CHAPTER 4
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Turkish Nationalism
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1. Introduction

Throughout the annals of human history, marked by profound
transformations in modes of production, the commercialization of agriculture
has emerged as a pivotal catalyst for the advent of commercial capitalism,
subsequently giving rise to the Industrial Revolution. The Industrial Revolution,
and the subsequent technological revolutions that ensued, had a profound
impact on economic, political and social structures. These processes brought
about mass society, nation-states, and ideologies, whose effects continue to
this day, while nationalism has left its mark on the last two centuries. There is
another phenomenon that is at least as influential as nationalism and as old as
human history itself: migration. The phenomenon of migration has exerted a
profound influence on the course of human history. Human communities that
have spread from the African continent to the rest of the world have undergone
constant migration throughout history, thereby establishing the foundations
of today’s national communities. Although nationalism first emerged as an
ideological movement in the aftermath of the French Revolution, it is important
to note that it actually refers to the concept of migration, either explicitly or
implicitly, through its emphasis on the historical and ancient roots of the idea
of nationhood on which it is based. The Jews™ history begins with Abraham’s
migration. The Turks settled in Anatolia after migrating from Central Asia,
and the Huns’ arrival in Europe led to the Migration Period, shaping Europe’s
nations. All forms of nationalism are predicated on a historical migration
movement that has shaped the development of the respective nations. At this
juncture, it can be posited that a nexus between migration and nationalism has
been established. This intersection became a conflict with modernity, apart from
the collective memory used in nation-building. The necessity of homogenizing
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The Migration Issue in the Context of Turkish Nationalism

societies, and the concept of a state and nation being intrinsically linked to the
land, have given rise to a dichotomy between migration and nationalism from
two distinct perspectives. The first is migration in the context of the expulsion
of communities with different cultural identities beyond national borders; the
second is migration in the context of the problems caused by communities
that later arrived from outside national borders. In contemporary discourse,
the intertwined dynamics of migration and nationalism are predominantly
interpreted through the lenses of these two opposites.

In the field of social sciences, the subjects of migration and migrants have
attained a notable degree of prevalence, along with the political ramifications of
the responses that manifest in connection with these phenomena, encompassing
such concepts as extreme right-wing ideologies, instances of racism, and
xenophobia, among others. The resurgence of prosperity in Western Europe
in the aftermath of World War II, in conjunction with the various conflicts
and economic crises that beset other regions of the world (Africa, the Middle
East, and South Asia), served as the predominant factors contributing to this
migratory phenomenon. However, since the beginning of the 2000s, tensions
in world politics, global terrorism, and economic crises have replaced the
previous tolerance towards immigrants with harsher approaches and social
divisions. Recent studies have increased in number over the last decade or so,
as Western societies have faced an increase in immigration. In this instance, a
similar rationale pertains, as the study scrutinizes the nexus between Turkish
nationalism and the civil war that ensued subsequent to the Arab Spring’s
propagation into Syria, culminating in the consequential issue of migration.
At this juncture, it is imperative to initiate the process of conceptualization by
establishing a map that delineates the relationships between nationalism and
migration, ethnicity, multiculturalism, cosmopolitanism, and methodological
nationalism. Subsequent to this, the issue of migration in Turkish nationalism
must be addressed in the context of theoretical approaches.

2. Conceptual Approaches to the Relationship Between
Migration and Nationalism

In order to comprehend the relationship between migration and nationalism
in the modern era, it is necessary to evaluate the phenomena of cosmopolitanism,
multiculturalism, nationalism, and methodological nationalism, which are
related to both concepts.

From a historical standpoint, the concept of cosmopolitanism, which finds
its roots in ancient Greek civilization and the Stoic School, has served as a
foundational framework for the notion of world citizenship. The evolution of
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this concept underscores the significance of individual autonomy in the context
of universal law and absolute power. While nationalism and cosmopolitanism
stemmed from analogous intellectual traditions concerning individual rights,
universal law, and the limitation of absolute power, divergences between the two
began to manifest after the French Revolution. This division was highlighted by
the renowned revolutionary Robespierre, who asserted that the universal rights
of humanity could only be valid within the confines of a national community.
Conversi (2001) posits that the Risorgimento movement, which expresses the
progression of Italian nationalism from rational cosmopolitanism to liberal
nationalism, and the metamorphosis of German Enlightenment ideology
prior to French occupation into Jacobin nationalism after this occupation
(the transition from Humboldt to Fichte), further substantiate this notion.
In addition, Kymlicka (1999) has drawn parallels between liberal nationalism,
a concept originating from revolutionary movements, and cosmopolitanism.
This phenomenon is particularly evident in the context of Catalan, Quebec,
and Flemish nationalism. However, it should be noted that all of the examples
provided herein pertain to minority groups. Kymlicka’s position is that, in the
contemporary era, nationalism and cosmopolitanism are incompatible. Conversi
(2001) provides an analysis of the various reasons for this phenomenon. Firstly,
the concept of nationalism is inherently suspicious of cosmopolitan ideas.
The concept of nationalism, predicated on the protection of the nation and
the nation-state, finds itself in marked tension with cosmopolitan ideologies.
Cosmopolitanism challenges the notion of state sovereignty, upholds the value
of languages, cultures, and values on a global scale, and is antagonistic to
homogeneity. At this pivotal juncture, a re-evaluation of the phenomenon
of migration is imperative. In the contemporary context of global migration,
the proliferation of cosmopolitan ideas that facilitate the formation of novel
identities and affiliations, which serve as alternatives to national identities, has
fostered the emergence of a counter-movement characterized by a resurgence of
nationalism. Conversely, there are theorists who establish a correlation between
cosmopolitan ideas and forms of nationalism. In regard to this issue, Habermas is
widely regarded as a leading figure. While acknowledging the importance of the
nation-state in terms of democratic processes with his constitutional patriotism
approach, he underlines the necessity for a cosmopolitan understanding of law
through the internalization of universal legal norms and the development of
democracy with transnational institutions. Nevertheless, Habermas’s normative
cosmopolitanism does not aim to transcend the nation-state (Chernilo, 2007).

A further discussion to emerge in the context of the accelerated migration
issue pertains to the relationship between migration and nationality. Since the
1970s, there has been a significant increase in the movement of people from
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politically, socially, and economically underdeveloped countries to liberal-
capitalist developed Western countries. Concurrently with this phenomenon,
the concept of nationality has been challenged by immigrants in Western
societies. This has resulted in a need to redefine the concept. The concept of
nationality is employed in diverse international contexts, namely in the realms
of civil citizenship and ethnic citizenship. The term “migrants” is used to denote
foreigners, that is to say, individuals who are defined outside the national identity
of the country concerned. In the absence of any evident ethnic similarities
between the migrants in question, this does not appear to pose any significant
problem. However, the arrival of foreigners has been known to precipitate an
erosion of national unity, with factors such as linguistic and cultural diversity,
as well as religious difference, assuming a more prominent role. The arrival of
foreigners from disparate settlements is indicative of a deliberate dissociation
from the local population, with a concomitant emphasis on the assertion of
their own identity as a distinguishing feature. This predicament represents the
paradoxical dimension of the migratory phenomenon that has been observed in
Western societies since the 1960s. Moreover, the phenomenon of nationality is
gradually dissipating within supranational organizations such as the European
Union (EU). On the one hand, EU institutions such as the European Court of
Human Rights and the Council of Europe have been observed to weaken the
nation-state status and grant immigrants greater rights than citizens. At the same
time, however, debates on naturalization persist. The acquisition of citizenship
by immigrants is both an individual right and a process of assimilation into
the national culture and the local community. The process of naturalization
engenders a number of consequences. The most significant of these is that
the demographic effects of migration become opaque when the non-native
population is enumerated according to citizenship criteria as opposed to
birthplace or ethnic criteria. Furthermore, there are consequences of the ease
or difficulty of acquiring citizenship. When the process of acquiring citizenship
is arduous, cultural integration is more probable, while the opposite is true
when the process is straightforward (Coleman, 2001). The conclusion drawn
is that immigrants have the capacity to transform the concept of nationality-
citizenship, thereby weakening national identities through the promotion of
multiculturalism.

Multiculturalism is another concept that plays a role in the transformation
of national identities. It is defined as the ability of different groups to express
themselves in public, the respect they receive, and the acceptance of their
differences, particularly after immigration to Western countries. However, it
is often used to refer to the adaptation of ethnic groups that have migrated,
the elimination of racism, assimilation, and guest worker systems (Rex, 1996).
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Multiculturalism, understood as a political philosophy that aims to preserve
and enhance cultures that are not the dominant culture of the community, i.e.
the cultures of minority or immigrant groups, is associated with three types
of minority rights: self-government, multi-ethnicity, and representation rights
(Kymlicka, 1995). Integration efforts for immigrant groups in Europe serve the
dual function of recognizing multiculturalism. The first of these approaches
involves the integration of immigrants into the national culture and community
through various means, such as education. The second approach involves the
national culture changing slightly to accommodate the culture of immigrants,
thereby creating equal identities (Rex, 1996). Nevertheless, there have been
recent critiques of multiculturalism from its original proponents. In countries
such as France, Belgium, Germany, and Austria, the retreat from ofhicial
multiculturalism has manifested itself in rising anti-immigrant sentiment and
populist nationalism. The primary critique of multiculturalism is the erosion
of the concept of nationhood. The rationale behind this assertion lies in the
notion that shared values and a unified culture serve as the cornerstones of a
stable and prosperous society. Conversely, the doctrine of multiculturalism is
believed to weaken these foundations, thereby jeopardizing the stability and
success of a society. Another criticism is that, from an evolutionary perspective,
humans tend to exhibit trust in those who are closest to them and to approach
those who are different with fear. Furthermore, it should be noted that the
rights granted to immigrants are also an important argument for opponents
of multiculturalism. As Heywood (2021) argues, criticisms of minority and
immigrant groups often focus on three key issues. Firstly, the tendency of these
groups to isolate themselves from the wider national community. Secondly, the
rights granted to them which, instead of improving their situation, actually
create a sense of separation from society. And thirdly, the accusation that these
groups are lazy.

Another concept that elucidates the relationship between migration and
nationalism is methodological nationalism. The nation-state as a natural and
universal unit of analysis in the social sciences can be defined as a Eurocentric-
positivist approach that depicts history in terms of ethnic or citizenship contexts
and views culture as a timeless and unchanging category (Akyigit, 2021). In this
approach, national borders are regarded as the prevailing framework for social,
economic, and cultural processes. However, the historical construction and
reproduction of these borders are often overlooked. To summarize, the approach
under discussion accepts concepts such as nation, national consciousness, and
national identity as ideological assumptions, while disregarding the role of human
action and cultural differences (Wimmer & Schiller, 2003). Methodological
nationalism has three manifestations in migration studies. The first of these is
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the naturalization of the nation-state, which can be defined as the perception
of migration as a phenomenon that extends beyond national borders, and the
subsequent labelling of migrants as “others”. The second is the subjugation of
migrants to the nation. This refers to the transformation of individuals who
migrate within ethnic or cultural contexts into assimilationist frameworks in
their destination countries. The third is that research designs centered on the
nation-state have emerged. In the field of migration studies, the state’s borders
are commonly taken as a point of departure, thereby rendering the transnational
practices of migrants, the multiple identity structures they adopt, and the
cross-border social relations they engage in, invisible. Wimmer and Schiller
(2003) posit that the nation-state-based epistemological framework that prevails
within the social sciences is ill-suited to the comprehension of a transnational,
multi-spatial, and multi-layered phenomenon such as migration. As a result,
migration is regarded as a foundational concept of nationalism, influenced by
ideological bias, and disparities are evaluated on a national scale. In contrast,
De Genova (2013) proposes an alternative perspective, positing methodological
nationalism as the unquestioning construction of social theory and political
thought within the confines of the nation-state. This approach, as delineated
by the author, is predicated on the notion that methodological nationalism can
give rise to theoretical and political challenges, primarily due to its tendency to
analyze transnational phenomena, such as migration, by confining the concept
of “society” to a naturalized national space. This is due to the fact that migration
is regarded as a political force that shapes and transforms border regimes rather
than merely the mobility of individuals. The concept of migration is predicated
on the existence of borders; therefore, the political production of borders is a
prerequisite for the phenomenon of migration and the concept of migranthood.
At this juncture, migration researchers are compelled to examine the entire
process through a nationalist lens, a phenomenon that can be attributed to the
influence of methodological nationalism. This is due to the fact that researchers
are, by their very nature, part of a regime that is predicated on nationalism. It
is imperative that those engaged in the field of migration liberate themselves
from the grip of nationalism by adopting an epistemological stance through
militant research. Methodological nationalism is ultimately accepted as both the
result and the means of migration, a concept that reproduces the nation-state
and borders.

3. Theoretical Framework

Modern society views international migration as a challenge to the nation
and its state structure. Migrants are often viewed as a threat to the state and
its social fabric, even in societies where past migrations have played a key
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role in shaping the nation’s identity. This approach is, of course, based on the
antagonistic relationship between migration and nationalism. However, some
scholars argue that this antagonism is artificial. According to Ahponen (2016),
nationalism and migration should be understood as mutually transforming and
often intertwined processes. In this context, it is important to consider the
aspect of nationalism that fosters sociocultural belonging rather than merely its
exclusionary tendencies. While migration naturally challenges the boundaries
of the nation-state and sovereignty, nationalism instinctively resists migration
in order to protect these boundaries. In some cases, it even reveals its racist
and exclusionary character through anti-immigrant rhetoric. Conversely,
nationalism’s role in fostering emotional belonging, citizenship ties, and cultural
continuity can manifest differently in relation to migration. This is where the
status of immigrants comes into play. Initially seen as outsiders, these individuals
later strive to acquire citizenship through political and cultural rights. Thus,
nationalist reflexes come into conflict with the principle of democratic equality.
Nevertheless, a liberal interpretation of nationalism can foster a sense of identity
by incorporating immigrants into the nation rather than marginalizing them.

Theoretically, the relationship between migration and nationalism can
be examined by dividing it into two main categories. The first is a positive
approach that emerges in the context of ethnic return migration. Observed
in ethnonational states where national identity is constructed on an ethnic
basis, this approach encourages the migration of ethnic groups to prevent
foreigners from disrupting the cultural and demographic structure of the
nation (Tsuda, 2010). It shapes the migration policy of states that need labor
power to achieve national development goals while preserving national identity
based on nationalist principles. Examples of ethnic migration include Japan,
Kazakhstan, Italy, Spain, Germany, Russia, Greece, Hungary and the Turkish
Republic of Northern Cyprus. Conversely, there is a negative approach shaped
by the transformation of post-migration reactions into nationalism. This can
be referred to briefly as nationalist reactions to migration. In host societies, the
perception of others as a threat, an inward-looking mindset, and a desire to
maintain or regain forms of purity and loyalty based on cultural, national and
regional grounds may emerge. These are often encouraged for strategic purposes
or to manipulate national myths or romantic ideals. Consequently, migration
becomes a security issue and takes center stage in nationalist approaches
(Mavroudi, 2010). This is the story of anti-immigration nationalism. The way
in which issues related to refugees are handled has also had a significant impact
on the rise of anti-immigration movements in Europe. Initially, Europe adopted
an approach focused on meeting the needs of refugees, solving their problems,
and integrating them. Today, however, refugees are viewed as perpetrators of
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terrorism, illegal activities, and sexual harassment, and migration is increasingly
securitized (Vollmer & Karakayali, 2017). Anti-migration sentiments tend to
be most evident when the host society is disadvantaged. This disadvantage
often takes the form of an economic crisis (Moldovan & Mihaescu, 2018).
The economic crisis between 2008 and 2010, the Arab Spring, the Covid-19
pandemic, the Russia—Ukraine war, and conflicts in the Middle East have all
deepened existing vulnerabilities. Not only has the capitalist system failed to
solve economic problems, but it has also led to their further entrenchment. The
decline in prosperity in the Western world has further intensified established
nations’ reactions towards refugees.

Although nationalist reactions to migration vary from society to society, it
is useful to establish a general framework. In this respect, the anti-migration
rhetoric of right-wing populism, which has been on the rise in Europe in
recent years, provides a suitable context for examining the effect of migration
on nationalism. Jaskutowski’s study of young people’s views on migration and
refugees in Poland reveals the general nature and transnational character of
anti-migration attitudes. Firstly, refugees are perceived as a source of terrorism.
They are blamed for every terrorist incident in Europe. This situation causes a
major security crisis. Secondly, refugees are perceived as a threat to social order.
This is due to their perceived disregard for rules, tendency to disturb others
in the community, and high visibility in public spaces due to their skin color,
clothing, and religious rituals. Thirdly, they are perceived as a threat to women.
The increase in cases of harassment and rape involving refugees, their marriage
to young girls, and their restriction of women’s social lives form the basis of
these views. Additionally, it is believed that Polish women who marry refugees
distance themselves from their European identity, both culturally and ethnically.
Thus, national borders can be drawn through the female body. This, of course,
points to the fourth problem area: the demographic issue. It is believed that
the high birth rate among refugees and the practice of polygamy will disrupt
Europe’s demographic structure. In addition to these problems, there are also
religious, cultural, political, and economic issues. The most significant issue is
that refugees are perceived as the root cause of economic problems. They are
seen as a burden on the economies of the countries in which they reside, as they
work little, receive social assistance, and contribute to unemployment. It is also
noted that they find it difficult to live in liberal democracies because the values
and ideas of these countries are foreign to them (Jaskutowski, 2019).

4. Turkish Nationalism and the Issue of Migration

The relationship between Turkish nationalism and the concept of migration
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can be examined from two perspectives, from the past to the present. The first
concerns the emergence of Turkish nationalism and the migration movements
that ensured a stable demographic structure and social homogeneity during the
period of nation-state formation. The second concerns the problems caused by
the civil war in Syria, which began under the influence of the Arab Spring, and
the subsequent influx of millions of irregular and illegal refugees from other
countries. While the second issue—migration that has become problematic—
will be discussed, it is also necessary to briefly examine migration that contributes
to nation-building.

4.1. A Founding Value: The Impact of Migration on the
Construction of Turkish Nationalism

Turkish nationalism emerged in the final years of the Ottoman Empire
as an ideological movement fundamentally based on preserving the existence
of the state. Spreading after the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars,
nationalism entered the Ottoman Empire through the Balkans. Initially, it
spread among the Christian subjects and then among the non-Turkish Muslim
elements; Turks were introduced to nationalism at a much later stage. This was
largely due to the state system, religion, and the absence of a national bourgeoisie.
Following the failure of the successive Ottomanism and Islamism movements
implemented since the Tanzimat period—the beginning of Ottoman-Turkish
modernization—Turkism became the last remaining option. Beginning in
the cultural sphere, this movement became politicized at the start of the 20th
century, eventually becoming the state’s official ideology. The Young Turks
(Jon Tiirkler) movement and the Committee of Union and Progress (ttihat
ve Terakki Cemiyeti [ITC]) that emerged from it played a crucial role in this
process (Boliikbast & Bilici, 2025).

Migration movements had a significant impact on the birth of Turkish
nationalism. Notably, the influx of the Muslim Turkish population from the
lost territories during the collapse of the Ottoman Empire enabled the cultural
homogenization of Anatolia. It is estimated that around 7 million people
migrated to the homeland from the lost regions (Karpat, 2000). Additionally, the
intellectuals who migrated from Russia became the first Turkish nationalists of
the Ottoman Empire. Cagaptay (2006, pp. 10-11) also points to the Armenian
Deportation, which took place during the war, as having played a role in the
emergence of a culturally homogeneous population in the region. Following the
end of the Ottoman Empire after World War I, the Republic of Tiirkiye was
established. The Kemalist cadres who emerged victorious from the Turkish War
of Independence founded the new state on the official ideology of nationalism,
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and the cultural homogeneity of Anatolia was a prerequisite for the nation-state
structure. Thus, the Turkish-Greek population exchange became one of the new
state’s first major undertakings. The migration of Muslim Turks to Anatolia
continued at regular intervals throughout the Republican era.

Throughout the history of the Republic, the migration of Muslim Turkish
and Turkified groups has been encouraged. Conversely, requests for migration
by Christian Turkish communities were not accepted. The main reason for
this was that the Republican regime defined loyalty to the state in religious
terms, thus maintaining continuity with the Ottoman Empire (Bali, 2017).
The migrations that took place during the Republican period occurred in
four distinct phases. The first phase covers the period between 1923 and
1980. During this long period, most migration originated from the Balkans
(Yugoslavia, Greece, and Bulgaria), the Caucasus, and, to a lesser extent, the
Middle East. The second phase refers to the period from the Iranian Islamic
Revolution and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan until the end of the 1980s.
Although Tiirkiye was mainly used as a transit country for migration to Europe
during this period, a number of communities of Turkish origin settled here.
The third phase encompasses the assimilationist policies implemented against
the Turkish minority in Bulgaria, as well as the subsequent migration following
the 1991 Gulf War. While many of those who came through these migration
movements remained in Tiirkiye, others migrated elsewhere. Alongside Turkish
communities, a large number of Kurds also moved there. Following the end of
the Cold War, people from the newly independent Turkic states also migrated
to Tiirkiye. Finally, further migrations occurred after 1994. During this period,
Tiirkiye served as both a destination and a transit country. The tremendous
increase in migration after 2011 far exceeded that seen throughout the entire
Republican period (Topsakal, 2018). The following section examines this period
in conjunction with nationalist reactions to migration.

4.2. Migration as a Destructive Phenomenon and Nationalist
Reactions to It

The stance adopted by Turkish nationalism on migration, and its subsequent
transformation, became a key issue following the arrival of Syrians fleeing the
Syrian Civil War in 2011, as well as millions of refugees entering the country
irregularly from Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran, Iraq, and various African countries.
In the last two election cycles—the presidential, general, and municipal
elections—the refugee issue was among the most widely discussed topics, with
parties occasionally adopting populist approaches. At the same time, the issue
played a role in the emergence of new political actors and the transformation
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of nationalism. The Victory Party (Zafer Partisi [ZP]) is particularly worth
mentioning in this context. By making migration a central political issue, the ZP
has managed to appeal to a new social group within the nationalist community,
while also compelling parties and alliances competing for power in the last two
elections to develop policies and rhetoric on the refugee issue. Of course, many
other parties did little more than produce populist rhetoric during election
periods, only to return to their previous positions once the elections were over.

Another reason for focusing on the ZP in the context of nationalist reactions
to migration can be found in the academic literature. Most recent publications
on migration and reactions to it relate to this party. In these studies, the ZP is
presented as equivalent to far-right European parties, organizing anti-refugee
sentiment through violent language on social media and demonizing refugees in
order to spread racist attitudes in society. In other words, the ZP is portrayed as
racist, populist, far-right, secular, and nationalist, targeting refugees and using
violent language to label immigrants as criminals. Refugees are presented as the
root of all problems. Anti-immigration has been identified as a founding myth
of the ZP, and its positioning of national identity within secular boundaries
around a discourse of cultural threat has been likened to the approach of anti-
immigration parties in Europe toward Muslim communities. The ZP has also
been accused of exploiting the issue of migration for populist security purposes
in order to mobilize society and of polarizing politics by placing this issue at
its core (Deniz & Aksu Kargin, 2023; Irgil & Balcioglu, 2022; Koca & Sag,
2023; Ozoflu et al., 2025; Tiirk, 2023). Even the Nationalist Movement Party
(Milliyetci Hareket Partisi [MHP]) implicitly criticized the ZP in its election
manifesto, expressing concerns that Turkish nationalism was transforming into
racism based on anti-refugee sentiment (MHP, 2023).

These comments about the ZP are, of course, based on the party’s publications
and policies, particularly the speeches of its leader, Umit Ozdag. However, it
should not be forgotten that nationalism is the ideological opposite of cultural
power in Tiirkiye (Yiicel & Boliikbagi, 2021). In turn, cultural power in Tiirkiye
is a reflection of global cultural power, particularly in academia. Therefore, it is
easy and convenient to interpret the party’s statements as anti-immigration and
anti-refugee within the context of global woke culture. It should also be noted
that the academic literature on this subject is rather monotonous. For instance,
in examining the academic literature on the securitization of migration, Bigo
(2002) argues that migrants do not pose any security problems; rather, they
are used instrumentally in the discursive and administrative reconstruction of
security. However, during the recent 12-Day War between Israel and Iran, the
media discussed the possibility of Afghan refugees in Iran providing intelligence
to Israel, and Iran made some arrests in this regard (Bozorgmehr, 2025). Based
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on this news, are refugees being demonized by nationalists, or do such concerns
have a factual basis? While the focus should naturally be on human rights, it
is also true that academic freedom and scientific inquiry cannot be achieved
through a one-sided perspective. At the same time, it should be kept in mind
that nations are composed of people who have concerns such as security,
economic problems, and social order.

The issue of migration became a problem from the perspective of Turkish
nationalism with the arrival of millions of refugees following the civil war
in Syria. The first stage of the problem is evident here: how many refugees,
irregular migrants, and illegal immigrants have come to Tiirkiye? On a television
program in May 2025, Interior Minister Ali Yerlikaya stated that there were
3,988,157 foreigners in Tiirkiye, of whom 1,104,385 had residence permits
and 2,711,170 were Syrians under temporary protection. A further 172,602
were foreigners under international protection (Gog Idaresi Bagkanligi [GIB;
Presidency of Migration Management], 2025). However, according to the ZP,
the number of illegal immigrants is 13 million, including 7 million Syrians, 2
million Afghans, 2 million Africans, and 2 million people from countries such
as Iran, Iraq, Pakistan, Egypt, and Yemen. Ozdag also emphasizes that migration
from Syria constitutes the fourth-largest migration wave in Anatolian history
(Ozdag, 2024).

There is a significant discrepancy between the figures provided by the
authorities and those provided by nationalists. Nevertheless, whether the
number is 4 million or 13 million, the fact that so many foreigners have entered
Tiirkiye and settled there over the past 15 years must be acknowledged as a major
problem. It is important to note at this point that nationalist political parties
view the migration issue first and foremost as a security problem. In its 2024
program, the MHP describes the migration and refugee issue as a demographic
survival issue (MHP, 2024), while the Good Party (IYI Parti) considers migration
to be the primary economic, cultural, and political threat (IYI Parti, 2022).
The ZP is the political party that has devoted the greatest effort to this issue.
Ozdag explains the problem Tiirkiye is facing through the concept of strategic
migration engineering. This concept is defined as the displacement of a certain
group of people for military and political purposes in order to achieve specific
goals. This artificial migration refers to the process of strengthening, weakening,
or transforming a region’s population for political purposes. Strategic migration
towards Tiirkiye can be said to have two objectives. The first is to force people
living in the north of the country to migrate due to the war in Syria and the
subsequent large-scale migration. The YPG, the Syrian branch of the PKK
terrorist organization, is planning to gain autonomy in the region and establish a
Kurdish state as a result. Ultimately, the establishment of a Kurdish state would
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allow Israel and other imperialist states to control the region more easily. The
second objective is to provoke a civil war by directing millions of refugees and
illegal immigrants to Tiirkiye, thereby dividing the country. The large number
of Syrian refugees, their concentration in Tiirkiye’s major cities and along the
Syrian border, and the civil war that may be triggered in the future are all
presented as part of a plan to divide Tiirkiye’s eastern and south-eastern regions.
The separation of these regions would realize imperialism’s plan for a “Greater
Kurdistan”. Clearly, the intention is to “Lebanonize” the Middle East, dividing
all states in the region along ethnic lines—the most important motive behind
strategic migration engineering. Indeed, there are numerous theories and plans
regarding the division of Tuirkiye and its neighboring countries: the Lewis Plan,
the article in Kivunim magazine, Zionism, Neo-Con strategy, and the impact
of September 11. The millions of Syrians, combined with their high birth rates,
will make up a significant proportion of the population by 2040. Additionally,
the resurgence of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan following the end of the
American occupation suggests that strategic objectives outweigh humanitarian
reasons in migration towards Tiirkiye. The spread of new diseases, the increase
in drug trafficking, and the fact that illegal immigrants are predominantly men
who served in the US-Afghan army following migration from Afghanistan
are presented as indicators of this situation. Furthermore, it is argued that the
current Turkish government’s signing of the Readmission Agreement with the
EU in 2013 and its mine clearance efforts along the borders in accordance
with the 2003 Ottawa Convention constitute complementary components of a
strategic migration approach (Ozdag, 2024).

According to Ozdag, the presence of refugees and illegal immigrants in
Tiirkiye is causing economic, security, and cultural problems. As mentioned
in the theoretical framework, economic issues take priority. He claims that
the cost of Syrian refugees alone was calculable at $183.1 billion as of June
2023. Quoting former Health Minister Recep Akdag from 2017, Ozdag
states that the cost of each Syrian refugee is $301.50, amounting to $58.2
billion based on the number of registered Syrians between 2011 and 2019.
Meanwhile, the amount received from the UN for refugees during this period
was just $7.1 billion. Furthermore, Tiirkiye lost $8.5 billion in tax revenue
during this period due to the unregistered employment of Syrians. A significant
proportion of Syrians work or operate businesses informally. Between 2016 and
2019, approximately 132,000 Syrians were employed in the formal sector, while
around 1 million were working informally in Turkiye. With 7 million Turkish
citizens unemployed and 11.5 million outside the social security system, in an
economy reliant on external debt equivalent to 60% of its GDD, this situation
poses a major challenge for Ttirkiye. In light of these figures, Turkiye is spending
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vast sums of money on foreigners residing in the country, exacerbating the
ongoing economic crisis (Ozdag, 2024, pp. 63-68). Tiirkiye has become one
of the hardest countries in the world in which to buy a home, with housing
emerging as one of the most significant issues (Caglayan & Erkoyun, 2024).
The most important underlying reason for this is the arrival and settlement of
millions of foreign nationals in Tirkiye. Contrary to these figures, President
Erdogan stated in Japan during the 2019 G20 Summit that Tiirkiye had spent
over $37 billion on refugees in Tiirkiye and criticized Western countries for
not providing sufficient support (T.C. Cumhurbagkanlig: iletisim Bagkanlig
[Presidency of the Republic of Tiirkiye Directorate of Communications], 2019).
Some argue that Syrians and other foreigners contribute to the Turkish economy
rather than being a burden. For instance, Trade Minister Omer Bolat has warned
that sending back Afghan shepherds could lead to the collapse of agriculture and
livestock farming in Tiirkiye (Independent Tiirkge, 2024). Ozipek puts forward
a similar argument, stating that Syrians who contribute to the Turkish economy
by opening businesses or participating in production should be allowed to
remain in Tirkiye (Ozipek, as cited in Anadolu Ajansi, 2024). Egilmez (2024)
claims that if Syrians return to Syria under the new political regime, the labor
market will improve, GDP will fall, and the housing market will decline, while
external debt will decrease.

The effects of migration on security and culture are multifaceted. Firstly,
refugees may give rise to various security concerns. In Tiirkiye’s major cities
and in areas where refugees are concentrated, mafia-like criminal organizations
have reportedly emerged. Additionally, the lack of definitive records regarding
the security issues in which they are involved may be attributed to the fact
that many arrivals are undocumented and have entered the country illegally.
Although not widely reported in the media, numerous incidents of violence,
assault, murder, harassment, and rape involving refugees are claimed to be
identifiable through a review of the aforementioned sources. Furthermore,
alleged affiliations with Salafi structures and various terrorist organizations in
their countries of origin, the establishment of Arab nationalist movements,
and the provision of information to Middle Eastern intelligence services are
presented as additional security concerns. The recent spread of Salafism in
Tiirkiye, which has a Maturidi religious tradition, is interpreted as an indication
that radicalism could pose a significant threat in the future. The strain on the
health and education systems is also argued to be undermining public trust
in the state, with state—society relations shifting onto unstable ground in this
context. Meanwhile, the reappearance of numerous diseases that had not been
observed in Tiirkiye for many years, such as oriental sore, polio, chickenpox, and
hand, foot, and mouth disease, is considered to be creating adverse conditions
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for public health. Finally, the issue of identity security must be addressed.
This concept, known as ontological security, is embedded in the definitions of
national sovereignty and identity, the two pillars upon which the nation-state is
founded. The integration of refugees and migrants has become a key issue due to
the difficulty of return after arrival, the ongoing civil war in Syria, their perceived
contribution to the economy, and the ensar-muhacir relationship. Numerous
projects have been implemented and funds allocated in this area. However, the
integration of Syrians does not currently appear feasible. Four main reasons are
cited for this. The first is geographical proximity: a significant proportion of
those who migrated to Tiirkiye came from neighboring countries and are able to
visit their relatives during the holidays. The second reason is Arab nationalism.
This ideology defends Arab unity and superiority and views Turkishness as an
“other” identity. The third reason is the numerical scale of immigration, which
is argued to complicate integration and assimilation into the national identity.
Finally, it is suggested that many Syrians attribute responsibility to Tiirkiye
for the events that took place in their country. This leads to their reluctance
to adapt to Turkish society. Conversely, the government’s migration policy
is described as aiming to create a new identity involving refugees and illegal
immigrants, presenting this as an expansion of national borders to encompass
the “real” Misak-1 Milli borders. While the US, Israel and the EU—actors of
global imperialism—support the presence of refugees and illegal immigrants
in Tiirkiye, Ozdag claims that the government’s true motive is to deliberately
destroy the republican regime, Turkish national identity, and the nation-state by
disrupting Turkiye’s demographic structure. The ZP positions itself as the sole
actor opposing this project (Ozdag, 2024).

5. Conclusion

Since the end of the Cold War, several developments have placed Turkish
nationalism on high alert. In addition to foreign policy developments, particularly
those concerning neighboring countries and the wider region, and the activities
of terrorist organizations such as the PKK and FETO, the refugee issue must now
be added to this list. It would be contrary to the nature of Turkish nationalism
not to react to the negative consequences of millions of people entering the
country and settling there without proper registration. Indeed, the ZP has voiced
this concern and called on nationalist parties and civil society organizations to
respond. Conversely, other nationalist parties, such as the MHP and TYT Parti,
have criticized the ZP for exploiting the refugee issue and resorting to racist
rhetoric. The first impact of migration on Turkish nationalism is evident here:
division. The first division within Turkish nationalism occurred in the 1990s
with the split of the Great Union Party (Biiyiik Birlik Partisi [BBP]). It was
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claimed that the more Islamic-leaning faction had broken away from the MHP
during this split. In 2016, following the congress process that began within
the MHP and the ensuing developments, those who left formed the IYI Parti.
It was argued that this new party would appeal to urban, secular nationalists
and that the MHP’s votes in western Tiirkiye would shift to it. However, this
did not occur. Umit Ozdag, who had previously left the IYI Parti, founded
the ZP, and the refugee issue was said to have played a role in this split. The
ZP appealed more to young secular nationalists, as well as to those positioned
between Kemalism and Turkist nationalism. This is important because the
ZP acted as a spokesperson for those who approached the refugee issue from
the perspective of nationhood, the republican revolutions, and identity. The
question of how Turkish nationalism responds to migration is also answered by
this situation. Turkish nationalists approach the issue of migration in a manner
similar to European parties, with nationalists everywhere raising concerns about
refugees in terms of identity, culture, the economy, and strategic considerations,
all under the broader framework of security. This shows that opposition to
immigration is expressed through similar rhetoric across different contexts.
On the one hand, the rise of nationalism based on opposition to immigration
affects Turkish nationalism as part of a global phenomenon. On the other hand,
it indicates that the negative effects attributed to immigration are perceived
in similar ways worldwide. Finally, it is necessary to consider the extent to
which opposition to immigration has influenced Turkish nationalism. Research
shows that the MHP, IYI Parti, and ZP have similar reactions to migration. The
MHP has recently toned down its criticism of its People’s Alliance (Cumhur
[ttifaki) partner, Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi
[AK Parti]), due to the alliance. The ZP has adopted a hardline populist stance
on the issue, positioning itself at the extreme end of the spectrum, while the
IYI Parti is located between the two. Nevertheless, irrespective of the severity
of the critique, one point remains beyond question: the claim that Turkish
nationalism is moving towards fascism and racism cannot be substantiated on
sociological or historical grounds. Although Ozdag uses populist rhetoric such
as “Victory Tourism” and “Catapult,” he ultimately states that they are the true
friends of the Syrian people and care about Syria’s national unity. Furthermore,
Ozdag’s statements on refugees do not emphasize Turkish ethnicity, as they do
not distinguish between the ethnic identities of those arriving.

Migration will continue to be a significant issue, despite having been
overshadowed by the overthrow of the Assad regime and other matters that
have taken precedence on the political agenda. Millions of refugees are still
being hosted, and millions more could arrive in the event of potential wars in
the region. After the war between Israel and Iran, media statements on this issue
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were followed by an uprising of the Druze in Syria, supported by Israel, who
expressed a desire to unite with the region controlled by the YPG. This brought
similar discussions to the fore. Declining birth rates, the presence of existing
refugees, and the possibility of regional conflict will continue to exacerbate
the situation. As previously mentioned, the AK Parti government is currently
held responsible. According to Saragoglu and Yesilbag (2022), the AK Parti
government’s ideology since electing its president from within its own ranks has
been Muslim nationalism. In light of this, can President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s
recent emphasis on the joint victories of Turks, Kurds, and Arabs in Turkish
history (Euronews, 2025) be interpreted as a new opening process alongside
refugees, aimed at establishing a new identity and nationalism? It is still too early
to answer this question; perhaps the idea of a Muslim nation-state could become
a reality at the end of the aforementioned processes. In addition to an ideological
evaluation, this process must also be assessed in terms of capital. According to
Hardt and Negri (2011), the demand for cheap labor in capitalism triggers
migration, especially labor migration, and contributes to the erosion of nation-
state structures. While Tiirkiye’s migration problem does not originate solely
from this logic, the negative attitude of Turkish capitalists towards the return
of migrants has been influential. Ultimately, religious-ideological motives, the
desire of capital to generate greater profit, and prevailing global approaches
leave Tiirkiye alone with this problem. Turkish nationalism, on the other hand,
has become more divided in the face of these processes, with Kemalism and
Turkism forming an alliance based on opposition to migration. The issue of
migration will continue to be one of the fundamental problems of Turkish
nationalism. However, Turkish nationalism should not approach migration
solely as a problem; rather, it should adopt a program that addresses declining
birth rates and the shrinking Turkish population, ensures social homogeneity,
and encourages ethnic Turkish migration.
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