Erol Köroğlu: Ottoman Propaganda and Turkish Identity. Literature in Turkey during World War I (London; New York: Tauris Academic Studies, 2007), xxiv + 244 pages.
Review by Selçuk Akşin Somel (Sabancı University)

Ottoman as well as Turkish historiographies, besides their general state of underdevelopment, lack, with a few exceptions, monographies which successfully combine the disciplines of history and literature. The study of E.Köroğlu is one of the rather rare examples which combines history, literature, and also to some extent political theory. E.Köroğlu is an academic at the Department of Turkish Language and Literature at Boğaziçi University, and his book is a revised version of his PhD thesis which he submitted to the Atatürk Institute for Modern Turkish History in 2003, and published shortly afterwards in Turkish in 2004. 
     This monograph consists of six chapters in addition to “Preface” and “Conclusion” sections. The “Preface” discusses the need to study a global event such as World War I in a comparative perspective, which, however, has generally not been fully realised. The worldwide cultural priority of languages such as English, French and German and the representation of historical facts from the perspective of belligerent powers using these languages has marginalised the war experiences of Russian, Ottoman and Balkan cultural geographies. From this viewpoint, the author states that his study aims to be a contribution to global World War I historiography as well as to the cultural history of the final Ottoman decade, coinciding with the Turkish involvement in World War I (p. xiv). The research methodology aims to achieve interdisciplinarity by focusing both on literary and cultural historiography. In his own words, “I strive in this work to interpret the literary output concerning the First World War and written during the war, within its cultural history context.” (p. xvi). 
     The “Preface” also informs the reader about hypotheses which shapes the study. The first hypothesis is about the perception, recollection and representation of World War I. After discussing the differences in the perception and representation of historical events due to the phenomenon of  “belatedness”, i.e. gap between perception and recollection and also because of different socio-political backgrounds of authors, Köroğlu states that the Ottoman-Turkish war experience as well as the agenda of Turkish literature was considerably different from those of West European nations. Thus, “the general aim of this book is to describe and explain this difference” between Ottoman-Turkish and West European perceptions of World War I (p. xvi-xviii). Another hypothesis is related to the qualitative differences between propaganda activities produced by industrialised societies such as Britain and Germany where national identity was already well-established and universal education widespread in contrast to an agrarian society such as the Ottoman Empire with nationhood in an early stage of development and a low level of literacy among the population. In fact, the backward socio-cultural conditions within the empire prevented the Unionist regime to realise a full-fledged Ottoman war propaganda; instead, Ottoman war propaganda served the promotion of the development of Turkish national identity among the population, which would bear its cultural and political “fruits” after World War I, i.e. during the foundation of the Turkish Republic (p. xx-xxi).
     The first chapter, titled “Material Conditions of War Propaganda and their Want in the Ottoman Empire” (p. 1-23) discusses the well-developed West European propaganda infrastructure and concludes that high literacy rate in Europe was one of the main constituent factors of propaganda success. In the Ottoman Empire, on the other hand, there was, with the exception of Enver Pasha’s personal endeavours and efforts of very few authors, only very limited degree of institutionalized war propaganda. Köroğlu relates this situation to the harsh censorship measures of the Unionist regime where virtually everything written on warfare was censored, followed by political conflicts among the Unionist leaders as well as insufficient communication and education infrastructure. 
     The following chapter (“The Ideological Foundations of Ottoman War Propaganda”, p.24-45) elaborates the evolution of Ottoman Turkish ideological superstructure between 1908 and 1914, on the basis of which the rather weak propaganda attempts were undertaken during the war. The author elucidates the ideological experiences of the Ottoman Turkish intellectuals during the Balkan Wars by also considering the political movements of Ottomanism, Islamism and Westernism, which, however, weakened in favour of Turkism. Here Köroğlu applies Miroslav Hroch’s “nation building process”, originally developed to comprehend East European nationalisms, as a model to understand the stages of the development of the Turkish nationhood. According to the author, the strengthening of Turkism between 1908 and 1914 as well as the Ottoman war propaganda until 1918 constitutes the second stage in Hroch’s model, where nationalism was propagated among members of a certain population group in order to diffuse patriotic consciousness.
     This part is followed by “Patriotic Agitation in the Cultural Sphere: From the Balkan War to the First World War” (p.46-71), where Köroğlu discusses the traumatic impact of the Balkan Wars on Ottoman Turkish intellectuals, its severe repercussions on cultural and social realms and the ideological consequences of these. The feeling of humiliation due to continuous defeats as well as the atrocities committed by Balkan nations against Muslim refugees rendered Westernism and Ottomanism rather difficult to defend. From 1913 onwards various versions of Turkism and Turanism became prevalent together with the foundation of a series of militarist youth associations. The author stresses that Turanism did not evolve into a coherent ideology; it rather remained amorphous, displaying changes according to periods, even sometimes adapting the shape of Turkism. The Congress of the Union and Progress in 1913 accepted Turkism as its ideology, which led to the monopolisation of Turkism and Turanism by the Unionists. In other words, patriotic agitation became monopolised by the Unionists.       
     The next theme, “Ottoman War Propaganda and Culture” (72-110) is on the quantitative and qualitative evolution of Ottoman war propaganda between 1913 and 1918. It is stated that  the Unionist regime entered World War rather unprepared due to the strong conviction of Enver Pasha concerning the ultimate German victory over the Allies as well as the belief that the declaration of the Holy War by sultan Mehmed Reşad would lead to worldwide Muslim uprisings against their colonial masters. However, the lack of these expected outcomes, the Ottoman military failures in Caucasus and Sinai as well as the massive Allied attack on the Gallipoli peninsula led to a demoralization among Ottoman intellectuals and a critical stance toward Turanist discourse. The only propaganda activities in the period of 1915-1916 were the officially sponsored Harb Mecmuası (“War Journal”) for popular consumption and guided tours at the Gallipoli front following Ottoman successes in July 1915. According to Köroğlu, it was only in 1916 that the Unionists took the issue of war propaganda more seriously. The fact that the warfare would not terminate in a short time, the worsening Ottoman military positions in the Sinai, Iraq and Caucasus fronts as well as the growing demoralization among the population due to material hardships forced the regime to promote patriotic propaganda and publications with the aim to pacify popular discontent and to provide moral encouragement for officers and soldiers. When it became clear that patriotic poems and works, ordered from Unionist writers and artists remained insufficient in quantity, the government was forced to turn to oppositional authors and intellectuals for an increase in propaganda output. It was Ziya Gökalp, the Turkist ideologue of the Unionists, who succeeded in creating an literary circle around the Yeni Mecmua (“New Journal”) magazine where non-Unionist writers and poets provided literary contributions. Köroğlu evaluates the Yeni Mecmua as a venture where a short-term propaganda policy ultimately became transformed into a long-term engineering of national culture.
     The last two chapters (“The War and Poetry”, p.111-146 and “The War and Prose”, p.147-184) focus on literary products which contributed to Ottoman war propaganda as well as the development of Turkish national culture. While discussing poetry, Köroğlu concentrates on figures like Ziya Gökalp, Mehmed Emin Yurdakul, Mehmed Âkif Ersoy and Abdülhâk Hâmid Tarhan, whereas writers such as Cenab Şahabeddin, Süleyman Nazif, Falih Rıfkı Atay, and Ömer Seyfeddin and Refik Halid Karay in particular are elaborated in the case of prose. The author underlines that major political differences existed among these poets and authors – R.H.Karay, for example, was a staunch opponent to the Unionist regime – however, all of these names contributed to the formation of Turkish national culture.

     What Köroğlu in fact did try to do in this study was to elaborate the emergence of an Ottoman-Turkish national literature within the historical context of the period. While doing this, he refrained from imposing a teleological political framework, and achieving these goals to a major extent constitutes the success of this work. The reader will be able to comprehend the historical conditions and frameworks of meaning in which literary texts, poetry and non-fictional writings as crucial data for the development of Turkish nationalism did emerge after 1908. From this perspective Köroğlu’s study exceeds far the topical frame of the history of Ottoman war propaganda during World War I, suggested by the book title. Also, through applying Hroch’s model for East European nationalisms to the Ottoman cultural history of World War I a comparative approach has been proposed to be discussed and developed further. This work is an indispensable source for those interested late Ottoman history, literature and political thought.      
     As already stated above, this study is the English version of Köroğlu’s Türk Edebiyatı ve Birinci Dünya Savaşı (1914-1918). Propagandadan Milli Kimlik İnşasına (İstanbul: İletişim, 2004). With the exception of numerous shortenings, the main text passages are essentially the same as the previous Turkish version. However, for those interested in literary details, it is advised to consult the Turkish original version.       
