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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This book is a study of Turkish nationalism and secularism abroad. Drawing on two years of fieldwork in Sydney it explores the phenomenon that I call trans-Kemalism, the cross-border work of the Turkish State in its ceaseless project of retooling or even reconfiguring its citizens outside of Turkey according to its ideology of Kemalism. Its subject is the Turkish state’s injection of its presence into the everyday life of the Turkish diaspora through the work of its consular institutions, its management of Turkish Muslims and Turkish Islam, and through its sponsoring of an assortment of rituals celebrating the official history of the Republic. Yet this mission is impossible without a willing body of citizens intent on living out (and propagating) the major tenets of Kemalism themselves. This book then also examines Turkish immigrants’ agency in reproducing this Kemalist ideology. It uses the suggestive frame of ‘long-distance nationalism’ for describing and analysing their everyday forms of political participation in Turkish and Australian domestic politics. The long-distance nationalism investigated in this study is an unusual one, compared to its more standard forms where nationalists constitute a minority ethnic group in exile suppressed by the state. Kemalist long-distance nationalism is different, given its origin in the ruling segment of the Turkish population.

Despite its enduring transnational presence, the diasporic politics of the Turkish state has constituted a neglected research subject, especially compared to the huge amount of research produced on Turkish emigration and Turkish migrants. Most studies of political transnationalism in the Turkish diaspora context have examined Kurdish, Alevi and Islamist grassroots politics in their political struggle against the Turkish state. This absence constitutes a puzzle: one would have thought that as research on Islamic actors sensitively explores the social practices of Muslims and the ramifications of their visibility in and beyond Turkey, secular actors too would have become exposed, visibly different alongside Muslim figures, suddenly an iden-tifiable ‘counter’ counter-public in turn.

Why then this scant interest in secularist Kemalist actors abroad, in stark contrast to the burgeoning scholarship on the lives, organisations and activities of Turkish Muslims in the diaspora that has accrued over the last two decades? The difference now is the profound social, political and economic transformations in Turkey over the last decade, triggered by the electoral victories of the Justice and Development Party (AKP) and the growing assertiveness of Muslims in Turkish politics. These changes have been the immediate context of my fieldwork in Sydney, marked by many Kemalists’ perceived thwarting of political agency and loss of status and significance. Feelings of disillusionment, anxiety, and outrage with the current political scene in Turkey constitute the emotional tenor of secularists who now feel themselves to be in the unwanted position of ‘political exiles.’ The sense of ‘persecution’ motivates social action. During the period of my research, events in Turkey were not only closely followed through the Internet and the media, but were also responded to through the actions of both individual Kemalists and Kemalist organisations in Australia.

* * *

No study of this kind would be possible without the help and forbearance of Turkish people in Sydney who generously opened their lives to me while making time to talk, think and explore Turkish politics and history. In particular Gün Gencer, Doğan Bey, Rıza Bey, Leyla Hanım, Adnan Bey, Ahmet Bey, Arzu Hanım, and Ali Bey were both kind and critical in their comments and accounts of Kemalism, although I should note here too that they will not always agree with my conclusions. I must express special thanks to Aşkın Baran and Beşir Karasu for allowing me to use their newspaper files and for their unceasing assistance and interest in my research.

I also have a long list of acknowledgments and grateful thanks to express to a host of people who have facilitated the writing of this book. Among these are the Faculty of Arts at Macquarie University in Sydney for research funding and other support, the Migration Research Programme at Koc University (MiReKoc) for a generous research grant, and the School of Social and Political Sciences at the University of Melbourne for a grant towards the editorial costs of this manuscript. I am most grateful to Jim Houston for his incisive editing of this book. Jim’s influence over the manuscript was more than an editorial one. He helped me crystallise my arguments and his first-hand experience of and comments on the Australian policy of multiculturalism were extremely useful. I have also been fortunate to receive the very helpful editorial assistance of Maria Marsh and Nadine El-Hadi at I.B.Tauris, as well as their patient responses to my continual enquiries and their great care over the production of the book.

During my doctoral study at Macquarie University, I was fortunate to receive the academic guidance and friendly care of my supervisors Amanda Wise and Selvaraj Velayutham. Their sagely advice, constructive criticisms and support made the worries of composition easier to bear. Thanks too to little Leela for her sweet interruptions. My wonderful colleagues at Macquarie University provided me with invaluable intellectual and friendly company during the different stages of writing. Generous friends not only have put up with my occasionally bad-tempered moods, but have also kept me up -to- date on social eruptions in Turkey. Here I would like to thank Can Yalçınkaya, Onur Ateş, Armen Gakavian, Sean Durbin, Kylie Sait and Nilgün Dursun for their friendships.

I wish to express my deep indebtedness to Ahmet İçduygu whose influence is far from being confined to this book. Throughout my journey as an academic-in-becoming Ahmet has been both a continuing inspiration and a source of encouragement.

I also wish to name my parents Gönül and Erdal, to thank them for their boundless support and love through the long years of my learning to crawl before I could walk. And finally, I thank my partner Christopher Houston, whose mark is evident on all of these pages for many reasons. Without his loving support, critical comments, and much needed sense of humour this book would never have happened.


INTRODUCTION

In the era of globalisation, it is the nationalists, not the workers who ‘have no country’.

Ghassan Hage, 20031

Atatürk at Bondi Beach

Posted up on the Pavilion Wall six faces of Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk) overlook Sydney’s famous Bondi Beach. They are a copy of a photograph replicated on the Turkish Five-Lira note. Unlike the graffiti characters surrounding him, Atatürk appears classy in his black tuxedo, a symbol that has long reminded Turks of his leadership in ‘Western’ fashion. Who was the ‘artist’ who placed a poster of Atatürk – literally Father Turk – on a wall covered with graffiti? Was the poster an artistic project? Why did s/he choose Bondi to display the national icon of Turkey and of Turkish nationalism? Was it because Bondi Beach itself constitutes an Australian national icon? Or was it a political statement, to which the crowd on the beach were blithely oblivious?

This book presents an ethnographic study of Turkish secular nationalism in Australia. It explores the transnational political processes that might motivate a Turkish migrant in Sydney to stencil the faces of Atatürk on the city’s public space. Accordingly it is also a study of long-distance ‘Atatürk-ism.’ Unlike most studies of the nationalism of the ‘diasporas’ originating from Turkey, the focus of this book is not the activities of Kurds or Alevis. Rather it is an investigation of Turkish laic Kemalists, who take their name from Mustafa Kemal (dubbed Atatürk) (1881–1938), founder (with others) of the Turkish Republic. Kemalism has constituted the official ideology of the authoritarian and secularist Turkish Republic since its establishment in 1923. Unlike the abundance of scholarly work focusing on the transnational activities of Kurdish, Alevi and various Islamist emigrant groups in their political struggles against the Turkish state, there has been a striking lack of scholarship on the political mobilisation of Kemalist Turks. This study then is not about those who feel they have been misrepresented and marginalised by the Turkish Republic, but rather concentrates on the political practices and self-understanding of Kemalists, often accused of orchestrating that very misrepresentation and marginalisation of ‘others.’
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Figures 1&2 Atatürk images on the Bondi Pavilion Wall

(Source: author’s own)

Why is there a Kemalist long-distance nationalism, if Kemalists have been thought to be the ‘masters’ of the Turkish nation, and if Kemalism continues to be the official state ideology in Turkey today? The answer lies in the profound transformation of Turkey since the mid-1980s that has facilitated the rise of certain counter-hegemonic political movements, Islamist, Kurdish, and Alevite in particular. The ruthless suppression of the Left in Turkey since the 1980 military coup and an increasing mobility of people within and beyond national borders have provided a limited opening for the emergence of these social movements. In the process they have challenged the authoritarian and monolithic ideology of the Republican state while raising the issue of human rights and democratic reform in Turkey. Although the political agendas and strategies of these political movements have differed, intrinsic to each of them is an attempt to challenge the legitimacy and power of the dominant Kemalist subject. By this I mean their opposition to the politics of distinction pursued by Kemalists in their self-aggrandisement as ‘modern.’

The crisis of legitimation that these movements have engendered has not necessarily resulted in the institutions of the Kemalist state losing their ability to mould social reality. Despite the growing paranoia of contemporary Kemalists over the election and re-election of the pro-Islamist Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (AKP) (Justice and Development Party) in 2002, 2007 and 2011 respectively, the key state institutions established by the Kemalists in the early years of the Republic and renovated by the military after the 1980 coup are all still in place. The Kemalist state continues to use the education system, the media, the religious institutions and the cultural sphere to reinforce the social framework established in the early Republican period. Most importantly for this study, the Turkish state has long extended its project of Kemalist social engineering (or trans-Kemalism) beyond its national territory. It uses various means both to politicise and mobilise Turkish migrants in the diaspora.2 In brief, the long-distance nationalisms which this book deals with involve not only Kemalists themselves, but also the Turkish state. I argue that analysis of the state’s attempts to reconfigure the identities of Turkish people in the diaspora is necessary for a critical examination of the nationalist discourses and practices of individual Kemalists. Both forces sustain a trans-Kemalist political field in Australia.

The ideology and practice of Kemalism

To study the intricate nature of the connections between migrant and state-initiated political activities that generate Turkish secular nationalism in Australia, at least three fundamental aspects of the history of modernity in Turkey are crucial; one, the conception of ‘Turkish’ identity in Turkish nationalism; two, Kemalism’s stance towards Islam; and three, civil-military relations.

Having both contributed to and emerged from the demise of the Ottoman Empire, the Turkish Republic was established by a coalition of forces led by Mustafa Kemal after the First World War. The new state was declared in 1923 with Mustafa Kemal as its first president. Gathered around him, a bureaucratic elite declared their ambition to create a new nation with a new national identity. The constitutive element of this identity was ‘Turkishness’, claimed to indicate both a shared common culture and an ethnic core. Searching for a unifying myth, Kemalist nation-builders argued that Turks represent one of the oldest civilisations in the world, whose ethnic origins were rooted in Central Asia yet whose presence in Anadolu (Anatolia) dated to pre-historic times. Paradoxically, in the discourse of the Republican cadres Anadolu came to be rhetorically constructed as both the native land of the Turks and hence the source of ‘authentic’ Turkish culture, and as conquered by the Turkish tribes in their migration from east to west. The official history as declared in the 1930s constituted an endeavour by the nationalist elite to find ‘glory in a history that never was.’3 

One key aspect of this national imaginary was a desire to quarantine its version of history from the Ottoman past. The Kemalists claimed the Republic to be radically different from the Ottoman Empire in at least two fundamental ways. First, unlike the multiethnic, multi-religious and multi-lingual state of social relations that were accepted during the Ottoman era, the Republican nation-state would exist ‘for the Turks’ only. It was assumed that the new national identity would be ethnically and linguistically homogeneous, and that Turkishness would form the core of this identity. One strategy pursued to manage the ethnic fault lines that the new policies were generating was to identify all Muslims as ‘Turks.’ For example, Kurdish speakers who constituted the largest Muslim ethnic minority in Turkey were declared to be ‘mountain Turks.’4 A second strategy adopted to fabricate an ethnic homogeneity in Anatolia was the forced emigration of non-Muslim minorities, in particular of Greeks, Armenians and Jews.5 This was most explicit in the depor-tation of the majority of Turkey’s Armenians to various countries in Mesopotamia in the years 1915–18 (under the Ottomans), during which some 1.5 million Armenians died or were killed en route,6 and the expulsion of more than a million Greeks in 1923. The Christian population (excluding Armenians) declined from about 450,000 in 1914 to 240,000 in 1927.7 The policies and practices undertaken in the process of Turkification were not limited to forced emigration. They also included the campaign called ‘Citizen, Speak Turkish!’ in 1928; the recruitment of non-Muslim men to the military as reserve forces in 1941; the discriminatory Capital Levy Tax of 1942; and the 6–7 September (1955) events – a state-initiated riot against non-Muslims in Pera, a district in Istanbul. Critical reference to these events in Turkey, particularly the Armenian massacre, brings the possibility of state prosecution or worse (assassination) to those who do so. In Australia too, as explored in this book, reference to this war named Kurtuluş Sava şı (War of Liberation) is heavily policed by Turkish natios.

A second aspect of Turkish modernity that constituted a radical departure from the legacy of the Ottoman Empire related to the role of Islam in the organisation of public life. With the declaration of the Republic, the new regime embarked on a comprehensive program of reorganising Islam in the Republic’s social fabric. In this highly interventionist endeavour, a wide range of reforms were introduced in every sphere of social life: the abolition of the office of the Caliphate (1924); the banning of the wearing of the fez (male religious headgear) and religion-based clothing such as the veil and turban (1925); the closing down of the dervish orders and medreses (religious educational institutions) (1925); the adoption of the Western calendar and system of weights (1925); the replacement of Islamic law with the Swiss civil code and the Italian penal code (1926); the replacing of the Arabic alphabet by the Latin alphabet (1928); the use of the Turkish language in the Islamic call to prayer (1932); and the elimination of Islamic symbols from emerging modernist public places in the country’s town and cities. Plans to sterilise the urban landscape against Islam reached such extremes that a new capital city – the modernist Ankara – was built to replace Istanbul, the city that had long served as capital of the Ottoman Empire.

The modernising reforms executed by a now Jacobinist state in a top-down manner ‘showed a clear distaste for religion.’8 These reforms not only destroyed the Islam of the Ottomans, but also alienated the bulk of society. As Kadıoğlu argues, the reforms constituted an onslaught against existing cultural practices. ‘[The Kemalists] opted for a general state of amnesia which would lead to a process of estrangement of the people from some of their own cultural practices.’9 Feroz Ahmad contends that with the sudden changing of the alphabet, ‘Overnight, virtually the entire nation was made illiterate.’10

Nevertheless, many accounts of the reforms directed at Islam miss their most important aspect. With the establishment of the Directorate of Religious Affairs in 1924 Islam was reorganised for service to the new nation-state.11 The incorporation of Islam into a state bureaucracy facilitated a new governance of Muslims and mosques. Describing an existing reality, laicité (secularism) was officially declared in 1931 as one of the six fundamental principles of the Kemalist ideology (along with republicanism, nationalism, populism, statism, secularism and reformism). As the vast literature on secularism in Turkey has indicated, this term has distinctive meanings in the Turkish context. First, it does not facilitate a separation between state affairs and religious affairs in which the state is neutral towards denominational groups. On the contrary, it places religion under state control.12 Second, it is a didactic form of secularism,13 serving to impose a Western way of living (‘a form of authoritarian Westernism’ as Yavuz calls it14). Third, the bodies of Muslim women have been pivotal in the shaping and representing of Turkish secularism. The authoritarian project aimed to constitute new gender-specific ways of being and living, ‘transmitted primarily by women via their changing intimacies with men in the newly constituted public sphere.’15 The contemporary rejection of the demands of Muslims to wear the headscarf in public institutions should therefore be understood in this context.16

A final key aspect of Turkish modernity intimately linked to this study’s analysis is the deeply rooted tradition of civil-military relations in Turkey. Since the founding of the Republic one unchanging tradition in Turkish political life has been the Turkish Armed Forces’ (TAF) instituting themselves as a legitimate actor in political decision-making.17 In this process, the military positions itself as the guardian of ‘national’ interests, and asserts extensive autonomy vis-à-vis both civilians and the elected governments. The present constitution allows it to initiate and veto policy without being subject to any democratic checks and balances. And, as the long record of military interventions in Turkey (1960, 1971, 1980, 1997) demonstrates, it can even take over political governance if it perceives that the civilian politicians need to be brought into line. In this undemocratic political culture, elected political actors are allowed to play their roles in a system in which more powerful state actors have the last word.18

The presence of the military in public affairs and its influence over political decision-making has been further consolidated in the post-1980 period. One institutional mechanism enabling this has been the National Security Council (NSC),19 established by the military regime after the 1980 coup. In the 1990s, ‘national security’ became the most popular discourse of army officials. This discourse took its boldest form when the TAF intervened in the civilian sphere once again in 1997, forcing the pro-Islamic Welfare Party-led coalition government to resign and the Welfare Party to close down.20 As Cizre notes:

[In the course of the 1990s] the main instrument affecting the military’s expanded influence over Turkey’s political development and its autonomy from civilian actors has been the redefinition of the ‘national security concept.’ Internal political discord has been re-interpreted in the language of internal security threats. Hence, Islamic activism [irtica] and Kurdish nationalism were singled out as internal security threats and given primacy over the external ones.

The TAF has expanded the scope of its guardianship mission by securitizing the country’s serious, but essentially political problems . . . It is the translation of national security into laws, decrees and regulations that in fact gives the Turkish military a wide latitude in policy-making and law enforcement.21

As Cizre’s work makes clear, the military uses diverse means to shape the socialising process of the populace. These include a military schooling system, compulsory military service, the military’s mobilisation of ‘friendly’ media and its direct involvement in the civilian education system since 1926: military officers teach compulsory national security courses in Turkish high schools.22 The military expanded its tactics in the new political context of the 2000s, an era marked by the electoral victory of the AKP – an offshoot of the Welfare Party – in the 2002, 2007 and 2011 general elections respectively. In its intensifying political war against the AKP government, the military pursued the strategy of ‘streamlining’ the thoughts of the society by gaining the popular support of various actors in the academy, civil society, students, think-tanks, media and artistic communities.23 Such efforts yielded some of the results desired by the military. In April 2007, massive protests were held against the AKP government in Ankara, Istanbul and Izmir under the name of ‘republican rallies.’ Hundreds of NGOs took part in the organisation of these demonstrations, with two prominent Kemalist groups at the forefront: the Atatürkist Thought Association (ADD) and the Support for Modern Life Association (ÇYDD). A year after the rallies it came to light that a clandestine Kemalist ultra-laicist and ultra-nationalist network named Ergenekon was influential in mobilising these ‘civil’ society organisations. This para-military network is made up of retired army officers, media patrons, journalists and others alleged to have been committed to the overthrow of the AKP government by provoking a military coup through a series of political assassinations (including the assassination of Turkish Armenian intellectual Hrant Dink in 2007). Since July 2008, over a hundred people have been arrested in Turkey – including several army
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