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Chapter 1: The process of nation-building 
Historiography and nation-building in modern Turkey 

“Türk nereye gitse asıl yurdunu unutmazdı. Çünkü, atalarının mezarı oradaydı.”
Ziya Gökalp (Ankara, 1923: 133)

 
Introduction
Since the emergence of the phenomenon of ‘nation’, entire states have adopted 
an understanding of people living within a geographical region as belonging to 
one common origin. In realizing this unifying concept of ‘nation’, historiography 
plays an important factor in finding a common history for people within a given 
geography. Sometimes, historiography is used to emphasize or neglect parts of 
the national history in order to establish a new ‘nation’. 
	 In the nineteenth century, the smaller German states formed one 
nation, or ‘Kulturnation’ to speak in the terms of Frederich Meinecke (1922), 
without actually being one unified state (Iordachi, 2006). In the nineteenth 
century, it was widely believed that the concept of ‘nation’ was interchangeable 
with that of ‘race’ because it was widely accepted that ‘nation’ was carved out by 
descent (Hewitson, 2006). In order to forge new ‘nations’, it became important 
to invent myths, traditions, suitable history, cultural trademarks and linguistic 
commonality (Smith, 2009; Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983; Anderson, 1983; 
Hobsbawm, 1990). 
	 After the nineteenth century, most notably the 1920s and 1930s, the 
concept of ‘nation’ became intermingled with other phrases. Some scholars of 
that specific time period, such as Carlton Hayes (1931) and Louis Snyder (1954), 
were emphasizing the concept of ‘nation’ with a modern, secular content and 
its close relationship to rationalism and liberalism (Smith, 2009). This was a 
radical change with De Gobineau (1999), who was against modern ideologies 
like republicanism within a ‘nation’ but was advocating for ‘race’. In both De 
Gobineau and Hayes’ theory of ‘nation’, historiography played an important role; 
for example, by linking the British ‘nation’ to the myth of a ‘honest and righteous 
King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table’ (Higham, 2002; Thorpe, 1966; 
Loomis, 1956). 

	 Construction of the past 
While individual nations might come and go, a ‘nation’ as a historical community 
was eternal; the historiography to back this was accordingly formulated (Smith, 
2009). De Gobineau (1855) stated that there were only ten great civilizations in 
world history and all of them were derived from the Aryan race, and in doing 
so, place an emphasis on certain historical events while completely neglecting 
others (De Gobineau, 1855; Cassirer, 2009; Collins & Gobineau, 2010).  
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	 According to Smith (2009), it is typical for a state to formulate the grand 
narratives of national history and select its heroes and saints. This construction 
of history was meant to put an emphasis on chosen myths, traditions, 
suitable history, cultural trademarks and linguistics (Dixon, 2011). Therefore, 
historiography became an important aspect of the newly established nation 
state, either as an emphasizing or neglecting factor. The states focused on 
earlier times in order to depict an ancient ‘golden age’. During this process an 
exemplary of a golden age was defined. In this defining process historiography 
plays an undoubted role, as it is the main factor used to select or neglect parts 
of the national history, in order to create a ‘nation’ in which people felt united 
and part of the same community.
	 The construction of the past is directed and maintained by the 
political elite of a country. By using political socialization, as well as popular 
socialization, the task of ensuring a common public, within one nation of a 
mass (homogeneous) culture can be done by government agencies (Smith, 
1991; Almond & Pye, 1965). The best example of this is most notably the public 
system of education and the publication of history books that are used during 
this education (Dixon, 2011). These history books are to be seen as the official 
historiography of a nation, where regimes are under the influence of nationalist 
ideals of cultural authenticity and unity (Smith, 1991; Gellner, 1983). Through 
these books, the educational system is used to create a mass culture of 
homogeneous elements in which every citizen is regarded as part of the nation 
state (Gellner, 1983; Baycroft & Hewitson, 2006; Weber, 1976; Soboul, 1973; 
Mathiez, 1939).
	 A well-maintained and effective centralized educational system is the 
key instrument in forming common cultural traits upon a society (Gellner, 1983). 
The range will be much wider than art or novels, or in later times, even movies. 
Other notable examples are not nearly as efficient, as the educational system 
and the historiography used within it. Mass nationalist education started with 
the French Revolution in 1789 in which every peasant was regarded a ‘national 
citizen’ and, therefore, received the exact same education as the son of a notable 
(Weber, 1976; Smith, 1991). Prior to this, children of notables did not receive the 
same education as a peasant, but rather a far more intensive education. The 
peasant did not receive that kind of education, if any. 

	 Neglect and emphasis 
When one looks at different countries, we can see the aspect of neglect clearly 
in their educational system. For instance, after the Second World War the 
Allies deported some twelve million Germans from their homes in Eastern 
Europe (Clark, 2006). The Allies did this in order to provide Russia with the 
room to expand, since the Russians had aided the Western Allies against Nazi 
Germany. The same Germans had negotiated with their Italian and Russian 
allies during 1939-1941 a possible population exchange themselves. This 




