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The issue of identity in modern Turkey has received considerable scholarly attention in recent years. Soner Cagaptay’s engaging book is the latest addition to this growing literature. A revised version of the author’s doctoral dissertation at Yale’s history department, it stands apart from some of the previous works on the subject by its in-depth and judicious analysis based on a careful reading of the available archival evidence. To answer the question raised by the book’s provocative title, Cagaptay examines a wide range of issues including the growth of Turkish nationalism following the establishment of the Republic in 1923, the policies adopted by the country’s one-party regime toward non-Muslim and non-Turkish minorities during the 1920s and 1930s, and evolution of the definition of “Turkishness” during the formative decades of the new Republic. Cagaptay’s monograph is an important contribution to comparative research on state policies concerning ethnicity and citizenship in multi-ethnic and multi-religious countries.  The book also is a valuable addition to literature on the one-party period in modern Turkish political history since it offers new information on a number of hitherto neglected topics.

The picture that emerges from Cagaptay’s study is that the growth of Turkish nationalism under the authoritarian one-party system established by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk was accompanied by the marginalization of Christian and Jewish minorities. Not only were the Greek and Armenian populations in Anatolia had declined substantially by the 1920s, but their status in the modern Turkish state had also become tenuous since language and culture had become the defining criteria for Turkishness. Moreover, the government viewed the Armenians and the Greeks with considerable suspicion, the former for their efforts to carve out an independent state during World War I and the latter for its enthusiastic support of the Greek occupation of Anatolia at the end of the war. Consequently, Cagaptay argues that Republican Turkey made no effort to assimilate the Christian minorities since they were viewed as unassailable into Turkishness. However, the new regime in Ankara perceived the Jewish minority differently: the Jews had opposed the partitioning of the Ottoman Empire and some leading Jewish intellectuals, such as Munis Tekinalp  (born Moiz Kohen), had actively contributed to the development of  Turkish nationalism. As a result, the state sought to assimilate the Jews but it achieved only limited success, especially in the aftermath of the 1934 incidents in the Thrace. With the country’s Kurdish community, Ankara faced a far more formidable challenge: not only did the Kurds constitute a large population which was concentrated in Eastern Turkey, but they also had different ethnic and linguistic attributes than the majority Turks. When Atatürk launched his radical secularization program and substituted Turkish nationalism for Islam as the main source of political legitimacy and collective identity, the order of the day became the assimilation of the Kurds. The response from the Kurdish nationalists took the form of several successive armed uprisings during the 1920s and 1930s.  Nevertheless, Cagaptay suggests that along with military force the state also sought to emphasize the common religious ties between Turks and non-Turkish Muslim minorities, such as the Kurds, in its attempt to assimilate them. 

According to Cagaptay, the development of official government policies regarding citizenship and minorities acquired a notably more ideological tone with the advent of what he refers to as “High Kemalism” which came into existence with the sixth İnönü cabinet in 1931 and ended after Atatürk’s death in 1938. While the one-party regime had spent much of its energies in the consolidation of its power in the 1920s, during the following decade its focus shifted to the development of a more authoritarian and nationalist ideology. During the 1930s, the hardening of the regime’s attitude on questions citizenship manifested itself in various ways. For example, in its 1931 Congress, the ruling Republican People’s Party declared that only those “who have been speaking Turkish and who have accepted the Turkish culture and the Party’s principles” could be eligible for membership (p. 45). The same year, marked the beginning of an official effort to propagate the so-called Turkish History Thesis which claimed that Turks were the ancestors of all peoples and the creators of all civilizations to which they had migrated. The ‘Citizen Speak Turkish’ campaign of the 1930s which urged the citizens to speak Turkish and adopt Turkish last names reflected the increasing emphasis on language as a defining criterion of Turkishness. Interestingly, as Cagaptay notes, this campaign was revived not by the state but by a group of the Turkish Jews, who accepted the view of the Turkish History Thesis that Turkish language was the main component of Turkish ethnicity and nationality. The immigration and settlement policies of the 1930s similarly displayed the importance attached by the government to the theories developed by the proponents of the Turkish History Thesis regarding race and ethnicity. According to the 1935 Resettlement Law while those immigrants belonging to the “Turkish race” could settle wherever they wished, others could settle only in those areas which were approved by the authorities. In conclusion, Cagaptay suggests that High Kemalism approached the question of “Who is a Turk” by producing three concentric zones of Turkishness:  “an outer territorial one reserved for the non-Muslims (with the Jews closer to the center than the Christians); a middle religious one, reserved for the non-Turkish Muslims; an inner one, reserved for the Turks.” (p. 160). According to the author this conceptualization of ethnic boundaries and Turkishness continues to shape the official policies today and that “the further away (in the three concentric circles) a group is from the center, the more unaccommodating is the state toward it” (p. 160).


Islam, Secularism, and Modern Turkey: Who is a Turk? is a creative and a well-crafted work that should stimulate further research on a number of important issues which Cagaptay explores in his study. One can quibble about some of its shortcomings, most notably the absence of a discussion concerning the role of the Alevis in the formation of Turkish national identity, but these should not detract from the overall scholarly quality of the book. Cagaptay’s study deserves to be read by all those interested in learning more about one of the critical issues in modern Turkish history and politics.        
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