate. The 
essence of republicanism during the period was the idea of national sovereignty 
shaped within the populist discourse of the national struggle in Anatolia. In this 
form, populism brought with it everyone’s equality before the law, regardless of 
their origins. Although reference was made to popular sovereignty in the newly 
established state, the word democracy was never included. For this reason, the 
dominant theme in the Republic’s early period politics was not democracy but 
the understanding of nation-state formation in line with republicanism. In other 
words, after this date, the concept that made its weight felt with all its force in 
political life in Türkiye was always the republic after the state. However, despite 
the principle of national sovereignty and populism, the fact that parliament 
was the only arena where politics could be made kept the sphere of political 
participation within a very narrow scope. The Republican approach, which 
could not go beyond romantically exalting folk culture and could not give it 
content, based popular sovereignty on the myth of a homogeneous, united, 
solidaristic, and harmonious society (Durgun, 2024).

The integration of individuals with the communal mentality was seen as the 
way to become a nation. For this, individuals had to exist together within the 
community, within the framework drawn by the state, by losing their selfhood, 
because during the period, the individual expressed meaning not alone but 
within the community. Therefore, every individual was charged with certain 
duties toward society. In this sense, the definition of the individual separate 
from society was not accepted. This attitude also brought to Turkish politics the 
approach of excluding publicness in terms of fabricating and controlling society. 
Although the meaning attributed to politics in Türkiye was expressed through 
popular sovereignty, since this politics was based on positivist-authoritarian 
governance, general politics was shaped not people-centered but public-centered. 
That is, the conception of politics as an administrative activity inevitably caused 
the Public to be defined as an administrative sphere, and political participation 
was also identified with the state. In line with such an understanding, closing the 
public to citizens’ political participation condemned the common good entirely 
to the state monopoly.
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The intended common good/benefit was determined as “﻿national identity” 
at the social level, “secular mentality and laicism based on positive science” at the 
cultural level, and “development” at the economic level. Each of these elements 
was approached at the ideal level by referencing Western values (Toker&Tekin, 
2007). In this respect, for the country experiencing unity and solidarity 
problems, the formula corresponding to the content of “Common Benefit” was 
quite clear: to unite in “one ﻿homeland, one society, one thought, and one aim.” 
In this context, the one society was seen as the Turkish nation, the one thought 
as nationalism, the one ﻿homeland as Anatolia, and the one aim as independence. 
In this way, freed from the anarchy of ideas and multi-purposefulness that was 
the imperial legacy, the realization of the common benefit/good design would 
be possible. Consequently, the envisioned common “good” (benefit) could only 
be possible through the erasure of Ottoman traces from the social, political, 
and cultural sphere. Naturally, the liquidation of tradition gained priority in 
Republican politics in this sense. Republican period Westernism/Civilizationism 
was also brought to the fore, directed toward this aim. In other words, in order 
to reach the aim, first, the creation of a sterile environment purified from 
tradition’s determinations, and second, the presentation to society of a state-
centered Common Good inspired by the motto of Westernism/Civilizationism 
came to the fore (Toker-Tekin, 2007).

It was believed that the way to realize this was to secularize all of society’s 
institutions and value structures. That is, for the politicians of the period, 
laicism was understood as completely freeing oneself from the characteristics of 
the past and gaining the characteristics belonging to civilized society. Indeed, 
the reflection of this situation showed itself more in the field of education, 
because it was seen as the sphere where the abilities the republic needed would 
be loaded onto individuals, where they would be raised, where the “individual” 
would be put into the desired shape. In this way, as a requirement of the project 
of creating a new nation, the strengthening of the state by shaping the youth 
around national morality, ﻿national cultivation, and national consciousness 
(common benefit) was greatly valued. 

In this direction, the construction of a public sphere and a new citizen 
type that would exist in this sphere had gained urgency. Here, in the founding 
cadre’s search for a citizenship construction model, there were two models 
before them, one French and the other German. Since Türkiye, unlike Germany, 
sought political unity concerns more or displayed the appearance of a state 
seeking its nation, it acted in a state-centered manner. That is, the founding 
will had adopted a citizenship understanding close to the French model, which 
was state-centered and intervened in the private sphere, family, and religious 
institutions, and in line with this understanding, had brought to the fore a 
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public sphere and citizenship practice that would intervene in private spheres 
such as family and religion to shape the given human (Durgun, 2024). In this 
citizenship understanding where the individual was almost annihilated, all 
private spheres were seen as included in the public sphere and were subjected 
to suppression or transformation. In this way, the Republic’s citizens, shaped 
within the anxiety of creating a new state, would be part of the ﻿modernization/
civilizing project. Naturally, the situation of the citizen facing the state became: 
a citizen-individual who was not individualistic, who acted with reason, which 
is the most essential expression of enlightenment, who was expected to adapt 
to modern life, and who therefore had to assume the role of being the carrier of 
the ﻿modernization process. That is, citizenship, on the one hand, represented 
the modern organizational form of the state-individual relationship, and on 
the other hand, was defined not as conceived within rights philosophy but as 
both the carrier subject of Westernization and the cultural object that needed 
to be Westernized (Durgun, 2010). In summary, the founding’s citizenship 
model, shaped with content directed toward Common Benefit, had followed 
a different path from liberal and nationalist politics because it was constructed 
as loaded with duties rather than rights. For indeed, since what was important 
in republican politics for political unity was the common good/benefit rather 
than individual good, the bond of hearts that makes hearts beat was valued more 
than ethnic foundation.

Generally, political searches based on new society and new human 
understandings different from the given situation (the past) bring the view of 
the past to the fore again in order to create a new consciousness on a national 
scale. At this time, seeing Europe as the sphere of civilization brought the 
Eurocentric view to the fore. Asserting that modernity would be realized first in 
the West, then transferred from there to non-Western societies, naturally placed 
the West at the center of modernity and othered non-Western modernities. 
Atatürk’s discourse of reaching “muassır medeniyet” (contemporary civilization) 
also developed parallel to Eurocentric thought. In order to create a different 
consciousness on a country scale, Atatürk, in speeches he made on various 
occasions, spoke of the necessity of a new historical view. According to him, the 
“selfhood” that history would provide to new generations should come from a 
different source. For this, the Republican ideology needed a new historical basis 
different from the Ottoman past.

The Ottoman historical conception, evaluated within Islamic historiography 
in the period from the founding of the Ottoman state until the Tanzimat, was 
found problematic. By virtue of being an Islamic state, the Ottoman State had 
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generally disregarded pre-Islamic history. This situation began to change with 
Ottoman ﻿modernization. In the Tanzimat period, the understanding of state 
history was also added alongside ümmet (religious community) history. At 
this time, although Islamic history courses continued to be taught in medreses 
(religious schools), in schools opened in the European style, Ottoman history 
also began to be taught alongside Islamic history. Although work toward a new 
historical conception contributed to the development of the ﻿Turkism current 
and the revival of cultural life during the Second Constitutional Period (1908-
1918), searches still continued. Here, the real turning point was the Lausanne 
Treaty. Since the Turkish nation founded a new state after Lausanne, it was seen 
as necessary for the nation to attain a national history bearing its own name. 
In this direction, in order to create a selfhood, shedding Islamic historiography, 
which stood like a polish on Turkish culture, and having it assume a new identity 
was one of the principal goals. Accordingly, the Islamic heritage and Ottoman 
period should be definitively excluded from the History Thesis. This situation 
meant the nation’s liberation from the burden of the ümmet.

It claimed that ancient Turks possessed innately modernist and democratic 
tendencies and a pure ethnic culture, but that their keeping pace with the 
world—the West—and establishing a national state were prevented by dynastic 
regimes and Islam. Moreover, the Ottoman dynasty constantly drove Turks 
into meaningless services aimed at the glorification of the empire and Islam, 
preventing them from assimilating science and making progress (Dervişoğlu, 
2015). Due to the presupposition that Islam had uprooted the tremendous pre-
Islamic cultural memories from the Turks’ minds, in order to re-establish Turkish 
pride and honor, the existing understanding of religion, which was incompatible 
with pure nationalism and prevented the adoption of modern technology and 
methods, was attempted to be liquidated as an obstructive element. For this, 
what was opposed within the new understanding was internationalism along with 
religion, because the period was when prejudice against foreigners was strong 
and universal-international values were declared harmful. According to the new 
regime’s understanding, everything of an international nature was categorically 
seen as bad. Every shade of socialism and internationalism was taken into the 
circle of censorship, prohibition, and oppression. Similarly, there were efforts to 
keep political and cultural ﻿liberalism and Turanist nationalism under control. 
According to the general understanding of the period, the constant struggle of 
nations against each other was the world’s fundamental reality. Nations that 
could not instill in their people the consciousness of this struggle’s necessity 
would lose their right to live. Therefore, being alert and fighting against all 
thought currents that are not ours and not for us was accepted as an absolute 
necessity (Kaplan, 2011).
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Consequently, not only from the socialist direction but also the international 
aspects of religion and nationalism (Ümmetçilik, Ummahism; Turancılık, 
﻿Turanism) were kept within this scope, because such a mefküre (ideal/cause) 
would cause action by taking all Turkish history and the scope of its geography 
under its influence. Naturally, the nation and nationalism understandings, which 
were the rising values of the new period, were acted upon in a way adapted to 
the country’s conditions of the period. Since the new nationalist approach in 
line with such an approach also included distancing from traditional historical 
identity, it theoretically became more possible for social engineers to shape 
society with political values. Indeed, this change in the politics institution’s 
approach to history found its reflection in a short time, and the Turkish Hearth 
(Türk Ocağı), one of whose founding purposes was to be concerned with Turks 
outside Türkiye’s borders, made the necessary statute amendment in 1927 and 
arranged its field of activity only as the borders of the Republic of Türkiye. 
The theme of affection for external Turks used by the ﻿İTC was thus officially 
ended, and the historical perspective was forced to concentrate on the Anatolian 
geography and its history.

For this reason, Türkiye’s first republican governments denied the historical 
roots of the new Turkish nation based on the Seljuks and Ottomans, and 
thinking that in this way they would escape the stigma of shame that Europeans 
stamped on everything Ottoman, Turkish, and Muslim, they tried to direct the 
nation toward a new future. In this way, new Türkiye’s understanding of history 
developed as a reaction to the Islamist, Ottomanist understanding of history 
and the West’s monopoly on civilization. At the end of the National Struggle, 
it turned toward a social order based on ﻿Positivism, which was the science 
understanding of contemporary Europe, adhering to the principle of laicism, 
and the construction of a national state. That is, in this process when the great 
break in Turkish historiography was experienced with the official history thesis, 
alongside nationalism, ﻿positivism and laicism constituted the philosophical 
foundations of the ideological perspective (Dervişoğlu, 2015). Briefly, the new 
﻿Turkism understanding limited to Anatolia was not emerging as the product 
of a hegemonic concern that aimed to expand the new order’s social base by 
assuming a new political role related to Central Asia and the West, different 
from the imperial framework. 

Although the historical understanding of Republican generations, with the 
new perspective, would stem from the achievements of pre-Ottoman Turks, 
the Turkish History Thesis attributed a role in building a nation in the Western 
sense to Turks in line with the Western preference, as a selfhood-developing 
focal point. In this way, Turkish history studies entered a new phase in the 
republican period, and writing history with the aim of providing a mission 
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appropriate to political purposes was brought to the fore. At the time, the 
existing situation was forcing history to be written appropriate to political 
purposes. Indeed, during the period, in Westerners’ studies on Turks, the view 
of Turks as occupiers in Anatolian lands, and the idea that they should be driven 
not only from Europe but also from Anatolia after the Balkan Wars, continued 
to maintain its existence on the agenda. These ideas were used in the partition 
of Anatolia after World War I. Against the claims of Armenians and Greeks that 
Anatolia was their ancient ﻿homeland, data concerning the Hittites, who were 
the first tribe to come to Anatolia in history, were very important discoveries 
for the politicians of the period to prove that Turks had lived in Anatolia longer 
than the Greeks and Armenians (Dervişoğlu, 2015).

For this reason, work related to historiography was attempted to be 
institutionalized in order to ensure security at the national and international 
scale and develop a new selfhood directed toward this. Accordingly, first 
the Turkish Historical Research Society (Türk Tarih Tetkik Cemiyeti) was 
established in 1931, and then the Turkish Language Research Society (Türk 
Dili Tetkik Cemiyeti) in 1932. The establishment of these two institutions 
was a very important step in terms of the construction of the Republican 
period Western Turkish ﻿national identity, because through the work these two 
institutions would do, the Western roots of Turkishness would be sought by 
going back to the pre-Islamic past. In this way, by giving the message to the 
Western world of how deep-rooted and superior a civilization we possessed 
in human history, an attempt was made to create a sense of self-confidence 
and honor and develop historical consciousness. However, finding precedent 
ancestors in Anatolia against Greek and Armenian nationalisms, presenting the 
Hittites as the ancestors of the Turks, also did not solve the matter. Moreover, 
it was also necessary to establish the connection of the Hittite civilization with 
Central Asia. Atatürk, who determined his priorities according to his needs, 
would undertake the struggle to construct the new Turkish identity and history 
thesis with the help of archeological and anthropological research between two 
geographical poles in the Anatolian and Central Asian dimensions.

Consequently, identity construction during the Single Party period came 
to the agenda as a rationalist state project, distant from emotional attachment. 
Accordingly, with the positivist outlook of Western enlightenment, matters 
such as Anatolian folk culture purified from religious elements and Western 
lifestyles that were products of ﻿capitalism were brought to the fore as elements 
that would define the ideal Turk. The national spirit wounded by the Beyoğlu 
Alafrangacılık (Western affectation) that emerged after the Tanzimat and 
felt shame about its Turkishness would only be repaired with a Western 
understanding of Turkishness. Here, the Alafranga Turk was defined as an 
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identity that was shallow, arrogant, inexperienced, ostentatious, extravagant, 
dandified, imitating the Western lifestyle and consumer culture without truly 
assimilating Western culture, history, science, and technology. In other words, 
Alafranga Turkishness was evaluated as a subject who had lost himself, lazy and 
lacking discipline, aspiring to be Western by losing his true essence instead of 
focusing on education and work. Consequently, such a Turkishness was not seen 
as an attractive Turkishness for the human type to be idealized in the Republican 
period (Calafato, 2024, p.117).

The Western (Garbi) Turkishness attempted to be brought to the fore should 
be neither like the Beyoğlu Alafrangas (dandified appearance, identityless) 
nor like the Alaturka style (obsolete, bigoted). This Turkishness should have 
internalized the republican ideal (voluntary unity, political sentiment) instead 
of pre-political bonds (not on the basis of purely nationalist ideology). Again, 
similarly, it should be virtuous in the manner of knowing to act primarily in 
line with the common good, not in the liberal individual style, that is, not only 
in pursuit of individual goods.

Briefly, the components of the Turkist politics understanding put into 
circulation with the founding of the Republic were quite different from the 
components of previous ﻿Turkism understandings, and ﻿Turkish nationalism 
at this time was civilizationist like French nationalism on the one hand and 
culturalist like German civilization on the other. In the new situation, the 
Turkish type would be constructed by synthesizing Western-style civilizationism 
with local culture (Yavuz, 2019). It is from this perspective that the early period 
Turkist historiography of the Republic was attempted to be constructed based 
on a rationalist national understanding, distant from Islamic Arab-Iranian 
culture, built on the rejection of cosmopolitan Ottoman culture. The discourse 
of “whoever feels Turkish is Turkish” pointed to the positioning of the new 
Turkishness as a discourse not based on pre-political bonds. This situation was 
defined in terms of the state (with a homopolitics attitude). This design, which 
aimed to create a new society by the state in a way suitable to the new state, was 
actually part of a holistic transformation. Since the desired Turk was the Western 
wing of ﻿Turkism, this wing was in desire to open a new place for the Turkish 
nation within the Western community. For this purpose, the construction of a 
society equipped with Western cultivation for the adoption of Westernization by 
broad masses of the people, and being independent and developed like Western 
societies, as well as creating secular, laic, civilized, modern/Western citizens, was 
idealized. This model, characterized as the Kemalist definition of Turkishness, 
rejected both ethnic and socioeconomic differences and pushed religious life into 
the privacy of individual consciousness. In this way, since the ethno-secular Turk 
was defined as a person who had adopted the Republican ideal, was attached 
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to Westernized Turkish culture, and spoke the new Turkish, Kemalist elites 
envisioned not a society based on ethnic stratification with Turks at the top, but 
an ethno-secular society melted within Turkishness (Calafato, 2024).

For this purpose, Republican elites worked to establish the Western Turkish 
identity by, on the one hand, building the pure cultural self, that is, Turkish 
consciousness, and on the other hand, bringing to society the progressive aspects 
of the West. The Western Turkish image, injected into social tissues by the state, 
and work directed toward the construction of a Turkish ﻿national identity “more 
Western than the West” by rescuing the reality of Turkishness afflicted with 
inferiority complex from the reactionary Ottoman past, was accelerated with a 
selective approach (Yardımcı, 2022). The method adopted in seeking a historical 
origin for the new identity was top-down, and was attempted to be shaped based 
on the denial of the Ottomans, mixed with a bit of Central Asia, a bit of Hittite, 
and mostly Anatolian Greekness (Kaçmaz, 2012).

For this, prehistoric or prehistorical history studies, which were gaining 
increasing popularity in the Europe of the period, particularly in Germany, 
became fields of study on which the Republic of Türkiye would base its new 
﻿national identity formation. Thus, the Western Turkish concept entered into 
a search to be formed by referencing the disciplines of Anthropology and 
Archeology based on Prehistory and protohistory studies, rather than through 
the disciplines of Sociology in the Selanik school and History in the Istanbul 
school within the political and social context of the period. With this approach, 
the theoretical basis of social engineering in Türkiye shifted on a thinker basis 
from Emile Durkheim to Eugene Pittard. The differentiation in the social science 
disciplines used as bases, that is, the transition from Sociology to the disciplines 
of Anthropology-Archeology, were like metaphors in two different processes 
of nationalization and ﻿national identity construction. From the perspective of 
Sociology, it was as if the nation was being created from nothing, whereas in 
anthropology, racial origin was being sought in the depths of the past. In a 
phase when Sociology was abandoned and anthropology was adopted, identity 
politics was also undergoing transformation. Now, not Sociology and History 
that came to the fore in the pre-Republican Selanik and Istanbul schools, but 
the disciplines of Anthropology and Archeology had become guiding. Indeed, 
the papers of the Third History Congress, which could not be held like the First 
and Second History Congresses, were mostly on Anthropology and Archeology. 
Instead of historical past, by bringing to the fore physical anthropology, which 
was valid in the anthropology of that period, searches to make a definition 
of Turkishness through craniometry and anthropometric measurements were 
initiated.
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Parallel to this situation, the science of History was also being interpreted 
by being approached in harmony with the modern ﻿national identity that 
was wanted to be constructed at this time. History, Geography, Culture, and 
Language began to be used as tools for Turkish society to be seen as a whole 
as part of modern Western civilization. The difference of this time from pre-
Republican identity work was that only Anatolia was seen as the place of 
space, and an attempt was made to bring Anatolia to the fore as a Turkish 
﻿homeland through anthropological and linguistic studies. By acting with a 
scientific attitude appropriate to the universalist understanding, by moving 
away from cultural, historical, and geographical attitudes and replacing them 
with measurable, testable criteria (Durgun, 2014), the Turkish race, which the 
West viewed with contempt, would be “exonerated” in line with the scientific 
approach. The Turkishness envisioned with the new historiography, since it was 
designed as an identity opposed to the Ottoman-Islamic past and compatible 
with the West, was attempted to be spread with the moral and social practices 
required by “civilization.” In other words, Turkishness, adopted as a requirement 
of the civilizing project, was not promoted as purely a “racial” category but was 
defined on the basis of consent and “will” appropriate to republican politics.

With this mythical perspective, the nature of the Turkish nation was 
established by creating a connection between the modern West and Turkishness, 
and identity politics was also built upon this. Thus, the relationship between 
the Republic and the nature of the Turkish nation was attempted to be met 
with the proposition “The Republic is the form of government most suitable 
to the nature of the Turkish nation,” alongside, between Modern West and 
Turkishness, the proposition “The Turkish nation will attain the place it deserves 
in the modern Western world” or “Westernization is appropriate to the character 
of the Turkish nation” (Çelik, 2006). The politics applied with a positivist 
outlook inevitably became in the style of social engineering. Homogenizing 
society in the Western style and connecting it to the state apparatus, creating 
a new “unity of sentiment” or sense of belonging, was seen as a solution to 
the anxieties experienced. The Western Turk defined within this framework 
represented the new nation and “new individual” that the Republic aimed to 
construct. Indeed, there existed idealized female and male typologies with the 
Western Turk. The idealized Western Turkish woman was depicted as Western, 
with her head uncovered, associated with being civilized and progressive. That 
is, she was defined as purified from the excesses of the pre-Republican period, 
able to fulfill her biological function, and taking on responsibilities in the 
public sphere as much as in the private sphere (Toprak, 2019). In other words, 
the expression Republican Woman, which became increasingly popular after 
the founding of the Republic, was identified most with a secular appearance 
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in which Western clothing replaced religious and ethnic clothing, and meant 
believing in the new regime’s ﻿modernization project, supporting it, and being 
responsible for raising future generations and making them equally loyal to the 
principles of the new regime.

Among the duties of the idealized Turkish woman in line with the Common 
Good was also helping the Republic’s secularization and Westernization as 
someone who deeply believed in modern science, alongside loving Alafranga 
music, adopting European dining habits, adapting to the West’s fashion and 
lifestyle trends, and attending public balls. In this way, as a requirement of 
Republican politics, contrary to the “passive” subject image kept away from 
society in the Ottomans, she could play new public roles with the characteristic 
of an active citizen. That is, the modern Turkish woman was seen not as a 
liberal individual/subject pursuing her personal freedom but as a collective 
subject existing to support her family and nation. In this way, while the woman 
maintained her existence in the public sphere as a symbol and defender of 
modernity, she would also be included in the nation-building process as the 
protector of tradition at home, and by keeping herself separate from the 
pretentious claim to Europeanism, would show Türkiye’s difference from the 
West and moral superiority. As can be understood from this, contrary to Ottoman 
cosmopolitanism, the Kemalist woman type, by foregrounding modesty and 
self-sacrifice and adapting traditional qualities assumed to belong to Anatolia 
to new conditions, also represented the nationalist project. Briefly, the New 
Turkish woman was primarily imagined as an urban woman. Indeed, the urban 
woman who did sports in shorts at national holidays and danced in ostentatious 
dresses at balls contrasted with peasant women depicted in traditional clothing 
(Calafato, 2024). The Western-looking Turkish woman image was seen as a way 
to construct the modern Türkiye image in the international political arena as 
well, alongside being a way to achieve national unity to an important extent, 
replacing the ideal of Muslim Family Woman. Kemalists gave more importance 
to constructing the “ideal woman” for the Republic than constructing the “ideal 
man.”

Since excessive Westernization was perceived as a real danger, this attitude 
was kept at a distance and avoided not only during the Ottoman period but 
also by the Republican administration. This attitude was valid not only for 
women but also for male typology. Indeed, there was also an idealized male 
human typology against Alafranga dandyism. Accordingly, the ideal man should 
be responsible, hardworking, and reliable. Such a man should be respectful 
and courteous toward women and should know the strong aspects of Western 
civilization. That is, the modern Turkish man should have a Western appearance 
and adopt a Western lifestyle, be attached to his country, be a gentleman, 
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philanthropist, patriot, fight not for religion or personal interests but for 
his country’s honor, and take as his ideal to raise his country to the level of 
developed nations (Calafato, 2024). Husband and wife walking hand in hand, 
men and women shaking hands, dancing at balls, eating together, men and 
women meeting face to face were seen as the reproduction of European style 
within the country. Consequently, the idealized ideal Turk became civilization 
for both genders, political bonds were valued instead of pre-political bonds, 
and the new Turkishness was also seen from this basis. In other words, re-
educating members of a society that was the remnant of an empire composed 
of different religious, cultural, and ethnic origins with the national myths 
and values brought to the fore, and transforming them into legal citizens by 
granting them equal civil and political rights, was very important in terms of 
the imagined contemporary country appearance. In this way, the searches for 
seeking the Turk in the Ottoman ﻿modernization process were attempted to 
be established in the Republican period by moving away from ethnic origin 
and experiencing differentiation more in line with republican politics, with a 
“civilizationist” romantic outlook.

After Atatürk’s death, with the weakening of the influence of the Turkish 
History Thesis, the construction work of the idealized Western Turk was not 
at its former intensity. Although a new understanding called humanist, which 
was also Westernist at this time, came to the fore, this understanding initiated 
a historiography integrated with the West without opposing ﻿Kemalism. In 
addition to being compatible with Kemalist ﻿modernization sourced from the 
West, ﻿humanism, purified from the Central Asianist and ethnicist results of 
the Turkish History Thesis, was quite appropriate to the discourse that brought 
Anatolia to the fore. On the other hand, in this discourse, contrary to the 
official history narrative, all cultural heritages, including the classical and 
Byzantine eras of Anatolia, were embraced (Dikmen, 2023). According to the 
new cultural current, the real source of Anatolian culture was seen as Greek 
and Latin civilizations, and they had the view that historiography that would 
create selfhood should be formed accordingly. That is, for those with a humanist 
approach, a more different Turkishness construction should be established by 
acting in consideration not of the ethnic past of the Turks but of the Anatolian 
past, that is, the past of the geography. Some arrangements directed toward this 
were also made. During the period, in line with the new understanding, almost 
all of the first-year high school history textbooks were devoted to Greek and 
Roman histories. That is, Greek and Roman histories were taken as the basis as 
new ancestors. Consequently, the 1940s ﻿humanism of the Ministry of Education 
(Maarif Vekaleti) under Hasan Ali Yücel’s administration was diverging from the 
nationalism of the 1930s. At this time, this opening, seen as state ﻿humanism, was 
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adopted almost as a third option against radical nationalism and communism. 
Thus, the goal of Westernization would not be abandoned, and nationalist 
expectations would also be met to some extent. However, by this time, Türkiye, 
which had turned inward to an important extent, increased tendencies to open 
outward on the eve of World War II. The idea that Europe was the model 
began to be shaken in Türkiye while on the threshold of World War II. Some 
intellectuals who abandoned the dream of Western (Garp) civilization began to 
speak of returning to oneself (Dikmen, 2023).

After World War II, the balance formed in intra-Western conflicts necessitated 
new arrangements in our country to be able to carry out Westernization politics, 
and it had to transform itself to adapt to new conditions. Ultimately, a transition 
to multi-party political life was made. With this period, the way began to 
be opened for excluded segments to participate in power. Internationalist 
currents (religion, Turanist nationalism, and socialism) that were attempted to 
be kept under control and even excluded in the first period gradually gained 
the situation of being re-included in the national education system over time, 
with the effect of the changing international environment after World War II 
(Kaçmaz, 2012). Indeed, the Democrat Party’s (DP) inclusion of the concept of 
human values in its education program and adoption of universal values were 
very important steps taken during the period. In other words, people-based 
politics that began in the 1950s and accelerated in the subsequent process, along 
with changes at the international scale, led to changes in the country’s politics. 
With the DP’s expression “Revolutions that have become the property of the 
nation will be kept safe,” in addition to the increase in questioning of “those 
that have not become the property of the nation,” the West, which was Europe 
during the single-party period, now stood before us as America. In the new 
period, although the lifestyle was Western, it was not Western as the previous 
period suggested, because America, the symbolic state of the new world, had 
its own unique style. Now, instead of total development, the understanding of 
individual gain was brought to the fore. What was initially said, “Taking the 
West’s technology and knowledge accumulation, articulating to the modern 
world, preserving the qualities of Turkish culture,” gradually began to lose its 
old sensitivity (Duygulu, 2024).

With the emerging changes, there were also changes in the definition of 
﻿national identity. During this period, work on relating the secular-Western 
Turkish identity with traditional culture increased, the view of the past in line 
with the Turkish History Thesis lost its importance, the Republic-Ottoman 
opposition gradually softened, and the content of Turkish identity began to 
expand. In line with the political spirit of the period, the Turkishness approach 
through pre-political bonds that had not been valued before began to be 
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reconsidered. That is, as a rising tendency in the new period, by displaying a 
character appropriate to liberal theory, a search was entered to adopt a national 
understanding based on common values in the reference framework of historical 
coexistence and more on ethnic, religious, linguistic, and cultural foundations. 
In laicism, which ordered society to abandon its most traditional values and 
lifestyles, it was aimed to provide reconciliation between the political sphere 
and the values and lifestyles that existed in society by re-contextualizing them to 
approach society. Particularly, the nationalist attitude that brought religious and 
ethnic bonds to the fore in relative freedom over time superseded the republican 
citizenship understanding that included attachment to physical locality or 
lifestyle. In the formation of such a situation, the country’s long historical past 
and socio-cultural structure have an important influence.

That is, the Republic’s becoming established on the basis of political unity or 
political bonds could be seen as possible in immigrant-based countries that do 
not have a deep-rooted history like America, because American society, formed 
through immigration, becomes patriotic not because of lineage or racial unity 
but because of the guarantees that laws commonly provide them. Naturally, 
laws, which are the expression of political bonds for their togetherness, can 
gain great importance in countries like the USA. In this respect, in countries 
such as the USA, Australia, Canada, and New Zealand, ﻿patriotism can be 
rational beyond a natural feeling, unlike nationalism. However, in countries 
like Türkiye that possess a strong ethno-cultural history, the tendency of the 
republican understanding attempted to be established through laws to shift 
toward a nationalist direction within historical integrity is always high, because 
a deep-rooted ethno-cultural foundation can foreground an ethno-culturally 
based historical consciousness rather than a territorially based commonality. 
The process experienced in the Türkiye example gradually brought this type of 
understanding to the fore; a rapid transition was experienced from a citizen-
based citizenship view to an ethno-culturally based citizenship. This situation 
also found political support not only at the national level but also due to 
developments experienced at the international level..

Indeed, during the 1950-1980 period, not only the social sphere but also 
the effectiveness of the Republic’s political construct gradually lost its power. 
During this time period, the questioning of the monistic outlook, which had 
not even been thought to be discussed before, intensified. This attitude grew 
even stronger over time, and especially in the 1980s, with the effect of neo-
liberal politics spreading on a global scale, it strengthened even more and began 
to show itself in social spheres as well. In the new situation, identity discourse 
was manifesting itself with references made to localities. The dissolution of the 
USSR in the 1990s also contributed to this process. Work on defining the Turk 
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within Anatolian borders gained a different dimension with the independent 
﻿Turkic states that emerged. After these years, in addition to references made to 
localities in Turkishness debates, influences in the Turanist dimension were also 
added.

The 1990s were years not only of a break from Republican values but also 
years when modernity and nation-state understandings were questioned and 
postmodern debates came to the fore. The attitude of “educating the people 
and raising them to the level of contemporary civilization” in the early years of 
the Republic had considerably weakened. With the addition of globalization 
debates to postmodern debates at the international dimension, micro-nationalist 
movements rose. The new millennium was entered within such a conjuncture. 
From the 2000s onward, with the effect of developments at the international 
scale, there was a society that had gradually broken away from its founding ideals. 
The cultural sphere no longer acted in line with the preferences the Republic 
insisted upon in its first period. Indeed, the view of the state’s fundamental 
politics and international developments were not going in parallel. Although 
the established order was in search of consolidating and spreading the founding 
principles, the international conjuncture and social practice were subjecting it to 
changes beyond that. At this time, ﻿modernization had ceased to be a common/
holistic goal and direction (Eğribel, 2012).

Characteristics such as the nationalist outlook, class consciousness, and 
the superiority of science, which in the past were shown as the criteria of 
﻿modernization and the basis of Western superiority, had become ordinary or 
valueless. Indeed, with the liquidation of the Soviet Union, ethnic, religious, 
sectarian, and gender-based differences and fragmentations emerged. Within this 
tumult, new possibilities also arose before the Turkishness identity. Approaches 
regarding Turkishness in the pre-Republican period that had been forgotten or 
attempted to be made forgotten began to re-enter into circulation. In the new 
situation, Turk or Turkishness debates were not limited to Anatolian borders. 
Naturally, understanding the “Turk” with the characteristics brought to the fore 
in the Anatolian context was not seen as sufficient. In other words, defining Turk 
only with political bonds was not sufficient. With developments such as the 
emergence of independent ﻿Turkic states, the importance of pre-political bonds 
increased, and Turk definitions in this direction began to come to the fore. For 
this reason, tendencies to benefit from various disciplines of the social sciences 
gradually increased. At the stage time, searches were entered into not with a 
method selected by confining it to only certain disciplines and directed toward 
consolidating the current politics, as in the end of the 19th century and the first 
half of the 20th century, but on a more objective basis, mostly in a way that 
would benefit from all social science disciplines. In other words, Turkishness 
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definitions began to come to the fore not with one or a few disciplines such 
as History, Sociology, Philology, Anthropology, and Archeology, but with a 
multidisciplinary perspective that would include each of them.

4. Conclusion

Since the new society and new life were targeted with the Republic, society 
was approached in an egalitarian and uniform structure in such a way as to shed 
its past characteristics. However, here, action was not taken on a nationalist 
basis as a dominant character, as it was thought. Although nationalist concepts 
were included, the nationalism here was approached on a utilitarian basis. 
That is, republican politics did not act through pre-political bonds and made 
a new reading of history in order to create a new human. Indeed, the Turkish 
History Thesis, put forward to form a basis for this situation, also possessed 
a civilizationist outlook in selfhood formation. With the Turkish History 
Thesis, by placing the Turks’ “shameful” periods in parentheses, a fragmented 
rather than holistic reading was attempted, and there was a search to establish 
a connection with the “civilized” world to which political importance was 
attributed. This situation also manifested itself in the sphere of culture and 
identity, and the construction of Turkishness in line with the civilizationist 
outlook was attempted to be brought to the fore. In other words, since the 
targeted New Turk was the Western Turk, the understanding of history and space 
was also shaped not in the way historical science had conveyed until now, but 
in line with political preferences. An approach based on appropriating existing 
cultural accumulation through processes of othering was avoided.The problems 
this opened up still continue. Consequently, the inability to reach a consensus 
on the Turk’s geography and history continues to affect the course of content 
work on Turkish identity. Although reference was made to pre-Islamic Central 
Asian Turkish history in the Western Turk emphasis, this situation remained 
mostly at a romantic level, and content mostly could not be given to it. With 
the foregrounding of the quality of civilization and contemporaneity and the 
disregarding of Islamic period Turkish history, which was seen as the cause 
of uncivilizedness, cultural factors belonging to this period were not included 
within the scope of Common Benefit/Good and were not incorporated into the 
education curriculum.

This situation began to fade after the changing conditions following World 
War II. At this time, the break from the Republic’s publicness ideas accelerated, 
and as in other areas, the meanings attributed to identity in the first period 
also underwent change. Particularly, the sensitivity toward the secular, modern, 
and Westernizing content of concepts such as Common Benefit, citizenship, 
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and virtue, which formed the basis of Single Party period Republican politics, 
began to gradually weaken with the Democrat Party’s coming to power. The DP 
period’s search to consolidate the revolutions that did not hold among society 
by reinforcing them with a liberal understanding brought differentiation in 
terms of the Single Party period’s attitude toward the social sphere. Above all, 
a transition was made from state-based politics to people-based politics. The 
liberal tendency or transitions in the world termed contemporary, by taking 
Türkiye under its influence as well, involved a transition from the homopolitics 
approach to the homoeconomicus approach. With the liberal understanding 
gradually becoming dominant in Turkish politics, it led to important changes 
in relationships such as state-society, state-culture, and state-identity, and the 
course developed irreversibly in this manner. This course accelerated even more 
with the neo-liberal period; now there were works not only at the national scale 
but also beginning at the international scale, imposing internal political and 
social arrangements and requiring their consolidation. The attacks to which 
the national character was subjected together with globalization, by bringing 
the identity debates made in the 19th and 20th centuries back to the agenda 
according to the new period’s conditions, changed both the way Turkish history 
was approached and the course of identity, because every emphasis related to 
identity politics (﻿Ottomanism, Islamism, ﻿Turkism, Western ﻿Turkism) required 
different history readings. Indeed, debates within the ﻿modernization process 
also proceeded in this manner. Different history and space readings, migration 
route stories emerged based on the selfhood/identity to be used as a basis. 
Consequently, History and Geography readings continue to be important in 
order not to experience a loss of selfhood. Here, acting not with a selective 
history reading but by bringing to the fore a holistic perspective and approaching 
these issues without condemning them to the daily ideological outlook of 
politics gains importance. In our day, the existence of national character, which 
is thought to be in danger with globalization, will also only survive through such 
work (with strong history and geography knowledge).

The accumulations that come with having a long history and wide 
geographies are also great in terms of problems. However, there is one thing: 
the geographies possessed by a long history are also the circulation spheres of 
our culture. Avoiding the obsession of tying our history and culture to one place 
or giving direction to society and politics according to the place to which you 
tie it, and approaching in a way that will include the circulation areas brought 
by a long history becomes very important in terms of identity formation. 
Unfortunately, these opportunities and accumulations, which most nations do 
not have, could be squandered very easily in the past by being subjected to 
current narrow political and ideological conflicts. The handling of this potential 
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within the framework of practical concerns rather than in a rational manner also 
led to intellectual narrowing. In other words, being able to approach without 
being imprisoned within the boundaries of the belief, ideology, or worldview 
to which we are attached in the definition of Turkishness still stands before us 
as a methodical problem. As in history, in our day as well, different beliefs and 
ideological outlooks can exist in regions characterized as Turkish. Consequently, 
the content of our Turkishness definition requires approaching with an outlook 
that will transcend these, rather than making it purely through religion (Islam, 
Christianity, Judaism, Buddhism), geography, or ideology. By acting in a way 
that benefits from other social disciplines (philosophy of science, history, 
culture, geography, sociology, archeology, anthropology) without entering into 
the vortex of political anxieties, the content analysis of Turkishness identity 
should be done more comprehensively. Only such an approach can lead to a 
more objective history and society reading. With the dissolution of the USSR 
in 1989 and the emergence of independent ﻿Turkic states, it reminded us once 
again of the reality that the Turk or Turkishness is not limited to Anatolia or the 
borders of the Turkish state/states. Consequently, we are experiencing a process 
that necessitates the reconsideration of our definitions regarding Turkishness 
up to now. 
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