
CHAPTER 2
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1. Introduction

﻿Turkish nationalism has historically represented one of the most resilient 
ideological currents in the country’s political life. From the late Ottoman 
period to the present day, nationalist movements have not only shaped political 
parties and state policies; they have also undergone processes of fragmentation, 
restructuring, and adaptation. These dynamics of fragmentation-whether 
ideological, organizational, or electoral-reveal ﻿Turkish nationalism to be both a 
unifying and a divisive force.

The origins of  ﻿Turkish nationalism date back to the final years of the 
Ottoman Empire. The ﻿Committee of Union and Progress (İttihat ve Terakki 
Cemiyeti [﻿İTC]) pursued various ideological projects, including ﻿Ottomanism, 
Islamism, and ultimately ﻿Turkism, in an effort to stabilize the state. While 
each ideological shift carried with it the hope of achieving unity, it also sowed 
the seeds of new divisions. The dissolution of the empire and the birth of the 
Republic institutionalized some of these currents within the official nationalist 
ideology, while others -such as ﻿Pan-﻿Turkism or the later development of the 
Turkish-Islamic synthesis -created new areas of tension within the nationalist 
movement.

In this regard, the ﻿Nationalist Movement Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi 
[MHP]) has emerged as the most institutionalized political representative of 
﻿Turkish nationalism. Officially established in 1969 with the transformation 
of the ﻿Republican Peasants’ ﻿Nation Party (Cumhuriyetçi Köylü Millet Partisi 
[﻿CKMP]), the MHP inherited previous nationalist traditions and, under the 
leadership of ﻿Alparslan Türkeş, reshaped them. Since its founding, the MHP has 
been a powerful ideological party with a broad voter base; however, it has also 
become a mirror of the fragmentation experienced within ﻿Turkish nationalism. 
Internal party conflicts, such as the founding of the ﻿Great Union Party (Büyük 
Birlik Partisi [﻿BBP]) (1992) and the ﻿Good Party (İYİ Parti) (2017), or alliance 
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politics, as seen in the formation of the ﻿People’s Alliance (Cumhur İttifakı) after 
2016, are concrete manifestations of this fragmentation process.

This study examines the phenomenon of fragmentation in ﻿Turkish nationalism 
within a broader historical and analytical framework. The study’s main argument 
is that ﻿Turkish nationalism derives its strength not from homogeneity, but from 
its capacity to be constantly redefined in order to adapt to changing conditions. 
Drawing on Huntington’s concept of political institutionalization, the study 
examines how nationalism has navigated ideological differences, organizational 
divisions, and changing political environments from the late Ottoman period to 
the present day. Ultimately, this study argues that fragmentation has extended 
the ideological life of ﻿Turkish nationalism by continually rebuilding it, rather 
than weakening it.

2. The Historical Foundations of Turkish Nationalism and 
The First Conflicts

This first section of the study will examine the emergence of ﻿Turkish 
nationalism and its establishment as the official ideology nationwide. It will then 
attempt to evaluate the areas of ideological fragmentation within nationalism 
during the Second World War.

2.1. Between ﻿Ottomanism, Islamism, and ﻿Turkism

Nationalism was one of the most influential ideologies that led to 
fundamental changes in the European political order after the French Revolution 
of 1789, accelerating the process of empire’s dissolution. This ideology spread 
the idea that “every nation should establish its own state,” posing a serious 
threat, especially to multi-ethnic empires. The Ottoman Empire was one of the 
most significant political structures affected by this wave. Throughout the 19th 
century, nationalism emerged in Serbia, Greece, Bulgaria, and Romania in the 
Balkans, not only causing the Ottoman Empire to lose territory but also calling 
into question its political legitimacy.

During this period, Ottoman intellectuals and administrators pursued 
various ideological avenues to maintain the state’s stability and prevent its 
disintegration. The first prominent ideology, ﻿Ottomanism, sought to unify 
all ethnic and religious communities within the empire under the “Ottoman” 
umbrella identity. The Tanzimat Edict (1839) and the Islahat Edict (1856) 
aimed to establish legal equality. With the proclamation of the constitutional 
monarchy, this concept of unity was enshrined in the constitution. However, 
the powerful wave of nationalism led to the rapid decline of ﻿Ottomanism. In 
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particular, the independence movements of the Balkan nations demonstrated 
that ﻿Ottomanism could not go beyond being a “unity ideal”.

The failure of ﻿Ottomanism brought the empire’s second major ideological 
option to the fore: Islamism. This approach, central to the policies of 
Abdülhamit II, aimed to unite the Muslim elements within Ottoman territories 
and strengthen Ottoman leadership throughout the Islamic world through the 
office of the caliphate. Although Islamism had an impact, particularly in Arab 
lands for a time, the strengthening of Arab nationalism, the Albanians’ struggle 
for independence, and the interventions of Western states in the region meant 
that this project also proved insufficient to save the empire (Mardin, 2004).

﻿Turkism, which emerged in the third and final phase, was considered the 
“last resort” ideological approach during the final period of the Ottoman 
Empire. The roots of ﻿Turkism developed among Turkish communities in the 
Russian Empire, rather than in the Ottoman Empire. Ismail Gaspıralı’s slogan, 
“Unity in language, thought, and action,” had a widespread impact through 
the Tercüman newspaper he launched in 1883 and ensured that the idea of 
﻿Turkism was brought to Ottoman lands (Yalvar, 2017). This idea spread rapidly, 
particularly among the ﻿Young Turks (Jön Türkler), and reinforced the view that 
the empire’s survival could only be secured by redefining itself around Turkish 
identity (Karpat, 2017).

The ﻿Turkish nationalism movement filled a void created by the failure of 
the ﻿Ottomanism and Islamism projects, quickly becoming the most powerful 
ideological alternative within the empire. Yusuf Akçura’s 1904 article, “Three 
Styles of Politics,” argued that a clear choice had to be made between ﻿Ottomanism, 
Islamism, and ﻿Turkism, defining ﻿Turkism as the most suitable path for the future 
of the state. ﻿Ziya Gökalp’s work “The Principles of ﻿Turkism” theoretically framed 
this idea and nourished the ideological foundations of the Republic.

In this context, the transitions between ﻿Ottomanism, Islamism, and ﻿Turkism 
formed the historical foundations of ﻿Turkish nationalism. However, these three 
approaches also harbored the potential for fragmentation within nationalism. 
This is because each ideology appealed to different social segments, proposed 
different identity constructions, and developed in competition with one another. 
This situation demonstrates that even in its infancy, ﻿Turkish nationalism was 
characterized by the intertwined progression of the “search for unity” and the 
“dynamics of differentiation.”
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2.2. The Difference Between Official Nationalism and Pan-
Turkist Nationalism

With the proclamation of the Republic, nationalism evolved into a 
nation-state ideology centered on a single nation, as opposed to the multi-
ethnic structure of the Ottoman Empire. The intellectual foundation for this 
transformation was laid by ﻿Ziya Gökalp’s culture-centered understanding of 
﻿Turkism. According to Gökalp, a nation is born not from biological origins 
or kinship, but from a common language, culture, and ideals. This approach 
was adopted by the founding cadres of the Republic and became one of the 
cornerstones of the state’s official ideology.

Official nationalism was at the heart of the nation-building process in the 
early years of the Republic. Embodied in the phrase “How happy is he who 
says I am a Turk,” this approach aimed to unite all citizens under a common 
“Turkish” identity and to overcome ethnic and religious differences with an 
inclusive understanding (Kakışım, 2010). Educational policies, historical theses, 
and language reforms served as institutional tools for this ideology. In this 
context, official nationalism was characterized by being state-centered, inclusive, 
and based on the principle of citizenship.

However, during the same period, a different interpretation, ﻿Pan-﻿Turkism, 
emerged as a powerful movement. The most important representative of this 
movement was Nihal Atsız. In Atsız’s ideas, the nation is based on ethnic origin; 
“Turkish” identity is defined through blood ties. According to Turanist thought, 
the mission of the Turks is not limited to establishing a nation-state in Anatolia; 
the ultimate goal is the unification of all Turkic communities living from Central 
Asia to the Balkans, that is, the “﻿Turan ideal” (Kılıç, 2007). This understanding 
has been particularly influential among younger generations and student circles, 
finding a wide sphere of influence through magazines and literary texts.

This difference between official nationalism and Turanist nationalism 
formed the first major ideological divide within ﻿Turkish nationalism. While 
official nationalism was an inclusive, citizenship-based ideology under state 
control, Turanist nationalism followed a line that advocated an ethnic-based 
and exclusionary ideal. This split also paved the way for nationalism to evolve in 
different directions in the years to come. The Turkish-Islamic synthesis, which 
emerged with the resurgence of religious references in the 1940s, became a 
third interpretation, adding a new dimension to the fragmentation process 
of nationalism. Thus, ﻿Turkish nationalism evolved in three distinct forms 
throughout history: official nationalism, Turanist nationalism, and the Turkish-
Islamic synthesis. These three different interpretations have both enriched 
﻿Turkish nationalism and made it susceptible to constant fragmentation. This 
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pluralism inherent in nationalism manifested itself in political organizations 
in subsequent years, paving the way for the emergence of different parties and 
movements.

2.3. The 1944 ﻿Racism–Turanism Trial and the First Tension 
Between Nationalism and the State

The first clear and severe tension between ﻿Turkish nationalism and the 
state materialized with the 1944 ﻿Racism–Turanism Trial. Towards the end of 
World War II, as international balances shifted rapidly, Türkiye strengthened its 
tendency to align with the West in foreign policy. This new orientation, coupled 
with the certainty of Germany’s defeat in the war, led to Turanist ideas being 
perceived as a threat in both foreign policy and internal security.

The events that ignited the process were the articles written by Nihal Atsız 
in the Orhun magazine. Atsız caused a great public stir with his harsh criticisms, 
particularly targeting Sabahattin Ali, and opened up the debate on the state’s 
relationship with leftist circles (Kocabaş, 2008). The polarization surrounding 
these articles reached its peak with the demonstrations organized by nationalist 
students in Ankara on May 3, 1944. The clashes between nationalist youth and 
security forces during the demonstrations paved the way for the state to crack 
down hard on the Turkist movement.

Following the events, Nihal Atsız, Zeki Velidi Togan, Nejdet Sançar, Reha 
Oğuz Türkkan, and many other Turkist nationalist intellectuals were detained 
and prosecuted (İpek, 2018). The press highlighted accusations of “racism” 
and “fascism,” and the state clearly announced to the public that ﻿Turanism had 
been excluded from the official ideology (Öztekin, 2018). This process is not 
merely a trial in the history of ﻿Turkish nationalism; it also demonstrates the 
state’s strategic choice regarding which interpretation of nationalism it would 
accommodate.

The significance of the 1944 trial is mostly considered in three different 
dimensions. The first is the state’s choice. In the tension between official 
nationalism and Turanist nationalism, the state supported the official line 
based on inclusive citizenship and criminalized the Turanist understanding. The 
second is the institutionalization of internal division. Long-standing ideological 
differences within nationalism turned into direct conflict with the state for 
the first time. This made the process of fragmentation visible. Finally, new 
ideological orientations are noteworthy. The disappointment experienced by 
the Turanists paved the way for the Turkish-Islamic synthesis, which would 
emphasize religious elements more in the years to follow.
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The 1944 ﻿Racism–Turanism Trial is not only a court case in the history 
of ﻿Turkish nationalism, but also a turning point. This trial redefined the 
relationship between nationalism and the state, marking the beginning of a 
period in which ideological differences were increasingly restricted by the state. 
It also left a deep mark on the history of nationalism’s fragmentation, paving 
the way for new ideological syntheses that would emerge in the following 
decades.

3. The Institutionalization of Turkish Nationalism: The Birth 
of The MHP

This section of the study will first examine the transition to a multi-party 
system and the emergence of nationalist political parties. It will then examine 
the rise of nationalism in Türkiye through ﻿Alparslan Türkeş and the ﻿Nine Lights 
Doctrine (Dokuz Işık Doktrini). The section will proceed to the next stage of 
nationalism with the founding of the MHP in 1969 and the introduction of 
the Three Crescent Symbolism.

3.1. Transition to a Multi-Party System and the First 
Nationalist Parties (﻿MP, ﻿CMP, ﻿CKMP)

Following World War II, growing demands for democracy and pluralism 
within the international system led to the restructuring of Türkiye’s political 
system. The transition to a multi-party system in 1946 not only increased 
political competition but also allowed different ideological orientations to 
express themselves through political parties. During this period, nationalist 
thought began its search for an independent political identity for the first time.

The first significant initiative was the ﻿Nation Party (Millet Partisi [﻿MP]), 
founded in 1948. Led spiritually by Marshal Fevzi Çakmak and with Osman 
Bölükbaşı as one of its influential figures, this party was organized along 
nationalist-conservative lines (Çufalı, 2004). Although the ﻿MP quickly attracted 
public attention, it was shut down in 1953 on charges of “engaging in reactionary 
activities.” This situation highlighted the tense relationship between nationalist 
politics and the state from an early stage.

The ﻿Republican ﻿Nation Party (Cumhuriyetçi Millet Partisi [﻿CMP]), 
established after the closure of the ﻿MP, became the second stop for nationalist 
thought in politics. The ﻿CMP took shape around the charismatic leadership of 
Osman Bölükbaşı and found a significant base in rural areas and the provinces. 
However, the party struggled to reach broad masses against the center-right 
Democratic Party.



47

Fragmentation in Turkish Nationalism


The merger of the ﻿CMP with CKMP in 1965 marked the beginning of 
a new era in nationalist politics. The ﻿CKMP had previously merged with the 
Turkish Peasants’ Party in 1958, strengthening its nationalist-conservative line. 
This merger was considered a significant step toward the institutionalization 
of nationalism in the political sphere. However, the party still lacked a strong 
ideological identity and was more of a “transitional party” (Arı, 2012). In 
this process, the politicization of ﻿Turkish nationalism took on a two-pronged 
character: the first was the search for political representation. The ﻿MP, ﻿CMP, 
and ﻿CKMP were attempts to turn nationalism into a party; these parties sought 
to base nationalism on a strong social foundation in the provinces. The second 
was tension with the state. Events such as the closure of the ﻿MP showed that 
nationalist politics could be restricted by the state.

Particularly after the 1960 coup, as the political arena in Türkiye was 
redesigned, nationalism also entered a phase of seeking a new institutional 
identity. However, this search for identity would only become clear under 
the leadership of ﻿Alparslan Türkeş, and nationalism would acquire a strong 
ideological party identity.

3.2. ﻿Alparslan Türkeş and the ﻿Nine Lights Doctrine

The 1960 coup d’état marked the beginning of a new era in Turkish 
political life and was also a pivotal turning point for the nationalist movement. 
﻿Alparslan Türkeş, one of the leading figures of the coup, played an active role 
in the National Unity Committee on May 27, 1960; however, he was soon 
exiled abroad along with the “14s” group due to his differing views. Türkeş’s 
experience during this period led him to develop a different perspective on 
both state bureaucracy and the production of ideology.

After returning to Türkiye and entering politics, Türkeş sought to 
institutionalize the nationalist movement around an ideological doctrine, 
moving it beyond being merely an emotional reflex. The ﻿Nine Lights Doctrine, 
which he wrote in this context, is an attempt to define ﻿Turkish nationalism 
as a modern political ideology. Nine Lights aimed to chart a comprehensive 
roadmap for nationalism in the economic, social, and cultural spheres 
(Aydın, 2000). These principles transformed nationalism from merely an 
identity ideology into a project for social and economic transformation. Thus, 
nationalism assumed the form of a “systematic ideology” in 20th-century 
Türkiye (Bora, 1998).

Türkeş’s leadership also transformed the political organization of the 
nationalist movement. When Türkeş and his colleagues joined the ﻿CKMP 
in 1965, they rebuilt the party’s ideological framework in line with the Nine 
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Lights. This process was decisive in transforming nationalism from an “electoral 
party” into a long-term ideological movement.

However, Türkeş’s doctrinal line also led to occasional debates within the 
nationalist movement. There were sharp differences between the rigid Turkist/
Turanist ethnic nationalism represented by Nihal Atsız and Türkeş’s state-
centered nationalism, which was open to a Turkish-Islamic synthesis. This 
situation has once again highlighted the potential for fragmentation within 
nationalism. Türkeş’s nationalism diverged from the more secular-racist line 
because he viewed not only “Turkish identity” but also Islam as a social glue. 
In this context, Türkeş’s greatest contribution was to systematize nationalism 
ideologically and institutionalize it organizationally. However, this process also 
laid the groundwork for the Atsız-Türkeş split and established the ideological 
foundations for broader divisions that would emerge in the future.

3.3. The Founding of the MHP in 1969 and the Symbolism of 
the Three Crescents

The transformation process of the ﻿CKMP, which began in 1965 with the 
participation of ﻿Alparslan Türkeş and his colleagues, was completed with the 
change of the party’s name to the ﻿MHP at the 1969 Adana Congress. This 
change was not merely a symbolic step; it was a turning point that redefined 
the political identity of ﻿Turkish nationalism in the modern era (Arı, 2012). 
The ideologically ambiguous structure of the ﻿CKMP was reshaped around the 
﻿Nine Lights Doctrine under Türkeş’s leadership, and nationalism thus gained 
an institutional identity (Aydın, 2000).

The Three Crescents emblem adopted with the founding of the MHP 
was not merely a party symbol, but a powerful sign symbolizing the historical 
accumulation of nationalism and its new ideological orientation. Recalling 
the crescent symbolism of the Ottoman flag, this sign referred to the Turkish-
Islamic cultural heritage on one hand, while reflecting the ülkücü movement’s 
(Idealist movement) ambitious vision for the future on the other (Bora, 1998).

From 1969 onwards, the MHP became not only a political party but also a 
force for social mobilization under the name of the ülkücü movement. During 
this period, ﻿Ülkü Ocakları (Idealist Hearths) organized young people and 
ensured the spread of nationalism in the streets, universities, and rural areas 
(Zürcher, 2017). The party emerged in the 1970s amid increasing right-left 
conflicts, characterized by its “preservation of the state” rhetoric, and gained the 
status of a “doctrinal party” due to its ideological rigidity.

However, the MHP’s institutionalization process also highlighted the 
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conflict between different interpretations of nationalism. Nihal Atsız’s ethnically 
based Turkist/Turanist nationalist line clashed with Türkeş’s open, state-
oriented nationalism and his synthesis of  Turkishness and Islam. While the 
Atsız supporters viewed the MHP’s incorporation of Islam as an integral part 
of ﻿national identity as an ideological deviation, the Türkeş supporters regarded 
Islam as a unifying force for Turkish society. These debates were one of the first 
visible manifestations of the fragmentation of nationalism at the level of political 
organization (Çufalı, 2004).

Ultimately, the founding of the MHP in 1969 constituted the strongest 
institutional representation of ﻿Turkish nationalism in the political arena. The 
Three Crescent symbol became the historical and ideological symbol of this 
institutionalization. However, this period also marked the emergence of the 
Atsız-Türkeş split and the Turkish-Islamic synthesis debates, a period in which 
the fragmentation of nationalism was clearly felt.

4. Fractures in Turkish Nationalism Between 1970 and 2000

The 1970s were years in which nationalism found an enemy to oppose and 
consequently rose. Starting from this basis, this section of the study examines 
the transformation of nationalism following the 1980 coup, alongside anti-
communism, and ultimately its resurgence in the 1990s in the context of the 
fight against terrorism.

4.1. The 1970s: Anti-Communism and The ﻿Ülkü Ocakları

The 1970s were a period of intense ideological polarization in Turkish 
political life, marked by a conflict between the right and the left that spiraled 
into social violence throughout the country. During this process, the nationalist 
movement positioned itself through an anti-communist ideological mission and 
rapidly expanded its social base.

Under the leadership of ﻿Alparslan Türkeş, the MHP viewed the ideological 
struggle Türkiye was engaged in during this period as a “survival issue,” defining 
communism as the greatest threat to the country’s integrity. In this context, the 
MHP’s ideological discourse carried a message that supported both the fight 
against leftist movements in domestic politics and Türkiye’s position within the 
Western Bloc during the Cold War (Zürcher, 2017).

﻿Ülkü Ocakları were the MHP’s most important organizational support 
during this period. Rapidly organizing among youth, ﻿Ülkü Ocakları ensured 
that nationalism became visible on the streets, in universities, and in social 
life. Established in 1968, the ﻿Ülkü Ocakları quickly became not only a youth 
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organization but also a carrier of nationalist ideology and a source of personnel. 
During this period, the ülkücü movement integrated Türkeş’s “doctrine party” 
approach with the dynamism of youth, spreading the ideology to broad segments 
of society (Bora, 1998).

The strengthening of the nationalist movement in the 1970s was also 
associated with violence. The rapid spread of leftist organizations led to increased 
clashes on university campuses and in city centers; nationalist youth also took 
action in this environment, driven by an anti-communist reflex. Allegations 
that certain segments of the state security bureaucracy indirectly supported 
the nationalist movement in these clashes made the movement’s image even 
more controversial (Arı, 2012). The fragmentation of the nationalist movement 
in the 1970s should not be overlooked. During this period, the ideological 
divide between the more rigid Turkist/Turanist nationalist line represented by 
Atsız and Türkeş’s open approach to the Turkish-Islamic synthesis deepened. 
Furthermore, some groups within the movement, finding the MHP’s political 
participation insufficient, turned to seeking a more radical organization. These 
divisions can be seen as the first signs of the process that led to the founding of 
the ﻿BBP in later years.

As a result, the 1970s were a period in which ﻿Turkish nationalism became 
both widespread and controversial. Anti-communist rhetoric provided 
nationalism with broad social legitimacy; however, the violent incidents and 
ideological rigidity that emerged during this process also fueled the movement’s 
fragmentation dynamics.

4.2. The 1980 Coup and the Criminalization of the Nationalist 
Movement

The September 12, 1980 military coup not only interrupted the democratic 
process in Turkish political life, but also meant a fundamental redefinition of all 
ideological movements. During this period, the nationalist movement became 
one of the main political currents targeted by the coup and was effectively 
criminalized.

The increasing right-left conflicts of the 1970s turned into intense violence, 
particularly in universities and city centers, leading to the loss of thousands 
of lives. In this environment, nationalist youth organizations, particularly 
the ﻿Ülkü Ocakları were viewed by certain sections of the state as an “internal 
security element.” Still, after the coup, the same structures were deemed the 
most important actors in social violence (Zürcher, 2017).

After September 12, the MHP and ﻿Ülkü Ocakları became one of the 
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groups most severely targeted by the state’s repressive policies. The MHP 
and Ülkücü Organizations Trial was the most concrete manifestation of the 
criminalization of the nationalist movement during this period. In the trial, 
﻿Alparslan Türkeş and many nationalist leaders were tried on serious charges and 
spent long periods in prison (Arı, 2012). This process left lasting marks on the 
social perception of the nationalist movement; the nationalist movement was 
branded as a structure “synonymous with violence” for a period.

The military regime weakened the nationalist movement not only through 
the judiciary but also through organizational purges. ﻿Ülkü Ocakları were shut 
down, MHP activities were banned, and nationalist cadres were excluded from 
the system. This situation prevented the nationalist movement from recovering 
in the political arena for a long time (Çufalı, 2004).

However, the pressure and marginalization experienced by nationalism 
during this period also paved the way for the movement to gain a new ideological 
orientation. Nationalism, which had previously focused on the anti-communist 
struggle, was redefined after 1980 around the axis of the Turkish-Islamic synthesis. 
The military regime viewed Islam as a means of social integration in the name 
of fighting communism, and this approach also influenced the ideological form 
of the nationalist movement (Bora, 1998). Thus, even though nationalism was 
suppressed, it gained a different basis of legitimacy by integrating with Islam.

Ultimately, the 1980 coup was both a traumatic and a pivotal moment 
in the restructuring of the nationalist movement. The traumatic aspect was 
the criminalization of the movement and its exposure to mass oppression. The 
restructuring dimension is characterized by its ideological transformation, 
centered on the Turkish-Islamic synthesis, and its subsequent return to politics in 
a new form. This process added a new dimension to the history of nationalism’s 
fragmentation; on the one hand, it led to the movement’s marginalization, 
and on the other, it enabled it to regain strength through the Turkish-Islamic 
synthesis.

4.3. The 1990s: The Collapse of the USSR, Ties with the ﻿Turkic 
World, and a New Function Against PKK Terrorism

The 1990s marked a critical turning point for ﻿Turkish nationalism in both 
the international and national contexts. Internationally, the collapse of the 
Soviet Union in 1991 led to the emergence of independent Turkic republics 
in Central Asia and the Caucasus. This development meant that the “﻿Turan 
ideal” had found concrete ground for the first time, creating great excitement 
among nationalist circles, particularly the MHP. Türkeş’s visits to Azerbaijan, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Turkmenistan contributed to the reintegration 
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of nationalism with a foreign policy vision during this period (Arı, 2012). 
However, economic and political limitations prevented this excitement from 
turning into lasting institutional cooperation.

At the national level, the 1990s were a period in which nationalism became 
functional again through the fight against terrorism. The PKK’s intensification 
of its armed actions since 1984 brought the security issue to the center of the 
country’s politics. During this process, the MHP and the ülkücü movement 
became the strongest proponents of the “nationalist security discourse” 
supporting the state. The emphasis on “the survival of the country” reemerged 
in the MHP’s discourse, and the fight against terrorism strengthened the social 
legitimacy of nationalism (Bora, 1998).

However, during this period, nationalism faced not only external 
opportunities but also new internal divisions. In 1992, ﻿Muhsin ﻿Yazıcıoğlu and 
his colleagues split from the MHP to found the ﻿BBP, one of the most notable 
examples of organizational fragmentation within the nationalist movement. The 
﻿BBP reinterpreted nationalism along more Islam-centered lines and diverged 
from Türkeş’s statist, secular-nationalist line (Çufalı, 2004). This split deepened 
the fault line between the “official statist” and “Islamist-conservative” wings of 
﻿Turkish nationalism.

The 1990s also marked the preparatory period for the resurgence of 
nationalism in the political arena. Despite the fight against terrorism, the cultural 
and diplomatic ties established with the Turkic world, and the emergence of the 
﻿BBP, the MHP’s continued presence in the political arena demonstrated that 
nationalism had secured a permanent place at the center of Türkiye’s political 
landscape. Consequently, the 1990s were a period of dual character for ﻿Turkish 
nationalism. This is because, on the one hand, the collapse of the USSR revived 
the “﻿Turan ideal,” allowing nationalism to seize opportunities on an international 
scale. On the other hand, PKK terrorism transformed nationalism into a socially 
legitimate ideology centered on security. However, during the same period, the 
founding of the ﻿BBP added a new and lasting dimension to the fragmentation 
of the nationalist movement.

4.4. The Founding of the ﻿BBP: The First Major Organizational 
Split (1992)

The 1990s were a period that not only brought opportunities for ﻿Turkish 
nationalism but also introduced new ideological and organizational fractures. 
The most significant of these fractures was the 1992 split from the MHP by 
﻿Muhsin ﻿Yazıcıoğlu and his colleagues, who founded the ﻿BBP.
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The birth of the ﻿BBP was not merely a party split; it reflected a fundamental 
debate over the ideological axis along which ﻿Turkish nationalism would develop. 
﻿Yazıcıoğlu and his colleagues argued that the MHP was increasingly shifting 
towards a statist and secular line, neglecting the Islamic references inherent in 
the ülkücü movement (Çakır, 2001). For this reason, from its inception, the 
﻿BBP defined nationalism on an ideological axis integrated with Islam.

The party’s ideological line has stood apart from both the Atsız-style 
Turanist line and Türkeş’s state-centric nationalist understanding centered 
on Nine Lights. The ﻿BBP has shaped nationalism around a “Turkish-Islamic 
synthesis,” seeking to connect particularly with the conservative base (Akdoğan, 
2003). This approach was also in line with the increasing religious sensibilities 
in post-1980 society.

The emergence of the ﻿BBP is considered the first major institutional split 
in the nationalist movement. The ideological divisions that had persisted 
since the 1940s (official nationalism, Turanist nationalism, Turkish-Islamic 
synthesis) this time turned into a concrete difference in political organization. 
The difference between the MHP and the ﻿BBP was evident not only at the 
level of leadership or organization, but also in terms of which social segments 
nationalism would appeal to.

The MHP, as a party that acts with statist reflexes and systematizes its 
ideology through Nine Lights, has remained open to alliances with the center-
right. The ﻿BBP, on the other hand, has shifted its focus to a more conservative 
and religious base, blending nationalism with Islamic values in an effort to 
achieve social resonance (Türkdoğan, 1999). This split marked the beginning 
of the nationalist movement’s transformation into a multi-centered structure 
in the long term. Indeed, with the emergence of the ﻿İYİ Parti after 2000, the 
fragmented structure of nationalism would become even more pronounced.

In conclusion, the founding of the ﻿BBP in 1992 marks the first concrete 
example in the history of ﻿Turkish nationalism where ideological differentiation 
led to an institutional split. This development added a new dimension to the 
history of fragmentation in ﻿Turkish nationalism, revealing that the movement 
was based on ideological sub-currents appealing to different social segments 
rather than a homogeneous structure.

5. Transformation in Turkish Nationalism from the 2000s to 
the Present

This section of the study begins with the resurgence of nationalism in 
the 2000s and discusses the fragmentation that occurred during and after the 
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﻿People’s Alliance. Furthermore, it attempts to describe the areas of liberal and 
statist divergence within nationalism as a significant turning point in the 2000s. 
The 2010s were a period of profound ideological and institutional fractures in 
﻿Turkish nationalism. Two dynamics underlie these fractures: first, the space 
opened up for nationalism in the hegemonic politics of the ﻿AK Parti; second, 
the split within the MHP that led to the emergence of the İYİ Parti.

5.1. The Resurgence of Nationalism in the 2000s

The 2000s were a period during which ﻿Turkish nationalism resurged in the 
political arena, facing new social and ideological challenges. The nationalist 
discourse, which had strengthened in the 1990s around security in response to 
PKK terrorism, was transferred to a new arena of debate in the early 2000s, this 
time in the context of the European Union (EU) accession process, globalization, 
and identity politics.

The 2002 elections marked an important turning point for the nationalist 
movement. The MHP, having won 18% of the vote in 1999, became part of the 
coalition government and brought nationalism to the center of power (Çarkoğlu 
& Rubin, 2003). However, its failure to pass the electoral threshold in 2002 
created a ripple effect in the social base of nationalism. Nevertheless, nationalist 
discourse began to regain strength in society due to the reaction to EU reforms 
and concerns about national sovereignty (Kalaycıoğlu, 2005).

The Iraq War (2003) in the mid-2000s, and especially the US invasion 
of Iraq, gave rise to a new anti-imperialist reflex in ﻿Turkish nationalism. The 
rejection of the March 1, 2003 motion was interpreted by nationalist circles as 
a “national stance,” and this process contributed to nationalism finding mass 
support in society once again (Yavuz, 2009).

Furthermore, the rise of opposition to the European Union in the 2000s 
became a key discourse within the nationalist movement. The EU’s demands on 
Türkiye, particularly regarding the Cyprus issue and democratization packages, 
were perceived as “interference in national sovereignty.” This facilitated the 
MHP’s return to parliament (14% of the vote in the 2007 elections). Nationalism 
in the 2000s was not limited to the MHP’s line. The existence of the ﻿BBP and the 
development of “civil nationalism” through various civil society organizations 
also increased the diversity of the movement. During this period, nationalism 
manifested itself through both internal (the MHP’s role in parliament) and 
external (street movements, civil platforms) means (Özdağ, 2007).

In terms of fragmentation, the 2000s brought a new ideological debate 
to the fore. In contrast to the MHP’s state-centered, pragmatic line, the ﻿BBP 
and some nationalist circles promoted a more Islamist and civil understanding 
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of nationalism. This differentiation once again demonstrated that nationalism 
continues to exist as a multi-centered ideology.

5.2. The Transformation of Nationalism in the 2010s: The 
Breakup of the ﻿People’s Alliance and the ﻿İYİ Parti

Following the 2015 elections, Türkiye’s political climate changed rapidly. 
Increasing terrorist attacks (particularly by the PKK and ISIS), the Syrian civil 
war, and the July 15, 2016 coup attempt brought security-focused politics to 
the forefront. During this process, the MHP, particularly under the leadership 
of ﻿Devlet ﻿Bahçeli, began to align itself with the ﻿AK Parti. With the 2017 
constitutional referendum, this closeness evolved into an institutional alliance, 
known as the ﻿People’s Alliance.

The ﻿People’s Alliance ensured that nationalism once again played a decisive 
role at the center of power after a long time. Thanks to the alliance, the MHP 
both increased its political influence and gained weight in the state’s security 
policies (Heper & Yavuz, 2019). This process strengthened the state-centered 
identity of nationalism, and the “survival discourse” became the main element 
of nationalist rhetoric.

However, this rise of statism left out different strands of nationalism. In 
particular, factions within the party advocating for democratization and a more 
liberal brand of nationalism viewed ﻿Bahçeli’s alliance with the ﻿AK Parti as an 
ideological deviation. These internal debates led to the founding of the İYİ Parti 
in 2017, led by Meral Akşener. The emergence of the İYİ Parti represents the 
second major institutional split in the history of ﻿Turkish nationalism after the 
﻿BBP. The party aimed to redefine nationalism on a more liberal and democratic 
axis, integrating it with center-right values (Çınar, 2019).

The İYİ Parti’s ideological line differs from Türkeş’s statist, doctrinal 
nationalism and ﻿Bahçeli’s state-centered rhetoric, which is focused on the 
﻿People’s Alliance. Akşener and her team sought to make nationalism an integral 
part of “mainstream politics,” aiming particularly to increase the participation 
of women and young people in politics (Öztürk, 2020). This approach sought 
to reinterpret nationalism not only in terms of security but also in the context 
of social justice, democracy, and relations with Europe.

5.3. Fragmentation Dimension: Statism vs. Liberal 
Nationalism

The 2010s have added a new dimension to the historical process of 
nationalism fragmentation. This dimension is seen around the MHP, İYİ Parti, 



Current Issues of Turkish Nationalism in the 21st Century

56

and ﻿BBP. Among the different nationalist wings, the MHP follows a state-
centric, security-focused nationalism positioned within the ﻿People’s Alliance. 
The İYİ Parti represents a more liberal nationalism, integrated with center-right 
values, and is open to women and youth. Finally, the ﻿BBP has taken its place 
on the political stage with a conservative-Islamist nationalism integrated into 
the ﻿People’s Alliance. This multifaceted structure reveals that nationalism is 
no longer a homogeneous ideological movement but has evolved into a multi-
centered ideology responding to diverse social demands.

Consequently, the 2010s have been a period of both a return to the center 
of power (the ﻿People’s Alliance) and a new fragmentation (the split of the ﻿İYİ 
Parti) for ﻿Turkish nationalism. During this process, nationalism has become 
the bearer of the state’s security discourse on the one hand, while producing 
an alternative current that responds to the demands for democratization in 
mainstream politics on the other.

5.4. The Multi-Centered Structure of Turkish Nationalism 
Today

Since the second decade of the 21st century, ﻿Turkish nationalism has reached 
its most fragmented structure in terms of both ideological diversification 
and institutional representation. Nationalism is no longer monopolized by 
a single party or leader; it has become a multi-centered ideological universe 
shaped by different political priorities that appeal to different social groups 
(Çınar, 2019). Three fundamental dynamics stand out in the formation of this 
multi-centeredness: security policy, identity and representation struggles, and 
opposition to migration and globalization.

The MHP can be defined as the bearer of the statist-security line in this multi-
centeredness. The MHP remains the primary proponent of the state’s security 
discourse within the ﻿People’s Alliance. In particular, the concept of “survival” 
has become central to the MHP’s ideological discourse (Heper & Yavuz, 2019). 
The party has consolidated security-focused nationalism on issues such as PKK 
terrorism, the Syrian crisis, and the fight against FETÖ, maintaining its strong 
ties with the state bureaucracy. However, this positioning has limited the MHP’s 
influence on younger generations (Ertuğrul & Demir, 2021).

The İYİ Parti, founded in 2017 under the leadership of Meral Akşener, 
aimed to integrate nationalism with center-right values and represented a more 
democratic and liberal understanding of nationalism. The party found a strong 
base, especially among female voters and the urban middle class (Öztürk, 2020). 
The İYİ Parti positioned nationalism not only within the framework of security 
and the fight against terrorism, but also in terms of democracy, the rule of 
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law, and integration with Europe (Kaya, 2022). This demonstrates nationalism’s 
capacity to open up to different sociological bases. The ﻿BBP, which was founded 
in 1992 after splitting from the MHP, today represents a small but ideologically 
consistent group of voters. The ﻿BBP appeals to conservative-religious segments 
by integrating nationalism with Islamic values (Türkdoğan, 1999). Although 
its affiliation with the ﻿People’s Alliance limits the party’s independent 
political influence, it continues to institutionally represent an Islam-centered 
interpretation of nationalism (Gözaydın, 2022). Finally, the ﻿Victory Party 
(Zafer Partisi [ZP]), founded in 2021, has added a new dimension to ﻿Turkish 
nationalism. The party, centering its discourse on opposition to immigrants 
and refugees, redefines nationalism from a “cultural security” perspective. This 
movement, shaped under the leadership of Ümit Özdağ, has emerged as a 
populist version of nationalism, particularly among the younger generation, 
organized through social media (Tuncel, 2023). This line has developed a form 
of nationalism that plays on crisis and social anger, differing from the traditional 
MHP’s statist approach and the İYİ Parti’s centrist line.

Today, nationalism is fragmented not only at the level of political parties 
but also on the social plane. Different nationalist identities are being produced 
through youth organizations, social media movements, and civil society 
organizations (Çelik, 2021). For example, “digital nationalism,” defined by the 
younger generation through its opposition to immigrants, has a very different 
motivation from classic state-centered nationalism. Women’s demands for 
representation, which have gained strength around the İYİ Parti, have begun to 
transform the male-dominated traditional structure of nationalism (Yıldırım, 
2022).

6. Conclusion

﻿Turkish nationalism has always oscillated between a quest for unity and a 
tendency toward differentiation throughout the historical process stretching from 
the Ottoman Empire to the present day. In the 19th century, ideological pursuits 
shaped by ﻿Ottomanism, Islamism, and ﻿Turkism formed the fundamental conflict 
line of nationalism; with the proclamation of the Republic, official nationalism 
was enriched with different interpretations such as Turanist nationalism and 
the Turkish-Islamic synthesis. However, this richness also carried a constant 
potential for fragmentation.

The 1944 ﻿Racism–Turanism Trial symbolized the first tension between 
nationalism and the state; the founding of the MHP in 1969 ensured the 
strongest institutionalization of nationalism in the political arena. The Three 
Crescent symbol became a powerful sign representing the historical accumulation 
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of nationalism; however, it also made the Atsızci–Türkeşci split visible. In the 
1970s, nationalism, which became massified around anti-communism and the 
﻿Ülkü Ocakları, was criminalized with the 1980 coup; however, this pressure also 
paved the way for the strengthening of the Turkish-Islamic synthesis.

In the 1990s, the collapse of the Soviet Union presented new opportunities 
for nationalism on an international scale, while granting security-oriented 
legitimacy in the fight against PKK terrorism. However, the founding of the 
﻿BBP during the same period created the first major institutional split and paved 
the way for a multi-centered structure of nationalism. In the 2000s, the MHP 
clung to the political center with its statist reflexes; the birth of the İYİ Parti in 
2017 brought forth a liberal-centrist version of nationalism. In recent years, the 
rise of the ZP has further deepened the fragmentation by constructing a populist 
nationalism based on anti-immigration sentiment.

Today, ﻿Turkish nationalism presents a multi-centered structure, ranging 
from the MHP’s statist-security line, the İYİ Parti’s liberal-centrist approach, 
the ﻿BBP’s conservative-Islamist interpretation, and the ZP’s populist-anti-
immigrant rhetoric. In addition, youth movements, “digital nationalism” 
organized through social media, and new trends developing around women’s 
representation are diversifying the social base of nationalism.

As a result, ﻿Turkish nationalism simultaneously embodies the ideal of unity 
and the reality of fragmentation in its historical continuity. This situation is 
the most important factor determining both the dynamism and fragility of 
nationalism. Although nationalism remains one of the strongest political 
affiliations in Türkiye, it is no longer a single-voiced ideology; it is a multi-
centered political universe that responds to different social demands.
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