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Spatial Conceptions of the Nation: Modernizing Geographies in 
Greece and Turkey

Thıs volume edited by P. Nikiforos 
Diamandouros, Thalia Dragonas, 
and Çağlar Keyder is the third of a 
very interesting series, product of a 
trans-disciplinary dialogue among 
Greek and Turkish scholars on the 
intertwining histories of their re-
spective nations. As the editors of 
the present volume put it, “the pas-
sage from the multiethnic Ottoman Empire 
to the contemporary nation-states and the 
nationalist discourses accompanying the pro-
cess constituted the epicenter of both previ-
ous volumes and continues to dominate the 
present one.” The first volume edited by Fa-
ruk Birtek and Thalia Dragonas is entitled 
Citizenship and the nation-state in Greece 
and Turkey (London: Routledge, 2005), and 
the second, edited by Anna Frangoudaki and 
Çağlar Keyder is entitled Ways to Modernity 
in Greece and Turkey: encounters with Europe, 
1850-1950 (London: I.B. Tauris, 2007).

The present volume focuses, as its title indi-
cates, on “the elusive congruence between 
territory and people,” in other words, on the 
respective roles of space (with its history) on 
the one hand, and religion, language and eth-
nicity, on the other, in the making of modern 
nation-states, or more accurately on the tense 
relationship between the two. As the editors 
eloquently put it, the nationalist movements’ 
“vision of an unadulterated purity … requires 
ethnic cleansing, expulsion, exchange of pop-
ulations and forced conversions … Even the 

least primordial nationalisms are 
loath to take space as the primary 
defining dimension of their mobi-
lization. So, they devalue, disregard 
and even suppress the particular-
ity of territory; states and politics 
strive to make spaces into national 
(and shallow) places … Richness of 
the particular was a threat … Their 

histories, constructed as the imperative of the 
nation-state, actively forgot and suppressed 
big chunks of the lived experience of the 
populations. Accordingly, spaces that could 
not be readily assimilated were relegated into 
oblivion” (pp. 1-2).

Indeed, tensions between territorially-based 
and primordial attachments were particularly 
acute in the successor states to multi-religious, 
multi-ethnic empires like the Ottoman state. 
The Ottoman millet system and the nineteenth 
century’s dominant ideology of Ottomanism 
attempted to provide a territorially-based al-
ternative to the rising nationalist movements 
in the Balkans. The millet system consisted of 
granting the recognized non-Muslim com-
munities a substantial degree of autonomy 
in their religious and communal affairs. The 
idea of Ottomanism, in turn, meant a concept 
of citizenship based on a common territory 
and loyalty to a common state, regardless of 
religious, ethnic, and sectarian differences. 
Equality before law and equal access to public 
service posts were recognized by the edicts of 
the Tanzimat (Reform) period, particularly by 
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the Reform (Islahat) edict of 1856. Yonca Kök-
sal in her chapter in the volume (“Urban Space 
and Nationalism: Changing Local Networks 
in the Nineteenth-Century Ottoman Empire”) 
argues convincingly, however, that changes 
in the urban landscape and the expansion of 
the urban fabric, especially in the commercial 
port cities, also an outcome of the Tanzimat 
reforms, “ironically contributed to the rise of 
state-seeking nationalism,” by breaking rigid 
localism and facilitating “communication be-
tween different social factions of the same lin-
guistic-religious group … By limiting the pow-
er of religious clergy, the reforms destroyed 
an important channel of influence through 
which Ottoman rule maintained its hold. The 
new millets were organized along linguistic 
and ethnic lines, emphasizing nationality and 
secularism” (pp. 39-40). In a sense, the idea of 
Ottomanism can be considered an early pre-
cursor of the modern idea of constitutional 
citizenship and constitutional patriotism. In 
hindsight, however, it is clear that it had very 
little chance to succeed in the face of rising 
state-seeking ethnic nationalisms. Similarly, 
the millet system can be seen as a pre-modern 
example of the modern notion of “corporate” 
or “non-territorial” federalism.     

The efforts of the nationalist leaders of the 
new states to homogenize or purify the popu-
lation along ethnic/linguistic lines brought 
about ethnic cleansings, expulsions, exchange 
of populations, and successful or unsuccess-
ful attempts at assimilation. Paraskevas Ko-
nortas’ chapter on “Nationalisms vs. Millets: 
Building Collective Identities in Ottoman 
Thrace,” analyzes this problem in the particu-
larly multi-ethnic, multi-religious area of Ot-
toman Thrace. The author provides an excel-
lent account of the competing Greek, Bulgar-
ian and Turkish nationalisms, as well as of the 
conflict between the Patriarchate and the new 
Bulgarian Exarchate. Thus, at the end of the 

Balkan Wars four bilateral conventions on the 
exchange of populations were signed between 
the three Balkan neighbors: the Bulgarian-
Ottoman convention of 1913, the Greco-Bul-
garian convention of 1919, the 1914 Greco-
Ottoman convention of 1914 (planned but 
not executed), and finally the Greco-Turk-
ish convention signed in Lausanne 1923 (p. 
180). The present author is among those who 
consider the last Greek-Turkish exchange of 
populations to have been an extremely regret-
table event, causing not only countless per-
sonal tragedies, as so touchingly described by 
the famous Turkish novelist Yaşar Kemal in 
his quatrelogy entitled Bir Ada Hikâyesi (The 
Story of an Island), but also a considerable 
economic, social, and cultural impoverish-
ment of Asia Minor. 

Three more chapters of the volume also focus 
on three formerly multi-ethnic and multi-re-
ligious regions of the Ottoman Empire: İzmir 
by Georgios Agelopoulos, Antakya by Reşat 
Kasaba, and İstanbul by Ayşe Öncü. All three 
areas now belong to the Republic of Turkey, 
religiously but not necessarily ethnically and 
linguistically homogenized. Thus, İstanbul 
has a sizeable migrant Kurdish population, 
and Antakya includes a large Arabic-speak-
ing Alawite (Nusayri) population. Two more 
chapters, by Yael Navaro-Yashin and Caesar 
V. Mavratsas, are on Cyprus. In the words of 
the editors, “what has been going on in the 
island over the last half century replicates, in 
smaller geographical scale and with consider-
able delay,” some of the themes highlighted in 
this volume (p.5). Indeed, all these case stud-
ies provide valuable insights into the complex 
and often tense interrelationship between ter-
ritorially-based and primordial (principally 
ethnic) loyalties. 

The tragic deportation of the Armenians in 
1915 and the exchange of populations be-
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tween Greece and Turkey made the territory 
of the new Turkish Republic much more ho-
mogeneous, at least as far as the Christian 
population of the empire was concerned. 
Thus, the non-Muslim population, which 
had constituted roughly 20 percent of the 
Ottoman population before World War I, 
dwindled to 2.78 percent (378.664) in the 
1927 census, and continued to decline up to 
present day. Their exodus continued during 
the republican period, as a result of the dis-
criminatory policies of the republic, particu-
larly the scandalous poll tax (varlık vergisi) 
of 1942/1943, the tragic pogrom of Septem-
ber 6-7, 1955, and the unilateral abrogation 
by Turkey in 1964 of the 1930 Turkish-Greek 
Treaty, which forced Greek citizens living in 
Turkey to emigrate. Today, the non-Muslim 
population of Turkey constitutes only about 
0.5 percent of the total population. 

Nur Yalman’s important contribution to the 
volume, entitled “Imagining the Nation: 
‘L’imaginaire’ and Public Space in Turkey,” 
focuses essentially on these issues, namely 
the tension between the republican found-
ers’ ideal of creating a homogeneous national 
and secular society, and the Ottoman heri-
tage with its diversity of cultures combined 
with an attachment to Islamic values. He thus 
argues that “behind the vociferous bicker-
ing lies a profound disagreement over how 
to handle the legacy of the Ottomans and 
the change over into a nation-state” (p. 114). 
He ends with a passionate invitation “to get 
away from the exclusionary tendencies of the 
nation-state and move towards the inclusive-
ness of common citizenship … The ideal of a 
homogenous nation-state (ein Volk, ein Land, 
ein Führer) has let us down with dreadful 
consequences. We need to formulate those 
political theories that are essential for a more 
nuanced conception of identity and citizen-
ship” (p. 124). 

Another chapter on Turkish nationalism is 
by M. Asım Karaömerlioğlu, entitled “The 
Role of Religion and Geography in Turkish 
Nationalism: The Case of Nurettin Topçu.” In 
this well-documented article, the author fo-
cuses on Nurettin Topçu, one of the influen-
tial intellectual leaders of a particular version 
of Turkish nationalism, known as ‘Anatolian-
ism.’ This trend of thought was an amalgam of 
a territorially-defined ethnic nationalism and 
Islam. Unlike pan-Turkish nationalist views, 
“its ethnic vision was limited to the boundar-
ies of Anatolia. In other words, unlike other 
varieties of Turkish nationalisms of the time, 
it was not colored with” Turkish irredentist or 
racist claims. On the other hand, ‘Anatolian-
ism’ considers Islam as an important element 
of Turkish nationalism. Thus, while secular 
Kemalist Turkish nationalism shared its eth-
nic and non-irredentist character, it did not 
embrace its Islamic-conservative emphasis 
(pp. 100-101). 

Therefore, ethnic nationalism is associated 
with efforts at assimilation, exclusion, and 
forceful homogenization, which often result in 
grave human tragedies and/or the alienation 
of important segments of the population. An-
other, and in a sense opposite, danger is that it 
may lead to irredentist movements and con-
sequently to severe conflicts among neighbor-
ing states. In this volume, Anastasia Stouraiti 
and Alexander Kazamias present an excellent 
account of the Greek Megali Idea. The au-
thors argue that it encompassed “four main 
intellectual elements: an irredentist national-
ist ideology, a Western civilizing mission, an 
ethno-religious concept of nationhood and an 
imperialist project of reviving the old Byzan-
tine Empire, all unified in the same utopian vi-
sion of creating the state of Greater Greece,” in 
other words “an amalgam of several conflict-
ing aspirations that could be reconciled only 
at the level of utopic imagination” (pp. 13, 32).
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The Turkish equivalent of Megali Idea was 
pan-Turanism, namely the idea of uniting all 
Turkic-speaking peoples under the same state. 
Pan-Turanism was one of the three political 
programs, the others being Ottomanism and 
Islamism, heatedly debated during the sec-
ond Constitutionalist period (1908-1918). 
Among its supporters were Ziya Gökalp, the 
leading nationalist theorist of the Union and 
Progress (CUP) regime and Enver Paşa, the 
most powerful member of the ruling triumvi-
rate. Indeed, Enver Paşa lost his life in 1926 in 
Central Asia, leading an insurrection against 
the Soviet regime. The founders of the Re-
public realistically and wisely refrained them-
selves from such irredentist claims. However, 
pan-Turanist ideas survived even during the 
single-party years among a small but influen-
tial group of intellectuals. With the collapse of 
the Soviet Union and the independence of the 
Turkic-speaking Central Asian states, many 

Turks seemed to have entertained the hope 
of establishing some kind of commonwealth 
of Turkic-speaking states. It became clear in a 
few years, however, that in international rela-
tions realpolitik was a much more important 
factor than ethnic and linguistic affinities. 

In conclusion, the volume is a valuable contri-
bution, the product of a commendable collab-
oration among a team of Greek and Turkish 
scholars. It provides important insights into 
the fascinating but also problematic processes 
of nation-building in the two countries. As 
such, it surely contributes to the comparative 
studies on nationalism and nation-building. 
Another, no less important, virtue is that 
it helps to correct many overtly nationalis-
tic and stereotyped accounts of a number of 
historiographers in both countries, and thus 
promotes a better understanding between the 
two neighbors.

By Ali Balcı
Ankara: KadimYayinlari, 2011, 168 pages, ISBN 9789759000240.

Reviewed by İbrahim Efe

Türkiye’de Militarist Devlet Söylemi (Militarist State Discourse in 
Turkey)

Ali Balcı’s Militarist State Dis-
course in Turkey is an adaption of 
the second chapter of his PhD thesis 
that surveyed the period between 
1960 and 1983 in Turkey, which 
witnessed three military coups in 
row. Following Michel Foucault’s 
understanding of discourse, Balcı 
analyzes the militarist discourse 
between 1960 and 1983 that thor-
oughly dominated the state discourse. The 
main argument of the study is that the milita-

rist discourse dominated all spheres 
in Turkey, from the state appara-
tus to society and the economy, in 
this period of history. Although 
the book can be read as part of the 
growing critical literature on civil-
military relations in today’s Turkey, 
it differs from other studies by situ-
ating the dominant militaristic dis-
course within a specific period.

The first part of the book accounts for the 
term “militarism” and elaborates on the global 


