CHAPTER 6

The Relationship Between Nationalism
and Literature: Nationalist Literature

N. Gamze Ilicak Yicel', Gékberk Yiicel?

1. Introduction

Nationalism, in its historical course, possesses an ideological form that
pervades the political sphere and enables its institutionalization therein. This
ideological form, influential across the political atmosphere, has the power to
transform culture, art, literature, architecture, and other elements of the social
sphere by instrumentalizing them. In this context, while nationalism organizes
the social and cultural structure, it incorporates sites of memory, cultural
accumulation, and heritage into the national biographies it constructs.

Literature is one of the most effective instruments of nationalism, both in
imagining national identity and in consolidating national unity. Literary texts,
in transforming cultural memory into official memory, nourish the national
independence processes of nationalist movements, while also supporting
the institutionalization of different factions of nationalism in political life
and the social reception of the ideological claims of political parties or civil
society organizations. Moreover, they are significant for the embedding and
normalization of national ceremonies, rituals, myths, and symbols within the
common fabric of society.

This study aims to examine the relationship between nationalism and
literature within the framework of the ideological transformation of Turkish
nationalism. The content analysis of literary texts constitutes the methodology
of the study, which is limited to the political and ideological transformation of
Turkish nationalism in the context of the evolution of national literature into
nationalist literature. At this point, the focus of the study is how and upon
which elements the idealist/nationalist (iilkiicii/milliyet¢i) movement employed
literature, and its manifestation in the 21st century. In this context, first, the role
of nationalism in the emergence of national literature will be addressed in order
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to clarify the distinction between national literature and nationalist literature.
Subsequently, nationalist literature will be examined within the framework of
the ideological transformation and diversity of Turkish nationalism. Finally, the
projections of Turkish nationalism’s nationalist literature in the 21st century
will be analyzed.

2. Historical Background: National Literature and the
Republic

The development of Turkism in the fields of language and culture gave rise
to national literature in the Ottoman State. In this regard, national literature
emerged with purposes such as establishing the institutional link between the
state and society, transforming the imperial conception of subjects into national
citizenship, and simplifying the written and literary language in order to forge
a closer relationship with the people. The most important external factor that
triggered internal developments in the emergence of national literature in the
Ottoman State, and that directed the intellectual class in particular toward
national thought, was the understanding of nationalism, freedom, and the
nation-state that spread across the world following the French Revolution of
1789. Accordingly, the European influence that began with lower-ranking
officials in translation offices quickly laid the groundwork for the development
of nationalist thought within the Ottoman bureaucracy as well.

Namik Kemal can be regarded as the founding figure of national literature.
Beyond his identity as a literary figure, Namik Kemal wrote columns and
literary texts in numerous publications as an intellectual and thinker, playing
a pioneering role in laying the theoretical foundations of concepts such as
liberty, homeland, and nation in the Ottoman context and in disseminating
them widely. Indeed, in his poem “Hiirriyet Kasidesi” (Ode to Liberty), Namik
Kemal constructed an ideological synthesis concerning the consciousness of
homeland, liberty, nation, and history. While expressing love of liberty as the
foremost condition of patriotism, he pointed Ottoman society toward the new
path of becoming a powerful and great state through the cause of nationality

and homeland (Goggiin, 1999):

Those who consider themselves human never tire of serving the people,

(Usanmasz kendini insan bilenler halka hizmetten)

The virtuous never withhold their aid from the oppressed,

(Miiriivvet-mend olan mazluma el cekmez ianetten)
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We are that noble lineage of the Ottoman house,
(Biz ol nesl-i kerim-i diide-i Osmaniyiniz kim)
Our very essence is thoroughly imbued with the blood of devotion,

(Mubammerdir seripd mayemiz hiin-1 hamiyetten)

We are those high-minded people of earnestness and endeavor,
(Biz ol 4l-i himem erbdb-1 cidd i ictihddiz kim)

Who raised a world-conquering state from a single tribe.

(Cibangirine bir devlet ¢ikardik bir agiretten)

While establishing a modern principle of nationality within the framework
of Ottoman identity, Namik Kemal united all elements sharing that identity
under the principle of liberty. In his political writings, the principle of liberty
rested on a legal framework grounded in Ottoman citizenship. The passionate
language of liberty was reflected in the “Hiirriyet Kasidesi” as follows (Géggiin,
1999):

What sorrow if the struggle for liberty be full of terrifying flames,
(Ne gam piir dtes-i hevl olsa da gavgi-y: hiirriyet)
Would a man of courage flee the field of striving for a single life?

(Kagar m: merd olan bir can i¢cin meydin-1 gayretten)

The homeland has become like a faithless, coy, and haughty beloved,

(Vatan bir bi-vefi ndzende-i tanndza donmiis kim)

Who does not release its true lovers from the pain of exile.

(Aytrmaz sddikin-1 agkini dlam-1 gurbetten)

Another lasting contribution by Namik Kemal is the concept of the modern
homeland. This concept serves as a common value and unifying element for
the people living in the Ottoman lands, functioning as a motivational force
to consolidate and mobilize society. Indeed, in his play “Vatan Yahut Silistre”
(Homeland or Silistra), Namik Kemal defined the homeland not as a village
or city tied to individual experience and personal history, but as the geography
where a common consciousness and feeling take shape and where collective
memory and identity converge. In addition, in his poem “Vatan $arkisi” (Song
of the Homeland), Namik Kemal defined the homeland as the sole address of
independence and the future (Unyeli Namik Kemal, 1911):
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Our aspirations and thoughts are the prosperity of the homeland,
(Amalimiz efkdrimiz ikbal-i vatandir)

Our frontier fortress lies in our very soil,

(Serhadimize kal’'a bizim hik-i bendedir)

We are Ottomans; our adornment is a bloodied shroud,

(Osmanlilariz ziynetimiz kanls kefendir)

In battle we fulfill all our desires through martyrdom,
(Gavgida sehdetle biitiin kim aliriz biz)

We are Ottomans; we give our lives and earn our name.

(Osmanlilariz can verir nam aliriz biz)

Namik Kemal’s emphasis on homeland and liberty became a legacy carried
forward by the generations that followed him. Especially after the re-proclamation
of the Constitutional Monarchy in 1908, homeland and liberty became the most
frequently emphasized themes among members of the Committee of Union
and Progress (Ittihat ve Terakki Cemiyeti [ITC]). Following the defeat in the
Balkan War of 1912, the ideological orientation of Ottoman intellectuals and
statesmen shifted toward Turkism, and the concept of the homeland came to
be accompanied by Turkish identity. This shaped national literature within the
framework of national sovereignty, Turkish consciousness, and Turanism—the
ideal of gathering all Turks under a single union. In this context, thinkers such
as Mehmet Emin Yurdakul and Ziya Gékalp came to the forefront of national
literature. Mehmet Emin Yurdakul expressed the emphasis on Turkishness in his
poem “Cenge Giderken” (Going to Battle) as follows (Tansel, 2023):

I am a Turk; my religion and lineage are great,

(Ben bir Tiirkiim; dinim, cinsim uludur)

My chest and my soul are full of fire,

(Sinem, oziim ates ile doludur)

One who is truly human is the servant of his homeland,

(Insan olan vataninin kuludur)

I am a son of the Turks; I do not stay home, I go.

(Tiirk eviads evde durmaz giderim)
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Ziya Gokalp, in his work “Turan,” emphasized the Asian roots of the Turks
and defined Turkish identity through its deep historical origins. Through this
emphasis on the long history of the Turks, he drew the boundaries of the
concept of homeland around the ideal of all Turks living together, which he
called “Turan”:

Yes, in my veins, for though unknown to science,

(Nabizlarimda evet, ciinkii ilm i¢cin miiphem)

My heart fully knows Oghuz Khan,
(Kalan Oguz Han't kalbim tanir tamamiyle)

He lives in my blood with his glory and magnificence,

(Damarlarimda yasar san-ii ibtisamiyle)

Oghuz Khan, it is he who inspires my heart:
(Oguz Han, iste budur gonliimii eden miilhem)

The homeland is neither Tiirkiye nor Turkestan for the Turks,
(Vatan ne Tiirkiyedir Tiirklere, ne Tiirkistan)

The homeland is a great and eternal land: Turan.

(Vatan, biiyiik ve miiebbet bir iilkedir: Turan)

The emphasis on Turkishness and Turan in national literature came to be
evaluated within a territorial framework as the Ottoman State entered its period
of dissolution following the World War I and the atmosphere of the Turkish
War of Independence took shape. In this context, the emphasis on Anatolia
intensified in national literature. Anatolia was regarded as the last stronghold,
the ancient homeland, and the motherland of the Turks.

3. The Diverging Paths of Nationalism and the Birth of
Nationalist Literature

During the early Republican period, while the relationship between
nationalism and literature was shaped under the encompassing influence
of official nationalism, the diverging paths of nationalism also gave rise to
differences in the ways literature was employed. In this context, the first distinct
articulation of an alternative interpretation of nationalism in Turkiye’s civil
society sphere emerged with the Racism—Turanism Trial of May 3, 1944 (Yiicel
& Boliikbagi, 2019). The appeal of this voice to the masses brought with it the
ideological transformation of literature. Historians and literary figures such as
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Hiiseyin Nihal Atsiz, Orhan Saik Gokyay, Hikmet Tanyu, Cemal Oguz Ocal,
and Hiiseyin Namik Orhun undergone trials, and as a result, the groundwork
was laid for the political representation of nationalism in Tiirkiye. From this
point onward, nationalism, particularly in the public sphere, constituted an
intellectual movement alternative to the official ideology.

Alparslan Tiirkes, another defendant in the May 3, 1944 Racism—Turanism
trials, was exiled to India following the 1960 coup and, upon his return, joined
the Republican Peasants’ Nation Party (Cumbhuriyet¢i Koylii Millet Partisi
[CKMP]) in 1965. At the Adana Congress held on February 9, 1969, CKMP
was transformed into the Nationalist Movement Party (Milliyet¢i Hareket
Partisi [MHP]) under the leadership of Alparslan Tirkes (Milliyetci Hareket
Partisi, n.d.). In the same year, the MHP’s youth organization, the Ulkii
Ocaklari (Idealist Hearths), began operating across the country. Through the
MHP, Turkish nationalism gained the capacity to be represented in the political
arena with its distinct claims and programs.

Literature became an important instrument for tilkiicii poets, novelists,
and literary figures in order to make the new and distinct ideological claims
and propositions of the MHP accessible to the masses. The renewed political
representation of Turkish nationalism thus ideologically opened a new chapter
in the era of nationalist literature. Nationalist literature had the purpose of
reaching the masses, particularly the youth, and of consolidating and mobilizing
all segments of society around the ideological propositions of the MHP and
the iilkiici movement. It emerged as a tool to combat communism and ethnic
separatism, which it regarded as its ideological adversaries in the political
climate of the Cold War period. Accordingly, through nationalist literature,
the conceptual and ideological program of Turkish nationalism was rendered
more comprehensible and accessible to wider audiences. Nationalist literature
placed emphasis on themes such as Turkish nationalism, idealism (tilkiiciiliik),
Turanism, anti-communism, patriotism, national history and culture, religion
and spirituality, and social criticism. The novel, folk literature forms, and
the tradition of the minstrel (ozanlik) were favored as means of reaching the
popular base. In this context, names such as Hiiseyin Nihal Atsiz, Osman Yiiksel
Serdengecti, Niyazi Yildirim Gengosmanoglu, Mustafa Necati Sepetcioglu,
Abdiirrahim Karakog, and Dilaver Cebeci came to prominence in the intellectual
sphere, while figures such as Ozan Arif, Asik Sefai, Mustafa Yildizdogan, and
Ali Kinik emerged at the forefront of nationalist literature directly within the
structures of the MHP and the Ulkii Ocaklari.
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3.1. Examples of the Novel Genre in Nationalist Literature

The mission of Turkish nationalism rests on the definition of Turkishness,
the writing of national history, and the reimagining of historical and cultural
geography. In this context, literary figures who embraced the ideology of Turkish
nationalism produced works in the genre of historical novels. Historical novels
serve two missionary dimensions: the first is to convey Turkish history to all
segments of society, particularly younger generations, in a way that strengthens
Turkish consciousness. The second is to present a holistic understanding of
history that encompasses the Ottoman and Seljuk periods, which official
historiography had largely sidelined. In this regard, the historical novel series
that came to prominence and gained widespread recognition in the idealist/
nationalist (iilkiicti/milliyet¢i) community belongs to Hiiseyin Nihal Atsiz.
Atsiz holds a place among the symbolic figures of this community both as a
defendant in the May 3, 1944 Racism—Turanism Trials and as the owner of
Turkist journals such as Atszz Mecmua, Orbun, Otiiken, and Bozkurt. Beyond
these, however, the most important factor that made Atsiz popular was his novel
Bozkurtlarin Oliimii (The Death of the Grey Wolves), written in 1946. The
story begins with students in a boarding house engaging in scientific, literary,
and historical discussions. One of these students, a history student named
“Tonyukuk,” conveys his intention to write a historical novel in the following
words (Atsiz, 2024a):

“...I am truly about to write a novel. And such a novel that it will reflect
life itself. Although there will be room for both romanticism and realism, I
will not deviate from the very flow of life, and I will remain as faithful to it as
I will to history. A novel that will make you live 1,300 years ago, and whose
heroes, appearing one after another on the stage, will come all the way to the
present day. A novel in which there will not be just a single hero. Every character
within it will be a hero in their own right, just as in life. In the works of both
the romantics and the realists, there is always a single skeleton: the love affair
between the male and female heroes of the novel. But since my book will contain
the flow of centuries, there is no way I can get stuck on a single adventure, let
alone the trite and banal love stories that have been repeated in tens of thousands
of novels until they have become utterly commonplace. This will be an entirely
new type of novel.”

Stating that “I too, with my work, will make what I consider a useful
contribution to our national upbringing,” Atsiz grounded his novel not on
one or two characters but on a period narrative encompassing its political,
social, and cultural dimensions. Bozkurtlarin Oliimii recounts the collapse and
disintegration of the First Goktiirk State and also resembles a history book
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in which many elements of Turkish political and social culture are explored.
Through his multi-actor narrative, Atsiz presented numerous cross-sections
of Géktiirk-era social and political life, expressing different characteristics of
the Turkish typology through each character. In this context, while exploring
concepts that shaped Turkish identity and statchood—such as customary
law (t6re), divine favor (kut), consultation (megveret), warfare, discipline,
organization, and steppe culture—Atsiz also drew attention to the narrative of
the Turkish as the other by the Chinese. The novel thus depicts how and why
the Turkish political structure deteriorated through the abandonment of its
essential elements, drawing an analogy with Atsiz’s own era through narratives
such as the incompetence of the khagan, the abandonment of customary law,
and ultimately the loss of divine favor and the end of Turkish sovereignty.

Another distinctive feature of Bozkurtlarin Oliimii is its capacity to inspire
admiration, motivation, and encouragement toward Turkish culture. While
Turkish youth were expected to embrace their national identity and culture
through virtues such as discipline, struggle, adherence to customary law, and
orderliness, the novel also emphasized the need to remain vigilant against foreign
movements threatening national existence. Furthermore, characters such as Kiir
Sad, Pars, Almila, Ispara Alp, and [lteris became popular names among Turkish
nationalists and were widely adopted by subsequent generations—bringing
historical Turkish names back into social life.

The greatest impact the novel had within the nationalist community was
the raid on the Chinese palace by Kiir $ad, a Turkish prince, and his forty
soldiers, carried out after the Turks had fallen into Chinese captivity due to the
incompetent rule of the khagan, society’s abandonment of customary law, and
the adoption of Chinese ways. Although Chinese sources record that such a
raid took place, the name Kiir Sad and the fictional framing of the event belong
to Atsiz. The importance of the struggle for independence against captivity,
and the sanctity of dying for that cause, were thus conveyed through Kiir $ad’s
raid on the Chinese palace. Although the raid did not ultimately succeed, its
subsequent impact was recounted in Bozkurtlar Diriliyor (The Grey Wolves Are
Rising) within the framework of the founding process of the Second Goktiirk
State (Atsiz, 2024b).

Atsiz's Grey Wolves series holds the distinction of being the first novel to
examine the early periods of Turkish history in depth, exploring the political,
social, cultural, economic, and legal dimensions of the era. Given that the period
of publication coincided with the Cold War and that the historical Turkish
geography was under Soviet domination, the novel resonated deeply within the
nationalist community.
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The third book in Atsiz’s (2022) historical novel series is Deli Kurt (The Mad
Wolf). The work turned the compass of history toward the Ottoman centuries,
addressing the struggle for the throne among the princes of the Ottoman State
following the Battle of Ankara in 1402. With the accession of Sultan Mehmed
(Celebi Mehmet) to the throne, the Ottoman State entered a period of recovery.
However, the son of Prince Isa—one of the other princes of the interregnum
period—was raised as a timariot (timarli sipahi) from a young age, his dynastic
lineage kept concealed. The novel recounts the political structure, economic
system, and military order of the Ottoman founding period in detail, presenting
readers an Ottoman history that official ideological historiography had sidelined.
Following the Grey Wolves series’ focus on the Goktiirk era, Deli Kurt reflects
the idea of treating all periods of Turkish history as a unified whole.

The historical and overarching message of nationalist literature is further
conveyed in Kilit-Anahtar-Kap: (Lock-Key-Door), written by Mustafa Necati
Sepetcioglu as part of his Diinkii Tiirkiye Dizisi (Yesterday’s Tiirkiye Series). The
titles carry symbolism related to the Turkish conquest of Anatolia. The first book,
Kilit (Lock), focuses on Sultan Alparslan’s formative years and on Sart Hoca, an
Alperen-type figure in whom characters representing Turkish wisdom—such as
Tonyukuk and Dede Korkut—are gathered (Sepetgioglu, 2012a). The second
book, Anahtar (Key), addresses the reign of Meliksah following the death of
Sultan Alparslan, with Sari Hoca’s place taken by Kiipeli Hafiz, a mentor who
shaped Meliksah into a strong and discerning ruler (Sepet¢ioglu, 2011). The
third book, Kapz (Door), draws attention to the threat of Hasan Sabbah and the
missionary activities of Christianity during the Meliksah period (Sepetgioglu,
2012b). Throughout, Sepetcioglu’s historical novels reflect the fourfold
framework of Yusuf Has Hacib’s Kutadgu Bilig in the Turkish state tradition:
Kiin Togd1 representing the ruler, Ay Told1 representing divine favor (kut),
Ogdiilmis representing wisdom and reason (ukus), and Odgurmus representing
destiny (akibet).

3.2. Examples of Folk Literature in Nationalist Literature

Folk literature has been a method frequently employed by nationalist poets
to spread the fundamental claims of Turkish nationalism’s ideological framework
to the popular base. The primary reason for this is the deeply rooted oral
tradition within Turkish folk culture. The use of a plain, simple oral tradition
in which messages are conveyed directly serves the purposes of nationalist poets
to address the society from which they emerged through its own methods and
forms, and to communicate the ideas and value systems of nationalism in a more
comprehensible and direct manner. In this context, nationalist poets turned
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to the epic poetry genre encompassing national and spiritual values such as
homeland, flag, Turkishness, history, ideal, religion, and heroism, while also
producing satirical poetry in their political critiques.

In the epic poetry genre, where the fundamental elements of nationalist
thought were explored, poets such as Abdiirrahim Karakog, Dilaver Cebeci,
and Niyazi Yildirim Gengosmanoglu came to the forefront. These poets wrote
works containing national and spiritual values, kneading and transforming them
within the ideological structure of Turkish nationalism. In this context, they
examined how the Turkish nation’s love of homeland, national consciousness,
and historical awareness ought to be expressed under the heading of cause or
ideal. At this point, Abdiirrahim Karakog (1977), in his poem Bir Giizel Ulkii (A
Beautiful ldeal), narrated the mission of Turkish nationalism while expressing
his ideas regarding national values as follows:

Taking root in hearts and living on,

(Yiireklerde kok baglayip yasayan)

It is a beautiful ideal to which I have given my heart.
(Bir giizel iilkiidiir goniil verdigim.)

Carrying glad tidings from eternity to eternity,
(‘Ezel’den ‘Ebed’e miijde tasryan)

It is a beautiful ideal to which I have given my heart.
(Bir giizel iilkiidiir goniil verdigim.)

The ferment of the sacred love in Yesi,

(Yesideki kutsal agkin mayast)

The dream of Alparslan at Malazgirt,

(Malazgirt'te Alparslan’in riiyasi)

The dye of the fine kilim in Ségiit,

(Sogiitteki has kilimin boyast)

It is a beautiful ideal to which I have given my heart.
(Bir giizel iilkiidiir goniil verdigim.)

Like Yunus, “clothed in flesh and bone,”

(Yunuslayin ‘Et-kemige biiriinen)

In a serene soul appearing as Yavuz the commander,

(Selim ruhta Yavuz serdar goriinen)
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Purified of all filth like Shams,

(Sems misali ciimle kirden arinan)

It is a beautiful ideal to which I have given my heart.
(Bir giizel iilkiidiir goniil verdigim.)

Bound by the custom of my forefather Korkut,
(Dedem Korkut tiresiyle toreli)

Decorum, morality, love, and respect in order,

(Edep, ahlik, sevgi, sayg: sirals)

Forty years ago, since the day I came to reason,

(Kirk yil once.. aklim erdi ereli)

It is a beautiful ideal to which I have given my heart.
(Bir giizel iilkiidiir goniil verdigim.)

Aesthetics in Sinan, harmony in Itr,

(Sinan'da estetik, Itri'de ahenk)

Life in the fountains, color in the domes,

(Sebillerde hayat, kubbelerde renk)

Knowledge in Mevlana, valor in Barbaros,

(Mevlinida ilim, Barbarosta cenk)

It is a beautiful ideal to which I have given my heart.

(Bir giizel iilkiidiir goniil verdigim.)

In this poem, Karakog established a connection between the source of the
values defended by nationalism and Turkish history and culture, conveying that
even though nationalism is a political ideology, its roots lie in the national and
spiritual values of Turkish society. Similarly, Niyazi Yildirim Gengosmanoglu
(2023), in his work Uyan Ey Tiirk Oglu (Awaken, O Son of the Turk), addressed
the Turkish nation and issued a nationalist call through national history, culture,
and its defining figures as follows:

You have begun to withdraw from the fields of valor,

(Er meydanlarindan ¢ekilir oldun)

You have been sown into barren climes,

(Corak iklimlere ekilir oldun)
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You who knew not to bow have begun to bend...
(Egilmek bilmezdin biikiiliir oldun...)

Can this heedlessness go on; how many more years?
(Siirer mi bu gaflet; daha kag sene?)

Awaken, O Turk, awaken! What is sleep to you?
(Uyan ey Tiirk wyan! Uyumak nene?)

Whatever exists in the world, dry or living,
(Acunda ne varsa kurudan, yastan)

Take it from Dede Korkut, from Haji Bektash,

(Al Dede Korkuttan, Hact Bektastan)

Rise anew toward the horizon of Malazgirt...
(Malazgirt ufuna dog yeni bastan...)

I pray to God that this cycle may turn,

(Dilerim Tanridan bu devran déne,)

Awaken, O Turk! Awaken! What is sleep to you?
(Uyan ey Tiirk! ... Uyan! Uynmak nene?)

Bilge Khagan the Turk says, “Hear me!

(Tiirk Bilge Kagan der ‘Isitin beni!)

I am the one who transcends ages, I am the newest.
(Benim ¢aglar asan, benim en yeni.)

O Turk! If one day heedlessness overtakes you,

(Ey Tiirk! Bir giin gaflet basarsa seni)

Give your heart, lend your ear to the voice within me,
(Goniil ver, kulak tut bendeki iine,)

Awaken! Try to return to yourself!’

(Uyan Ey! Kendine donmeyi dene!’)

You, the true nation of Oghuz the Ancestor, you!
(Sen, Oguz Ata'nin has milleti, sen!)

You, the true community of the last Prophet, you!

(Sen, son Peygamberin has iimmeti, sen!)
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Before it strangles you, strangle disgrace yourselfl...

(O seni bogmadan, bog zilleti sen! ...)

Awaken! O son of the Turk! What is sleep to you?
(Uyan! Ey Tiirk oglu! Uyumak nene?)

Rise, stand upright! Walk, move forward!

(Kalk, dogrul yerinden! Yiiri, ge¢ onel)

In this poem, Gengosmanoglu expressed what Turkishness had been in
the past and what qualities it had possessed, while also issuing a call to the
age in which he lived—a call containing warnings with reference to the past.
While drawing attention to the danger of Turkish society drifting away from
its national historical consciousness and culture, the poem invites the nation to
recall its national identity. The lament-laden calls made with reference to the
splendor of the past, its distinguished characters, and its national and spiritual
figures by both Abdiirrahim Karakog and Niyazi Yildirim Gengosmanoglu were
similarly expressed by Osman Yiiksel Serdengegti. In his poem Imparatorluga
Mersiye (Elegy for the Empire), Serdengecti (2013) painted a picture of his age

as follows:

A thousand years have passed since we trod its soil,

(Bin yil oldu topragina basalz)

Long has it been since the swords were hung up,

(Hayli oldu kiliglar: asals,)

The nightingales grieve for its sake,

(Biilbiillerin onun icin tasalz,)

The lutes are broken, their strings hold no tune,

(Sazlar kirik, ayar tutmaz telleri,)

What have we done with those great lands?
(Biz neyledik o koskoca elleri?)

Kosova and Plevna are without us now,

(Kosovalar, Plevneler bizsizdir,)

My mosques are desolate, overgrown with moss,

(Yosun tutmus camilerim 1ss1zdzr,)
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The minarets stand bowed, orphaned,

(Boynu biikiik minareler oksiizdiir,)

The roses of youth have ceased to bloom,

(A¢maz olmug kizanligin giilleri,)

What have we done with those great lands?
(Biz neyledik o koskoca elleri?)

In the continuation of the poem, Serdengecti referred to the glorious
pages of Turkish history and expressed, with longing, that the Turkish
nation once held an active and leading position in history:

A path would appear, the khagan would give the command,

(Yol goriiniir, hakan emir verirdi,)

My armies would march, wave upon wave,

(Dalga dalga ordularim yiiriirdii,)

Mountains and rocks would melt at our charge,

(Hamlemizden daglar taglar erirdi,)

At full gallop we crossed many a mountain pass,

(Dolu dizgin astik nice belleri,)

What have we done with those great lands?
(Biz neyledik o koskoca elleri?)

A star rises, our fortune becomes clear,

(Yildiz dogar, talihimiz belirir,)

Morning comes, the stipends are given out,

(Sabah olur, ulufeler verilir,)

In a single campaign four kingdoms are laid low,

(Bir seferde dort krallik serilir,)

We turned red veils black with mourning,
(Al al ettik, kara kara tiilleri,)

What have we done with those great lands?
(Biz neyledik o koskoca elleri?)
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A decree is issued, swords are donned,

(Ferman cikar, dal kiliclar takinir,)

In the squares prayers are offered to the Lord,
(Meydanlarda Rabbe dua okunur,)

The whole world shelters in our shadow,

(Gélgemizden biitiin cihan sakinir,)

We were like torrents of rushing floods,
(Andirirdik coskun akan selleri,)

What have we done with those great lands?
(Biz neyledik o koskoca elleri?)

The epic poems of nationalist literature rested on a normative and idealized
definition of society, one that naturally contained historical continuity and
cultural coherence in accordance with the ideological framework of Turkish
nationalism. Historical continuity encompassed references to all periods of
Turkish history from the Goktiirks to the Republic of Tiirkiye, with a particular
focus on the Seljuk and Ottoman centuries. Cultural continuity, similarly,
encompassed the customs, traditions, and understanding of Islam that reached
the present day from all periods of Turkish history. This principle determined
the foundations of love of homeland, historical consciousness, and ultimately
the definition of Turkishness. The traditional framework of nationalist literature
regarding Turkishness was also shaped in relation to Westernization, which it
positioned as the other. It was argued that Westernization in Tiirkiye had alienated
Turkishness from its glorious past, its sense of identity, its national culture, and
its ties to the geographies it had once dominated. In this context, satirical verse
forms of lampoon and invective represent genres to which nationalist literature
very frequently resorted. Abdiirrahim Karakog’s poem Carpik Cag (The Crooked
Age) stands among the most prominent examples. In his poem, Karakog (1997)
expressed the cultural degeneration of his era as follows:

Right or wrong, the judgment is yours,

(Dogru mu, yanlis m1 karar sizlerin)

We lived in an age when reason stood still,
(Biz aklin durdugu ¢agda yasadik)
When the brainless who declared “I am godless!”

(‘Ben dinsizim!” diyen beyinsizlerin)
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Were giving lessons in religion, we lived in that age.
(Din dersi verdigi cagda yasadik.)
So the tyrant’s meal would cook quickly,

(Cabuk pissin diye zorbanin ag1)

None separated the dry from the living,

(Aytran olmadi kurudan yasi)

At every step the goat set forty snares
(Keginin kaplana her adim basi)

For the tiger, we lived in that age.

(Kirk tuzak kurdugu cagda yasadik.)

In the continuation of the poem, Karakog directly targeted Westernization

as the cause of the degeneration they were experiencing, expressing
that Westernization-centered modernization had corrupted—and even
Christianized—Turkish identity and culture as follows:
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The gentlemen sold airs, the ladies sold their flesh,
(Baylar ¢alim satts, bayanlar etin)

The wall of honor rotten, the blows severe.

(Ar duvar: ciiriik, darbeler cetin.)

We lived in the age when modern idolatry,
(Modern putculugun, sirkin, zilletin)

Polytheism and degradation came to full bloom.
(Kemale erdigi ¢agda yasadik.)

We blindly followed in the footsteps of the West,
(Goz yumup izine diistiik Bati'nin)

We clung to the tail of the Crusader’s horse,
(Tuttuk kuyrugundan hacly atinin)

In the age when cotton fluff, feathers, and tobacco
(Pamuk yumaginin, tiiyiin, titiniin)

Split so many heads, we lived in that age.

(Nice bas yardig: ¢cagda yasadik.)
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The distance from the idea of Westernization also finds its place in the
ideology of Turkish nationalism. Nationalist intellectuals such as Galip
Erdem and Erol Giingor (1980), while examining the relationship between
national culture and Westernization, expressed that Western civilization had
triggered negative change in Turkish culture across a broad spectrum—from the
understanding of science to technical needs, and from urban life to everyday
practices.

4. The Relationship Between Nationalist Literature and
Politics: Lampoon and Political Satire

While nationalist literature produced examples of epic and satirical genres
concerning Turkish history, Turkish identity, and Turkish culture, it also directly
engaged with politics through the minstrel tradition. In this context, the views
and opinions of the MHP and its critiques of politics were voiced by nationalist
minstrels. By the mid-1970s, the cultural and artistic activities of the MHP and
the Ulkii Ocaklar1 had been consolidated under the umbrella of the “T6re Music,
Folklore and Education Association” (TOMFED) and were organized through
this association (Kiipgiik, 2025b). Each artist, placing the title of “minstrel”
(ozan, astk) before their name, composed pieces containing direct messages, with
musicality kept in the background. The most prominent of these was Arif Sirin,
known as Ozan Arif. From the 1970s onward, Ozan Arif acted as the artist of the
MHP and gave folk concerts at the MHP’s youth organization, Ulkii Ocaklarr.
From the moment the MHP first appeared on the political stage, Ozan Arif
endeavored to convey its mission to wider audiences. Although this narrative
was tied to the main principles and foundations of Turkish nationalism, it was
also particularized through the idea of idealism (iilkiiciilik) and formulated in
his poems. In his poem Ulkiicii Derler Bize (They Call Us Idealists), Ozan Arif
(1998) introduced the iilkiicti movement and defined its leader Alparslan Tiirkes
with the title “bagbug” (supreme commander):

Our origin is the Oghuz origin,
(Aslimiz Oguz aslz,)

They call us idealists.
(Ulkiicii derler bize.)

Our lineage is the lineage of Asim,
(Neslimiz Asim nesli,)

They call us idealists.
(Ulkiicii derler bize.)
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Our threshold is the world,
(Cihandir esigimiz,)

Our cradle is the Hearth,
(Ocaktrr besigimiz,)

Our light is the nine,

(Dokuzdur 151g1miz,)

They call us idealists.

(Ulkiicii derler bize.)

We are the servants of faith,

(Imanin kilesiyiz,)

We are the bane of blasphemy,
(Kiifiiriin belastyiz,)

We are the fortress of Turk and Islam,

(Tiirk-Islam kalesiyiz,)

They call us idealists.
(Ulkiicii derler bize.)

We spread our wings over the homeland,
(Vatana kanat gerdik,)

What we endured for its sake,

(Ugrunda neler gordiik,)

We gave four thousand martyrs as well,

(Dértbin de sehit verdik,)

They call us idealists.
(Ulkiicii derler bize.)

May a command come from the supreme commander,
(Basbugdan ferman ola,)

May it be a remedy for Arif,

(Arif'e derman ola,)

May the day come, may the harvest come,

(Giin ola harman ola,)
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They call us idealists.
(Ulkiicii derler bize.)

After introducing the tlkiicii movement, Ozan Arif continued composing
in order to spread it to the popular base and to make MHP policies known
to broader segments of the public. Rather than viewing the MHP merely as a
political party, he presented it as the heir and leader of the historical mission of
the Turkish nation. In his poem Cileli Miijde / Olmez Bu Dava (The Sorrowful
Glad Tidings / This Cause Shall Not Die), drawing on national and religious
terminology, he expressed the permanence of the iilkiicii movement in Turkish
politics as follows (Ozan Arif, 2025a):

My brother, as long as this faith lives in you,
(Gardasim bu iman oldukca sende)

This movement shall not die, this cause shall not die.

(Olmez bu hareket dlmez bu dava)

First God, then thanks to you,
(Evvel Allah sonra senin sayende)

This movement shall not die, this cause shall not die.

(Olmez bu hareket dlmez bu dava)

This cause is the last chance of the Muslim Turk,
(Allak’a kiliclik yapmas bir irkin)

Of a lineage that has served as the sword of God,

(Bu dava son sanst Miisliiman Tiirk’iin)

O fortune, even if your wheel turns against us,

(Ey felek tersine donse de ¢arkin)

This movement shall not die, this cause shall not die.

(Olmez bu hareket dlmez bu dava)

After conveying his political and ideological mission, Ozan Arif produced
numerous compositions in the lampoon genre. One of the best-known examples
is the Osman Day: (Uncle Osman) series, which contains political messages
directed at Turkish society through the figure of the Anatolian villager. In the
first composition of the series, titled Semdinli'den Telefon Var (There is a Call
from Semdinli), Uncle Osman tries to establish contact with Ankara as a stand-
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in for politics (Ozan Arif, 2025a). At the end of the poem, a reference is made
to the imprisonment of former MHP leader Alparslan Tiirkes following the
military coup of September 12, 1980:

Hellooo... Is that Ankara? Speak, don’t stay silent!
(Aloo... Ankara mi? Konusun susman!)

It’s hard for me to reach you there, sir.

(Zor benim oraya erigmem beyim.)

This is Semdinli... 'm Pockmarked Osman,
(Burasi Semdinli... Ben Copur Osman,)

It became necessary for me to speak with you, sir.

(Sart oldu sizinle goriismem beyim)

Hellooo... Wait, don’t hang up, let me pour out my heart,
(Aloo.. Dur gapatma dokem igimi)

I sold and got rid of my livestock for a living,

(Sattim savdim davarimi gecimi)

I barely saved my skin with bribes,
(Uriisvetle zor gurtardim gigim)

My hearing ended three months ago, sir.
(Ug ay evvel bitti durusmam beyim)

Go and listen to Arif for once too,

(Gedip de Arifi dinleyin bir de)

Those who stirred things up yesterday, look where they are now,

(Diinkii garisanlar simdi bah nerde)

Father Turkes has been inside for four years,

(Tiirkes babo dirt senedir icerde)
I'm sulking, by God, I won't make up, sir.

(Kiismiisem vallahi barigmam begim.)

The second installment of the Osman Day: series contains criticism
directed not only at politics but also at society itself. Addressing Uncle
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Osman directly, Ozan Arif expresses that society itself also bears partial
responsibility for the poverty and political instability it is experiencing
(Ozan Arif, 2025a):

Uncle Osman, in this affair,

(Osman day: bu iste,)

You too bear a share of the guilt.

(Senin de vebalin var.)

In this dishonorable course of events,

(Bu namussuz gidiste,)

You too bear a share of the guilt.
(Senin de vebalin var.)

You are the one who sows, you are the one who reaps,

(Eken sen bicen sensin,)

You are the one who stretches out a begging hand,

(El-avu¢ agcan sensin,)

You are the one who elected these people,

(Bunlar: secen sensin,)

You too bear a share of the guilt.

(Senin de vebalin var.)

Do not say livelihood is hard,

(Gecim-mecim zor deme,)

Do not say honor and shame are gone,
(Gitti namus ar deme,)

Do not say there is plunder and fraud,
(Soygun vurgun var deme,)

You too bear a share of the guilt.
(Senin de vebalin var.)

While presenting his critique of society through Uncle Osman, Ozan Arif
simultaneously calls for a new era of action, pointing to the MHP as the solution:

Come on, Uncle Osman, come on,

(Haydi Osman Day1 haydi,)
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Get up on your feet, rise, rise, rise!

(Kalk ayaga kalk kalk kalk!)

Those who came and went robbed us,
(Gelen giden bizi soydu,)

Get up on your feet, rise, rise, rise!
(Kalk ayaga kalk kalk kalk!)

They taught for years on end,
(Ogrettiler yillar boyu,)

Sleep, sleep, lie down, sleep,

(Uyu uyu, yat, uyu,)

Leave that sleep behind now,
(Birak artik su uykuyu,)

Get up on your feet, rise, rise, rise!
(Kalk ayaga kalk kalk kalk!)

If you're asking me,

(Soruyorsan eger bana,)

Never mind this one or that one,

(Aldirma ona buna,)

Cling to the Book of Truth,
(Saril Hakkin kitabina,)

Get up on your feet, rise, rise, rise!

(Kalk ayaga kalk kalk kalk!)

Listen, Uncle Osman, listen,
(Dinle Osman Day: dinle,)

Ozan Arif is with you,
(Ozan Arif seninle,)

Action is necessary, understand me,

(Hareket sart beni anla,)

Get up on your feet, rise, rise, rise!

(Kalk ayaga kalk kalk kalk!)
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Ozan Arif also expressed his political lampoons and satires more explicitly in
his composition titled Padisah (The Sultan). In the album he released during the
1995 election campaign, he criticized the party leaders contesting the election
one by one (Ozan Arif, 2025b):

I would start first with the leftist leaders,
(Once solcu liderlerden baslardim.)

I would give Deniz and Murat a thorough dressing-down,
(Denizg’lle Murat’s fena haslardim.)

The more they snarled, the more I would stone them,

(Hirlastikea peslerinden taslardim.)

Whenever I got the chance, I would give them a full beating.
(Yetistikce bir ton sopa verirdim.)

Whatever anyone says about Ecevit,

(Ecevite kimler ne derse desin,)

I would leave him to be devoured by Hikmet Cetin,
(Birakirdim Hikmet Cetin’i yesin,)

My verdict regarding Erdal is final;
(Erdalla ilgili kararim kesin;)

I would send him to forensic medicine for his plain looks.
(Tipsizlikten adli tipa verirdim.)

Except for one, just one,

(Biri haric biri sadece biri)

I would sell off all the leaders on the right,

(Satardim sagdaki tiim liderleri)

Especially the newly sprouted ones,

(Hele hele yeni tiireyenleri)

I would give them away to the chaft heap for free.

(Parasiz samana sapa verirdim.)

Mesut is arrogant, he boasts of himself,
(Mesut kibirlidir kendini éver)

He chews on one word for three hours in his mouth,
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(Bir lafi agzinda ii¢ saat gever)

Mr. Necmettin loves to lay foundations,

(Necmettin Bey temel atmayz sever)

I would give him a pickaxe, a spade, and a hoe.

(Ona kazma kiirek ¢capa verirdim.)

The stallion had already worn me out,

(Aygir zaten biktirmaigsts canimdan)

Then a mare kicked me from my weak side,

(Bir de kisrak tepti zayif yanimdan)

I would take power from Madam Tansu,
(Iktidar: alir Tansu Hanimdan)

And give her one headscarf and two earrings.

(Bir bagortii iki kiipe verirdim)

In the continuation of the poem, Ozan Arif directly points to the MHP
as the solution to political problems. This approach is consistent across all of
his works containing political satire. After critiques directed at politics and the
system are listed one by one, Alparslan Tiirkes and the MHP are presented as
the answer to social problems and the path toward a prosperous Tiirkiye:

Arif, this nation’s habits are not habits at all,

(Arif bu milletin huyu huy degil)

They clap but cast no vote, what a state of affairs,

(Alkst var rey yok olur sey degil)

If it were up to me, to Tiirkes I would give not just a vote,

(Ben olsam Tiirkese sade rey degil)

But both a medal and a trophy.
(Hem madalya hem de kupa verirdim)

5. The Mass Popularization of Nationalist Literature: From
the Suburbs to the Center

Nationalist literature, through its literary and musical instruments, was
rooted in the Anatolian tradition up until the 1990s, and its target audience

146



The Relationship Between Nationalism and Literature: Nationalist Literature

was accordingly rural. In the emergence of this situation, alongside ideological
limitations, the intellectual background of the artists representing nationalist
literature, particularly in the field of music, was also influential. Representing
the rural population with all its traditional values was, at this point, also an
indicator of a conscious choice. Indeed, while Abdiirrahim Karakog¢ described
the drama of the Turkish villager in his poem Isyanls Siikut (Rebellious Silence)
with the lines “I asked where your hometown is, brother, he said village,
swallowed hard, and bowed his head,” Ozan Arif preferred to wear clothing
representative of the rural population at all his concerts. The left in Tiirkiye, by
contrast, drew on the center as it carried the ideological values it represented
into the artistic sphere. When Tiirkiye’s political and economic dynamics are
taken into consideration, urban life and leftist music forged a closer relationship
with the young audiences educated among the elite classes of the center. For
example, Cem Karaca, one of the leading representatives of left-wing and
protest music in Tirkiye, graduated from Robert College; Fikret Kizilok from
Galatasaray High School; and the members of Mogollar from the Austrian High
School. In addition, they synthesized their musical understanding with rock
and pop music techniques, which made their mass popularization considerably
easier (Kiipgiik, 2025a). Consequently, the mass popularization of nationalist
literature corresponded to a considerably later period compared to the leftist
movement in Tirkiye.

The mass popularization of nationalist literature coincided with the second
and third generations of the nationalist-tilkiicti movement. This transition runs
parallel, in a socio-cultural and socio-economic sense, to the shift from the
suburban periphery to the center. As nationalist-idealist generations received
higher education and began to find their place within the middle class in cultural
and economic terms, they also began to establish themselves both academically
and practically in the fields of culture, art, and literature. This development
also rests on the capacity of intellectual capital within the idealist-nationalist
movement to move beyond traditional cultural boundaries and to adapt flexibly
to the demands of popular culture. At this point, nationalist-idealist artists
such as Ali Kinik and lyas Oztiirk composed musical adaptations of poems by
leading nationalist literary figures, or presented already composed poems in a
musical style suited to the spirit of popular culture. This led both to the mass
popularization of nationalist literary figures’ poems and to the wider recognition
of artists with a nationalist-idealist identity. As nationalist literature reached mass
audiences, it did so not only through poems centered on national and spiritual
values, but also through emotions such as love, longing, and friendship that
resonated with the psychological and sociological climate of youth. For instance,
the song “Geri Dénen Mektup” (The Returned Letter), with lyrics by Hiiseyin
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Nihal Atsiz and music by Osman Oztung, was re-performed by Ilyas Oztiirk in a
slow style accompanied by guitar. This work was also performed by Giilnur Kaya
and reached an audience of millions on social media platforms (Kaya, 2018).
In addition, Ali Kinik achieved popularity among young audiences with works
such as “Tanr’nin Ordusu” (God’s Army), “Gitme Dur” (Stop, Don’t Go), and
“Kemanc1” (The Violinist).

Another factor in the mass popularization of nationalist literature is
directly linked to Tiirkiye’s political climate. From the 1990s onward, rising
separatist terrorist activity reinforced feelings of national unity in the public
eye, while news of martyrs and veterans nourished a sense of shared grief
and mobilization. The poem “Tiirkiyem” (My Turkiye) by Dilaver Cebeci,
composed by Mustafa Yildizdogan, reached an ever-wider audience in Tiirkiye’s
public sphere, particularly in stadiums during national football matches and at
national holidays and ceremonies. The song also found its place in the music
repertoire of Turkish Radio and Television Corporation. Furthermore, following
the coup attempt of July 15, 2016, the mass appeal of nationalist literature
increased further. Cultural and artistic works such as Hiiseyin Nihal Atsiz’s
poem “Kahramanlar can verir yurdu yasatmak icin” (Heroes give their lives to
keep the homeland alive) and Esat Kabaklr’s composition “Vatanina goz dikeni
ez oglum” (Crush those who covet your homeland, my son) resonated with a
large segment of the public.

6. Conclusion

With the increase in ideological diversity in Tiirkiye, the holistic structure of
national literature changed, and nationalist literature reinterpreted the themes
of national literature through ideological forms. Arising from the reflection of
Tiirkiye’s fragmented ideological and political climate in the world of culture,
art, and literature, nationalist literature was unable to achieve mass appeal and
remained confined within an ideological framework. During this period, although
the prose and poetry genres of modern literature were employed by nationalist
literary figures, nationalist literature came to the fore more prominently in folk
literary genres such as epic verse, ballad, elegy, and lampoon. The ideological
reflection of nationalism in literature, while forming the nationalist intellectual
milieu in the public sphere, was unable to remain independent of politics. In
other words, the civil nationalist intellectual milieu determined the literary
agenda in subordination to politics. Accordingly, anti-communism and, to
a partial extent, anti-Westernism, which constituted the ideological other of
nationalism, were explored in the cultural sphere by nationalist literature. The
emphasis on Turkishness, homeland, spirituality, captive Turks, and idealism
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similarly became intertwined in literature. The fact that nationalist literature
both employed the methods and forms of traditional folk literature and
maintained a close relationship with nationalist politics laid the groundwork
for a new chapter specifically in the context of the MHP, which constituted
the political representation of nationalism. Literature was instrumentalized to
spread the political claims and propositions of the MHP to the popular base,
becoming the primary instrument of political propaganda. In this context, the
idealist/nationalist discourse found its place within nationalist literature. The
overcoming of nationalist literature’s ideological limitations and its achievement
of mass appeal became possible both through the transformation of Turkish
sociology and through the nationalist atmosphere of the Turkish political
climate acquiring a distinct character. As this sociological transformation
directed nationalism toward urban centers and turned it into the ideology of
the middle class, the visibility and accessibility of nationalist literature in the
public sphere also increased. This development simultaneously brought about a
change in the genres and methods of nationalist literature. Although nationalist
literature did not break entirely from its traditional methods and genres, it
achieved mass popularization through the instruments of popular culture. At
the same time, Tiirkiye’s national security concerns led the Turkish public to
embrace the literary and musical examples of nationalist literature more readily.
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