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Abstract 

Nationalism in Turkey was an evolutionary process which took place during the final 

stages of the Ottoman Empire, the War of Independence and the Republican period. 

This transitional process was heavily influenced by the intellectuals and writers of the 

age, especially in the literature that they produced. Literature was a critical platform 

for nurturing and even propagating new ideologies such as nationalism, 

Westernization and even feminism. Literature was also the vehicle for transporting 

and transmitting such ideologies to the general public, as well as being an educational 

tool for warning people about the representation and misinterpretation of such 

ideological underpinnings of the new nation-state of Turkey. This dissertation 

examines some of the most critical literary novels from the period, written by some of 

the most influential intellectuals, such as Halide Edib Adivar, Yakup Kadri 

Karaosmanoglu and Resat Nuri Guntekin, in order to understand the evolution of 

Turkish nationalism as well as the reconstruction of Turkish national and cultural 

identity. 
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Westernized national identity. This resulted, to a large extent, in many traditions that 

were associated with religion being removed from the public sphere.  

 

The primary aim of this chapter is to theoretically analyse the process of such a 

nation-building process through the implementation of social reforms and the 

reconstruction of a new national identity. This step is essential to the core of this 

thesis, which is the analysis of transformation of Turkish society through literature 

and novels, where reforms have been depicted a major theme.  

 

Nationalism and Turkish National Identity: A Theoretical Understanding  

The reconstruction of Turkish national identity was a lengthy, complex period with 

many struggles, actors and conflicts. It can be argued that it began with the emergence 

of the Young Ottomans, a group of intellectuals of the late Tanzimat period who 

utilized the press to create public opinion in the 1860s and 1870s.49 They succeeded to 

influence a new generation of intellectuals in the following decades, namely the 

Young Turks, who nurtured the idea of nationalism, which then became the 

foundation of the Turkish national identity.50  

 

Identity is a complex and multi-layered relationship between an individual and a 

group, with which the individual relates.51 National identity, as opposed to the other 

 
49 Shaw & Shaw, The Rise of Modern Turkey, UK 2002, p. 130 

50 Mardin, Turk Modernlesmesi, Istanbul 2015, p. 96 

51 Lowrance, Identity, Grievances, and Political Action 2006, p.168 
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he also needed a platform to explain and familiarise people with these changes. This 

thesis argues that this platform was literature and in order to get a deeper 

understanding of this cultural revolution, literature must be examined.  
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reforms that occurred one after another once the new Republic was established, it is 

crucial to analyze and understand the groundwork laid beforehand, which then 

allowed Ataturk the ability to bring these reforms to life.  

 

In this perspective, this chapter aims to examine the contribution of literature to the 

nation-building processes as well as to the reconstruction of the national/cultural 

identity of the Turkish people. While this chapter will analyze literature in a wider 

sense, it will specifically focus on the novel and its contribution to nationalism. It was 

the novel that historically accompanied the rise of nations by mimicking the structure 

of the nation, a clearly bordered jumble of languages and styles, as Timothy Brennan 

puts it.148 In the case of Turkey, the novel was not only an educational tool, it was 

also a compass for guiding the nation to rebuilding the national and cultural identity, 

as well as a mirror that reflected the hardships people had to go through during this 

time. However, first an explanation on narrative theory and the methodological 

approach adopted in this thesis is necessary. 

 

Narrative Analysis and Narrative Theory 

Narrative is an existential part of human existence. From infancy, humans are 

systematically educated to think through narrative.149 The understanding of human 

history is inevitably dependent on this narrative structure and history is usually 

structured as a narrative rather than a long list of names, occurrences and numbers.  

The aim of the study of narrative meaning is to make explicit the operations that 

 
148 Nation and Narration, Bhabha, USA 1990, p. 49 

149 Gottschall, The Storytelling Animal, New York 2012, pp. 22-24 
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second is the information generated by the specific type of coherence used to order 

the sentences into discourse.180 

 

In addition to historical narrative, there are two other forms of narrative discourse, 

namely, literature and myth, which also produce meaning through plot structures. 

History, literature and myth share the distillates of the historical experience of a 

people, a group or a culture. These three modes of narrative discourse are grounded in 

the actual generalized experiences of a people and are the results of cultural attempts 

to impose a satisfactory, graspable, humanizing shape on experience. The historical 

narrative takes the type of plots developed by literature and subjects them to the test 

of endowing real events with meaning. The knowledge provided by narrative history 

is what results from the application of the systems of meaning originally elaborated 

by cultures in their myths; in some cultures they are later refined by their literature.181 

 

As it is with history, the interpretation of literary works is of considerable importance 

in shaping cultural tradition. The idea of a national spirit presumes that when a 

community becomes conscious of itself as human, poetry emerges as the expression 

of this consciousness. When and where this happens, poetry takes on a form 

appropriate to the specific nature and fate of each individual nation.182 Poetry here 

should not be understood in the narrow sense of the word here as it could apply to any 

mode of civilized behavior such as religion, politics, law, art, language, and of course, 

literature.  

 
180 Polkinghorne, Narrative Knowing and the Human Science, New York1988, pp. 60-62 

181 Ibid. 

182 Auerbach, Time, History, and Literature, USA 2014, p. 56 
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relatively better shape. This setting comes to represent the change from empire to 

nation-state. 

 

Another similarity is the people who accommodate these mansions. In both novels, 

the story revolves around families of three generations living in the same mansion at 

the same time, or at least for a period of time. This creates a good environment to 

study the differences and the generation gap occurring due to rapid modernization 

between three generations. The similarities between similar generations in both novels 

are also uncanny.  The third and the oldest generation is old and rusty, set in their 

Ottoman mentality. While Naim Efendi of the Kiralik Konak is old, unhealthy and 

forgotten in his old mansion, he is able to comprehend the degeneration of his family. 

On the other hand, Pasha Baba of the Feridun Pasha mansion suffers from severe 

dementia, usually living in some older period of his youth. Nevertheless, both old 

men are forgotten and no longer considered relevant to their families and they resist 

the modernization by not taking part in it. In both cases, the reader can sense the 

sympathetic voice of the authors towards these old men; while it is apparent that even 

though they do not share the views of the modern ways, they do not stand in the way 

of change and the authors seem to make sure the reader feels sorry for them. 

 

The similarities continue with the second generation, which sees the daughters of 

these older men both marry men who are passionate atheists and pride themselves on 

being modern and intellectual through their areligious lifestyles. In this sense, both 

Karaosmanoglu and Adivar chose to portray their own generation through men who 

are over-reactive to religion and deeply concerned with only following their intellect. 

The views of these men are bleaker than those of the women of the third generation, 
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Conclusion 

While some of the early Republican reforms were more significant than the others, 

together they signified a radical transformation for Turkey. A multi-ethnic Islamic 

Empire was being replaced by a secular nationalist state. It can be argued that the 

revolution aimed to exclude religion from public life, while making Ottoman cultural 

heritage difficult to access for future generations through changes in the alphabet and 

language. All these reforms, in the end, came at a cost. The novels that were 

examined in this chapter all focused on the difficulties these changes caused for 

different people of different generations. The older generation, usually representing 

the vanishing Ottoman Empire, it seemed, was no longer able to connect with its 

children, nor could it exist within this baffling new realm. For the younger 

generations, the war and the revolution were still alive topics leading them to much 

debate and confusion. The characters in Tatarcik and Kiralik Konak all represent a 

group of people in Turkey that struggled to rebuild their national and cultural 

identities. This chapter aimed to analyze these characters in order to get a better 

understanding of how the revolution and the drastic reforms it brought with it were 

processed by the Turkish nation. 

 

However, this was not the sole aim of these novels. As leaders of public opinion, the 

writers also aimed to educate people and help the process of rebuilding a nation and a 

national identity. What Adivar and many authors like her strived to achieve was to 

create a character in the story, a hero that could be used as an example to demonstrate 

how a desirable balance could be achieved between Eastern values and Western 

modernism in order to reconstruct the perfect national/cultural identity. In Kiralik 

Konak this was Hakki Celis and in Tatarcik it was Lale who were the exemplifying 
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mindset. She suggests that one is not better than the other and a human being cannot 

survive solely with spiritual values or materials, therefore a well-balanced portion of 

each culture would be the ultimate goal when rebuilding a new national and cultural 

identity. However, this was not an easy task since, for the Turkish people, Eastern 

values had strong roots of over six hundred years. Therefore, when the Westernization 

process took place in a short time span, the intellectuals of this period predicted the 

outcome would be conflictual. Almost no author saw any hope for the oldest 

generation who they considered was doomed to die in a world they no longer 

understood the meaning of. And authors saw two outcomes for the youngest 

generation that was growing up within the new Republic. They would either achieve 

the perfect balance of Eastern values and Western education, or they would adapt to 

Westernization in the most superficial way imaginable, causing great decay and 

degeneration in their character. Therefore, it can be argued that literature had two vital 

functions during this time: to give a warning for the worst-case scenario and to set an 

example as to what to aspire towards.  
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