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To travel into the past of sociology in Turkey, 
I have chosen to focus on two books of 
international acclaim that have crossed 
cultural borders. By tracing how these books 
have been actively appropriated and filtered 
through the conceptual grid of prevailing 
controversies and ongoing events in the 
national arena, I hope to be able to say 
something about the changing contours of the 
discipline. This is not because there is a dearth 
of scholarship on various aspects of Turkish 
society, by Turkish and non-Turkish authors. 
On the contrary, there is a wide literature of 
indisputable merit. But the landmarks that 
signal shifts in the trajectory of the discipline 
are not “influential” books. It is the 
mesmerizing play of political events, wars, 
economic crises, military coups, liberalizations 
that usher in moments of intense anxiety and 
of reappraisal, imparting a sense of new 
departures and breaks with orthodoxy.

Of the two sensibilities out of which 
sociology has been historically molded, one 
intellectual, the other “lived” and made of 
social commitment, it is the latter that 
dominates the field in Turkey. We tend to be 
driven by the urge to diagnose “lived” events 
and propose solutions. The push to bring a 
particular social reality into daylight, 
rendering it “understandable” in public, to the 
public, for the public, and proposing brave 
solutions often takes precedence over 
“understanding,” analytical refinement, 
theoretical sophistication. The cultural 
imaginary and self-understanding of a 
sociologist in Turkey is neither that of a free- 
floating, “disinterested intellectual” who 
searches for universals in the name of truth, 
nor quite that of “social engineer” who comes 
up with practical solutions to pressing 
problems of the moment. Rather, it is that of 
a “social diagnostician.” We battle with 

recurring bouts of symptoms that Turkey 
seems to contract in its twisted historical 
trajectory. We tend to torment ourselves with 
phantasies of economic progress, and 
continuing aspirations for an unachieved 
modernity. But we remain unrepentant in our 
attempts to affiliate to the modern via great 
national or Western narratives.

The 1970s decade, when Gunder Frank’s 
name entered into theoretical conversation 
among sociologists in Turkey, opened with a 
jolting event—a military coup—the second in 
barely a decade. At the time, it appeared that 
the “Turkish case” exhibited symptoms 
remarkably similar to those of Latin American 
countries. Having left behind the early 
republican era in favor of popular elections 
and more liberal economics since 1950, our 
country was now suffering from economic 
crises followed by breakdowns of democracy. 
Prophetically, the 1970s closed with yet 
another military coup, the third in as many 
decades. Hence not only sociologists, but also 
political scientists and economists, began to 
debate the Latin American model. This is not 
to say they read or learned about Latin 
American societies, their history or present. 
Rather, the Latin American “model” became 
a signpost in heated debates on the specificity 
of the “Turkish case.” And the Latin 
American case became synonymous with the 
name of Gunder Frank.

The beauty of Gunder Frank’s work resided 
in rendering Latin America intelligible, with
out knowing anything about it. Through his 
work, the social determinations that shaped 
Latin America could be grasped in their total
ity, and unity. His was the voice of reigning pas
sions, which cut through the crisscrossing 
intellectual debates of the moment, and spoke 
to the hearts of Turkish sociologists. He offered 
the possibility of being a radical Marxist and a 
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passionate nationalist, wrapped in one. This 
is why, I believe, academic sociologists in Tur
key, always uncomfortable with the interna
tionalism of the orthodox left, could so readily 
embrace Gunder Frank. His powerful blend 
of radical struggle against oppression, with the 
ultimate promise of emancipation of our na
tion from underdevelopment, found broad 
resonance in Turkish sociology, and became 
the subtext of numerous books written dur
ing this period.

Of course, it must be remembered that this 
was the heady days of the 1970s, when social 
determinations seemed axiomatic, when 
sociologists could confidently claim to 
compare processes of state-making, capitalist 
transitions, or revolutions across historical 
time and cultural space. The post-1968 
intellectual radicalism had spawned a rich 
profusion of Marxisms that had for the first 
time established a broad presence in the 
universities of the English-speaking world. So 
a new generation of Turkish sociologists, 
returning from British and American 
universities in the 1970s, brought back an 
army of influential voices, ranging from 
Althusser and Poulantzas, to Miliband, 
Braverman, Frank, and Wallerstein. They 
arrived as historical sociologists or political 
economists, versed in the intellectual debates 
that were on the forefront of disciplinary 
discussion. Thus the sweeping canvas of 
Ottoman history became the battleground 
upon which differences of political inclination 
and ideological bent were fought out. To try 
to relate the broader contours and the finer 
distinctions of the controversies that 
unfolded—ranging from arguments on the 
nature of the Ottoman social formation 
(feudal or Asiatic mode of production?), 
disputes over the timing of capitalist 
penetration (seventeenth or nineteenth 
century?) to the debates on the interpretation 
of Turkish “revolution” (is the bourgeois 
revolution over or yet to come?)—would tax 
the patience of the reader. What is significant, 
and must be recognized as a generational 
achievement, is that these debates served to 
wrench Ottoman-Turkish history out of the 
parochialism of official historiography into a 
more openly theorized mode of exchange.1

It is also worth remembering the intellec
tual excitement of those days, when a sense 
of participation in a radical process of revi
sion swept across the discipline. Until the 

1970s, the cultural constructions of academic 
sociology in Turkey remained firmly grounded 
in the rural/urban binary opposition, the 
former representing tradition, the latter set
ting up the standards of cultural modernity. 
Social change was conceived and studied as 
the flow from one to the other, i.e., migra
tion. From the accumulation of village stud
ies in the 1940s as part of the Republic’s 
“civilizing mission” to the large-scale planning- 
oriented rural surveys of the 1960s, the ho
mogeneous totality of the nation had remained 
comfortably divided between a rural part and 
an urban part. This relentless homogenization 
of “the rural” was broken, once and for all, in 
the 1970s during the heated debates on “agrar
ian class structures” and “capitalist transi
tions.”2

In retrospect, the confidence of Turkish so
ciologists in their materialistic conceptions of 
totality, in its Marxist and non-Marxist forms, 
does not seem remarkable in itself. This was a 
moment when social history was everywhere 
appropriated by sociologists, who were giving 
it coherence by conceptualizing its underly
ing principles of unity and momentum. His
torians had not, as yet, become their own 
theoreticians. Nor is it surprising, perhaps, 
that the development of Turkey’s underde
velopment was discovered through Gunder 
Frank, lending to his name a halo of radical
ism that became associated with Latin 
America. Third Worldism was the reigning 
passion of the day.

What was parochial, in hindsight, was the 
absence of any attempt to come to grips with 
the region—the Middle East—or of Turkey’s 
position on the margins of Europe. In the pro
fusion of social histories written at the time, 
which for the first time challenged the ortho
doxies of national historiography, the Middle 
East continued to figure as vestiges of the Ot
toman Empire, a past Turkey had left behind. 
In retrospect, it is the remarkable certainty of 
Turkish sociologists in their Western-secular
ist future that remains surprising.

The burning political events of the past de
cade—political Islam and Kurdish national
ism—have revealed the extent to which 
sociology has lagged behind the intellectual/ 
political agenda in Turkey. Throughout much 
of the 1980s, conventional social scientific 
analysis centered on the political economy of 
Turkey’s opening to world markets, research
ing the distributive impact of structural ad
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justment policies, and discussing the implica
tions of liberalization for mass politics and 
political parties. The increasing visibility of 
political Islam and Kurdish ethnicity seemed 
to be the worrisome symptoms of our most 
recent capitalist reorganization. Today, the 
sobering diagnosis has become inevitable— 
Turkey is in the midst of an epochal cultural 
transformation, one that necessitates a radi
cal “deconstruction” of the secularist bases of 
Republican nationalism and the ethnic sin
gularity of its “Turkishness.”

Of course, it must be remembered that the 
broader shift from “relative autonomy” and 
“structural causality” (the hard-won gains of 
the 1970s) to the “discursive character of all 
practices” (the postmodernist axiom of the 
1980s) has been painful and uncertain for so
ciologists everywhere. It has been less central 
to disciplinary discussion in sociology and the 
“harder” social sciences than, for instance, in 
history and anthropology. It has given birth 
to a rough division between the so-called 
“deconstructionists” and unrepentant mate
rialists in most countries, more sharply drawn 
in some, say in Britain and France, than in 
others, say in Germany and the United States. 
But in few countries has conventional social 
analysis fallen so far behind the broader intel- 
lectual/political debates of the moment, and 
with such dire consequences, as has been the 
case in Turkey.

Meanwhile, the most radical and influen
tial debates on the transformation of Turkey’s 
cultural landscape, issues of cultural identity, 
and the complexity of their articulations in 
the public arena have been occurring outside 
the academic establishment, in the press, on 
television, in numerous intellectual/political 
circles unconstrained by disciplinary tradi
tions. Not by accident, all the significant cri
tiques of “modernity” as a political project and 
debates on the “crisis of the nation-state” have 
flown across national borders to Turkey with 
dizzying rapidity. Currently, the shelves of 
commercial bookstores are replete with trans
lations of Foucault and subsequent 
postmodernisms, which stand side by side with 
special sections devoted to Islam and Kurdish 
ethnicity. The paucity of books written by so
ciologists, however, reveals the hiatus of ac
cumulated research on the dynamics of 
ethnicity and religion in Turkey.3 Current 
best-sellers on the burning political/social is
sues of the moment in Turkey are by self-des

ignated “journalist-researcher-writers. ”
Which brings me to the “influential voice” 

of Michel Foucault in the current climate of 
political ferment. The immediate appeal of Dis
cipline and Punish for the reading public is not 
difficult to understand. It connects with the 
“lived” events of the moment, and invokes the 
familiar. Daily newspapers are filled with inci
dents of police brutality, “suspicious” deaths in 
prisons, or “unexplained” disappearances. 
Foucault’s analysis of the “modern” penal sys
tem can be read to understand the nonmodernity 
of Turkish prisons. But also, notions of “disci
plining” and “disciplined” bodies—in schools, 
in the anny, in the bureaucracy—have imme
diate and very concrete resonances in the Turk
ish context. And of course Foucault’s metaphors 
of “archeological excavations” into the “discur
sive formations of the past” are open to literal 
interpretations in the Turkish context. “Turk
ish” history goes back only 70 years, then stops. 
To go further back, it is necessary to learn a 
new alphabet (Arabic script) and a new lan
guage, Ottoman (a synthesis of Arabic, Persian, 
and vernacular Turkish). Since the death of the 
Ottoman Empire, and the birth of the Turkish 
Republic (as taught in schools), entry into the 
past has been walled off in more ways than one.

But it must be pointed out that Foucault’s 
name was already in circulation among intel
lectual circles in Turkey in the early part of 
the 1980s, and Turkish equivalents of his key 
concepts (e.g., discourse) had entered into 
conversations before his books were actually 
translated into Turkish. He initially sparked 
interest and subsequently gained popularity 
as a radical thinker who was not a Marxist. In 
the English-speaking world, Foucault’s work 
has become fused with postmodernist empha
ses on the decentered and the heterogeneous 
engagement in “politics of difference.” Appro
priations of his work in the Turkish context have 
come to mean radicalism without Marx, and 
thus are open to a multiplicity of political/intel- 
lectual readings.

Hence Foucauldian approaches to knowl- 
edge/power have gained currency in very dif
ferent political contexts, appropriated by 
authors of different ideological bent. Among 
Islamic intellectual circles, for instance, his 
deconstruction of “Western” modernity has 
assumed significance, and is more popular 
than Said’s Orientalism, I believe, because of 
his emphasis on everyday practices. Thus a 
whole spectrum of practices through which 
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Turkish secularism has been built into the ev
eryday, ranging from covered/uncovered bod
ies as the site of “micro-physics of power,” to 
the modern cultural rituals and celebrations 
borrowed from the Western-Christian world 
(e.g., New Year’s Day, Mother’s Day, Valentine’s 
Day, etc.), have been explicitly problem at ized 
as sites of resistance. In liberal-secularist circles, 
by contrast, readings of Foucault have become 
closely bound with critiques of nationalism, pro
viding intellectual background for attempts to 
“deconstruct” the presumed ethnic singularity 
and religious homogeneity of the nation-state 
and to uncover its multireligious, multiethnic 
past. The ways in which Turkish nationalism has 
been “inscribed” into architecture and urban space, 
for instance, or into history textbooks, and into 
everyday language, have all come under debate.4

The missing element in the multiple read
ings of Foucault in the Turkish context, what 
has been evacuated from his work, if you will, 
is the way he deliberately situates himself in 
his own work. Foucault’s “intellectual,” in his 
refusal to struggle and speak for the other, is 
the embodiment of the “post-modern crisis,” 
incapable of any meaningful engagement or 
action. Little of this political ambivalence as
sociated with the figure of the intellectual 
crossed over. To put it simply, the question 
of “what gives the intellectual the right to 
speak for anyone besides himself?” never even 
gets asked in the Turkish context. The figure 
of the intellectual remains firmly positioned, 
“in the front” or “to the side” of the people.

Now, in the mid-1990s, when religion and 
ethnicity have become “lived” events of im
mediate political significance, Turkish soci
ologists have rushed in with their diagnostic 
tools, impatient with “intellectualism” and 
ready to offer dramatic solutions for “state 
action.” But the urge to bring “stark facts” 
into daylight—the tragic situation of the 
Kurdish population (unquestionable) and the 
immanent collapse of Turkish secularism un
der the threat of Islamic fundamentalism 

(more questionable)—continues to take pre
cedence over intellectually coherent analysis. 
Needless to say, this is partly a generational 
problem. Current sociology dissertations, writ
ten abroad or in Turkey, are “deconstructing” 
the grand narratives of Turkish nationalism; 
reconfiguring the past to understand the com
plexity of cultural and ethnic identities in the 
present; and in so doing, battling with the 
ghosts of their future.

This is the point I take the state of sociol
ogy in Turkey to have reached. A small num
ber of Turkish sociologists, mostly young, have 
moved all the way into the terrain of 
textuality, discourse, and deconstruction. The 
majority of sociologists continue much as be
fore, concerned with “lived” events but im
patient with intellectual debates that lend 
them meaning and shape. And then there is 
the rest of us, those who have discovered our 
dis-modernity in the era of postmodernism, 
and are curious to see where it goes.

Notes
1. For a sophisticated book that is informed by these de

bates and provides an elegant analysis that moves beyond 
them, see Qaglar Keyder (1987).

2. The work of Mubeccel Kiray (1970), one of the foremost. 
Turkish sociologists, must be cited as an important land
mark and the precursor of a new genre of comparative 
research on the complexities of agrarian change in Tur
key.

3. The towering figure of Serif Mardin, the sole representa
tive of a more hermeneutic tradition in T urkish sociology, 
remains the notable exception. New editions of his volu
minous scholarship on questions of culture and Islam in 
Turkish society, published in the 1990s, have made his 
work accessible to a broader reading public, and become 
contemporary classics. His recent book (Mardin 1989) as 
well as numerous articles are available in English.

4. For some of the recent debates on the Kemalist legacy 
and the nation-building project of the Republican period, 
see Bozdogan and Kasaba (1977).
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