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Note on Spelling and Pronunciation



Modern Turkish uses the Latin alphabet, modified to ensure that there is a separate letter for each main sound. The spelling thus aims at phonetic consistency. Consonants have more or less the same sound as in English, except that:


c is pronounced as j in joy


ç is as ch in chair


ğ is silent, but lengthens the preceding vowel


j is pronounced as in French, or as s in measure


ş is as sh in ship


h and y are pronounced as consonants, as in hit and yellow


Vowels have the following values:


a as in father


e as in pen


i as in pin (the capital also carries a dot, İ)


ι is a back, close, unrounded vowel which does not exist in English, the nearest equivalent being the phantom vowel in the second syllable of rhythm (in Turkish transliteration ritιm)


o as in pot


ö as in German, or in French eu


u as in room


ü as in German, or in French u (in une)


The circumflex (^) is sometimes used to indicate a long vowel, as in siyasî (si-ya-see, meaning political). Used after the consonants k and l, it indicates that the consonant is soft (palatalized), e.g. kâr (ki-a-r, meaning profit), to distinguish from kar (k-a-r, meaning snow).





Prologue


IN JANUARY 2003 a mass-circulation newspaper in Istanbul published a letter from a young doctor who had been put in charge of a health centre in a remote mountain village of south-eastern Turkey. He had been sent there under a programme which prescribes compulsory service in deprived areas for newly registered doctors. But the administration had failed to equip the health centre, which it had set up as a political investment. There was no dispensary in the village, and local people preferred to travel to the nearest market town for medical care. The doctor was underemployed. His living and working conditions were primitive. His only assistant, a nurse, was better off. She was the wife of a serving officer, and the military helped her with transport and supplies. Electricity and telephone connections were intermittent. But the doctor could access the internet through his mobile telephone. Surfing the net one day, he learned of a competition to take part in a seminar organized by the European Union in Brussels. He applied and was successful. A few months later he was in the building of the European Parliament meeting colleagues from other countries.


This simple personal story encapsulates some of the main traits of Turkey at the beginning of the third millennium: an inadequate administration with limited means at its disposal which it uses to provide social welfare and at the same time to garner votes; improved communications which allow villagers to travel in search of better services; working wives; a powerful military deployed in the south-east to defeat a Kurdish nationalist insurgency; a young population eager to reach out to the outside world, enthusiastic for new technology and, above all, determined to achieve success for themselves and their country.


It was Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the founder of the Turkish republic, who had set the goal of reaching and then going beyond the standards of contemporary civilization. But when he died on 10 November 1938, the country outside the main towns – Istanbul, the new capital of Ankara, the Aegean seaport of İzmir – was poor and primitive, poorer in many cases than it had been under Ottoman rule on the eve of the First World War. Away from the newly extended railway network, villages and even small towns could be reached only by animal-drawn transport travelling along dirt tracks. Most men were illiterate; women almost universally so. Poorly paid public servants and salesmen were almost the only people who travelled within the country. Few foreigners visited Turkey; even fewer Turks went abroad. Any foreigner travelling in the countryside was seen as the repository of knowledge denied to the locals and was besieged by villagers crying out for medicines and advice. The engine for change was gearing up in the metropolitan centres but it had not begun to affect the countryside.


Atatürk’s administration had the national territory firmly under its control; it had set out its goals of modernization and prescribed a cultural revolution. But the transformation of a poor and backward country had to wait until the end of the Second World War, when the release of individual initiative, combined with foreign support, propelled Turkey into the modern world.


It is part of this world today. But it is still lagging behind: in 2001 Turkey was ninety-sixth among the 175 countries listed in the human development index compiled by the United Nations Development Programme. While Turkey was in the middle ranks of the second league of countries which had achieved medium human development, the countries of southern Europe, which were members of the European Union – Italy, Spain, Greece and Portugal (in that order) – were all ranked in the first league of forty-eight countries. So too were the countries – from Poland to Greek Cyprus – which the EU had promised to take in as full members in 2004.1 The overlap between EU membership and advanced development explained why the majority of Turks – some 70 per cent according to surveys conducted in 2003 – wanted to enter the EU. Conversely, Turkey’s relative poverty was an important reason why it was the least popular candidate country in Europe. Poverty reinforces the image of the Turk as an alien in the West.


The sense among many Europeans and other Westerners that the Turks belong to a different civilization and culture gives rise to contradictory feelings in Turkish breasts. Some think it is proof of Turkey’s shortcomings, particularly in modern education and social organization. Many people in the tradition of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk (known as Kemalists ever since 1919) believe that it is up to their country to rise to the level of contemporary civilization, and that when it does so, when its people become richer and better educated, the West will accept them into its fold. But others have convinced themselves that Western reservations are the product of an ineradicable hostility rooted in the history of wars between the Christian West and the Muslim Ottomans. Thus people who are usually extremely hospitable to any Westerner who comes their way will still believe that the West and its civilization seek to destroy Turkey, that ‘the Turk’s only friend is another Turk’.


Xenophobia is to be found in most countries. In Turkey it can be Islamic, nationalist or racist. It can manifest itself as anti-imperialism, when espoused by people who forget that the Ottoman state was an empire. It can be fed by the Marxist notion of exploitation, used to explain the higher standard of living in the West as the product of the exploitation of colonial people. The word coined some fifty years ago as the term for a colony – sömürge, literally an exploited object – enshrines this notion in modern Turkish.


The feeling that all relations with the West are unequal translates itself into the belief that all transactions with it are a zero-sum game, that if a Westerner makes money or derives some other benefit, it is at the expense of his Turkish opposite number. One can find a historical justification for this attitude. In the past, Westerners and Turks were unequal in their store of modern knowledge, and there were thus grounds for the suspicion that greater access to information enabled the Westerner to outsmart the Turk, who had to defend himself by changing the rules of the game. Although inequality in educational attainment persists to some degree, the dissemination of modern knowledge through Turkish society renders this defensive, and at times xenophobic, attitude anachronistic. In business, diplomacy, often in arts and culture, though not yet in innovation, research and development, and consequently in technology, Turks and Westerners can now draw on similar stores of knowledge. This has already limited the prevalence of aggressively or slyly defensive approaches to the West and Westerners. But it has not eliminated them. Openness to the world and fear of it exist side by side, with openness gradually predominating. As a liberal Turkish newspaper columnist, Şahin Alpay, has pointed out, Turkey has a love–hate relationship with the West.2


The human development index measures the average expectation of life, enrolment in education, employment and other quantifiable indicators of the standard of living and, to a lesser extent, its quality. But it does not and cannot measure a society’s potential for progress. Factors such as the spread of the spirit of individual initiative, on the one hand, and social cohesion, on the other, are difficult to quantify. Yet they are the foundation of the wealth of nations. Turkey appears well placed in this respect: its citizens are overwhelmingly open to new knowledge and ready to put it to their advantage, and society, unequal as it is and divided in many respects, has held together in times of hardship.


At the beginning of the new millennium, joining Europe is the grand idea in Turkey. But this is unlikely to happen before the year 2010 at the earliest. By then both Europe and Turkey will have changed. According to Turkish Europhiles, their country must choose between Europe and the Third World. Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, leader of the Justice and Development Party which came to power in November 2002, put it better, when he said, ‘The alternative to Europe is ourselves.’ It is often claimed that Turks are experiencing a crisis of identity, torn between East and West. In fact there are few peoples which have a stronger sense of national identity than the Turks. Their problem is to be accepted for what they are, a distinct people with a Muslim background; a pushy people who, far from being part of the lethargic East, often find the West too relaxed in its comforts. Turkey is not only an aspirant to the European Union, it is also a challenge to it.


The challenge is in the first place demographic. In mid-2002, the population of Turkey was officially estimated at 69,757,000. Although the rate of growth has fallen below 16 per thousand (from a peak of nearly 29 per thousand between 1955 and 1960), the population will grow by approximately one million a year in the medium term because of the large number of women of child-bearing age. By 2010, the earliest date for Turkey’s accession to the European Union, the number of its inhabitants is expected to exceed 78 million against 84 million in Germany, the most populous member country. On present trends, Turkey will have a larger population than Germany in 2020: 89 million against 85 million.


Numbers do not tell the whole story. Turkey’s eastern neighbour, Iran, is expected to have 70 million people in 2010 and over 80 million in 2020. The population projections for Egypt are even higher: 75 million in 2010 and 85 million ten years later. But these countries are unlikely to match Turkey’s growth. True, the achievements of individual Iranians and Egyptians are at least as impressive as those of their Turkish counterparts. There are probably more Iranians than Turks in the ranks of professionals in the USA or in financial services in New York and London. But, taken as a whole, society in Iran and Egypt lags behind Turkey in political development and the dissemination of modern skills. The Iranian economy relies largely on hydrocarbons – oil and natural gas; the livelihood of the Egyptians depends on agriculture and protected manufactures. Turkey, on the other hand, has developed on a wide front. Its economy is more competitive in the global market, its entrepreneurs more numerous and knowledgeable, its contacts with the outside world more extensive. While most Iranians abroad belong to a sophisticated elite in exile, most of the 3.5 million Turks in Europe are workers. Knowledge of the West permeates Turkish society to a degree unmatched in Iran or Egypt. One of the tenets of Atatürk’s cultural revolution was that Turkey had to think like the West if it were to catch up with the West. More Turks do so than do their Muslim neighbours to the east and south. There is truth in the statement often heard in Turkey that its people’s level of civilization has continued to rise in recent decades and that it is much higher than that in stricter Islamic countries.3 One crucial difference is that in Turkey women are much more emancipated and better able to realize their potential than in most Islamic countries.


Turkey’s superiority vis-à-vis its Muslim neighbours is particularly evident in its level of political development. It is true that the inadequacies of Turkish democracy are proclaimed constantly both inside and outside the country – in the Turkish media and in reports of the European Commission and of many non-governmental organizations. Yet the fact remains that voting has been free in Turkish elections ever since 1950, that elections change governments, that votes count and politicians are therefore responsive to the electorate, that the constitutional and legal framework has by and large been brought into line with EU standards, that the judiciary, although usually slow, and often inconsistent and unpredictable in its judgements, is shielded from direct pressure, that the media enjoy a wide latitude to criticize all and sundry, and that citizens can obtain redress against administrative abuses, albeit sometimes with the help of personal contacts. Turkey is an open country, and faults within its system of government are not difficult to detect and publicize. But the claim that Turkey is a country where human rights are routinely violated, a claim often made by Turkey’s ethnic adversaries, and sometimes used as an excuse by opponents of Turkey’s accession to the EU, is unjustified. Turkish citizens are at least as free as their neighbours in the Balkans, who attract much less criticism. They enjoy much greater freedom than the citizens of almost any other Muslim country. The spotlight on what is termed ‘the democratic deficit’ in Turkey should not obscure the country’s essentially democratic character.


However, the relationship between democracy and clean government is complex. While democracy exposes corruption, democratic electoral politics can encourage jobbery and the distribution of favours. In 2002, Transparency International, which compiles comparative tables of corruption in public life, placed Turkey sixty-fourth among 102 countries it had studied. Among EU candidates, only Romania was found to be more corrupt.4 Here again, the campaign against corruption which swept Turkey in the opening years of the millennium may have exposed abuses which are better hidden, and tolerated, elsewhere. However that may be, the origins of corruption are not exclusively political. Bribery and nepotism can oil the wheels of a cumbersome administration. The remedy lies not only in democratization but also in more efficient governance. While the cause of democracy is being pushed forward, the need for better, simpler administration should not be overlooked. The centuries-old Ottoman state tradition, with its concomitant respect for the state, which the Turkish republic has inherited, is part of the country’s social capital. But the tradition must be brought up to date. The fact that Turkish private companies often achieve international standards of corporate governance suggests that sufficient knowledge and talent exist to endow the country with a properly functioning public administration.


Life cannot be reduced to politics or to mathematical data. For all the hardships to which the relatively poor people of Turkey are exposed, the visitor is struck by the liveliness of its social life. Turkish society has become progressively more open since the death of Atatürk and, particularly, since the end of the Second World War. It is unequal, but mobile; self-critical, but fundamentally self-confident; friendly, but not submissive to foreigners. One important change since Atatürk is the rediscovery of the recent Ottoman past. In order to carry out his cultural revolution, Atatürk laid stress on the central Asian origins of the Turks who conquered the country, while belittling the Ottoman heritage. Now the two have come together: there is interest in Turkic kinsmen, but also Ottomania – pride in the imperial achievements of local people of diverse ethnic origins who ruled the far-flung Ottoman state from Istanbul.


Development has changed not only the people of Turkey, but also the face of the country since Atatürk’s day. Cities have grown at the expense of the countryside. In 1940, two years after Atatürk’s death, one quarter of the population of 21 million was urban, three quarters rural. In 2000, two thirds of the country’s 68 million inhabitants lived in towns. Just over a quarter of the population is now concentrated in the Marmara region, dominated by the cities of Istanbul (with nearly 9 million inhabitants) and Bursa (over a million). Another quarter lives along the shores of the Aegean (centred on the seaport of İzmir with a population of 2,250,000) and the Mediterranean. Antalya, the centre of the Mediterranean tourist area, is the fastest-growing city in the country (by nearly 5 per cent a year in the ten years to 2000, when its population exceeded 600,000).


These cities and the poles of attraction in the interior of the Anatolian peninsula (among them Ankara, Gaziantep, Konya, Diyarbakır, Kayseri and Eskişehir) are dominated by large concrete apartment and office blocks. They often boast wide tree-lined avenues and busy shopping precincts. Nostalgic observers lament the disappearance of picturesque Turkish neighbourhoods and their replacement by building complexes the likes of which can be found anywhere and everywhere in the world. Tourism has led to ribbon development along the shores of the Aegean and Mediterranean which were virtually empty until after the Second World War. Ownership of a holiday house, usually bought through a co-operative society based on an affinity group, has become the distinguishing mark of middle-class life. In the cities, new estates built to house rural migrants and a large lower middle class surround the monuments of Ottoman architecture. The urban panorama proclaims that Turkey is a young, modern country. Shoddy architecture and inadequate urban planning demonstrate that it is still comparatively poor and poorly administered. Bad building and siting in new cheap developments cause loss of life in earthquakes, floods and fires. Such disasters show up the weakness of an administration which finds it difficult to implement building and planning regulations in the face of social and political pressures.


Villages too have changed dramatically since Atatürk’s day. Mud brick has given way to breezeblock, stone and cement. Almost all villages are connected to the national electricity grid. Most have clean water. Almost everywhere all-weather roads provide easy access to rural settlements. All village children are served by local primary schools. These may have only one teacher and a single classroom, but they do teach the three Rs. There are still primitive, poor villages, particularly in the mountains of eastern Turkey, but they do not live in a separate world. National administration, the national economy, national radio and television, reach and affect even the remotest settlement.


Social critics speak of ‘the other Turkey’ – the Turkey of the poor with poor prospects. But social mobility is high, and a large and growing lower middle class links the Turkey of the indigent with the Turkey of the affluent. The villager is not ‘the real master of the country’, as Atatürk declared rhetorically. But today he is conscious of his rights as a citizen of the republic.


In the last half-century Turkey has, more or less successfully, muddled through to modernity. Constant patch-and-mend has kept the country going on its inadequate physical and social infrastructure. The disciplined habits and anonymous relationships of contemporary society have not yet replaced the more lax codes of personal networks which permeate Turkish society. But Turkey is not unique in this respect. It has much in common with other south European countries. Membership of the European Union has helped these countries mend their ways. Whether in or out of the EU, Turkey too must reduce the degree to which it tolerates laxity and irregularity. Muddling through is no longer enough.


The unevenness of modernization and of material progress makes it hard to sum up the state of Turkey today. After arriving in the gleaming, efficient new terminal of Atatürk airport in Istanbul, the traveller may book electronically a seat in a modern Turkish-built intercity coach with a properly trained driver. But he might still face a collision with a tractor driven by a villager on the wrong side of the road or with a private car whose undisciplined driver has bought his way out of previous offences. Personal courage, highly prized in a traditional society, can override the cautious rules of the modern world. Two of the worst disasters in the history of Turkish Airways have been caused by brave pilots determined to show their mettle by landing in conditions which would have forced more cautious Western pilots to turn back.


The number of women in Turkish higher education is fast catching up with the number of men,5 and the proportion of women is high in most liberal professions. Yet in villages and shantytowns women are still murdered by their kith and kin when they are deemed to have sullied the family honour. One’s view of Turks and Turkey depends on which class of people and which part of the country one knows. Is it Turkish workers in Germany and elsewhere in Europe, who are usually migrants from poor areas, or are your friends professionals from Istanbul? Are you familiar with tourist resorts or with inner Anatolia? But the fact that the country and the people are diverse does not mean that they are not changing. With all its contrasts and complexities, Turkey is converging with the West within the one universal modern civilization to which Atatürk committed his countrymen.


That convergence goes on undetected in the realm of religion which is often cited as the main dividing line, or even the front line of a clash between Turkey and the West. A few years ago, Paul Henze, an experienced American observer of Turkey, argued that ‘the great majority of Turks are Muslims in the same sense that most Europeans and Americans are Christians.’6 Apart from the fact that the place of religion in life tends to be different in Europe and the USA, the argument can be refined by saying that the Muslim religion in Turkey today resembles European Christianity in the nineteenth century. Thus the upsurge in mosque-building in Turkey since 1950 is reminiscent of the proliferation of churches in industrial Britain in Victorian times.


The heated argument about religious education in Turkey today echoes the conflict between clericals and anticlericals in France in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Atatürk was inspired by the French example when he made the Turkish republic a secular state. After his death, and particularly since the 1950s, this secular state has witnessed what has been termed a ‘Sunni [Muslim] renaissance’.7 This has led the British anthropologist David Shankland to contrast the resurgence of faith in Turkey with its decline in Europe. Where in Europe even an agnostic may wonder whether it is not better to prop up the existing remnants of the Church, in Turkey, he argues, the question is how may the expansion, the vibrant sense of certainty of faith amongst the orthodox Sunni population, be channelled, controlled and led so as to satisfy the twin necessities of freedom of religious belief and prevention of the dominance of their version of religion over other, less numerous and less forceful forms of faith.8


A few months after these words were penned, the Justice and Development Party, which had its origins in political Sunni Islam, was elected to power in Turkey. Yet immediately after the election, the winning party declared its allegiance to the secular republic and asked that it should not be considered an Islamic party, but rather a centre-right political party analogous to the Christian Democrats in western Europe. The claim remains to be substantiated. But the appointment of a liberal Muslim theologian, who had studied philosophy in England, to the position of minister of state in charge of the department of religious affairs suggested that the West European model was taken seriously. It is true that religious practice is more prevalent in Turkey than in Europe, and that Muslim fundamentalists, although a small minority, are more numerous in Turkey than Christian fundamentalists are in Europe (although possibly not in the USA). But the present divergence in the strength of religious feeling between Turkey and Europe does not contradict the assumption of a process of convergence. The ‘Sunni renaissance’ accompanies and is partly a reaction to the continuing organic secularization of Turkish society, just as Victorian piety developed in counterpoint to the secularization of British society. As in Britain after the industrial revolution, the revival of piety is easing the pain and discomforts of Turkey’s modernization. The phenomenon is, arguably, not a sign of a coming clash of civilizations, but a common feature in the development of our universal civilization.


Democracy, secularity, impersonal government and management balanced by an active civil society developed gradually in the West where they had their origins. In contrast, Turkey is on a forced march to modernity, a march inspired by Atatürk, and sustained after his death, not by other reformers of his stature, but rather by the forces of globalization. In Turkey, as elsewhere, these forces are facing some resistance. But taken as a whole, Turkey is avid for modernity. It is also avid for recognition as a modern country, for respect as a member of the family of advanced nations. The visitor who shows this respect will soon learn to understand Turkey.





PART I


Turkey Since the Death of Atatürk





Introduction
Origins


THE TURKS MAKE their first appearance in world history in the sixth century AD, when they can be identified among the nomadic tribes on the north-eastern confines of China. Their original homeland lay in and around the Altai mountains between the Gobi desert and the western Siberian plain. For centuries, the vast expanses of northern Eurasia, from Finland to the Pacific, had sustained a shifting population of pastoralists whom historians recorded under different names, Cimmerians, Scythians, Sarmatians, Hephtalites, Huns, Turks, Tartars. They fought each other, formed ephemeral kingdoms, supplanted each other, traded with and raided the settled populations on the edges of the northern steppes and forests. The great plains bred warriors who, at times, seized control of neighbouring countries with sedentary populations, from China in the east to Russia in the west. The ethnic origins and languages of the earliest known nomadic tribes are disputed hotly by historians. Some nomadic peoples are classed as Indo-European, others as Finno-Ugrian, others again as Altaic, a group designed to include Turks, Mongols and, sometimes, Manchurians and Koreans. But the distinctions are blurred, as some peoples absorbed others. The environment, rather than ethnic origin, moulded the way of life and the culture of the pastoralists.


In prehistory some tribes moved from west to east, like the ancestors of the native Americans who crossed the Bering Strait from Asia to Alaska. But in historic times the direction of migration and of conquest was predominantly from east to west and from north to south. The last two great waves of nomadic migrants and conquerors were of Turks and Mongols. The two ethnic strands became confused. As a result, the name of Tartar (more correctly, Tatar), originally applied to the Mongols, now designates Turkic peoples once ruled by Mongols. The Moghuls who conquered India were also of Turkish origin. Then the direction of conquest changed, and rulers of settled peoples gradually won control over the whole of north Eurasia.


The first inscriptions in Turkish, mentioning the ethnic designation of Turk, date back to the beginning of the eighth century. Carved in runes on stone steles, they were found in the wastes of northern Mongolia. As Turkish tribes spread out, east to China and west to the great northern Eurasian plain, they became subject to diverse influences, and the dialects they spoke hardened into separate languages, which together form the Turkic family. The most important influence came from the Muslim world. The Turks were originally animists, worshipping a sky god (Tanrı, in modern Turkish spelling) and deities of soil and water (Yersu, a term appropriated by the modern Turkish department of village irrigation). The gods were mediated by shamans, male and female witch doctors, whose descendants survive in Korea and southern Siberia. Some Turkish nationalists claim that in Turkey too the heritage of shamanism can be discerned in folk Islam, particularly as practised by the heterodox Alevi community.


The nine Oghuz (in Turkish spelling Oğuz, in Arabic Ghuzz) tribes, which lived closest to the Islamic world, learnt about Islam from Persian and Arab merchants and preachers. Their conversion in the tenth century opened the great age of Turkish expansion, assertion and, eventually, dominance in the Muslim world. Turkish fighters reached that world at first as mercenaries or slave troops of the Abbasid caliphs in Baghdad. By the beginning of the eleventh century, the slaves had become masters, and the trickle of Turkish recruits had turned into a mass migration of Turks into the old Islamic world. As they travelled through Persia on their way west, the Turks came under the influence of Persian Islamic culture and their language was enriched both by Arabic and by Persian words. The old Turkish vocabulary was preserved and explained to the Arabs in the first Turkish encyclopedic dictionary compiled in the beginning of the eleventh century by Mahmud of Kashgar (now in Xinjiang or Chinese Turkistan) and presented to the Abbasid caliph. The caliph was a puppet in the hands of the Seljuk (Selçuk) dynasty which had arisen among the Oghuz. From Baghdad, the Seljuks pushed their ambitions to the north and west. In 1071 the Seljuk ruler Alp Aslan (Alparslan) led an army into Byzantine territory and defeated the emperor Romanos IV Diogenes at Malazgirt, north of Lake Van in eastern Anatolia. The date marks the beginning of the history of Turkey.


Arabs had raided deep into Byzantine territory ever since the birth of Islam in the seventh century. But they did not stay in any numbers in the territory of modern Turkey. The Turks did and gradually colonized it. They called it at first the land of Rum (of the Romans), a name which they later transferred to the Balkans. But by the end of the twelfth century at the latest, Western Christians had another name for Asia Minor (Anatolia). They called it Turkey – first attested as Turchia in Italian spelling.


The Mongol invasions of the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries brought more Turks from central Asia to Asia Minor. As Seljuk power, centred on Konya on the Anatolian plateau, was destroyed by the Mongols, a number of autonomous Turkish principalities arose. One of them, in Bithynia (now the region of Bursa), on the borders of the much diminished Byzantine state, attracted Turkish warriors from far and wide. Under the rule of its warlord Osman, it began expanding into Byzantine territory. Osman gave his name to the Ottoman (in Turkish, Osmanlı) dynasty and to the state, which became an empire when his descendant Mehmet II conquered Constantinople (Istanbul) in 1453. The expansion then continued to the gates of Vienna, to be followed by a decline which lasted from the end of the seventeenth to the beginning of the twentieth centuries.


The Turkish nation took shape in the centuries of Seljuk and Ottoman power. The nomadic Turkish conquerors did not displace the original local inhabitants: Hellenized Anatolians (or simply Greeks), Armenians, people of Caucasian origins, Kurds, and – in the Balkans – Slavs, Albanians and others. They intermarried with them, while many local people converted to Islam and ‘turned Turk’. They were joined by Muslims from the lands north of the Black Sea and the Caucasus, by Persian craftsmen and Arab scholars, and by European adventurers and converts, known in the West as renegades. As a result, the Turks today exhibit a wide variety of ethnic types. Some have delicate Far Eastern, others heavy local Anatolian features; some, who are descended from Slavs, Albanians or Circassians, have light complexions, others are dark-skinned; many look Mediterranean, others central Asian or Persian. A numerically small, but commercially and intellectually important, group is descended from converts from Judaism. One can hear Turks describe some of their fellow countrymen as ‘hatchet-nosed Lazes’ (a people on the Black Sea coast), ‘dark Arabs’ (a term which includes descendants of black slaves), or even ‘fellahs’. But they are all Turks.


However, not all the inhabitants of present-day Turkey became Muslim, and not all the Muslims adopted the Turkish language and a common Turkish culture. Paradoxically, it seems that there were at one time more Turkish speakers among Christian Armenians than among Muslim Kurds. Muslims were in the majority in Ottoman Anatolia, while Christians formed the overall majority in Ottoman possessions in the Balkans. The religious communities lived separate lives but came together in an economically and culturally productive society which practised an ethnic division of labour. Dairymen in Ottoman Istanbul were predominantly Bulgarian, gardeners Albanian, grocers and fishermen Greek, glaziers Jewish, potters and jewellers Armenian, porters Kurdish. This mosaic was gradually destroyed by nationalists in the nineteenth century. Almost all the Christians are gone, but there are still traces of ethnic and regional specialization: sailors come predominantly from the Black Sea coast; the central Anatolian town of Kayseri keeps alive Armenian skills in trade; people of Caucasian origin are prominent in senior military ranks; heavy manual labour often falls to the lot of the Kurds. The balance is constantly shifting. Turks of Anatolian origin are gaining ground at the expense of descendants of refugees from the Balkans; there is a new class of tough Kurdish businessmen. Today ethnic origin is discussed more openly, but matters less, as the country is brought together by a nationwide economy and a common media culture.


In their heyday, the Ottomans provided law and order over a vast area stretching from central Europe to the borders of Persia, from Morocco to the Persian Gulf, and from Crimea to the Sahara. They perfected a system of government based on the manuals of the Persian viziers of Arab caliphs, adding local practices which had developed in the Eastern Roman Empire, and innovating as the need arose. Their standing army, built round a core of slave troops recruited in the Balkans, was the envy of cash-strapped European monarchs. They imported European military technology in ordnance, fortification, the construction and fitting out of ships; and they welcomed European converts who taught them how to apply it. They dotted their dominions with mosques, almshouses, markets, bridges and other public buildings. In architecture, textiles, carpets, pottery, clothes and interior decoration, they developed a distinctive artistic style, which was a synthesis of all the cultural influences which they inherited and which reached them over the centuries. But the Ottoman empire did not push forward the frontiers of knowledge. The Renaissance and the Enlightenment passed it by. Russia became a great power in the eighteenth century after Peter the Great had opened its windows to the West, and when Catherine the Great recruited West Europeans to apply the philosophy of the Enlightenment. The Ottomans did not follow suit until a century later. But while the Muslim rulers of the Ottoman state lagged behind, their Christian subjects were quicker off the mark. They enjoyed a quasi-monopoly of trade that brought them into contact with the developed world with which they also shared a religious affinity. It is they who imported from Europe the divisive ideology of nationalism, which threatened the Ottoman state from within, while the European great powers, with Russia in the lead, pressed on it from outside. The imminence of disaster finally forced reform on the Ottomans in the nineteenth century.


Reforming sultans and their grand viziers began the process of modernization, starting with the army and navy. But it was the more advanced non-Muslim communities and their outside Christian protectors which were the first to profit from the improvements in administration. As the disintegration of the state continued, albeit at a slower pace, the first generation of Muslims trained in Western ways began advocating and then conspiring to introduce more radical change. France was the fount of new ideas: prominent among them was the concept of a nation state based on a common language and welded together by a common culture. The first conspirators, known as Young Ottomans, were liberal constitutionalists, who came together in the 1880s. When their hope of fostering a multinational Ottoman patriotism was disappointed, as their Christian fellow countrymen decided that they would be better off on their own, the Young Ottomans were succeeded at the turn of the century by the Young Turks who progressed from multinationalism to Muslim nationalism and finally to Turkish nationalism. The progression started after the Young Turk military coup of 1908 and speeded up after the Balkan Wars of 1912–13 which deprived the Ottoman state of most of its European possessions. The Young Turks were inexperienced. Sir Mark Sykes, remembered as one of the authors of the Anglo-French Sykes–Picot agreement for the division of the Ottoman empire in the First World War, dismissed them as poseurs. But they made up in courage what they lacked in knowledge. When it became evident that the Young Turks, far from saving the empire, had hastened its disintegration, the new rulers sought to make good their losses by a desperate gamble. They took their country into the First World War on the side of Germany and Austria-Hungary, and lost it together with their German allies. Defeat opened the prospect of the final partition of the Ottoman state and the loss of Turkish independence. But who were the Turks?


The Turkish nation, as we know it today, was still taking shape. Already the first Ottoman constitution of 1876 had proclaimed Turkish as the official language, although that official language was so replete with Arabic and Persian loan words that it was unintelligible to the mass of native Turkish speakers. But most people still defined themselves in terms of their religion. They were Muslims and, therefore, Turks in the eyes of their rulers and of their enemies, but not always in their own eyes. Most Young Turks were practising Muslims, although the Islam they practised was the religion of army chaplains, religion seen as a social cement holding the state and the nation together. Islam, even in its national Ottoman form, did not inform their whole way of life as it did for the mass of the people.


Mustafa Kemal, who later took the surname of Atatürk, was a Young Turk officer who was a realist of genius. He was both more prudent than the Young Turk leaders and more radical in his vision. His successful record in the Gallipoli campaign in 1915, when he stopped the advance of British and Anzac troops on two vital sectors of the front, allowed him to rally round him the best commanders of the Ottoman army after its defeat in 1918. His criticism of the Young Turk leaders and of their alliance with Germany won him the confidence of the new sultan, Mehmet VI Vahdettin, who was determined to propitiate the victorious Allies in order to save his throne. Sent to Anatolia as the sultan’s emissary, Mustafa Kemal proceeded to organize the forces of resistance to the Allies, against the sultan’s wishes, while claiming that his aim was to save his sovereign from captivity. He mobilized the Muslim inhabitants of present-day Turkey who had good grounds to fear the prospect of coming under the rule of their Christian neighbours. Experience had taught them that Muslims who came under Christian rule faced eviction, expropriation and, often, death. Mustafa Kemal won the Turkish War of Independence by appealing to Islamic solidarity, by dividing the Allies and using Bolshevik Russia against them, and by limiting his military objective to the defeat of the Armenians in the east and of Greeks in the west. He then won the peace by limiting his territorial claims to the territory which the Ottoman army still held at the end of the First World War, and renouncing the irredentist and expansionist fancies of his predecessors. He persuaded the Bolsheviks that he would not stir up their Turkic and other Muslim subjects, and the colonial powers – Britain, France and Italy – that he would not interfere in their possessions. The treaties which he signed with all of Turkey’s neighbours were usually, and accurately, called treaties of non-aggression and non-interference. He was content that Britain and France should maintain order in the Middle East, and Britain in Cyprus. He maintained friendly, but wary, relations with the Bolshevik rulers of the former Russian empire, while resisting Communist subversion inside Turkey.


Sultan Mehmet Vahdettin fled Istanbul before the Allies departed. During the War of Independence, Mustafa Kemal had established the seat of his government in Ankara, on the Anatolian plateau, safely away from the guns of Allied warships. He made it the capital of the republic, which was proclaimed on 29 October 1923 by the assembly he had summoned. The following year he exiled the Ottoman dynasty, and abolished as meaningless the office of Caliph, which the assembly had bestowed on the Ottoman heir Abdülmecit. With the country firmly under his control, Mustafa Kemal then rolled out his reforms. The abolition of the caliphate ushered in a secular state, which controlled religion, and did not allow it any say in public policy or any role in education. The fez, which had been the headgear of Muslim gentlemen since the early nineteenth century, was banned, and the veiling of women strongly discouraged. Laws were aligned on the practice of West European countries; the Christian common era was adopted, as was Sunday as a day of rest. The Latin alphabet replaced the Arabic script, in which the Turks had written their language since their conversion to Islam, and a largely illiterate country learned to read and write in the new alphabet, with a new phonetic spelling reflecting accurately the sounds of the Turkish language. Women were granted equal rights. The institutions of democracy were set up, while political opposition was suppressed. But as they waited for democracy, the Turkish people benefited from rational government which husbanded the country’s resources. Atatürk’s policy brought peace to Turkey and laid the foundations of progress. After some initial troubles, his reforms were not resisted. But it is hard to imagine them winning approval in a popular referendum.


Revolutions do not obliterate a landscape, but they configure it anew. Change was greatest in the ethnic composition of the population. The Great War and its sequel, the War of Independence, had resulted in the disappearance of Christian Greeks and Armenians from the territory of Turkey, except for a handful in Istanbul. Many had fled when their armies were defeated, and the foreign armies on which they had relied had departed. Others perished. The rest were transferred in an exchange of populations. Armenia was absorbed in the Soviet Union and its nationalism stifled. With the Greek minority in Turkey reduced to some 100,000, in Istanbul, and a similar number of Muslims (mainly Turks) in Greek Western Thrace, the two countries had little to quarrel about, and by 1930 they had become allies in defence of the status quo. Atatürk described his policy as ‘peace at home and peace in the world’. Peace with all his neighbours allowed him to concentrate on fashioning the new Turkish state. But the trauma of creating a homogeneous nation state could not be cured quickly.


The Armenians found it hard to reconcile themselves to the final loss of their historic home, even though they had long been in a minority there. After the Second World War, nationalists in the Armenian diaspora demanded that Turkey should recognize the elimination of their people from Anatolia as an act of genocide. To bring their demand to the attention of the world, violent Armenian nationalists launched a campaign of assassination against Turkish diplomats. It failed in its purpose, and Armenian nationalists concentrated their efforts on securing from various national parliaments resolutions recognizing the genocide of their people. When the small Armenian republic in Transcaucasia gained its independence with the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1990, it seconded the efforts of the diaspora. At the same time it fought and defeated its larger eastern neighbour, Azerbaijan, and occupied a fifth of its territory, causing the flight of up to a million Azeris. Armenia does not pose a threat to Turkey. There are too few Armenians to people the lands taken from Azerbaijan, let alone ancient Armenia in Turkey. But as long as Armenia does not renounce its territorial claims and does not make peace with Azerbaijan, Turkey will not engage in full diplomatic and trade relations with it. As for the genocide campaign, Turkey holds that claims and counter-claims should be examined by historians and not by politicians. In any case, Turks and other Muslims have also been expelled from lands where they used to live and have been killed in their hundreds of thousands. The dispute drags on.


The old devils of ethnic animosity arose also in Greek-Turkish relations, when new assets had to be apportioned after the Second World War. At the time that the two countries made peace in Lausanne in 1923, no one worried about the continental shelf or flight information regions. But in recent years, claims to the waters of the Aegean sea, the air above it and any resources there may be below it, have caused friction which, at times, has threatened to turn into armed conflict. Fortunately, the resources of the sea are limited, and Greece and Turkey should be able to reach an accommodation if they learn to trust one other. It is more difficult to reconcile Greek and Turkish claims in Cyprus. The Greeks do not see why their kinsmen, who form the majority of the island’s population, should not be free to determine their – and its – future, provided the Turkish minority is properly treated. Turkey has succeeded in gaining acceptance of its claim that the Turkish community in Cyprus is entitled to its own state within a Cyprus federation. But even if agreement is reached on a federation, it will have to be tested over many years before the dispute can be consigned to history.


In foreign policy, Atatürk’s defence of the status quo had to be adjusted when the Versailles settlement was destroyed by the dictators, when the colonial powers left the Middle East, and when, after the Second World War, Stalin revived the Tsars’ push to the south. In Atatürk’s own lifetime, changes in the international balance of forces allowed him to re-establish military control over the Turkish Straits and to regain the district of Alexandretta (now the province of Hatay) from Syria, to which the French had promised independence. The beginning of the Cold War brought Turkey into the orbit of American power. Now, the expansion of the European Union has created a new pole of attraction. But Turkish policy has retained the cautious, pragmatic character with which Atatürk had endowed it.


At home, Turkish nation-building progressed apace, but had to face the growth of divisive Kurdish nationalism. ‘The black cloud of ignorance’ which hung over the country was dissipated, as Atatürk intended. A society, vastly expanded in numbers, held together, but while old inequalities were removed, new ones took their place. It seemed that political democracy brought out old problems which Atatürk and his companions had not resolved: the political demands of the Muslims who resisted secularization, and of Kurds who resisted assimilation. The military, from whose midst Atatürk had come, who had been in the vanguard of modernization, and on whom the founding father of the republic had relied to save and defend the state, seemed loath to leave its fate in the hands of elected politicians. Liberals complained that Atatürk’s republicanism had perpetuated the authoritarian traditions of the Ottoman state. But if the problems are old, the setting is new. The balance between liberty and order has to be adjusted continuously. Atatürk’s priority was order. It is because the order which he established has largely held, that the Turks can now embrace democracy, as the new secular, universal religion.





1
State Before Nation
1938–1945



MUSTAFA KEMAL ATATÜRK did not start from scratch when he founded the Turkish republic in 1923. He had inherited the administrative structures and traditions of the Ottoman empire. But the instrument at his disposal – the officers and civil servants trained under the old regime – was to serve a changed country, which had emerged in ruins from foreign invasion and civil war, and which had seen a massive exodus of skilled non-Muslims and an influx of Muslim peasants from the Balkans. Law and order had broken down and traditional social hierarchies had been upset. Alone Istanbul, the old Ottoman capital, had escaped destruction, and material continuity inspired hopes of political continuity in the minds of Mustafa Kemal’s critics in that city. In the atmosphere of Istanbul, a liberal evolution seemed possible. But the view from the new capital, Ankara, was different. Shabby ministries in tumbledown provincial buildings, unhappy and underpaid civil servants lodging in dormitories, bore witness to the country’s poverty in material and human resources. The vast task of reconstruction required firm leadership and a coherent policy.


Mustafa Kemal’s first task was to extend the control of the republican government and the reach of its laws to the whole of the national territory. He had accomplished this task by the time he died in 1938. The state which he fashioned had a liberal republican constitution, but it was ruled in an authoritarian manner. Authority emanated from the president who exercised civil power through a prime minister and military power through the chief of the general staff. Atatürk sought advice; he knew how to delegate. But it was he who decided policy, and who selected and dismissed prime ministers, and, through the prime minister (and with due regard for constitutional propriety), ministers and senior officials.


Atatürk was also the leader of the single party he had founded – the Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi/CHP). But he took care not to repeat the mistakes of the Young Turks when party officials compromised orderly public administration by interfering in its day-to-day work. In contrast to contemporary totalitarian regimes, the single party did not dominate the state. It was the state that was in charge of the party, which served it as an instrument of popular mobilization through the dissemination of the ideas and ideals of the modernizers, and also as a weak mechanism of control over the administration – weak because the interior minister and, under him, provincial governors doubled as party leaders.


Immediately after the proclamation of the republic, Mustafa Kemal (as he then was) allowed his personal rivals to form a parliamentary opposition. Then in 1930, when Turkey had to cope with the effects of the world depression, he encouraged a personal friend to form an opposition party as a channel for popular discontent. Both experiments were short-lived, as the president decided that, irrespective of the wishes of opposition leaders, their parties were bound to become a focus of ‘reaction’, in other words of hostility to his reforms. After the parliamentary opposition had dissolved itself within a few months, the list of candidates put forward by the Republican People’s Party, all of whom were elected unopposed, included a number of ‘independents’. They were meant to question the government in parliament, but the degree of control they exercised was minimal.


It was within this firm framework of a hierarchical state which was an amalgam of French republicanism and Ottoman authoritarianism that the Muslim inhabitants of Turkey were moulded into a Turkish nation made up of citizens equal before the law, but manifestly unequal in wealth, educational attainment, lifestyle and access to power. Yet the ideal of equal citizenship, superimposed on the traditional concept of the equality of believers under the divine law, did find a place in the national psyche. As in revolutionary France, the rulers addressed the ruled as ‘citizens’ (vatandaş) even as they coerced them, as witness the nationalist slogan ‘Citizen, speak Turkish’ – and not Kurdish, Arabic, Circassian, Ladino or any other language they had used habitually until then.


The theory and practice of Atatürk’s republic were, if anything, reinforced after his death on 10 November 1938, by his successor and loyal lieutenant İsmet İnönü. İsmet had served as Mustafa Kemal’s military subordinate in the Great War and in the War of Independence. He became the republic’s first prime minister in 1923, withdrew briefly the following year, and returned to serve as Atatürk’s chief executive for another twelve years from 1925 to 1937. İsmet was a prudent man. He had taken his time before deciding to join Mustafa Kemal in Ankara at the beginning of the War of Independence. Atatürk relied on him for the meticulous execution of his orders, for sound advice, and, often reluctantly, for his warnings, when the president’s enthusiasms threatened embarrassment. Two years before his death, Atatürk tired of these warnings and dismissed İsmet. But he continued to esteem him.


The West got to know İsmet as an extremely tough negotiator at the end of the War of Independence – first in the armistice talks on Turkish soil then at the peace negotiations in Lausanne in 1922–3. Short and sturdy, slightly deaf, a good family man, highly disciplined in his habits, secretive as a politician, a faithful servant of the state, suspicious of businessmen, he valued effectiveness above charm. Foreigners knew him, more often than not, as ‘Mr No’ (or, at best, ‘Yes, but . . .’), an uncompromising defender of what he saw as his country’s dignity and national interest. At home his austere policies won him few friends. ‘İsmet in, kismet [luck] out’ – ‘Geldi İsmet, gitti kismet’ – people joked wryly. Of his cunning, they would say, ‘İsmet can keep a hundred foxes in his head and stop their tails from becoming entangled.’ He was the man who gave away nothing. It was a useful attribute in the years of the Second World War.


Elected president on 11 November, İnönü was given the title of National Leader (Millî Şef) at a convention of the Republican People’s Party which proclaimed Atatürk the country’s Eternal Leader (Ebedî Şef). The titles, which sounded distinctly odd in Turkish, reflected the usage of contemporary and subsequent dictatorships. But for İnönü, as for Atatürk before him, absolute personal rule was a temporary necessity rather than a permanent ideal. Like Atatürk, İnönü was a pragmatist. But he was more cautious, more patient and more sober than the founding father of the republic. The presidential palace on Çankaya hill in Ankara became a well-ordered family home. Atatürk’s drinking companions were given an honourable discharge; his companions in the War of Independence, who had become political opponents, were conciliated and co-opted into high-ranking appointments – speaker of parliament, minister, ambassador – while being denied effective political power. They were also warned that criticism of Atatürk would not be tolerated.


İnönü’s first concern was to safeguard the achievements of the republic: the political and economic independence of the state, the integrity of the national territory, domestic law and order, Atatürk’s cultural revolution and the slow but sure development of the national economy. He had to exercise stronger controls in pursuit of these aims, partly because he did not have the unrivalled prestige Atatürk had won, first as saviour of Turkey’s Muslim inhabitants from infidel domination and then as founding father of the republic, and, more importantly, because Nazi Germany was about to unleash the Second World War. İnönü needed a disciplined and united home front if he was to parry the dangers which faced the young Turkish republic in an unpredictable international environment. As war threatened, he could not tolerate domestic dissent or economic experimentation. The approach of the World War brought on a siege mentality and a siege economy.


From November 1938 to June 1945, when at the eleventh hour Turkey became a founding member of the United Nations, the conduct of foreign policy was İnönü’s main preoccupation and, in retrospect, his least disputed achievement. Atatürk had not been a neutralist. He had formed alliances with neighbouring states and had supported measures for collective security under the League of Nations. More cautious by temperament, İnönü avoided taking sides in foreign conflicts. Germany had become Turkey’s main trading partner, and İnönü was loath to antagonize it. But Hitler’s occupation of Czechoslovakia (which had already lost part of its territory to Germany) in March 1939, followed by Mussolini’s invasion of Albania a month later, proved that the Axis powers were determined to expand in all directions. Fearing that Mussolini would try to dominate the eastern Mediterranean with Hitler’s blessing, İnönü sought foreign support for his defences. France and Britain were also looking for allies; the Soviet Union, with which Turkey had a friendship pact, seemed to be trying for an anti-Fascist coalition.


Turkey had been negotiating with France since 1936 in order to make good its claim to the district (sancak) of İskenderun (Alexandretta) which had been administered by France, the mandatory power in Syria. In July 1938, France had agreed to the entry of Turkish troops into the territory. In September that year the sancak became the independent state of Hatay under a government subservient to Ankara. Turkey then indicated that if France agreed to the union of Hatay with Turkey, it would be willing to conclude an alliance with both France and Britain. On 23 June 1939 an agreement with France on Hatay (which immediately voted to join Turkey) was accompanied by the issue of a common declaration on mutual assistance against aggression in the eastern Mediterranean. As a result of parallel negotiations, a similar declaration was agreed with France’s ally, Britain. To procure Soviet support for the alignment, İnönü dispatched his foreign minister Şükrü Saracoğlu to Moscow. But in August 1939 Stalin had abandoned the idea of an anti-Fascist alliance and had come to an understanding with Nazi Germany, Italy’s senior partner in the Axis. On 31 August Hitler invaded Poland, launching the Second World War. When Saracoğlu arrived in Moscow on 26 September, there was no longer any common ground between the Soviet Union and Turkey. His negotiations with Stalin’s foreign minister Molotov were interrupted by the arrival in Moscow of Hitler’s foreign minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop. When Saracoğlu and Molotov met again, not only did the Soviets insist that Turkey’s agreement with Britain and France should be void of useful content, but they also made it clear that they wanted joint control over the Turkish Straits. Saracoğlu rejected this on the spot. Faced with clear Soviet hostility, Turkey signed an alliance with Britain and France on 19 October.


By that time Turkey had a new prime minister, Dr Refik Saydam. An army doctor by training, Saydam had travelled with Atatürk to Anatolia as his personal physician at the beginning of the Turkish War of Independence in May 1919, and had subsequently served as minister of health. Atatürk’s last prime minister Celal Bayar had resigned in January 1939. Bayar was seen as the patron of the new class of Muslim Turkish entrepreneurs whom he sustained with loans when he became founding director of the Turkish Business Bank (Türkiye İş Bankasι). The entrepreneurs were nurtured by the government, which financed them and employed them as contractors. But Muslim businessmen lacked experience, as well as capital. Some of their projects were speculative and the balance of public and private interest was uncertain. İnönü was put off by the danger of speculation and corruption. Bayar took risks, İnönü avoided them whenever possible. Bayar had become minister of the economy in İnönü’s cabinet in 1932, at Atatürk’s insistence. He then replaced İnönü as prime minister in 1937. But although a rival, he stood aside from plots to prevent İnönü from becoming president after Atatürk’s death.
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