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Introduction: The Puzzle of Turkish National Identity

A few vears ago, the New York Times featured an article on the ancient city of
Antioch and its modern-day inhabitants.! Having lost its ancient grandeur a long time
ago, Antioch (Antakya) is described as today a place that “even most Turks
consider ... [to be] remote and undistinguished.” The article features interviews with
two members of the same family: the 110-year-old Ali Baklaci and his 20-vear-old
grandson Hasan Negruz. An old-timer who lived through the dissolution of the
Ottoman Empire, subsequent French mandate and eventual incorporation into Turkey
in 1939, Ali Baklaci is unequivocal regarding his identity. In a matter-of-fact
manner, he declares, “We cannot forget our origins. We are Arab people.” The
erandson, Hasan Negruz, however, has a different view. While Negruz is “one of
many local vouths who have taken advantage of Syria’s offer of free education,” the
article informs us, “the experience did not turn him into a pan-Arabist.” Instead,
Negruz formulates his identity in a way that is remarkably different from his
grandfather’s: “ am an Arab who i$ also a citizen of Turkey, and that’s fine. [ like
being Turkish because this country is more modern than the Arab countries.”

Hasan Negruz’s statement is a good illustration of the puzzle that Turkish national
identity presents: how can an ethnic Arab from a remote province in Turkey identify
himself as “Turkish”? Had the circumstances of Negruz's utterance been different,
perhaps his self-identification as “Turkish” would not be so puzzling: had Negruz
belonged to the rising urban upper-middle class, or had he been the graduate of one
of the prestigious institutions of higher learning in Turkey, or had he been a migrant
in a new and hostile territory trying to blend in, then perhaps we would have a more
straightforward explanation. But Negruz is from a modest provincial background,
received his education in Syria and is not a migrant who is pressured to renounce his
ethnic origing: neither family background, nor indoctrination through schooling, nor
vested economic interest seems to account for his self-identification as Turkish,
What, then, explains the puzzle of Negruz’s self-identification as “Turkish™?

I suggest that the answer to the puzzle is the modernist character of Turkish
national identity, In the Turkish experience, national identity was grounded not in an
assertion of ethnic or racial purity, but in a modernist agenda of social and political
transtormation. On the whole, national identity was subservient to the project of



rising to the level of modem civilization. The modernist substance of Turkish
national identity project makes Negruz's self-identification as “Turkish” possible.

In the rest of this paper, I will first explain the concept of “modernist nationalism”
and locate it analytically in relation (o the categories of ethnic and civic nationalism.
My discussion aims at moditying the dominant typology of nationalisms by introduc-
ing the ideal-typical construct of modernist nationalism, Infroducing this new
category will mitigate against the restrictiveness and exclusiveness of the paradig-
matic dichotomy of civic versus ethnic forms of nationalism, Next, I will present the
historical and substantive grounding for the category of modernist nationalism, I will
argue that under certain historical conditions (most notably, in the absence of
colonial rule), the dilemma of choosing between authenticity and modernization
{which i1 considered to be an attribute of non-European nationalisms in general)
does not arise, When the dilemma is not pressing, the emerging nationalisms tend to
be modernist rather than ethnic in character. In my discussion of the dilemma, I will
try to establish the social and historical conditions for the possibility of the category
of modemnist nationalism. In particular, I will argue that the modernist identity
project becomes available and relevant for nationalisms in the non-European world
when there is no prolonged and severe colonial domination to generate an acute
dilemma of choosing between modernization and cultural authenticity. By high-
lighting a tendency in the literature to equate the category of “non-European” with
“colomial,” T will argue that the category of modernist nationalism needs to be
employed in order to account for the nationalisms of those non-European cases that
did not emerge out of an experience of direct colonial rule. In my exposition, I will
concenirate on Turkish nationalism as a strong instance of the understdied category
of modernist nationalism.

Ethnic versus Civic Nationalism: Problematizing the Dichotomy

At the heart of a critical, self-reflexive comparative social science lies the ability and
willingness to question and rethink the theoretical boundaries and dichotomies that
provide the foundations for comparative analysis. By using the process of Turkish
national identity formation, this paper attempts to problematize the canonical
dichotomization of nationalisms as either civic or ethnic. The analysis of the Turkish
case suggests that we need (o supplant the paradigmatic dichotomy of ethnic versus
civic nationalism with a third category: modernist nationalism.

The dichotomy of civic versus ethnic has been central to the scholarship on
nationalism. It has been cast (and canonized) through many different terms: Western
versus Eastern, territorial versus genealogical, political versus cultural, progressive
versus regressive, rational versus romantic, liberal versus authoritarian, good versus
bad, efc.? According to the established view, ethnic nationalism emphasizes the
commonality of race, culture and language, is driven by a concern with cultural
authenticity and distinctiveness and embodies an organic view of the nation, while



civic nationalism is characterized by territorialism, participation, citizenship and
civic education.” Ethnic nationalism makes substantive claims regarding the ethno-
racial make up of the “nation.” It bases solidarity and national identity on the
homogeneity and ethnic purity of the population. Civic nationalism, on the other
hand, is more procedural than substantive; it claims to unite people around a
common political “idea.” “What held the new nation together was an idea, the idea
of liberty under law as expressed in the Constitution,™ Solidarity and national
identity derive from participation in a common polity. In contrast to ethnic national-
ism, which embraces the criteria of homogeneity, civic nationalisim defends the
criteria of “shared ideas” regarding how to live together as crucial in the constitution
of the “nation.”

Like ethnic nationalism, modernist nationalism grounds itselt with substantive
claims regarding the identity of the members constituting the nation. In contrast to
ethnic nationalism, however, modernist nationalism avoids adopting an ethnic or
racial criterion for its substantiation, Modernist nationalism postulates a different
kind of commonality of its members than ethnic nationalism; a commonality that is
derived from a selectively constructed cultural model of the “West.” Modernist
nationalism generates solidarity through the project of cultural transformation. As in
the Turkish case, the project of cultural wanstormation can sometimes be $o extreme
as to call for a complete “civilizational conversion.”

Modernist nationalism differs from civic nationalism mainly by its suspicion of,
and restrictions on, popular participation. Rather than regarding popular participation
as a prerequisite of a nation defined by common political ideals and institutions {the
civic model), or seeing it as part of the process of popular, vernacular mobilization
of ethnicity (which is indispensable in ethnic nationalism), modernist nationalism
finds the issue of democratic participation precarious and risky: for modernist
nationalists participation by masses is suspect because dissidents may thwart the
project of Westernization. To the extent that modernist nationalism requires confor-
mity to its modernist schema of identities, it tends to restrict political and even
cultural expression of non-conforming, traditional, religions or local identities.

Figure 1 schematically represents the idea types of ethic, civic and modernist
nationalism. The figure is composed t0 emphasize the differences rather than
similarities among these ideal types for the heuristic purpose of making the contrast
as sharp and as clear as possible. One should keep in mind, however, that actual
historical experience is far more complicated and impure than these idea types. One
cannot help but agree with Smith that “every nationalism contains civic and ethnic
elements in varving degrees and different forms.”” Yet, in an attempt to analytically
define and position these categories vis-a-vis one another, one is forced to accentuate
the differences rather than similarities between them. This is also motivated by a
concern to take into account the rhetorical distinctiveness and ideological self-
articulations of these types of nationalism by paying attention to how they choose to
present themselves. The attempt to reach analytical rigor in distinguishing among
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FIGURE 1. An ideal-typical representation of three types of nationalism



these types of nationalism should neither lead us to fetishize them in our historical
research nor 0 normatively endorse one type of nationalism over the others. Ideal
types such as modernist nationalism are heuristic devices that can help our under-
standing of historical phenomena. However, when pushed beyond their capacity (o
aid our understanding and used instead as a kind of absolute criteria, however, they
¢an become a hindrance to our research by suppressing the complexity of actual
historical processes. Theretore, in making comparisons based on the ideal types of
nationalism, one should be aware of the risks involved in using them in a simplistic
and reductionist manner,

In recent years, the canonical dichotomy of ethnic versus civic nationalism has
become the tocus of a heated debate. While some scholars mount a strong attack
against it,° others insist on the continuing validity and indispensability of these
concepts. Michael Ignatieff, for example, suggests that, instead of finding fault with
nationalism in general, one needs to look at different forms of nationalism to render
judgment. Echoing Plamenatz’s warning that nationalism is not evil or illiberal in
itselt,” Ignatieff argues that “the only reliable antidote to ethnic nationalism turns out
to be civic nationalism.”™® According to him, civic nationalism is informed by, and
hence is compatible with, Enlightemment values such as ratiomality, political rights
and individualism while ethnic nationalism is informed by the romantic reaction to
these and tends to be illiberal, authoritarian and essentialist.” Ignatieff reasons that
because it is futile to expect nationalism to whither away in the foreseeable future,
adopting and promoting civic nationalism as a bulwark against ethnic nationalism is
the most salient political strategy.™

Other scholars question both the possibility of making such a sharp distinction
between ethnic and civic nationalism and its normative implications. Bernard Yack,
for example, challenges the dichotomy of ethnic/civic nationalism on two related
grounds.! First, there is the question of whether civic nationalism is indeed superior
to ethnic nationalism: does civic nationalism necessarily promote a liberal demo-
cratic regime while ethnic nationalism does the opposite? The second issue that Yack
raises is whether a purely civic nationalism is possible: does civic nationalism
presuppose not only political, rational and universal principles but cultural,
emotional and particular attachments as well?

With respect to the alleged normative superiority of the civic model of the nation,
Yack argues that “the possibility of intolerance and paranoia in a truly ‘civic’ nation
is far from academic or hypothetical. After all, American citizens have heen
denounced and persecuted for clinging to un-American political principles as well as
for their foreign backgrounds.”? Kymlicka concurs with Yack and argues that the
claim for civic nationalism promoting democratic regimes is unfounded. Kymlicka
attacks those who “misinterpret the relation between nationalism and democracy” by
claiming that civic nationalism is necessarily democratic, since it vests sovereignty
in all of the people. He asks us to “consider virtually any country in Latin America.
Maost of these countries have a strong sense of national identity that is non-



ethnic ... Yet, there is nothing ‘necessarily democratic’ about them. Civic nations
can be military dictatorships as easily as liberal democracies.””” Both Yack and
Kymlicka agree that the ideological use to which the ethnic/civic dichotomy is put
(and which equates civic with liberal and ethnic with authoritarian nationalism) is
untenable,

The other major issue revolves around the question of whether the concept of a
purely civic nation is a myth. Or, to put it slightly differently, whether there can be
a civic nation without a shared cultural matrix to undergird the civic political ideals
and institutions, Yack argues that the idea of a civic nation “misrepresents polirical
reality as surely as the ethnonationalist myths it is designed to combat.”™* His point
is that behind the fagade of a “purely political” attachment that civic nationalism
propagates, there are implicit cultural parameters that are the preconditions of such
“purely political” unions. Yack argues that “an attachment to certain political
principles may be a necessary condition of loyalty to the national community for
many citizens of contemporary liberal democracies; they are very far from a
sufficient condition of that loyalty.”® Not taking into account the shared cultural
doxa of national identity will lead to a misinterpretation and mythologization of the
role played by political ideals such as citizenship, participation, democracy and
political rights, These ideals will appear to provide the basis of mationhood all by
themselves,

Kymlicka offers a similar critique of the civic/ethnic dichotomy. The problem, for
Kymlicka, is that many in the ranks of politicians and academics alike mistakenly
“equate ethnic nationalism with cultural nationalism™ and overlook the fact that
“civic nationalism has a cultural component.”*® Yet, neither Kymilicka nor Yack deny
that there are politically and historically salient differences between ethnic and civic
forms of nationalism. Rather, they insist that both varieties of nationalism are
predicated upon an implicit, shared cultural substratum without which a purely civic
or political nationalism would be impossible to sustain. In other words, rather than
categorically refusing the dichotomy of ethnic and civic nationalism, Kymlicka
wants to draw our attention to the unacknowledged preconditions of borh types of
nationalism. Insisting that “both ethnic and civic nationalisms have a cultural
component”” does not lead Kymlicka to sunggest collapsing these (wo varieties
intc one or dispensing with them altogether. Instead, Kymlicka is well aware
that *some nations define their culture in ethnic and religious terms, others do not.
These variations are crucial (0 understanding why some nationalisms are peace-
ful, liberal and democratic, while others are xenophobic, authoritarian and
expansionist.”'® Similarly, Yack admits that *“it may be reasonable to contrast nations
whose distinctive cultural inheritance centers on political symbols and political
stories with nations whose cultural inberitance centers on language and stories
about ethnic origins.” His point, however, is that “it is unreasonable and
unrealistic to interpret this contrast as a distinction between the rational attachment
to principle and the emotional celebration of inherited culture.”'® Therefore, taking



into account the critical (but unacknowledged) role played by a shared cultural
substratum need not lead us to discard the dichotomy of civic and ethnic forms of
nationalism.

In this paper, rather than problematizing the dichotomy of civic versus ethnic
directly from the inside, I suggest dissolving the dichotomy by adding a third term
to the debate: “modernist nationalism,” This does not mean that I accept the
categories of ethnic and civic to be non-problematic; as the arguments outlined above
indicate, there are good reasons to approach the ethnic/civic dichotomy critically.
That, however, is not the same as dispensing with the categories of that dichotomy
altogether. Neither Kymlicka nor Yack argues that the civic/ethnic dichotomy is
irrelevant; their objection centers on the idealization of the former and demonization
of the latter as if they are completely opposite models of the nation with nothing in
common. In other words, what they object to is the uncritical, ideological use to
which the ethnic/civic dichotomy is put rather than the analytical benefits that can
follow a careful use of that dichotomy.

My aim in introducing a third category is to approach the issue from a different
angle and problematize the exclusive and restrictive character of the canonical
dichotomy of ethnic versus civic nationalism by creating a new space within which
the experience of some non-European societies can be conceptualized. Introducing a
third space can break up this dichotomy’s self-enclosed conceptual economy. The
critique of the ¢ivic versus ethnic dichotomy from the outside supplements critiques
that confront it immanently by questioning the very terms on which the dichotomy
is predicated.

It may be usetul at this point to ditferentiate the terms “modernizing” and
“modernist” in terms of their implications for nationalism. Ethnic nationalism can be
modernizing in so far as it advocates the development of the country by means of
modern science and technology, rational administration, and industrialization.
Roughly, this constitutes the well-known ideology of developmentalism which had
such an immense impact in the twentieth century. Modern science and industry can
be, and indeed have been, appropriated as instruments in the service of ethnically
motivated nationalisms. By contrast, modernist nationalism internalizes the “West”
not only instrumentally and pragmatically but also “ideclogically” by proclaiming
the categories of its identity structure as universal and progressive.”” The aim of the
modernist Turkish nationalists, for example, was not limited to industrialization and
economic development, but included the desire to create “civilized,” Westernized,
modern subjects.*! Modernist nationalism encompasses modernization, but requires
more; it entails the appropriation of a cultural model that presents an identity schema
that is compiled mainly from the experience of advanced industrial European
societies. It is in this particular sense that modernism requires a more extensive
commitment than modernization: while the latter is a matter of practical and
historical exigency, the former contains a fundamentalist project of providing a new,
progressive, secular and rational identity.



But what gives rise to a modernist form of nationalism in the first place? Should
the modernist character of Turkish national identity be considered an anomaly in the
chronicles of nationalism? Or is there perhaps a historical pattern {ignored by many
histories of natiomalism) that we can uncover by studying the national identity
formation in Turkey? I would like to suggest that the Turkish case gives us a chance
to reconsider the broader issue of the double disenfranchisement of non-colonized,
non-European societies.

Nationalisms of the “Third World:” The Dilemma

By most accounts, nationalisms of the “Third World” are problematic phenomena.
The historical conditions that give rise to them also impose an internal contradiction
upon them: it is argued that nationalism in the non-European world is forced to
embrace simultaneously the conflicting agendas of cultural authenticity on the one
hand, and modernization on the other.”” Emest Gellner characterizes the dilemma
that was initially experienced by the nationalists in Eastern Europe (a dilemma that
later became the hallmark of Third World nationalisms in general) as an opposition
between the prerogatives of Westernization and populism;

Most underdeveloped societies, confronted suddenly with an irritating and humiliating
technical economic superiority on the part of some outsiders, face two options that
might be expressed this way: we can imitate them so that we will be as strong as they
are and can send them back where they belong, or we can reaffirm our own values ?*

In other words, nationalist elites face the challenge of implementing reforms for
modernizing their country and at the same time confirming the authenticity of their
national culture. While the first prerogative leads to the acceptance of Western
institutions, norms and technology, the second leads toward the opposite direction:
the valorization of the local, particular, religious, traditional and authentic. In his
depiction of two types of nationalism John Plamenatz similarly argues that “Eastern”
nationalism experienced the dilemina of either modermizing (which involves accept-
ance of an alien culture) or remaining loyal (o the local, authentic culture at the cost
of continued submission to a Western power. Thus, in Plamenatz’s view, Eastern
nationalism is deeply contradictory: it is both imitative and, at the same time, hostile
to the model it imitates.>

Partha Chatterjee, for his part, also picks up on this dilemma and uses it to argue
that nationalism in the non-European world is a derivative discourse that embodies
an enduring uneven relationship of power between the newly independent colony and
the colonial power it sought to get rid of, He asks,

Why is it that non-European colonial countries have no historical alternative but to try
to approximate the given attributes of modernity when that very process of approxi-
mation means their continued subjection under a world order which only sets their
tasks for them and over which they have no control?*



Arguing that “it is not just military might or industrial strength, but thought itself,
which [has the power to] ... dominate and subjugate,”*atterjee tries to write the
genealogy of mationalistic thought in the non-European world, to locate it within the
dialectic of culture and colonial power and to expose its implicatedness in continuing
forms of domination. In short, there is general agreement that the dilemma of
modernization versus authenticity is symptomatic of all Third World nationalisms.

Linking Colonialism, Resistance” and Modernist Nationalism

Rather than disputing this account of the dilemma of non-European nationalisms
directly, I would like to argue that there is a distinctive historical relationship that has
to hold in order for the dilemma outlined above to emerge and shape the particular
nationalism of a country. It appears that the stronger a country is vis-a-vis the
colonial powers, the more modernist it can afford to be in its nationalism. Or,
inversely, the more forcefully a society is subjugated by a colonial power, the more
strongly it tends to generate an ethnic (ype of nationalism. In the former case,
modernist elites tend to focus their efforts on pushing the reforms needed (o
restructure their society in the image of the “West,” whereas in the latter case the
elites are more concemed with the project of articulating and expressing cultural
authenticity and national distinctiveness. The dilemma attributed to all non-European
nationalisms is most relevant for societies that had the most traumatic colonial
experience, and less relevant for societies that were able to avoid direct colonial rule.
When the dilemma is strong, nationalism tends to0 be ethnic, whereas when the
dilemma is weak (or more manageable), nationalism tends to be modernist or, in
some cases, civic. In contrast to the former case, in which the assertion of ethnic and
cultural ditference is central, the latter case is characterized by a relative lack of
pressure to assert ethnic and cultural distinctiveness, Consequently, in those societies
where the dilemma is not strongly felt, modemity can be embraced not just
instrumentally and pragmatically, but ideologically as well: instead of being an
instrument in the service of an ethnically conceived nation, modernity then becomes
a goal, underlying the self-definition of the members of the nation,

There is something surprising about the proposed relationship between absence or
presence of colonial rule and the kind of nationalism it tends to generate: one would
perhaps expect that the stronger a country is in resisting direct colonial domination,
the stronger it would be in repelling modernism {which would be dismissed as an
ideological extension of colonialism). But the opposite seems to be true; the more
successtul a society is in resisting direct colonial rule, the less problematic it finds
the adoption of a Westernist project of modemization.”™ The more pervasive the
subjugation of a society to a colonial power is, more vigorously it tends o seek its
authenticity and the stronger it pushes for modemnization. It is because these two
potentially conflictual aims are sought simultanecusty that the dilemma becomes so
profound and rormenting. Yet nationalists who seek modernization may not necess-



arily be modernists: although they may be willing and, indeed, eager to adopt modern
science, industry and technology, they may not aspire to impose upon themselves a
modernist identity schema. They may espouse Westernization instrumentally and
pragmatically, while refusing to commit themselves ideologically and culwrally,

At this point, it may be necessary to register a peculiar reduction that pervades
most accounts of nationalism, including Chatterjee’s. Throughout his review of the
literature on nationalism, as well as in his theoretical pronouncements, Chatterjee
tends to equate *non-European” with the “colonial.”* His casnal equation of these
two terms, however, creates a disenfranchisement for those non-European countries
(mostly ex-empires themselves) which were not directly subjugated under colonial
rule. The Ottoman Empire, Russia and China come to mind as examples. All of these
powers were threatened by European hegemony, and were obliged to suffer
modifications of their sovereignty, without, however, being systematically colonized.
It is because the category of non-European cannot be collapsed into the category of
ex-colony that one needs a different vocabulary to talk about these other experiences.
Modernist nationalism is a category that can help us to conceptualize nationalism in
non-colonized, non-European societies. In these cases which puncture the reduction-
ist equation of the non-European world with the colonized societies, the dilemma
(taken to be universal for non-European nationalisms) loses both its historical
centrality and its conceptual privilege.

Because they fall outside of two canonical dichotomies similianecusty, the
non-colonized, non-European societies suffer a double disenfranchisement: they fall
outside of the dichotomy of ethnic versus civic nationalism, on the one hand, and the
dichotomy of colonial power versus colonized society, on the other. Having been
imperial powers themselves (subjugating various peoples and imposing their versions
of imperial order with varying degrees of success and durability), these countries
were able to resist direct or prolonged colonial subjugation. Hence, their historical
experience differs markedly from the ex-colonies. The common tendency to equate
non-European with the colonial obliterates the space within which these cases can be
conceptualized. The significance of the category of “modernist nationalism™ is that
it provides a space within which the historical experience of non-European and
non-colonized societies can be articulated.

In the rest of this paper, I will try to make a case for modernist national identity
by focusing on the genesis and implications of modernist national identity in Turkey.

Statism and Self-Inflicted Modernization in Turkey

Rather than aspiring to be an ethnocentric project of authenticity, Turkish national
identity was a modernist project of total cultural transformation. Hasan Negruz’s
story, which was narrated at the beginning of this article, is a striking illustration of
the primacy that the concern to be modern had in the constitution of Turkish national
identity. In the preceding section, I argued that the absence of direct colomial



domination is the primary factor that accounts for the modernist character of Turkish
national identity. But that absence itself needs an explanation. In this section I will
argue that Turkish nationalism was formulated without the trauma of a direct
colonial presence largely because of aggressively pursued policies of defensive
modernization. The statism of the dominant social actors in Ottoman and (until
recently} Turkish history was the driving force behind the process of self-inflicted
modernization. The progressively radicalizing waves of self-inflicted reforms were
directly motivated by the elites” desire to save the state from extinction.

There is general agreement on the idea that the Ottoman Empire and Turkish
Republic are both characterized by a strong “state tradition.”*" It has been argued that
the Ottoman Empire was *a country with a long radition of a dominant state
controlling the social fabric of a multi-religious and multi-ethnic empire.”*! The
traditional Ottoman social order of the classical period (1450-1600) was based on
the idea of the Circle of Justice on the one hand and the Millet system on the other.
The Circle of Justice constituted the core of the official Ottoman ideology for state
legitimation.** The Millet system, for its part, provided a specific blueprint for the
organization and integration of different social and ethnic groups in the Empire.

The Circle of Justice posits effective state power as the most fundamental
precondition for justice in society. In this understanding, society is regarded as
incapable of regulating itself without state’s guardianship. The Circle of Justice’s
primary goal was not to achieve consensus among the subjects but to create a
harmonious social order. Whereas consensus implies the articulation and negotiation
of autonomous societal interests, harmony is a systemic property that is generated by
the emasculation and subordination of these autonomous interests to the higher
interest of the social order whose guardian is the state. As Inalcik notes, “harmony
among men living in society was achieved only by statecratt, which kept each
individual in his proper place.”* Society, in its actual diversity, is regarded as being
incapable of regulating itself without the state’s guardianship. Because society
cannot reproduce itself with self-generated rules and regulations {(i.e. through civic
consensus}, it has to be prescribed and enforced on order from above. Thus the state
1 given the crucial role to regulate social groups whose otherwise potentially chaotic
and conflictual interests would be ruinous for social order,

The Millet system provided the organizational schema that brought the ideology
of the Circle of Justice to lite. Various ethno-religious comumunities coexisted side by
side in the Millet system, integrated by their vertical relationship to the Ottoman
state. The ordinary subjects who constituted these ethno-religious communities
(Millets) were called Reaya.™ The “upper layer” of society, on the other hand, was
called the Askeri class and, in turn, was divided into military and civil-bureaucratic
segments. In order to prevent conflicts between the different communities of Reaya,
Millets were subjected to an exclusive, vertical integration with the state, “The chief
concern of the medieval government was to maintain the general order while keeping
each ‘order’ within its traditional boundaries both spatially and socially.”* The



state’s position above the Reava gave it the role of a regulator whose particular
interests did not correspond to the interests of any of the Millets. Instead, the state’s
vested interest was in the maintenance of the Millet system that guaranteed its
dominance. In short, classical Ottoman political conception was highly state-centric:
justice was envisioned as the product of an unchanging order of Millets whose
guardian was the state,

The Circle of Justice model, which envisioned order and stability within a
basically unchanging social structure, underwent an important transformation with
the onset of the modernization etfort, Whereas the classical age was characterized by
an emphasis on the durability of the established sociopolitical order, modernization
etforts created a vision of grder-in-progress. As the Ottomans were faced with a
serious challenge from the West, the state’s traditional importance and indispensa-
bility acquired a new dimension: both order and progress became indispensable for
securing the state’s survival, “In the mind set of Tanzimat intellectuals, progress
replaced order”™ as the overriding concern. In addition to the ¢onception of state as
a “benmevolent father,” there now emerged the modernizer state fighting against
backwardness of the country and striving to “educate” its people,

The only way out of this chaos was, as Young Turks saw it, to strengthen the state
apparatus and launch a series of cultural and economic reforms to modernize the
social and political structure ... Thus, Young Turks ended in the dictatorship of a
small group which fully utilized the state to achieve those ends. The age-old autocratic
traditions were continued on behalf of the state.”

The emphasis, in the modernization era, shifted from the durability of the
sociopolitical order to the adaptations required for “catching up” with the West. In
short, while the state’s traditional role as the guardian of a perennial and just social
order waned during the modernization era, its centrality was renewed as the agent of
order-in-progress.

In the Ottoman experience, the initial spur for reforms was the need to re-establish
military parity with the European powers. The fact that the Ottoman state belonged
and operated in the European inter-state system had a crucial impact on Ottoman
modemization. The main motive of the Ottoman state elites in initiating reforms
from above was to remain competitive in this inter-state system. “Without direct
coercion from European states, [modemization was] regarded by the Palace as an
inevitable step in the direction of the strengthening of the Ottoman State.”*® Because
the increasingly radical waves of reforms were designed to ensure the survival of the
state, “the answer to the question ‘How can this State be saved? determined the
method and degree of Westernization.”* Consequently, it is not surprising that first
reforms were those that dealt with reforming the military establishment: the forma-
tion of new corps, founding of new military schools and academies efc. “Even in
early 18th century, the issue of bringing West's military institutions and military
power to the [Ottoman] Empire has become a major problem of State.”*® Military



reform was followed by administrative reform (establishment of the interior and
foreign ministries, new schools for providing the staff to these ministries, forming of
permanent diplomatic representation in European capitals, er¢.), which in turn
ushered in a whole array of other cultural and political reforms.*

The Elite/Counter-Elite Dynamic

The Ottoman modernization movement started with the reforming of the inner
sanctum of the Ottoman state: the military and bureaucracy. Reforming these groups
necessitated the establishment of new state schools for breeding reformist state elites.
“Taking over the French model of ‘Grandes Ecoles,” the 19th century Ottoman
reformers succeeded in producing a well-trained, knowledgeable bureaucratic elite
guided by a view of the ‘interests of the state’.”* This resulted in the gradual
creation of a new group of elite, different from its predecessor because of its
Westernized education, Yet, they were too driven by a sense of deep loyalty to state
and a fierce desire to save it. They defended and proposed new reformist measures
to further protect the Empire from destruction. The new elites “in time became the
servants of the State rather than those of the sultan [representing the old governing
elite] ... The sultans could now be disposed in the name of the state”* The
establishment of state schools producing a new type of reformist elites, coupled with
the perceived need for defensive modernization, led to the generation of an elite/
counter-glite dynamic in which the elites of the center clashed with each other over
their opposing views of how to save the state. New counter-elites (i.e. Young
Ottomans of the mid nineteenth century and Young Turks of the twentieth century)
started to challenge the legitimacy of the governing elite with recourse to the same
reformist tradition of which they were the products. This entailed a love/hate
relationship with the state and the formulation of conflicting versions of the cultural
model to be adopted.

The counter-elites of the Ottomans were authoritarian in their claims to positive
knowledge (which they would use to save the state), and their appropriation of the
state (to the exclusion of other social groups). A positivist understanding of social
engineering provided the basis of the new group’s claim to power during the
modernization era. Social engineering was part of the Ottoman state tradition
because “integration from the top down by imposing regulations had been the
general approach behind Ottoman social engineering.”** Furthermore,

The ideology of loyalty to the state was one which permeated all classes in the
Ottoman Empire ... N. Kemal and his friends [statist reformers and counter-elites]
were former bureaucrats. It is while they were part of the Ottoman administration that
they have been fired with the zeal to awaken “the nation.”” By the same token, they
were determined to save the state.*?



It is for this reason that “when [for example] Abdulhamit IT dismissed the Ottoman
parliament indefinitely within a year of its establishment [in 1878], Young Ottomans
did not incite one another to revolt. On the contrary, they accepted administrative
posts under his despotic rule.”* They had such a strong loyalty to the state that they
at times retused to rebel in the name of “the general interests of the state” (especially
during times of foreign problems) despite their hatred of, and relentless attempts (o
overthrow, the governing elite. As Kushner points out,

The opposition group which sprang up in the 1360°s and came to be known as the
Young Ottomans, resisted the heavy hand of the Tanzimat leaders and objected to
some of their policies, but it was essentially a rivalry within the “family” and most of
them eventually made their peace with the Sultan.”’

They also took refuge, in troubled times, in the state institutions {i.e. the
bureaucracy, the state schools, etc.) of which they were the product, After all, the
Young Ottomans and Young Turks were made what they were by the state through
education in state schools (usually with scholarships) and through employment in the
bureaucracy. The state gave them their prestige, their careers and their identity; it
gave them their raison d’etre. Consequently, they considered themselves to be the
true servants of the state; the only ones who could save it from destruction and to
bring it back to its glory days.

The Dualist Reform Tradition

Outoman reformism resulted in a dualist structure wherein the traditional and modem
institutions operated side by side, without interpenetration. Instead of reconstructing
and refurbishing old institwtions, the dominant tendency of Ottoman reformers was
to institute new ones parallel to, yet unconnected with, old ones:

Civil and commercial courts against Shari’ah courts, Darulfonun and varions modern
schools against the [traditional] Medreses were founded. The method [of Ottoman
reformers] is clear: the coexistence of the new alongside the old ... The only excep-
tion to this is the Army.*

This dualist structure provided the conditions for the possibility of a more radical
and total project of reform, culminating, by the first decades of the twentieth century,
in demands for a civilizational conversion: the “19th century is a century of cultural
dualism [for Ottomans] ... It is this painful situation that lead Young Turks and later
Republicans [to] search for successful radical solutions.”* By hindering the articula-
tion of the local with Western institutions and cultural forms, the dualist reform
tradition led to the experience of modernity as imported, inauthentic particularity.
The potential modernity of the local and traditional®™ was thereby discouraged.
Reduced to an import from the West, modernity experienced problems in developing
roots; a cultural model that does not find points of articulation with local dynamics
and traditions runs the risk of remaining static and cumbersome. Lacking internal



dynamism or vitality, it owed its continuing existence, in the Turkish case, o
imposition of the state from above.

In the political arena, the dualist reform tradition led to an ideological polarization:
traditionalists {“reactionaries”) on the one hand, and modermists {“progressivists™) on
the other. The inability to transform tradition from the inside led to the importation
of ever new (Western) cultural forms and their imposition from above. New
reformist cadres, being raised in the old statist tradition and educated in the new
Western-style institutions, initiated increasingly more radical reforms without an
obligation to incorporate aspects of the traditional. This, in turn, led to the appropri-
ation of ever larger segments of the West’s particular historical experience as a norm
to be adopted by Ottoman society and imposed upon its cultural and political
practices. The reason behind the gradual marginalization of the Ulema (traditional
clergy) and its relegation to a “‘reactionary” position is to be found in the lack of an
internal transformation of tradition, on the one hand, and the lack of an articulation
between the newly introduced institutions with more traditional ones, on the other.

Kemalists: Modernizing Statist Elites of the Republic

After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the Turkish Republic was established in
1923, and a new group of elite, known as Kemalists (named after their leader Kemal
Ataturk), came to power. They showed a significant continuation with the Ottoman
“reformist tradition,” despite the modifications that they introduced with respect to
the specific formulation of their cultural model. Basically, they were “heir[s] to the
reformist legacy, with reformism widely understood as the successtul adoption of
Western forms.”™ More specifically, Kemalist elites continued the statist orientation
that was characteristic of the Ottoman elites.

The Young Turks and Kemalists, although very different from the traditional Ottoman
bureaucrats, since they were trained in secular schools to become adepts of Western
ideas, were heirs to the old patrimonial tradition which assumed the dominance of
state over civil society and reserved the monopoly of legitimacy and authority to state
elites >

Kemalists shared the progressivist, reformist and positivist ideology of Tanzimat
reformers and Young Turks. Their perspective om society was conditioned by a
statism that privileged the state the instrument for realizing their modernist reform
agenda, As Gole notes, Kemalists® “yearning for development has generally been in
accordance with the main ideas of the Young Turks: it envisions change within
order.”*® This, in tumn, underlines the importance of the state as the agency both to
spur change and to ensure its “orderliness.”

The ranks of Kemalists consisted of military officials, bureaucrats, journalists and
intellectuals. As typical “elites of the center,” many of them had been pre-eminent
in the “atfairs of the state” during Ottoman times also. A faction of the former



Ottoman governing elite, Kemalists formulated the reforms that they deemed necess-
ary to raise the country to the “level of contemporary civilizations.” The period in
which they were most influential was the single-party era during which the Republi-
can People’s Party (RPP) reigned uncontested, from 1925 to 1946. The Republican
People’s Party’s privileged hold on power came to an end in 1950 when the
Democrat Party won the national elections.

The presence of a strong state tradition and the lack of direct colonial rule enabled
Kemalists to embrace a profoundly modernist national identity project without
having to give in to the demands of the periphery. For the statist elites the
mobilization of the periphery never presented a compelling necessity. Thus, they
chose not to compromise with the periphery by granting it political rights or by
institutionally recognizing its cultural, religious and ethnic heterogeneity, In other
words, the state elite’s formulation of the cultural model of “modern society” and
“modern nation” proceeded autonomously, via intra-elite contestation, with little
input from the periphery. Consequently, the preoccupation of Turkish elites with the
question of authenticity was far milder than it was, for example, in India, where the
issue of cultural difference vis-g-vis the British colonial rulers was of fundamental
importance, While Gandbi was urging elites to speak the language of the people and
adopting policies that institutionalized linguistic diversity, elites in Turkey were busy
teaching the people how to properly speak the kind of reformed Turkish they were
busy producing.™

The problem of the cultural specificity of the adopted “Western” cultural model
{(whose details will be analyzed in the following section) was resolved, at least on the
discursive level, by reference to its universality. Although the content of the reforms
was borrowed from the “contemporary civilization” of the West, this was not
regarded as a problem. It was argued that what was being transferred consisted of the
“universal principles of rationality, positive sciences and objective knowledge,”
which happened to be embodied by Western societies at the time. Kemalists justified
their dramatic reforms with recourse to a discourse empowered by the notions of
rationality, universality and modemnity.

The resistance of significant segments of the population to some of the modernist
reforms was dismissed by the Kemalists, who attributed it to the ignorance of the
people, who were “neglected” by previous governing elites. It was argued that
resistance to reforms caused by this ignorance could be overcome by secular
education and positive sciences. Thus, it was argued, the intellectuals had to assume
the role of vanguards and fulfill their historic mission to “carry the torch of
Enlightenment to the people.” The idea of “neglect” is interesting because it not only
reveals the humanist discourse of Enlightenment which powered Kemalist thinking,
but also indicates their statist orientation: neglect is the result of state’s failure to
watch after, administer and educate “its” people. The concept of “neglect” implies a
“Silent Other” that is inert and passive; an Other that has no agency of its own but
rather is acted upon, shaped and ransformed by the will of the state. Kemalists, like



the Ottoman reformers before them, thought that reforms were good and necessary
for the people, even if people resisted the attempts (0 educate, enlighten and civilize
them. In the discourse of “neglect” one finds statism deeply intertwined with the
modernist discourse of universality, humanity and rationality.

For modernist elites, state came first, followed by modernization and lastly by
nationalism in the hierarchy of concerns. Natiomalism was a means to achieve
modernization; modernization was a means to save the state. Throughout the
nineteenth century, Ottoman reformers pursued their modernist projects wirthout
presenting them in a national format. They instead variously tried Ottoman citizen-
ship (a mult-ethnic and multi-religious polity with a constitutional monarchy) and
Islam as containers of their reformist projects. It was only with the founding of the
Republic in 1923 that a national format was adopted to pursue the modernist effort.
“Nationalism [in Turkey) operated as a modernizing ideology and practice.”*
National identity was an “artifice” of the state tradition adapted to the requirements
of the prevalent mode of globality at the time, which required the exercise of state
sovereignty in the modular nation-state form. In Turkey, the national state emerged
without a nation and without any elite attempt to incorporate the local, particular and
popular in the making of a mation. It was construed by a state intent on making a
nation in the image of a “civilized, Western” society.

In short, the statist orientation of Ottoman/Turkish modernizing elites presents a
dynamic separating it from most “Third World” experiences which were shaped by
direct colonization, In the Ottoman/Turkish experience the process of modernization-
as-Westernization was, by and large, a selt-inflicted process. “Rather than being the
result of external coercion, Westernization was the product of an internal decision.”
It progressively radicalized and culminated in an ambitious attempt at wholesale
civilizational conversion. Statism and absence of direct colonial rule made possible
the construction of a national identity that was primarily modernist in character. The
issue of ethnic identity was relegated to a secondary position in the ideology of
Republican nationalists: concerns with ethnic identity and nationalism were, by and
large, subordinated to the dictates of the overall project of modernity.”” That project,
in turn, was understood as a total civilizational conversion that involved the
redefinition of the norms regulating both the formal sphere of institutions and the
informal sphere of everyday life practices.

Constructing the “West:” The Selective Articulation of a Cultural Model

In this section, we will elaborate on statism’s implications for modernist national
identity. Specifically, we will explain what exactly constituted the substance of
“modernist identity schema” and how it was generated. In delineating what modern-
ist identity came to include, we will see how the idealized “West” as a cultural model
was pieced together in a highly selective fashion. We will dwell on the particular
ways and particular biases with which the substance of the modernist national



identity was formulated and review the concrete steps taken to bring this modernist
identity to life.

The self-inflicted process of modernization operated with the selective construc-
tion of a culwral model of the West: “Turkish elites have constantly measured their
achievement according (o their resemblance to the European model (or, rather, their
image of whar it is).”*® Taking the West as an archetype for reformist projects did
not automatically entail a certain, self-evident cultural model. On the contrary, that
cultural model had to be constructed gradually and selectively. This was a process
of the selective construction of the “West” by its Other; the “West” as it was
constructed by a competing culture bent on self-inflicted modernization. Reform
movements involved the forceful imposition of a cultural model that was selectively
articulated from the experience of Western European societies. Hence, in substance,
“Ottoman reform movements [were] identical to Westernization.”™ As Timur argues,
Ottoman modernization operated with an a priori model of (modern) society derived
from the historical experience of the West:

The process [of modernization] which started with Tanzimat ... has not been the
product of a spontanecus, internal and autonomous development as it has been in the
West. A model of society which was the product of a process under different social
conditions and social structure was embraced and implemented in our society. In other
words, in Ottoman society, in contradistinction to the West, the starting point [for
reform] was an a priori model®®

The Ottoman approach to the process of modernization-as-Westernization was
initially pragmatic.®* But what started out as an attempt at limited reform in certain
institutions eventually culminated in a much broader movement for total cultural and
political overhaul of the Ottoman state and social order. Initially, the “West” was
regarded as exemplary only in its material civilization (i.e. positive sciences, modern
technology and industrial production}. But once the modernization process 0ok off
with reference to the “West,” new counter-elites (especially the new hreed of
bureaucrats educated in “Westernized” educational institutions of the Empire) began
making similar references to the “West” but with strategic modifications that were
geared to the legitimation of their particular claims to state power.

The cultural model was gradually expanded to include the “spiritual and intellec-
tual” aspects of Western civilization in addition to its material aspects. This
eventually resulted in the rejection of reformist positions that did not go all the way.
A prominent reformist of the Young Turk movement, Abdullah Cevdet, gives us a
typical example of this view: “There is no second civilization; civilization means
European civilization, and it must be imported with both its roses and its thorns,”*
Celal Nuri Bey was equally certain regarding the direction and magnitude of the
required retorms:

With the reforms, Turkish society has broken away from Asia and joined Europe. Our
program is to unconditionally join European civilization. Our revolution [irkilap] is



not an original revolution. What we do is to adopt a certain civilization and to convert
to it. Our duty consist of conversion [ikbas]. With what methods has progressive
Europe attained this level of development? Our job is to adopt these tried and proven
methods in their entirety.®

The founder of the Republic, Ataturk himself, did not find it problematic to
“identity ‘civilization” with the culture of Europe, contrasting it to what he said was
the backwardness, ignorance, and obscurantism of the common people of Turkey, He
actively promoted a ‘modem’ Turkey that embraced the civilization of Europe as its
inspiration and model,”** Hence, what started out as pragmatic adjustments to the
challenges posed by the European inter-state system eventually led to a project of
total cultural wansformation. The reform movement initiated by Young Ottomans
became more and more ambitious throughout the nineteenth century. The Kemalist
elites tumed the modernist eftort “into a large-scale, deliberate attempt to take a
whole nation across the frontier from one civilization to another,”* In other words,
the substance of modernist reforms was transtormed to include a whole way of life;
a civilization in it entirety,

The crucial wrning point in the radicalization of the reformist movement came
with the establishment of the Republic in 1923, Tekelioglu remarks that “although a
strong Westernizing movement had already swept the Empire, it was nevertheless
only with the advent of the Turkish Republic that Westernization took the form of
a consistent, carefully planned state policy.”* Similarly, Belge draws attention to the
changing character of the reformist effort: “The formula until the Republic [is]
‘taking the science and technology of the West but retaining our own spirituality
[maneviyat] and values’; after the Republic, it gets radicalized and leads to the
wholesale adoption of Western civilization.”” It is therefore not surprising that the
majority of the Republic’s reforms targeted the cultural realm (and in particular
public symbols and the practices of everyday life) as much as political institutions.
In 1924, the Caliphate was abolished along with Islamic schools and religious courts.
Sects and religious orders were banned in 1925. The following year, the Swiss civil
code and the Italian penal code were adopted. In 1928 the clause referring to Islam
as the religion of the Turkish state was removed from the constitution. Reform of
calendar (1926), of units of measurement (1928) and, most importantly, of alphabet
(1928) took place in short order. The Latin alphabet replaced the Arabic and “it
became unlawful to use the Arabic alphabet to write Turkish.”®® The Gregorian
calendar replaced the Ottoman lunar calendar and the metric system was adopted.
The vear 1923 witnessed the introduction of a new dress code by which the wearing
of religious attire was prohibited (except by authorized religious staff in their houses
of worship). Similarly, with the “hat revolution” of 1925, fez and sarik, the
traditional headgear, were proscribed as “‘uncivilized,” and the wearing of “Sapka”
or Western-style hats became mandatory for men.® In 1932, the Republic ordered
the call to pravers [Ezan] to be made in Turkish rather than in Arabic. Sunday,
instead of Friday, was made the official day of rest in 1935.



The status of women was another major symbolic as well as practical issue for the
Kemalist regime. Women were given the right 0 vote first in municipal elections
{1930} and then in national elections (1934). In 1934, they also became eligible for
being elected to the National Assembly. But the Kemalist cultural policy did not aim
to achieve merely the formal “emancipation” of women. The granting of ¢ivil and
political rights was only the legal/ political aspect of reform. The Kemalists zealously
promoted the public visibility of women. Women were encouraged to pursue
professional careers and institutions of the state (especially educational institutions)
were used to increase the number of women in public life, The new regime also
promoted the public intermingling of sexes; a policy that sharply contrasted with the
traditional Islamic preference for the public segregation of sexes.”

Religious and traditional titles and appellations used in the Ottoman system were
replaced by the uniform and homogenizing categories of bay (Mister) and bavan
{Missus). The idea of the tundamental equality of citizens, introduced by the French
Revolution,” was accepted by the Turkish modernists and used to effect a “uniform
incorporation” by which recognition of the ethnic, linguistic and religious hetero-
geneity of the population was avoided and indeed suppressed. Turkish Republicans
were interested in creating a “modern society” in which all the citizens not only
would be equal, but would be equally modern. The Turkish state’s policies of
discrimination were primarily directed against cultural difterences (most notably
generated by Islamic groups) that were discordant with the vision of a secular,
modern Republic,

Ag part of its cultural policy, the Republican regime closed down the Oriental
Music Section of the Darm’l-Elhan (the coaservatoire-like institution) in 1926 and
banned the broadcasting of Turkish music on the radio in 1934. The radio ban on
Turkish music lasted for 2() months, and was eventually replaced by the comprehen-
sive censorship of the state radio and television agency, TRT.” Instead of Turkish
music, the public was encouraged to listen (0 Western classical music: “In an effort
to teach the people to enjoy polyphony, elegant light examples of Western music
were played not only on the radio, but also in other public areas of life, for example
on the vessels of the Turkish Maritime Lines and at government-sponsored ballroom
dances.”™ In 1935, the Republican regime instituted a Presidential Symphony
Orchestra and the following year the State Conservatoire was established.” In short,
the character of the reform policies strongly suggests that the Republic’s orientation
was primarily towards wholesale cultural ransformation rather than the establish-
ment of a unique identity based on ethnic difference and cultural authenticity.

Secularism was the cornerstone of the Kemalist construction of the cultural model.
Islam had a crucial impact on Kemalist elite’s negative perception of the Ottoman
past. The main axis of Republican nationalists” self-differentiation from the Ottoman
past was constituted by the dichotomy of modern (i.e. secular) versus traditional (i.e.
religious). It is difficult to explain the Republic’s determination and eagerness to
demolish the Islamic elements of the ancien régime by reference (0 ethno-racial



nationalism. In principle, ethno-racial nationalism should easily be able to accommo-
date such religious elements or relics of the ancien régime: as part of the common
culral heritage they could even be used to generate social cohesion, But the new
Republican regime was openly hostile to any and all such religious elements and
tried very hard both to control’® and to repress’” them. Consequently, unless the
modemist rather than ethno-racial character of the new Republic’s nationalism is
recognized, it is impossible to explain why the Republican nationalists moved so
swiftly and decisively against all things religious. The exceptional hostility of the
new regime towards religion becomes intelligible only with reference (o the modern-
ist nature of Kemalist nationalism, which regarded religion as the main obstacle to
progress, rationality and modern civilization.”™

The way in which the cultural model of the “West” was constructed led to a
strongly modernist definition of the identity of the “nation:” “The [Kemalist]
nation ... was imagined as the embodiment of civilized values. Defined in opposition
to the Islamic past, it would be a secular and rational ration.”” Clearly, a project
that defines the nation first and foremost as a secular and rational entity privileges a
modernist identity schema over concerns with ethnic purity and cultural authenticity.
Militant nationalism in the Turkish case involved militant secularism. This vision of
a secular and rational nation reveals the modernist character of the project of Turkish
national identity which Kemalism pursued.

The Turkish nationalists” self-identification was based on a fundamental rejection
of the Ottoman ancien régime: Kemalists posited the revolution as an absolute break
with the past and adopted policies to eradicate the political and cultural remnants of
the past. “What was being attempted by the Republican elite was no less than the
annihilation of the past. The new nation and state were born out of this fundamental
disavowal ... [the Republic] emerged as a state withowt history.”™

The Soviet and Chinese cases offer certain parallels to the Turkish experience so
far as the modernist elements in their nationalism are concerned.® In the Soviet
Union, socialism provided a strongly universalist type of “national ideology.” The
binary oppositions like capitalist versus socialist, progressive versus backward and
revolutionary versus reactionary, which constituted the matrix of socialist thinking,
are unmistakable indicators of a modernist understanding. The aspiration to create a
common universalist Soviet culture was paramount even though the Soviet Union
was founded on the recognition and institutionalization of different ethnic nations
into republics.” Taylor notes that “the complaint that Marxist-Leninist communism
has been an alien imposition on all equally, even on Russia itself,”® Despite later
episodes of Russification, the attempt to create a comumon, universal (socialist)
culture along modernist lines was never quite abandoned.™

The Chinese revolution’s attack on the vestiges of the Manchu dynasty™ is akin
to the Turkish and Soviet animosity against, and a desire to break with, their own
ancien régimes. The most striking similarities between the Turkish and Chinese
revolutions were in the cultural realm, In both regimes, symbolism of dress, hair and



headgear was used as the sign of allegiance to the new regime and its reforms. The
banning of pigtails and the introduction of a uniform dress code in China were
remarkably similar in intent to the banning of fez and of religious attire in Turkey.
Similarly, the promotion of women in public life and the glorification of healthy new
generations as the guardians of the reforms were other points of similarity *

Modernist Nationalism, Authoritarian Reforms and Participatory Democracy

Most of the Kemalist reforms were concerned with regulating the symbolic vocabu-
lary of everyday life by rigorously monitoring and policing the public sphere. While
symbolic elements and life style choices were pre-eminent in the construction of the
“Western” cultural model for the Republican elite, democratic rights for the free
expression of cultural, political and ethnic difterences were repressed. Belge notes
that “the Westernist intellectual felt himself to be far abead of society when he
waltzed, but has kept a backward position compared to the West regarding issues
such as rights o unionize,”* Democracy and political rights were, however precar-
iously, part of the cultural model; they signified political modernization and, as such,
had a place within the overall package of modemization, As Karpat indicates,
political “liberalization ... was a step aimed at achieving political Westernization—
democracy,”® Yet, in the Turkish experience, the interplay between the cultural
model of the West and democracy {(which constitutes an integral part of that cultural
model) has an inherent tension: the adoption of a specific part of the cultural model
{L.e. democracy) can be detrimental to its overall success (i.e. modernity). Therefore,
it is not surprising to observe that, while commitment ¢ democracy was maintained
as a matter of principle (as a prescription of the cultural model), it was suspended in
practice for long periods of time. Although Kemalists “thought that democracy is the
best regime, they have nevertheless continued (o think that politicians cannot be
trusted.”® This also explains the reason why *it was not admitted [by the Kemalists]
that popular government was ipso facto legitimate government,” despite the fact
that Kemalist discourse paid lip service to a populist conception of sovereignty. It
was argued that democracy has be to postponed until conditions are ripe for its
exercise; until the cultural model is realized and Turkey becomes civilized and
modern just like the European nations.

The statist drive behind the construction of the cultural model was in effect the
very motivation for the de facio bracketing of political rights and democracy.
Constantly contested and reformulated, the articulation of this cultural model was
never a completed process. Yet, throughout the Republican era, the statist orientation
of the modernist elites tended to disregard individualism, on the one hand, and
political rights and participation, on the other. The substance of the selectively
constructed cultural model of the West came to include positive sciences, modern
technology, industrialization, secularism and a “Western” dress code but not necess-
arily participatory democracy or individual rights. The potential autonomy of civil



society was suspect because it could interfere with the imposition of the project of
modernization (especially with respect to its secularist aspect). The “temporal”
suspension of democracy was justified primarily with a discourse of the need (o
enlighten and educate the ignorant masses, who were in their present state
unqualified tor exercising their democratic rights.

The omission of democratic rights from the cultural model of the West reveals the
reluctance of the elites of the center 0 blend their reformist projects with local
dynamics and popular demands; it reveals their lack of a non-repressive engagement
with the periphery. “By arguing that the nation and the state are constantly under
threat . .. [Kemalists] restricted modernization by excluding its emancipatory as-
pect.” Reformist elites found it easier to impose a certain dress code or civil law
from above than to recognize the full legitimacy of political rights that would open
the polity up to the contestation of various groups comprising the periphery.

This produced a pattern of authoritarian reformism which found the implemen-
tation of the cultural model of the West at odds with one of its potential components;
democracy. The dialectic of modemity {i.e. reforms) versus democracy has to be
understood in the light of the statism of the nationalist project of modernity. It 1s this
dynamic which explains the frequency both of the “transition to democracy” (that
signifies Kemalist elites’ willingness to enter electoral competition) and of the
“interruptions of democracy” (that signify Kemalist elites’ “intolerance to demog-
racy”) as was exemplified by the military interventions of 1960, 1971 and 1980, The
unfinished state of the modernist project and the heavy legacy of statism make the
tension between modemnity and democracy still a crucial dynamic in Turkish society
today.

Conclusion

In this paper I have argued that the canonical dichotomy of ethnic versus civic
nationalism needs (o be supplemented with the category of modernist nationalism. I
have demonstrated that the dilemma of choosing between authenticity and modern-
ization which is considered to be a general characteristic of all Third World
nationalisms applies only to those cases which underwent direct colonial rule. The
experience of non-colonized, non-European countries in general, and the Turkish
case in particular, points toward the need to employ a different set of terms to
analyze their historical experience. Modernist nationalism, I argue, provides one such
crucial term that can help our understanding of these cases.

The paper has concentrated on Turkish nationalism as a strong instance of the
understudied category of modernist nationalism. I have argued that the Turkish
national identity project was grounded not in an assertion of ethnic or racial purity,
but in a modernist agenda of total social and political metamorphosis. In other words,
rather than aspiring to be an ethnocentric project of authenticity, Turkish nationalism
was a modernist project of total cultural transformation. Turkish national identity



was construed along modernist rather than ethno-racial lines because the ruling elites
were first and foremost concerned with saving the state. The self-inflicted nature of
modernization and the absence of colonial rule were the main determinants for the
emergence of a modernist form of national identity. While there is general agreement
in the literature that a strong state tradition is a critical variable to understand
Ouoman/Turkish politics, seldom is the link made between the strong state tradition
and the character of emergent Turkish nationalism,

I concluded by indicating the source and nature of the historical conflict between
Westernization and democracy in Turkey. I have suggested that the problems of
democratic participation and political rights are not the results of insufficient
Westernization, but rather stem from the top-down imposition of Westernization by
state elites for the people and despite the people. Within the context of nation-
building, the tension between Westernization and democracy can best be understood
as an immanent characteristic of modernist nationalism itself,
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