
2020 Sprıng 231

In the history of Turkish-American 
relations, there have always been 
ups and downs. Turkey and the U.S. 
experienced many crises in the last 
century, and today, no one would 
deny that we are witnessing one of 
the most crucial moments with the 
Trump Administration. But when it 
comes to times of crisis like this, it 
is important to remember the history of re-
lations and how they have deepened in the 
nearly one-and-a-half century-long history of 
the two countries. Because, whenever a prob-
lem occurs—small or big—somehow relations 
come back on track after a while. The reasons 
lie in the origins of the relations. Indeed, 

Hacer Bahar’s From Empire to Re-
public has important insights about 
one of the most important pillars 
of Turkey-U.S. relations: American 
missionaries and their educational 
legacy in Turkey, particularly Rob-
ert College. The college itself has a 
very important place in the history 
of relations because many impor-

tant Turkish bureaucrats, even prime minis-
ters such as Ecevit and Çiller, are alumni of 
Robert College. 

From Empire to Republic was originally Ba-
har’s master’s thesis, written under the su-
pervision of Dr. Jan Stievermann at the 

and general readers interested in learning 
more about Turkey’s place in transatlantic 
relations.
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Heidelberg Center for American Studies. A 
master’s thesis or doctoral dissertation are 
very different from a book in terms of their 
formats. This means that reorganizing these 
pieces requires careful attention. In this con-
text, some flaws can be seen in Bahar’s work. 
She begins with a short introduction about 
the internal political situation of the Ottoman 
Empire and the problems in its vicinity when 
the first American missionaries arrived in the 
early nineteenth century (pp. 11–12). In the 
first chapter, the origins of the missions and 
how they were established are explained thor-
oughly. The most striking part of this chapter 
is its argument about how missionary activi-
ties involve much more than the dissemina-
tion of religion. Bahar states that particularly 
protestant missionaries were not only spread-
ing their religions but also the economic and 
social policies of their countries (p. 14). This 
argument is important because the second 
chapter of the book is mainly based on the Ot-
toman Empire’s millet system, which roughly 
stands for the socio-political structure of the 
empire and the Tanzimat and Islahat decrees. 
These concepts are mentioned briefly in the 
second chapter to build a base for the next 
chapters, which are about early Ottoman-U.S. 
relations and Robert College. But the author 
choose not to go in details about these top-
ics. As the book’s primary aim is to explain 
the role of Robert College in Turkey-U.S. re-
lations, this can be understood. But since the 
millet system and the Tanzimat and Islahat 
decrees are very crucial for understanding the 
empire’s socio-cultural and political structure 
in eighteenth and nineteenth century, these 
topics need more attention. Another flaw that 
follows from the previous one involves the 
variation and diversification of the sources in 
chapter two. Although many archival records, 
theses and other sources are used in the book, 
they are mainly about the missionaries’ edu-
cational activities, and not specifically about 

the Ottoman history of the period. There are 
many well-written sources about this topic 
that would have enriched the second chapter 
of the book.

With the third and fourth chapter, early Otto-
man-American relations and the first arrival 
of the American missionaries are explained 
in the context of how U.S. interests in the 
empire originated. The eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries of the empire are generally 
considered important cornerstones in terms 
of revisioning minority rights. As the author 
mentions in the second chapter, the Otto-
man’s millet system was based on religious 
community (pp. 22–23). Since Islam was the 
official religion in the empire, minority sepa-
ration was not ethnic but religious. As Bahar 
states throughout the third and fourth chap-
ter, the expansion of minority rights created a 
space for missionary presence in the empire. 
The narrative of how missionaries settled in 
Ottoman lands during this period offers a 
less-known perspective about the debates 
that focus on Ottoman foreign relations in-
volving minorities; this makes these chapters 
valuable. 

The fifth and largest chapter of the book fo-
cuses on Robert College and the educational 
legacy of the missionaries; this is where the 
book shines the most. Bahar successfully ob-
serves the pragmatic causes of the construc-
tion of the college. The author states that it 
was not only about the approved educational 
standards of Americans but also the Otto-
man’s needs for reforming their educational 
system (pp. 53–54). What makes this chap-
ter valuable is not only its well-written nar-
rative about the construction and historical 
development of the college; the educational 
standards, how to enroll, the requirements 
for being a tutor and the curriculum of the 
college are mentioned broadly in the chap-
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ter. The college’s historical development 
shows the reader how it adapted to local and 
global changes. For instance, a course about 
‘evidence of Christianity’ was removed after 
the 1924 regulations were establishment in 
the Turkish Republic and a ‘military’ course 
entered the curriculum after WWII (p. 65). 
Also, by observing the historical progress of 
the college, it is possible to see the important 
political events during the transition of the 
empire to a republic in the background and 
how the college adapted to these events. In 
this sense, the fifth chapter offers more than 
the history of the college and indeed explains 
a lot about the crucial period of the transition 
that the empire and the Republic of Turkey 
experienced.

In addition to its strengths, the book also has 
some flaws. As mentioned above, a book dif-
fers from a thesis in terms of format, and to 
revise a work to make it a book requires a 
great deal of attention. In this context, From 
Empire to Republic may not be counted as one 
of the best examples. As a master’s thesis, Ba-
har’s work addresses a specific literature; in 
the process of re-publishing it as a book, some 

chapters could have been gainfully revised to 
make the text easier for readers to follow. In 
particular, the parts about the socio-cultural 
and political structure of the empire could 
have been explained more broadly. There are 
insightful sources about the topic that are 
easy to access, such as Halil İnalcık and Wil-
liam Eton’s works, that are also important for 
the relevant literature.1 In terms of writing 
performance, Bahar’s plain and simple style 
make the book easy to read. However, in some 
parts, long paragraphs cause distraction. 

Overall, Bahar’s From Empire to Republic is a 
good addition to the relevant literature that 
specifically focuses on the American mission-
ary activities in foreign lands; readers from 
different disciplines such as political history, 
international relations and political science 
can learn a lot from this study.
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