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‌A Note on Pronunciation

    In the modern Turkish alphabet, introduced in 1928, words are pronounced phonetically and most letters are pronounced as in English with the following exceptions:

    
a  is always short, as in ‘cat’

c  ‘j’ as ‘jazz’

ç  ‘ch’ as in ‘charity’

ş  ‘sh’ as in ‘shell’

ı  without a dot as the final vowel in ‘Cyril’

i  with a dot as in ‘bit’; for English readers I have avoided the ungainly looking but strictly correct dotted capital İ

ö  as in German

ü  as in German

ğ  unvoiced, silently lengthens the preceding vowel
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‌Abbreviations

    
AKP Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi or ‘Justice and Development Party’

ANAP Anavatan Partisi or ‘Motherland Party’
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BDP Barış ve Demokrasi Partisi or ‘Peace and Democracy Party’

CHP Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi or ‘Republican People’s Party’
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DP Demokrat Parti or ‘Democrat Party’
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DYP  Doğru Yol Partisi or ‘True Path Party’

EU European Union

FOSIS Federation of Student Islamic Societies

FP Fazilet Partisi or ‘Virtue Party’

HEP Halkın Emek Partisi or ‘People’s Labour Party’

IHH Insan Hak ve Hürriyetleri ve Insani Yardım Vakfı or ‘Foundation for Human Rights and Freedoms and Humanitarian Relief’

IMF International Monetary Fund

JITEM Jandarma Istihbarat ve Terörle Mücadele Grup Komutanlığı or ‘Gendarmerie Intelligence and Counter-Terrorism Centre’

KAYSO Kayseri Sanayi Odası or ‘Kayseri Chamber of Industry’

KCK Koma Civaken Kurdistan or ‘Union of Communities of Kurdistan’

MÇP  Miliyetçı Çalışma Partisi or ‘Nationalist Working Party’

MHP Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi or ‘Nationalist Action Party’

MIT Milli Istihbarat Teşkilatı or ‘National Intelligence Organization’

MNP Milli Nizam Partisi or ‘National Order Party’

MSP Milli Selâmet Partisi or ‘National Salvation Party’

MTTB Milli Türk Talebe Birliği or ‘National Turkish Student Association’

MÜSIAD Müstakil Sanayici ve Iş Adamları Derneği or ‘Independent Industrialists and Businessmen’s Association’

NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization

NGO Non-governmental organization

OECD Organization of Economic Co-operation and Development

OIC Organization of the Islamic Conference

OYAK Ordu Yardımlaşma Kurumu or ‘Army Mutual Assistance Association’

PACE Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe

PKK Parti Karkerani Kurdistan or ‘Kurdistan Workers’ Party’

SHP Sosyaldemokrat Halkçı Parti or ‘Social Democratic Populist Party’

SODEP Sosyal Demokrasi Partisi or ‘Social Democracy Party’

SP Saadet Partisi or ‘Felicity Party’

TIP Türkiye Işçi Partisi or ‘Turkish Workers Party’

TRT Türkiye Radyo Televizyon
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‌Foreword

    This book is an attempt to explore what has been happening in Turkey since the end of the Second World War by focusing on the life and career of Abdullah Gül, the eleventh president. Although it is not an official biography, it could not have been written if President Gül had not been willing to talk to me, and for his time and the support of his staff I am grateful. But before I say anything more about the curious circumstances that led me to undertake this work, it will be useful to indicate in the most general way something of what was going on in Turkey in the period leading up to the story of Abdullah Gül’s life and career. Since it is written in English, this book also needs to offer some preliminary account of itself, not least because there are two well-known English-language biographies of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the founder and first president of the Republic of Turkey, by Patrick Balfour and Andrew Mango.1 These are massive, stylishly written tomes that have rightly achieved status as examples of political biography. So the first observation I need to make is that my aims in writing this book are as different from theirs as is my subject. This is not the story of a military leader who forged from the remains of a defeated empire a revolutionary republic of which he became the iconic first president, but the story of an academic banker who founded a political party that achieved democratically elected power by challenging Atatürk’s political legacy, and who became Turkey’s first president from a background in Islamic politics. Abdullah Gül is as different from Mustafa Kemal Atatürk as this book is from those of Balfour and Mango.

    If I have a model before me, it is rather Geoffrey Lewis’s Haci Ömer Sabancı: The Turkish Village Boy Who Built an Industrial Empire (1988), a translation from Sadun Tanju’s Turkish biography of 1983. It is perhaps no coincidence that Sabancı and Gül both come from the central Anatolian region of Kayseri. In the opening sections of this study, I have offered a detailed history of Kayseri since for understanding Turkey’s current political scene, the background of politics in this ancient but provincial capital provides important and seldom explored insights not only into President Gül’s personality and intellectual development, but also the political movement that his party represents. Though differing in most other respects, the stories of Sabancı’s and Gül’s careers offer distinctive versions of achievement and success against the disadvantages of their shared provincial background, and illuminate the mixed history of Atatürk’s republican revolution. While Sabancı pursued business opportunities newly available under the republican state to found one of the nation’s wealthiest dynasties, Gül set out to challenge the democratic inadequacies of that state and the much-revised Constitution of 1924 on which it has been legitimated. So first, a brief recollection of Atatürk and his political legacy might prove useful since they have obvious and direct bearing on the Turkish political scene in which Abdullah Gül developed his views, and will help indicate what has come to be meant by the ‘new Turkey.’2

    In 1923 Turkey, formerly the Ottoman Empire, became a republic. Twelve years later the first president, Mustafa Kemal, assumed a new name, ‘Atatürk’, that declared him to be the ‘Father of the Turks’.3 Atatürk has since entered the list of the world’s most famous political leaders, while the legacy of his new name continues to inspire admiration bordering on adoration among many Turks who are still referred to as ‘Kemalists’. Born in 1881, Mustafa Kemal was a career soldier from Salonica who twice became a national hero for defeating foreign invaders: first, for his victory against the Allies in 1916 at Gallipoli in a campaign that saved the capital Constantinople, and the second time in 1922 for turning back the invading Greek armies that had penetrated deeply into central Anatolia. But the man who became a legend was more than a gifted and fortunate military leader. From the beginnings of his career, Mustafa Kemal had been a fierce political opponent of the Ottoman sultanate with its autocratic rule and dubious claims to power over Muslims throughout the entire Islamic world. Before the First World War brought him fame, Kemal had become a leading figure in a revolutionary nationalist movement, the covert Vatan ve Hürriyet (‘Fatherland and Freedom Society’).4 Amid the political shambles that followed the war while the Sultan and allied powers squabbled over the breakup of the Ottoman Empire, Kemal emerged as the leading figure of a nationalist movement that would replace the centuries-old Islamic empire with a secular republic.

    Mustafa Kemal’s big chance came on 11 April 1920, when the Ottoman Sultan Vahdettin, known as Mehmed VI, threw a temper tantrum and dissolved the Chamber of Deputies – a body of elected delegates set up in 1877 following attempts to make the Ottoman state appear more democratic. The Sultan wanted uncontested authority so he could cut the best deal with the Allies and disdained interference in his plans. Two weeks later, on 23 April, the nationalist majority of the dismissed but elected delegates gathered together in Ankara for the first meeting of the Türkiye Büyük Millet Meclisi, the ‘Grand National Assembly of Turkey’, now familiarly called the Meclis. They declared that sovereignty belongs to the nation, and that the Grand National Assembly held executive and administrative power over the Turkish state under signature of a president elected by the Assembly. They promptly elected Mustafa Kemal the first president of this new state.5

    From this moment on, Mustafa Kemal’s nationalist revolution continued to take shape heroically, confronting frantic opposition from the sultan in Constantinople, and disbelief on the part of interested foreign governments who were still contesting who would get which former Ottoman ports. With invading Greek armies approaching Ankara in September 1921, Kemal boldly assumed control of military tactics. Within a year, he had turned back the Greek forces and become for the second time a monumentally revered figure of national pride. In Ankara, the Grand National Assembly formally declared the Turkish state to be a ‘republic’ on 29 October 1923. They adopted a new constitution on 20 April 1924 that was designed to protect their authority with indications of future democratic reforms once the time was ready. The constitution gave the Grand National Assembly direct legislative authority and executive powers, which it exercised through a president – elected by the assembly – and a Cabinet of ministers to be chosen by the president. Although the assembly reserved the right to check and even overthrow any government judged to be acting against the constitution, Mustafa Kemal’s power appeared to be guaranteed for life. And not everyone was happy about it. Early on, Kemal faced opposition among delegates who split to form their own parties, but Prime Minister Ismet Inönü rallied supporters and the republic adopted new laws in March 1925 that silenced all opposition to the government. For the next twenty-five years, the Republic of Turkey would be governed by one, unopposed political party, Mustafa Kemal’s party, the Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi (‘Republican People’s Party’, hereafter CHP). Until his death in 1938, Atatürk presided over a one-party state governed by the CHP, which would continue in office and uphold his ideals until 1950 when the first multiparty elections in the history of the republic brought Adnan Menderes and the Demokrat Parti (‘Democrat Party,’ or DP) to power.

    Briefly remembering Atatürk will, I hope, indicate that any grounds for comparison between Abdullah Gül and the iconic hero who turned the Ottoman Empire into a secular republic would be futile even if the two men were not entirely different in background, experience, and political outlook. Coincidentally, Gül was born on 29 October 1950, the anniversary of the republic in the year Atatürk’s party first lost power. In one sense, that year and the political changes it marked constitute when this book begins. But coincidence does not account for this book’s origins or why and how I came to write it.

    One origin must be my first visit to Istanbul during the winter of 1975 when I was teaching English across the border in Kavala, Greece. I immediately realized that the Turks were quite different from how I had grown up to think of them, and were most certainly not the villains against whom my Greek students sternly warned me. I began visiting Turkey regularly again in the late 1980s, travelling with my partner Donna Landry on buses throughout central Anatolia and beyond. I have written elsewhere of journeys with our equestrian friend Rosemary Hooley to Urfa and Diyarbakır and along the Syrian border areas in search of horses during the middle to late 1990s.6 We met other tourists along the way; by the early 1990s I frequently found myself trying to explain what was going on in Turkey – most notably the apparent wealth of the west alongside seeming impoverishment in the rural areas – and what it meant. I began research for a book about the earliest English travellers to the Ottoman Empire, and we re-traced the routes described by several seventeenth-century travel writers throughout Turkey and beyond into Syria and North Africa.7 In 1999, or thereabouts, Donna and I started plans with Caroline Finkel for an equestrian trip across Turkey following the route of the seventeenth-century Ottoman traveller, Evliya Çelebi. After some years of route planning and seeking sponsors, we met Ercihan Dilari, horseman extraordinaire, who instantly understood the project. In 2009 the team set out on Ercihan’s horses from the southern shores of the Sea of Marmara to follow Evliya’s route for the legendary forty days and nights, camping in villages along the way.8 On all such trips, we like to think we make new friends, as we had done on visits further afield in villages and cities throughout the South East. But even so, how did I come to write this book?

    I first registered Abdullah Gül by name in 2003, a year after his party had come to power, when there was considerable media attention to a new piece of legislation, Article 301, that was being introduced by the Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (‘Justice and Development Party’, or AKP). This is the law that brought a number of famous and less well-known Turkish writers to trial on accusations of being disrespectful of the state: Orhan Pamuk, Elif Shafak, Perihan Mağden and numerous other writers and journalists were all indicted under provision of this new law. But I recall Gül being quoted in the UK press for saying that 301 was a law, and that like all laws, it could be changed. Although my scholarly interests belong to the early-modern Ottoman period, I had followed political life in Turkey since the 1980s and was surprised at hearing what was clearly a new voice in Turkish politics. That a senior government minister of the very party that had introduced a piece of legislation should acknowledge how it might need changing seemed truly remarkable. There were many more surprises to come.

    Like others, I was taken aback by the energy with which the party Abdullah Gül represented, the AKP, on arrival in government in 2002 went from strength to strength at bringing about social reforms in pursuit of entry to the EU that no previous government had achieved. At the same time, the AKP had emerged from the Islamic and conservative nationalist right wing of the political spectrum. How could it be that such a party could be proving more reformist, more democratic, more enlightened in a European way, than any previous Turkish government?

    And Abdullah Gül was a great surprise to many, as response to his nomination for the presidency in 2007 quickly proved. Massive protests in Izmir and other western cities against his nomination – almost entirely because his wife, Hayrünnisa, wears a headscarf – were swiftly accompanied by an almost hysterical interest in who he was, where he came from, who were his ancestors, and how he had come to be even considered for the job first held by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk – still a personal hero of intense imaginative power for the secular and urban middle classes. To many it was a shock that someone with Abdullah Gül’s background could have risen so far, while Hayrünnisa was already a target for the secularists. What, many asked in horror, could be going on? Were the Islamists finally taking over? But there was more than simply religion at stake. Since Atatürk, most presidents had come from elite metropolitan families, but Gül was both provincial and from the esnaf, the artisanal class that had, since educational reforms of the 1960s, began sending some of its sons and daughters to university. Journalists were quick to follow the scent of this intruder from outside the traditional political classes. They researched, debated and disputed Gül’s ancestry in ways that recall scrutiny of Barack Obama’s credentials as a US citizen. Along with class and even racial issues in the headlines, it is hardly surprising that Hayrünnisa’s headscarf would attract the spotlight for closing the circle of gender and religion: how, the horrified secular middle-class women of Turkey demanded, could the secular republic even consider having a presidential wife wearing a headscarf inside the hallowed halls of Atatürk’s presidential palace at Çankaya?

    Even as Abdullah and Hayrünnisa Gül were being scrutinized in the Turkish press, I was planning a move to the University of Exeter, where Gül had been a language student back in the early 1970s, at about the same time that I first visited Turkey. In 2005, Exeter had honoured its internationally prominent former student with an honorary doctoral diploma. I had first learned of these surprising links in 2006 from Mehmet Ali Birand, probably Turkey’s pre-eminent investigative reporter, who had energetically covered the international scene for the last forty years, right up until his untimely death on 17 January 2013.9 Indeed, it was Mehmet Ali Birand who originally suggested that we should collaborate on a ‘political biography’ of Gül but of a higher order than those rapidly generated by Turkish journalists during the presidential elections in 2007.10 We agreed that Prime Minister Tayyip Erdoğan deserved to be the focus of the media spotlight. But we also agreed that Gül’s personal and political development – from his origins in the nationalist right-wing student movements of the 1970s to something closer to the social democrats of Europe – was perhaps more fascinating in terms of Turkish history, party politics and future directions for the country. Gül, after all, had been the primary designer of the Programme which brought the AKP to power in 2002. That Programme is clearly aimed at bringing Turkey as rapidly as possible into conformity with the democratic standards being developed in Europe. Gül, moreover, had overseen managing the country’s economic and diplomatic rise since 2002 on the basis of that Programme. Erdoğan made the headlines, but Gül had set the political agenda and was quietly steering Turkey into the larger world of globalized economies and strategic alliances. ‘And don’t forget,’ I recall Mehmet Ali Birand saying with a characteristic grin, ‘this book would sell because this is the Turkish politician who everyone agrees looks just like George Clooney!’11

    I had forgotten these discussions with Mehmet Ali Birand until, in 2007, I found myself at a reception for 29 October, Turkey’s Independence Day, held at the Turkish ambassador’s residence in London. When I mentioned that I taught at Exeter, Gül’s name quickly came up and I recalled how Mehmet Ali had proposed we work together on an English-language biography for the American and European market. Someone, I don’t recall who, told me the next surprising thing, which was that Turkish Independence Day – 29 October – was also Gül’s birthday. More than that, he had been born that day in 1950, the very year that multiparty democracy arrived in Turkey. Abdullah Gül, like the protagonists of Salman Rushdie’s postmodern fiction, Midnight’s Children, was born on Independence Day. At a subsequent gathering at the Turkish ambassador’s residence, Sadık Arslan – at the time first counsellor to Ambassador Yiğit Alpogan – asked if there were still plans for a book about President Gül. I reported that Mehmet Ali Birand’s boss wouldn’t let him put his name to such a work, but that he had promised to help if I took on such a project; and indeed he was an invaluable source and inspiration. This must have been a crucial conversation, since some months later I found myself accepting an invitation from the embassy to meet President Gül when he visited London to receive the Chatham House Prize for diplomacy in November 2010. I was impressed by his manner and inclined to like him. Over breakfast, he spoke in flawless English without notes to a group of UK business leaders, and later had a sudden moment of shyness when we were first introduced and his language skills seemed to retreat. A man of about my age, from the lower middle-classes who had won a place at university and confounded traditional expectations, moving ever leftward yet retaining his religious faith even while assuming public office – this seemed like an interesting story not so unlike my own, although I have never entered public service and remain entirely sceptical of all organized religions.

    The prospect of writing about Turkey from the focus of a living president became an appealing challenge. With research in the humanities being what it is in the UK, I promptly put in for a research grant – which I didn’t get – but I was greatly encouraged in pursuing the project by the readiness of a number of eminent scholars who thought it a good idea. In January 2011 I met Professor Mustafa Isen, the general secretary of the president’s office, in Ankara. That meeting was principally concerning a different project, involving a regrettably abandoned equestrian ‘friendship ride’ from Turkey into Syria as part of the Evliya Çelebi Way Project. But Professor Isen is also a scholar of biography who has published extensive archival research on traditions of life-writing in the Ottoman period, and we found a lot to talk about while discussing my plans for what has become this book. At the end of our meeting, Professor Isen told me that President Gül was happy to meet for an interview, and that the presidential office would assist with contacting family and friends, personal and political. Shortly afterwards, when Dr Mehmet Kalpaklı was able to offer me rooms and a library card to spend the 2011–12 academic year as a visiting professor at Bilkent University in Ankara, it became impossible to resist and the rest of the story is, as it were, to be found in the pages of this book. News that I was writing this book first appeared in the Turkish press in 2011, generating amusing errors and one fairly serious misconception worth sorting out right away. On 18 November the front page of the national daily Hürriyet carried a short piece, announcing that a biography of President Gül was being written in English by a professor from an English university. The article appeared alongside a portrait of Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan reproduced from the cover of that week’s Time magazine, but was nevertheless picked up and repeated, in various ways, by editors of provincial newspapers. I had met the Hürriyet journalist, Sefa Kaplan, months before in a friend’s flat in Istanbul. He had contacted me after hearing about my project and learning that I had met Professor Isen in Ankara to discuss it. For Sefa Kaplan and readers of Hürriyet, the story was not really of very much interest until later that year in November when I held the first of several lengthy interviews with President Gül. With the story of Erdoğan appearing on the cover of Time magazine as a lead, editors clearly thought that this might be the moment for a word or two about a planned book about President Gül.

    As these things often happen, Sefa’s notes and write-up quickly appeared in a much-edited and garbled form, telling readers that the President and I had first met in 1974 at the University of Exeter. Evidently there had been a collapsing of 1974, the year in which I had visited Turkey for the first time, Gül becoming a student at Exeter, and 2007, when I joined the Exeter faculty. Several other newspapers throughout the country relayed the story of our 1974 meeting, sometimes adding elaborations. More serious, certainly for careful readers, was the term used to designate President Gül’s relationship to the person writing his biography in English: ‘görevlendirdi’. Formed from the noun ‘görev’ meaning ‘duty’ or ‘obligation’, the term here suggests that Gül ‘commissioned’ or ‘appointed’ the biography: in other terms, the President of Turkey had instructed a foreign citizen that it was his duty to write this book. The next day, Hürriyet reported that Ahmet Sever, the presidential press officer, had telephoned the paper’s editors demanding a correction since the president had not ‘commissioned’ anything. ‘On the contrary,’ Sever is reported as saying, ‘MacLean had said that he was working on a new research project about Turkey’s recent history and wanted to include the president’s life and career. Our president positively answered this request.’12 And such was the case. Errors are frequent in the Turkish press and can be hard to correct; this one still pops up from time to time. ‘Probably anti-AKP people created it,’ a (secular) Turkish colleague remarked. ‘It sounds great for them: Gül ordered a biography from an English professor! So these Islamists are always in cooperation with western spies!’13

    Published in the president’s home city, Kayseri Haber was among several provincial newspapers that picked up and developed Sefa Kaplan’s initial report. On 5 December 2011, Yusuf Yerli reported that I had recently visited Kayseri and recorded the names of the political and local notables, business leaders and members of President Gül’s family whom I visited there.14 The fantasy report of my first meeting with the president at Exeter back in 1974 now also involved Gül’s good friend – the journalist Fehmi Koru – who was indeed studying in London but never in Exeter. The piece also claims that the future president of Turkey was working on his PhD at the University of Exeter, when he was enrolled at Istanbul University; though Exeter did indeed present him with an honorary PhD in 2005. From what he was able to find out, Yerli clearly liked the idea of my projected study – and the Evliya Çelebi Project – so my point is not to correct him over errors that only a biographer might worry over, but he unfortunately missed Hürriyet’s published correction, and even used that verb – ‘görevlendirmek’ – indicating that I had been commissioned or appointed to write this book. Since then, I have often seen myself directly quoted for saying things that do not quite sound like anything I have ever said; but misquoting is no privilege of the Turkish press. However, the point that does need making once again here is that this book is not in any way an official biography, and might be said to be authorized only insofar as President and Madame Gül both agreed to sometimes quite lengthy interviews, always accompanied by translators and advisers. Members of the president’s office have also been more than helpful in arranging meetings and discussing political life in Turkey. That said, both President and Madame Gül have read and agreed on the language of all direct quotations from our interviews.

    ‌

‌Sources and Acknowledgements
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‌The Early Years 
Kayseri: 1950s and 1960s

    Since the start of the twenty-first century, Turkey has proved itself an economic success story amid global financial disasters, and an increasingly powerful political and diplomatic actor amid regional militarized crises. Remarkably, all this has taken place under governments ruled by the Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (‘Justice and Development Party’, or AKP), which has origins in Turkish varieties of political Islam. Yet the deep roots of this ‘new Turkey’ can be traced back to 1950. In that year, Abdullah Gül, one of the AKP’s leading founders and President of the Republic since 2007, was born in the central Anatolian city of Kayseri. Coincidentally, the first multiparty elections to be held in the twenty-seven-year history of the Republic of Turkey earlier that year had brought an end to the rule of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s party. To understand Abdullah Gül and how he came to be elected president requires understanding the importance of Kayseri, not just the strong influence of its history on his character, values and political outlook, but also on the history of what has taken place there, and throughout Turkey, since 1950.

    The 1950 elections toppled the Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi (‘Republican People’s Party’, or CHP), Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s party, which had ruled unopposed since the foundation of the republic in 1923. Legitimated by a constitution designed to guarantee their authority, CHP governments became increasingly authoritarian in enforcing modernization and secularization policies. These benefited many, but mostly the secular and metropolitan middle classes and bureaucratic elites, while at the same time alienating the religious sensibilities and conservative values of the majority of provincial and rural Turks. Many found Atatürk’s republic as oppressive as the former Ottoman Empire, just in different ways. Soviet planners were brought in, and factories began appearing in provincial cities, such as Kayseri, with conservative and traditional populations, such as the Güls. Ahmet Hamdi Gül, Abdullah’s father, worked in the newly constructed aircraft factory in Kayseri, where he found his pious Muslim views often in strong accord with socialist talk encouraged among the workers: he became a respected union leader. Modernization was one thing, but secularism another. Religious life under the republic was controlled by a state fiercely devoted to secular principles. Mosques were now run by civil servants while many traditional religious customs became illegal.

    Coming to power in 1950, Adnan Menderes and the Demokrat Parti (‘Democrat Party’, or DP) promised to appease religious voters more than they did, but along the way they ignored the constitution rather too often, causing the army to seize power in 1960. They tried and executed Menderes and two of his ministers on charges of treason. Meanwhile, since the early 1950s, Marshall Plan funding from the US had sparked off new forms of economic activity throughout Turkey. In Kayseri, people are famously proud of their city’s ancient history as a multi-ethnic city based on business and trade where Muslims and Christians had lived and worked together for centuries. Traumatized by the expulsions of their Armenian and later Greek Orthodox populations in the opening decades of the twentieth century, the Kayseri business community showed how much they had learned from the non-Muslim merchants who had been their earlier colleagues, filling the void they had left in trade and business. Among the ‘Anatolian tigers’ – the provincial cities which led Turkey’s economic development into the twenty-first century – Kayseri has been called the birthplace of ‘Islamic Calvinism’, an embrace between Islam and neoliberalism. In Kayseri the sons of skilled factory workers, the esnaf class, were being educated for higher education: two of Abdullah Gül’s uncles attended university and became eminent engineers,1 while Abdullah himself achieved a PhD in economics from Istanbul University in 1981.

    An auspicious birthday

    Abdullah Gül was born on 29 October 1950, a doubly auspicious date. As every Turk knows, it was on that day in 1923 that six hundred years of the Ottoman Empire came to an end when the first session of the Grand National Assembly met in Ankara and voted to approve a resolution proclaiming ‘the form of government of the Turkish state is a Republic’. Later that day, Mustafa Kemal was elected first president of the republic and Ankara became capital of the new republic. Until his death in 1938, Atatürk ruled through a single-party system, enforcing – some say autocratically – reforms that aimed to modernize and secularize the new nation state that emerged in Anatolia after the Western powers had attempted to carve up the former Islamic empire at Sèvres, and later succeeded in doing so at Lausanne while acknowledging Atatürk’s military victories and territorial claims in Anatolia. Under Atatürk and his ‘Republican People’s Party’, reforms affecting all aspects of life in Turkey were swiftly enacted by the all-powerful state. Factories and railways arrived, new schools were built and new laws encoded obliging everyone to be happy to be a Turk. Regional, ethnic and traditional cultural practices were proscribed by law: men were to wear brimmed hats not turbans or fezzes; local religious orders were closed down; a Department of Religious Affairs (Diyanet) was established to control public religion, transforming imams and muezzins into employees of the state; the call to prayer was changed from Arabic to Turkish. The Turkish language was rapidly modernized, dropping Arabic script for a hybridized alphabet based on the Roman alphabet; overnight the minority of literate Turks found themselves no longer able to read a newspaper.

    By the end of the Second World War, however, the authoritarian single-party system had come unstuck. On 28 May 1950, multiparty elections brought the recently formed Demokrat Parti (DP) into power under Prime Minister Adnan Menderes, ending the twenty-seven-year rule of Atatürk’s CHP. Staunch supporters of the new party and government, Abdullah Gül’s family debated whether he should be named ‘Cumhur’ in recognition of his propitious birthday: the term refers to the ‘people’ element of Cumhuriyet, the Turkish for ‘republic’ – not the state but the people. He was named Abdullah instead, but the nickname survives in family legend.

    Abdullah Gül was born in Kayseri, the central Anatolian city where both sides of his family had lived for generations. His father, Ahmet Hamdi Bey – the term ‘bey’ here is a slightly old-fashioned term of respect pitched somewhere below ‘sir’ but above ‘mister’ – was employed in a local factory. The Kayseri Tayyare Fabrikasi (‘Kayseri Aircraft Factory’) had been set up in 1926 under Atatürk’s reforms to boost the city’s development into modernity. Abdullah Gül’s mother, Adviye Hanım – the term ‘hanım’ here serving as the equivalent of ‘bey’ for women – is the daughter of Ismail Hakkı Satoğlu, member of an extended family of teachers, poets and doctors with branches in both Kayseri and the western coastal city of Izmir. At the time of Abdullah Gül’s birth, his parents were well regarded in their neighbourhood – the mahalle – for being traditional, honest, respectable and conservative. Yet they were also known for being better educated than many of their immediate neighbours, most of them retailers and tradesmen for whom education was deemed only of secondary importance.2

    Abdullah Gül was born right in the heart of ancient Kayseri in the house of his paternal grandfather Hayrullah Efendi – the term ‘efendi’ here serving like ‘bey’ but marking respect for members of an even older generation – himself a merchant. For centuries, the family had lived in the Gülük Mahallesi, a neighbourhood dating back to Selçuk times when it had been developed to accommodate the stonemasons and carpenters employed to build the Selçuk Honat Hatun mosque complex. Here, generations of the family had served as imams in the neighbourhood Gülük Mosque, adopting their surname Gül from the neighbourhood in 1934 when the law required.3 Two generations back, Hayrullah Efendi’s father had moved his growing family to a traditional two-storey house built around a courtyard garden on Birlik Sokak, ‘Union Street’, in an adjacent neighbourhood. Here Abdullah Gül was born and spent his early years surrounded by grandparents, uncles, visiting aunts and cousins. Times were tough; this was the 1950s and central Anatolia remained scarred from decades of supplying men and provisions to wars being fought far away. Prices were high and essentials were most often in short supply. But Ahmet Hamdi Bey was a skilled technician with a stable salary and the Gül clan are a prudent people. Abdullah Gül recalls a childhood spent within the ‘large yard of our house, which was in the middle of the city. We used to call the yard “hayat” as it is named in Turkish architecture meaning “life”. We used to spend all of our time there, grandparents, uncles, aunts. I remember it was like a stadium it was so big and I spent all my time there and spent many happy hours – granddad’s house: I was born there.’4

    Secure within the family but growing up right in the heart of the city, young Abdullah Gül had only to cross what is now Inönü Boulevard to find himself wandering among memorials to Kayseri’s glorious past: the walls of the Byzantine citadel, and the magnificent thirteenth-century Selçuk Honat Hatun mosque complex, complete with still-functioning bath-house (hamam) spewing steam into the air as it has done for eight centuries. Local historians will proudly tell you that this was the first such mosque complex to be built by the Selçuks, who also established the still active Gülük Mosque.

    Kayseri: history and people

    For Turks everywhere today, and for generations, coming from Kayseri has special meanings. When Abdullah Gül was born there, Kayseri was a rather dusty provincial backwater that had long fallen on hard times and was struggling to recover. Outwardly at least, it displayed little memory of its important, glorious, and certainly ancient past. Centuries before the sixth century CE when Justinian built the Byzantine fortress here, the early Romans had established their regional capital nearby at Mazarca, which they promptly renamed Caesarea, and from here ruled over the former kingdom of Cappadocia. Even earlier, Mazarca had been a capital of the Hattians until they were displaced by the Bronze Age Hittites at the dawn of the second millennium BC. Before that, since the middle of the third millennium BC, Assyrian traders had maintained a colony just a few miles up the road at Kültepe. It was here, at Kültepe, that archaeologists unearthed the world’s oldest trading records in the form of a massive archive of clay tablets dating from over four thousand years ago.

    Kayseri has been on the map, as it were, since international trade began, and trade is a key to the well-known stereotype of those who come from the city. Nestled on the slopes of an extinct volcano, Mount Erciyes – at 12,848 feet (3,916 metres), the fifth highest mountain in Anatolia – Kayseri enjoys obvious natural advantages. Commanding, as it does, the crossing over the Kızıl Irmak river – the river Halys of Strabo and the early geographers – Kayseri controls the ancient trade routes linking the Euphrates with the Black Sea, Anatolia’s Aegean ports with Syria, and the northern silk road from Iran and beyond. Geographically, the site remains a natural hub for trade.

    Because of its distinctive geography and position, Kayseri has prospered and declined for millennia with the flows and vagaries of international trade and with the comings and goings of dynasties and empires. Virtues of necessity, openness to difference, compromise and adaptability are still discernible today and continue to exert an enormous influence on the city’s culture and the self-image of its people. Under the Romans, the prehistoric trading centre flourished into a prosperous regional capital of empire and for a time was home to an important metal works where cavalry armour was manufactured. Yet Roman Caesarea is probably better known for becoming a centre of Eastern Christian learning under Eusebius and St Basil until the Arab incursions of the seventh century sacked the city and pretty much put an end to trade for some time. But Christianity survived here and throughout the adjacent region of Cappadocia, whose extraordinary volcanic landscape had been home to fugitive Christian communities for centuries. A large group of Armenian refugees from Ani, accompanied by their king, Gagik II, settled in Kayseri shortly before the Selçuks arrived in 1080 and commanded the city for Islam. In 1097, crusaders failed to recover the city which remained an active Selçuk capital until the Mongols invaded in 1243. For the next century and a half, the city served as a fortified capital for various tribal dynasties until 1397 when it first entered Ottoman hands under Beyazit I, who promptly lost it to Tamerlane in 1402 following his humiliation at the battle of Ankara (Angora). Karamid and Mamluk chiefs ruled here until Yavuz Sultan Selim I (r. 1512–20) recaptured the region for the Ottomans.

    Under the Ottomans, trade started up again and sixteenth-century Kayseri found itself recovering some of its former wealth and importance as caravans passed through on the northern route linking Istanbul with Erzurum and Iran. Ottoman Kayseri was also an important stage on the more southerly route from Istanbul to Aleppo, Damascus and Mecca; this included a stretch from Eregli to Sivas by way of Kayseri that was much used during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries for Ottoman armies setting out for Safavid borderlands.5 During the sixteenth century, Kayseri grew to become a city of some 33,000 tax payers, making it ‘the largest city of Anatolia after Bursa,’ a city of the same size as contemporary Amsterdam, Utrecht, Cordoba, Barcelona, Ferrara, and Padua.6

    Seventeenth-century Kayseri continued to prosper, but during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries there were no longer Ottoman armies marching this way, and the northern trade route shifted further north to pass from Tokat and Yozgat to Ankara leaving little traffic on the Sivas to Kayseri route. During the final two centuries of Ottoman rule, or more accurately neglect, Kayseri became a provincial crossroads where a long history of trade and migration, warfare and occasional famines, formed communal habits, interfaith customs and beliefs, as well as communal ways of dealing with the imperial authorities in Istanbul.

    The stereotype of people from Kayseri, at least a version that is still embraced and elaborated by local people today, began to emerge during the later Ottoman period when Muslims and Christians lived and worked together. It emphasizes a strong business sense amid changing markets combined with a moral commitment to hard work and a patient delight in making deals. It also combines a conviction that religious piety is an essential ingredient of honesty and success, and therefore a quality to be sought in business partners, regardless of whether they are Muslims, Greeks or Armenians. While the pursuit of wealth for its own sake is deeply frowned upon, as it is in both Christianity and Islam, people from Kayseri agreed among themselves long ago that making money for the common good was a virtuous activity. In 2005, a European Stability Initiative report coined the term ‘Islamic Calvinists’ to describe these characteristics, observing: ‘No visitor to Kayseri could fail to notice that this is both a deeply religious society, and one where change and modernization are eagerly embraced … Islamic charity is a deeply rooted local tradition, and many of the city’s educational and cultural establishments were founded with private donations.’7 These are clearly values generated not only from centuries of passing merchant caravans, but also from an equally long history of international trading communities taking up permanent residence there and legitimating their presence by benefiting the community at large.

    Under the Ottomans, Kayseri continued to welcome substantial communities of Armenian and Greek Orthodox merchants and businessmen, many of whom had been there for generations. By the end of the sixteenth century, fewer than eighty percent of the population of tax-paying males show up as Muslims.8 With a common interest in business matters, Muslims and Christians managed to live and work together in pursuit of good deals; and so the stereotype of the hard-headed, parsimonious, conservative, even cunning businessman from Kayseri came into being. Central to this figure is a strong ethic of making money not for personal gain, but to benefit the community. We can find that stereotype being described in a mid-nineteenth- century account of Kayseri by E. J. Davis, the Episcopal (American) Bishop of Alexandria, who observed how the Greek population of Kayseri at the time was looking elsewhere for business opportunities:

    The ‘Roumlis,’ or people of Kaisariyeh, have a miserably poor country, and are therefore obliged to emigrate; they are found in every part of Turkey, but they always leave their families at home, and the greater part of the population of Kaisariyeh consists of the wives and families of these men, who are seeking a livelihood away from their native place. They are exceedingly parsimonious, manage to live on astonishingly little, and are beyond measure shrewd and sharp in business; so that (as I was told) ‘there are no Jews in Kaisariyeh,’ they cannot compete with the natives! I give this statement as it was made to me.‌9


    Davis, who reported regular meetings with traders from Kayseri several times in his travels through ‘Asiatic Turkey’, noted how the Kayseri region is barely recovering from a series of recent famines. Yet people from Kayseri were survivors and widely renowned for driving advantageous bargains. Of one ‘Simeon’, his host while staying in Maraş, Davis noted that he ‘was most attentive, and moreover took admirable care of my horses. Being a Greek of Kaisariyeh, it was but natural that his charge should be somewhat extravagant, but in the end we came to an amicable agreement.’10

    Coming to an amicable agreement while driving a hard bargain, getting the better of the other guy without alienating him: that is central to the Kayseri skill-set and self-image and it has roots in the religious and ethnic exchanges that had been shaping Kayseri society for centuries. The Muslim population had come to adopt customs of their Greek and Armenian neighbours in ways that were unusual among Ottoman Turkish communities. The American Bishop Davis, understandably, paid special attention to the Greeks since he doubtless spoke some version of the Greek language and he might have believed – as Anglo-Protestant churchmen for some time had commonly believed – that there was a good chance of converting Greek Orthodox congregations to their own brand of Christianity. Yet his observations reveal crucial components of what was special to the Kayseri character – that determination and entrepreneurial spirit common to its people regardless of religious affiliation – and its links to the competitive and long-established multiracial mix of the city. It was that same commercial and enterprising spirit that inspired those ‘Roumlis’, or Greeks of Kayseri, who, recognizing that business was bad, went looking for opportunities elsewhere.

    The exodus of Kayseri’s Greeks as a result of commercial difficulties was evidently well underway when Davis was writing in the 1870s, long before the notorious population exchanges of 1923 that would follow the Treaty of Lausanne and the establishment of the new republic in the aftermath of the First World War. It is worth recalling that for Turkey, even after the armistice of October 1918 had been signed, war continued, and was fought on Anatolian soil, until 1922. Turkish armies had, in fact, been more or less continuously at war since 1912, when the Balkan conflicts put an end to ‘Turkey in Europe’ and populated Istanbul and western Anatolia with hundreds of thousands of refugees. Joining Germany in August 1914 was the last great blunder of the Ottoman state. It opened the way for Britain and France to set about dismantling the Ottoman Empire; and their agreement involved tacit approval of a Greek land-grab in western Anatolia, or ‘Asia Minor’ as those supporting the project would have called the area. In May 1919, while the ‘Great Powers’ looked the other way, Greek troops landed on the Aegean coast and set about claiming land they said belonged to Greece.

    For those living in Kayseri at the time, the brutal 1919–22 war between Greece and Turkey generated more anguish over the killing and waste than anger at their Greek neighbours. Yet the exchange of Greek Muslims for Turkish Orthodox Christians that resulted in 1923 was, for people in Kayseri, an unexpected disaster that could only recall the all-too-recent horrors of 1915 when the Armenian population of the city had been brutally expelled. The arrival of invading Greek forces in 1919 had certainly alarmed Greek Orthodox families and communities throughout Anatolia, but the fear, panic and bloodshed never reached quite as far east as Cappadocia and Kayseri. By August 1922 under command of Mustafa Kemal, the Turkish army reversed the Greek frontlines hundreds of miles away near Eskişehir and Kütahya. Through the war, Kayseri’s Greeks were anxious but relatively safe, unlike those in the Black Sea region where war had created open hostilities between Muslim and Orthodox communities who had lived together for generations. Here, the unprecedented policy of conscripting Christians into the Turkish army from 1915 had led to armed resistance, state reprisals and guerrilla warfare. In the mountains above Samsun, the bloodshed and atrocities reported by both sides only increased after 1919 when the arrival of Greek forces in Izmir emboldened the armed Christian guerrillas.

    Throughout the ensuing War of Independence (1919–23), the Greek Orthodox communities of Cappadocia and Kayseri never fell out with their Muslim neighbours. They had lived together for centuries and always proved to be loyal subjects of the Ottoman authorities. During the war with Greece, Kayseri remained renowned for the unity and loyalty of its people, Muslim and Christian, and briefly became once more an important centre in the history of Greek Orthodoxy. In July 1921, even as Greek armies continued to advance eastward and moved dangerously close to Ankara, seat of the republican government, Kayseri and its people were deemed safe, secure and loyal. On 24 July, faced with the approach of invading armies, Prime Minister Fevzi Çakmak announced to the Parliamentary Assembly that Ankara was to be abandoned and that all state papers were to be moved to Kayseri where the government would safely resume its responsibilities. In the event, the Greek armies never reached Ankara; they were turned back at the battle of Sakarya by troops bearing Russian-made weapons under the personal command, despite a cracked rib, of Mustafa Kemal.11

    Through the years of war, Kayseri maintained its reputation and status as a city welcoming to Christians. On 15 September 1922, less than a week after a victorious Turkish army had pushed the Greeks back to the Aegean coast and reoccupied Izmir, and two days after the start of the fire in the Armenian quarter that was still sweeping across that city, a group of Greek Orthodox clergymen chose Kayseri for an important assembly. Even as the flames continued to consume the houses and warehouses of Izmir, in Kayseri an Orthodox clergyman, Pavlos Karahisaritis, and seventy-two other Orthodox clerics met and founded the Autocephalous (Turkish) Orthodox Patriarchate of Anatolia. Opposing rule by the ancient Patriarchate of Istanbul for being primarily concerned with ethnic Greeks and promoting the interests of the Greek state, Karahisaritis and his colleagues declared their loyalty to the new Turkish Republic, including promises to use Turkish in their liturgy. Doubtless in anticipation of the debates currently raging in Lausanne over management of the population exchange, Karahisaritis – who was appointed Papa Eftim I – declared that Muslims and Christians in Cappadocia had proved they could live together. An ardent supporter of the Kemalist reforms, Papa Eftim declared his congregation was committed to the Turkish language and ideals of the newly founded republic to which it would be loyal. A plan not to uproot the Turkish-speaking Greek communities of Cappadocia and Kayseri had been Ankara’s position when the Lausanne meeting convened in November 1922. As late as December the plan remained a possible outcome. But when the pushing and shoving at the bargaining table began in earnest, and with an impossible timetable to reach, terms for exempting central Anatolian Christians could not be agreed in time and were omitted: with the notable exception of a clause exempting Karahisaritis and his immediate family, who promptly moved the headquarters of the Turkish Orthodox Patriarchate to Istanbul in 1924.12

    Even today, despite the last-minute expulsion, some Greeks who were suddenly expatriated from Kayseri back in 1923 continue to wax nostalgic for that lost but recent age when Armenians, Greeks and Muslims were ‘all one’ in the shadows of Mount Erciyes. As recently as 2009, Stavros Farasolulos, a ninety-eight-year-old expatriated from Kayseri in 1924, recalled the war of 1919–22: ‘Greeks and Turks killed each other, but in my hometown nothing happened. That was because there was nothing that separated Turks from Greeks.’13 Such testimonials from those who lived at the time are not uncommon and shape the living memory of people from Kayseri today. Such recollections of ruptured community only partly serve to mitigate the sadness and horrors of those years, when neighbourhoods were torn apart, and Turkish families were forcibly removed from their homes, simply because of religious faith, to a foreign and in many ways alien country where they were discriminated against for not speaking the language. And yet such memories also support a firm belief of people who come from Kayseri: that what happened to the Greeks and Armenians was not locally instigated or even approved by the Muslim majority, but resulted from the enforced policies of an authoritarian state. ‘I know my Kayseri,’ Stavros Farasolulos continued, ‘Turks, Greeks and Armenians are the same.’ The abandonment of the Christians of Kayseri and Cappadocia in 1923 at Lausanne, however, was not the first time that state authorities had, without support from the local Muslim community, uprooted and displaced local Christian families from the city. However strongly people in Kayseri may have believed that Turks, Greeks and Armenians ‘are the same’, back in 1915, there were powerful authorities in Ankara who thought otherwise about the city’s Armenian population.

    On 15 June 1915, eleven Armenians were hanged in the square of Kayseri’s Kömür Pazar, the coal market. On 13 August 1915, the expulsion of all Armenians from the city and nearby towns of Talas and Derevenk began. Many had already fled, taking little with them and often leaving valuables behind in the care of Muslim friends and neighbours, planning to return. Over forty thousand of Kayseri’s Armenians were dispatched: some into the Syrian desert where, in the heat of the summer, many died.14 The operation was reputedly commanded by a brutal outsider, one Yakub Cemil, a member of a group of young officers known as fedaiin (‘volunteers’) who had, since 1908, supported the ‘Young Turk’ revolution by volunteering ‘for dangerous missions, like political murders … and continued to do [their] dirty work after the revolution’.15 He would have had no understanding of or interest in where he was or who he was expelling, and only contempt for local opinion. Armenians had lived in Kayseri for centuries. Here it was that, in 1314, St Gregory ‘the Illuminator’ was appointed first bishop and head of the Armenian Church. During the lean years of the nineteenth century, local Armenian businessmen were central to maintaining the local and regional economy. In 1856, the Hasırcıyan brothers opened a carpet factory employing three hundred weavers and were soon selling Kayseri carpets on international markets. Sarkis Gulbenkian was born and married here, running his petroleum import business before moving to Istanbul where his son, the great oil baron and renowned philanthropist Calouste Gulbenkian, was born in 1869. By the dawn of the twentieth century, there were regular Armenian newspapers, magazines and a theatre group. There were three churches, a nearby monastery and many Armenian schools. In 1906, there were three Armenians on the municipal assembly. As late as 1914, Kayseri was being represented in the Ottoman Parliament by Karabet Tomanyan, a local Armenian teacher.16

    Whatever else remains to be said about the ethnic cleansing of Armenians in 1915, what took place in Kayseri that summer was neither a locally organized operation nor conducted with local approval or general support. Since Kayseri’s Armenian population had been peacefully living there for so long, special efforts had to be made to generate local hostility towards them. Accusations that leading Armenian businessmen were conspiring against the state were spread to generate panic and fear; arbitrary arrests and selective executions seemed to support these accusations. There were local opportunists such as Lutfi Gübgübzade Sureya, a local bandit, who was put in charge of the gendarmerie and organized night-time arrests and provocative executions. In February, after a young Armenian who had returned from the USA blew himself up with a home-made explosive device, one Salih Zeki Bey was appointed to ‘whip the Muslim population up against the Armenians’. He seized a European machine for making sugar from an Armenian factory and then put it on display, claiming it was used to manufacture weapons to be used against Muslims.17 Despite these efforts to induce ethnic and religious antagonisms, in Kayseri the killings and expulsions were not generally approved by the local Muslim community, as was the case in Adana and Van.18

    There was even active resistance on the part of Kayseri Muslims, who hid their Armenian neighbours and protected their property to await their return. More public resistance than this would have been exceptionally difficult to mobilize. There was a war on and all the able-bodied young men were in the army. Those left in Kayseri and the surrounding towns and villages to confront the Ottoman authorities were soldiers’ wives, children and old people. They helped when they could; late in 1919, when some Armenians managed to return after the Mondros Armistice, they had their houses and other properties restored to them by friendly neighbours.19 But not all were so fortunate: as late as February 1916, a group of Armenian school-girls attending the American college in Talas were reported poisoned.20

    A tale is still being told in Kayseri that is set in 1915 at the time of the Armenian expulsion. It captures the sense of ambivalent horror that perhaps best describes what we can know about how local Muslims felt at the expulsions. It concerns a carter with a horse-drawn carriage from Derevenk, a village close to Kayseri, who has been left behind by the army because of having only half a nose. In advance of the deportations, ‘Derviş-the-Noseless’ helps an Armenian family flee from the approaching state forces only to meet bandits on the road to Maraş. In gratitude for protecting them from these bandits, his passengers tell Derviş where he can find a small pot of coins hidden in the threshold of a house they have just left. On returning to Derevenk only a few days later, Derviş discovers to his horror that ‘there wasn’t a single house standing. None were left, only ruins. I couldn’t even find where the house was, let alone the threshold.’ In this tale, at least, the point of the story is Derviş’s utter dismay at discovering that local people had become complicit. Salih, who recounted the tale in 2008, comments:

    Those who demolished Derevenk were our raiders, I mean the raiders of Talas and Tavlusun. The stone bricks of the old houses in Kayseri are Talas, Tavlusun and Germir’s bricks. The bricks of the house demolished here, they took them and sold them. They took the window and sold it, they ripped the door out and sold it. They took all the bricks, the columns and sold them. Our men did that.21


    What is important to Salih, in recalling the story, is the sense then, and now, of peculiar horror that some Kayserians broke faith to become treacherously complicit in order to profit from the expulsions. The age when Kayseri’s ‘Turks, Greeks and Armenians are the same’ was clearly beginning to come unstuck in 1915, but belief in that age, its virtues and its values, strongly persists among people from Kayseri. As Salih’s comments indicate, the muted sense of distance from the actions of an all-powerful state, the anxious note of complicity with unthinkable deeds carried out in one’s own name, the way the story avoids the human tragedy by focusing on the destruction of property and community, and the evident anger at the way those deeds were compounded by local corruption that allowed those bricks and windows and doors to appear rebuilt, all these express the anguish of a community torn apart and still waiting to recover fully.

    The expulsions still help to shape people’s silent but living memory in Kayseri. As for resistance to unpopular state policies from local Muslims, what can we make of a story still reported recounting very similar conditions during the 1919–22 war with Greece? Once again the young men were all drafted and the city left to wives, children and old people. The same source, Salih, tells how the state-appointed recording clerks distributing food during war-time rationing in Kayseri are said to have used their power over rye and wheat supplies to force local women into unwanted sexual relations in return for food for their children. Salih insists: ‘The man who lived through this said it, not me. He said, “I didn’t hear this from someone. I’m the one who has seen this.”’22 Whatever we wish to make of such a story and its claims as a historical memory, it is worth bearing in mind that once again the bad guys here are outsiders, explicitly government employees brought in with authority to enforce state plans who use their power corruptly: a recurrent theme in Kayseri folklore as in Turkish humour generally. The other villain in these scenarios is the local opportunist who betrays the community and its values by exploiting circumstances for his personal profit. For Kayserians, he is the worst villain, the local traitor who breaks faith in pursuit of personal wealth.

    In November 2011, I asked President Gül how he first learned about the expulsion of the Christians from Kayseri. His normal smile faded instantly, and after a brief pause he said, ‘So many terrible, terrible things took place. We are still living with the First World War.’23 Like others of his generation, Abdullah Gül heard tales and stories about those years from relatives who had lived through them.

    During those years, we did not have TV at home so my father’s mother spent a lot of time with me and we were very close, living as a family. My grandmother told me a lot of stories. So when I was a young child my grandmother took care of me more than my mother and she loved me. Of course when we think of the days of my grandmother’s childhood they were going through the First World War and she told a lot of stories about then when times were difficult. There were a lot of dramatic stories and she would sing lullabies that had dramatic feelings of sorrow from that time.24


    In those lullabies, the spirit of loss – the loss of neighbours and community, of young men to the wars and of regional prosperity – continued to generate stories to tell as the region continued to suffer while the First became the Second World War. The Kayseri character is inextricably bound up with this powerful cultural memory of loss and ‘feelings of sorrow’. Benefits to Kayseri from the republican reforms of the 1920s and 1930s were substantial but belated. Government policies of promoting industrial over agricultural development did little to mitigate the effects of a run of bad harvests during the 1920s or alleviate rural poverty.25 During these years of scarcity, however, the commercial, entrepreneurial and independent mentality on which people from Kayseri prided themselves continued to survive even as local people continued to tell each other stories of past sorrows, transforming memories of local events into legendary history.

    Based on local events that occurred during the later 1940s, Süleyman Sağlam’s novel, Embracing the Mountains (1999),26 captures this sense of Kayseri’s proud past and the moral integrity of its business community coming under pressure from state authorities on the one hand, and local corruption on the other. Right through the 1940s, while Turkish troops protecting the republic’s borders once again wrested manpower and supplies from the Kayseri region, deserters from the army turned to banditry, roaming the hills and valleys huddled about Mount Erciyes. Sağlam’s novel is largely set in the vineyards clustering on these hills during the 1940s and offers a thinly veiled fictionalized version of ‘a true story’ of events from the era when Turkey was struggling to maintain neutrality while supplying an active army to protect its borders. It tells of villainy among the corrupt outsiders brought into Kayseri by the government, and of local heroes such as Mehmet Efendi, the charitable shoe shop owner. While struggling to make a living when no one can afford to buy shoes, Mehmet Efendi feeds his poorest neighbours while maintaining faith in President Ismet Inönü and the Kemalist reforms. ‘It’s the railroad company that’s keeping this country afloat. And look at Kayseri! If we didn’t have the state-owned airplane factory and textile mill in Kayseri, the city would be totally destitute.’27 But the true hero above all is the freedom-loving Osman, an honourable bandit straight from folklore, living wild in the nearby mountains, beloved by all the local villagers and only ever stealing from the government for their benefit. ‘Osman represented a symbol of hope for the little people. When he was in the mountains they felt they had a kind of power on their side.’ And the worst villain of all is the local man gone wrong. Here this figure is named Hatem Agha, a former colleague of Osman who had ‘managed to cleanse his reputation of his rather unsavoury past … to become a person of power in the leading party. He was smart and he cultivated the kinds of behaviour that made him into a respected personage. He was trusted by the governors, the parliamentarians, the mayors, and the judges and they gave him responsibility over the hapless population.’28 As we might have anticipated, the sly and hypocritical Hatem Agha is obsessed with gaining power to destroy the noble Osman, employing every trick known to villains who work by stealth and indirection. ‘Yes,’ Abdullah Gül smiled when I mentioned Sağlam’s novel to him,

    his novel is accurate and describes the gardens where we all still lived. In Kayseri everyone has a vineyard and in the book there are stories set in them. Reading the book, I remembered all the stories of my childhood and the stories I listened to as a child. The war was very important. Of course we did not live then but we always listened to these stories from older people, of the early days of the republic when the state was weak and there were wars and bandits in the mountains.29 


    By 1950, the days of bandit-heroes had passed, but the summer gardens, suspicion of state authorities, and pride in the local business community still survive. From living memories and tales from local history, Kayseri continues to fashion its distinctive self-image as an honest, business-oriented community which pursues wealth for the common good but not personal gain. Sağlam’s villain Hatem Agha gets things exactly wrong when he declares, self-importantly: ‘Kayseri people are known all over Turkey for being so clever and cunning. Well, we have to be. Our wit is all we have to rely upon.’30 He has forgotten about loyalty to the community of neighbours who are there to be relied on.

    Kayseri and the republic

    In 1950 when Abdullah Gül was born there, the population of Kayseri had been on the rise for some time, reaching 65,488 that year, nearly double the number of people living there in 1926. Growth declined during the war, but throughout Abdullah Gül’s childhood and early youth, more and more villagers moved into the city in search of work. Most were uneducated and pious, traditional people with conservative values. For unemployed and landless villagers, the attractions of Kayseri were obvious: since 1933, it hosted an important textile factory built under the same modernization scheme as the aircraft factory where Abdullah Gül’s father worked. Business was thriving. By the 1960s, population growth exceeded employment opportunities. When Abdullah Gül turned twenty-five in 1975, the population had tripled since his year of birth to 207,039, making Kayseri one of the fastest growing cities in Turkey: a trend that continues into the twenty-first century.31

    Economically, Kayseri benefited minimally and rather belatedly from the republican modernization reforms of the 1920s and 1930s. In 1924 the state began construction of a railway line that restored Kayseri to its ancient centrality as a trade hub. The line connecting Ankara to Kayseri opened in 1927, and went onward to Sivas in 1930 and the Black Sea, reaching Samsun in 1932. Meanwhile, in August 1925, the German aircraft company Junkers formed a consortium with Turkish businessmen and, in 1926, built an aircraft assembly plant outside Kayseri. Disagreements among the shareholders led to the plant being closed in May 1928 without a single plane ever being built there. But in 1933, the government set up the Sümer Bank for the purposes of financing industrial expansion in what were considered to be underdeveloped areas such as Kayseri. That year, the Kayseri Tayyare Fabrikası (‘Kayseri Aircraft Factory’) was reopened with a staff of over one thousand to manufacture aircraft parts for a number of US, German, Polish, British and Russian companies. Among the tasks carried out during the years that Ahmet Hamdi Gül worked there was the reverse engineering of Russian gliders – prototypes were taken apart and then machines were designed to manufacture the parts.32

    The engine of economic growth that slowly brought Kayseri out of the doldrums of the late Ottoman and early republican years, however, was the textile mill not the aircraft factory. Also financed by the state-owned Sümer Bank, the Kayseri Textile Factory opened on 16 September 1936. A month after the factory had started production, Donald Webster, a visiting American, claimed it had already become ‘the country’s showcase’, producing ‘nearly half as much’ finished cotton ‘as the quantity imported into Turkey the year before the factory opened’.33 Webster admired how the factory ‘operated on a single shift’ of over 2,000 workers; a number set to increase to 4,500 once ‘additional living quarters had been constructed’.34 Within a year, according to British Foreign Office figures, the Kayseri factory was producing half of the cotton produced by state-owned factories, of which there were five, and by 1940 was ‘the largest in the Middle East’ and still operating continuously on a single shift.35 In keeping with other state-planned industrialization projects, the Kayseri mills were ‘typical of the new industries and of the regrouping of the population which these entail’.36 Webster greatly admired the facilities provided for workers: communal canteens supplying wholesome and inexpensive meals, sports facilities and a hospital, dormitories for the single and apartments for married families – complete with showers which proved ‘a novelty to most of the laborers’. The workers were villagers, attracted by ‘stories about the pleasant working and living conditions at the new factory’.37 Many of them came up from the south, from the vast, feudally-controlled villages among the cotton fields of the Çukurova plateau, a world of exploitation immortalized in Orhan Kemal’s Bereketli Topraklar Üzerinde (‘On These Bountiful Lands’) of 1954,38 and Yaşar Kemal’s Ince Memet (‘Mehmet, My Hawk’) of 1955. Migrant workers arrived on the same road from Adana along which the bales of raw cotton grown in the region came to feed the maws of Kayseri’s mills. Webster noticed that ‘many of them had never been away from home before and succumbed to homesickness’, but he also recorded a more remarkable incident. ‘Kayseri,’ he says, ‘had not had a history of serious malaria epidemics, but carriers infected enough mosquitoes the first summer of the factory’s operation to cause a mild epidemic’: some workers panicked and ran home.39

    From the late 1930s, thousands of villagers migrated to Kayseri for work in the factories there, but culturally they barely made up for the lost Armenians and Greeks. Those who came were generally rural people unaccustomed to life outside ancestral villages. Their traditional, patriarchal values fitted well enough with the conservative character and habits of Kayseri residents, who lived close to home and family. Though some of their manners and habits often at first appeared crude to the urban and educated population of Kayseri, they were nevertheless co-religionists who spoke a common language. Their assimilation and growth were carefully orchestrated by government policy since it was their very transformation, from villager labourers into urban workers, that was at the heart of early republican reform. Indeed, the Kayseri textile mills were, as Webster said, the ‘showcase’ of Turkey’s evidence to itself and to the world of the aggressive programme of industrialization and modernization that confirmed its status as a modern nation very much aware that the whole world was watching. As Geoffrey Lewis put it in 1955, ‘the new Turks, whose constant cry was (and indeed still is), “What will Europe think of us?” did not wish to be considered a nation of peasants. “Turkey is a Western country. Western countries are industrial…”’40 The Kayseri factory did more than produce cotton: among many local leaders, it provided opportunities for boosting the city’s pride in its reputation for being a model of state planning and social engineering, a symbol of Turkey’s future as it brought the nation’s rural populations into the modern world. The business community of Kayseri was hungry for foreign investments and eager to forget the failed deal with the Junkers syndicate back before the war.

    The American visitor, Donald Webster, was not the first Western writer to be invited to view, admire and write about the Kayseri textile factory project in 1937. Earlier that same year, even as the buildings were being put up, the machines assembled, and the future workers trained in the needful skills that would earn them a wage and modern lifestyle, Lilo Linke arrived in Kayseri after recent visits to Adana and Izmir. Since March 1935, when she arrived in Istanbul by ‘mere chance’, Linke had been travelling about Turkey recording, among other matters, her impressions of the government’s progress towards modernization. Like Webster, she admired what she saw in Kayseri, so much so that on leaving she found herself wanting to stay on for ‘a year or two’ and ‘to help push things forward … and so make use of my experience in the German Youth Movement’.41 We never discover what special chance it was that brought Linke to Turkey, or why a German woman should have written a book about Turkey in English, but her observations of the Kayseri factory confirm Webster’s general facts and figures, suggesting they shared an official source.

    Under the enthusiastic guidance of the factory director, one Fazıl Bey, a staunch Kemalist, Linke spent several days as a guest at the project site where she witnessed for herself the management problems of persuading some two thousand villagers to behave like industrial workers. Clocking in for work at the factory gates, for example, created hours of chaotic confusion among a labour force both innumerate and illiterate, conditions that generated anger and frustration. Earlier, this had led to early morning riots that were put down with summary sackings of the rioters. ID numbers were eventually stitched onto the men’s clothing, assisting them to clock in. Pilfering was also a grave concern, but despite her contempt for the workers, Linke found much that she admired in the project as a whole. She was especially fascinated by the training being given to young girls. Local women ‘in Kayseri and the villages nearby belonged to the most conservative in the whole country and were shocked at the very idea of working side by side with men’, Linke observes when describing Fazıl Bey’s scheme of getting ‘hold of girls while they were too young to be spoilt by their mothers’ and bringing them up in dormitories. It appears that ‘a factory of this kind needed a great number of women workers’.42 The social revolution designed in Ankara had arrived and was transforming life in Kayseri.

    The founding director of the Kayseri textile factory, Fazıl Bey himself, as well as the other managers, foremen and senior mechanics, had been trained for this modernizing mission in Russia. ‘The Kayseri factory,’ Linke declares, ‘was the first important outcome of the Turkish–Russian industrial collaboration’,43 doubtless echoing an official fact presented to her by the director but with her own curious enthusiasm for the Russian influences visible here. The 1914–18 war had ended age-old hostilities and bound together the new republics, ‘the Soviet Union, with every man’s hand against it, and Turkey, the defeated Power which refused to admit defeat’.44 Russia not only trained the management and senior staff of the Kayseri factory, but financed and supplied the buildings and machines. All the Turks had to do was provide the raw cotton and workers. Webster would note that, after running continuously for some weeks, the Russian-made machines were inferior to English mills since they tended to break down and need constant repair, often when spare parts were unavailable.45 They were still mostly unassembled when Linke visited, but trainees were already expected to join in an early morning routine of calisthenics, under the personal direction of Fazıl Bey, in the factory stadium which had proudly been modelled on that of Cologne. Here Fazıl Bey was already supporting the city’s first football team. ‘I don’t want it for the sake of the sport,’ Linke reports him explaining: ‘They’ll be forced to wear shorts and show their naked knees, and that’s what matters to me. Once they dare to appear in public like that, they’ve broken away from tradition and are free.’46

    In 1937, modernity and modern ideas ruled at the Kayseri textile factory. The ambitions of its director, that is, were all for rapid modernization, right down to young men exposing their knees in public. Linke was clearly a modernist herself, whose admiration for all aspects of the Kayseri factory – its health facilities, its dormitories and apartments, its educational and training schemes, its sports facilities – is only matched by her insulting portrait of the villagers who have come there to be transformed into workers, ‘half animals in their dumbness and ignorance – such were the men who were slowly to be turned into a self-conscious working-class’. Linke was clearly convinced that Turkey’s aims to modernize, industrialize and urbanize were an essentially admirable and indeed humanizing and progressive programme, one that she wanted to help push forward. And without hesitation she assures readers that her experiences led her to confirm that men from Kayseri are ‘notorious all over the country for their cleverness and cunning in business’.47 Yet at the same time her account reveals the human problems arising from displacement and resettlement, and the sometimes brutal logic and attitude of modernizing reformers. What was happening in Kayseri was also happening in other provincial cities in the new Turkey: Adana, Bursa, Eskişehir were all engaged in industrialization and modernization programmes, reassembling populations and urbanizing migrant villagers.

    A president’s father: Ahmet Hamdi Gül


    In addition to opportunities for incomers, the Kayseri factories provided valuable opportunities for young and educated local people, such as Abdullah Gül’s father. Employed in the aircraft factory in 1943, age seventeen, Ahmet Hamdi Gül quickly learned the skills of the tool-and-die-maker’s craft and, combining them with his keen intelligence, put them to inventive use. The factory had been taken over for military purposes during the years of war and Ahmet Hamdi found himself attached to the army, helping design and manufacture spare parts for all kinds of military equipment. He became renowned for figuring out not just how to make a one-off replica of an engineered part, but how to set up a machine that would make multiple copies to high standards. These were skills that would later prove valuable for the replication of Russian gliders. Amid this newly industrialized sector of Kayseri, one leading Turkey into the technical future, Abdullah Gül’s father found himself, a pious and practising Muslim, confronting science and technology as he worked alongside highly trained aircraft designers and engineers to invent new ways of doing things. At the same time, he understood the problems arising among the workers. Russian planning models were in place at the textile project, and left-wing ideas such as workers’ rights were being openly promoted and discussed in the factories.

    Ahmet Hamdi Gül’s aptitude for the work marked him out as a master craftsman or üstat, a term with traditional associations linking technical skills with a highly developed sense of moral value. Certainly Ahmet Hamdi’s strong sense of justice and humanity soon led him to become active in factory organization and he became a foreman in the plant. A genial and charming young man with an infectious sense of humour matched by his deep commitment to social justice, Ahmet Hamdi would have had no difficulty leading the workers, both skilled and unskilled, who were employed at the aircraft factory. His views were respected by all the men, and his understanding of how to solve problems – that famed Kayserian skill of knowing how to resolve conflicts in a way that keeps all parties happy – kept the factory working productively while the military commanded operations there.

    During these years a young man named Kemal Sadık Gökçeli (b. 1923) was assigned military service in Kayseri and was stationed at the aircraft factory. He had already spent time in prison for his left-wing political views when he met Ahmet Hamdi and the two became close friends. Ahmet Hamdi Gül had made the hajj to Mecca by this time. Although the young soldier was not religious, he admired the young and pious engineer, how he handled factory politics and conciliated disputes to the benefit of the workers. For his part, Ahmet Hamdi teased the soldier for his extreme left-wing views, nicknaming him karaoğlan, literally a ‘black boy’, someone who stood out from the crowd, making himself a target.48 Later changing his name to Yaşar Kemal, the young conscript went on to achieve international fame as Turkey’s foremost socialist novelist and has claimed that Ahmet Hamdi Gül was one of the first socialist influences on him. In 2007, when Abdullah Gül was inaugurated as president, Yaşar Kemal wrote a letter to the new president congratulating him on his success: he recalled working with Abdullah Gül’s father and expressed his great admiration for Ahmet Hamdi as a valuable ally and comrade in the union campaigns during the years they worked together, an ally who fully understood the difficulties facing villagers who found themselves without proper voice or representation.49

    That Ahmet Hamdi Gül, a pious Muslim, and Yaşar Kemal, a radicalized left-wing intellectual and activist, should have found common purpose in their views on labour and how to resolve problems created by the factory system is not so surprising. Although we might say that both were, in one sense, beneficiaries of the republic’s aggressive promotion of industrialization and modernization, they were nevertheless critically aware of the human problems that modernization entailed. As in the nation at large, both Muslims and socialists had long had good reason to be critical if not opposed to many features of the dominant Kemalist ideology and policy. In 1926 the republican government had adopted a secular civil code that gave the state control over religious affairs, causing disaffection among traditional and pious sectors of society. Abdullah Gül recalls:

    I remember when Muslims told various stories about how it was prohibited to learn the Qur’an and how the police came and took their books. I listened to how my father would go out to see if the gendarmes were coming and he would tell others and they would rush to hide all their books.50


    Even as educated Muslims were resenting control by the state over their religious lives and the choice of books they might read, socialists like Yaşar Kemal were being hounded for more openly criticizing state policies.

    Despite direct Soviet assistance, Turkey’s modernization programme was proudly Western, modelled on Britain and France, and it came accompanied by an uncompromising hostility to anything resembling communism. Socialists, as Ahmet Hamdi Gül and Yaşar Kemal both knew, had long been in constant danger of finding themselves being branded enemies of the state and thrown into prison. The communist poet, Nazim Hikmet, had been locked up since 1938; that same year, the novelist Orhan Kemal was imprisoned on charges that included the criminal offence of reading Hikmet’s poetry aloud in public. So the Muslim craftsman and the socialist conscript discovered common cause in having legitimate grievances against the state machine. Throughout the country, traditional Muslims were confronting government modernization programmes. Ahmet Hamdi Gül and Yaşar Kemal shared a strong mutual belief in benevolence and social responsibility, and in the need to reconcile those beliefs with the innovations of wage-labour and industrial modernization. The difficulty was how to achieve that reconciliation when the government and management continued to condescend towards the workers for being illiterate peasants, unaccustomed to a life spent indoors according to clock time. Ahmet Hamdi Gül became a champion of democratic representation that took the views of the workers seriously, serving as foreman on the factory floor and later, in 1947, when trade unions were permitted, becoming an active leader of the local chapter of HARB-IŞ, a union for workers in the defence industries.51

    Turkey’s new beginnings, 1950


    In a sense, the otherwise unlikely friendship and accord between Ahmet Hamdi Gül and the young Yaşar Kemal that sprang up in a Kayseri factory during the late 1940s echo a widespread and mounting discontent with the government of President Ismet Inönü, who had assumed command following Atatürk’s death in 1938. The republican single-party system had produced an all-powerful governing elite who squabbled among themselves, but continued to rule in a paternalistic and authoritarian manner, telling the people what was good for them regardless of their own views and opinions. Demands for greater democratic representation had been in the air for some time, but nothing was being done. In rural areas, the small farmers who made up eighty percent of the population were still waiting to benefit from the republic. They were becoming increasingly resentful of state controls over the countryside, of armed gendarmes and tax collectors, and of restrictions on their religious life and traditional dress. At the same time, Inönü’s war-time economic policies had opened a rift among supporters of the Kemalist movement who had staunchly supported the CHP.52 Civil servants, teachers, doctors, professors, lawyers and members of the business community all suffered badly from inflationary price controls and taxation. They had become suspicious that the government no longer supported their interests. ‘The position of the indigenous bourgeoisie, whose growth had been such a high priority for Unionists and Kemalists alike, had by now become so strong that it was no longer prepared to accept this position of a privileged, but essentially dependent and politically powerless class.’53 In 1945 the single-party system began to unravel when the CHP government of Ismet Inönü was challenged from within its own ranks. In June of that year, following heated debates over a land reform bill, Atatürk’s last prime minister Celal Bayar, together with three other eminent representatives of the ruling party, proposed a motion demanding that the 1924 constitution be observed and democracy established. It was summarily rejected, but the proposals of the four – Bayar, Adnan Menderes, Refik Koraltan and Fuat Köprülü – were widely supported in the liberal and left-wing press. Inönü himself spoke on the need for an opposition party to run in the next general elections. In January 1946, Bayar and his colleagues formed the Demokrat Parti (‘Democrat Party’) on a platform of political reform and economic liberalization. Hastily conducted elections that summer left the CHP in power despite allegations of vote-rigging. But after three decades of uncontested rule, the end was in sight for the CHP.54

    In May 1950, the ‘first free elections in the history of the republic’55 brought the Democrat Party to power and a new mayor to Kayseri, Osman Kavuncu (1918–66), a stalwart of the new party. In line with the DP slogan that promised ‘unprecedented development’, 1950 ushered Kayseri into a new phase of urban, industrial and commercial development.56 A sugar factory was opened in 1953 with funding from the state-owned Sümer Bank,57 but Kavuncu’s key initiative, one that would make Kayseri a model for other industrial development projects in provincial cities throughout Turkey, was to set about establishing a crafts quarter outside the old city, purchasing land, then dividing it into lots sold on with permissions for various trades. In addition to encouraging the growth of new industries, the plan for new trade-zones also set restrictions on specific trades being carried out in the old city, such as metal working, that were operating in dangerously old buildings. The old city was itself still in poor shape, many of its houses, shops and even municipal buildings in disrepair, and the city fathers had plans for urban renewal once funding could be found. The Kayseri crafts quarter was a great success. It formally opened in 1956 and grew rapidly: by 1975 it accommodated 1,782 different enterprises, 1,159 in manufacture, 623 in trade, and was no longer outside city limits, having been engulfed on all sides by urban development. What we might call the Kayseri model for industrial development proved so successful that it was imitated nationwide. By 1972, when Kayseri opened a second industrial park, even further outside the sprawling city, ‘a similar infrastructure for small businesses’ could be found in most towns and cities throughout Turkey.58

    During the 1950s, even as Kayseri was leading the way forward in municipal development schemes that brought opportunities to skilled craftsmen and small traders, enterprising Kayserians were leading the way in the private sector and founding some of the nation’s wealthiest enterprises. Stimulated by investment from the USA under the Marshall Plan, which was extended to Turkey in July 1948, a number of men from Kayseri began emerging to prominence as leaders of industrial and financial companies that are still of national and international importance. Born in Akcakaya, a village outside Kayseri, Ömer Sabancı had moved to Adana in 1921 and here established himself as a labour broker who invested in cotton and oil factories. In 1948 he entered into a partnership with Nuri Has, also from Kayseri, to found Ak Bank, and during the 1950s acquired massive landholdings in the Adana region and opened further cotton and flour plants. Meanwhile Nuri Has’s son, Kadir, was setting up businesses in the automotive trade, a massive growth field at the time since Marshall Plan funding was tied to the construction of new, metalled roads, a scheme aimed at replacing Turkey’s antique and confused rail network with a future demand for vehicles imported from Detroit. In May 1949, the arrival of the first shipment of US tractors under the Marshall Plan was celebrated at the Dolmabahçe Palace in Istanbul. At the same time, US engineers were helping establish a Department of Highways, and Kadir Has was setting up his first successful business selling tractors and trucks to the cotton farmers of Adana. His fortune was assured with the mechanization of village farms.59

    During the 1950s, Sabancı, Has and other entrepreneurs from Kayseri were founding international business empires. By 1972, Abdullah Gül’s father had quit the aircraft factory in order to set up his own workshop, located in the new industrial park, manufacturing machine tools. Ahmet Hamdi Gül’s reputation for being a fair and honest man stayed with him as he developed his own business; in 1973 he was invited to run for election in Kayseri as parliamentary candidate for the Milli Selâmet Partisi (‘National Salvation Party’, or MSP), an Islamist nationalist party formed three years previously by Professor Necmettin Erbakan, but was not elected. The company he established subsequently moved to the centre of the second industrial complex that made Kayseri once again the ‘showcase’ of the republic and the most productive of Turkey’s industrial ‘tigers’. Founded in 1972, the Asteksan factory and plant are managed today by Abdullah’s younger brother Macit. Asteksan is a successful designer and mid-level manufacturer of a wide variety of fabricated metal products from bus-stop shelters to sports equipment. Ahmet Hamdi Bey – who was eighty-seven years old when I met him – still spends many days in his office at the factory, entertaining local business colleagues and the occasional biographer of his son. But he admits that the best days are those when it is time to remove to the family vineyards, tend to the grapes, and spend the evenings under the stars watching the eagles flying overhead across the face of Mount Erciyes.

    Kayseri today


    Kayseri today is no longer the city in which Abdullah Gül was born and grew up, but the traditions, values and character of its people live on and thrive. Going to primary school in the late 1950s, Abdullah ventured out onto muddy, cobbled streets among old, often crumbling, houses. Like other children of the time, he wore sturdy clothes and shoes that were designed to last for several years – if not generations – and were regularly big enough for him to grow into. Walking to school, there were drains that mostly did their job, and some electric street lighting, but even strolling in the heart of the old city meant passing through rundown buildings and vacant lots among neglected monuments to the city’s more glorious ancient past. For decades, city funds had been limited and gone to industrialization; and there was nothing left for the full-scale inner-city renewal needed to recover from generations of neglect. Yet with great and famous architects such as Mimar Sinan and the Balyan brothers among its proud sons, Kayseri maintained a long line of skilled masons who were experts in working the local volcanic stone. A schoolfriend from those years recalls how they would sometimes pause and watch craftsmen working with stone. Growing up in Kayseri at the time, even schoolboys were aware that improvement might be in the air, and grew sensitive to the built structures of their home city. Abdullah Gül recalls the proud, old municipal buildings that had long been in need of repair:

    I remember beautiful stone buildings with magnificent huge doors and gateways that were just like those of Istanbul University. Unfortunately many of them have not been preserved. I recall one building, the former house of the governor, was much more beautiful than today – four more times beautiful! There were very old houses and narrow streets. Many government buildings of the past were very beautiful, such as the high schools, but houses were simple and modest. For that reason I cannot have much of a longing for those times, because life was very difficult. Now the streets and houses are better and everything has improved.60


    My own memory of first visiting Kayseri in the summer of 1996, staying in a small hotel while visiting Kültepe and other ancient sites, is that many areas of the inner city appeared to have remained unchanged for decades, and that any change was slow-coming. Mount Erciyes was with you wherever you went, and makes the city itself feel lowly. There were building sites, clearly long-term and making slow progress, with sign boards announcing the project. And there were wide boulevards that strongly evoked Paris, but with little traffic along them and remarkably few cafés. Outside the city, but still watched over by Erciyes, I recall extensive areas given over to unfinished housing projects; skeletal concrete structures that suggested no one had worked here for a long while. In the hotel I learned how people had started building when the Turkish lira had been growing increasingly worthless for investing, so those who conducted business in that currency spent it on land and building. Banks were not to be trusted, and putting your money in them in pursuit of interest would be against Islamic tradition. No one was in a hurry to finish these structures. Once the lira were all spent, building work stopped and everyone waited till the next cycle. Eventually they would finish the buildings, one floor at a time, as soon as there was money to do it.

    Today, those steel and concrete frames have been completed and are inhabited by car-owning families. With the population hovering around the million mark in 2011, they have been joined by hundreds of additional apartment blocks to form extensive new neighbourhoods. Kayseri has become the nation’s second largest financial centre, second only to Istanbul. Among the so-called ‘Anatolian Tigers’, Kayseri has also taken the lead in production for export and has its own Free Trade Zone. Cosmopolitan in many respects, it is still a markedly conservative city, one run by and for the interests of local businessmen, who are indeed hard-working, sober and more inclined to investment than to conspicuous extravagance: the recently completed Kayseri Park Shopping Centre downtown and the occasional café with Gulf-style gilt ornamentation notwithstanding. It is still hard to imagine that there are no cafés along Mustafa Kemal Paşa Boulevard, with its evident memory of Paris, where there are some shops, mostly for women looking for bridal wear and wedding gifts, but no strolling boulevardiers. Even the pedestrian areas between the old city walls and the covered market, where there are a few restaurants, are remarkably free of cafés and tea houses. Internal consumerism aside, Kayseri is now at the heart of a thriving Turkish economy, as if in fulfilment, finally, of the local sense of character, that inherited understanding of how to read and adapt to changes in international commerce and trade, and how to close on the best deal while keeping your clients your friends.

    Supported by local-born multimillionaires who became successful elsewhere, by the 1970s Kayseri was starting to emerge from a peripheral to a central role in the growing national economy. In 1972 a volume of self-promoting proverbs and anecdotes appeared, aptly titled: ‘I don’t like to brag but I am from Kayseri’ (Övümmek gibi olmasın ama Kayseriliyim).61 At the core of the Kayseri character and the success story of the city, as just about everyone in Turkey today recognizes, is pride in business. Back in the 1970s, Europe was listening to the boasting and a new wave of Western observers came in the footsteps of Webster and Linke to assess development and to evaluate what might be about to happen. Asked his view of the key to the Kayseri character, Abdullah Gül told me:

    The people are independent and practice self-help among themselves. For instance, the first university, Erciyes University, cost the city a great deal of money but the people found the money and that is evidence. They spent so much to build it, and also the many hospitals and schools. This is also how they think about the city and about business. In the 1950s? It was still better than many places. It was very well known!62


    Early years: Kayseri and Izmir


    On 29 October 1923 in Ankara, the Turkish Republic was born and Mustafa Kemal named its first president. On 29 October 1950 in Kayseri, amid anniversary celebrations, Abdullah Gül was born. The victory of Cemal Bayar, Adnan Menderes and the DP earlier that year meant that this was the first time the celebrations also marked the end of the single-party rule of the CHP. Finally, it seemed the Turkish Republic had embraced democratic reforms and proved to itself, and to the West, that it was modern and capitalist and, at the same time, in need of help to fend off the dangers of being overwhelmed by Soviet communism.

    Born on this signal day in this signal year for Turkish political history, young Abdullah Gül grew up with a father renowned for his optimism, piety, good humour and skills at conciliation. From his father, Abdullah learned the importance of being a practising Muslim while understanding how religion referred to personal and private life, and how key ideas coming from the socialist left were both admirable and essential to understanding the modern, industrialized world. The heroic bandits of the 1940s who had roamed the hills around Mount Erciyes in Süleyman Sağlam’s fact-based novel were being slowly and steadily replaced by industrial workers but remained local heroes, representing justice and freedom. Abdullah’s earliest years were spent in a proud and ancient city that was hoping for better times, its people still suffering from decades of deprivation, yet resilient and hardworking, prepared to make the most of available circumstances. Both his parents came from families that embody these very characteristics. Adviye Hanım, his mother, was every bit as well known for her intelligence, sense of humour and generosity to others as was his father. Coming from a highly educated family of teachers and doctors in Izmir, Adviye learned at a young age to respect the scientific point of view and to think for herself, qualities that combined with her intelligence to produce a shrewd sense of wry comic irony. Abdullah Gül’s parents, as one family friend put it, ‘are the nicest people on earth’.

    His mother is so nice, so tolerant and embracing. She always looks on the positive side of life and that is true for the whole family. They don’t sit around criticizing others but look for positive values. This is unlike many families in Anatolia who enjoy suffering, and indulge themselves in sadness and the arabesque style of melancholy. But there is no room for gloom in the Gül family. If something is bad or sad they want to move on and find something positive. All this he takes from his family background – his parents taught him to look on the bright side and not complain but to find an answer. This is unlike those who take pleasure in complaint and misery, but not the Güls. This makes him quiet, understanding and tolerant.63


    The first-born son, Abdullah spent his earliest years among a conservative Muslim family that followed traditional habits and routines. During his infancy and early childhood, he was often cared for by his grandmother, from whom he learned those local tales of heroic suffering and sadness from the recent past.

    Amid the uncles and cousins, each with their particularized status within the larger family, the birth of his younger brother Macit in 1958 made Abdullah an ağabey or abi, a ‘big brother’. As in all Turkish families, even today, being an abi brought traditional duties and responsibilities that were waiting to be learned and fulfilled. Macit reports that Abdullah took the role of being a big brother seriously and was kind rather than bossy, sometimes joining in the younger boy’s games despite the difference in age. In this conservative household, their younger sister Hatice grew up among the other girls and women. By the mid-1960s, however, grandfather Hayrullah Efendi’s house had run out of rooms. Gül recalls how ‘when my youngest uncle married it became too crowded so my father, being the oldest brother, decided to move out, so we moved into a modern concrete flat a few hundred meters down the street. Our new flat was on the fourth floor, and at the time this was one of the highest buildings in Kayseri. Imagine! The view we had! But now this would not be tall for Kayseri and the building is gone.’64 Macit recalls the move and how the children found themselves cut off from former friends. When a noisy quarrel broke out between Macit and some of the local children, Abdullah ‘and all the other big brothers soon joined in, but he took me aside to protect me from the other children’. Macit also recalls Abdullah helping him with school work, ‘and I missed his help when he went to University and I was still in the third grade’.65 Right from the start, young Abdullah Gül took his family responsibilities seriously.

    In this, as in most respects, Abdullah Gül had a very ordinary childhood typical of the place and era. At age eight, he began formal schooling at the Gazi Paşa primary school, an old stone building situated a few hundred metres from home. ‘I was back there recently, in April [2011],’ he recalls, ‘and the principal had prepared a surprise. When I entered my room all my former classmates were there waiting for me! I was not expecting this and didn’t know some of them at first and thought they were parents of the students. It was a great surprise.’66

    But if Abdullah’s earliest years were typical for any boy growing up in a traditional Turkish family at the time, his family was nevertheless remarkable in two respects: its ability to combine piety with respect for education that emphasized openness to scientific and technical ideas, and its infectious optimism. Certainly that optimism is evident in the school photograph taken in 1962 for his graduation from the Gazi Paşa primary school; those smiling eyes surely show present and past security together with confidence in the future. As well they might: his graduation diploma shows that all of Abdullah’s teachers had been impressed by his final term’s performance, moving him from ‘good’ (iyi) to ‘very good’ (pekiyi) in nearly all subjects: even his worst subject, mathematics, improved from ‘average’ (orta) to ‘iyi’.67

    Abdullah Gül’s early family life was also exceptional for a young boy growing up in Kayseri in one other respect. His mother’s family extended to Izmir, and every year during school holidays Abdullah, his parents and his brother would spend the summers by the sea staying in the city that was still one of Turkey’s cultural capitals and where daily life could hardly have been more different from daily life in Kayseri. He recalls:

    I had a colourful childhood. Half of my family lived in Izmir so every summer when school closed we visited my mother’s father’s place in Izmir and spent the whole summer there, going by train, the black trains of those days!68


    The family would plan for weeks in advance before taking the ‘black’ steam train that, in those years, took two days to reach the Aegean metropolis from Kayseri.

    For these long journeys young Abdullah was assigned some of his first responsibilities as the oldest son of the family: supervising arrangements before and during the journey to the coast. While the women of the household spent days preparing food and packing clothes and other necessities for the journey, Abdullah had the task of making sure there was enough of everything and that everything was where he could find it. But the real challenge came when it was time to go for the train. The train left very early in the morning and most of the children were too excited to have slept. Among the last-minute panics of a large family about to leave home for two months, Abdullah’s most formidable task was to ensure that everyone, with all the hampers of food and bags of belongings and gifts, made it to the station on time. Ahmet Hamdi Bey, who would be staying in Kayseri to work, would have gone on ahead with the tickets to claim the seats. As Macit put it, these trips were when Abdullah ‘at once became the man of the family’, in charge of conveying everyone and all their belongings from the house to the train, then sorting out the luggage and making sure that supplies were ready to hand. And there were a lot of supplies. The journey took two full days. The black train took them south to Niğde, with a stressful change of trains to be organized at Ulukişla, then on through the holy city of Konya to Afyonkarahisar and Manisa, finally arriving on the night of the second day at Izmir.69 In Kayseri, I was told the story of how, one memorable year, boarding was almost complete when Abdullah realized a cousin had been left behind. Summoning the courage and confidence of his young years, he successfully managed to persuade the conductor and driver to delay the train’s departure until all members of his family were safely in their seats. When I asked for confirmation, Abdullah Gül observed ‘such things happened often, there were always delays’. ‌70 I think he was embarrassed to learn that tales of his childhood exploits had become local legend in Kayseri.

    During those summers in Izmir, Abdullah Gül stayed in the house of his maternal grandfather, Ismail Satoğlu, a poet and teacher who had directed the opening of a number of primary schools in the region. The house was at Asansör, in the Jewish quarter near the Bet-Israel synagogue, and had wonderful views over Izmir harbour. Abdullah greatly admired all his grandparents, but could not help being slightly in awe of this urbane and sophisticated man who had dedicated himself to educating the Turkish people and who found his greatest pleasures in poetry and practising the ancient art of calligraphy. One year Abdullah stayed on in Izmir for a semester attending his grandfather’s school.71 While in Izmir, he also met and came to know other relatives with medical careers, intellectual interests and artistic avocations: an uncle, Ahmet Satoğlu, was professor of neurology at Ege University; a cousin, Yüksel Gemalmaz, is a doctor and well-known poet. Spending time among his family in Izmir, Abdullah Gül became accustomed to metropolitan habits and scientific discussions, and familiar with cultural values that would most likely have seemed strange and exotic to many of his school-friends who had never left Kayseri. ‘Izmir,’ he recalled recently, ‘was a metropolis – more beautiful, more important, more diverse – it was the real end of the West at the time.’72

    Izmir was, indeed, the most Western and, in one respect, modernized city in Turkey: the magnificent Ottoman-era villas and waterfront warehouses destroyed in the fires of 1922 had been replaced with functionalist modern buildings. But compared with Kayseri, there were more cars and taxis on the streets and there were buses shuttling about; there were more foreign businesses and businessmen; there were more electric lights in commercial areas where more shops sold more consumer goods; and on the streets and in the cafés there were respectable women wearing clothes designed in Paris, Rome and New York. The historical legacy of generations of wealthy Levantine families continued to shape cultural life: coffee-houses, restaurants, art galleries and theatres flourished as nowhere else in Turkey. Economically, if not architecturally, Izmir in the 1960s had started recovering from the devastations of 1922 and was the second biggest port in Turkey after Istanbul. Perhaps more than any other city, Izmir’s recent growth had been shaped by Turkey’s friendship with the USA and the Western powers. In 1952, NATO opened regional headquarters here, at about the same time that a US Air Force base was established. What most struck the young visitor from Kayseri, though, was the sea. ‘Seeing the sea when you come from Kayseri! Just imagine what that was like!’73

    Today, many of Abdullah Gül’s strongest memories of summers on the Aegean coast are of the seaside and swimming, fun at the amusement park, the cool evenings after hot days, the fruit and constant supply of fresh fish. Yet it was in Izmir that Abdullah Gül came to recognize how he belonged to a nation that reached well beyond his central Anatolian hometown with all its benefits, limitations and possibilities. To be a Turk, he realized, meant being intimately connected to an entirely distinctive regional mix of additional traditions, habits and attitudes from those which gave shape to his life at home. Bekir Yıldız, a schoolfriend from those years, recalls how ‘the Izmir visits were very important to him. This was not common for everyone in Kayseri. He would return with stories of the sea but he was never snobbish or bragged about his privilege. He had an uncle there that he liked very much and would come back with stories and things his uncle had said to him.’74 The conservative and traditional routines of life in Kayseri, and the more Western and urbane metropolitan world of Izmir, did not clash or conflict but provided more family stories and a broader perspective on Turkey and what it meant to be Turkish than was common for young men born and raised in provincial Anatolian towns. As Fehmi Koru, an Izmir-born journalist who came to know Abdullah Gül during their student years in Istanbul and London, observes: ‘For someone born and raised in Kayseri he is exceptionally open-minded.’75 That broad perspective was doubtless first taking shape from those regular childhood visits to stay with family in Izmir.

    Schooldays

    Back in Kayseri, Abdullah attended the Gazi Paşa primary school, located nearly across the street from home. Here he received the standard state curriculum of the time which was both secular and aimed at modernizing. In addition to standard subjects – Turkish, history, mathematics, writing, gym, music and art – it also included units on table manners, ‘knowledge of life’ (Hayat Bilgisi), and ‘knowledge of the family’ (Aile Bilgisi). His final diploma indicates that he had done well in all subjects. ‌76 Abdullah received his earliest religious instruction at home and during summer school meetings. ‘As a family,’ he recalls, ‘in our individual lives we were all practising Muslims, but together with that everyone lived their individual lives free from interference. In other words religion was not a dominating factor in our lives and the ways we lived. We attended Friday prayers regularly, and tried to keep the Ramazan fast!’77 When I asked him if he remembers his earliest thoughts about religion, and whether his distant ancestry of imams ever caused him to feel inclined to a life of piety, he replied:

    When we look at the family, my father’s father was a merchant, and my mother’s father was a teacher, but not a religious teacher; he opened many schools in Izmir. And even though the family is a faithful and believing one, there were no longer any professional imams or so on in the family – the Gülük days were long past! My mother’s father’s father was a well-known theologian, but I remember him hardly at all. I did not think of becoming religious as a child and, if I had, my parents would have sent me to an Imam Hatip School [for religious instruction]. But they didn’t.78


    Although a pious practising Muslim throughout his life, even as a child Abdullah Gül did not view religion as the determining goal in life. On receiving his diploma from Gazi Paşa primary school, he faced the next test of his manhood, one that would determine his future: further schooling or work.

    And in Kayseri, the heartland of so-called Islamic Calvinism, work means commerce. ‘The people in Kayseri,’ Abdullah Gül explained to me,

    
are very much a business-oriented people, and there was a tradition that when a boy finished primary school before sending him to secondary and high school, they used to test him, whether he had the ability for business or not. They used to put him with a friend’s shop and see how he behaves: if he is active and clever or if he is shy. Then, at the end of the summer period, he would get a report. If the boy is willing, capable, it makes a difference – the report might say don’t send him to school! If the boy is not very good with people, it makes a difference – so they say send him to school.

I remember, I was tested! My grandfather, my father’s father, his shop was very crowded those years and even on the street there were crowds. Here I had to stand, with buckets, this big, filled with ice, then bottles of soda. There were two companies making soda in Kayseri at the time, two different sources from the skirts of Erciyes. So they filled the bucket with soda and they gave me a ‘sword’ that you used to open the lid – putting it under and blowing the fizz about – and you shout! ‘Buz gibi gazoz!’ [‘Ice cold soda!’] What a thing to be shouting! What a lot there was to shout! ‘Ice cold soda! Makes all thirty-two teeth play the violin!’ That’s the saying! This was early marketing!

So one day my uncle came by my grandfather’s shop, and when he saw how it was going, he took a bottle of soda – and he opened it and shouted, and all the people came. And he asked me to do the same. But I was unsuccessful. I never saw the report, but I assume it was not good so they sent me to school. I wanted to go to school of course, uncles and others were teachers, all went to university. So from the family I know education was important, but I was tested in that tradition. Now it doesn’t happen that way, but in another way. They send children to school, often business schools, then they take over the family business. They prefer not to work in the public sector. Kayseri is very business oriented.79



    
    
    And so it was in line with local customs developed in the vacuum left behind after the expulsion of the Armenian and Greek populations that Abdullah Gül, aged twelve, having shown promise at school but none at selling soda, began attending the Nazim Toker secondary school. Here he cemented close friendships that have survived into national and local political life: Bekir Yıldız, also born and raised in the Gülük Mahallesi, is currently mayor of Kocasinan Belediye, the largest of the five Kayseri municipalities; and Mehmet Tekelioğlu, with whom Abdullah Gül shared a desk during their secondary and high school years, is currently parliamentary chairman of the EU Commission and married to Abdullah’s sister Hatice. Both these life-long friends recall how Abdullah was well known at school for being a popular conciliator, always eager to settle problems with a compromise. Nurşen Özdamar, a teacher from his high school years, also remembers this quality. During his school years, Nurşen Hanım told me, Abdullah was ‘hardworking and kind, always helpful to other students, and polite in class – if other students caused distractions, he would ignore them to please the teacher.’ He was not, she recalls, especially interested in religion or pious, but did have a developed moral sense.80 Those same skills of persuasive negotiation and conciliation that had enabled him as a child to delay the departure of a train were clearly central to young Abdullah Gül’s personality and sense of social responsibility. But he enjoyed games too. Bekir Yıldız recalls how he was keen on playing football, but was more enthusiastic to join in the game than skilled at it: ‘we always asked him to play in goal, and he was happy there’.81 Once again, the point is to reach an agreement and be happy with the deal, even when it means staying out of the centre-field action.

    Judging from recollections of his behaviour at school by his friends and teachers, the happy, secure and optimistic twelve-year-old Abdullah Gül who appears in the photograph for his primary school diploma was clearly still all those things: a smart and well-adjusted young man in the making. Yet by 1962, Abdullah was already personally aware of the political troubles that were shaking the nation.

    The 1960 coup


    On 27 May 1960 a military coup overthrew the DP government and set about ruling through the National Unity Committee (NUC).82 Later that year, on 29 September, the NUC closed the DP and put its leaders on trial before setting about imposing a new Constitution that, amid a number of liberalizing reforms, also strengthened military powers over political life.83 During the months before the show trials at Yassıada began, President Celal Bayar, Prime Minister Adnan Menderes and other DP ministers were imprisoned in Kayseri. ‘There was in Kayseri,’ Abdullah Gül recalls, ‘a very strong prison and members including the president were brought there and I recall our neighbours making baklava and taking it to the prisoners.’84 However much consideration or even thought the young Abdullah may or may not have given to national politics during his first ten years, the sudden incarceration of the president and his senior ministers in the local prison brought the harsher world of power unforgettably before him. Martial law had been declared, and the streets right outside his home, streets along which he had walked to and from school, were now under night-time curfew and patrolled by armed guards during the day. In family gatherings, memories were recalled and tales retold of former times when the people of Kayseri had found themselves unwillingly caught up in the affairs of an authoritarian state. In Kayseri and Izmir, the Gül and Satoğlu families were, like educated families everywhere in Turkey, anxiously gripped by the regular news broadcasts that were now being transmitted on the newly arrived radio.

    
And then I remember the 1960s coup and we were living very centrally in the city. We were not allowed to go out from the house – we just peeped outside and I remember seeing gendarmes at the entrance to the street. My grandparents and neighbours were very sorry because they used to love Prime Minister Menderes very much, and they were very sad at what was happening.

When I was in secondary school I remember listening to my grandparents telling stories of those times after the 1960s coup when there were the hearings at Yassıada. Everyone got together to hear the radio – which was difficult to tune – and I heard the comments of the family and they were very sorry and I am sure that what I heard contributed to my earliest understanding of political matters and sensitivities toward them.85 



    
    Born the year that Adnan Menderes had come to power, Gül had spent his earliest years in the midst of a family and community that had supported and benefited from a decade of his government. How could these terrible things be happening to the leaders they supported and continued to admire?

    Like the reasonable majority of devout and educated Muslims, the Gül family had welcomed the DP’s concessions to religion even as they recognized and appreciated how much they had gained as citizens of the republic. A wealthy landowner from Aydin in the west, Menderes was a popular speaker who had endeared himself to Muslims by reintroducing Arabic as the language for the call to prayer instead of the awkward ‘modern Turkish’ version imposed by the CHP. At the same time, Menderes and the Democrats had pursued policies of rapid internal growth, pursuing economic reforms that introduced a new era of entrepreneurial opportunities for businessmen, shifting government investment from industrial to agricultural production. Fortunes were being made in the private sector from subcontracting to state enterprises, in transportation and in the cotton-based industries of Adana and Kayseri. With US aid, the length of metalled roads increased from 1,600 km to 7,000 km over the decade, ending the development of rail links and replacing public with private transport networks, but providing agricultural villagers with better access to markets. In the same decade, the number of motor vehicles tripled, from 53,000 to 137,000, leading to a flourishing of small repair shops and service stations.86 Thanks to US aid packages, the number of tractors rose from 1,750 in 1948 to more than 30,000 in 1956, and Turkey became one of the world’s leading exporters of wheat.87 On coming to power, the Democrats were keen to make their Cold War alliances clear. On 25 July 1950, mere weeks after assuming office, Menderes dispatched Turkish troops to join the UN forces in Korea. In February 1952, Turkey entered NATO and officially joined the ‘West’ in the Cold War.88 The early, golden years of DP rule had encouraged optimism and brought prosperity to many with an economy that grew ‘at a rate of between 11 and 13 percent’.89 By the middle of the decade, however, inflation was starting to produce dissent in many quarters of the political spectrum.

    Until 1958 at least, the Democrats under Menderes remained generally popular, especially in rural areas and among conservative families like the Güls who were prospering. In limited ways, the modernization programme first announced by Atatürk decades ago had finally begun benefiting families, like the Güls, living in rural and provincial areas.90 Radios were becoming increasingly widespread, bringing news of national and international events even as they happened, and housing standards were improving.91 In 1962, Abdullah Gül’s immediate family moved into a new, modern four-storey building; at the time it was the tallest building in the area and had modern facilities that worked most of the time.

    But not everyone was happy with Menderes and the Democrats. There were those of extreme religious beliefs who were unappeased by the nominal easing of religious restrictions just as there were extreme secularists who feared that the DP had gone too far in encouraging religion to re-enter the political sphere. Nor were all the new government’s other policies popular, many of them directly aimed at intimidating the opposition in pursuit of financial gains for the governing party. In thirty years of power, the CHP had become enormously wealthy while the new governing party needed funds. In 1951 the Democrats closed and seized the assets of the Halk Evleri (‘People’s Houses’) and Halk Odalari (‘People’s Meeting Rooms’) – cultural institutions run by the CHP – thereby reducing educational provision in rural areas to put something into the party coffers. Two years later, they seized all the material assets of the CHP for the state treasury.92 Members of the CHP who continued to regard themselves as Turkey’s natural leaders now found themselves in opposition, under constant threat of having all their party assets seized. In 1950, the Democrats had released Nazim Hikmet from prison, but remained fiercely anti-communist: Hikmet chose self-imposed exile in Moscow. In keeping with their Cold War alliances, the DP banned all left-wing parties, sending their leaders to prison or into exile, and set about controlling the press and using the state-controlled radio for its own purposes. After a second electoral victory in 1954, Menderes, who ‘had always found it very hard to accept criticism … now became positively allergic to it’.93 This authoritarian tendency became ever more apparent as Menderes set about purging universities, the civil service and judiciary of any form of opposition.

    In 1955, Menderes’s support for anti-Greek demonstrations in Istanbul and Izmir backfired. In recent years, the Turkish press had been following events in Cyprus with more than usual interest, signalling alarm at increasing evidence that the Athens government was backing Greek-Cypriot demands for control of the island. Inspired by the passionate rhetoric of Archbishop Makarios, Greek-Cypriot demands for enosis – union of the entire island with mainland Greece – had pressured the Greek government to take the case for union to the UN. In December 1954, the UN General Assembly declared that ‘it does not appear appropriate to adopt a resolution on the question of Cyprus’.94 Makarios was furious. Within three weeks, on 11 January, he gave the go-ahead for the use of violence in support of Greek-Cypriot claims. From April, with the blessing of their patriarch, the Nationalist Organization of Cypriot Fighters (EOKA) set about attacking British military and government offices, but Turkish Cypriots also came under attack right from the start since they constituted the majority of the island’s police force. In August, at a conference on the Cyprus question, Menderes firmly declared that ‘this country will absolutely not accept any change in the status of Cyprus either today or tomorrow that will be against the interests of the [Turkish] state’.95 His firm stance gave tacit legitimation to those in Turkey who were infuriated by the increasing violence of the EOKA campaign and anxiously seeking to do something. In early September, demonstrations were organized in Istanbul and Izmir to support Turkey’s claims to Cyprus. When these quickly led to widespread violence against Greek businesses, the police were under instruction not to intervene. More than five thousand Greek shops and houses were ransacked before the government declared martial law, and the Turkish press set about attacking Menderes and his government for damaging Turkey’s reputation abroad.96

    Tarnished but undeterred, Adnan Menderes and the DP were returned in the elections of 1957 with a diminished majority. In his election speeches, President Bayar promised to put Turkey on the road to becoming a ‘little America’ within thirty years, but it was a country he had never visited and his optimism was equally unfounded.97 Soon after re-election, Prime Minister Menderes made his first move against the military, arresting nine army officers for plotting against the government. By August 1958 the Democrats had so lost control of the economy that they were forced to accept an IMF plan of devaluing the lira by an astonishing 321% and increasing prices for which the state treasury received US$359 million in loans.98 Meanwhile, Ismet Inönü and the CHP opposition were not idly standing by but engaged in a vigorous anti-government propaganda campaign. Both parties exploited public feelings in the press and on the radio, bringing political debates ever more into provincial and rural households. Public feelings ran high as the 1950s came to an end. Farmers who had received IMF aid brought in a bumper harvest in 1959. In January that year the nation heard on the state-owned radio how Menderes had escaped from a deadly air crash because he was chosen by God to lead his people. Party loyalties led to hostility, even violence. While campaigning, Inönü found himself subject to attacks in DP strongholds. In February a CHP rally he was addressing in Konya was broken up by police: ‘early in April 1960 troops were used to stop him holding a meeting in Kayseri. When he refused to turn back, the troops were withdrawn.’99 In 1960, political life was turning nasty. In April Menderes closed the universities, sparking student riots in Istanbul and Ankara. On 27 May, the army seized power.

    For young Abdullah Gül, experiencing the 1960 coup was a personal turning point. It was his family’s responses to the military takeover of May, and the trials leading to the execution of Adnan Menderes, Finance Minister Hasan Polatkan and Foreign Minister Fatin Rüştü Zorlu in September 1961, that first inspired him to imagine taking an active role in the nation’s political life.

    I remember that granddad – my mother’s father – and everyone in Izmir – their frustration! They were so angry at what was happening. And while they were talking they said ‘babayiğit’ – he is a ‘brave heart’ with good ethics who defends them in a brave way. They were saying that there is no such ‘brave heart’ that would go and tell them the truth and make them face reality. I remember hearing this as a child and when everyone went away I went to grandfather and told him that I can be that ‘brave heart’ and go to them and tell them what they needed to hear! He was very angry because he was very sensitive being a teacher. My granddad was a careful artistic teacher dealing with calligraphy and writing poetry – he published a book – and he wrote me verse letters from Izmir, so after listening to the family asking for a ‘babayiğit’ I came out and said I would do it and he got very angry – to protect me!100


    Perhaps under other circumstances, Abdullah’s childhood ambition to think of himself as a babayiğit might have seemed amusing since, aged eleven, he was hardly the right physical size or shape and a babayiğit is usually a big man. Among numerous colloquial terms in Turkish defining different kinds of masculinity, a babayiğit is a man of the people who is both fearless and honourable, but he is most often very strong physically, large and unbeatable. Abdullah had the right spirit and moral impulse, but hardly the right body. The executions of Adnan Menderes and his senior ministers shocked the nation, inspiring a young boy from Kayseri to become a hero and please his family. Although he would never forget his grandfather’s kindly anger and warning about entering politics, the urge to tell the authorities ‘what they needed to hear’ never went away.

    Kayseri Lycée, 1965–69

    It is hardly surprising that Abdullah Gül’s earliest memory of encountering and becoming personally engaged with the world of harsh political events should involve an emerging sense of duty amid the disturbances brought by the 1960s coup and its aftermaths. His emerging views and opinions at the time were clearly shaped by his family: practising Muslims who were conservative and traditionalist yet open to the ideals of social justice and a fair society, to scientific and technological developments; people who were optimistic and forward looking, uninfected by the melancholic nostalgia and alienation felt by many conservative people that had been brought about by decades of living under a secularizing and modernizing state. The Güls had survived the lean decades and were prospering. His father’s technical professionalism and notable energies on behalf of organized labour in the factories would also have provided a broader sense of what it meant to be a responsible and pious Muslim than was being declared by the anti-Westernization rhetoric of more extreme Islamists.

    Abdullah Gül’s intellectual engagements continued to develop widely during his high school years against a backdrop of the exciting but increasingly disturbing world events that were being described ‘in radio broadcasts as Turkey underwent democratization, liberalization, radicalization, and militarization’.101 During his first year at high school alone, a Soviet cosmonaut became the first man to walk in space; India and Pakistan went to war; the USA, Great Britain and the Soviet Union all demonstrated their nuclear weapons in tests throughout the year; and amid widespread anti-war demonstrations, President Lyndon Johnson increased US military intervention in South East Asia. Closer to home, the interim government of Suat Hayri Ürgüplü that formed in February was swiftly replaced by Süleyman Demirel’s Adalet Partisi (‘Justice Party’, or AP) government in October elections.

    In September 1965, even as Pakistan was invading Indian Kashmir, Abdullah Gül began attending Kayseri Lycée. Founded in 1893 to train future bureaucrats, the school has a long, prestigious and indeed heroic past. During the war with Greece, the school buildings were evacuated to house the Grand National Assembly when it moved to Kayseri to avoid the approaching Greek armies. Meanwhile, all the senior students aged sixteen and seventeen were recruited into the armed forces. Most of them lost their lives or were severely wounded during the decisive battle of Sakarya which lasted from 23 August to 13 September 1921, but turned back the invading Greeks. On 14 October 1924, Mustafa Kemal and his wife Latife Hanım visited the school and praised its intellectual rigour. While a student, Abdullah would have heard how the great leader had written in the school visitor’s book: ‘We saw here passionate and prosperous teachers and students of the Republic.’102 A monument memorializing Atatürk’s visit stands in the school courtyard today. By the time Abdullah enrolled, Kayseri Lycée had proved a successful gateway to places at universities in Ankara and Istanbul, having graduated numerous prominent statesmen, businessmen, artists, scientists and writers.103 At registration, he wore glasses and adopted a serious expression for confronting the school camera:

    There used to be a famous ophthalmologist in Kayseri and he told my father I needed glasses and if I wore them as a child I wouldn’t need them later. So I wore them and the other kids had fun teasing me because no one else had them.104


    The teasing soon disappeared once the glasses had done their job – he still has good eyesight and only occasionally uses reading glasses – and Abdullah quickly established a reputation for being hardworking, honest and helpful to other students and teachers alike. ‘Students gossip and tell stories about each other behind their backs, but he was never like that,’ recalls his teacher Nurşen Hanım.105 The young man pictured in his school records on his arrival in September 1965 was clearly far too thoughtful and reflective to be easily taken in by idle school gossip and backbiting. There were more important and challenging things to be thinking and talking about. The smiling twelve-year-old had become a thoughtful young man of fifteen.

    During the first few weeks after the start of term, Abdullah Gül attended the political rallies being held in Kayseri for what would prove to be the most important general elections since the military coup of five years earlier. After a series of unstable coalition governments under Ismet Inönü, change was in the air. A young and dynamic leader, Süleyman Demirel had taken charge of the Justice Party (AP), which had emerged as the heir to the Democrats and major challenge to the CHP. Unlike the Democrats with their origins amid what had become a metropolitan Kemalist elite, however, Demirel’s AP ‘was a party in which, and through which, self-made men from the countryside and from the smaller (but fast-growing) provincial towns became a dominant force’.106 Demirel himself was conservative, pro-capitalism and outspoken, declaring in June that policies being proposed by the CHP were ‘the road to communism’.107 For Abdullah Gül and his teenage friends, these were exciting times. ‘For the first time, such topics as socialism, capitalism, land reform, foreign policy and economic development were debated at length’, and in public.108

    When I was in secondary school, the first elections were being held and the Justice Party was there and in the city centre the parties all came and made public speeches. I remember going with some friends including Mehmet Tekelioğlu. We went and listened to the speeches. These were my first encounters with politics and sometimes we joined the rallies.109


    The elections of October 1965 proved a landslide victory for Süleyman Demirel and the Justice Party. The chairman of the Kayseri organization of the AP at the time was Abdullah’s uncle, Abdullah Satoğlu, so there was no doubt a sense of special excitement at being on the winning side in the Gül household.

    When Demirel came to power in 1965, the republic had been transformed by a new constitution that was ‘markedly different from the 1924 Constitution’,110 which was a revolutionary document designed to protect the newly established, secular and republican state. Constitutional changes following the coup of 1960 created what some have termed a democratic ‘Second Republic’ that replaced the authoritarian state that Atatürk and Inönü had set up. Aimed at ending the monopolization of power within the National Assembly, the new constitution established a second legislative chamber, the Senate, and introduced a system of proportional representation that prevented any single party achieving dominance. The Grand National Assembly now consisted of two chambers: a Senate of 150 members elected by majority vote, and a National Assembly of 450 members, elected by proportional representation. The president was appointed for seven years by the two chambers, and in turn appointed the prime minister who appointed the Cabinet. Although the military leaders of the 1960s coup had always insisted they sought to defend rather than gain power for themselves, the new agreement created the National Security Council (Milli Güvenlik Kurulu) which gave the military direct political power for the first time. But numerous social and political freedoms were also nominally extended for the first time: new parties were free to organize; restrictions on universities and political publications were lifted. Demirel took over a reformed state with a growth economy and an expanding population of young people attending university: enrolments at universities would double between 1950 and 1960.111 The coup had proved good for business; living standards and incomes were generally on the rise, especially in agricultural and provincial areas where they had been low to start with.112 A self-made businessman himself, Demirel was a popular speaker who spoke the language of the people, a skill Inönü had never achieved.

    During his Lycée years, Abdullah Gül joined his family’s admiration for the government and its leader, but he was also reminded of his grandfather’s stern advice about the dangers of the political life. He watched while Süleyman Demirel, espousing traditional Islamic values, struck forcefully against the rising tide of left-wing movements while riding the wave of a growth economy. Between 1963 and 1969, when Demirel was forced from office by the military, ‘real incomes went up almost continually, by an average of 20 per cent’.113 But growth without adequate development proved his undoing, and young Abdullah noticed how the political system turned against Demirel, just as his grandfather had said happened to all politicians. After being returned to power in 1969, amid violent clashes between left- and right-wing groups, Demirel tried to recover the economy and invigorate industrialization by new tax reforms. He had already alienated liberals and intellectuals, but now lost much of the support of his party base among the Anatolian tradesmen and landowners. Briefly forced to resign in February 1970 by the right wing of his own Cabinet, Demirel left office following an ultimatum from the military on 12 March 1971.

    Necip Fazıl Kısakürek and Büyük Doğu


    Abdullah Gül’s high-school years at Kayseri Lycée were times of growing political debate and confrontation throughout Turkey and the world. By the time he signed on for his first term, Abdullah and friends Bekir Yıldız and Mehmet Tekelioğlu were already engaged in an independent programme of intellectual self-development. During their final year at secondary school, amid the political excitement of the times, the three friends had discovered a common distrust of the way they were being taught and had formed their own reading group in line with the ‘Great Ideas Clubs’ – Fikir Külübleri – that had emerged as national forums for debating social and political issues.114 At high school, they agreed that most of the teachers were fine – often young and enthusiastic – but the version of Turkish history and culture they were being taught did not quite fit with what they had all learned from stories told at home and what they could tell from their own observations. Music classes that made them memorize the lives and titles of works of foreign composers whose music no one listened to were especially unpopular. What of Turkish music and culture? And what of Turkish history? Abdullah Gül remembers how ‘intellectual life was very much active in Kayseri. In high school we were struggling as we questioned our teachers, and we questioned what they told us of history. This was a main area of debate, the official history and the real history, so that was one of the controversial things in Turkey at the time.’115

    When they arrived at Kayseri Lycée, the three young friends joined the school’s reading club of twenty or so students from other years. Together, they explored writers and works they considered important that were not on the school reading lists.

    Here Abdullah met Şükrü Karatepe who was already in the second class; they became lifelong friends. ‘The way forward was not school, or family, but this reading club,’ he recalled in 2011, ‘those years were a different mood, with different thoughts and ideologies.’116 In the nation at large, and among friends, debates continued to rage over the question of Turkey’s secularism and modernity, over what it meant for Turkey to desire modernity by allying itself with the West, and over what any of these issues meant for the everyday lives of Turks as individuals. In addition to national and international history, they read the classical European novelists that were becoming available in translation: Camus, Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy. Here they discovered images of a society different from their own, a secularized world inhabited by characters struggling to preserve themselves and their beliefs as individuals in the face of a crumbling civilization. Bekir Yıldız recalls that Abdullah Gül was keen on the French novelists who showed how problems within the family led to feelings of personal isolation and alienation, but was also intrigued by international relations. ‘We read classics of east and west, meeting weekends in a small room to read and discuss them. Abdullah Gül became very interested in relations between the French, the English and Russia. This group led us all to understand a larger world and ways of thinking that was beyond the perspective of Kayseri. This was the Büyük Doğu moment.’117

    The ‘Büyük Doğu moment’ would define and shape Abdullah Gül’s intellectual development for the rest of his teenage years and beyond. Meaning ‘Great East’, Büyük Doğu was the title of a journal that, since 1943, had also become a widespread nationalist Islamic movement led by the founding editor, Necip Fazıl Kısakürek (1904–83). Ever since the Kemalist state had set about secularizing the republic, the Muslim majority of the citizens had resented having their traditional, and often localized, spiritual life and daily rituals being taken over by the state. They had seen their imams transformed into civil servants, and found themselves being banned from wearing traditional clothing, notably headgear, that was taken to have religious symbolism. From 1932, it had also meant having to hear the call to prayer in modern Turkish. The secular state went so far as to abolish the Caliphate – the most important institution in Sunni Islam that had long brought Turkey prestige and international importance. And the state banned the Sufi orders and other local religious assemblies that, for generations, had provided a traditional and conservative people with rituals and routines that gave shape to their lives and distinction to their communities. While many Islamic religious orders dissolved, others went underground and new leaders appeared with new and modern ideas about relations between Islam and the modern state.

    The most influential of the first generation of new modern Islamists to respond to republican reform in terms of Islamic revival was Said Nursi (1876–1960), who came to be called Bediüzzaman, ‘the wonder of the age’. A Kurd from Bitlis who had dedicated himself to the religious life as a child, Nursi developed advanced and indeed innovative ideas about how Muslims should respond to Europe, modernization and the secular state.118 His teaching was based on explaining the message of the Qur’an to large audiences, encouraging the pious to read and meditate. He sought a modern version of Islam, teaching Muslims to seek the unity of God while also embracing science and modern technologies for advancing the cause of Islam and the well-being, prosperity and self-respect of Muslims. His biographer, Şerif Mardin, explains:

    Said Nursi’s contribution was a reaffirmation of the norms set by the Qur’an in which a way was found to re-introduce the traditional Muslim idiom of conduct and of personal relations into an emerging society of industry and mass communications.119


    During the 1930s, Nursi was among the first to make successful use of increasing literacy and cheap print to distribute his ideas widely to small towns and villages, producing a series of Qur’anic commentaries that, collected together, comprise the Risale-i Nur (‘The Epistle of Light’). After 1950, when the multiparty government marked the ‘defeat of Turkish Jacobin secularism’, Nursi’s ideas spread into a powerful nationwide movement of followers called Nurcu.120 Nursi’s message was internationalist, concerned with Islamic values and the future union of Muslims everywhere, and this did not sit well with secular nationalists in Turkey. Frequently arrested for rejecting secularism and nationalism, Nursi lived to see his thoughts inspire an internationally influential movement that one leading expert has called ‘the most powerful and effective socio-political community in contemporary Turkey’.121 Of several religious movements to originate in Turkey inspired by Said Nursi, the most important and influential is the ‘community of Fethullah Gülen’. Like Nursi, Gülen (b. 1938) emphasizes reading the Qur’an in the light of contemporary circumstances, but his movement – called Hizmet, or ‘Service’ – is more directly engaged in social activism, mostly through publishing educational materials and establishing schools. Since the 1980s, the Gülen movement has developed a wide international following, and continues to arouse controversy in Turkey and elsewhere: more on Gülen and Hizmet in Chapter 6.

    Said Nursi was among those released from prison by Menderes and the Democrat government of 1950, but the movement he inspired did not take hold of the Gül family in Kayseri. Ahmet Hamdi Bey would certainly have been familiar with his pamphlets, and shared Nursi’s commitment to pious behaviour and the conviction that Muslims could and should embrace modern science to improve their lives. But whatever conversations young Abdullah Gül listened to that were taking place among his elders at gatherings of the Kayseri and Izmir families, there seems to have been little enthusiasm for the Nur movement. Doubtless Nursi’s almost exclusive focus on endlessly interpreting passages from the Qur’an would have seemed unattractive to the widely read teachers, poets, merchants, technicians and doctors of the Gül and Satoğlu families. With a father keen on reading Western fiction, Abdullah’s family influences invariably steered him towards a wider view of the world than that of the Risale-i Nur, to one that embraced Western culture. For his own part, given his general disinterest in religion as a child, Abdullah would have found the Nur movement limited and intellectually stifling: Büyük Doğu, however, offered a wider view of the world. As he reflected during an interview in 2005: ‘The most important intellectual who had a major impact on my worldview was Necip Fazıl Kısakürek. He was not only an intellectual but also an activist and fighter against all forms of oppression.’122 Here was a model for a young man who, aged eleven, had imagined himself a babayiğit.

    Necip Fazıl also taught a modern version of Islam but it differed from Nursi’s constant emphasis on interpreting the Qur’an. Fazıl consistently emphasized how culture was as crucial a means of personal and moral development as was doctrinal understanding, and that this principle also held true for political life. As a result, he argued, cultural progress was the key to Turkey’s future as a Muslim nation that could be proud of its history. Unlike Nursi, ‘by stressing Turkish nationalism and the Ottoman legacy, Kısakürek played an important role in the nationalization of Islam’,123 rather than the relegation of the nation to a universal Islam. Where the Nur movement, with its deep roots in Sufi mysticism, taught spiritual understanding and the primacy of Islam and shariat over political life, Fazıl taught a vision of Turkey within the history of Islamic civilization that kept national culture to the fore. What was needed, he argued, was a rebirth of Turkish culture that looked not only to Islamic civilization but also to the modernist achievements and failures of Western Europe. ‘He envisaged his “Great East”,’ observes historian Carter Vaughn Findley,

    as a utopia, in which the material achievements of the West would be grafted onto the spiritual roots of the East. His ‘ideological weave’ amounts to an authoritarian, Islamic-nationalist pastiche that would have turned Turkey into a paradise somewhat like Franco’s Spain … [but] does not live up to Islamic norms of intercommunal relations.124 


    Gül admits that he has become somewhat embarrassed by some of Fazıl’s ideas, but continues to admire the vision and sense of Turkey’s cultural importance that Fazıl projected.

    Throughout the late 1950s and 1960s, Necip Fazıl was among a group of Islamic writers, such as Nurettin Topçu (1909–75) and Sezai Karakoç (b. 1932), who emerged in the wake of the Nur movement to stimulate and to lead Islamic discussions about how to respond to the changes and challenges of the modern world. It was their writings and ideas, rather than those of the Risale-i Nur, which shaped discussions at family meetings of the Satoğlus and Güls when Abdullah was growing up. In 1957, Uncle Abdullah Satoğlu was inspired by Necip Fazıl to found a ‘Great Ideas Club’ in Kayseri,125 where the intellectual climate, as elsewhere throughout the country, was indeed marked by ‘different thoughts and ideologies’. Islam, nationalism, secularism, modernization, science, socialism, capitalism and communism: all were being hotly debated in the periodicals and ‘Great Ideas Clubs’. The big question among Muslim writers and intellectuals concerned what it might mean to be Turkish, a Muslim, and a citizen of a secular republic all at the same time. This, the questioning of identity, has often been called a symptom of the ‘postmodern’ condition, though in Turkey as elsewhere, it also properly belongs to the condition of modernity, with all its cultural explorations of alienation amid technological progress. For three aspiring young intellectuals entering high school in 1965, entry to these debates came via the person and ideas of ‘a new kind of literary figure and new phenomenon in Turkish “print capitalism”’, Necip Fazıl.126

    For Abdullah Gül and his friends, Büyük Doğu was more than simply a journal of ideas. Fazıl’s ideal of a ‘Great East’ or ‘Great Orient’ was a world vision and a grand one that held enormous appeal for many in Turkey at the time who were pondering their faith and sense of being Turkish. Amid the new roads and the burgeoning presence of trucks and cars and automotive repair shops, and the arrival of Coca-Cola, not to mention the global political disputes being described on the radio news bulletins; amid all this, what was happening to life in Turkey? Was it really becoming ‘little America’? Could that really be a good thing? In this context, the very name of Fazıl’s movement, ‘Great East’, brought into focus a confident insistence that being a Muslim was not to be backward, as Kemalist modernizers loudly insisted, but rather that Islam was a progressive force promising a great and prosperous future for Muslims, for Turks, and for Turkey. Reading the Qur’an and works by religious thinkers was important, but for Necip Fazıl putting ideas, values and beliefs into practice was paramount. Here was a teaching that was both appealing and made a great deal of sense at explaining how top-down reforms, right back into Ottoman times, had not always been beneficial. Under the authoritarian control of the Kemalist state, new problems had been created by following Western and secular ideals, models and practices too closely without regard for Islamic values or for local and historical differences. Dispirited and disenfranchised, the Turkish people had become frustrated and depressed: cultural rejuvenation was the solution.
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